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   Nichelle Clarke is not a patient recovery patient. While she’s waiting for an injury to heal, all she really wants is a story to write and research—hard news to get her mind occupied, even if she can only work one-armed. Instead, her boss gives her a fluff piece. Not her idea of fun. But with Nichelle snooping around, it’s not surprising her soft story takes a decidedly hard turn.
 
    
 
   FRIGHTENING FEATURES
 
   A Nichelle Clarke Mystery #5.5
 
    
 
   By LynDee Walker
 
    
 
   ONE
 
   THERE WASN’T SUPPOSED to be a dead body in this story. Well—not a fresh one, anyway.
 
   Offering me a cutesy feature on a ghost hunting TV show for the Halloween day front page was my editor’s latest attempt to keep me at home until my surgically repaired broken arm had healed. Bob thought he was clever, knowing how much I love my “Nichelle Clarke: cops and courts SuperReporter” reputation. I live and breathe hard news to the tune of more than a few battle scars from digging too far into sticky stories. Journalism that makes a difference: That’s what keeps me working eighty-hour weeks while I feed my designer heel habit on eBay.
 
   I love every minute of it.
 
   Bob worries. Hence, the labored sigh and offer of a boogey-boo fluff piece I’d gotten yesterday on the phone.
 
   But given a choice between a holiday feature and another day on my couch eating Oreos and watching Anderson Cooper, I called his bluff and jumped at “Reality Supernatural.” Annoyed him so much he sent reinforcements.
 
   “I hear you have an assignment out in Augusta County tomorrow, and Grant has a friend who’s offered us his vineyard for the wedding,” my newly engaged city hall reporter friend Melanie said when she called me a minute and a half after I hung up with Bob. “I need my maid of honor for the big decisions, and the place is right nearby. Grant can drive us and everything.”
 
   More transparent than the ghosts I was supposed to be writing about.
 
   But my very own real-life Adventures of Scooby Doo episode was better than one more second at home. Even my dog was tired of my whining.
 
   So there I was, leading Mel and her star sports columnist fiancée through the woods hunting for 1650s Europe on a sunny Saturday morning in late October.
 
   “It has to be up here,” I grouched, the encroaching trees on both sides of us lending a tinge of doubt to my tone.
 
   “It doesn’t look like there’s ever been anything up here,” Parker called from behind me. “We took three roads the GPS people don’t know about to get this far. I’m losing faith in your sense of direction, Clarke.”
 
   “I’ve never had much faith in my sense of direction.” I turned to face them with a grin. “My note-taking superpowers, however, have stood up in court. The producer said we’d find a clearing past the trees.”
 
   “What if we can’t find it because it’s really haunted?” Mel dropped her voice two octaves, waggling her eyebrows. “Beware all who enter here, and so on. Perhaps we should just head on out to the vineyard before it’s too late?”
 
   “After the year I’ve had dealing with flesh and blood bad guys, I believe I could take Casper,” I said, watching a fugitive from the arching branches of brilliant reds, yellows, and oranges drift past us to settle on the dirt. Another week, and we’d be walking over an autumn rainbow. “I might even prefer him.”
 
   I forged on.
 
   “Nichelle, wait up,” Parker called. “Bob will kill me if I let you go off alone.”
 
   I’d googled the place the night before, and while it wasn’t a typical Nichelle assignment, the location itself sounded pretty cool: A whole little medieval village just left to rot in the Virginia countryside. Tax records said it was owned by a bank in California, and had been since they’d foreclosed on it a dozen years ago. I couldn’t get anyone at the bank on the phone before close of business yesterday, but I’d bet it never sold because we were at least five exits past the middle of nowhere. Plus, anyone who wouldn’t be buying it purely for the land had to be a pretty dadgum narrow market.
 
   Spying literal light at the end of the tree tunnel, I quickened my steps. A few yards later we filed between two golden poplars, and bam—1650s Europe.
 
   “Hello, time warp,” I breathed, my eyes skipping from one thatched-roof stucco building to another. Weathered wooden signs advertised a blacksmith, a fortune teller, and a pub in the buildings closest to us. Stick piles that were likely once market booths littered the street every twenty feet or so, and the smell of musty wood lay heavy on the air.
 
   “Holy crow,” Mel let out a low whistle. “Bob wasn’t kidding.”
 
   “This place is creeptastic,” Parker said. “But in a really cool way.”
 
   I nodded, the hair on my arms popping to attention. Drying leaves whispered behind us as a chilly breeze hit our backs. I shivered, shoving my hands in my pockets and striding for the buildings.
 
   A chill of a whole different kind followed when a scream split the still air in the little clearing. We froze for half a second before Parker and I broke into a run for the blacksmith’s door, leaving Mel hollering behind us about scary movies and being stupid.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   BY THE TIME Parker’s hand closed around the rusted iron cross handle on the planked door, my shoulder was screaming right along with whoever was inside.
 
   I stopped short, raising one hand. “We might be walking onto their set,” I said between gulps of air. Two weeks off from the gym wouldn’t matter if I hadn’t spent so much of them cozied up to a bag of Oreos.
 
   “I haven’t even seen another person, let alone TV equipment,” Parker hissed, easing the door open a crack.
 
   “I’m just saying—” I began, when a low growl came through the door, followed by a string of swearwords that even had Parker lifting a brow. And he used to play baseball for a living.
 
   “Still want to wait out here?” he muttered from the corner of his mouth.
 
   I shook my head. Curiosity goes with the job, and screaming like the building’s on fire followed by swearing an indigo streak had to equal something interesting. Hopefully interesting enough to lead my story with.
 
   He pulled the door slowly, the hinges creaking like Dracula’s coffin.
 
   I poked my head in, grabbing the splintery wood for support when I spotted the dust-ridden anvil near the stove—or more specifically, the head perched atop it. Glassy eyes half-hidden behind matted dark hair stared out of a bloody, swollen face.
 
   “Another falls victim to the curse of Four Winds Faire,” a solemn bass intoned.
 
   I would’ve screamed, but that requires the ability to breathe.
 
   “I thought Bob said this was supposed to be a feature.” Parker’s face was an alarming shade of gray, his knuckles going white around the door handle. “What is it with you and dead people?”
 
   Before I could come up with an answer that didn’t depress me, laughter rang off the rafters, “Gotcha!” booming between the peals.
 
   “Drew, you daft bastard.” The words carried clearly on a rough British accent. A pale hand connected to a bloody stump sailed through the air, thwacking into the wall and landing on the dirt floor after just missing a shiny bald head. Drew’s, I supposed.
 
   He laughed, plucking the head from the anvil. “Looks just like her, doesn’t it? Took you long enough to get in here. I was afraid Jess would find it herself and spoil the fun.”
 
   Parker’s breath sucked in sharply next to me, and I closed my eyes and leaned against the doorframe.
 
   “Looks like the special effects guy was having some fun.”
 
   “Special effects? I thought this was a reality show crew,” Parker stage whispered.
 
   “Right. Because no reality TV show uses scripts or special effects,” I said.
 
   He rolled his eyes, shaking his tousled blond head at the crew. “Way to destroy my illusions, guys.”
 
   I snorted and poked his ribs with my elbow. “I’m glad Mel thinks it’s cute that you’re so naive.”
 
   “Who’s naive?” Melanie asked, creeping up behind us.
 
   I pointed to Parker and shoved off the doorframe when the bald guy spotted us and started my way.
 
   Meeting him between the door and the anvil, I stuck out one hand. “Nichelle Clarke from the Richmond Telegraph. I’m supposed to speak with Jessica Fanelli this morning for a holiday piece about the show.”
 
   He closed his meaty paw around my fingers. “Drew Bretton.” My ears pricked to annoyance behind his fabulous accent. “Jess hasn’t shown up yet, which is more of a problem for me than for you, I promise. You’re welcome to wait if you like.”
 
   I twisted my lips to one side. “Is there anyone else who might be able to show us around? I just need to get a feel for why you’re here and what you’re doing, and then we’ll be out of your hair… um… way.”
 
   He flashed a smile, stepping aside. “I don’t suppose I have anything better to do right now. Come on, then.”
 
   We stepped over the high threshold onto a hay-covered dirt floor. A woman with white-blond hair sporting a shock of magenta in the front that she was definitely cool enough to pull off slammed out of the room with a withering glare at Drew and not so much as a once-over for the rest of us. “I’d say you have to forgive Amy, but I’m tired of apologizing for her,” Drew said. “She’s our assistant producer. Maybe she can get Jess on the phone while you wait.”
 
   “So, this episode is about the curse of the Four Winds Faire, right?”
 
   “Indeed. Fascinating story, that. You know the grounds were only open for two seasons before they closed them permanently?”
 
   Melanie squeaked. “Why?”
 
   “Five mysterious deaths in two years’ time, and the last two were customers.” Drew wriggled his eyebrows. “Nobody would come back for the third season, and then the liability lawsuits bankrupted the ownership group. These days, people say the spirits of the faire folks have joined whatever was here to begin with to keep the woods empty.” His voice was solemn and smooth, the accent lilting, but not heavy enough to make him hard to understand. Familiar.
 
   “You do all the voiceovers for the show, don’t you?” I asked. I’d watched a few episodes online as part of my research.
 
   He grinned. “I do as much as they’ll let me. Total passion project for me. I love film, and I love bringing people the truth about the how other planes intersect with our reality.”
 
   Parker cleared his throat. “So, you really think there’s something to this curse thing?”
 
   Drew nodded. “Jess got some pretty hot readings when she came out to scout the location. Can I say a presence is the reason people died? No. But there’s something here. Maybe several somethings.”
 
   Melanie squeaked again and scooted closer into Parker’s side.
 
   “Any reports of unusual activity since the faire closed?” I asked, trying to keep from rolling my eyes.
 
   The light seeping through the roof shone off the top of Drew’s head when he tipped it to one side. “I think we have a non-believer in the house.”
 
   I stuck out my lower lip and blew a rogue hair out of my face before I smiled. “I do a fair amount of writing about flesh and blood evil. I don’t think I want to believe there’s bad out there we can’t see on top of the tragedy I write about every day.”
 
   “Perhaps you’ll change your mind before you leave.”
 
   “I plan to be long gone before nightfall.”
 
   “Daylight doesn’t mean no activity.” He winked. “And I thought you were a skeptic.”
 
   “Skeptic doesn’t equal stupid. I like my bases covered.” I waved the phone toward the pile of electronics behind him. “So. Is your proton pack in there somewhere?”
 
   “We’re just here to observe.” He grinned. “Though I have to admit, I love a good marshmallow roasting.”
 
   Parker laughed. “Hey Clarke: just so we’re clear, if someone asks if you’re a god, you say ‘yes.’”
 
   That got a nervous giggle from Mel, who still looked like she might sprint for the car if it wasn’t for Parker’s grip on her shoulder.
 
   “Care for a little ghost hunting 101?” Drew asked.
 
   “All ears, professor.” I checked to make sure the phone was still recording.
 
   He pointed out special lighting rigs designed to show off the abundance of spider webs in the room’s corners and rafters as I held my spanking-new iPhone up so the voice recorder would catch it all, clicking the camera on and snapping a few photos here and there. Not being able to take notes was irritating, but the sling meant juggling a notebook and pen was off limits unless I wanted serious stitches-pulling pain to ensue.
 
   “This thermal cam will show an infrared image of temperatures in the buildings, highlighting cold spots,” Drew said, holding up a palm-sized camcorder. “We splice that with the night vision footage of the room to create the final tape.”
 
   I snapped a photo of the camera, zooming in on the LCD screen when he turned it on and panned the room. Most of the space was orange thanks to lack of a breeze, but Parker and Mel showed up as red people-blobs, and the upper reaches of the room went green and then blue in a gradient.
 
   “Unexplained cold spots are associated with supernatural activity, right?” I asked.
 
   Drew nodded. “We have other equipment we rely on to identify a presence, but that’s a good starting point.”
 
   “What’s the scariest thing that’s ever happened to you on the job?” I asked.
 
   Drew opened his mouth to reply, but a shriek from outside stopped his words before they hit the air.
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   THE SCREAMING STOPPED as abruptly as it began. Nervous laughter rang off the rafters, though I couldn’t have sworn which one of us it came from.
 
   “Probably a spider or something,” Parker cleared his throat, tightening his arm around Melanie. “The place has to be crawling with them.”
 
   I nodded, turning back to Drew, who was moving toward the door when another, higher scream filtered through the walls. He broke into a run. “Amy doesn’t spook easily,” he called over one large shoulder.
 
   I followed at a non-wound-jarring pace, Parker and Mel electing to stay behind. Three screams later, I reached the swinging doors of the pub, only to find Drew’s large frame blocking the doorway, his face whiter than a freshly bleached sheet.
 
   My stomach freefell to my knees. What could make a professional ghost hunter involuntarily adopt Casper’s complexion? “What’s up?”
 
   “Jess. She’s here. Or she was. She’s dead.” The words were hollow, a tone that often comes with shock. I’d interviewed enough witnesses in eight years at the crime desk to recognize it.
 
   Holy Manolos. I glanced around the abandoned street. Nothing but fallen leaves dancing across the dirt.
 
   Deep breath. I focused on Drew, who was slowly turning a pale camouflage green, and Amy, sobbing silently into the back of his shoulder. Stepping away in case his nausea got the better of him, I flipped into cops-reporter high gear. A body meant we needed the police. I clicked my phone screen to life.
 
   No service. “Damn.” I backed into the middle of the street, holding the phone up as my brain ran what-ifs on fast forward. I hadn’t actually met Ms. Fanelli. She hadn’t sounded old on the phone, but step one in handling a crisis is to avoid leaping to conclusions. Thousands of people die every day. Most of them of natural causes.
 
   When twenty paces and a clear shot at the sky didn’t get me anywhere with the cell service, I pocketed the phone and strode back to Drew, who was slumped against the doorframe and sucking wind like he’d just run a marathon.
 
   “Deep breaths. Try to focus on something else,” I said, stretching on tiptoe and peering inside. I could give or take actually seeing anything, really. I’d inadvertently glimpsed plenty of dead people, and it never stopped being horrifying.
 
   Past twenty feet of shadows, dust motes, and cobwebs, I spied a curtain of long dark hair trailing over a pumpkin and pink sweater sleeve.
 
   Oh boy. That was all I needed.
 
   Ushering Drew and Amy to a wide wooden post, I got them seated and squatted in front of them, fixing my best sympathetic-yet-professional smile in place. “I’m so sorry about your friend. When was the last time either of you spoke to Ms. Fanelli? What time was she supposed to be here today?”
 
   Amy’s magenta stripe obscured her face as she sniffled, pulling in a hitching breath. “I talked to her last night.” The words skated out on a whisper that was almost lost in the rustling of the trees. I leaned closer. “We were supposed to be here at six-thirty this morning. She wanted footage of the sun coming up over the trees. We use the sunrise shots for the end of the show a lot of the time.”
 
   She raised her head, squinting into the sun and shading her eyes as her hair fell out of her face. “That was probably ten hours ago. She was fine.”
 
   “What the hell could’ve happened?” The words bounced off the dirt, Drew’s bald head still between his knees.
 
   “What do you bloody think?” Amy shrieked. “Something doesn’t want us here. I told you I saw an apparition this morning, didn’t I?”
 
   “Um. What?” I tipped my head to one side.
 
   “I was hauling equipment in this morning and I saw something, out in the trees. A figure wearing a long dress with an apron over it. Just gliding along the edge of the woods. By the time I got a camera and dragged Drew back, it was gone.”
 
   He sighed. “Have to be an awfully strong malevolent to do something like that.”
 
   “Let’s step back a bit. There are literally a million possibilities.” I stood. “Sorting them out is best left to the police.”
 
   “Sorting what out?” Parker’s voice came from behind me and nearly sent me out of my skin. I spun to find him still hugging Mel, her eyes wide behind her square-framed glasses.
 
   “The producer I was supposed to interview is…” My eyes drifted to Melanie. Parker had helped me out of a couple of tricky spots around murders, but Mel covered City Hall. Budgets and politicians can be stressful in their own right, but I wasn’t sure how she’d react to a corpse twenty feet away.
 
   “Dead,” Amy blurted before I could find more delicate words. “Dead, dead, dead.” She covered her face with her hands. “Her eyes were so dull. Just staring…”
 
   I put a hand on her shoulder, hoping she’d shut the hell up. She was traumatized, of course, but that didn’t mean she needed to spread it around.
 
   Parker’s jaw fell open and Mel’s eyes popped so wide I could see white all around the blue.
 
   “Clarke?” Parker croaked. “How?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Stop it. This is not part of some sort of curse, be it Nichelle Clarke or any other variety. It’s an unfortunate coincidence.”
 
   “You don’t believe in coincidences,” Mel whispered, her fingers flying to her mouth.
 
   “I don’t believe in ghosts, either, yet here we are,” I kept my voice tightly controlled, trying for a calming effect. “We don’t have any idea what happened to her. The best thing for us to do is sit tight until the police get here.”
 
   “Which will be when?” Parker’s eyebrows floated up.
 
   “Hopefully not long after we can get ahold of them. My cell isn’t getting a signal. Are either of yours?”
 
   Melanie blinked, digging in her tiny red leather Coach bag. Poking at her phone, she shook her head. Parker too.
 
   Damn.
 
   “Okay. So first we have to get to a place where we can call them.” I nodded to Parker. “Can you two go back up the hill to the road and see if you can get through to 911 while I try to calm things down here?”
 
   “Happy to.” Parker pulled Mel toward the path. “Be right back.”
 
   She slugged his shoulder. “That’s bad luck.”
 
   “This isn’t a slasher movie, baby.” He kissed her hand. “And I used up all my bad luck a long time ago.”
 
   I smiled at their easy banter, my heart lifting at the thought of their impending happily ever after. Who’d have thought when I pointed them both to happy hour at the same time last fall, that our shy-but-striking city hall reporter would thoroughly capture the heart of Richmond’s baseball hero Casanova?
 
   Smiling a self-satisfied smile, I turned back to Drew and Amy.
 
   “Amy, can you tell me a little more about what happened this morning?”
 
   “We got here at six-thirty-three, and I couldn’t find Jess anywhere. She’s always early, so that was weird. But like you said, the phones don’t work out here, so I couldn’t call her. We waited. Brought equipment in. Saw the one ghost. Shot the sunrise she said she wanted. Wandered around.” She pointed to Drew. “He set up one of his stupid practical jokes.”
 
   The realistic head I’d seen in the blacksmith barn flashed through my memory and I lasered in on Drew. “There’s not something you want to tell us, now is there? Like, before the cops get here?”
 
   He looked up for the first time since he’d planted himself on the ground. “I didn’t hurt Jess.” His tone was hollow.
 
   “Not what I meant. Is Jess hurt at all, or are you playing another trick on Amy? Because police officers can get pretty pissy about having their time wasted.”
 
   The sun shone off the bare top of his head as he shook it. “Nothing to do with that. She’s just… gone.”
 
   Double damn. I sighed.
 
   “Amy, how did you find her?”
 
   “I was checking the buildings with the EMF meter, taking new readings so we’d be ready when she got here. I went into the pub and she was slumped over the table. I called her name, then I went over and, you know, shook her shoulder. But she didn’t move.”
 
   Slumped over a table? “Like she passed out?” I mused aloud.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Amy nodded. “Until her head rolled back and I saw her eyes.” She squinched her own shut tight against the memory. “So dull. Not blinking. Just staring. I screamed and screamed, but I couldn’t move. And then Drew came.”
 
   I slid my eyes to him. “You saw her, too?”
 
   He nodded. “Her head was bent back and sideways at an angle that looked…unnatural.”
 
   My stomach wrung at the horror clear in his voice. “Like her neck had been broken?” The question came out in a hoarse whisper as I glanced toward the trees Parker and Mel disappeared into.
 
   In more than eight years covering cops, I’ve seen just about every way a person can die, be it homicide or accidental. A broken neck that doesn’t involve a long fall or a car crash?
 
   Murder.
 
   I stepped backward. Twice. If Jessica Fanelli had been murdered inside the pub…odds were pretty good I was looking at her killer.
 
   And my friends and I were stuck in the woods with these people until we could get ahold of the police.
 
   So much for a safe little holiday feature story.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   BREATHE, NICHELLE. THINK.
 
   Amy’s eyebrows disappeared under the magenta hairline. “You okay?”
 
   I flashed a smile and nodded. “I thought this story was supposed to focus on people who’d been dead for a while. That’s all.”
 
   Drew grunted, dropping his head back between his knees. “Jess. Oh, God. How could this happen?”
 
   I fixed my gaze on a small star tattoo on the nape of his neck. If he wasn’t genuinely upset, there was no justice in the acting world. But was he upset because she was dead, or because he had something to do with it?
 
   “Have y’all seen anyone else today?” I asked.
 
   Amy shook her head. “The caretaker was supposed to be here at seven, but she never showed up.”
 
   “Caretaker?” I glanced around. “That’s an actual thing?”
 
   The corners of Amy’s full lips tipped up. “Not like for the haunted mansions on Scooby Doo or anything. She lives as close to nearby as a person could, comes by a couple times a month to check for squatters, make sure the place hasn’t burned down. Jess and I talked to her on the phone to set up the shoot.” Her tone dropped at the mention of the victim, her eyes falling shut.
 
   Before I could ask another question, I spotted a slight form in dark pants and a white button-up shirt rounding the corner from the blacksmith shop. I blinked.
 
   Still there.
 
   Phew.
 
   She raised an arm, and I mirrored the gesture.
 
   Amy twisted around and scrambled to her feet. “You see it, too, right?”
 
   “Pretty sure that’s because it’s a person,” I whispered.
 
   Isadora McIntosh introduced herself with a firm handshake and a wispy voice, tendrils of white hair floating around her head with an almost ethereal quality.
 
   “I’m so sorry I’m getting a later start than I thought,” she said. “Samson got into some mischief this morning, and he wasn’t happy with me for trying to get him out of it.” She held up her left hand, a white bandage covering the back of it.
 
   “Cat?” I guessed, smiling.
 
   She nodded. “My lovies are all special, but Samson is the king of our castle. He’s a good boy. Just has an impish streak.” Smiling, she swept her right arm toward the street leading to the rest of the buildings. “Here it is. Cobwebs, dust, and all. What can I do for y’all?”
 
   I put out a hand and smiled. “Nichelle Clarke, Richmond Telegraph. I’m writing a feature on the legend of Four Winds Faire for our Sunday front page.”
 
   “The newspaper and the TV?” Mrs. McIntosh’s watery hazel eyes popped wide. “My, aren’t we getting fancy? How nice of you to come all this way.”
 
   I pulled out my phone and clicked on the recorder, relieved to have someone else to talk to. “How long have you been the caretaker here, ma’am?”
 
   She looked around. “I guess it’s going on ten years now. Doesn’t seem like it could’ve been that long. Every year flies faster than the one before it, I swear.”
 
   So she was the only one, then. “What’s the most unusual thing you’ve seen here in all this time?” I asked.
 
   Amy cleared her throat and I shot her a tiny nod. Yes, we’d have to break the news about Jess to this sweet little old lady. No, I wasn’t excited about it. And I wanted a couple of quotes from her before we had to tell her there was a (new) dead person on the premises.
 
   Mrs. McIntosh sighed. “I suppose it would have to be the black bear that wandered into the barn. Just this summer, it was. Baby bear got himself stuck in there, scared to death. The game warden had to come all the way from Stanford, and he said the momma might come looking for him. So far I haven’t seen sign of her, but you young folks watch yourselves, especially around that barn.”
 
   Ghosts didn't scare me. Bears?
 
   Heck yeah. No barn. Check.
 
   “But you’ve never seen any, you know…” I raised my eyebrows, letting the sentence trail.
 
   “Come again?” She smiled.
 
   “Ghosts. She wants to know if you’ve seen any spirits, gotten a bad feeling. Anything that could tell us what killed Jess.” This came from Drew, in a clipped, harsh tone that made everyone gasp.
 
   “Pardon?” Mrs. McIntosh looked confused. “Killed who?”
 
   I sighed. Thanks, big guy. “I’m afraid there’s been an…incident this morning, ma’am.” I shot a sideways glance at Amy, whose shoes suddenly became the most interesting thing in her world. No help. Fine.
 
   “The producer for the TV show has passed away unexpectedly,” I said gently.
 
   “Passed away? You make it sound like she died in her sleep. Her bloody neck was bloody broken!” Drew again. I resisted the urge to tell him where to stick his temper. Mostly because I didn’t want to get myself on the wrong end of it.
 
   Mrs. McIntosh drew in a sharp breath, her hand fluttering to her chest. “Lord a mercy, what are you people doing out here?”
 
   Good question. I let my eyes skip from Drew to Amy, neither offering an answer. “Currently, we’re waiting for the police,” I said.
 
   “If your friend could get ahold of them,” Amy muttered. Mrs. McIntosh gave no indication that she noticed.
 
   I crossed my fingers and tried for a reassuring tone. “I know this is upsetting—” I broke off in the middle of the sentence when Parker jogged out of the tree line. “Excuse me for just a moment.”
 
   I met him halfway, the dirt street sending up little puffs of dust with every long, hurried stride.
 
   “Please tell me you got a signal.” I kept my voice low.
 
   “I didn’t, but Mel’s phone just barely picked up enough to get a call through. The dispatcher said we’re in an unincorporated area, whatever the hell that means.”
 
   Oh crap. I pinched my lips between my teeth, blowing out a slow breath. “It means there’s not a local police force.”
 
   “Um. There are places where there aren’t any cops? How?”
 
   “It’s not common. But out here in the middle of nowhere…” I snapped my fingers. “Now I get why the bank is paying a caretaker. Because there aren’t any cops to check on the property.”
 
   “So what does no cops mean?” Parker ran one hand through his already-messy hair.
 
   “You told them there was a body?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “They’ll send the state police. Hopefully there’s an officer nearby.”
 
   His eyes fell shut, his breath coming out in a whoosh.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Now I get it. The dispatcher, she said the state police have a jackknifed truck and a twelve car pileup on 64.”
 
   Son of a…so no cops. No ambulances available either. I fought to keep my breathing even.
 
   “Where’s Mel?”
 
   “I told her to stay in the car and keep the doors locked until we came back. Let’s get the hell outta here, Clarke. I’ll vouch for you with Bob.”
 
   I shook my head, my stomach sinking again. “We can’t. We’re witnesses.”
 
   “No, we’re not. I didn’t see a damn thing. Neither did you.”
 
   “We don’t know that. We just know we don’t think we did.” I sighed. “Look, I don’t want to stay here anymore than you do, believe me, but we have to wait for the cops and give statements. It’s not only crappy and immoral to bolt, it’s more than a little illegal.”
 
   “But there’s a wreck. How long will that be?”
 
   I tipped my head back and forth. “They’ll send troopers from Richmond, so…three hours?” I tried to keep my tone bright, because it would be at least four if 64 was clogged up with a traffic mess. I didn’t want to freak him out any more than he already was.
 
   His emerald eyes drifted to Amy, Mrs. McIntosh, and Drew. “What the hell are we supposed to do in the meantime?”
 
   I bit my lip. “You go get Mel. I’m going to find out a little more about what’s going on here.”
 
   He nodded, turning back for the trees, then spinning to me again. “You be careful.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You say that like I’m ever not.”
 
   It wasn’t my fault crazy seemed to fall out of the sky around me. Cosmic joke? Sure. But not my fault.
 
   He nodded to my sling. “The evidence is on my side. I will be right—”
 
   I raised my palm. “Don’t. Let’s not invite more bad luck to this party, huh?”
 
   He took off at a full run, and I returned to the morose little threesome—Drew was back to staring at the dirt, Amy was still fascinated with her shoes, and Mrs. McIntosh had two fingers pressed to her lips, her breath coming too quickly.
 
   I forced a bright tone. “The police are on their way. We just have to sit tight for a bit,” I lied, tapping one finger against my lips. Speaking of cars…“Y’all drove here, right?” I asked. “Where did you park?” We’d left Parker’s new convertible up at the road when the GPS decided we were hopeless.
 
   “Back there.” Amy raised her arm and pointed to the other end of the main street. “There’s a dirt road that goes around to what used to be the staging area for the performers. The woods haven’t quite reclaimed it.”
 
   I stood. “Miss Fanelli knew about this?”
 
   Mrs. McIntosh let out a sob, leaning back against the post. “Seemed like such a nice young woman.”
 
   I turned a raised eyebrow to Amy, who nodded, though I couldn’t tell if it was at me or the caretaker or the both of us.
 
   “Jess scouted the location,” she said quietly.
 
   Turning, I started down the street. The best way to put Parker and Mel (and myself, for that matter) at ease would be to figure out what was happening. Maybe something in the victim’s car would give me a place to start.
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   JUST PAST THE apothecary, I found a white cargo van, an army green Chevy Silverado that had seen better days (like, when Reagan was in office) and a shiny blue Infiniti convertible.
 
   Surely the van was Drew and Amy’s vehicle.
 
   The truck had to belong to Mrs. McIntosh.
 
   And the convertible’s top was down.
 
   Holy Manolos, was I going to get a break?
 
   I hurried to the front of the little coupe, laying one hand on the hood.
 
   Cold.
 
   It was parked in the shade, but even so that meant the engine had been off for at least a couple hours. It was a rental, of course, confirmed by the little “Enterprise” barcode on the windshield. Rounding the bumper, I took a quick inventory of the interior: venti Starbucks cup in the driver’s side holder, plastic hotel room key card in the shallow console, bright red lip balm sphere in the door handle.
 
   Nothing terribly helpful.
 
   I spotted a trunk release button on the left side of the dash and curled my index finger, pressing it with my knuckle.
 
   The loudest beep in the history of man ricocheted off the trees before the catch popped free.
 
   Scrambling around back, I peered inside. Impressive space for such a small car.
 
   A pair of sneakers, a manila folder, and two sheets of paper. Not exactly what I was hoping for.
 
   I leaned closer. Socks stuffed inside the shoes, and a hotel receipt from the DoubleTree in Charlottesville.
 
   She’d already checked out of the hotel? I looked at the dates. Night before last to this morning.
 
   Maybe they had a tight shooting schedule.
 
   Or she had some sort of event back home.
 
   Both perfectly plausible. But given that she was dead, there could very well be something else at play.
 
   Million-dollar question of the day: What?
 
   I didn’t want to touch anything before the police arrived, so I couldn’t see what was on the other sheet of paper. My eyes scanned the receipt again, stopping in the top left quadrant.
 
   On the number of people in the room.
 
   Two adults, it said.
 
   Curiouser and curiouser. Behind the receipt, the unmarked folder held an inch-thick stack of papers.
 
   It wasn’t compromising anything if I didn’t move it. Mostly.
 
   Striding to the tree line, I snapped a forked stick off a low hanging oak branch, hurrying back to the car trunk.
 
   I hooked one end of the stick under the corner of the folder and flipped, clicking up the flashlight on my phone.
 
   HGTV letterhead. Salary, 401(k), staff, budget.
 
   Leaping Louboutins. The stick hit the ground.
 
   Jessica Fanelli had a new job.
 
   Had someone killed her to keep her from taking it?
 
   Planting both hands on my hips, I turned a slow circle. The wind kicked up, howling through the turning leaves.
 
   “Give me a break,” I muttered, stomping one foot and wincing when it jarred my shoulder. “This woman’s neck was broken, so I’m hunting a flesh and blood killer. And Lord knows I have experience with those.”
 
   The wind died down.
 
   I leaned against the van. What did I know?
 
   Remote location plus mystery companion plus professional jealousy plus dead body…seemed like a pretty straightforward equation.
 
   “And I’m not even that great at math,” I said to the trees.
 
   Now if I could just figure out the variables: who was in Jessica’s hotel room the past two nights? And who didn’t want her to leave the show?
 
   Be a whole lot easier with cell service. I dug my phone out of my pocket, saying a silent prayer as I clicked the screen to life.
 
   Nope.
 
   I turned back to Jessica’s rental car, touching the little camera square on my screen and taking photos of every inch of the interior and trunk. The purpose was twofold: maybe I’d missed something.
 
   Or maybe something would change after I walked away.
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   I MET PARKER and Mel halfway back to where I’d left Amy and Drew. “There you are!” Mel threw both arms around me with a squeal and I yelped when my stitches strained.
 
   “Sorry!” She stepped backward and Parker laid one hand on my good arm. “She flipped out when we couldn’t find you. I wasn’t too excited myself.”
 
   “I told them I was going to check out the parking lot. Found the victim’s rental.”
 
   “And?” Parker’s brows shot up.
 
   “Nothing solid. For now, anyway.”
 
   Wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I clapped one hand over my mouth. “No bags,” I said through my fingers.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   I let my hand drop back to my side. “There was a receipt showing she’d already checked out of her hotel, but I didn’t find a suitcase in the car.”
 
   “Maybe she left it with the bellman,” Melanie said.
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe there was something in the bag someone else didn’t want the police to find.”
 
   Parker nodded, pulling Mel close to him. “What now?”
 
   “Hang tight and wait for the police.” Possibly come up with something that’ll help them in the meantime. I didn’t say the last part out loud because Parker wouldn’t approve.
 
   “Where did the other two go?” Mel asked. “The bald guy and his snippy friend?”
 
   “They were right down there with…” I looked past them, letting the sentence trail. Not a soul in sight. I took a few steps. Where indeed?
 
   I paused in front of the doors to the pub, my gut twisting. Surely not.
 
   Nudging the swinging door with my good shoulder, I cleared my throat, trying to keep my eyes off the body slumped over the table. It seemed weird to leave her there, but I knew better than to let anyone tamper with the scene before the police arrived. “Drew? Amy?” It came out at least three octaves too high. “Mrs. McIntosh?”
 
   No answer.
 
   A breath I didn’t know I’d been holding escaped as I stepped back—right into Parker. He caught my elbow when I stumbled.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, catching my balance.
 
   “Why do you have ‘Detective Nichelle’ face?” His green eyes narrowed. “This is not your job. It’s not even like, tangentially your job. You’re not here to write about murder. You’re here to write a feature. Remember?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I can’t exactly ignore the body,” I whispered. “And keep your voice down. These people don’t know what I do for a living. Or, not the more Nancy Drew-ish parts of it, anyway.”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   I jerked my head toward the door to the pub. “She was getting set to bolt. Had another job all lined up at HGTV.”
 
   His mouth fell open. “No kidding?”
 
   Puzzle pieces started clicking for him, his facial expression morphing from stern to surprised, to oh shit. “So these people…”
 
   I nodded. “But which one?”
 
   “Is for the cops to figure out. The only thing worse than being stuck in the woods with a killer is pissing them off by figuring out their game.”
 
   “So you’d rather not know who we should be afraid of? Then we’re sitting ducks until the cops can get here.”
 
   He opened his mouth, then shut it before any words escaped. Drumming his fingers on his thigh, he sighed.
 
   “Some of us aren’t used to dead people popping up in our days.”
 
   I flashed my most practiced reassuring smile. “It’s a weird thing to be thankful for, but I’m kinda glad I am, at the moment.”
 
   “All the talk about the ghosts and the dead people before, it has Mel all kinds of freaked out,” Parker said.
 
   “Listen, no ghost broke this woman’s neck. I’m not sure it’ll help Mel to know we’re facing a carbon-based killer here, but we are. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “What can I do?” Parker tried for the trademark grin that made women in five counties call for smelling salts on the regular—and got most of them to read our sports page.
 
   “You stay on Bride duty,” I said. “I’ll handle the rest.”
 
   “Injured and by yourself? Not hardly.”
 
   “I’m not challenging anyone to a boxing match. I’m just trying to figure out what happened to this woman.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so glad I found you!” The high voice came from behind me, nearly sending me out of my skin. I spun on one heel and smiled at Mrs. McIntosh.
 
   “I wasn’t aware I was missing.” Especially since I’d told her where I was going.
 
   She sighed. “I just can’t believe such a horrible thing happened here. This is God’s country. People leave doors unlocked. Your nearest neighbor might be five miles down the road, but they’re there if you need them. We haven’t had a tragedy since…” she trailed off. “Well, since the last time there was one here. I’m not much for all their hocus pocus nonsense, but you know… maybe this place is cursed.”
 
   I watched her eyes well up, inching in front of the door to the pub. Hearing about a body and seeing one are two entirely different animals, and she had to be in an age bracket where the shock of walking up on a corpse wouldn’t be healthy.
 
   Parker stepped across the space between us, turning so he was shoulder to shoulder with me. And blocking the door. I shot him a thankful smile.
 
   “I just don’t understand it. It’s been quiet since those faire folks left. A stray bat in the rafters was the most excitement I’d seen here in years until the bear. And now this?”
 
   Amy’s ghost in the woods. “Do you ever see anyone else? Around here, I mean?” I kept my voice carefully even.
 
   “Heavens, no.” She shook her head. “I’m happy to look after the place as long as they want to pay me, but it’s not really necessary. We’re too far out in the woods for anyone to stumble across us.”
 
   Something in her tone sent the hair on my arms up, and my laugh sounded forced because it was. I needed to get rid of her so I could find Amy and Drew and get to the bottom of this mess. “I guess the peace of mind is more important than the money,” I said.
 
   She shrugged. “My lovies appreciate the extra treats and fancy food.”
 
   I kept the smile in place, nodding.
 
   She turned for the back end of the road. “Hope you all get what you came for,” she called with a smile as she waved.
 
   I kept my eyes on her back until she couldn’t have been in earshot. “You really didn’t see where Amy and Drew went?” I asked Parker.
 
   “What motive do I have for keeping secrets from you?” he asked.
 
   “The mistaken idea that it might stop me from digging into this?”
 
   He shook his head, taking a step toward Mel, who was hanging at the edge of the street. “I know better. We’re going to stay out here and wait for the cops to show.”
 
   Melanie shook her head. “We aren’t doing any such thing. If Nichelle is poking her nose into this, then so are we.”
 
   Parker and I both turned dropped jaws on her.
 
   She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not super fond of ghost stories or slasher movies, but look—we’re here, aren’t we? I can’t just sit here and do nothing while there’s a dead woman in there and Nichelle is off playing Mystery Incorporated. Besides,” she tried for a smile, “the fraidy cat girl who stays put is always among the first people to bite-it in the movies. And I did always want to be in the Scooby gang.”
 
   I grinned at her earnest tone, and Parker hugged her. “Okay Velma, where have our suspects gotten off to?”
 
   Mel turned to the blacksmith shop. “You think they went back in there?”
 
   “Have to start somewhere, right?”
 
   We hurried across the street as a unit. I winced at the creaky door, poking my head inside.
 
   Nothing but the gross severed head and piles of equipment. “Strike one,” I sighed, letting the door close. “We’ll get through town faster if we fan out.”
 
   We split the town down the middle, me peeking into buildings on my own and Parker and Mel together. I watched them dart across the road, wondering what it must be like to have someone you feel safe with there whenever you need. Not that I didn’t feel safe with Joey. I just still wasn’t sure how (or if) my deepening relationship with a sexy businessman who had ties to organized crime was supposed to actually, you know, go anywhere.
 
   Not that this was the right time to ponder my love life. I swiped dirt off a square windowpane and peered inside the building past the pub. No Drew or Amy, just a loft with rotting bales of hay hanging over the edge, straw fluttering to the dirt floor.
 
   The barn. Bears. No thanks.
 
   Four more empty buildings later, I began to wonder if I’d been stupid enough to let them take off.
 
   Surely they wouldn’t leave without all their electronic ghost hunting doodads.
 
   I whirled for the blacksmith shop, run-walking as fast as my shoulder would let me.
 
   Pulling the door just wide enough for me to slip through sideways, I paused to let my eyes adjust to the dim, filtered light.
 
   Everything still in place, down to the now-particularly creepy faux Jessica Fanelli head.
 
   My eyes shot to every corner as I edged along the wall, my heels scuffing softly across the dirt floor.
 
   Quiet as a…well, a ghost town.
 
   I surveyed the stack of equipment, spotting a purple leather messenger bag propped against the foot of one of the massive lighting rigs.
 
   Right in front of a black hard-sided Samsonite suitcase.
 
   Hot damn. Could it be Jess’s?
 
   I knelt and reached for the zipper tab.
 
   Locked.
 
   Of course. Glancing back at the door, I laid the suitcase flat and studied the lock. The built-in kind where the tab of one zipper clicked into a housing on the back of the case.
 
   The key hole was tiny, too. Could I even fit a pin in there? I pulled one from my hair and straightened it, but the rubber tip kept it from sliding home. I lowered it to my painful-to-move right hand and started bending it back and forth in the center. Four hours (Okay, maybe minutes. Long ones.) later, it snapped in two. Fitting the narrow ends of the wire into both sides of the lock, I wiggled them slightly, trying to figure out if it was a tab or a tumbler.
 
   Not that I’m an expert lock picker. But Joey had taught me about a few things besides weak-kneed kisses and shady sources.
 
   Ten seconds before I could give up, the first tumbler slid.
 
   My heart threatening to jackhammer right through my sweater, I wriggled the second one and whispered a quick prayer.
 
   Pop.
 
   The zipper slid free.
 
   I dropped both pins into my pocket and pulled, crossing the fingers of my good hand as I lifted the lid.
 
   Five pairs of boxer briefs, a stack of neatly folded Polos, three pair of jeans and a bottle of Cool Water.
 
   Drew.
 
   Damn.
 
   I tapped a finger on the zipper’s teeth, glancing at the door again.
 
   All quiet.
 
   Lifting the jeans and the shirts got me nowhere, but under the boxers (They were clean, right? Right.), I found a little black leather book.
 
   Sitting back on my heels, I opened it to the ribbon-marked page. Dated today.
 
    
 
   She’s really going. I found her signed contract in her bag and she didn’t even bother to deny it. It’s a dream opportunity to live and work in Paris, and she’d be a fool to stay. I suppose I’m the real fool for thinking I mattered.
 
    
 
   Flipping back a few pages, I found a photo of Drew and Jess at the orchard in Charlottesville, holding cups of cider and smiling in front of the haze-tinged vista from the mountaintop.
 
   So he was the mystery hotel plus one. And he didn’t know she was planning to take off.
 
   Enough for motive to break her neck by itself? No. At least mildly circumstantial? Sure.
 
   Added to his failure to mention spending the night with her? Better than nothing.
 
   I raised my phone and snapped quick photos of the pages, settling the journal back in place and checking the pockets in the top of the suitcase. Toothbrush, hair goop, and shower gel.
 
   Clicking the lock shut, I put the suitcase back where I’d found it, turning to the purple bag.
 
   Three file folders, a laptop, and a clipboard.
 
   I pulled the latter free, scanning the top page. A shot list with notes on each building. Before I could flip the page, Amy’s voice registered from outside.
 
   “Fine. Do every bloody thing your way. Jess wouldn’t stand for it, but I guess without her around to tell you what to do, you get to be an artist or some bollocks, yeah?”
 
   I flipped the bag shut and stood, flattening myself against the wall behind the lights.
 
   “Jess appreciated my vision,” Drew’s voice was low and tight.
 
   “So much she was leaving you. On both counts.” Amy’s dripped sarcasm, further away than before. “Don’t push me, you bloody idiot. Let’s just get the shot done and get the hell out of here. Like it or not, we still have a show—” The last word dissolved into a shriek Janet Leigh would’ve been proud of, followed by a crash that shook the wall behind me.
 
   Again? The edges of the clipboard digging into my fingers, I broke into a run, ignoring my shoulder’s protest of every stride.
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   I SKIDDED TO a stop thirty feet from them, raising my phone and firing off a couple of photos. Either would’ve convinced any jury Drew was our killer.
 
   Amy lay on the ground amid a small explosion of shattered glass and plastic, one shin bent at an impossible angle and blood flowing across her forehead to the dirt.
 
   Drew stood over her holding a large black metal cylinder, a blank look on his ordinarily handsome face.
 
   Great. I caught him right in the act. Now what?
 
   I stepped backward, my heel hitting the loudest twig that ever snapped in the history of the world.
 
   Drew’s head swiveled my direction, then to the large thing in his hands. His eyes flicked to Amy. Back to me. He chucked the metal thing like it weighed less than my toy Pomeranian and stepped toward me.
 
   “No, wait,” he said.
 
   “Stay there,” I called, my voice so strong and clear I impressed myself.
 
   Running footfalls rounded the corner. “Clarke?”
 
   Parker. Thank the Lord.
 
   Mel let out a gasp behind me, and Parker’s hand landed on my good shoulder. “What’s up?” he asked. I didn’t have to look to know his eyes were on Drew and Amy.
 
   “I think this picture is worth more than a thousand words,” I murmured.
 
   “You don’t understand—” Drew began.
 
   “Let me give it a shot,” I said. “Your girlfriend was getting ready to bail on both you and this ‘passion project’ you believe so strongly in. So you fought. She’s dead. Maybe an accident, maybe not—that’s for the police to decide. Then you thought Amy might have figured something out, so you attacked her.”
 
   “Sounds pretty logical to me.” Parker stepped forward.
 
   Drew shook his head. Opened his mouth. Closed it again. The same green pallor I’d seen this morning washed over his skin. “I loved her.” His voice broke, his eyes going in the direction of the pub. “This place. This bloody curse. We should never have come here.”
 
   A guttural scream tore from his throat before he bolted, sprinting into the trees.
 
   Parker swore under his breath, jumping forward. I reached for his arm. “Leave it. The cops will find him.” I turned to Mel, eyeing her orange scarf. “Can I borrow that?”
 
   Kneeling next to Amy, I pressed the scarf to her head wound, ears pricked for any sort of sound coming from the trees.
 
   “What the hell are we supposed to do now?” Parker asked from his perch on a stump near the tree line.
 
   Mel peered at Amy’s leg. “This is broken. She needs a doctor,” she said.
 
   I nodded. “Now, we wait. Try to help her as best we can and hope the cops hurry.” I checked my phone. “It’s almost two. Maybe they’re getting close.”
 
   “I can’t believe the guy would just kill his own girlfriend,” Parker said, his voice deepening with melancholy. “How could you do such a thing to someone you love?”
 
   “You have no idea how glad I am to see you so distraught about that.” Mel laughed.
 
   Amy’s forehead twitched and I leaned closer. “Amy? Can you hear me?”
 
   A soft groan escaped her lips, and Mel clapped her hands together under her chin.
 
   “Amy?” I tried again.
 
   Her eyelids flickered. “Barn. Have to get to the barn. Jess…”
 
   And out she went again.
 
   I raised my eyes to Mel’s, then Parker’s. “Cryptic quotes for four hundred, anyone?”
 
   “The barn, she said?” Mel’s brow furrowed. “And something about the dead woman?”
 
   I sat back on my heels, my eyes going wide and unfocused. The barn.
 
   Bears. The clipboard.
 
   Jess was always early. “I wonder…” I waved Mel over, letting her take control of holding pressure on Amy’s head wound. I snatched up the clipboard, scanning the margin notes next to the building descriptions.
 
   Jiminy Choos.
 
   Dropping it again, I whirled for the big stucco structure, calling a “be right back” over my shoulder when Parker protested.
 
   I ran the whole way, pain be damned, a million questions running through my head on fast forward. Had Drew killed Jessica Fanelli in some sort of lover’s quarrel? Five minutes ago, I’d have said absolutely.
 
   But what if I had it all wrong?
 
   Moving to the door, I peeked inside the barn.
 
   Same scene, different angle, and the hay smelled as rotten as it looked. I stepped inside and stopped when a tingle shot from the roots of my hair to my toes.
 
   Something doesn’t want us here, Amy had said.
 
   This bloody curse, Drew screamed before he ran off.
 
   “I don’t believe in ghosts,” I whispered, but I paused and shivered just the same.
 
   Deep breath. Think, Nichelle. There’s a story here. One with a real world killer.
 
   First question: What if Jessica didn’t die in the pub?
 
   I crept across the floor, pulling out my phone and tapping up the flashlight.
 
   Nothing but dirt, dust and stray pieces of rotting straw for a dozen yards.
 
   Then, a pile of hay on the floor. Hay spattered with liquid. Not much. Definitely red.
 
   I knelt, picking up one piece of the straw with two fingers and waving it under my nose, the stinky rotten grain smell not covering the coppery tang.
 
   Damn.
 
   I stood, turning a slow circle and panning the light. A few drops toward the little side door, in a foot-wide path strewn with occasional bits of straw.
 
   Jessica’s neck was broken, though. Nobody said anything about blood.
 
   I walked over my footsteps back to the center of the room, my eyes floating up to the loft above.
 
   And the rotting hay hanging over the edge.
 
   Crumbling bales lined the sides of the loft in both directions, except right above where I stood. Where it looked like something had broken through them.
 
   “She fell,” I whispered.
 
   Probably to this very spot. I shivered and stepped backward.
 
   So whose blood was this?
 
   The fat white bandage on Mrs. McIntosh’s arm.
 
   I wondered if she’d ever even seen a cat. Or a bear.
 
   “Leaping Louboutins.” I whispered. “The caretaker did it? All we need is the psychedelic van, the pothead, and the dog.”
 
   I turned for the door, ready to grab everyone and get the hell out of Elizabethan Dodge, freezing in my tracks when I saw Mrs. McIntosh halfway between me and outside. My flashlight glinted off something metal in the hand hanging at her side, but it was mostly obscured by a flowing white apron. The “ghost” Amy had spotted in the woods earlier.
 
   I squinted, trying to get a better bead on her weapon.
 
   Gun?
 
   Knife?
 
   How much did it matter?
 
   Why did this kind of crap keep happening to me?
 
   The questions flashed through my head at lightning speed, but it was the next three that made it out of my mouth. “You? How? Why?”
 
   There was nothing sweet or helpless about her smile. Maybe it was the dim lighting. Or the dead body thirty yards west of us. But she’d gone from cookie package to downright menacing.
 
   I took a step back, and she took one forward. “Come now, child. I’m old, but I’m not stupid. I can’t let you leave here.”
 
   “That remains to be seen.” I kept my voice even and clear. I was hurt, but she had fifty years on me.
 
   Though she was no frail little old lady if she’d hauled Jess over to the pub and set her up at that table. I swallowed hard.
 
   “It was all such unfortunate timing,” she said, turning her watery eyes on the hay. “Just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I tried to tell them not to come. Came out here early to talk to Ms. Priss I’m So Important Cable TV Producer.”
 
   “Early? They said her car wasn’t here when they got here.” My eyes darted between the doors, both of them behind her because of the angle, as I stepped backward.
 
   “It wasn’t.” She pulled a set of keys from the apron pocket with her left hand. “I moved it, thinking I’d just dump her out in the woods somewhere. But then I decided maybe I could run them off if they thought their friend was killed by the curse. Might’ve worked, too.”
 
   I blinked, waiting for the line about us meddling kids. She didn’t say it, sighing instead. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
 
   “Terribly sorry to crash your murder scene,” I said. “What is it you don’t want people to know about this place?”
 
   “The curse has been all but forgotten, except for a few places on the computer,” she said. “The property is in escrow, reopening as a destination family resort next winter. Luxury hotel, indoor waterpark, horses, skiing…it’ll be lovely. The buyers offered me a pretty penny to get rid of these kids when they found out about the show. They don’t want their resort having a haunted house reputation before they even get the doors open. It’ll hurt their business.”
 
   Money. Of course. Who’d have ever thought I’d be so sorry I hadn’t gotten hold of a banker?
 
   “They paid you to kill her?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “My, but you have a flair for the drama. They paid me to get her to leave. She went up in the damned loft talking about cold spots and readings with her little gizmo, and I followed her up there telling her how I’d never seen anything in all these years, and there were better places for them to film in Virginia, but she got nasty. Told me she didn’t have time to explain the TV business to an old broad, and to get out of her way.” She shuffled her feet like the memory unnerved her. “Her tone was so dismissive. Like she thought she was better than me. I swung at her, not even really thinking about it, and she stumbled backward. She fell.”
 
   I nodded to her arm. “And you?”
 
   “I went to move her and cut my arm on the metal zipper on her sweater. I bleed like a stuck pig from the littlest scratch anymore. Skin like tissue paper.” She shook her head. “I got a bandage from my truck and another sweater from her car, then I shoved the bloody one in her suitcase and buried it. By the time I was done there, I’d figured out that putting her in the pub was the best chance at getting rid of her friends.”
 
   “And then you left and came back after we got here.” I didn’t bother with the question mark.
 
   She nodded, taking two steps to half-close the distance between us. “I’m sorry you figured it out, sweets. Truly I am.”
 
   She raised her arm, metal flashing in the light filtering through the roof. Clenching my teeth, I pulled my elbow to my hip and let an ap’chiagi kick fly, thankful for the umpteenth time for all those hours of sweating in body combat.
 
   Warmth trickled over my skin when my stitches ripped, a scream tearing from my throat as my foot connected solidly with her hand and sent her mystery weapon flying.
 
   She screeched, whirling for it. “You little b—” the back half of that dissolved into a scream when I lunged to grab a handful of her silver bun, yanking her backward. Her knee cracked as she tried to keep her footing, but my good arm was strong enough to steal her balance. Arms flailing, she clocked my ribs pretty good on her way to the dirt.
 
   I scurried to the metal thing—a big ol’ jack o’ lantern worthy butcher knife—and kicked it further away as she howled about a broken ankle.
 
   My hand went to my shoulder, my eyes not leaving her. “I have no sympathy,” I said through my teeth, pulling bloody fingers from my surgical wound. Between Bob and Joey, I might never get to leave my house again.
 
   The door banged into the wall behind it, Parker’s broad shoulders outlined by soft autumn afternoon sun.
 
   “What in the name of?” His eyes skipped from my bloody sweater to Mrs. McIntosh, who’d fallen to whimpering, and back again. “Clarke?”
 
   “The caretaker did it. I’ll fill you in on the way to the vineyard. For now, can I have a sock or your belt or something we could use to tie her up?”
 
   Mel pushed past him waving her bloody scarf, her eyes widening when they landed on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’ve had worse.” I waved a hand.
 
   “Bob’s never going to let you hear the end of this.” Parker knelt next to Mrs. McIntosh with the scarf in his hands. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he began, his manners clearly offended by the idea of restraining her.
 
   “Don’t let her fool you, Parker,” I said. “She’s not all apple pies and gardening.”
 
   “This way, officer.” Drew’s accent was practically musical, coming from outside.
 
   “Perfect timing,” I said, walking out to meet the state troopers. I introduced myself and filled them in as I led them from the pub to the barn, Drew on my heels and hanging on every word.
 
   “She must’ve dropped that lighting rig on Amy, too,” he said. “I pulled the tube off of her before you came outside. Is she okay?”
 
   “Mel said she’s still unconscious, but the bleeding has stopped and she’s breathing fine.” I put out my good hand. “I owe you an apology.”
 
   “No worries, love. It wasn’t the curse, after all, I guess.” He shook my hand, a single tear hanging on his lower lashes. “I’m going to miss her.”
 
   I waved off the passing paramedic who lifted an eyebrow at my shoulder, turning back to Drew. “Money is a curse for a lot of folks. And greed is a powerful motive. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   “Thank you.” Drew’s voice caught between the simple words. He swallowed hard and turned to Parker. “Keep her safe, man.”
 
   Parker looped an arm around Mel and pulled her to his side. “Always.”
 
   They stayed that way as a pushier medic dressed the hole in my shoulder. Since the bleeding had slowed, he said I could see my surgeon in Richmond on Monday without a problem as long as I kept it covered and medicated.
 
   We climbed the hill to the car, the light starting to slant through the trees at an angle that said we’d long since missed lunch at Calais Vineyards.
 
   “Nobody can ever say a day with you is boring, Clarke,” Parker said.
 
   Mel laughed. “I can’t wait to see what she brings to this whole maid of honor thing.”
 
   I settled myself in the car, twisting to look at her when she slid into the back. “As God is my witness, you two are going to have the most perfect, boring, happily ever after worthy wedding in the history of ever,” I said as Parker started the engine. “What do y’all say we go see if your friend’s place has decent fairy tale potential?”
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   A vegetable-loving chef finds he’s cooked his way into trouble when a Halloween treat leads to murder. If he wants a happy future, he must first make sure the police don’t have him down as the main ingredient in a recipe for a prison sentence.
 
    
 
   SALAD DAYS, HALLOWEEN NIGHTS
 
   By Eleanor Cawood Jones
 
    
 
   RUDY, JUST TURNED six, wasn’t able to reach the knocker, and his little fist hammering on the front door was a familiar sound to Jackson.
 
   “Can you get it, Sherri?”
 
   Jackson, standing in the kitchen, had his hands in the colander, rinsing lettuce for the evening’s entrée—chef salad. Organic, of course. He wasn’t one to mess around with his health.
 
   He heard Sherri grumble something unintelligible, but she got up and headed to the front door anyway. God forbid, he thought, she should have to interrupt one of her Saturday afternoon television romances to actually get into motion.
 
   He tried to quash such an uncharitable thought, but her inactivity and overall laziness was starting to get to him. In the last year, he’d completely taken over the cooking duties, and recently the vacuuming and dusting chores had fallen his way as well.
 
   The cooking wasn’t so bad. After all, he was a professional chef, so, other than the feeling he was bringing his work home with him, it was easy. And he could select his own fresh produce from the best the distributor brought to his restaurant and bring it home to try to entice her to eat better.
 
   Her own cooking, when she’d deigned to do it in the first few years of their marriage, was haphazard at best. She could care less what fertilizer or chemical was on the vegetables or meats she brought home. He shuddered and reached for a carrot, running it under the spigot with one hand and reaching for the carrot scraper in the other. These carrots were prime, big, and juicy, surprising for late October, but he knew they were grown in an organic hothouse.
 
   He sighed, longing for the early days of their courtship, when she seemed interested in him, his cooking, his restaurant, and, best of all, his prowess in the bedroom. Their salad days, he thought to himself, and smiled a grim little smile, which turned to a genuine grin when little Rudy walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey, Red, what’s shaking?”
 
   Rudy smiled up at him, blue eyes shining and red curls peeking out from under his bright blue knitted cap. Not for the first time, Jackson thought he could win a starring role in a “Visit Ireland” tourism film.
 
   “Not much. What’s cookin’, Chef?”
 
   It was their standard greeting and they grinned at each other before Rudy slid out of his coat and hung it neatly on one of the chairs at the kitchen table.
 
   “Any particular reason you’re wearing a sheet over your clothes, Red?”
 
   “Oh, Mom’s working on my Halloween costume but she had to go take a call. I don’t know about being a ghost and all, but she says it’s easy and she’s tired of me being a cowboy every year. She said I could wear a mask if I pick ghost or clown.” Rudy wrinkled his nose.
 
   “Fair enough.” Jackson grinned to himself. He’d heard all about Rudy’s poor opinion of clowns after his mom took him to the circus over the summer. Plus, the kid looked hilarious with his head poking out of the sheet and topped by that silly hat. Must be nice to still be young enough not to care what people think of your wardrobe, he thought.
 
   “Do you have any cookies?” Rudy looked up at him with eager eyes.
 
   “Oh, no small talk? Right down to business, then? Try on the counter in the tin. I think you’ll like what you find.”
 
   Rudy clumped over to the counter in his snow boots, picked up the entire tin, and set it on the table.
 
   “No more than three, Rudy. Your mom will kill me if I spoil your dinner.”
 
   “I’m only in kindergarten. I can’t count to three.”
 
   “Ha, ha, very funny.” Jackson knew Rudy was already pegged for the gifted and talented track in elementary school. He didn’t have any kids of his own yet, so he didn’t know exactly what that entailed, but it didn’t surprise him Rudy was excelling in school. Bright kid. Asked lots of questions about everything. He was especially interested in cooking, strangely enough. Or maybe he was just sucking up to Jackson so he’d get to lick the pan when it was cookie dough time.
 
   “Chocolate chip!” Rudy announced gleefully. “And shaped like pumpkins! All right!” He grabbed a napkin from the holder on the kitchen table, took out three cookies and pressed the lid back on the tin. He really was a good kid.
 
   With a good mama, Jackson thought to himself. He tried to ignore the sudden shiver sliding up his back, much the same way he’d tried to ignore the increasingly obvious advances from Rudy’s mom next door every time she saw him outside. She always seemed to have a reason to be in her driveway when he was headed out for his morning jog. Lately she’d taken to inviting him in for coffee, looking at him with those big, blue eyes. Eager eyes. And that trim little figure of hers, practically beckoning.
 
   The television blared from the living room and he thought of Sherri sitting there, sluglike, in leggings and a bulky sweater. He sighed again.
 
   “Whatcha thinkin’ about, Chef?”
 
   He shook himself out of his stupor and turned to smile at the little boy. “Nothing much, just what’s for dinner.”
 
   Rudy chewed thoughtfully. “So, what’s for dinner?”
 
   “Chef salad.”
 
   Rudy made a face. “Gross.”
 
   “Ha! You’ve just never had a chef salad made by a real chef. And you probably never had really good vegetables grown by magic winter elves in the secret hothouse on the other side of town, either.”
 
   Rudy grinned around a face full of crumbs. “No such thing.”
 
   “Oh, ho, ho, don’t be so sure. Where do you think I go shopping every day?”
 
   “Oh yeah? Get me a picture of them, then.”
 
   “Rudy, you know perfectly well magic winter elves would never allow themselves to be photographed.”
 
   Rudy giggled and started on his second cookie, and Jackson turned around to wash another carrot.
 
   “Rudy, darling, bring me a Coke!” Jackson shuddered. Carbonated soda was even worse than the potato chips Sherri kept around the house. At least his cookies were made with fresh, organic ingredients. Flour, butter, nuts…
 
   “Rudy, you hear?”
 
   Rudy rolled his eyes, put down his cookie, grabbed another napkin to wipe his face, and stomped over to the refrigerator.
 
   “Whoa.” He stood and stared inside it. “You got too many vegetables.” He grabbed a Coke and clomped off toward the living room. “Ain’t nobody likes beets.”
 
   “No such thing as too many vegetables,” Jackson called after him. “Don’t say ‘ain’t’! And beets are great for you.”
 
   He added under his breath, “No carbs.”
 
   Rudy stomped back in to sit at the table again and retrieve his half-eaten cookie. “Mom says Dad’s been gone a year today,” he announced, his mouth full.
 
   Jackson put down the carrots and went to sit with him.
 
   “Yeah?” He opened the tin and took out a cookie for himself. After the morning jog he’d had, he could probably afford two cookies.
 
   “I think she misses him.”
 
   “I’m sure she does, Rudy. How about you?”
 
   “Well, yeah, but not as much as she did. I mean, she knew him longer, you know?”
 
   Ah, the honesty of kids.
 
   “Besides.” Rudy picked up his third cookie. “He was always gone, working, at meetings or flying off somewhere to work hard. Mom used to tell me he was bringing home the bacon, but I heard bacon is bad for you.” He looked up at Jackson, troubled. “Do you think that’s why he had the heart attack and died?”
 
   Jackson smiled gently at him. “I don’t think he ate too much bacon, son. It’s just an expression people use to mean earning money.”
 
   “It is? I wonder why people don’t just say what they mean.” Rudy shook his head in disgust. “Anyway, he’s gone a year now and Grandma says it’s time for Mom to start dating again. That’s just gross. Moms shouldn’t date!”
 
   Jackson laughed aloud at the look of horror on the little boy’s face, but sobered quickly when he thought he saw tears starting.
 
   He got up and poured Rudy a glass of almond milk to give the little guy time to collect himself.
 
   “It’s okay to miss your dad, Rudy. And it’s okay if your mom misses him too. But do you want her to be lonely forever? Maybe it wouldn’t be bad if she just went on a date or two. Then you both could see how you felt about it.”
 
   Jackson ignored the sudden surprising ache in his own chest at the thought of seeing Lucinda all dolled up, leaving the house to get in the car with some handsome stranger.
 
   He tried to focus on Rudy’s earnest face. The child had stopped eating and was listening closely, staring down at the table.
 
   “I promise you, your mom would never date someone you didn’t like. She loves you too much. And she’s not going to rush to change anything, okay?”
 
   Rudy looked up at him, dry-eyed. “Okay. Thanks, Chef.”
 
   Jackson wanted to tousle the kid’s hair, but the ridiculous knitted cap was in the way. He knew the boy’s mom had made it for him, so he didn’t want to make fun of it, but that woman needed another hobby besides knitting.
 
   I could give her a new hobby, he thought to himself, and was immediately horrified. A change of subject was definitely in order.
 
   He reached over and brushed a cookie crumb off Rudy’s sheet-covered shoulder. “What’s for dinner at your house, Rudy?”
 
   “Hamburgers! With ketchup!” Rudy’s face lit up and Jackson laughed.
 
   “You’d better get back over there, then, and make sure she cooks them right. Not too high of a temperature, and cooked through. All right?”
 
   “Cooked through,” Rudy repeated dutifully. He stood up, shook crumbs off his sheet, and struggled into his coat. “You’re right. She’s probably wondering where I am to set the table.”
 
   He reached out to shake Jackson’s hand, solemnly. “Thanks for the cookies, Chef. You make real good cookies.”
 
   Jackson stood up as well. “See you soon, kid.”
 
   Rudy clomped to the front door. “Bye, Jackson! Bye, Sherri!”
 
   Jackson turned back to the sink and heard Sherri come to the kitchen doorway.
 
   “The kid is nuts about you.”
 
   “He’s a good kid.” Jackson put down the knife. “We need to talk.”
 
   She groaned. “Not again. I’m tired. I’ve worked all week. I look forward to my Saturday afternoons off. You know that.”
 
   “He’s a good kid, Sherri. But I want kids of my own.”
 
   “We’ve been through all this before, Jackson. I’m not ready. Give me a little more time, at least another year or two. We’ve only been married going on three years.”
 
   “I thought you wanted kids as much as I did, and we’re not getting any younger.” He wondered if Lucinda would have more kids. She was still a young, vibrant woman, and Rudy would make a gentle, wonderful big brother. He felt a tugging sensation in his heart again.
 
   “I did want kids when we got married. I just—I don’t know—don’t feel the sense of urgency you do.”
 
   He looked at her, standing there in the doorway, straggling blond hair, bulky sweater, and leggings which no longer hid the cellulite that had started to show up this winter. She was lazy, he realized. Sure, she went to work, but she sat at a desk all day, pushing paper, and showed no interest in anything else but the damn television when she wasn’t at the office.
 
   “Are we getting out the Halloween decorations this year?” he asked her. I’ve got a few minutes to handle the outside if you do the inside. Might cheer things up around here.”
 
   Sheri rewarded his suggestion with an eye roll. “It’s plenty cheery. What’s the difference anyway? It’s just one day. I don’t know what the big deal is. And as you so frequently point out, we don’t even have kids. Besides, we’d just have to put it all away afterward, and then you’ll want the Christmas decorations out. Why do it twice?”
 
   Jackson took a moment to consider this. No decorations. No exercise. No kids. No nothing. “You were different when we got married,” he said gently, sadly.
 
   “Yeah, well, nobody ever said marriage was supposed to be exciting,” Sherri answered. “I mean, you get up, you go to work, you make dinner, you take a vacation. We have a comfortable house and everything we could want. Having a kid around would mess things up. I’m happy like this. Let’s wait a while longer.” She came over to the sink and gave him a kiss on the cheek. She smelled of potato chips. “But maybe tonight we can practice.”
 
   Disappointed, hurt, and—if he was completely honest with himself—repulsed, Jackson stared at her behind as she lumbered back to the living room. He wondered if she’d ever want kids. He was starting to wonder if she ever had. Maybe she’d just wanted someone to take care of her. And pay her damn cable bill.
 
   He sighed. She hadn’t even mentioned Thanksgiving next month in her litany of how much work holidays created. They always had her parents over for the full deal—which, of course, he would dish up himself after serving a big lunch crowd at his restaurant. He suddenly realized how much he didn’t like her parents. What had happened? Why had they seemed so interesting back in the day? Was he just blinded by the set of Thirty-Six D’s on their daughter? The same daughter who used to jog with him, dress up for him, laugh at his jokes?
 
   He stabbed at a carrot, angrily. He’d decorate the house for Halloween by himself tonight. He wanted to beat the early snowfall in the forecast, and he hadn’t bought this house in this nice neighborhood to be the only one on his street who didn’t go to any trouble to decorate and make things fun for the trick-or-treaters next week. If nothing else, Rudy would appreciate his efforts.
 
   And tomorrow he was darn good and well going to take Lucinda up on that cup of coffee. He had worked up quite a thirst.
 
   * * *
 
   “HAND ME THE nail gun.” Jackson was midway up a ladder on Lucinda’s front porch, hanging a long string of black and orange lights.
 
   “I can’t thank you enough, Jackson. I got the skeletons and witches and ghosts hung in the windows, but Franklin always used to do the decorating bits I was too short for.”
 
   Jackson smiled down at the pretty blue eyes twinkling up at him. “Just happy I was jogging by in time to help,” he said. They kept smiling at each other, and he correctly read the invitation in those bright eyes. He knew full well she’d planned the timing perfectly for his morning jog and, mad as he’d been at Sherri last night, he was still a little unsure.
 
   Or maybe, he admitted ruefully to himself, carefully arranging another string of lights and applying the nail gun, he was actually a little insecure, a little unsure of his own attractiveness after the last few months with a disinterested wife. Maybe he was the problem.
 
   He climbed down off the ladder. “All set, Lucinda.”
 
   “Thank you again.” Her hand lingered against his a moment too long as she took the nail gun from him. “I’d hate to be the only one on the street with no decorations this year. And of course Rudy would have been so disappointed.”
 
   “We do make a big deal about Halloween around here, don’t we?” He looked across the street at the flowing, ghost-like sheets hung in the trees at the Jenkins’ house, and next door where the Mathesons had strung their bushes with…were those black and orange eggs? Weird. People were decorating for Halloween as much as Christmas nowadays.
 
   Jackson was stalling. He knew he should be heading toward his own house, but Sherri had already left for work and he wasn’t due at the restaurant for a few hours. He sighed. He just couldn’t do it. Not yet, anyway.
 
   “Coffee, then? It’s getting colder out here.”
 
   “I can’t today,” Jackson told her. He immediately regretted the flash of disappointment in her eyes. “But how about you stopping by the restaurant next week?” he blurted. Now where had that come from? “We, uh, we have the Halloween party at Jackson’s Hideaway, you know.”
 
   Lucinda was smiling again. “Actually, I didn’t know you had a Halloween party at your restaurant.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Jackson said, warming to his subject. “Done it since we opened seven years ago. We always have it the night before trick-or-treat. Everybody dresses up, brings the kids. The customers and the staff bring their families. We have a costume contest, sing-a-long, carve pumpkins, even tell ghost stories with the lights down. We’re sold out this year, but I’m sure I could fit in an extra table for you and Rudy. Not like you two take up much room.” He glanced at her trim figure appreciably before he could stop himself.
 
   Lucinda liked the look, though, and laughed aloud. “I guess we don’t. But I always thought of your place as for adults, Jackson. Fine dining, piano bar, classy special occasion kind of place.”
 
   “Sure, it’s what keeps us in business. But a couple times a year it’s fun to change it up a little, have a little fun, and give the kids their night. The adults love it too.”
 
   “Fine, Jackson, no coffee today then but a party next week.”
 
   “You and Rudy come at seven. And you’ll need a costume,” he reminded her. He tugged the pretty brown ponytail hanging to her waist. “Maybe Rapunzel?”
 
   She giggled. Oh God, was he flirting?
 
   He’d have to be careful not to be too attentive, he reminded himself. Sherri had no interest in his family Halloween party and wouldn’t show up for it, but some of his employees weren’t above flinging a little gossip her way afterward.
 
   Reluctantly, he tore himself away from those blue eyes—the ones he wouldn’t be able to get out of his mind for the next week until it was time for the party. As he jogged across the yard back to his own house, he wondered if Sherri would even notice he didn’t beg her to come to the restaurant for Halloween Eve this year.
 
   * * *
 
   AT 6:55 P.M. on the night before Halloween, Jackson stood in his restaurant kitchen while his sous chef, food prep experts, expeditors, and wait staff bustled around him. It was a pared-down menu, heavy on hamburgers and hotdogs for the kids, steaks and salads for the parents, and lots of Halloween fodder: Pumpkin soup, pumpkin pie, pumpkin squash, and tiny trick-or-treat bags for each child filled with chocolates, lollipops, and a popcorn ball.
 
   Everything smelled delicious, but Jackson had eyes only for his costume. He tried to catch his reflection in the stainless-steel refrigerator door. He hoped the pirate outfit with the sash and swashbuckling belt and hat set off his athletic, six-foot-tall frame and his dark eyes to advantage. He’d even borrowed Sherri’s eyeliner for a Johnny Depp pirate look. He knew the parrot on his shoulder was a nice touch, too. The kids could pull the string on it and make it squawk or say things like “Ahoy, matey!” and “Set sail, captain!”
 
   Not that Lucinda hadn’t seen him practically naked in his jogging clothes dozens of times, he reminded himself. Still, he was as nervous as a teenager off to the prom. In fact, he thought he even looked nervous.
 
   “Don’t worry, boss. You look mighty fine.”
 
   “Thanks, Penny.” He smiled warmly at his sous chef, but not too warmly. He always got the feeling she was looking for an opening, but he could never decide if it was because she found him attractive or simply wanted to cement her job at one of the best, up-and-coming restaurants in central Maine.
 
   It wasn’t easy being a halfway attractive owner of a large restaurant, constantly surrounded by young and pretty wait and bar staff, many of whom showed not a lick of concern for his marital status. He wondered in passing why Sherri had never shown a glimmer of jealousy.
 
   Her hostess stuck her head in the doorway. “Chef, those special guests you mentioned have arrived.”
 
   “Thanks, Monique.” He left Penny’s raised eyebrow behind him and tried not to hurry as he went into the restaurant.
 
   But one look at Lucinda had him sending Monique scurrying to move their reservation card across the room away from the fireplace. Rudy in his ghostly sheet and ghoul mask he had expected, but Lucinda was clad head to toe in a fuzzy black cat suit, complete with ears, tail, and whiskers.
 
   Jackson laughed. “I think I’ll have to move you closer to the window,” he told her, grinning. “Be a bit cooler over there.”
 
   She grinned back around her painted-on whiskers. “Hi, neighbor. I have now learned the hard way it’s best not to leave the trip to the costume shop until the last day before Halloween.”
 
   Jackson leaned down to Rudy. “That’s a pretty frightening outfit, Red. Hope you don’t scare off my customers.”
 
   “Boo!” Rudy giggled through the mask. “This is more fun than being a cowboy. I can scare people. I like it.” He reached up and pulled the string on Jackson’s parrot. “Walk the plank, matey!” the bird shrieked. The diners seated around them grinned, and Jackson took Rudy’s hand and Lucinda’s arm to walk them across the room to their new table.
 
   “Oh! There’s a pumpkin light on the table!” Rudy squealed. It was true; the wait staff had come in early to carve small jack-o-lanterns for each table, hollowed out with room for a candle. The table was set with black plates and orange napkins, and orange and black balloons were tied to the back of each wooden chair. The lighting was dimmed but the candles and fireplace were more than adequate. It was both cozy and festive.
 
   “You’ll get to carve your own pumpkin later to take home, too.”
 
   Lucinda smiled at him and mouthed a thank you. Jackson understood; he knew she was thinking that this time last year she’d just lost her husband. It probably meant a lot to her to give Rudy something different to do this year, since his father had always taken him trick-or-treating.
 
   He backed away as the waitress showed up with the menus and water. “I’ll check back with you later. Rudy, son, you’re going to want to take off your mask to eat, I think.”
 
   “Later, Chef,” came the muffled answer. “Boo!” the little boy said to the waitress.
 
   “And boo to you too, Mr. Ghost,” she answered.
 
   Grinning, Jackson turned around and met Penny’s glare. His sous chef stood in the doorway to the kitchen. She could have been trying out for a job as spokesmodel for the expression, “If looks could kill.” He winced.
 
   “Oops,” one of the waitresses hissed in his ear in passing. “That look can’t be good, Chef.” He didn’t acknowledge the remark, but so much for his plan not to be overly attentive. And as for Penny, it may be time to think about replacing her, no matter how good she was. He wondered if there was any gossip about the two of them.
 
   For a married man, he sure did have a fantastic imaginary love life, he decided. But the dining room was full, the mood was festive, and Jackson had rounds to make. He shook his head and went to ask the bartender how everything was going and double check enough pumpkins had been piled on the bar for carving later in the evening. He also eyeballed the number of small, intentionally blunt knives in the box and figured they had enough for each parent. He made his way back to the kitchen, dodging a voluptuous mermaid, a group of Ghostbuster lookalikes, several tot-sized Sesame Street characters, and lots of witches and goblins. Costumes ran the gamut from sweet to scary, just like they did every year.
 
   He barely had time to check back with Lucinda and the now maskless Rudy during the evening, but did make sure they had a pumpkin to carve—and she was the one holding the knife. Rudy directed, and if Jackson found himself standing behind Lucinda and steadying her hand on her knife while she carved, well, it was just being neighborly, right? Fortunately his sous chef was occupied in the kitchen and not watching his every move.
 
   First prize went to the pumpkin carver who had created a pirate jack-o-lantern, right down to the eye-patch, and Jackson was asked to pose with it endlessly for pictures until the lights went down for ghost-story time. The smaller kids nestled into their parents’ arms and the older ones, promised trick-or-treat bags upon good behavior, quieted right down while the professional storyteller, as instructed, weaved her way around a tale strong on atmosphere and low on actual fear.
 
   Lucinda was holding Rudy and Jackson went to sit with her. The little boy nodded off in the darkness to the sound of the storyteller’s voice, and Lucinda reached over to take Jackson’s hand. “We’ve had the most wonderful time,” she whispered.
 
   “I’m so glad,” he whispered back, and held on to her hand in turn. “But next year, consider coming as Rapunzel for real, okay?”
 
   And as he looked at her sitting there in that ridiculous cat suit, with her cute little boy on her lap, he honestly didn’t know when he’d ever felt this way about a woman. He just wished Penny hadn’t come around the corner right then with her killer stare. He let go of Lucinda’s hand to follow his sous chef to the kitchen, and by the time he came back to the main room, almost all the guests had gone, including his next-door neighbors. The lights were back on, and the clean-up crew was sweeping up.
 
   He picked up Rudy’s ghoul mask from under the table and looked at it, smiling.
 
   “Guess you’ll be making a special delivery to return that mask to your special guests,” a venomous voice said in his ear. He knew it was Penny before he whirled around.
 
   “My neighbor just buried her husband and I was helping her cheer up her little boy on Halloween. The first Halloween he’s had without a daddy. Not that I need to explain anything to my staff.”
 
   His look must have brooked no nonsense, because she backed up a step. He sighed and relented.
 
   “It’s been a long night, you did a great job, and I’m going home.” He tucked the mask in his oversized, pirate-pants pocket and turned his back on her. Honestly, he didn’t know who aggravated him more lately, his sous chef or his wife. But never mind, because the idea of delivering Rudy’s mask to his mom was actually a really good one. After all, Rudy would need it for Friday night trick-or-treat tomorrow.
 
   And when he pulled into his driveway and saw Lucinda’s living room light was still on, it was a no-brainer to knock quietly on her door and hold out the mask when she opened it, her arms full of the fuzzy cat suit she must have just removed.
 
   “Oh, thank you! Rudy’s already sound asleep. We had missed his mask but I told him I’d call the restaurant in the morning.”
 
   She made no move to take the mask but instead tossed the cat suit onto a chair in the entryway. She was wearing a skimpy black leotard and tights and was barefoot, her hair loose and streaming down her back. “And now I hope you’ll come in for a nightcap.”
 
   Jackson couldn’t take his eyes off her, and all of a sudden he didn’t care what Penny or Sherri or any of the neighbors or, in fact, anyone at all, thought. “Trick-or-treat,” he whispered as she closed the front door behind them.
 
   * * *
 
   IT WAS ALMOST two months later when Jackson found himself once again standing in front of the kitchen window preparing a chef’s salad for himself. He wasn’t making any for Sherri, who had opted for a burger takeout meal. He could hear her rustling the wrappers of the stinky, garbage food in the living room, even over the volume of the television. He could smell it too. Smelled like fat. He shuddered.
 
   Jackson enjoyed going through the actions of cleaning and preparing the gorgeous hothouse produce. He found the repetitive, predictable motions soothing, which was a good thing since he had a lot on his mind.
 
   On the one hand, he was secretly thrilled that in seven months or so he was going to be having the child he’d always wanted. On the flip side, he’d spent some sleepless nights wondering how to tell Sherri he’d knocked up his neighbor at Halloween and wanted out of their marriage.
 
   He wondered how she’d take it if he just walked into the living room and said it that way. “Sherri, it’s over. I’ve knocked up Lucinda and I’m moving next door.”
 
   He wielded the carrot scraper expertly and decided three years of marriage—even if two of them had basically been loveless—required more tact and, yes, at least some semblance of compassion.
 
   But oh, a baby. A baby all his own, with lovely, sweet Lucinda. He closed his eyes and allowed excitement to well up inside him. He was so in love with her, with the baby, and with little Rudy, too. He couldn’t believe how lucky he was and how fast everything had changed. He was sorry he had to hurt Sherri but, to be honest, not too sorry. She had known he wanted a family more than anything when she married him. She hadn’t kept up her part of the bargain. She’d move on, maybe find someone else who liked television and take-out burgers and sweatpants and didn’t want kids.
 
   Shoot, he’d even give her the house (and the television) free and clear if she wanted it. Anything to make it easier to call it quits, and fast. She made enough money and her parents would be there for her. She’d be fine, just fine, he reassured himself.
 
   He arranged carrot slices on a bed of romaine and radishes and decided to put off telling her one more day. Tomorrow night. Tomorrow night he’d tell her for sure. Tonight he’d call Lucinda after Sherri was asleep and go over with her, once more, the best way to tell his wife about the two of them.
 
   He and Lucinda had talked about it, every scenario they could think of, in the recent afternoons he’d been able to steal away from work and spend in her arms. He couldn’t believe how easy it was to talk to her. It was like he’d known her forever. And she felt the same way.
 
   He held a cucumber up in a mock toast toward Lucinda’s house next door. “Here’s to you, kid,” he said under his breath. “We’ll always have Halloween.” His own silliness made him grin, but the smile faded quickly.
 
   The neighbors would gossip, and that would be the worst part. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too hard on little Rudy at school.
 
   Worst case scenario, they’d simply sell up and move to another city. He could have a restaurant anywhere. She could raise their kids anywhere. Rudy had a great personality and would make new friends. Maybe they’d even go somewhere warmer. There was snow in the forecast again, which would make it hard to get to the restaurant tomorrow.
 
   He smiled to himself, wondering if Rudy and the new baby would like to play on beach sand instead of having snowball fights. And then felt his heart beat faster as he thought of how Lucinda might look in a bikini when she had time to get her figure back after the baby.
 
   He reached for a red bell pepper and began chopping, letting his mind run wild with all the possibilities of living with his new family and having every single thing he ever wanted.
 
   * * *
 
   JACKSON STEPPED INSIDE his own front door, stomped his feet to thaw them, and called for his wife. It was now or never to tell Sherri it was over. After the dressing down he’d gotten from Lucinda on the phone this morning he knew he’d better make a move—or else. Lucinda wanted him good and separated from Sherri before she began to show with the pregnancy, and she’d read him the riot act. “You handle this today, Jackson—or I will! And I mean it!”
 
   He shuddered, remembering the way she’d shrieked at him over the line. He was glad it was winter and she most likely didn’t have any windows open. Otherwise, the whole neighborhood would know by now Chef had a bun in the oven with the pretty next-door neighbor.
 
   “Sherri!” He waited, but she didn’t call back to him. It was too quiet and he realized why: The television was off. Now, that was just odd.
 
   He shut the front door and walked through the living room and straight ahead into the kitchen, intending to put his briefcase down. Maybe Sherri was taking a nap upstairs.
 
   He was thinking so hard about what he was going to say to her and how she would respond that he almost tripped over her slippered foot. “Sherri! God! No!” He dropped to his feet, dragged her out from where she lay partially under the kitchen table, and gaped in horror at the slit across her throat. He saw the trail of blood smeared along the linoleum where he’d pulled the body. The blood must have pooled underneath her. He heard the clock ticking. In what felt like slow motion, he reached for her throat, felt for a pulse, pulled his hands away. They were covered with blood but he hardly noticed. She was so cold.
 
   He choked, rocked back and forth, reached to brush her stringy blond hair back from her still, white face. “Sherri! My God, who could have done such a thing?”
 
   His tears blinded him. It seemed like there was blood everywhere. Then he saw a bright, shiny glint under a long strand of her hair. He reached for it and pulled out a sharp, tiny screwdriver, about three inches long. He knew what it was; it was the piece from the eyeglass repair kit he’d been using at the kitchen table last night to fix his reading glasses. The flathead blade was tiny, yet sharp. A good inch of metal protruded from the plastic base designed to slide neatly into a thin, portable, hollow tube about four inches long that held screws, nuts, and other tiny, glasses-sized fix-it pieces.
 
   At least, it slid neatly into the tube when it wasn’t covered with blood. He held it up to the light, and was horror struck as he saw how easily someone could have used it to penetrate Sherri’s throat and slide it all the way across her neck. He stood up and saw all the rest of the eyeglass-repair kit pieces scattered across the kitchen table. He wondered if Sherri had struggled, had seen what was coming, had known. Maybe she’d fallen, knocked herself out or something. It didn’t look like there had been much of a struggle and most of the blood seemed to be underneath her body.
 
   He sat back down again, right beside all the blood, and took Sherri’s left hand, the one with the engagement ring and wedding band on it. Such promise, three years ago. How could it go so wrong? What would he tell Sherri’s mother and father, and her colleagues? His mind raced. “Who could do this to you, Sherri?” he asked his wife aloud.
 
   None of their friends were mad at Sherri as far as he knew. Could she have angered someone at work? His sous chef’s jealous face flashed into his mind. Could Penny have…? No, she had been at work with him all day. And then Lucinda’s words rang through his head, clear as if she was standing beside him. “You handle this today or I will!” And he knew. Right then and there, without a doubt in the world, he knew. She’d sounded absolutely crazed when they spoke, then she’d hung up on him. He could see her, marching over here, all upset. Sherri would have offered her coffee here in the kitchen, tried to get her to calm down, wanted to know what could be so bad.
 
   My God. Lucinda. The baby. Rudy.
 
   There was no time to lose. His staff knew when he had left the restaurant and he hadn’t stopped at the hothouse tonight. He’d have to call the police and they’d look into the timing of everything. Sherri had obviously been dead for a while. They could figure out when, right? Thank God he’d been at the restaurant all day, visible to his staff, training a new employee in the kitchen. But he knew what the police would think. Wasn’t it almost always the husband who committed the crime? Or—he gulped—the husband’s lover?
 
   Nothing must happen to the baby. Nothing must happen to Lucinda.
 
   His tears stopped and he breathed deeply, thinking. He stood up and walked over to the sink. He turned on the faucet, washed his hands, reached for the Dawn, scrubbed again, then started scrubbing the little metal and plastic screwdriver he was holding. He scrubbed the bottle of dishwashing soap for good measure, then flipped on the Insinkerator. He scrubbed and scrubbed, then dried his hands and the blade with a dish towel sitting on the counter.
 
   He felt like he needed to hide the screwdriver. In a cabinet, maybe? Inside the coffee? Frantically, and perhaps purely out of instinct, he tore open the refrigerator door. Was there somewhere in here he could hide the little knifelike blade where no one would see it? He snatched at the produce drawer. Perhaps inside the lettuce leaves—no, it might fall out. Maybe up underneath the lip of the drawer. No. It might not stay put and he’d need to find some Super Glue. Where else?
 
   His gaze fell on a carrot. A single big, beautiful, oversized hothouse carrot, with the leafy part still attached to the top. He grabbed it, spreading the leaves apart and looking inside them the way he would the hair on somebody’s head, looking for their scalp. Grasping the carrot firmly with his left hand, he neatly and deftly inserted the sharp little screwdriver blade into the center of the root vegetable and pushed it down into the carrot as far as it would go.
 
   He held his breath, but the carrot didn’t split. He couldn’t even see the top of the end of the blade. He spread the carrot’s “hair” back over its larger end and shoved it deep into the drawer, underneath the lettuce but on top of the fresh radishes and cucumbers.
 
   He slammed the refrigerator door, went back to the sink to wash any signs of vegetables off his hands, then dried again and reached for his iPhone to dial 911.
 
   He gritted his teeth and his hands shook. He waited through an endless series of rings and when the dispatcher asked what division he needed, he asked for police. “I don’t think an ambulance would do any good,” he said to the emotionless voice on the other end of the line. “My wife is dead. There’s blood everywhere. She’s gone.” His voice broke. “She’s gone.”
 
   He hung up on the operator, got out a mop, filled the sink with soapy water, and began systematically mopping his way backward from the front door to the body, though he didn’t see any obvious tracks or blood spatter. He even mopped the bottom of his shoes. He’d simply tell the police it was his nature to clean; being a chef required cleanliness, and he hadn’t known what he was doing. He’d let them find him mopping when they arrived. He’d go speechless, pretending to be in shock, then finally start jabbering about what a mess it was in his nice, clean kitchen.
 
   No doubt this would get him a free trip to the hospital and a psychiatric evaluation, but it would save him the trouble of worrying too much whether his story made sense. It was simple, really, he’d tell them. He came home, found his wife, tried to wake her up, called someone, then apparently he’d gone into shock and started cleaning. He’d say he didn’t remember any of it clearly. He knew they’d search the house, look for a weapon. He could only hope he’d erased or smeared any trace evidence Lucinda might have left behind this morning. With any luck, none of the nosier neighbors had seen her come or go either.
 
   It was a lot of ifs but it was all he knew to do to give the mother of his new baby the chance to get away with it. Right or wrong? Well, it was a no-brainer, but he figured he could worry about morality later as well.
 
   He heard the sirens and a minute later two EMTs opened the front door and ran inside.
 
   “Watch out for the wet floor!” he called to them sharply. He kept mopping while they came to a stop and looked at one another.
 
   “You okay, sir?” the younger man asked him.
 
   “My kitchen is such a mess.” Jackson stood and pushed his hair off his now sweating forehead. “But won’t you come in?” His voice, to his own ears, sounded much too calm. Exactly like a bereaved husband in complete shock ought to sound.
 
   The EMTs walked right around him and went into the kitchen, where he heard them going into action.
 
   He mopped and mopped, waiting, until one of them came to him, took the mop gently from his hands, and pushed him into Sherri’s favorite recliner. Recoiling, he tried to get up, but the well-intentioned, neatly uniformed man held him down. “Just relax, sir. We’ll take over the clean-up from here.”
 
   Jackson relaxed, leaned back, and smiled at the man. “Oh, will you? How nice to have help.”
 
   He read nothing but sympathy in the man’s face before he leaned back and closed his eyes.
 
   He detached; he may have dozed. All Jackson knew was when he opened his eyes again his gaze was met by a pair of bloodshot, mud-colored eyes in a pale, unshaven face, and he knew one thing: The middle-aged man kneeling in front of him wasn’t buying it, not for one minute.
 
   The face backed up and the entire figure of a slim, balding man in a rumpled gray suit stood up and took shape. Jackson felt a card being pressed into his hand.
 
   “Are you Jackson Bell?”
 
   Jackson didn’t trust himself to speak, and simply nodded.
 
   “Detective Robert Martin at your service, Mr. Bell. Now, do you want to tell me who might have done this to your wife? Especially since”—he made a wide, sweeping motion with his right arm—“you’ve done such a nice job cleaning up the crime scene?”
 
   Jackson met the detective’s gaze. “It really happened, didn’t it. Sherri’s really gone.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Bell. It really happened. And don’t think for one minute that just because you could snow a couple of rookie EMTs you can fool me or my staff.”
 
   “She’s gone,” Jackson said. Then he said it again, louder. She’s gone.”
 
   The detective rolled his eyes so hard Jackson could have sworn he heard the sound of marbles scooting around in the man’s head.
 
   No matter. Jackson hoped he’d bought enough time for Lucinda to clear things up at her end. Burn her clothes maybe. Shower. God, what else? He’d done his best to clean up any blood spatter. But the detectives in those forensic shows were always finding the tiniest blood droplets and fibers to prove how the crime was committed.
 
   He could only hope he’d done enough. He didn’t dare call the future mother of his child to talk to her about it. The cops would make the connection soon enough.
 
   * * *
 
   JACKSON STOPPED BY the house after work to get a few warm sweaters to take next door. It had snowed again and grown colder afterward. He stopped in the kitchen for a glass of water and noticed a few small, wet footprints. Not too hard to identify the culprit; he saw the Halloween ghoul mask on the kitchen table too and laughed aloud—that crazy kid was still wearing it around—and noticed the lid on the cookie tin wasn’t quite on all the way. He grinned to himself. He must have forgotten to lock the door and Rudy had come inside and helped himself to a cookie or three. A cookie sounded pretty good to him, too, all of a sudden, and he reached for the container. It had been a while since he baked, given the circumstances, but the organic oatmeal cookies still tasted fresh and good.
 
   It was great to have an appetite again, too. Just under two weeks since he’d found Sherri’s body and he was just starting to feel halfway back to normal.
 
   Lucinda had been cool as the proverbial cucumber, showing up at his door the next day along with a legion of neighborhood women bearing casseroles, desserts, and platters of fried chicken, once the police had removed the crime scene tape after processing and searching Jackson’s house, and once the endless sessions of cat-and-mouse questions directed at him as a person of interest were over.
 
   Finally everyone had left but Lucinda. Even the news vans out front were gone when she took his hands and started to speak, but he held a finger to his lips. He led her into his windowless office and let her whisper directly into his ear, breathlessly, what had happened.
 
   “She came at me when I told her,” Lucinda whispered, her voice butterfly soft against his ear. “I told her we were in love and it would be the right thing to do to let you go, and you didn’t know how to tell her. I told her how much you wanted a child. This child. And that’s when she came at me.”
 
   He stood still, waiting, aching to take her in his arms. “I shoved her. She fell and hit the back of her head on the table.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call an ambulance?”
 
   Lucinda stood back and looked at him helplessly with those blue eyes that melted him every time, then put her mouth against his ear again. “I don’t know. I could tell she wasn’t breathing. She had been screaming she would never let you go, said she’s Catholic and you belonged to her. She said if all you wanted was a baby she could take care of it herself. She just kept screaming over and over that I was a whore.”
 
   She pulled away and looked at him. “I’m not a whore. I fell in love. She never wanted you. I—I just let her lie there and then I remember seeing the little screwdriver on the table and I just bent over her and—”
 
   “Shhh, shhhh.” He put his hand over her mouth. She had started to get louder and he wasn’t sure what the laws were on listening devices, but he knew good and well Detective Martin didn’t like him and the cops had been all over this house.
 
   “Here are the books Sherri would have wanted you to have,” he said out loud. “All the cookbooks in this row. Not ones I’d ever use now; they would just remind me of her.”
 
   She grabbed a book at random and made a show of flipping the pages noisily. “It will be good to have something to remember her by, Jackson. Thank you.”
 
   She leaned close again. “I went straight home and put the clothes and shoes I had on in a trash bag. I drove it clear across town to the dumpster at the picnic area on the way to pick up Rudy at school. When we got back home I sent Rudy outside to play, showered, then cleaned the bathroom with bleach and mopped the kitchen.”
 
   There’d been a lot of mopping up that day, Jackson thought ruefully. “Did you see anyone at the picnic area?” he mouthed. Strangely, he felt nothing more for Sherri other than a deep sadness. His main concern was for his new love and the life growing within her. He couldn’t let anything come between him and his dreams of the perfect family. He would do whatever he had to do.
 
   Lucinda shook her head at him.
 
   He nodded at her and stepped back. “Yes, go ahead and take these two for now, that’s fine,” he said loudly. “And thanks for coming by. I need to be alone now, I think, to process everything.” He gave her the briefest of kisses on her lips and whispered softly, “I don’t know how you could have done this. I don’t know how I’m going to accept it, but I will. I will stand by you and the baby. You go home, rest, try not to think.”
 
   She wiped her eyes, nodded at him, and simply left out the front door, clutching an armful of cookbooks she’d never use.
 
   That had been two weeks ago. A week later, unable to stay away, he’d been back at her house, back in her bed, for the first time able to spend an entire night there, slipping out before Rudy woke up. He figured the police were going to find out about their relationship soon, if they hadn’t already, and he wanted to spend as much time as he could with her in case he was arrested and they were separated. He smiled. He was already able to feel the little bump where the baby was growing. He wondered again if it would be a girl or a boy. A little boy with red hair like Rudy’s, or—
 
   The doorbell rang, interrupting his reverie, and a loud knock followed. Jackson stuffed the rest of the oatmeal-raisin cookie in his mouth and went to find a cold- and cross-looking Detective Martin on his doorstep, stamping his feet to keep warm.
 
   “I’ve got another warrant, Mr. Bell. Can I come in and have another look around?
“Don’t mince words, Detective. Get right to the point. But maybe you can tell me what exactly you’re looking for.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Bell, it’s like this. Your neighbors can’t help but notice how much time you’ve been spending next door.”
 
   Jackson stood silent, letting the cop say his piece.
 
   “And there’s this other little coincidence, too. Just so happens my wife’s sister is the receptionist at a gynecologist’s office and your neighbor has been in a couple of times over the last few months. Rumor has it the rabbit died, and what do you know, there’s that pretty little neighbor of yours without a husband in sight. Did some checking around. No boyfriend either, from the looks of things.”
 
   He eyed Jackson, looking for a reaction. “Of course, one-night-stands aren’t uncommon, I suppose. But I’ve been hearing you don’t come home at night anymore. Reckon it might be a little more than a one-nighter.”
 
   “Seems to me your wife’s sister has a big mouth about things that aren’t any of her business,” Jackson answered. He tried not to change expression.
 
   “Yes, well, be that as it may, I just had a sudden hankering to search your house again. You know, for the requisite sharp object. Even though none of us keeping you under surveillance have seen you discard anything or found anything in your trash can here or in your dumpster at work.”
 
   “I didn’t kill my wife. I’ve told you and told you.” Jackson was trying not to panic. So they had kept him under surveillance? Quickly, he tried to review his actions since the murder. He’d slept at home for the endless week afterward, for appearance’s sake, before finding himself unable to stay from Lucinda’s bed, but hadn’t moved the murder weapon as he simply couldn’t think of a better place to put it for now. He’d considered throwing it out with a batch of rotting produce, but the carrot hadn’t rotted yet and it might have seemed odd to anyone watching.
 
   But surely this suddenly forthcoming policeman didn’t have any clue where to start looking for the murder weapon. And even if he did, no bit of evidence on it would tie it to Jackson. But as for Lucinda—Jackson momentarily panicked, wondering if his frantic scrubbing of the little screwdriver had removed all traces of evidence and DNA. He weighed his options. Surely the worst thing he could do was prevent the detective from coming inside. He would just have to pretend there was nothing to fear.
 
   “Do what you have to do, Detective Martin.” Jackson stood back from the door to give the cop room to get by. “I don’t have anything to hide.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” The detective pushed past him. “We gave the living room and basement a pretty good look right after your wife was stabbed to death. Even gave the yard a good going over with some metal detectors. But the upstairs bedrooms—not that you spent much time in the bedroom in this house, from what I hear—we could have looked there a little more carefully. And of course, a chef spends most of his time in the kitchen.”
 
   He walked around Jackson and went straight to the kitchen, where he paused to dig around the cookies in the cookie tin before putting the lid back on it. Jackson stood by the sink and watched him open cabinets and take out bags of beans and rice and feel them, then check the bags for holes. What few canned goods there were the cop picked up and shook, then replaced.
 
   “You see, there’s this thing called motive,” the detective said conversationally. “Who would have a motive, I wonder. A random stranger happens by? One of your employees, perhaps? Sounds like your wife was a little overly critical of some of your staff. And none too popular at her own workplace either. Known as a bit of a gossip and backstabber. Did you know that?”
 
   Jackson was surprised his wife had possessed the energy to backstab anyone. He didn’t reply, so the detective continued.
 
   “Don’t know if the pretty girl next door would have the strength to do her in either. But the husband? The husband is strong enough and had a pretty good reason for offing the old ball-and-chain.” He paused. “Strictly off the record of course. Just running a few ideas by you. You know, in case you can offer any insight.”
 
   “I don’t know why you’re doing this,” said Jackson. “Having an affair isn’t actually a crime, and it’s a far cry from murdering someone.” Sooner or later it would be a hot gossip item in town that Lucinda was having his child, and he didn’t see any point in denying it now. Especially since he was damn proud to be having a kid with her.
 
   The cop stood back from the cabinet and held up a can of no-salt-added green beans. “True, not a crime. But in some circles actually considered a little tacky. And you wouldn’t be the first husband to move an obstacle out of the way who might object to your change of partner. So I’m just going to have a last look around, see what I can see, and maybe let you spend a little time thinking about whether there’s anything you feel like sharing with me. You know, to make things easier on yourself. Because I just can’t help but think, Mr. Bell, you may know something else you’re not telling me. Call it cop instinct, if you will.”
 
   Detective Martin replaced the can of beans and turned to the refrigerator, opening both the refrigerator and freezer doors, and Jackson broke out in heart palpitations and a cold sweat. He tried not to let the policeman see he’d had any reaction at all. The cop stared at him for a moment, then bent his head to look in the freezer, pulling out the ice tray and rummaging loudly around, then reaching for a container of ice cream and prying off the lid. He poked his finger deep inside the carton and pulled it out, licking it, intentionally being obnoxious.
 
   Wiping perspiration from his forehead, Jackson looked away from the refrigerator and the detective’s backside long enough to stare out the kitchen window and try to get his head together. There were several prominent lawyers who ate at his restaurant regularly. He’d need one and wondered who might be best to ask first.
 
   He realized he felt sick and wondered if he was going to throw up right there in his kitchen sink. He gripped the counter and leaned forward.
 
   From across the field behind his house, he caught a glimpse of a small figure topped by a blue hat and red curls. Leaning closer to the window, he saw Rudy reach up to ever-so-carefully wedge a carrot into the face of the little snowman they had built together yesterday.
 
   Rudy stood back to admire his snowman’s new, pointy nose and glanced over at Jackson’s house. Seeing his friend Chef at the window, he solemnly held up a mittened hand in greeting.
 
   Jackson took a deep, calming breath, waved at the little boy, and turned back to the cop, who was practically wedged in the refrigerator looking deep into the produce drawers. “Like I said, look all you want. And if you’re hungry afterwards you’re welcome to stay for a salad.” He hoped he sounded as sarcastic as he intended.
 
   The detective pulled his head out of the drawer and turned to look at him. “Not much into vegetables. More of a meat and potatoes guy.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” said Jackson, not bothering to point out potatoes are vegetables. “They’re full of vitamins.”
 
   “Zat so.” Detective Martin turned around and reached back into the refrigerator.
 
   “Oh yes,” Jackson said. “I bet you’d be surprised what you can get out of a vegetable.”
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   It’s Halloween, one of the busiest seasons of the year for Samantha Sweet and the crew at her pastry shop, Sweet’s Sweets. The gang looks forward to a gala costume party at the neighborhood bookstore, but the evening takes a different turn when a guest is murdered, a rare book vanishes, and Sam finds herself in the midst of another mystery.
 
    
 
   SPELLBOUND SWEETS
 
   A Samantha Sweet Magical Cozy Mystery
 
    
 
   By Connie Shelton
 
    
 
   ONE
 
   SAMANTHA SWEET FELT her smile stiffen and she attempted to conceal her impatience from her customer. They sat at one of the two-person bistro tables in her shop, going over design ideas for a wedding cake.
 
   “But classic black is what I want,” whined Cassie Wolinsky, the bride. “It’s Halloween, I’m a witch, we wear black. The cake should be black too.”
 
   “The cake and the icing?” Sam asked. “Not chocolate. Black.”
 
   “Yes! Exactly!”
 
   A stiff breeze fluttered the awnings above the display windows at Sweet’s Sweets, and a deep rumble of thunder sidetracked Sam’s attention momentarily. She re-focused on her pencil and the order form before her, sketching what she thought Cassie wanted. Four tiers of sponge cake, which would have to be tinted with heavy doses of pure black food coloring. The bottom tier would be shaped as a thick book of spells with magical sparkles wafting upward across the other tiers. Miss Wolinsky’s other elements must include a black hat, a black magic wand, some black potion bottles and a black cat. The challenge for the bakery team would be to make the black-on-black objects stand out. She had a vision of the whole thing ending up a huge lumpy-looking dark mass.
 
   “It might be nice to have another color to help offset some of these,” she suggested, trying not to reveal her thoughts—that the idea was just plain weird. “If the magic sparkles are silver or gold—”
 
   “Well, yeah, they have to be silver,” Cassie said, as if any dunce would know.
 
   “So…how about if we use silver for the potion bottles too? And maybe the wand?” The piece was feeling more like a theme cake for a kid’s birthday than a wedding cake. The idea bothered Sam more than it should.
 
   Cassie’s eyes, directed toward the ceiling, told Sam how little the bride thought of the idea. “See, this is exactly why I didn’t bring my mother with me. You’re just not getting it.”
 
   Okay, I’m sure I’m old enough to be your mother, but don’t give me the eye-roll, young lady. Sheesh! Sam caught herself. Normally, she loved hearing her customers’ innovative ideas, and the challenge of turning their dreams into beautiful pastries was what Sweet’s Sweets bake shop was all about.
 
   She’d simply been working too many late nights recently. Halloween being one of their major busy times, up there with Christmas, Valentine’s Day and the wedding season, the extra hours were to be expected. Face it, as owner of the premier one-of-a-kind pastry shop in Taos she’d brought this upon herself.
 
   Jennifer Baca, Sam’s assistant who worked behind the counter and often took custom orders as well, spoke up: “I went to a wedding in Albuquerque last month where the couple chose a steampunk theme. Come to think of it, their cake was almost completely black. Maybe I can help with this one?”
 
   The bride seemed inordinately relieved at this suggestion, more so when Jen took over the sketchpad. Within fifteen minutes they had a drawing to work from, a cash deposit (which Sam couldn’t belittle—it had turned out to be quite an expensive cake), and Cass, as Jen now called her, happily left to climb into her black and silver Mini Cooper parked outside. She’d no sooner started the car than the storm intensified. A bolt of lightning flashed, blazing across the front windows and making Sam jump. Rain pelted the sidewalk.
 
   Once they were alone again she thanked Jen for coming to her rescue. “I’m not the ancient crone she thinks I am. Really. Fifty-four is hardly decrepit.”
 
   Jen, who had been Sam’s daughter’s friend in high school, put an arm around Sam’s shoulders in a quick hug. “You? Not a bit. If fifty is the new thirty, then you are about eighteen. I’ve never met anyone with your energy.”
 
   Sam thought about the real cause for most of her energy binges, a mysterious carved wooden box she’d received a few years ago. She and the box had made some kind of magical connection—the way an electrical zing charged through her body the first time she touched it, the fact that she sometimes saw auras now, the healing touch she had applied to injuries on several occasions. Sam couldn’t explain it, and no one other than her dear husband Beau knew it. A few suspected, and a couple of close encounters with some dangerous people had convinced her the box must remain secret.
 
   She shook off those thoughts. She hadn’t used the box’s powers in months and although it would have made the holiday season much easier to handle, she was determined to make it through on her own stamina. Just a few more nights to work late and she could take a few days off before the Thanksgiving pie orders began to flow in.
 
   “I like it,” Jen said, studying the black wedding cake sketch. “If the steampunk one I saw can provide a clue, it seemed to include very small variations in the depth of the black color. You know, a little less for the background, a bit more for the lace and flounces… Think of it as fifty shades of black.”
 
   Sam nodded. She and her decorator would have to put their heads together on this one. It still posed a challenge. She was heading to the kitchen to show the order to Becky when the bells at the front door tinkled and the owner of Mysterious Happenings, the bookshop next door, breezed in.
 
   “Good morning, lovely ladies! I am coming over to be inviting you to a party.” Ivan Petrenko was always cheerful and usually over-the-top with his compliments, although his curious accent and fractured English sometimes took a moment to decipher. “Is for Halloween, the party, and we must all dress.”
 
   Jen giggled. “Maybe you mean dress up?”
 
   “Oui, of course. What do you think I say? We dress like the characters from mystery books.” He turned to Sam with his quirky smile. “There must be dessert. I will leave to your capable hands. Your friend Rupert is making the entertainment. All the bakery must come. Your beautiful daughter shall come, your husband—but tell him no wearing uniform, must be a book character. Da?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Sam promised. “Da. Ja…oui… Whatever.”
 
   “Spasibo!” With that, he bustled out the door and headed back to his shop.
 
   “Thanks?” Jen guessed. “So, did he once tell me he escaped Soviet Russia and lived in various parts of Europe before coming here?”
 
   Sam nodded. “That’s the story. He does seem to have quite the multicultural manner, doesn’t he?”
 
   She carried the witchy wedding cake design to the kitchen, her mind already flitting between what type of dessert she could make for Ivan’s party and how on earth she would convince the county sheriff to dress up as a literary character.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   “UGH, SAM, YOU know I hate that stuff,” Beau said when she told him about the costume party later at home.
 
   She had grilled steaks and made a colorful salad, hoping to turn his mood in favor of the idea. Her handsome husband could be spontaneous and fun-loving—she still remembered their first date where they ate his homemade chili and watched the sunset—but costumes just weren’t his thing.
 
   “I know, but I told Ivan I would ask.”
 
   “If you really want to do it, and if I’m not working that night…” He cut a bite of his steak and began chewing, making it seem as if he’d been just about ready to agree but didn’t quite get the words out.
 
   “You’ll be working,” she said with a grin. “It happens every year because Halloween is one of the weirdest nights of the year for pranks and parties and drunks…” Even small towns weren’t immune.
 
   “It is. And there’s a full moon this year. I checked. The department will be crazy-busy.”
 
   She laughed at the vision that popped into her head. Werewolf costumes would surely abound. “It’s fine, hon. I’ll go because he’s a neighbor and because he sends so much business my way. The party is officially being hosted by his Chocoholics Unanimous book group and they are a fun bunch. It’s a mystery theme and Rupert is apparently writing some kind of little play or skit for entertainment. He was pretty cagey when I called him. I’m trying to come up with something unique to make for their dessert so I thought I could use the theme of his play. He would only say that he found a cool old book in a flea market stall and is building a story around it.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure everyone will have a great time,” Beau said as he forked up a big bite of his baked potato. “What’s your costume going to be?”
 
   “I have no idea. It’s another addition to my to-do list, which is already long enough this week, as it is.”
 
   “You will manage brilliantly, as you always do.” He planted a kiss on the top of her short gray hair and began clearing the table.
 
   While he loaded the dishwasher, Sam searched for a scratchpad. With the party and now a costume to figure out, she’d better make some notes. All the mystery characters who came to mind seemed clichéd and overdone. She was hardly the Sherlock Holmes type, and a woman her age with a chunky build didn’t exactly fit the Nancy Drew persona. Although she would never be model-gorgeous, Beau was a very attractive man. If she could get him to commit to the party they might consider being a couple such as Nick and Nora Charles or the TV guy, Castle, and that cop who became his romantic interest. She scratched through those names. There was a ninety percent chance Beau would not be able to go, even if she could convince him he wanted to. Plus, she could never pull off the image. The empty page stared at her. She reached for her phone and called her best friend.
 
   “I need costume ideas,” Sam moaned.
 
   “If it’s for Ivan’s party, I can tell you a couple that have already been taken. I’m proud to say Rupert asked me to be the leading lady in his play and I’ll be going as a witch.” Zoë, a sort of flower-child holdover from the ’60s, with her wavy gray, shoulder-length hair could easily pull off that role.
 
   “A witch? What literary character is that?”
 
   “Well, if anyone asks, I’m Glinda the Good Witch of the North. For the play, I don’t think it matters.”
 
   “What’s the play about?”
 
   “Um, I’m not supposed to say.”
 
   “Zoë… Come on.”
 
   “I haven’t seen the script. All I know is that he’s using some old book of spells and I’ll need to recite one of them.”
 
   “Double, double, toil and trouble?”
 
   Zoë’s chipper laugh came through loud and clear. “Most likely, something like that.”
 
   “So, you aren’t going to feed me a brilliant idea for a costume, are you?”
 
   “Sweetie, I would but I’m fresh out. Plus, we have guests walking through the front door right now and I need to show them to their rooms. Gotta go.”
 
   Sam felt her mouth twist into a peevish wrinkle. Between Zoë and Darryl’s bed and breakfast and her own bakery she and her friend didn’t get nearly enough time to simply kick back and laugh over things the way they used to. She set the notepad aside and went to the kitchen for a cup of tea.
 
   Beau had left the kitchen spotless, bless him. She could hear his voice out on the porch as he set bowls down for their two dogs, Ranger and Nellie. No doubt he would next head for the barn to check on the horses and lock up for the night. The ranch property on the outskirts of Taos was their little haven of peace and quiet, and Sam loved the break it gave her from the bakery. Animals and property meant extra work, though, and she was lucky Beau enjoyed it enough to handle nearly everything. She brewed two cups of tea and walked out to the deck in time to catch him on his way back from the barn. The afternoon storm had moved out swiftly. Overhead, the sky showed off the glittering swath of the Milky Way. They sank onto their favorite deck chairs with their mugs until the high-desert chill of a late October night sent them back indoors.
 
   Sam fell asleep with no great ideas for a Halloween costume and with the decision about a dessert for the party crowd hanging over her.
 
   When her alarm went off at four-thirty she popped out of bed without hesitation. She’d had a silly dream about Cass Wolinsky’s wedding—the young witch bride, dressed in black, practically disappearing behind her all-black cake when the photographer tried to frame acceptable pictures. The scene caught in Sam’s head as she awoke and she knew just what dessert to make for Ivan’s party.
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   JULIO ORTIZ WAS already at work when Sam arrived, producing the standard breakfast pastries to fill the shelves for the morning crowd. This time of year, the offerings included lots of apples and spice—muffins, scones, and their seasonal favorite, a caramel-pear cheesecake. He pulled a rack of cinnamon streusel-topped muffins from the oven as Sam removed her coat.
 
   “Wow—you would think I’d be immune by now,” she said, “but that scent always makes my knees weak.”
 
   He sent a rare smile her way. Despite his rough appearance, tattooed arms, taciturn manner and the Harley parked out back, Julio was the best treasure she’d ever found for her business. The man knew his way around a kitchen and worked without comment or complaint, day in and day out.
 
   “When you get the next batch into the oven and you have a minute, let’s talk about an odd order I took yesterday.”
 
   She walked to the back of the room to hang up her coat and wash her hands. When she turned around Julio was waiting beside the large stainless steel worktable in the middle of the kitchen. She showed him the drawing for the black wedding cake and her suggestion to the bride that they would tint regular sponge cake to the right intensity.
 
   “I’ll get more black food color on order right away. We’ll be going through a lot of it this week.”
 
   He nodded and pulled out pans for the layer sizes she needed.
 
   She placed the online supply order with next-day delivery before pulling out her pastry bags and decorating tips. She had piped ghostly shapes and spooky black eyes on the tops of two dozen cupcakes, frosted four dozen orange pumpkin cookies, and added little green goblins to a panful of brownies by the time the rest of the staff arrived. Although the whole crew consisted only of Jen, Becky and Julio, Sam called a little meeting.
 
   “It’s going to be a busy week,” she said. “You all know how the holidays are—we’ve done this every year. Jen may have told you, there’s a treat at the end of all the hard work this time, the party at the bookstore Saturday night.”
 
   Becky’s face lit up and she exchanged a look with Jen. Julio might have grumbled down low in his throat.
 
   “We’re making the dessert—Chocoholics theme. Becky, I’ll talk details with you later. Meanwhile, you all can be thinking about costumes and whether you want to bring a date. Just don’t let party plans distract you too much. We also have to get eighteen dozen cupcakes ready for various school moms, four birthday theme cakes, and a black wedding in addition to a couple of more traditional ones. And that’s just the Halloween items. We still have all the usual.”
 
   The oven timer punctuated that last statement, reminding Julio to take his cheesecake out of the oven, and the front doorbell called out to Jen.
 
   Sam pulled Becky aside and showed her the black wedding cake design.
 
   “Wow—cool.” Becky’s response surprised Sam.
 
   “Glad you like it because you’ll be up to your elbows in black decorations for most of the week,” Sam said.
 
   “Well, it’s going to be different. But I like that.” The head decorator studied the sketch intently. “I assume we’ll do the ruffles from fondant and the lace out of modeling chocolate?”
 
   “Right. Black-tinted modeling chocolate, too, for the witch hat, the wand, and the potion bottles.”
 
   “How about if we personalized the potion bottles somehow? Maybe a his and hers? I’m assuming that even though the bride thinks she’s a witch, and who knows what the groom thinks, there’s still got to be a romantic element here, right? We’ve got to keep it from being all about darkness and sorcery.”
 
   “Yes—that makes me feel a lot better,” Sam said. “I was having a hard time yesterday wrapping my head around the concept of it. I mean, I’m all for magic and marriage kind of meaning the same thing, you know. But romance and lightheartedness need to be there too.”
 
   Becky’s eyes narrowed in concentration. “I’ve got some ideas already. Leave it to me.”
 
   “Thank you.” Sam felt one of the week’s burdens lift.
 
   “Okay,” she said, “I might as well mention it while we’re talking about black decorations—the cake for the party at Ivan’s. I woke up thinking we could go with some of the same ideas. The Chocoholics, of course, want chocolate—their cake can’t be tinted vanilla sponge. So we’ll do a deep devil’s food for them. We can go with some eighty-percent cacao for the frosting so it’s darker than usual, then use little lacy bits and witchy things. What do you think?”
 
   Becky gave a little grin. “Why not? I’ll make extra of any little items that look good enough for both cakes.”
 
   “Run with it. I’m going to concentrate on the birthday cakes. We have one due this afternoon, two on Friday and one Saturday,” Sam said, spreading order forms across the end of the table and prioritizing them by delivery date.
 
   She had no sooner pulled the layers for the first one out of the walk-in fridge than she heard a familiar voice out front. A minute later Rupert came floating through the split in the curtain that separated the sales room from the kitchen. Sam laughed at herself for thinking of his movements that way, but it was true that her old friend had a flair for the dramatic. With his usual loose pants, flowing tunic and scarf wafting over his left shoulder—not to mention his six-foot portly frame—Rupert wasn’t the sort who blended into the background.
 
   “Ah, Samantha, my dear,” he gushed, planting a kiss on her cheek. “Lovely, as always.”
 
   “Rupe, you’re a case.” She knew she had a smear of orange frosting across the breast of her white baker’s jacket and most likely there were dabs of black somewhere on her face. “Or, you are mocking me.”
 
   “I never mock. You know that.”
 
   It was true. Rupert was one of the kindest men on earth—to his friends. In print, it was another story. He wrote bestselling steamy romance novels under the pen name Victoria DeVane and was known for placing his characters in situations where they made rampant fun of politics and religion and society in general. Sam was one of the very few, aside from his editor in New York, who knew Victoria’s true identity.
 
   “You know about the party at the bookstore on Saturday?” he asked.
 
   Sam nodded. “And I heard about your play. Zoë says she’s starring. So, what’s it about?” She scooped buttercream frosting into a pastry bag as they talked.
 
   “Uh-uh—can’t tell you that,” he said, wagging a finger. “I will only say there’s going to be an unexpected surprise ending. I’ve just been next door, working with Ivan to set up the venue.”
 
   Only Rupert used words like venue when talking about a neighborhood bookstore.
 
   “We shall move some things around and create a little stage and there will be plenty of chairs for the audience. I have even convinced him to rig up some stage lighting.”
 
   “Really?” Sam couldn’t imagine how all this would fit into the quaint bookshop.
 
   “Mostly, it involves rearranging the furniture in the reading area and re-aiming track lighting to point to one end of the room,” he admitted. “But, I refuse to think small-scale. It will be glorious in its own way.”
 
   Sam raised an eyebrow. Glorious?
 
   “Now if we can keep those new bookstore cats from being underfoot.”
 
   “Cats? I don’t remember Ivan having cats.”
 
   “A rather new addition, I’m afraid. Ivan hired a new girl last month. Now, it seems Edgar and Agatha have come along with her.”
 
   “I met Alex awhile back but didn’t know about her cats. That sounds like fun. People love animals in shops. I mean, I haven’t had a kitten since I was a kid, and we certainly can’t have pets here because of the health codes, but I’ve heard they’re very popular in bookstores. Their names certainly go along with the mystery theme, don’t they?”
 
   Rupert grumbled a small acknowledgement. Sam recalled one of his previous partners bringing a cat into the home they shared. Mark’s cat had become a character—both in the figurative sense and when it landed a role in one of Rupert’s books. She wondered if his attitude had changed or it was more a matter that Alex’s cats might upstage his Halloween production.
 
   “Well, must go,” he said. “I’m taking a delightful man to lunch. Pop over to Ivan’s if you have a chance and see what you think of the furniture arrangement.” With that, he breezed to the front of the shop and she heard the bells jingle his departure.
 
   Sam started to work on the simple layer cake for today’s birthday party, a golden slipper design. As she smoothed pink buttercream around the sides of it she thought about Rupert’s invitation. With the stack of orders currently sitting on her desk, it didn’t seem there would be any popping-over anytime soon.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   SAM HAD JUST set the golden slipper on top of the birthday cake for her customer’s little princess when the back door opened.
 
   “Hi, Mom!” Kelly’s aquamarine eyes sparkled and her brown curls bounced.
 
   Sam wondered what good news had created the buoyant mood, something good enough for her daughter to take a break in the middle of the morning. Maybe there’d been a lull in the number of unkempt dogs arriving at Puppy Chic, the grooming salon next door to the east. Normally the owner, Riki Davis-Jones did the heavy clipping, while Kelly’s duties mainly involved baths for the canine clients.
 
   “We heard about the party,” Kelly said, her dimples showing. “Riki’s going, and Ivan said I could bring Scott. Do you think he and I would make a great Indiana Jones and Marion? I don’t know…are they considered literary? I first thought Harry Potter and Ginny Weasley, but I’m thinking it might be tough to convince Scott to be a teenage wizard. So, what do you think?”
 
   “I think you better remember to breathe,” Sam said with a laugh.
 
   Becky piped up. “I can easily see Scott as Indy. He is a history professor, after all. He probably already has a bullwhip.”
 
   Kelly blushed, Becky blushed, and Sam didn’t dare ask what that was about. Her daughter had only started dating this new man a few weeks ago.
 
   “What about you, Julio? What costume are you wearing?” Becky paused in the middle of piping a huge chocolate rose.
 
   Julio only grunted.
 
   “You are going to the party, aren’t you? We’re all invited. You’ll get to see everyone enjoying the cake we’re baking for them.”
 
   Sam realized she knew practically nothing about Julio’s personal life. He might have a wife and six kids at home, as far as she knew. He seemed content with his work but he rarely joined in the workplace camaraderie. Which was okay. His baking skills were what she paid for and a person was allowed a private life. She flashed Becky a look that said leave it alone.
 
   “What’s your costume, Becky?” Kelly asked, wiping a dab of chocolate frosting off the worktable and licking it from her finger.
 
   “I don’t know. If I come, it’ll probably be a quick drop-by. My kids will be nagging us to go trick-or-treating and either Don or I need to be home to hand out treats. Last year I dressed as a princess and answered the door in costume. I could dig that one up again, I suppose.”
 
   “Sure—you could put on your costume here, drop by the bookstore for a little while, and you can still get home in time to be with your kids,” Kelly suggested. “What about you, Mom? Do you have your costume?”
 
   All eyes turned to Sam. “Well, it won’t be a couple’s theme. Beau’s job pretty much guarantees he won’t be able to go. I doubt he’ll even see me in my costume. But, no, I haven’t thought of anything yet.”
 
   Kelly went back to her job and Sam put the princess cake into the fridge so the icing would set before the customer arrived in the afternoon to pick it up. While she kneaded black color paste into a big ball of fondant, the others drifted back to their regular work.
 
   “I found this lace pattern we could use to romanticize the black wedding cake a bit,” Becky said. She spread the drawing on the table.
 
   “Good. What about the other touches?”
 
   “Remember how I suggested we personalize the potion bottles? Make them his and hers? How about I’ll make one hot pink and one electric blue and write something on each?”
 
   A picture flashed into Sam’s head. “The spell book that forms the basis for the cake… We could write something there in white or silver script. ‘Mix potions in equal parts to brew up a forever love.’ It’s not quite poetic enough, but something like that.”
 
   “I like it,” said Becky. She began jotting notes on the order form.
 
   The days passed in a blur of activity; by Friday, Sam had to admit the black wedding cake had become impressive under Becky’s capable touch. The open book with its stream of silver sparkles, the potion bottles and wand set the theme on the bottom tier. Together Sam and Becky had made yards of fondant ruffles and carefully placed them around the middle tier, the romantic layer as Becky called it. Black lace, silver buttons and black poppies added elegance. A perky witch’s hat capped the top tier, set at a jaunty angle with roses around the band as Becky imagined a real witch might wear for her wedding.
 
   The color had proven to be the tricky part but Jen’s suggestion of creating faint variations in shading made all the difference. Every rose and each petal stood out in its own special way. Sam gave the whole cake a light spritz of very fine transparent glitter. When she stepped back, the sight almost took her breath away.
 
   Becky actually let out a tiny squeal.
 
   Jen came through the curtain and stopped in her tracks. “It’s amazing.”
 
   “I have to admit I didn’t have great hopes for this concept when the customer ordered it,” Sam said. “But she was right. Just goes to show—I’m not always the one with the great ideas.”
 
   Jen said, “Maybe. But you two had the skill to pull it off. I’ll call Cass right away. She is going to love her cake!”
 
   “Tell her I can deliver it as soon as I’m finished here,” Sam said, sending the last of the icing-crusted decorator tools into the sink full of hot, sudsy water.
 
   She sank onto the chair at her desk. It had been a long week. Saturday morning would bring customers picking up their party foods—cupcakes and cookies in the tens of dozens, a few specialty cakes, and delivery of another wedding cake. Sam would put the final touches on the cake for Ivan’s party, although she’d been working on it alongside the one for Cassie Wolinsky since many of the elements were similar.
 
   The only thing she still had not addressed was her costume for the party.
 
   Julio finished washing up and said goodnight. Becky had left shortly after snapping photos of their first all-black cake for the bakery’s album and helping Sam load it into her van. Sam could hear Jen out front saying goodbye to a customer. Soon she would close and tally the register receipts and leave.
 
   Sam picked up her bag and keys, reminded Jen to lock up, and re-checked the Wolinsky address as the van warmed up. Past the plaza she cruised, not needing to check street names—the house was only a couple of blocks from where Sam had lived before she married Beau. She spotted the black and silver Mini Cooper in a driveway and stopped her van at the curb.
 
   “Oh, yay!” Cassie shrieked, barreling out the front door. She rushed to join Sam at the back of the van. “Ohmigod, it’s beautiful! So perfect!”
 
   Sam smiled with relief. She had managed to please another picky bride. “The two of us can carry it. Do you have a table set up for it inside?”
 
   “For tonight, it’s going in the dining room. The ceremony will actually take place out in the forest tomorrow. We have everything set up—there’ll be a bonfire, fairy garlands, and then the full moon—”
 
   “Sounds pretty amazing.”
 
   “It will be. Everyone’s really excited about it.”
 
   Cass warned Sam about a step up to the front porch. They situated the cake amidst a clutter of party plates, stacks of plastic cups, a dayglow green punch bowl and boxes of decorations. After cautioning Cass to be sure the cake remained in a cool place and stayed upright, Sam left. Oh, to be so young and enthused, she mused as she turned her thoughts back to her own duties for Halloween.
 
   At the first traffic light, Sam closed her eyes and tried to envision what she might wear to Ivan’s party. She’d already ruled out a glamour costume—no Phryne Fisher with her roaring ’20s slender gowns, no Irene Adler—and she couldn’t quite see herself in jeans and boots as Kinsey Millhone, carrying a gun and kicking ass. Nothing in her closet had suggested anything; she’d checked it three times already. Maybe a visit to the thrift shop would spark an idea.
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   SATURDAY NIGHT. SAM couldn’t believe how the week had slipped by. The final customer walked out the door at six. Sweet’s Sweets was closed for the weekend now and Sam planned to relax and simply have some fun. Becky in her lovely princess gown had carried the Chocoholics cake next door, where the party was already underway. Parking spots in front of the short row of shops were at a premium and she noticed most of the metered spaces along the street were also taken.
 
   Jen wanted her costume to be a surprise, saying she would go home to change and come along soon. Sam hadn’t wanted to take the time to drive all the way out to the ranch, change clothes and come back so she had simply brought everything in a garment bag. She turned out the shop’s lights except for the one nighttime lamp.
 
   In the bathroom she rinsed off the dusting of sugar which always coated her face and arms by end of day, then she pulled out the old-fashioned 1940s dress. Simple and plain, with a vintage hat and sturdy shoes, she hoped she would be the only one in the guise of Miss Marple.
 
   The dress seemed a little tighter than when she’d tried it on yesterday, darn it. It zipped up when she held her stomach in. Women of the era certainly had been slimmer. Well, she reasoned, it would provide the best excuse not to eat much. With the shoes and hat in place, a light touch of lipstick and blush, she felt she carried off the role quite well. Agatha Christie would be proud of her.
 
   The bookshop had, indeed, been transformed just as Rupert predicted. Strands of fairy lights circled the windows and crisscrossed the room. Sam could see people milling about inside, most having arrived an hour or more earlier. She watched the scene for a moment before walking in. Tinkling music, faintly haunting and more than a little spooky, filled the room. At least Ivan avoided hard rock or recordings of anguished screams—thank heaven for small favors. She spotted their host dressed as Sherlock Holmes, albeit a rather short version, standing near his desk and surveying the room.
 
   Sam saw a Count Dracula talking to Riki, who was cute as could be as The Cat in the Hat.
 
   A large table normally filled with bargain books now held food to fit the Halloween theme—meatballs dripping blood-red sauce, ribs appropriately charred, and cheese canapes with something that made them look eerily like eyeballs were among the offerings. Grave-marker cookies, ghostly white cupcakes and the fabulous (if she did say so herself) black-on-black witchy cake filled the dessert table to perfection. Becky had even thought to bring a small stack of Sam’s business cards to let everyone know where the goodies had originated.
 
   Princess Becky caught Sam’s eye and walked up to her. “I love your dress,” she said. “Who are you?”
 
   Oh dear. Sam could picture herself explaining her costume to everyone she met. She would have to adopt an English accent, if a girl originally from Texas could possibly manage such a feat.
 
   “I need to skip out,” Becky said once she had thoroughly approved Miss Marple. “I think the pastries are all squared away, but if Ivan needs anything more Jen should be here any minute to help out.”
 
   Kelly and Scott had, indeed, come as Indiana Jones and Marion. Kelly had her camera phone aimed at an elegantly dressed couple; the blond woman in the blue Victorian dress was one Sam vaguely remembered from the Chocoholics group. In addition to a couple more Sherlocks, she saw a Gatsby/Daisy pair, a sexy black cat and a troll; it seemed adherence to the mystery theme had relaxed a bit.
 
   She spotted Rupert across the room, attired in his usual flowing style, this time all-brown with a dramatic sixteenth-century hat with a long feather that swept down to his shoulder. He seemed somewhat agitated, his gaze darting in a dozen directions. Sam made her way through the crowd toward him.
 
   “Miss Marple,” he said, “lovely to see you.”
 
   “Thank you, my dear.” She didn’t even come close to pulling off the accent and reverted to her normal voice. “Sorry. At least you recognized my character.”
 
   “But you have not quite puzzled out mine, have you?” He gave a subtle wink. “I am the playwright tonight, love, and also leading man in the play, a woodsman.”
 
   “Shakespeare?” She didn’t recall having ever seen a picture of the famed poet in such a flourishing hat, but leeway could always be granted on Halloween, she supposed.
 
   Sam’s interest was piqued but he refused to say more about his story line. Again, he seemed restless. She rubbed a place on her neck where the lace collar of her dress itched and looked around, recognizing only a few people since nearly everyone was masked. It was an aspect she’d not considered for her own costume. “Where’s Zoë?”
 
   “Ah, tragedy there. She’s been stricken with a stomach flu and is unable to grace our presence.” He waved an arm dramatically.
 
   A little less flamboyant speech would be all right, Sam thought, even though coming from him it worked.
 
   “So, the play? What will you do?”
 
   For once, Rupert didn’t have a ready answer. He clutched a ratty-looking old book and some other sheets of paper against his chest. Then a witch stepped up to them.
 
   When she lifted her mask—complete with green face, hooked nose and warts—Sam saw it was the lovely Darlene Trawl, one of the Chocoholics Unanimous book group members. Funny, Sam would have pictured her more as V.I. Warshawski—30-something, hip and modern. Maybe it was her long, dark curls that gave her the idea to come as a witch. Or, she already owned the requisite striped socks.
 
   “I heard what you said just now,” Darlene admitted. “I can help.”
 
   Rupert looked slightly down his nose. “I remember you. Earlier, you expressed an interest in buying the book I brought as a prop.”
 
   “I’m still interested, but we can talk about that later. About the play—I have stage experience,” said Darlene, with a flash of even teeth and dimples. “I was head of my Little Theater group in Kansas before I moved here. I’m a quick study for the lines. Let me see your script.”
 
   Rupert actually seemed at a loss for words as he handed over a few pages stapled at one edge. The three of them had moved partially behind one of the tall bookshelves that formed a makeshift backstage area. An identically sized shelf ten feet away left an open area where Sam noticed for the first time a foot-high platform had been brought in to serve as a stage. Above, track lighting was aimed toward the stage, upon which sat a large black cauldron. A few potted plants were meant to give the idea the setting was in a forest.
 
   “Okay, got it,” Darlene said.
 
   The play apparently consisted of one or two scenes with the two actors, and Sam guessed at perhaps a dramatic finish as something would foam up or emit smoke from the cauldron.
 
   “Really,” Rupert said. “You think you have the whole part memorized?”
 
   “Let’s do a quick rehearsal,” Darlene suggested, handing the script back to him.
 
   The two of them stepped a little farther out of sight of the rest of the room and Darlene said her first line, giving the words a witchy cackle. Sam heard Rupert reply as she walked back to join Ivan and the other guests. Jen had arrived, spangled to the max as Cleopatra, and three young males had gathered around.
 
   “Miss Samantha! Or to say, good evening, Miss Marple,” said Ivan. “Offering you something to drink? A lovely blood-red wine is here and some other ones. In the bowl of green punch is something brought by my assistant Alex. She tell me the smoke it is coming from… How do you say? Dry ice? Is too weird for my liking.”
 
   Alex, dressed as a student of Hogwarts, stepped up to say hello. “It’s fruit punch that began with lemonade and some green food coloring. Taste carefully, though. I saw an ogre tipping the vodka bottle over it. At least he first asked me whether there would be children at the party and I told him no.”
 
   Sam started to thank her when she sensed activity at the back of the room. Rupert stood ready to make an announcement and Ivan momentarily dimmed the lights.
 
   “Seats, everyone! Take your seats. The evening’s entertainment, my original play entitled Curse of the Forest, will begin shortly. Please be seated.”
 
   Guests headed toward the three rows of folding chairs set up facing the small stage. Sam accepted a glass of the red wine and stood near the door. With the first sip she realized what a long day it had been, and the lace collar was seriously beginning to bug her. Well, she would stay for Rupert’s play, be certain she’d greeted her own customers and make her excuses for an early exit.
 
   Ivan fiddled with light switches near his sales counter, bringing up small spotlights aimed at the stage. Once their audience was nearly settled, he and Rupert exchanged a nod and the room went dark.
 
   Rupert cleared his throat lightly and the stage lights gradually came up as Ivan operated the dimmer control. Sam was vaguely aware of Ivan slipping over to the food table as Rupert took the stage.
 
   He swished his cape and looked back over his shoulder, as if speaking to an unseen companion.
 
   “Careful, lad, the forest is rumored to be the haven of witches and ’tis the one night of the year when one doesn’t want to cross a witch’s path.” He noticed the cauldron and stopped short, motioning to his invisible friend not to approach.
 
   From the opposite side of the stage, the green-faced witch emerged with her right-hand fingers spread like claws, the tatty old book clutched in her left hand, her demeanor sneaky and threatening. Sam had to admit, for short-notice acting, Darlene was doing a pretty good job. She thought of Zoë, missing out on her acting debut, and made herself a mental note to call later and find out how her friend was feeling.
 
   The witch let out a delighted cackle at the sight of the man in her forest. Rupert overplayed his shock but the audience loved it.
 
   “Come here, my man,” said the witch, crooking her finger toward him.
 
   Rupert shook his head and dashed away. From her angle, Sam could see him leap off the platform then turn to be ready to enter again on cue. The witch faced the audience, her green mask giving everyone the evil eye. She turned toward the cauldron, opened her spell book, and uttered an incantation of some sort.
 
   The witch had barely said the words when the lights went out.
 
   The audience waited, certain the plot was about to get even more dramatic. A couple of loud thumps came from the stage area. Then a crash.
 
   Rupert shouted. “What happened? Get the lights, Ivan! Get the lights!”
 
   Sam felt movement beside her and heard Ivan muttering something in Russian. A long thirty seconds passed before he got to the switches by the desk. When the lights came back on, Sam watched Rupert dash onstage and kneel. Many in the audience stood and someone in the front row screamed.
 
   Rupert looked up, stricken, and Sam caught a glimpse of Darlene lying near the cauldron. A puddle of blood began to flow across the floor.
 
   It appeared the wicked witch was dead.
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   DRACULA RUSHED FORWARD, stating he was an EMT, and tugged the rubber mask from Darlene’s face. From Sam’s perspective she couldn’t see what he was doing but it was less than half a minute before he looked up at Rupert and shook his head.
 
   Rupert closed his eyes, his face contorted as the nightmare came true in front of him. Sam pushed her way toward him as the rest of the crowd went chaotic. When she touched his arm, he started.
 
   The EMT looked up.
 
   “My husband is the sheriff,” Sam told him. “I’m calling him now.”
 
   Her proper little Miss Marple handbag held her cell phone and she called Beau’s personal phone.
 
   “Hey, darlin’. Sorry I’m missing the party but things are a little nuts here at the moment.”
 
   Sam stepped behind the tall bookcase for a little more privacy.
 
   “There’s a problem and I’m calling officially,” she said. “A woman has been killed here at the bookstore. I have no idea how, but it looks like a murder. We need you right away.”
 
   He sucked in his breath. “Well, there’s a little problem with that. I’m on a routine traffic stop and some naked guy just dashed out of an alley and stole my cruiser.”
 
   “What?” Sam couldn’t wrap her mind around the scenario.
 
   He repeated what he’d just said. “It’s probably some stupid Halloween prank but I have to track it down before the guy wrecks a valuable piece of county equipment. Let me contact dispatch. I’ll send a deputy to your location. Don’t let anyone leave and don’t let them near the body. I’ll be along as soon as I can.”
 
   Sam felt her insides quaver as he ended the call. Just when she really needed his steady presence. She took a deep breath and dug for some sort of deep inner strength. People were milling about divided, it seemed, between the squeamish, the hysterical and the morbidly curious.
 
   Rupert stared at the stage area, stunned, and Sam went to his side. The young EMT came closest to being in charge—at least he’d kept anyone else from setting foot on the raised platform. Possibly, no one wanted to mess with Dracula.
 
   Sam told both men what Beau had said. “We need to keep everyone here.”
 
   Rupert gathered himself, taking a deep breath, letting his theatrical training put him into the role of a calm man in charge. He caught Ivan’s eye and the music, which had become irritating by now, quit.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” Rupert announced in a voice that carried to the farthest corners. “I’m afraid there’s been a tragedy and we all must keep our wits about us. The authorities are on their way. Everyone must stay inside the store until the sheriff arrives to sort it out. You’ll be asked what you saw and it’s important you cooperate with them.”
 
   Sam sent him a tiny smile of encouragement.
 
   “Meanwhile, remain calm and…” He paused. “Have some cake?”
 
   It was rare to see Rupert at a loss for words. Sam touched his hand as he turned away from the crowd.
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “The poor woman. One must empathize, even when it’s someone we didn’t actually know.”
 
   Sam nodded. Her gaze fell to the stage area near the cauldron. “Rupert, did you pick up your book?”
 
   His head snapped around, following her stare. “No! Oh, god, it’s gone!”
 
   Before she could stop him, he had leaped onto the platform and marched over to the cauldron. The EMT, who seemed to have taken charge of watching over the area, reached out but couldn’t quite grab Rupert. The nervous conversation in the room screeched to a dead halt.
 
   Rupert seized his moment. “The book—the witch character was holding a book. Has anyone seen it?”
 
   Sam looked over the crowd. Blank stares, confused glances among themselves. She saw Kelly and Scott hovering at the far side of the group, near the store’s front door. Jen, in her elegant Cleopatra gown, was talking quietly with Riki, who still wore her big striped hat.
 
   “I must ask again,” Rupert said. “Has anyone seen the old book that was on this stage a few minutes ago?”
 
   No one responded and, despite the EMT’s efforts to herd Rupert from the stage, the big man walked behind the cauldron and to each end of the platform but found no sign of his book. How on earth could someone have killed Darlene, snatched the book, and gotten away so quickly? Sam wondered. The lights had been off for a minute at most.
 
   To her relief, red and blue strobes flashed at the front windows as a cruiser pulled into the parking lot and stopped behind several of the parked cars. She recognized Rico, one of Beau’s deputies. He spoke into his shoulder mike, gave a little tug at his accessory-laden belt and strode toward the door. All attention went that direction and a pathway through the crowd automatically opened as Rico entered.
 
   He picked Ivan out of the gathering, spotting the owner behind the sales desk. “This is your shop?”
 
   Ivan nodded.
 
   “Sorry for the damper on your party, but we need to keep everyone inside.”
 
   Ivan nodded again. Sam noticed he always had a meek way around law enforcement. It had taken him more than a year to be able to say hello to Beau.
 
   Rico spotted Sam and Rupert near the stage, where Dracula-medic stood guard over Darlene’s body. Despite the heavy makeup, the deputy recognized the EMT and greeted him by name.
 
   “Glad you were here, Phil. Tell me what happened.”
 
   The recount seemed accurate to Sam, what she heard of it, as Rico took down the basic who-what-where information. She found herself watching out for her own little brood—Kelly and Scott hovered near the back of the crowd, joined now by Jen and Riki. Most everyone talked quietly amongst themselves, disinterested in food or drink. Rupert kept pacing the back of the store, sending glances toward the shelves of books, perhaps hoping to spot his missing one.
 
   “What was it about the book?” Sam asked him in a low tone. “I know that’s what is worrying you.”
 
   He shrugged. “The volume purported to be a book of spells. Initially, its battered appearance caught my attention—something I could photograph and supply for the artwork on my newest book cover. When I purchased it I envisioned something of use in my writing research, thinking it might have definitions of things such as witch’s bane or some such. I’m working on an historical novel set in Romania and thought it might provide me with some ideas. I’d no idea anyone else would know anything about it, nor would they care.”
 
   “But it seems Darlene did care.”
 
   “In the minutes before the play started I had handed it to her and she was on her side of the ‘wings’ hungrily paging through it as though there were something of vital interest to her.”
 
   “I wonder what?”
 
   “I’ve no idea.”
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   DEPUTY RICO’S QUESTIONS were becoming a bit pointed, Sam thought, as he turned his attention toward Rupert.
 
   “How close were you standing to the victim when the lights went out?” Rico’s pencil hovered over his notepad.
 
   “At that moment I was stage left, awaiting my cue, which was the line ‘A sound?’ The witch had heard a sound from the forest and I was to appear, just in time to be overtaken by the spell she had said over the cauldron.”
 
   “Let’s talk in terms of Darlene Trawl and Rupert Penrick, rather than the acting parts you were playing.”
 
   “The facts remain. Darlene was to recite a given line, and I was to step onto the stage. But everything went dark before my foot actually touched the boards.”
 
   “Sam, you said you were at the front of the store, near the cashier desk, and Ivan operated the light switches from there, right?”
 
   “Yes, but Ivan moved to the food table as soon as the play started.”
 
   “So, since he wasn’t within reach of the switches at that moment, how did the lights go out?”
 
   “I’m not sure. In my shop there are electrical switches near the back door to the alley. This store must have the same, but I don’t think anyone was back there. It’s Ivan’s stock room where he keeps extra books and cleaning supplies. You’d have to ask him.”
 
   Rupert was on his way to the stock room the moment she said it, and Rico took off to chase him down. The lights flicked off and someone shrieked, but the room lit up again immediately.
 
   “—probably destroyed fingerprints,” Rico was saying as he led Rupert back by the cuff of his voluminous jacket.
 
   Rupert looked somewhat chastised but there was a glint of satisfaction too. “The back door was standing ajar,” he said to Sam. “It has to be how the killer came and went and how he controlled the lights.”
 
   Rico fixed him with a stern stare. “Do not touch another thing, and do not go wandering around.” He seemed a little overwhelmed at having to control this many people and this large a crime scene on his own.
 
   Sam took him aside. “Beau has deputized me on other cases. I can help if you like.”
 
   He gave her Miss Marple outfit the once-over and clearly wasn’t wild about her suggestion, but he didn’t have a lot of options until more official help arrived.
 
   “We’ll need to search the alley and the back room for evidence. For now, though, the best we can do is secure the area to be sure no vehicle drives through and no person has access. Can you come up with a way to do that?”
 
   “Sure.” Somehow.
 
   She recruited Scott and Kelly and they rounded up a variety of trash barrels and cardboard cartons from Puppy Chic and the bakery, plus a couple of barricades from a power-company project nearby, and used their finds to form rather creative stacks at each end of the alley. When Beau arrived they could add official yellow tape but for now this would suffice.
 
   Halfway through the job, Sam’s costume was binding her armpits, constricting her chest and the lace collar had rubbed a raw spot on her neck. By the end, she was ready to strip it off right there in public.
 
   “I’m changing clothes,” she told Kelly as she unlocked the door to her shop. “If Rico asks, I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”
 
   Relief was immediate once Sam had her normal black pants and white baker’s jacket on. Screw the costumes—Halloween had lost its magic for her this year. She took her first deep breath of the evening and walked back to the bookstore.
 
   Her hand was on the doorknob when a vehicle arrived behind her. Beau. Thank goodness.
 
   She waited as he emerged from a squad car, not his normal department SUV.
 
   “Naked guy still got your car?” she teased.
 
   “Thankfully, no. Two of our men stopped him about six blocks from where he took it. But, ugh, don’t even get me started. The man was drunk as a skunk and, well, let’s just say there are cleanup issues before I’m getting in that vehicle again. In fact, this might be my year to request a new one.”
 
   “Eww—I’m not even going there. Picture me with my fingers in my ears saying la-la-la-la.”
 
   He tilted his head toward the bookshop. “So, what happened here? A murder at a party? Are you okay, Sam?”
 
   She swallowed the emotion that hit when he expressed concern. “I’m doing okay. Rico kept me busy. As far as the crime itself, it all happened so fast.”
 
   She told him about the play and the witch and the book, how the lights went out and about the thumping sounds in the dark, the pool of blood around the body. “I don’t even know yet what killed her. I didn’t see any sort of weapon nearby—not that I wanted to get very close.”
 
   “I’ll call in the crime scene tech. Most of tonight’s action around town hasn’t been quite this violent, and I think she’s free.” He placed the call. Before they went into the shop, Sam filled him in on the open back door and how they had blocked the alley.
 
   “Let’s see what we got,” he said, setting a gentle hand on her back as they walked into the bookstore together.
 
   Shock had clearly set in with some of the guests, while others were pacing impatiently and griping that they wanted to leave. They had other, more fun places to be. A cloth had been draped over the body and the guests studiously avoided the stage area and back of the room. They’d also abandoned the food. Not so much the liquor—the level in the punch bowl was down quite a bit.
 
   Beau quickly divided the guests into groups based on a few astute questions. Members of the Chocoholics group, those who knew Darlene Trawl best, were asked to remain; those who had been nearest the stage were also held back for a few more questions. People who had never met the victim got away with only having to leave their names and contact information. Immediately, it thinned the crowd by more than half.
 
   Sam felt the shift in focus. No longer was it a milling crowd of impatient ghouls and ghosts. Those who remained had more specific reasons to be concerned—they could be considered suspects.
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
   THE SAME SET of questions, asked more than a dozen times—Sam was impressed with how well Beau handled it, staying alert and yet distancing himself from the tiny dramas which played out with nearly everyone there. After the initial weeding-out of guests, she left Beau and Rico to handle the interrogations.
 
   Lisa, the crime scene investigator for the department, was nearly finished doing her bit. An autopsy would be needed, naturally, but she immediately pointed out a stab wound so close to the victim’s heart it almost certainly had to be the cause of death. Once Darlene Trawl’s body had been taken away by the medical investigator’s office, Lisa finished examining the stage area and moved on to the alley behind the building.
 
   Beau’s questions, knowing a sharp weapon was involved, turned to costumes and accessories. Which characters carried a knife or sword? Were they all accounted for now? Had anyone seen such a weapon either before or after the stabbing? While the men asked their questions, she prowled around the shop, wondering if the book might have been quickly stashed on a shelf somewhere.
 
   “I haven’t found it either,” said Rupert, coming up beside her. “Somebody wanted that book awfully badly, didn’t they?”
 
   “One thing I’ve learned from Beau is not to guess at motives until a lot more facts are known.”
 
   She pictured the moment before the room went into darkness, with Darlene the witch holding the book. Then it hit her—originally, Zoë was to play the part of the witch. Her best friend could have been the victim if all had gone according to plan. Her hands suddenly began to shake.
 
   “Sam? You okay?”
 
   She nodded absently and Rupert moved on.
 
   Why take a chance on murdering someone so publicly, she reasoned once she forced herself to think logically. If the killer only wanted the book, he or she would have used the darkness as cover and snatched it or simply found a time when it was easy to break into Rupert’s home and take it.
 
   There was something more to this whole puzzle and Sam couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it. The fact that it was almost ten p.m. and she’d been on the go since five this morning didn’t help. But to go home now… she knew she wouldn’t sleep as long as Beau and many of her friends were here. She needed to be doing something. Standing around and watching Beau do his work made her feel like a useless fixture in the room.
 
   She thought again of her theory about Zoë. To be on the safe side, she pulled out her phone and called her best friend’s home number. Darryl answered and said Zoë was feeling better but had gone to bed early. Sam recapped the bookstore events with as little drama as possible, while making the point that they didn’t yet know for certain if Darlene Trawl had been the intended victim. Someone could have assumed Zoë was the person inside the witch’s mask.
 
   “What are you saying, Sam? Do we need to be watching for some unseen enemy?”
 
   “I don’t know, Darryl.” Sam couldn’t think of anyone on earth less likely to have an enemy. Her concern felt almost ridiculous. “Just be aware, I guess. If any of your guests are acting weird or a stranger comes around…” It sounded lame.
 
   He thanked her for her concern and asked Sam to keep them posted on the investigation. Hopefully the killer would be found quickly, he said.
 
   Most likely, Rupert’s idea that the crime was somehow centered around the book was correct.
 
   Sam saw Beau across the room where he had gathered the book club members. Being the group who knew the victim best, they might shed light on something from Darlene’s personal life. Sam decided to listen in. She borrowed a small notepad from Ivan’s desk to jot down impressions, not trusting her memory with details this late in the evening.
 
   “Eight of us,” said a blond woman in a blue Victorian dress with a purple ostrich feather on her hat. “I suppose I’m the unofficial leader. We take turns choosing the book we’ll read each time but if no one has picked one, I do it. I also take responsibility for scheduling the meetings and contacting everyone if there’s a change of plans.”
 
   “So, Mrs. Pritchard, you can tell me if anyone from the club is missing tonight,” Beau said.
 
   Sam recognized Amy Pritchard as an occasional bakery customer.
 
   Amy looked around the six people gathered nearby. “Lila Bayles couldn’t make it—a head cold, I think. She’s in her eighties, so the idea of her sneaking back here and attacking Darlene is ridiculous.”
 
   A couple of the others, including Riki, snickered at the suggestion.
 
   “Harry Taylor isn’t here. I don’t know why. He normally comes to every meeting unless the chosen book contains too much romance. He’s mostly fond of thrillers with plenty of action and a bit of gore, not that we choose those often.”
 
   “But Harry is another iffy choice,” Riki said. “The man has to be seventy and he walks with such a limp I hardly see him sprinting out the back door.”
 
   A younger member, male, with longish brown hair dressed as Sherlock Holmes spoke up. “Riki’s right. Harry might have personality issues—he’s a total curmudgeon—but I don’t see him in a physical attack.” He sent a moon-eyed smile Riki’s direction.
 
   “You’re Pete Winters, right?” Beau asked. “I’ve asked everyone else, but didn’t get the chance to talk to you yet—did your costume include any type of sharp object, such as a knife?”
 
   “As Sherlock Holmes? No! The worst he would carry would be an opium pipe—but there’s no way I have that either.” Flustered, he began to over-explain.
 
   Beau seemed to be studying the voluminous overcoat Pete wore, wondering what the pockets might contain. But surely the man could not be so dumb as to flee out the back door and then come back without dumping the bloody knife first—Sam read Beau’s thoughts as well as if he’d spoken them aloud.
 
   When Pete’s protests subsided Beau turned to the man standing behind Amy Pritchard.
 
   “I’m Alan Pritchard,” he said. “The man behind the boss here.”
 
   He patted Amy’s shoulder and she drew back slightly. Alan made a very polished Max DeWinter with his dark good looks and perfectly tailored tuxedo of the era.
 
   “I attend book club meetings occasionally but I’m not really a regular. The book has to grab my interest.”
 
   “He misses the whole spirit of the Chocoholics Unanimous, which is an avid love of chocolate,” Amy said, not bothering to look up at her husband.
 
   Sam, who had been writing all the names on her notepad, noted the dismissive attitude between them.
 
   “What about Keith? Where is he right now?” Pete Winters asked.
 
   “Mr. Trawl was taken home before his wife’s body was removed,” Beau said. “I’ve sent another deputy to be with him. Was Keith also a member of the book group?”
 
   “At times,” Amy responded. “I invited him personally in the beginning.”
 
   Some ripple passed through the group. Sam couldn’t quite decipher it, but realized she might chalk that up to her own weariness.
 
   No one seemed to have much to add, and after a couple of clarification questions Beau told them they could go home. Sam caught Ivan’s eye. The poor bookseller looked exhausted. What a bad turn his party evening had taken.
 
    
 
   NINE
 
   SAM OPENED HER eyes Sunday morning to full daylight in their upstairs bedroom, delighted at the unusual sleep-in. Then the memory of their later-than-normal evening and the reason dampened her good mood.
 
   “Wow, nine o’clock,” Beau said, rolling over and taking her in his arms.
 
   “I don’t know how you do it,” she said. “Dealing with murder, the victim, her family, the suspects. And then you wake up cheerful and ready to do it again.”
 
   He set a gentle kiss on her temple. “Well, first off, we don’t have a whole lot of murders in Taos County. Luckily. If I worked homicide in a big city, I’d burn out real fast. Last night was your first time as an eyewitness. That had to be hard. I wish I could rewind and let you have a carefree evening at a fun party.”
 
   “Me too,” she said, rising up to one elbow and looking into his ocean-blue eyes.
 
   “At least you have the day at home to do whatever you want. I still need to go to the office. I can’t let an extra day go by before I start seriously working this case. It worries me—already there are so many flaws that will make it a heyday for a defense attorney, if we can nail down a suspect and make the case strong enough for the prosecutor to tackle it.”
 
   “Flaws, like what?”
 
   He got out of bed and pulled on his jeans. “Let me count the ways. The body was touched, someone draped a cloth over it, the stage area had been walked on, any number of vehicles could have driven through the alley before the barriers went up. I’m not saying you guys didn’t do all the right things. You did. There were just too many people around.”
 
   “You’re right, but doesn’t that happen a lot?”
 
   “More than we’d like,” he said, fastening the pearl snaps on his western shirt. “Few crime scenes are pristine enough that only the victim and his or her killer were there. Still, we do catch most of the bad guys.”
 
   Sam sat up and leaned against the headboard.
 
   “Stay in bed awhile,” he said. “I’m going to check on the horses and then I’m making breakfast for you. Waffles or French toast?”
 
   “I love your French toast. I’ll come down in a minute and help,” she said, leaving the warmth of the comforter and heading for the shower.
 
   When Beau came into the kitchen fifteen minutes later, he smelled of oats, fresh air and frost. At the table, conversation kept coming back to the previous night’s events.
 
   “Do you think Darlene was the real target, Beau?” Sam asked, accepting the pitcher of warm syrup he handed over. “I had the worst feeling it could have been Zoë up on that stage. Supposing Rupert’s book was the real reason for the crime, I would have lost my best friend last night. I called their house while you were questioning people. I had to be sure she was okay.”
 
   He sent her a reassuring smile. “I can’t imagine any way Zoë was the intended target. True, we’re lucky she wasn’t the one in the witch costume. Beyond that, we just don’t know yet.”
 
   Sam knew he was right. She also knew he would say nearly anything to ease her worries.
 
   “I can’t help but believe the killer was someone in the store, a costumed partygoer. Otherwise, how would he know the precise moment to come in through the back door and rush the stage?”
 
   “Someone knew about the set of light switches near the back door, too. Knew they could turn off the lights and get to the stage in moments. I’ll tell you this, honey, if you promise not to hold it against my deputy. Rico initially suspected Rupert might have snatched the book and planned to hide it and file an insurance claim. Rupert was the closest to the victim.”
 
   “Beau! That’s ridiculous. We don’t even know if the old book was worth anything. He got it at a flea market for a few dollars. And secondly, Rupert has more money than he knows what to do with.” She hesitated, not wanting to reveal the man’s secret identity as a bestselling author. “Just trust me, he wouldn’t need the money from an insurance claim on a crappy old book.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “I’ll go by and talk to Rupe if you’d like. I can find out what he really knew about the book, whether it was worth anything at all. And tell Rico I’m not mad at him. Like his gorgeous boss, your deputy has a job to do and I understand how he has to suspect everyone at first. But tell him he’s got it all wrong about Rupert.”
 
   Sam cleared the breakfast dishes while Beau changed into his uniform. He was still driving the spare squad car, which was another probable reason for his wanting to get to work right away. With luck, maybe his own department vehicle would be sanitized and ready to reclaim.
 
   As she had no other plans for her day off, Sam dialed Rupert’s number. By the sound of his greeting, she caught him in mid-yawn.
 
   “Rough night, wasn’t it?” she said. “How are you doing this morning?”
 
   “I’ve been better. I’m sure one day I’ll view all this as material for a story, but right now I cannot shake the image of Darlene Trawl lying there in front of me on the floor.”
 
   “You up for some company? I’ve got scones from my shop leftover from yesterday. They’ll make a nice breakfast.”
 
   “Scones, a pot of tea and you as a morning visitor. I can’t think of anything nicer.”
 
   Sam tied a bow around the purple bakery box she’d brought home. Rupert was the sort who appreciated the little touches. Someone had given her a gold foil-wrapped packet of Marks & Spencer English tea and she added it to the gift. Thirty minutes later she was pulling up in front of Rupert’s home.
 
   “Is that Luxury Gold No. 2?” he exclaimed when he saw the tea. “Samantha, I love you. If Beau Cardwell hadn’t married you first, I would have!”
 
   She laughed aloud. “No you wouldn’t. You knew me for years before I ever met Beau. Plus, all your handsome male admirers would die of jealousy.”
 
   “Too true,” he said, leading the way to his gourmet kitchen. “We couldn’t have that. But as a wonderful girlfriend, Sam, you’re tops.”
 
   The effusive praise made her feel badly about the quizzing she was about to dish out. She watched as Rupert spooned tea into a delicate china pot and poured boiling water from the electric kettle. Gratefully, she took the cup he poured.
 
   “I have to say, I felt completely wrung out last night,” she said. “I’d never met Darlene Trawl but what happened was so unreal.”
 
   “I’d only met her once, so briefly I didn’t actually remember her when she came up and offered to take Zoë’s role in the play last night.”
 
   “She seemed very interested in the book you were using as a prop. I wonder why.”
 
   “She had seen it—a few days before the party. I stopped by the bookshop to have Ivan take a look. I’m sure I could have found people with more expertise, but I was curious about the old thing, whether it had any value at all. At a glance, I knew there was some sort of interesting history to the volume.”
 
   He took a scone from the box and spread lemon curd on a bite. Sam settled back in her chair and waited for the story to emerge.
 
   “The copyright date inside the book was 1845 and the title was Spells and Incantations for the Proficient Witch.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “That’s what it said. Intriguing, definitely. Do I believe in that stuff? Let’s say I lean toward the very skeptical.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you planned to try out the spells and incantations.”
 
   “The one I marked for the witch to read in the play seemed very harmless. It was supposed to summon a good luck charm.”
 
   “Well, that didn’t work out so well, did it?” Sam tentatively sipped the tea, discovered it had settled to the right temperature, and took a longer sip.
 
   “Sadly, no. Anyway, although I thought the book made an excellent prop for the play, mainly I hoped it could provide a few fun tidbits to insert into my stories.”
 
   “Someone suggested it might be of value, which could be the reason it was taken.”
 
   “Ah yes, well, as I said, I thought I would show it to Ivan to get some idea. One would think nearly any book of that age would have some rarity, you know.” He finished his first scone and reached for another. “The day I happened by there, the chocolate-loving book club had apparently just finished ripping some other poor author to shreds. They were standing around with their cupcakes—so smart of you to provide them with chocolate desserts for every meeting.”
 
   She brushed aside the compliment. Ivan actually paid for the weekly chocolates to keep the group happy and buying their books from his store.
 
   “Did any of them show a special interest in the book?” she asked.
 
   “Several, in fact. Let’s see… Darlene and her husband were there, as well as that Pritchard woman and her husband, an older pair—Lila somebody and Harry whatshisname—and of course your dog groomer friend, Riki. Maybe some others. Any of them could have overheard what Ivan told me about the book after he looked it up at some online site, that he felt it might be quite valuable if its condition were better. This unfortunate copy showed plenty of wear but a nicer copy could be worth well into the tens of thousands of dollars.”
 
   “For a book?” Sam nearly choked on her tea.
 
   “My dear, yes. Rare books can hold very high values, especially if they were signed by a famous author and are in new condition. This was neither, I’m afraid.”
 
   Still… Sam thought about it later, as she said goodbye and got in her truck. People tended to hang onto the juiciest part of any conversation. If one of the Chocoholics walked away from that meeting believing Rupert owned a book worth several thousand dollars… Well, people had been killed for a whole lot less.
 
    
 
   TEN
 
   RUPERT’S REVELATION ABOUT the book stayed with Sam. She’d planned to go home and relax on her day off, but she knew her mind would never settle down. If she dropped this new information on Beau—the fact that the book might have been valuable and therefore a motive—he would deal with it. She could skim through a bit of housework and then settle in with the novel she’d tried to start a week ago.
 
   The sheriff’s department offices were on her way, so she turned onto Civic Plaza Drive and looked for a parking spot at the curb. During weekdays they were a precious commodity but today she found one near the department’s small parking lot. She pulled her coat tighter against the November morning chill and walked toward the building. The first person she spotted was Beau. He and a man in mechanic’s coveralls were examining a cruiser in the parking lot, presumably Beau’s vehicle that had been taken by the naked guy during the Halloween hijinks last night.
 
   He signed some piece of paper on a clipboard and sent the other man on his way. Sam told him about her visit with Rupert as she walked with him to the back door of the squad room.
 
   “Interesting,” he said. “It would be good to have at least a ballpark idea what that book is really worth. Too bad it’s gone.”
 
   “I could ask Ivan about it tomorrow. He’s the only person we know who’s experienced with books and actually handled it. He may have resources he can check and get an estimate for you.”
 
   “Good idea.” He pressed a keypad beside the door and opened it, standing aside while she walked in.
 
   “We’re interviewing the widowed man, Keith Trawl, this morning. Usually, when we see people in his situation they’re in shock, having a hard time concentrating on our questions and fuzzy about details because their focus goes entirely toward the realization their spouse will never be home again.”
 
   “Usually? You mean he’s not like that?”
 
   “Kind of yes, kind of no. He doesn’t seem to be all that broken up about Darlene’s death. I mean, he is in a way. But in other ways, I sense this was not a complete surprise.”
 
   “You think he might be the killer.”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he put his thoughts together. “Can’t really say that either. Something’s just off about his demeanor. We’ll figure it out. Rico’s with him now. Part of the problem is he seemed to be right there in the crowd the whole time. He was dressed as Sherlock Holmes—yes, there were three or four of them—but this one’s presence appears to be accounted for. I’ll need to re-interview some of the other partygoers and see if everyone is in agreement on that point.
 
   “Meanwhile, I want to look closer at the victim’s background. You wouldn’t be up for some online research, would you?” He unlocked the door to his office. “You don’t have to—I know it’s your only day off.”
 
   Sam felt torn. As much as she looked forward to a vacant spot on her calendar, she knew she wouldn’t concentrate on a novel with all this going on. If she could help Beau, he might get away earlier and it would give them some time together.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “Point me toward what you need.”
 
   He pulled out his desk chair and signed onto his computer with his department password. “Start with social media and a basic Google search. It’s amazing how much information people share online for the whole world to see. See if she had a Facebook page or Twitter account. If she talked or posted anything about hobbies, travel, other interests outside the ones we know about—those things could be useful. I want to compare what we can learn on our own with what the husband is saying.”
 
   She took the chair, sat, and smiled up at him. Social media was not at all her thing, but she could figure it out. He told her he was heading back to the interrogation room and would check back. If she was up for lunch at their favorite taco place later, he’d buy.
 
   The lunch offer brightened her mood. At least she and Beau would have part of their Sunday together. She started searching for Darlene Trawl’s name.
 
   Google turned up way too many results, mostly for people far from Taos; the only relevant-seeming one showed Darlene had a Facebook page. Sam clicked over to it and discovered she would have to put in a Friend request and be approved by Darlene before she could view things posted. Well, that wasn’t going to happen.
 
   It did indicate most of the Chocoholics were Darlene’s friends, along with others interested in books, gardening, and the Wicca Society. Hmm, now that might be a possible connection. It could at least explain why Darlene chose to come to the party as a witch rather than a specific literary mystery character.
 
   Sam’s encounters with local Wiccans were limited, mainly when one of them wanted a cake. Her impression was they were more into nature, herbs and the spirits of woodland creatures than warty green faces and casting spells over cauldrons. Still, if Darlene had any interest whatsoever in the occult it could explain why she’d latched onto Rupert’s old book.
 
   She performed another search, following the name of a local Wiccan society, but of course there was no membership list online. The website blog talked at length about extensive study before one could practice magic and advised that a witch should never try a spell without knowing exactly what she was doing. She took down the name of the woman who wrote the blog. If there was a phone listing, she might be able to get information with a call.
 
   Sam supposed there might have been some sort of witchy intrigue underway that led a member of the coven to go after Darlene. Still, it seemed a little farfetched. Seriously—if a witch wanted to kill someone wouldn’t she do it with a spell in the forest rather than a knife in a public place? The book seemed a tentative lead for a motive. Otherwise, it was hard to fit those particular pieces into the puzzle.
 
   Beau looked in on her. “Ready for a break? You’ve been at it two hours.”
 
   Her eyes went to the clock on the computer. Wow. Her stomach growled, reminding her about his promise of lunch.
 
   They got into his cruiser, which smelled heavily of disinfectant with undertones of something a little more visceral. He powered all the windows down and Sam refused to let herself contemplate details about the vehicle’s past twenty-four hours.
 
   Paco Taco was jammed with people when they arrived. Although the sun shone in a bright blue sky, the thirty-some degree temperature wasn’t exactly conducive to sitting at the outdoor tables. Sam spotted a young couple with two kids making moves to leave so she claimed their spot by the front window. Beau went to the counter to order their usual: chicken tacos for her, beef for himself, and a couple of soft drinks.
 
   “Anything of interest turn up during your online search?” he asked as they settled down with their food.
 
   Sam told him of the Wiccan connection and her idea that it might have spurred Darlene’s interest in the old book. “If I can get hold of this woman who writes the local blog and if I can convince her to share names with me—which I’m not at all sure about—we might spot someone who was also at the party. It’s the only way I can think there’s a reason someone would want to kill Darlene and steal the book.”
 
   Beau nodded thoughtfully but she could tell he didn’t quite agree with her conclusion. Before she could ask him to share his thoughts, a familiar voice called out.
 
   “Hello again,” said Rupert. “Might I join you two? Tables are at a premium right now.”
 
   Beau gestured toward an empty chair, and Sam guessed he’d been wanting to talk to Rupert anyway.
 
   “We were just talking about your missing book,” Beau said. He lowered his voice to avoid being overheard. “How it might have been the real motive for the person who attacked Darlene.”
 
   Rupert unwrapped a very large burrito from its protective paper. “Of course, there was one other small thing—our witch actress deviated from the script somewhat. At the moment the lights went out, I should have been the one holding the book.”
 
   “Really?” A pang of worry shot through Sam. First Zoë, now Rupert? She found herself speaking quietly, too. “Who would have known this? Was anyone else familiar with the script?”
 
   “No, no one. I’ve thought about it quite a lot—whether I might have been the intended victim—but I simply don’t see how. There would have been much easier ways to get at me, or to get the book. Going after it at a party was…well, it had to have been spontaneous.”
 
   “And yet someone came prepared with a weapon and was ready to act very quickly,” Sam said.
 
   She glanced toward Beau who was chewing and thinking.
 
   “Another thing came to me,” Rupert said. “We never did a thorough search of the bookshop. We are assuming the book was the motive, but what if it wasn’t? What if the killer had another reason entirely for going after this woman?”
 
   “We can’t rule out anything,” Beau said. “Remember, we’re still very early in the fact-finding phase of the case.”
 
   The way he said it, Sam knew there were other things on his mind, facts he couldn’t reveal to Rupert, perhaps things he couldn’t even tell her.
 
   They quickly finished their lunch and said goodbye to Rupert. They’d no sooner reached the cruiser than Beau’s phone rang.
 
   “Hey, Lisa. What’ve you got for me?” He listened a moment and said he was on the way.
 
   Sam looked at him.
 
   “Initial crime scene reports are coming in. The good news is they found the murder weapon. It was in the dumpster behind your bakery.”
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
   SAM DIGESTED THE news along with her tacos, which weren’t settling very well at the moment. Not that she suspected anyone she knew would purposely throw a bloody knife into her trash receptacle, but having her business associated with the crime was a complication she didn’t need.
 
   “Can I come along to see what Lisa says?” she asked as Beau pulled into his normal parking slot.
 
   “Absolutely. And later I’m going to have you and Rico head the team to search the bookstore for the missing book.”
 
   She trailed him through the back entrance and spotted Lisa with a box of evidence-bagged items at one of the squad-room desks. They’d met on several previous occasions and Lisa greeted Sam apologetically.
 
   “Sorry I interrupted your Sunday lunch. Crime never takes a break, it seems, and I thought the sheriff would need to know about this.”
 
   “No, it’s good you called.”
 
   Beau reached for one of the red-banded evidence bags. It contained a knife with darkened blood dried on it. The handle was brass, carved with ornate patterns, and the pointed blade looked sharp and deadly.
 
   “We tested the blood and it’s a match for the victim,” Lisa said. “The length and shape are right, although if necessary we can send it to the OMI’s office in Albuquerque to be absolutely sure it’s the same weapon. It’s at least a ninety-percent certainty.”
 
   “Prints?”
 
   “None, I’m afraid. The texture of the handle would have made it difficult to get anything usable but there’s not even a smudge. The killer must have worn gloves.”
 
   “Any sign of the gloves in or near the dumpster?”
 
   “No clothing whatsoever,” Lisa said. “And that’s odd. With a wound of this type, there’s no way the killer didn’t get blood on himself. He or she either got out of the area without being noticed or they discarded the bloody clothing nearby and we haven’t found it yet. You might want to put the word out for garbage collectors in the area to watch for it.”
 
   Beau didn’t look happy. Sam knew automated garbage trucks with metal arms lifted dumpsters, tipped the contents into the truck, set the bins back and moved along quickly. It wasn’t as if a man watched the process close up. And multiple trucks covered this part of town.
 
   “At least there’s no trash pickup until tomorrow,” Beau said almost to himself. “Maybe we’ll catch a break yet today.”
 
   He thanked Lisa for the evidence reports and took the large box to his office. Sam followed along, thinking back over the previous evening. Offhand, she didn’t remember seeing any costumes that included a knife. Gloves were common—the night had been chilly. There had been several in Victorian clothing and three or four in Sherlock Holmes attire. There was Count Dracula, Indiana Jones, Cleopatra… But she knew most of them and most did not have gloves as part of their costumes. There had been a Nancy Drew who almost certainly didn’t wear gloves although her Ned Nickerson boyfriend could have had them. She remembered a Wyatt Earp, a Zane Gray, a definitely-ungloved Geronimo. Her head began to swim. Perhaps if they went back through Beau’s and Rico’s interview notes from the party.
 
   As if he’d heard his name, Rico appeared at Beau’s office door.
 
   “Okay, Sam, if you don’t mind I’m going to send you with Rico to meet your friend Ivan at his shop. There will be two other deputies with you, and the job is to comb the store top to bottom for that missing book. Rupert had a good point last night—the easiest place to hide a book would be in the bookstore. The killer wouldn’t have wanted to be caught with it, so we have to cover this possibility before the murderer comes back for it or one of Ivan’s browsers handles it. We need fingerprints intact if at all possible.”
 
   Finding fingerprints seemed remote, even to Sam. If the killer didn’t leave prints on the knife he most certainly wouldn’t have left them on the book.
 
   Still, it was a vital piece of the case and they needed to find it. The sad part would be if the old book ended up in a dumpster somewhere and became a disintegrated scrap of trash by the time they located it. Damaged, the value of the book would most certainly plummet to zero.
 
   Sam decided to take her own vehicle for the mission, hoping if they found the book quickly she could just scoot on home for the rest of the day, although she supposed she ought to check in with Beau since she was now on semi-official duty as a deputy.
 
   Sam and Ivan opted to check the used book section, while another deputy searched the various new book categories. Rico and another man would go through the store itself, check the back room, under the platform stage, even go through paper towels in the restroom. Lisa and her assistant had already covered much of this ground but it was before the importance of the book was known. It couldn’t hurt to check every place again.
 
   The used books were shelved closest to the fateful stage area and it was where the old book would logically blend in. Easy access and easy disguise. Sam and Ivan were the only two in the search party who had actually seen the book. Sam began with high hopes; Ivan, not so much.
 
   “I do not be liking this,” Ivan complained under his breath to Sam as they started with the shelves closest to the spot where Darlene had died. “This thing—it can destroy business. And having police all over. Is distressing me.”
 
   “I know, Ivan. We all would have been better off if it hadn’t happened.” She ran a fingertip near the spines of the books, without actually touching them, to help focus on the titles. All she remembered about the cover was that it was brown.
 
   Rico and his helper stepped in behind Sam and Ivan and began pulling the carpet cover from the wood stage. Seeing the dried blood once again reminded Sam of the serious nature of the investigation. Even though she hadn’t known Darlene Trawl she felt a pang of sadness over the whole situation. The wooden planks made scraping sounds across the floor as the men disassembled the stage and moved the parts to the back room.
 
   Ivan kept his eyes on the books, avoiding the deputies altogether. Sam wondered whether his demeanor had to do with his past or if he was just pissed that his party had gone so badly off track. It had started out as such a fun evening.
 
   They covered half the shelves and walked across the open space where the stage had stood, now facing the rest of the used-book shelves. It reminded Sam how often Beau had told her most of his job involved routine and pure boredom. Only a small fraction of his time saw much action. As a wife she appreciated that; as a deputy she was thankful she didn’t have to do this day after day. Baking and decorating cakes had its own certain routine but at least it was creative and her customers provided a lot of variety to the workday.
 
   “How’s it coming over there?” she called out to the deputy who was skimming through the shelves of paperbacks.
 
   “No sign of anything old over here,” he said. “Well, except maybe this paper plate with cheese dip that didn’t get thrown out last night.”
 
   The chuckle lifted all their spirits a little.
 
   It was nearly five o’clock by the time they declared the entire store well and truly searched. But no spell book, not anywhere. The three deputies got into their car. A quick stop to clock out and they would be free for the evening. Sam sat in her truck and watched Ivan lock the store and wave goodbye as he pulled out of the parking lot. She called Beau and briefly reported their lack of results.
 
   “Looks like the killer thief did manage to get the book out of the store. Remember, I mentioned discovering Darlene’s interest in Wicca and the local woman who blogs about it? If it’s okay with you I’ll give her a call, see if she’s heard of this book. Then I’m on my way home—unless you need me back at your office?”
 
   He said he’d been going back through the party crowd interview transcripts all afternoon and assured her he was more than ready for the day to end.
 
   Sam found the note she’d made with the woman’s contact information. Autumn Feather’s real name was Cleo Patterson and it had only taken the department dispatcher a few minutes to come up with the right number. Sam dialed it.
 
   She hadn’t actually considered what approach to take, and when Autumn Feather answered on the first ring, Sam just blurted out what she was after.
 
   “I read some of your blog online today and I have a question. Are you familiar with a book called Spells and Incantations for the Proficient Witch?”
 
   “Who is this?” asked a mellow voice with an inquisitive edge to it.
 
   “Sorry.” Sam introduced herself, mentioning she had recently met Darlene Trawl and learned of Darlene’s interest in Wicca. She left out the parts about the murder and how she was really asking on behalf of the sheriff’s department.
 
   “And she told you of this book?”
 
   “Well, we were looking at a copy of it—”
 
   “Here? In Taos? You saw a copy of that book here in this town?” The formerly gentle voice became forceful.
 
   “You seem surprised.”
 
   “Ms. Sweet, that book is extremely rare. There probably aren’t a dozen copies in the whole world. Any real witch would kill to own one.”
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
   SAM HUNG UP before Autumn Feather could pry any more information from her. It should be the other way around—she knew this—but she felt suddenly out of her depth. She wasn’t sure what Beau could do about it at the moment, but she had to pass the witch’s statement along to him. She drove home mulling it over.
 
   Ranger their black Lab and Nellie the border collie greeted her with their typical happy-dog excitement, tails whipping back and forth, bodies in motion. She knew the reason was more about getting their dinner than actual enthusiasm for her company, but it was a nice way to be welcomed home nonetheless. She patted their heads and spoke to them. After a day of murder investigation, their cheerful mood was a refreshing change.
 
   The dogs followed her to the kitchen and before she scooped kibble into their bowls she heard Beau’s vehicle coming up the long driveway.
 
   “Whew, I can’t say I was unhappy to see this workday end,” he said as he hung his Stetson on the rack near the front door and shrugged out of his jacket. “This case is a tough one. I guess it’s mainly the fact we have so many people who had access to the victim, and with every one of them I have to sort out the real person from the character they played that night.”
 
   Sam sympathized. Aside from her close friends, the rest of the crowd was a blur of masked faces. She felt badly that she couldn’t recall more of them but her attention had quickly focused on Jen, Rupert, Kelly, Scott and Riki, making sure those dearest to her were safe.
 
   She got Beau a beer from the fridge and told him about her call to Autumn Feather, the Wiccan lady. “She actually said, and I quote, ‘Any real witch would kill to own one.’”
 
   Beau digested the new information. “If there are only a dozen copies known to exist, I can well imagine.”
 
   “You might want to add to your list of questions for the partygoers—ask whether they know anything about Wicca.”
 
   His indulgent smile told her he was a step ahead of her in that department. “While you were having a leisurely afternoon at the bookstore, I had a parade of the guest list coming through my office. I tell you, no one wanted to spend part of their Sunday at the sheriff's office.”
 
   “But they came anyway?” Sam pulled out a container of homemade green chile stew she’d planned to reheat for their dinner.
 
   “They came anyway. I talked to most of the book group, at least. Learned one tasty little bit of gossip from your friend Riki.” He stood with a hip against the counter, an open bag of tortilla chips at hand. “She says Darlene Trawl and Alan Pritchard were having an affair.”
 
   Sam stopped in mid-stride, trying to remember Pritchard. “Tall, good-looking guy? Dark hair? He was dressed as Max DeWinter from Rebecca, I think, and his wife is the leader of the book group.”
 
   “Wow, very good. I had forgotten his costume—or I had no idea who he was supposed to be—but I did remember the wife making some comment about him not appreciating chocolate enough.”
 
   “Hmm, so Riki says he was having an affair with Darlene? I would not have pictured that.” She set the soup pot on the stove and lit the burner.
 
   “Unfortunately, I only learned this from Riki after I had already interviewed the Pritchards and Keith Trawl.”
 
   “Ooh, yeah, I can see a motive for Keith to have been furious with his wife. Maybe he had only recently learned about the affair.”
 
   “Riki says they kept it pretty discreet. She didn’t want to tell us about it the night of the party with the whole group nearby because she didn’t think many of them knew. She thinks it had been going on for at least a few months.”
 
   “I wonder how Riki figured it out.”
 
   “She says she saw them coming out of a vacant house one afternoon. Alan’s in real estate and it was his listing. When she said hello Alan turned the other direction and Darlene turned white as a sheet before coming up with some lame excuse. Well, in Riki’s own charming British way, she said it came out as ‘pure bollocks’.”
 
   Sam mulled over this new bit. “So, this makes me wonder… Could the affair and the valuable book somehow be a common link here? Or do you have two separate crimes to solve?”
 
   “I suppose Darlene’s jealous husband could have known of someone who wanted the book. It may all come down to figuring out who switched off the lights at the opportune moment.”
 
   The answer to the question came sooner than either of them expected when Beau’s phone rang at seven o’clock the next morning. Sam had let Julio take over opening the bakery, giving herself a few extra hours to sleep late and have breakfast with her husband.
 
   “Yeah, Lisa,” Beau said when he saw the phone’s display. He tapped the speaker button, leaving his hands free to butter his toast. “What’s up?”
 
   “Sorry to bother you this early. I have a court case later and was afraid I wouldn’t catch you at the office. Wanted to let you know I’ve identified a good, sharp fingerprint from the switch plate at the back door of the bookstore. It’s a match to one of the party guests, a Keith Trawl. By the name, I’m guessing he’s related to the victim?”
 
   “Okay, very good. Were there any others?”
 
   “Ivan Petrenko’s. We took his prints at the store for elimination, since he’s touched everything in the place. Otherwise, only the usual smudges that could belong to anyone.”
 
   He thanked the crime scene tech and hung up.
 
   “The mystery club would say the plot thickens,” Sam said.
 
   “Or narrows. Looks like we’re homing in on both motive and opportunity, but we can’t come to a conclusion until we rule out a few other things.”
 
   “The spell book.”
 
   “Right.” He swabbed his toast into the last of his egg yolk, popped it into his mouth and carried his plate to the dishwasher. “I’d better go. Did you give me the name and phone number of the witchy lady you spoke to? In case I need to get more information on the rarity of the book.”
 
   Sam looked it up on her phone’s list of recent calls and read it off to him. They walked out the door together, Beau going to his cruiser and Sam to her bakery delivery van.
 
   Her shop smelled of pumpkin and cinnamon when she walked in. Julio was pulling a tray of pumpkin spice cookies from the oven.
 
   “Make sure we start the pumpkin cheesecakes today, too,” she reminded. “By early afternoon we’ll have people asking for them.”
 
   “I’m on it, boss,” he said. “I already baked the Dia de los Muertos cookies.” He nodded toward a cooling rack full of skull-shaped sugar cookies.
 
   The tradition, brought north from Mexico, never failed to entice adults who prepared treats and flowers to honor family members who had passed on. The decorated cookies were a favorite with kids as well, Sam suspected mainly because of the appeal of the skulls themselves. She had seen elaborately decorated sugar skulls done in the Mexican tradition but had to restrain herself with embellishments. A cookie, no matter how beautifully done, could only bring a certain price and she wanted these to be affordable for the school kids who dropped by each afternoon with a little spare change in their pockets.
 
   Becky arrived and started to make sugar flowers for a wedding cake due Friday. This one called for fifty peonies in varying shades of pink, and the flowers would need time to set up before they could be placed on the fondant-covered tiers.
 
   “I saw a dress in a magazine,” Becky said. “It had this ombré effect with pink chiffon layered from a deep rose pink at the top to almost-white—just barely a hint of pink—at the bottom of the skirt. The idea popped into my head to try that with the cake.” She held her hands up, indicating.
 
   “See? The flowers will be dark up here…a little lighter… lighter still… very pale here,” she finished, her hands at the level of the bottom tier.
 
   Sam looked up from the skull cookies. “Sounds fabulous—go for it.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, a tray of decorated skull cookies and another filled with Julio’s thick triple-chocolate brownies were ready. Sam put her decorating tools aside and carried the cookies to the display case, her excuse to check out the crowd. All bistro tables were full, customers enjoying their coffee and newspapers, a trio of office ladies taking a final few minutes to chat before they had to report to their jobs.
 
   Movement in the parking lot caught her eye. Beau’s cruiser stopped in front of Ivan’s bookstore and her handsome husband got out.
 
   “I’m going to walk over and see what’s up,” Sam told Jen. For the first time in two weeks she didn’t have a pile of urgent orders demanding her attention. Plus, she’d found herself unable to stop thinking about the weekend’s events.
 
   “Hey, pretty bakery lady,” Beau teased when she emerged from her shop. He deposited a light kiss on top of her head. “Are you swamped with work or do you have time to give me a hand?”
 
   “Now’s a great time.” She followed him into the bookstore.
 
   Alex stood behind the counter. One of the cats had draped itself over the computer monitor and the other sat in the middle of the desk.
 
   “Edgar and Agatha love to be in the middle of the action,” the girl said. “Sorry Ivan’s not here yet. He had a rough weekend.”
 
   “We were here,” Sam said.
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s right. It got pretty crazy.”
 
   “I need to measure something,” Beau said. “We’ll be in the back room.”
 
   He headed that direction, not giving Alex a chance to protest, and Sam followed.
 
   “Okay, what I’m trying to get into my head is whether it’s feasible Keith Trawl switched off the light and made it all the way to the stage and stabbed his wife in the short time while the lights were out.”
 
   The stage itself had been dismantled and put away yesterday but the floor space sat empty and most of the folding chairs the audience used were sitting a little helter-skelter in the same area they’d been Saturday night. It still gave a fairly good idea of the layout.
 
   They walked through to the back room and Beau headed for the light switch on the far wall. Mimicking the flipping of the switch, he strode quickly through the doorway and into the stage area.
 
   “You’d better time me,” he said.
 
   Sam kept track of her watch’s second hand as he repeated the moves, lingered ‘on stage’ for a few moments, then dashed back.
 
   “Fifty-seven seconds,” she said.
 
   “Most of the partygoers seem to be in agreement the lights were out for about a minute. That can seem like a long time when you’re sitting in the dark.”
 
   “I’d say it’s about right,” Sam said. “It looks possible—for Keith to make it from the back door to the stage and back again—but the timing would have to be absolutely perfect. What if he had stumbled or tripped? What if Darlene had moved in the dark and he didn’t immediately get to her?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a problem. The audience chairs are actually a lot closer. Puts us back at square one. Anyone in the front row and most anyone else who was ready to move quickly could have gotten there sooner than Keith.”
 
   “Maybe he was in cahoots with someone else? They had it planned where he would switch off the lights and the other person would dash up to the stage. There were some thumping sounds and a crash,” Sam said. “But it would take a lot of coordination between them.”
 
   “Not to mention keeping the secret as each was interrogated separately. Most people can’t pull that off. One will cave. And we still have the problem of the killer’s clothing being covered in blood.” He eyed the distance again and did a couple more practice runs. “It’s not impossible. Be interesting to see the reaction when I talk to Mr. Trawl again, won’t it?”
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
   SAM KISSED BEAU goodbye at his vehicle before she went back to work. Becky had made good progress with the sugar peonies, so Sam picked up a different order and started to work on a birthday cake for a woman whose hobby was quilting. The daughter had provided a photo of a complicated quilt design and wanted Sweet’s Sweets to duplicate it on a cake.
 
   As Sam worked to cut bits of fondant into small squares and triangles for the quilt design she thought about the theory she and Beau just tested next door. Something about the scenario didn’t feel quite like the right answer.
 
   Even though Keith Trawl could have managed to switch off the lights, dash through the storage room and onto the stage, she wasn’t a hundred percent convinced he did so. The book was the stumbling block. Why would a man who killed his wife in a jealous rage take the time to remove and hide the book she’d been holding in her hand? He’d gone to some effort to take it completely off the premises and it didn’t quite add up.
 
   When she reached her limit with fondant quilt squares she decided to follow up on the aspect of the case Beau hadn’t found time for: chasing down the witchy leads on the valuable book. She hung up her baker’s jacket and told the girls she would be out for awhile.
 
   Her first conversation with Autumn Feather hadn’t netted much information but she was determined to be ready with better questions this time around. She found the address online, under the woman’s real name, Cleo Patterson, and discovered she lived partway up the road to the ski valley.
 
   Twenty-five minutes later, Sam followed a two-track driveway up to a munchkin-sized log cabin with window boxes of herbs and a large woodpile beside it. Ponderosa pine forest surrounded the little structure on three sides, leaving a clearing with a fairly new blue Prius in it and just enough space to turn a vehicle around. She parked her bakery van beside the Prius and got out at the same moment the front door opened.
 
   The doorway framed a surprisingly large woman. She wore a loose black tunic and pants, and some type of amulet hung on a cord around her neck. Sam found herself momentarily imagining whether someone of this person’s girth would be comfortable in such a small home. Silly, she knew. People often chose places that felt cozy to them.
 
   “Are you Autumn Feather?” she called out.
 
   “I am. Welcome.” When she smiled, the woman’s round face took on a peaceful, gentle attitude. Her long salt-and-pepper hair flowed to her shoulders, creating the impression of a pyramid atop a cube.
 
   She stepped onto the porch and beckoned Sam forward.
 
   “I’m Samantha Sweet. I spoke with you briefly on the phone yesterday.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   Sam realized the witch was looking at the bakery van, which was covered in an eye-catching graphic design of pastries and had the name Sweet’s Sweets prominently displayed.
 
   Autumn Feather looked skyward, appreciating the deep blue midday light, then turned her attention back to her guest.
 
   “Would you like to come inside? Since our conversation, I heard the news about Darlene Trawl. I assume that’s what you want to talk about?” She stepped aside as Sam mounted the two steps leading to a narrow, covered porch. “Are you here because of an interest in the book you mentioned, or is this visit on behalf of the sheriff’s department?”
 
   “Is your information divinely inspired?” Sam asked. “Or am I somehow broadcasting my connections?”
 
   Autumn Feather smiled again. “I may be a nature lover and I may live a somewhat remote woodland life, but I do keep track of the news. I also know many people in this town. It’s no secret you are Sheriff Cardwell’s wife and you’ve helped him on several cases.”
 
   “You are well-informed,” Sam said, following her hostess’s lead into a roomy central space that belied the cabin’s exterior dimensions. “And, to answer your question, I suppose it’s a little of both. I won’t deny I plan to report anything useful to my husband. But I have to say this book fascinates me more with every new fact I hear about it.”
 
   Ms. Feather led the way to a pair of large, padded recliner chairs facing a stone fireplace where cheery little flames crackled. A pot of tea and two cups sat on the small table between them. Without asking, she poured.
 
   “Is divination one of your skills?” Sam asked with a smile toward the teacups.
 
   “Ah, I would like to think so, but in this case I heard your vehicle at nearly the same moment the kettle whistled. It’s very quiet out here and I thought company would be nice.”
 
   The tea was a delicate Chinese oolong and Sam had to admire Autumn Feather’s facility for brewing it perfectly. Sam sipped it as she blatantly scoped out the woman’s home. The main room held a row of cupboards, narrow refrigerator and two-burner stove along the north wall. A doorway led to another space, presumably a bedroom since there was no evidence of a place to sleep in this one.
 
   “Since we are aiming for full disclosure here,” Autumn Feather said, “I will admit I feigned surprise when you mentioned the book to me yesterday. I had already heard rumors about a copy somewhere nearby. Both Darlene and Pete Winters had, in fact, spoken of it recently. You merely confirmed the story for me.”
 
   “Pete Winters?”
 
   “He and Darlene move in common circles, both members of the same reading group and both with an avid interest in rare books. He’s a collector and was hoping to find out who owned the spell book and whether they would be interested in selling it.”
 
   Sam vaguely remembered Pete, a guy in his thirties who seemed to have spent the entire Halloween party mooning after Riki. Who would have thought he knew anything about rare books?
 
   “You said any real witch would kill for that book.”
 
   Autumn Feather rested her teacup on the arm of her chair and ran her other hand down the length of her black-clad thigh “I’m sorry—it’s a figure of speech and I blurted it out without thinking. I am Wiccan. We live a life of peace and harmony with nature, a oneness with the Divine and all which exists.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Wiccans are witches but not all witches are Wiccan. You might compare it to other religions—while all Methodists are Christians, not all Christians are Methodists. There are differences in beliefs and practices everywhere, and I understand some of those others in witchcraft lean toward the dark side.”
 
   “And a spell book? How does that fit in?”
 
   “A Wiccan spell book would contain healing potions—for relief of a headache, for instance. We use natural remedies and believe in love and harmony in all things. Other branches of witchcraft use other things. I cannot begin to tell you what the others believe—I have not practiced those beliefs.”
 
   Sam got the feeling asking more questions would only return the answers full-circle, with nothing new to be gained. She let the elements of the conversation tumble through her mind as she finished her tea.
 
   When Autumn Feather showed her to the door, Sam turned.
 
   “One favor, if I might,” she said. “If anyone else asks about the spell book or if you hear anything about its current whereabouts, would you let me know?”
 
   She pulled a business card from her backpack purse and handed it over, realizing it was probably a silly move. Autumn Feather seemed always to be a step ahead of her. Surely the Wiccan could easily find Sam if she wanted to.
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
   INTERESTING WOMAN, SAM thought as she drove back to town. Although the practice of various forms of witchcraft wasn’t uncommon—in fact, the woman who had given Sam her carved wooden jewelry box was rumored to be a bruja—she always learned something new when she encountered one. Mainly, a name had come up and Sam wanted to check it out.
 
   Pete Winters. Fascinating about his interest in the old book of spells, especially since he’d become flustered at the party when Beau questioned him about having a knife as part of his Sherlock Holmes costume. And that huge overcoat—it had fabric enough to conceal a book deep within a pocket, if the man had been so inclined.
 
   Now she knew Pete had known about the book’s value in advance and had gone so far as to talk with Autumn Feather—and maybe other witches—before the party, Sam found herself eager to share the news with Beau. She drove directly to his office.
 
   She made her way to the squad room, where Rico sat at a typewriter, filling out forms from his interview notes.
 
   “He’s questioning Keith Trawl again,” Rico said. “You can watch from the observation room if you like.”
 
   She supposed her news could wait. Rico unlocked the door to the small room which held monitors and recording devices to capture what was going on behind the mirrored wall in the interview room.
 
   “Here you go,” Rico said, flipping a switch so she could hear the conversation in the other room. “Would you like some water or a soda?”
 
   “No, thanks. You’ve got lots to do.”
 
   He smiled gratefully and closed the door. Sam turned her attention to the room where Beau sat with his back to the mirror, giving their suspect little choice but to face the window and the camera.
 
   “How often do I have to say this, Sheriff? I hit the light switch by mistake. I’d told Darlene I would meet her backstage as soon as the performance was over. She kept griping about her rubber mask, saying she didn’t want to wear it very long and didn’t want to carry it around all evening. I’d told her I could take the mask and anything else she wanted to be rid of and put it out in our car. I reached for the wall switches, thinking if I turned off the back room light it would be less distracting from out front. By that time I was dying to take a whizz and I dashed into the restroom.”
 
   Beau let four beats go by. “So you didn’t hear what was going on out front?”
 
   Trawl shook his head.
 
   Beau backtracked. “Why meet your wife in that room?”
 
   “Hell, I don’t know! Women—she just wanted to be back there when she took off the mask. Probably didn’t want to look like a mess in front of certain people.”
 
   “Alan Pritchard?”
 
   “Mainly him. I told you that before, too. I found out about the two of them and learned it’s been going on awhile.”
 
   “Must have made you pretty angry,” Beau said. “Maybe angry enough to kill, I’d guess.”
 
   Keith glared at him. “You know what? I’m done with this. Next time you want to talk it’ll be at my lawyer’s office.” He stood quickly, nearly tipping over the metal chair in which he’d been sitting.
 
   Beau slammed his hand down on the table-top and Sam jumped. “You have the right to an attorney, Mr. Trawl. Call him if you wish. But this is a murder investigation and I’ll say when and where the discussions take place. Got that?”
 
   Trawl flinched at the unexpected vehemence. “Fine. But unless I’m under arrest, I need a break. I have cooperated with you people but now I’d like to go home.”
 
   From the set of his shoulders, Sam knew Beau had to show the guy who was in charge. He made Keith sit down while he flipped through his notes for a minute, then told the suspect he could leave.
 
   “Stay nearby, though,” Beau cautioned. “We’re not done.”
 
   Beau gathered his papers as Sam watched. Discouragement showed on his face when he stood and glanced at the mirror. He always said the first forty-eight hours of a case were all-important and they were nearing that point without any firm breakthrough. Sam felt her heart go out to him. She left the observation room and met him in the hall.
 
   “Hey, darlin’. What’s up?”
 
   “I got here a few minutes ago and Rico said I could wait here.”
 
   “Yeah, well, what did you think? Keith Trawl doesn’t strike me as the type of guy who flips the wrong light switch and then waits a whole minute to turn it back on. There’s something hinky about the whole thing, but I’m damned if I can figure out what’s off. Meantime, he’s going to get an attorney involved and I’ll get nothing new out of him.”
 
   “I just had tea with a witch and there’s some new information I can add to the mix,” she told him. “Can we talk in your office?”
 
   He led the way.
 
   “Pete Winters,” she said when she’d taken a seat in front of his desk. “What do you know about him?”
 
   He paged through his interview notes as she related what she had learned from Autumn Feather.
 
   “Did he say anything about Rupert’s book? Because according to this Wiccan woman he definitely knew how rare and valuable it was. He’d been poking around and asking questions. So had Darlene.”
 
   Beau shook his head. “Nothing in here about the book at all. Most of the questions went toward whether there was a knife as part of his costume. I’d planned to ask him to show it to me but he swore Sherlock Holmes wouldn’t have carried one.”
 
   “Just thinking out loud here,” Sam said, “but what if Pete and Darlene both wanted the book and were in competition for it? Darlene might have thought she could run off with it—especially if she had her husband backstage ready to turn off the lights. Pete sensed that’s what she would do and decided he would stop her.”
 
   Beau drummed a pencil against the desktop, letting her run with her thoughts.
 
   “Or…the two of them could have cooked up a plan to get hold of the book, sell it for the big bucks it was worth and split the money? I’ve been trying to picture the room as it was when the play started, imagine where everyone was sitting or standing. I think Pete Winters was near the stage, sitting in the front row as I recall.
 
   “For that matter, Pete and Keith could have been in on it together. One guy wants to be rid of his cheating wife, the other wants a valuable item. What if Pete had the book in one of those huge coat pockets all along?”
 
   “The theory about two people competing over a valuable book could be valid,” he said. “People are weird—they’ll kill for bridal gowns or sneakers, so why not a book? But we still have the problem that Pete didn’t have blood on him afterward. Neither did Keith, but Keith did have access to the back door and could have rushed out.”
 
   “Okay, Pete didn’t have time to change clothes. Keith did. He would have had to wear something over his party costume.”
 
   “A plastic rain suit or moisture repellent coverall would work. He could have gotten out the door, unzipped the garment and slipped it off, tossed it somewhere. Except we searched all the dumpsters in the alley behind the shops.”
 
   “There are trash receptacles all over the area. Including the Plaza shops, there must be nearly a hundred businesses within four blocks of my shop,” Sam mused. “I wonder how long he was away from the party?”
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
   “WELL, I SUPPOSE there’s no way around it,” Beau said, groaning as he picked up the phone. “The deputies will hate me. We need to go through the contents of every garbage truck that collected from this part of town this morning.”
 
   He looked up a number on his Rolodex and dialed. “Hey, Rex. Beau Cardwell here. How’s things in the trash business?”
 
   The county landfill manager must have made some wisecrack because Beau chuckled.
 
   “The trucks that picked up down here in the Plaza area this morning—when they dump their loads I need the area cordoned off. I’m sending my men out to search for evidence in a case—” His expression suddenly became sober. “Well, stop them! Don’t bulldoze the area yet. I need a few hours out there.”
 
   Some more conversation from the other end.
 
   “Okay. Good.” He hung up and got out of his chair. “The fun begins,” he said with a wry grin.
 
   Sam didn’t linger long in the squad room. She had a feeling the men would resent being given the nasty duties while the part-time deputy got off with computer searches and interviews, but that’s the way it was. She was still wearing her bakery clothes, had a business of her own to run. She had already taken too much time off, and she’d given Beau the new info she’d gathered. She scooted out of there and returned to the challenge of piecing fondant into a quilt design on a cake.
 
   The day passed quickly. It was fully dark outside and Sam had been home nearly an hour, holding dinner in the oven and debating whether to call Beau to check his plans. She was standing at the kitchen window, phone in hand, when headlights beamed across the driveway. From his expression as he got out of the cruiser and started for the front door, she knew it hadn’t been a successful afternoon.
 
   “Not a damn thing,” he said when she greeted him at the door. “Nothing useful to us, anyway. You can’t believe the stuff people throw away.”
 
   She stepped back. “Have a shower before anything else, then you can tell me about it over dinner.”
 
   Twenty minutes later they settled over plates of roast chicken with potatoes and veggies.
 
   “All we can figure is unless some dumpster diver got to the coverall right away, Keith somehow managed to take it off, fold it carefully and carry it home with him. In the minutes after the crime, Rico only saw a distraught man whose wife’s body lay in a pool of blood on the floor. He only thought about getting the guy away from the distressing scene so he had an officer drive him home.”
 
   “I’m trying to remember what Keith’s costume was,” Sam said, tasting the potatoes and thinking they could use a little more salt.
 
   “I didn’t see the outfit. Rico said he was some kind of ogre or troll or something. Dark clothing that was big and baggy. A balled-up coverall could have been tucked in under it to create a large belly.” He sighed. “I requested a search warrant for his property, but I’m not hopeful. He’s had plenty of time to get rid of it.”
 
   “But he probably wouldn’t have gotten rid of the rare book,” Sam suggested.
 
   “True. Tomorrow, I guess it’ll be time to start calling back the rest of the party guests. Most of them got by with just a few basic questions, but now we know more and can ask for details.”
 
   He looked so tired Sam took pity and settled him in front of the TV with a bowl of ice cream while she did the dishes. When she came to collect his empty bowl he was dozing in the chair. With a gentle touch on the shoulder she roused him enough to climb the stairs while she locked up and turned out the lights downstairs.
 
   On the master bath vanity Sam spotted her jewelry box and picked it up. Within a minute the dark wood began to give off its familiar golden light and she felt her hands warm. She set it in place and went to Beau.
 
   “Let me massage your back and shoulders a few minutes,” she said. “You look pretty achy.”
 
   “I am,” he groaned. “I think I’m getting too old for field work that involves climbing around a smelly pit in the ground.”
 
   She admired his muscular back as she ran her hands over the skin, resting them in place so the warmth imparted by the box could seep into him. A few minutes into the treatment he moaned with pleasure.
 
   “Be careful, you’ll make me feel way better and I’ll be ready to jump you.”
 
   “Big talker,” she teased, although the idea had its appeal. “You were falling asleep in your chair ten minutes ago.”
 
   She continued to massage lightly and when he rolled over and began to unbutton her shirt she didn’t complain a bit. Despite a long day for both of them, his kisses still worked their magic and Sam joined him under the covers. A half-hour later they fell asleep, blissfully entwined together.
 
   Sam slept so soundly she didn’t at first realize Beau had gotten up. She was surprised to see it was already after six when she heard him moving about in the bathroom. She joined him in the shower, reminding herself they hadn’t had nearly enough couple time recently.
 
   By the time she dried off and dressed and was rummaging for earrings in her jewelry box, his mind had gone back to his job.
 
   “After everything we went through yesterday, this case is making me crazy with the lack of hard evidence,” he said. “It looks like I’m back to interviews, which are frustrating because it’s so easy for people to lie. But I’ll review all the previous notes first and watch for contradictory answers. Someone knows something, and eventually they’ll mess up and give information I can use.”
 
   Sam smiled at him. “You’ll figure it out, honey. You always do.”
 
   He buttoned his uniform shirt over the Kevlar vest they all wore nowadays. “I know you think the killing is closely tied with the book—and I’m not saying it isn’t—but I think I need to go back to more basic motives. The marital problems between Keith and Darlene must figure in here somewhere. I’m going to talk to Alan Pritchard again. I wonder if Keith ever threatened him. For that matter, Alan may be the one person who would know if Keith had threatened Darlene.”
 
   “For a guy who was messing around with another man’s wife, he was pretty calm and collected when you talked to him before.”
 
   “He was. He’s definitely worth another conversation.” Beau strapped on his belt and left Sam to finish dressing.
 
   She stood at the bathroom vanity for an extra minute, resting her hands on the wooden box. It seemed this could very well turn into a day when she could use the extra energy and insight. If only the box could allow her to see one of those auras, or if she could spot invisible fingerprints as had happened on the first case where she had helped Beau.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   BECKY’S WEDDING CAKE of pink peonies stood tall and beautiful on the worktable when Sam arrived at Sweet’s Sweets. The ombré effect was every bit as stunning as she’d described.
 
   “Couldn’t resist,” Becky said. “I woke up early thinking about this one and had to get here right away to work on it.”
 
   “Nice dedication,” Sam said with a smile.
 
   She looked through her own stack of orders. There was a princess birthday cake for tomorrow. Sam had three popular standards she could practically do in her sleep and this particular customer had chosen one of those. A football theme for a little boy’s party wasn’t due until Friday afternoon. With Halloween in the past and Thanksgiving in the future, there wasn’t much call for decorated cookies or cupcakes this week. Julio would concentrate on their seasonal specialty items, their signature pumpkin cheesecake, coffee cakes with loads of cinnamon and nutmeg and the apple-pear tart which had been a huge hit last year.
 
   Sam took a breath and considered her earlier plan to leave the store in the capable hands of her crew and take a few days off. Before she could mention it the back door opened and Kelly walked in, dimpled smile in place and curls looking freshly styled.
 
   “Hey, mama. How’s things over here?” She looked longingly at the tray of apple strudel Julio was about to carry out to the sales room.
 
   “Grab one quickly if you want it,” Sam said. “They won’t last long out front.”
 
   Kelly shook her head. “Nah, just wishful thinking. I’m trying not to outgrow all my clothes and it’s a challenge now that I have a man in my life and we’re eating out so much.”
 
   She held up her cell phone. “Thought I would pop over and show you some pics I took at the party the other night. If you have a minute.”
 
   “Sure.” Sam set her order forms down.
 
   Becky placed one of the darkest pink peonies on the cake and stepped to Kelly’s side to look at the photos too.
 
   “Okay, this is me and Scott right after we arrived. I got Ivan to take this one.” Indiana Jones and Marion stood in a posed embrace.
 
   “Now here’s the food table. I wanted to get your all-black cake recorded for posterity but I think the lighting wasn’t great. The picture doesn’t look nearly as good as it did for real.” She skipped past a couple more attempts at cake photos. “Oh, here are the guests arriving. I tried to get a bunch of them but with people I didn’t know I only took pictures of the costumes I liked best. Isn’t this blue Victorian outfit gorgeous? The lady told me she rented it from that vintage clothing place on Gusdorf Road. I would have loved to live back then and dress this way.”
 
   Becky murmured agreement.
 
   “Then we have the witch up on the stage…” Kelly flipped to the next picture on the phone. “Well, that’s when the lights went out and I didn’t get anything for awhile. Wait, I think I took a few more after the, uh, after the lady died. It got a little chaotic and people were bored standing around waiting for the cops. Mainly, these are friends. Oh, yeah, here’s that fancy dress again.”
 
   Sam felt her eyes go wide, her heartbeat picking up.
 
   “I need your phone,” she said, grabbing it from Kelly’s hand. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   She caught a glimpse of Kelly and Becky standing in the kitchen with their mouths open as she dashed out the back door and got into her van.
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
   SAM FELT HER spirits soar. If she was right and there was perhaps an end in sight, just when everything had felt confusing and bleak. For a second as she started her van, a vision of the carved box went through her head. Could her handling it this morning have somehow helped?
 
   The beauty of a small town is the closeness of everything. Sam was at the costume shop on Gusdorf Road within ten minutes. When she showed the gray-haired woman at the counter the two photos, there was immediate recognition.
 
   “Yes, dear, this second one. It’s one of our nicer dresses.”
 
   The lady led Sam between racks of spangles from the 1920s and polka-dots from the ’40s until she came to a wall of 19th century items. The blue Victorian dress hung in the midst of the selection. A plastic bag attached to the hanger held a pair of blue gloves. On the shelf above was the hat that went with it, the one with the purple ostrich feather.
 
   The woman eyed Sam covertly. “I’m afraid I don’t have one like it in your size. This one, I’m sure, would not be a good fit.”
 
   “It’s all right, it’s not for me.” Sam took the hanger off the rack, verified it was indeed the same dress. She showed her identification. “The sheriff’s department has an interest in this dress, pertaining to a current case. Can you tell me if the woman wearing the dress in the photos is the one who rented it?”
 
   “Oh yes, I remember her well.”
 
   “Can you check your records and see when it was rented and when it was returned?”
 
   Sam followed the woman back to her sales counter where she picked up a paperboard box and lifted the lid. The receipt was near the top and she handed it to Sam. Amy Pritchard had used her own name and address for the transaction. It would give her an irrefutable alibi.
 
   “When Mrs. Pritchard returned it, was its condition as it is now? Was it dirty or stained at all?”
 
   “Oh, it was in perfectly fine shape. These vintage items often cannot withstand modern laundering methods so I use spot cleaning if there’s a small stain. I only have them cleaned under the gentlest of conditions. This one required nothing of that sort.”
 
   Sam looked at the dress carefully. It could not have been worn during a stabbing, so somehow it had been substituted for the ruined dress. “I’m afraid I need to take it with me—the dress, its accessories and the paperwork. The department will give you a receipt and will return the dress when the case is closed.”
 
   The older woman dithered.
 
   “Sheriff Cardwell can issue a warrant for it as evidence in a case but that will take time. I need for you to either loan it, rent it or sell it to me.” She delivered the news with a pleasant smile.
 
   The shop lady wrote out a receipt and told Sam she would like the dress back as quickly as possible. Sam walked out, happy to be able to deliver some hard evidence in the case, wondering how the next part of it would play out. The photos showed a subtly different skirt before the murder, but she still didn’t know where the substitute dress—the bloodstained one—had come from or where it was now.
 
   The short trip to Beau’s office had never taken so long. She made a sharp turn into the parking lot labeled “Sheriff’s Department Personnel Only.” This time when Sam parked in the department’s exclusive lot she didn’t feel too guilty. Carrying the bagged dress gave her the feeling of having a little bit of clout. She pounded on the back door.
 
   Rico came, looking puzzled even though he must have checked the peephole in the door first.
 
   “Where’s Beau?” she asked breathlessly, waving Kelly’s phone in front of him. “This is the answer!”
 
   Rico eyed the garment bag and the phone and blinked a couple of times quickly. “Um, well, he’s interrogating one of the party subjects right now.”
 
   “Is it Alan Pritchard?” She started toward the interrogation rooms.
 
   Rico nodded. He seemed torn between giving her free rein and asking for more details. “Uh, well, go ahead I guess.”
 
   A narrow vertical window gave Sam a glance into interrogation room one, where she verified it was Alan Pritchard sitting across from Beau. Pritchard sat forward in his seat, hands clasped on the table, looking earnestly at the sheriff. She couldn’t hear what he was saying. She shifted slightly, catching Beau’s eye, signaling she needed to talk. He didn’t look especially pleased.
 
   Beau let Pritchard finish what he was saying before he stood up and excused himself.
 
   “Sam? What’s so important?”
 
   They moved out of sight of the small window.
 
   “Look at this.” She brought up the pictures Kelly had taken. “Amy Pritchard before the murder… Amy after the murder.”
 
   Beau’s eyebrows pulled together in front.
 
   “The dress she’s wearing afterward is different. She changed clothes.” She held up the garment bag from the costume shop. “This is the after version.”
 
   He took the phone and paged back and forth a couple more times, a smile emerging. “Wow, Sam, good work.”
 
   “Giving credit where credit is due, Becky and Kelly helped me figure it out. Kelly told me Amy Pritchard said she’d rented her costume from a vintage clothing place.”
 
   He paced to the end of the short hallway and back. “Okay. Okay. Looks like Amy used the rented dress to establish an alibi of sorts. Most likely she returned the dress on time so she would have a receipt and a witness.
 
   “I need to keep working on him,” he said with a tilt toward the interrogation room. “Have Rico copy those photos off the phone.”
 
   She found Rico, who promised he would bring the phone back to her without erasing anything of Kelly’s.
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
   SAM SLIPPED INTO the interrogation room. Beau pulled out a chair for her and she noticed he’d draped the blue dress across the back of another, letting it silently call out for a reaction from the man across the table.
 
   Pritchard gave it a glance, nothing more.
 
   Beau restarted the conversation. “Go over it with me again, Alan. You were all set to leave your wife, and yet you agreed to attend the party together?”
 
   Pritchard had undoubtedly been over this ground before; he sent an impatient eye-roll toward the ceiling.
 
   “That’s right. Darlene and I had been seeing each other for nearly a year. We were both in unhappy marriages and we fell in love. We planned to make a new life together. I informed Amy about a week ago. She became distraught—why, I don’t know. She was no happier living with me than I with her. My wife is a few years older than I am and I suspect she’s reaching that desperation age, knowing it will be hard for her to find another man.”
 
   Sam wanted to laugh, or to slap him. The arrogance! She and Beau had met only a few years ago, and he was younger as well. It didn’t necessarily follow that a woman over fifty would be desperate without a husband. Really.
 
   “Even after that she wanted to attend the party with you?”
 
   “She insisted on it. She’d made quite a fuss over having coordinating costumes so we would appear to be a perfect Victorian couple. She said it was the least I could do for her. Of course, she somehow convinced Darlene to dress as a witch—the irony was not lost on me.”
 
   Beau gestured for Sam to pick up the blue dress.
 
   “Is this the costume your wife rented for the evening?”
 
   Pritchard gave it a once-over glance. “I suppose so. Though I have no idea why she would rent something. She’s got a closet full of old theatrical items from her Little Theater days and chests of fabric from which she could have easily made something. I suppose charging an expensive item to my credit card was meant to act as a sort of final blow. I wouldn’t be surprised to see a cruise or something equally extravagant show up next. She’ll have her little revenge on me, I’m sure.”
 
   “Did you sit with Amy during the play?” Sam asked.
 
   “Actually, no. I was near the back of the crowd. She got into a conversation with the best looking young man in the room and made her way to the row of seats nearest the stage.”
 
   “Where is your wife now?”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t be surprised if she is at home baking my favorite cookies. She’s become remarkably loving since Darlene—” His voice broke, one of the few scraps of emotion Sam had seen from him yet. “If Amy had acted this way the past ten years there would have likely been no affair.”
 
   Rico tapped on the door and stepped inside to hand Kelly’s phone back to Sam. Beau stood and took the folder of photo prints from his deputy, speaking to him in a low voice. Sam wondered whether she should stay in the interrogation room or leave. While she waited for Beau’s attention she paged through the party photos again.
 
   “Oh, and Rico? Take this and have Lisa test it for bloodstains,” Beau said, picking up the blue dress.
 
   Alan Pritchard reacted. “Surely, you don’t think—”
 
   For the first time it must have dawned on him why Beau’s questions were leading in the direction of his wife.
 
   “I don’t form conclusions until I have all the evidence,” Beau said. “Sam? You have something for me?”
 
   Excitement flushed through Sam as she figured out exactly what had happened. She tilted her head toward the door and they left Pritchard alone in the room.
 
   “I don’t think there will be any blood residue on the rented dress,” she told Beau. “I had forgotten someone mentioning Amy Pritchard’s theater experience, but Alan just now confirmed it. And she’s an expert seamstress. Do you see? It all makes sense—Amy made a separate dress to cover the rented one. Theatrical clothing is often made with Velcro closures and easy methods to get out of something fast for quick changes backstage. She would have put on the theatrical version over the vintage dress.
 
   “The dress is very similar but there are little differences.” She brought up the photos again. “The overskirt, for one thing. The first picture has one—see the flounces that reveal a purple skirt underneath? The second one has the same blue everywhere. The gloves are blue fabric in the first one. They’re gray lace in the second. She’s carrying a little purse. I think she brought spare gloves in case she got blood on them.”
 
   Beau picked up her enthusiasm as she talked.
 
   “She was in the front row and could easily get to Darlene. I’m guessing she got past Keith Trawl while he was in the bathroom, and she must have run out the back door. Then, out in the alley she could just rip off the damaged skirt and roll it up with the dirty side in, exchange the gloves, then rejoin the party.”
 
   “During the search, we didn’t find any bloody clothing, remember?”
 
   “She must have stashed it somewhere nearby. Risky, I know, but people do chancy things. She had to have done all this near the store so she could reappear pretending she’d been out for a smoke or to take a phone call or something.”
 
   “Well, there are some gaps,” he said, “but the theory brings up some good questions for when she gets here. We’ll pick her up. Meanwhile, maybe her husband can help us put a few more nails in her coffin, so to speak.”
 
   “I’ll wait in the observation room,” Sam said. “He might speak more freely if it’s just you in there.”
 
   Beau left their guest alone for a few extra minutes while he visited the evidence locker. When he came back he dropped a plastic bag containing the murder weapon on the table in front of Alan Pritchard with a clunk.
 
   “Recognize this?” he asked.
 
   Pritchard blanched. To Sam, that seemed as if his reaction answered the question but Beau pressed and made him say it.
 
   “It belongs with a collection of mine,” the man admitted quietly. “I didn’t even realize it was missing.”
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
   SAM’S CELL PHONE rang down in her pocket, startling her. She glanced at the men in the interrogation room but apparently they hadn’t heard it. The screen showed the call came from the bakery.
 
   “Hey, Becky. Everything okay?”
 
   “Fine at this end, but did you remember you were supposed to deliver this wedding cake today? I could do it, but you’ve got the van and it’s a little too big for my car. They need it by noon.”
 
   Yikes. She’d forgotten all about it. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
 
   Becky had braced the cake within a tall cardboard box and the two of them carried it to Sam’s van.
 
   “Here’s the order form with the delivery address,” Becky told her. “It’s residential, a home reception.”
 
   Sam gave the page a glance. Something about the address resonated with her. She stared upward for a moment, thinking. The memory didn’t arise from the customer’s placing the order—she had seen this one only this morning. It was the address on the costumer shop’s receipt.
 
   A wedding at the Pritchard’s home? That made no sense at all. The name on the order was Sanchez. She tapped the map feature on her phone and brought up the address. There was one quick way to find out. She hopped up to her driver’s seat and started the van.
 
   “Oh, Becky? Can you give Kelly’s phone to her?” She handed the borrowed phone out the window. “I’m sure she’s itching for it back—there are several texts from Scott.”
 
   Following the map directions, Sam found herself on Lilac Road within twelve minutes. It was a pleasant neighborhood, a mixture of adobe bungalows and territorial-style stucco homes. The few lawns had gone winter brown—most were landscaped with natural xeriscape plants and rock anyway—and there was a pleasant tang of woodsmoke in the air. The residence for the wedding party caught her attention. Golden globes and pink streamers decorated two tall spruce trees in the front yard, and a teenage girl with dark hair was in the process of tying a large bunch of pink balloons onto the mailbox at the curb. She looked up when she heard the vehicle and smiled at the sight of Sam’s vividly decorated bakery van.
 
   “Mom’s going to be happy to see you!” she announced as Sam opened the back of the van.
 
   The residence had concrete sidewalks, so Sam unfolded her wheeled cart and set the cake on it. Within minutes, she had the sweet confection safely inside and transferred to the prepared serving table. The mother of the bride beamed as she showed Sam to the door.
 
   “I have to admit, I was a little confused when I saw your address,” Sam said. “I know some people named Pritchard and thought they lived here.”
 
   “Right across the street,” Mrs. Sanchez said. “It’s the only adobe house with a red front door.”
 
   Sam stared toward the house, with its canopy of cottonwood trees and landscape of natural chamisa and river rock, as she stowed her cart in the back of the van. Alan Pritchard was at this moment talking to Beau. Where was Amy? Had she moved out already? Something Alan had said made Sam think not.
 
   In one of those “think about it and it will appear” moments, a blonde woman emerged from a side door of the garage. She wore jeans and a sweater with an expensive-looking down jacket over it. Sam recognized Amy Pritchard and realized she was carrying a blue cloth bundle.
 
   Sam’s breath caught.
 
   Amy moved furtively, cradling the bundle close to her body as she walked quickly toward a tall gate that must lead to the backyard. She hadn’t yet looked in Sam’s direction.
 
   Sam closed the van’s rear doors softly and watched as Amy lifted the latch on the wooden gate and slipped through. She pulled out her phone, ready to call Beau, but paused. What if the bundle was not the missing evidence? It could be anything at all, and Sam didn’t want to disrupt the interrogation back at the office.
 
   On the other hand, if the bundle did contain the blood-stained costume, Amy might be taking this opportunity while her husband was away to destroy it. If someone didn’t intervene quickly, the evidence would be gone forever.
 
   The scent of wood smoke sharpened.
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   SAM FELT THE hair on her neck rise. She raced across the street, tackling the latch on the tall wooden gate. A concrete pathway led down the side of the house toward a flagstone patio and garden area. Two Adirondack chairs flanked a low fire pit where flames crackled in the chill autumn air. Sam took in the scene at the same time she hit her speed-dial number for Beau.
 
   Amy stood beside the fire, a length of pine cordwood in her right hand, the blue bundle clutched in her left. She tossed the stick onto the fire, sending a rush of sparks skyward. The flames flared higher. When she began to unfurl her cloth packet, Sam knew exactly what was about to happen.
 
   She sprinted toward Amy, an angry shout escaping as she ran. Amy turned, her mouth an O of pure shock, her eyes wide. She flipped the cloth and it billowed over the fire.
 
   Sam reached out and shoved hard, sending Amy sprawling across the flagstones. Her phone fell into a nearby flowerpot as she grabbed desperately at the edge of the blue item. With a yank, she brought the cloth out of the fire. Flames licked at the garment in several places, trying mightily to take hold, to consume the fabric.
 
   “What are you doing!” Amy shouted, ignoring her scraped hands.
 
   Sam stomped madly at the slow-burning patches on the skirt, catching one spot, then another, putting them out before they fully took hold.
 
   Amy let out a scream of rage, charging Sam, her claw-like fingers reaching toward Sam’s face.
 
   “How dare you!” she screamed. “This is private property!”
 
   She hit with more force than Sam would have believed possible for such a skinny woman; they both went to the ground. Amy’s nails grazed Sam’s left ear before she could jerk her head aside. She responded with a knee toward the woman’s gut, but the effort fell short and Amy skittered to the side, panting.
 
   Sam rose, feeling slightly short of breath herself. She backed up, taking a wide stance, sizing up her opponent. Amy’s eyes kept darting toward the blood-stained skirt on the ground, gauging whether she could get to it first. Sam side-stepped closer to the evidence, giving the other woman no chance to reach down for it.
 
   “Give it up, Amy,” Sam said, wishing her voice would come out a little more forcefully. “The sheriff has all the evidence he needs to arrest you.”
 
   Amy’s glance toward the costume told Sam the woman still believed if she could get rid of this one item the law wouldn’t be able to touch her.
 
   “Your husband is there now, down at the sheriff’s office. He’s identified the knife used to kill Darlene. He says the knife belongs to a collection of his. It’s been missing from your home since the day of the party.”
 
   “So?” Amy stood a little straighter, working to appear calm. “I’m surprised Alan would take one of his own knives and kill Darlene. The little skank wasn’t worth the time.”
 
   “Alan didn’t kill her. Amy, you and I both know it.” Sam softened her expression. “It must have really hurt, the fact that your husband became interested in someone like Darlene Trawl. That must have left you devastated.”
 
   A twitch started near the corner of Amy’s mouth.
 
   “I mean, Alan’s a good-looking guy. What would he see in someone who was content to come to a party as a witch? She just didn’t strike me as really…um, worthy…of him.”
 
   Amy reacted to the snobby remark just the way Sam wanted her to.
 
   “Exactly,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Alan and I were the perfect couple. Heads turned when we entered a room. I don’t want to sound conceited but face it, we are a good-looking team. Who did Darlene Trawl think she was? The sneaking, conniving little bitch! Pretending to be my friend at the book club and then going behind my back to seduce my husband—she deserved exactly what she got. No one on this earth would blame me for striking out at her.”
 
   “This was a little more than a slap, Amy. You carried a deadly weapon with you. How did you get the knife there, in your purse?”
 
   Her chin went up. “So what? I didn’t plan to actually kill her. I knew if I used Alan’s phone to send a text and ask her to meet outside she would do it in a heartbeat. Then I figured I could threaten her with just how easily a scar or two across her face could ruin her looks. If she was ugly, Alan would never go ahead with his dumb idea of leaving me and living with her. She would value herself over him. She would break it off.”
 
   “But that’s not what happened,” Sam said. “Did you and Keith make a plan together? He would turn out the lights and you could rush up to the stage in the dark?”
 
   A cruel smile played across Amy’s lips. “The lights going out was pure luck. I saw my chance and took it. Everyone in the room would be equally suspect. I’d already checked the layout of the shop because I planned to slip out the back door before sending Darlene the text message. I never saw Keith back there.”
 
   Sam changed tracks. “And the book? Why did you take it?”
 
   She shrugged. “Who says I did?”
 
   “Come on. It vanished at the same moment Darlene died—you want me to think someone else rushed up there and snatched it?”
 
   “They were saying it was worth some money. There was that big guy, the one who brought the book in the first place. He could have easily taken it.”
 
   Sam swallowed. Rupert? Amy was implicating Rupert?
 
   She caught movement behind Amy. When she realized it was Rico, she forced herself to keep her eyes on Amy as he made his way quietly toward them, a hand on his service pistol.
 
   “Darlene really wanted the book, didn’t she?” Sam asked. “I’m betting you watched her from the moment you arrived at the party, and I’ll bet you saw how interested she became when the book showed up. First Darlene wants your husband, then she wants a valuable book? You couldn’t let her have either one, could you?”
 
   Amy’s lower lip quivered, but only for a fraction of a second. Rico stepped into her field of vision.
 
   “Amy Pritchard, you are under arrest for the murder of Darlene Trawl.”
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
   RICO SHOWED AMY Pritchard to a chair in interrogation room two but she wouldn’t sit. “Sheriff Cardwell will be right with you,” he said, leaving the room. Sam knew when the door clicked shut it could only be opened from the outside.
 
   From the observation room between the two interrogation rooms, she watched Amy pace the length of the small room twice, glance toward the mirrored wall. Guessing someone could watch from the other side, Amy gathered her composure and ran her fingers through her hair. Her down jacket had a rip in one sleeve and her slim-fit jeans were coated with dust. She removed the jacket and hung it over the back of the chair, brushed off most of the dirt, then sat and crossed her legs. One foot swung casually. Everything about her said, I’m not worried about you people.
 
   Beau entered the room, carrying the file folder with the photos from the party and a yellow legal pad. The top sheet was blank but Sam knew he had pages of notes concealed beneath it.
 
   “Look, I can play twenty questions with you, I can feed you a little information at a time, but you might as well go ahead and tell me what happened,” he said to Amy. “I’ve had several hours with your husband and we know most of it anyway.”
 
   She glowered at him.
 
   “We caught most of your conversation awhile ago with my deputy, Samantha. The minute I heard the scuffle over the phone, we began recording. Quite a confession you made there, ma’am. About the only thing you didn’t fully answer for us was where you stashed the book.”
 
   Amy’s cool deportment lasted until Beau left the room. Sam watched through the mirror, saw Amy couldn’t conceal how much her hands shook as she lifted the top of the folder with the pictures. Beau came back in, carrying the blue dress and the bagged knife.
 
   Amy tried the “those aren’t mine” ploy for about a minute, but when Beau showed the rental contract for the dress and began to lay out the photos printed from Kelly’s camera, a flicker of uncertainty played across her face.
 
   “I want a lawyer,” she finally said.
 
   “Fine.” Beau stood up and walked out of the room.
 
   Sam heard his footsteps as he passed the room where she sat monitoring the recording equipment. He entered the other interrogation room where Alan Pritchard sat, exhausted by the long day.
 
   Beau asked only one question: “If your wife had a very important item to hide, where would she put it?”
 
   Alan blinked a couple of times. “How large an item?”
 
   “A book.”
 
   He thought for a long minute. “Our house is adobe and there’s an authentic horno, a bread oven in the back yard. We discovered a hollow space in the bottom. She once joked it would make a great jewelry safe. If you remove the bricks from the floor of the oven, you can get to the space below.”
 
   Beau left Pritchard alone and came into the observation room with Sam. “Looks like he’s ready to hand his wife over to us. Did we get both interviews?”
 
   She pointed to the ticking numbers on counters which indicated each camera was running. He smiled and pulled out his phone. He made a call to the judge’s office, requesting a warrant, then told Rico to take another deputy and search the Pritchard place.
 
   Sam’s earlobe itched like crazy and when she reached up to touch it she remembered the wound Amy had inflicted. A glance in the restroom mirror showed her face and hair coated with dirt, her white bakery jacket beyond help. All at once she just wanted to go home.
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
   IT FELT LIKE Christmas in the sheriff’s department when Sam returned the next morning. Packets of bagged evidence covered one whole table in the squad room. Rico’s search efforts had paid off hugely once they knew about the secret hiding place beneath the horno and the atmosphere was jubilant.
 
   The search at the Pritchard residence had netted a pair of blue gloves with a substantial amount of blood on them under the backseat of Amy’s car. The blue dress Amy had nearly burned up lay safely in an evidence bag now. The pieces had been constructed, exactly as Sam guessed, using Velcro closures and other methods for quick removal. The horno compartment held Rupert’s book, Spells and Incantations for the Proficient Witch.
 
   “He will be so happy to see this,” Sam said, examining the book through the plastic bag which contained it now. She pointed out a small torn place near the spine. “I hope the damage doesn’t affect its value too much.”
 
   Rico pointed to another bag. “In the house there were remnants of the same material as the dress Mrs. Pritchard made. We brought all of it.”
 
   Beau had disappeared into his office for a few minutes. Now he announced the court was about to arraign their suspect for the murder. “I’ve also ordered the car she drove that night impounded. I feel sure it will give up enough evidence to tie all of this to the night of the party, just in case she tries some fancy semantics once she has an attorney.”
 
   Privately, Sam thought Amy had already cooked her own goose. She had talked way too freely yesterday, with the fire of indignation burning strong.
 
   “I wonder why she tossed the knife into the dumpster, since she went to the trouble to hide all this other stuff,” Sam said.
 
   “It belonged to Alan,” Beau reminded her. “In spite of everything she said about the two of them staying together with Darlene out of the picture, maybe she secretly hoped the weapon would lead us to her husband.”
 
   “Teach him a lesson?”
 
   “Something like that,” said Beau. “I imagine a psychologist could have a field day trying to figure out the logic of Amy Pritchard.”
 
   * * *
 
   MIDWEEK, AND SAM felt a lull in her energy as she stared out the front windows of her shop and sipped her second cup of coffee for the morning. Low clouds had begun to build overnight and wispy snowflakes now floated through the air. Normally she would be baking an all-chocolate confection of some sort for the book club today but Ivan called yesterday to say they were not meeting again until further notice. Losing two couples from their close little band might end up being the death of the Chocoholics Unanimous group.
 
   Despite handling the wooden box this morning she’d not received her usual energy boost from it; more likely it was sheer mental overload from the thousand bits of information coming her way during the interrogation and evidence collection at Beau’s office. Even after she’d left to go home, her husband had paperwork to finish, the deputies were cataloging evidence, and the crime scene techs were going through Amy Pritchard’s car with bright lights, tweezers and magnifying glasses. She wasn’t sure how he handled the intensity of law enforcement—owning a very busy bakery felt mild by comparison.
 
   A familiar Land Rover pulled into the parking lot, catching her attention. Rupert parked in front of Mysterious Happenings and walked into the bookshop with a wrapped gift in hand. Perhaps he’d taken pity on Ivan, who continued to bemoan the fact business had dropped off since Halloween night and news of the murder. Maybe she could help boost her neighbor’s spirits too.
 
   Sam set her cup down and stepped behind her display case of pastries. She chose a half-dozen of the prettiest cookies and most popular scones and muffins, placing the assortment into one of her purple bakery boxes and tying a bow around it.
 
   To all outward appearances the bookshop was returned to its former self. With furniture back in place, shelves dusted and attractively arranged and the two cats happily asleep on one of the forest green wingback chairs, the events of the past weekend melted away and the store welcomed all who entered.
 
   Sam placed the bakery box on the counter near where Alex chatted with Rupert. “Ivan’s just in the back,” Alex said when she noticed a second gift. “I’ll go get him.”
 
   Sam turned to Rupert once the store assistant had left. “So, all’s well?”
 
   “It was incredibly generous of Beau to give the spell book back to me before his case has actually gone to trial.” He held up the wrapped package and Sam guessed the book was inside.
 
   “There may not be a trial. Amy basically confessed on tape. It’s going to depend on what her attorney advises. Even so, the murder charge will put her farther away than the theft of a book.” Sam acknowledge the package. “You’re giving it away? If it turns out to be worth something, it’s a very generous gift.”
 
   “It’s an item I don’t need anymore. I’ve lost my yearning to write a story about witchcraft. I think the book can do more good for someone else.”
 
   “You think Ivan will want it?” Sam could hear the skepticism in her own voice.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Movement at the front door caught their attention. Kelly and Riki came in together. Outside, Sam saw Zoë getting out of her car.
 
   “Who’s watching Puppy Chic?” Sam asked Riki.
 
   “We put the Closed sign out for a few minutes. My first appointment isn’t for another half hour,” Riki said. “I have a little surprise for Ivan. Where is he?”
 
   Zoë joined the group, giving Sam a hug and assuring them she was feeling much better since the weekend. From the wink that passed between them, Sam got the idea Kelly had invited Zoë to what was turning into an impromptu little party.
 
   Voices came from the back, Alex coaxing her boss to come out. When he saw the bakery box and the group his face lit up.
 
   “Is good to be seeing friends,” he said, reaching out to touch hands here and there.
 
   Rupert held out his gift.
 
   Ivan took it tentatively and tore off the book-themed wrapping paper. His face paled. “You have received it back?”
 
   “Let me say something before you decide whether you want it. I know this volume has unpleasant memories and it’s not my intention to give you something to cause pain.” Rupert reached into the inner pocket of his jacket. “Think of this as that game show on TV, the one where you may choose the gift you know or take the unknown behind the curtain. Except what’s behind the curtain this time is in this envelope, and I will allow you to look at it before you must decide.”
 
   Everyone crowded around, eager to see what Rupert’s mysterious game would turn into.
 
   Ivan lifted the flap on the envelope and peered inside. Sam could see it contained cash.
 
   “It’s ten thousand dollars,” Rupert said. “I contacted a friend of mine who is a dealer in rare books. With some detailed video footage of this book, he offered this sum. I want you to have it, Ivan, to get your store back on its feet and just because. I’m sorry my play ultimately caused such anguish. You may either accept the cash, in which case I will send the book to my friend, or you may keep the book and see if you can receive a better price by selling it yourself. The choice is yours.” He set the envelope on the counter beside the book.
 
   Ivan’s lower lip quivered. He stared at the gift for a moment then threw his arms around Rupert’s substantial middle. “Thanking you, dear friend! I thank you! Your friend is welcome to have the book and be selling it for big price.”
 
   Rupert smiled and lifted the smaller man off his feet for a second. Sam and the girls gathered around to congratulate and hug Ivan.
 
   “I have a little surprise for you as well,” Riki said, backing away and wiping her eyes. “Chocoholics Unanimous is revived. I have spoken with several people in recent days who would love to become members of our group. You know we have a little reputation, don’t you? The book club for people who love mysteries and chocolates—everyone wants in. Confidentially, I believe Sam’s pastries are the big selling point, although I’ve told them all that holding meetings at Ivan’s store and purchasing the books from him is a requirement.”
 
   “It was Amy Pritchard who insisted the Chocoholics limit the size of the group,” Kelly said. “I wanted to join a long time ago.”
 
   “Is wonderful news!” Ivan said, glowing as he put his envelope of cash away under the register. “And I have way to celebrate for us. Wait here.”
 
   As if anyone would immediately leave.
 
   He returned with a bottle of champagne, which he held up. “Was here for party. No one opened.”
 
   Alex came up with some small plastic flutes and Rupert did the honors of opening the bottle.
 
   “To my good friends,” Ivan said, raising his glass.
 
   They all toasted.
 
   Something had been weighing on Sam since the previous day. After her first sip of champagne she spoke up. “Amy Pritchard said something yesterday in the midst of a rant, something that made me realize the differences in people. She was so concerned with appearances, consumed with the idea she and Alan should be together because they looked good as a pair, not because they cared for each other or were happy together. It was sad to hear those sentiments.”
 
   Nods from the others.
 
   “So, in addition to Ivan’s toast, I would like to thank each of you for being my friend, to let you know you are an important part of my life.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” said Rupert. He lowered his voice. “Truthfully, I will be glad to see this book go elsewhere in the world. Before I thought of contributing its value to a friend, I had considered hosting a large bonfire for it. But this is so much better. People are always more important than things.”
 
   So true. These people meant the world to her. Sam swallowed hard, blinked back the moistness in her eyes, and cleared her throat. “Let’s eat those cookies!”
 
    
 
   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
   Thanks for reading Spellbound Sweets to the end. By now you’ve figured out that I love everything about bakeries. Check out my Pinterest boards, including “Cakes That Inspired Me” to see pictures of the cakes I’ve used for inspiration in my books. The goodies continue in all my Samantha Sweet mysteries, where you will find out how and when Sam received that magical wooden box, and how she and Beau got together. I invite you to visit my website at connieshelton.com where you’ll find some of my favorite New Mexico recipes and discover how to get three more of my books for FREE, including Sweet Masterpiece, the book that launched this series!
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   Lella York has a way of getting herself into trouble, even when she’s doing volunteer work. Who is the mysterious storyteller, and what is going on at the senior living center? And will Lella find out before it’s too late?
 
    
 
   WEEPING MOON
 
   A short story in the Lella York Mysteries series
 
    
 
   By Maria Grazia Swan
 
    
 
   A RIBBON OF light split the darkness, and in the silent room the creaking of the opening door resonated like thunder. Then she appeared. A white ethereal figure caught in the slice of brightness, she moved swiftly and gracefully across the makeshift stage a few feet above the floor.
 
   I had lingering misgivings about the presentation, but having given into Sabrina’s insistence I found myself sitting on the front row of this small, almost intimate space that served as the assisted living multi-activity room. Layers of sheer fabric floated around the performer as she stepped around in a dance-like sequence more reminiscent of junior high contortions than Salome’s dance of the seven veils. As the light grew brighter, two things became quite apparent—her costume could have used a good dry cleaner, and the performer was closer to the age of the facility residents than of Salome of the seven veils fame. I sighed, not too loudly, having been warned about the spectators’ rather vocal way of expressing their annoyance toward interruptions.
 
   The Opera House this was not. Even the musical number in the background supposedly came from the performer’s phone connected to a wireless speaker. And I was at least a hundred times bitchier than usual. Blame that on Larry—his absence to be precise.
 
   With the warm-up moves out of the way, Miss Dolores plopped herself in the comfy-looking armchair next to a floor lamp at center stage. She picked up a rather thick book from the floor and settled down to read. Sabrina had told me we would be treated to a mesmerizing storyteller, so I didn’t quite get the rather worn-out attire or the reason for the dance, unless she was about to read…erotica? I smiled at the thought and turned to survey the audience. Erotica? At this upscale senior assisted living, finally something funny? Behind Sabrina and me in the front row, there were three more rows of people. Some on regular foldout chairs with the odd walker set beside them, and a few who were relegated to wheelchairs. Personnel had posted themselves at strategic points around the room. All in all, it was a well-organized and well-attended event. There was even a small refreshments table and some trays filled with bite-size cookies, pitchers of lemonade and what looked like tea. A nice young man with a bow tie and vest manned the goodies.
 
   Miss Dolores began to read, and it didn’t take me long to realize she wasn’t reading. Although the worn-out book sat open on her lap, she was obviously telling her story either by memory or making it up as she went. It didn’t matter. Her voice, so silky sweet, could have read a laundry list and kept us captivated. On the wall behind her a projector showed scenes of green meadows, puffy clouds, and colorful butterflies. Miss Dolores’s tale was about little children and rich ranchers from the past, a glorified version of the Franciscan Friars and the building of the California missions.
 
   Was that the reason Sabrina had insisted so hard on getting me here? We both volunteered at the San Juan Capistrano Mission. Sabrina was much more involved than I, so much so she received a small salary for her work in the gift shop.
 
   That little weasel, what was she up to? Why did she drag me here to listen about the Missions?
 
   Miss Dolores shifted gears as the background screen added some dark skies and low-flying black birds that enhanced her sultry prose. I caught the word Llorona. It sounded so familiar. What story was she telling now? Behind us, the audience grew restless, some chairs scraping the floors. When the performer’s tone rose to a higher pitch, a man’s wheezy voice called out, “Are they having sex yet? Are they?”
 
   Snickering and more calls for sex could be heard from the back. The lights came on just as an older woman in her bathrobe tried to hit the wheezy man with her cane. She missed and hit the goodies table instead.
 
   Chaos followed as nurses or aides quickly moved around to calm the residents. The young man with the vest tried to restore some sense, but it was all in vain. The tipping of the table caused the lemonade to spill, and the bite-size cookies rolled around, crumbling and littering the floor. It was sort of funny, sort of sad. The magic (if there ever was any) was now broken as angry spectators turned to name-calling. I didn’t know if I should pretend all was fine or try to help the nurses and aides busy restoring order. Promises of cookies and milk abounded, while some of the patients were wheeled out.
 
   On the stage the performer didn’t look too happy. She slammed the book shut and pushed back the veil when a piece caught to her moist lips. I felt sorry for her, but it became obvious the show was over.
 
   “Oh, well. Let’s go say hi to Dolores.” Sabrina stood.
 
   “You know her?” I asked.
 
   “Of course I know her. She used to read stories to little kids at some of the libraries around L.A. I’m the one who suggested this place to her.” She grabbed my elbow and pointed me toward the stage where a rather annoyed Miss Dolores was busy packing her props and muttering to herself.
 
   “Damn. Never fails. There is always some old kook with a one-track mind. No matter how old or how sick, they want sex. Vicariously, of course.”
 
   We walked past the kid with the goodies, and Sabrina grabbed one of the salvaged cookies.
 
   “Not sure you want to do that, I rescued it from the floor,” the nice young man said.
 
   Sabrina shrugged, mumbled something about the five-second rule, and stuffed the thing in her mouth. That’s Sabrina all right.
 
   She swallowed the cookie and said, “Dolores, this is my friend Lella York. We work together at the Mission.”
 
   The woman with the veils turned as Sabrina spoke. Up close she looked even older than I’d thought. Under the sheer fabric her wavy hair was mostly grey. Her skin was crinkly, especially around her eyes. I had to say she acted very lively and wired.
 
   “Hello, Lella.” She held out her hand, palm down, and wrist limp—not completely willing to let go of the drama.
 
   I shook her hand. “Hello.”
 
   “Need a ride somewhere?” Sabrina asked.
 
   “Nah, thanks. Drove my van.”
 
   “Miss Dolores…” I started. Her amused glance stopped me.
 
   “Miss Dolores is done performing. But Dolores is listening.” She gave me a half smile.
 
   I smiled back. “That story you were telling when you were interrupted…Llorona—the word sounds so familiar. I was sort of looking forward to the story.”
 
   Her laugh erupted spontaneously. “I gather you aren’t from around here.” Her hand moved to encompass a wide range of here.
 
   “I’m originally from Italy—”
 
   “Well, that explains it. Every culture has its own La Llorona. Different cultures, different names, same story,” she declared, matter of fact.
 
   The activity room began to empty; perhaps the residents were headed to their beds. Well, if La Llorona was part of the local folklore, the old folks probably had heard the story many times before—minus the vicarious sex of course.
 
   “It’s about a beautiful woman who somehow loses her small children. I’m giving you the abridged version. She feels so guilty about the kids’ deaths she commits suicide, but her ghost roams the earth trying to rescue her children. La Llorona translates to Weeping Woman…it’s a Spanish word. A Spanish legend.”
 
   “Oh, we have something similar where I come from…l’Anguana. Don’t remember much. No dead children, but certainly a river or a creek. I guess you’re right, different cultures, different names, same purpose—to scare little kids.”
 
   “Or old folks. All in fun; after all Halloween is only days away.”
 
   “How long are you staying?” Sabrina asked. “Want to go grab a drink and bring me up-to-date?”
 
   Grab a drink and bring me up-to-date? I wanted to go home. Larry would call soon, and frankly I doubted Sabrina meant to include me in the catch up part, but we’d driven there together. I’d parked my car on the Ralph’s lot off Pacific Highway because of the limited space here at Silver Leaf Manor. What now?
 
   Like an answer from above, I saw a familiar face. Not necessarily a friendly one. “Hi, Florian, strange to meet you here,” I said to the detective.
 
   She stopped, frowned. She didn’t remember me? “Florian, it’s me, Lella.” Nothing. I insisted. “Lella York?”
 
   Her soft sigh told me she got it. “Oh, I thought you were in Arizona with Devin.”
 
   “No, I had to pass. My son is in town, well, in Los Angeles. He’s only here for a few days. Plus, Larry—Devin—is due back by Friday, no?”
 
   She shrugged. “Possibly. Visiting friends?” She was checking out Sabrina and Miss Dolores. Both had stopped talking to pay attention to our conversation. I felt compelled to introduce them. Hated that part. Was never sure what to say to make everyone feel important.
 
   “Oh, ladies, let me introduce you to a bona fide detective. Florian here is with the Orange County Sheriff’s Department.” I paused for effect. “Homicide Division.” I watched two pairs of eyes staring. It never failed. Maybe because Florian didn’t look like the stereotype of TV female detectives. With her fresh face and cute smile, she appeared a lot younger than her forty- something years. I remembered the first time I met her and how surprised I was to find out she was working with Larry’s former partner.
 
   Both Sabrina and Dolores rushed to shake her hand and started to ask questions. Florian shot me a withering look, and I gave her the sweetest smile I could muster. Well, my job was done. It turned out Florian had come to check out the place and discuss moving her father there for a two-week recovery period. I had no idea her dad had suffered a stroke.
 
   Who was I kidding? I didn’t even know she had a dad living in Orange County. Larry never discussed work or former coworkers, so the only reason I was somewhat familiar with Florian was because she lived in Laguna Niguel and we occasionally bumped into each other. Certainly no thanks to Lawrence Devin, who made it his mission not to share anything even mildly associated to police work. Plus, he was officially retired. Except that only meant he wasn’t on the payroll. But he still breathed and bled the essence of law enforcement life. He was in Phoenix, Arizona, as a special witness for an old case.
 
   While Dolores and Sabrina asked the same old questions women felt bound to ask other women working in such a male-dominated field, I had a great idea. “Florian, I left my car in the Ralph’s parking lot down on the PCH. Do you think you could drop me off on your way home, so my friend Sabrina can catch up with Miss Dolores here?”
 
   There was a lengthy delay before she answered, “Sure, no problem. We better go now. I have to be somewhere by eight-thirty.”
 
   Instinct told me she was lying, but I was as relieved to get out of there as she seemed to be. Regardless of how elegant, cheerfully decorated, and well-maintained the assisted living residence was, a sense of sadness permeated the place now that the lights had dimmed and the halls had grown still. Perhaps people watched television in their own rooms, played cards, or chatted? While they waited to die? Chills ran up my spine. My own sense of mortality calling.
 
   Well, for an evening that started with such cheerful premises it had sure sent my mood from peak to valley—hell, more like off a cliff in a single bound.
 
   I fastened the seat belt as Florian’s black Ford Fusion drove out of the parking area and down the narrow road. From up here, the view of the coastal lights and Laguna Beach under a full moon was breathtaking.
 
   “I bet you’re thinking such a grand view is wasted on the old folks. Don’t you?”
 
   Florian’s remark caught me off guard, especially since she was right.
 
   “Yeah, sort of.”
 
   “Most of their rooms face the hill, so they are looking at rocks and dry brush. But the lucky ones who are well enough to eat in the main dining room get the full effect. I hope my dad can be one of them.” The words were kind, the tone rather neutral. Maybe it came from her years of working among the worst facets of humanity. I fought the impulse to reach out to comfort her, and settled for mere words. “I’m so sorry, Florian. Had no idea about your dad. You know how Larry is… Is your dad able to walk?”
 
   I sensed her nodding. “Yes and no. My father is a retired cop. While he’s recuperating I need to keep him in a place where he won’t be exposed to something that might upset him. Here most people are bedridden or in need of assistance. Hopefully, he will be in a quiet room, and when he walks around he won’t be picking up other residents’ bad habits. You probably think I’m a terrible daughter. The truth is, he was just kicked out of one place for getting into arguments with other recovering stroke patients. Not exactly what the doctor ordered.”
 
   “Oh, one of those, heh?” We both laughed.
 
   “At least your dad knows what’s going on. I feel so sorry for all the old people who have Alzheimer’s or who are at the end of their journey and their loved ones must trust strangers to care for them. I don’t know if I could be so strong. So trusting…”
 
   “That’s a very good point, and even if the medical staff was the most attentive, there are so many people involved with the care of terminally ill or otherwise bedridden people. I can’t think about it. We see so many cases of criminal elderly abuse…it makes you sick, and you begin to question humankind as a whole.”
 
   She waited until I started my Mustang, and then she waved and drove off …somehow I felt like our short drive had turned into a bonding experience. I couldn’t wait to tell Larry, or as Florian called him, Devin. Lawrence Devin, oh, how I miss you.
 
   My house phone was ringing as I unlocked my front door. I nearly stepped on poor Flash who had left the comfort of the sofa to come and greet me. “Hi baby, did you miss Mommy?” Baby talking to the cat… “Hello…Lar... Oh hi, Kyle. Sorry. Larry usually calls around this time.”
 
   “Where were you? It’s the third time I’ve called—was getting concerned. How come you’re not answering your cell?”
 
   “My…oh, shoot. I turned it off—went to a performance with Sabrina.”
 
   “What kind of performance?” My son, the actor.
 
   “Some woman, Miss Dolores, she was dressed like La Llorona, you know, layers of gauzy fabric. You probably know a lot more about that old tale. Oh, and she read or, more like, recited to the people in the old folks’ home.”
 
   “Wait, wait…you went to a show in an old folks’ home—your words—where some Miss Dolores was the performer, and she was dressed in gauze? Was she hot?”
 
   “Oh, my God, Kyle, Dolores is way into her fifties. Her getup looked like it was made of old curtains and needed a good cleaning and… Why am I even bothering to tell you all this?”
 
   He laughed so hard he snorted. “Well, I don’t have to worry about being upstaged, and Larry doesn’t have to worry about you finding someone else, unless you are into changing men’s diapers.”
 
   “Kyle, that’s plain mean.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry. Had a lousy day, I was looking forward to unpacking, relaxing, seeing my friends—my mom. Instead, Carolyn is sending me for an audition. Have to fly to New York. So I won’t be having dinner with you tomorrow. I’m sorry. Maybe I need a new agent.” He sighed.
 
   “You don’t mean it, do you?” I waited.
 
   “I don’t know yet. But will after this audition. I’ll tell you more when I see you, and my phone is dying. Damn it. Sorry, sorry. I’m going. Love you. Say hi to Larry for me. Ciao.”
 
   Flash had been patiently rubbing her head against my shin. Time to feed her before she decided to nibble on my ankle. I kept busy, feeding my cat, stacking the dishwasher, anything to avoid thinking about my evening at Silver Leaf Manor. Neither Larry nor I had any parents left, and on this night that felt like a blessing. Life could be so confusing, life and death. By the time Larry called from Phoenix, I had vacuumed most of the downstairs.
 
   My vacuuming was to stress what a thermometer was to a fever. Judging by the cleanness of the floors, my temperature would have been 103… And that’s when the phone rang.
 
   We talked about him coming back a day earlier. Best news of the day by far. He had only been gone a week, but it felt much longer. That was puzzling because we normally saw each other only once or twice a week. It was like being on a diet—suddenly you craved stuff you didn’t usually eat only because it was a no-no. We always want what we can’t have. Well, I had Larry in my life, and tomorrow he would be back in my arms. After the call I returned the vacuum to the closet. Temperature back to normal.
 
   * * *
 
   NEXT MORNING, I signed in at nine a.m. Being at the Mission on a Thursday felt weird. I had switched from my usual Friday to make sure I’d be available to pick up Larry at the airport, but now he was returning early and would be arriving at John Wayne this evening, and that was great. My schedule at the Mission was only until noon, and today I was assigned to work at the gift shop alongside Sabrina. Couldn’t wait to hear how the drink and catch-up session with Miss Dolores turned out.
 
   Oh, oh. Sabrina was wearing her sunglasses…in the gift shop…at nine a.m. Perhaps last evening’s drinking party had been a smashing success…for the bar that sold the drinks of course.
 
   “Hello, my dear.” I sneaked up on her.
 
   She jumped and shushed me. Priceless.
 
   “Lower your voice. I have a splitting headache.” She circled her forehead with both hands. Luckily we were the only people in the store. Not surprising, mornings were mostly for schoolchildren’s tours, and unless they were teenagers they weren’t likely to come in the gift shop for our overpriced crosses, ceramic sparrows made in China, and other imitation artifacts. The big spenders tended to show up on weekends, sometimes by the busloads, and often were visitors from faraway lands. The shop did carry a nice selection of locally made jewelry though.
 
   “So what did you and Dolores do after I left?” I sprayed glass cleaner and wiped the jewelry display counter.
 
   Sabrina shook her head, her lips frozen in a smirk.
 
   “That bad, huh?”
 
   “Why, why did I do this to myself?” she moaned.
 
   “Should I get you some coffee? Aspirin?” She kept shaking her head. It must have been a lot worse than I thought. And I didn’t remember her drinking much the few times we’d gone out. Like they say—the company you keep. “How come you never mentioned Miss Dolores before?”
 
   “Please, please don’t call her Miss Dolores. I hate that.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s not her name? What should I call her?”
 
   “How about you don’t? It’s not like you two are going to be best friends—you may never see her again.”
 
   “What happened? You two had a fight?”
 
   “No. Look, Lella, I’m sorry. This is just the wrong place to discuss this. Maybe by the time I get off work I’ll feel better. Want to grab something to eat then? And I don’t mean happy hour. Stop smirking; I can tell you’re enjoying this.”
 
   “I’m not enjoying this at all. I’ve never seen you in such a foul mood. What happened last night? And I’ll have to take a rain check on the invitation. I’m picking up Larry at John Wayne Airport this afternoon, so I’ll have to pass. Sorry.”
 
   “You don’t look sorry.”
 
   “My God, Sabrina, what’s with you? You better adjust your attitude before customers arrive. Honestly, I’ve never seen you sooo—negative. I can’t even find words to describe how you sound. Hope it’s just a fluke and you don’t mean it. By the way, where is this Dolores? Is she in town?”
 
   Sabrina seemed to deflate. She went to sit on a bench we kept for the older spouses to rest while the mates shopped. Often it was visiting grandparents buying gifts for grandchildren back home. She removed the dark glasses, and her bloodshot and red-rimmed eyes looked like apple seeds in her bloated face.
 
   “At my house?” Her voice was so low I wasn’t sure I’d caught what she really said.
 
   “Did you say that Dolores is staying with you?”
 
   “No. I said she might be at my house.”
 
   “This is crazy. What’s the difference?”
 
   She kept staring at her hands resting on her lap. “If I had invited her over she would be staying with me. I didn’t do any such thing. Not consciously. And yet she was there this morning, which made me wonder if she invited herself.”
 
   “Were you so drunk you don’t remember what happened last night?” This was certainly not business as usual for Sabrina. We’d both gotten tipsy and all giggly once at someone’s bridal shower and had ended up asking friends to drive us home.
 
   “You don’t understand.” She held my stare for a few seconds, and I saw tears welling. “I didn’t have much to drink. I feel like I’ve been drugged.”
 
   “Oh my God! Are you sure? You think she—I mean, Dolores drugged you? Why?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know. This is crazy.” She sobbed once, and I had to control my impulse to rush over and hug her. I had to give her room, to let her talk. “How can I be sure? I don’t know what it feels like being drugged, and why would she do that? To spend the night at my house? Then again, all those old stories about her and the school principal… She always said she left on her own to avoid drama and disrupting other people lives, but maybe she was forced to and...”
 
   “Sabrina, what are you talking about? Dolores? What school principal?”
 
   She wasn’t listening. Her face had turned the gray of old statues exposed to elements for centuries. She put her hands to her mouth as if quelling a cry and jumped to her feet and ran out the door, heading to the bathroom. I hoped she made it in time. The last thing I wanted to do was scrape up vomit from old pavers.
 
   Sabrina didn’t come back to the shop. She went home instead. Her daughter picked her up. I covered her shift, and by the time it was over I barely had time to rush home, feed Flash, and change from the vest and boots I used as part of the folkloric look for the Mission into regular clothes, then head to the airport to meet Larry. The whole day I hadn’t been able to get some of the stuff Sabrina had said out of my head. Who was this Miss Dolores? If I could get a last name now that Larry was back—
 
   Stop it, Lella. None of your business.
 
   Nonetheless I fretted about Sabrina’s health all the way to the airport.
 
   The Southwest Flight from Phoenix had landed, and by the time I walked from the huge parking structure to arrivals, Larry and his carry-on were ready to go home. He was easy to spot and not only because of his height, but also because of the sense of confidence he exuded regardless of where he was or what he was doing. Maybe it was a carry-over from his years in law enforcement. After all, most people still addressed him as Lieutenant Devin.
 
   Even after the years we’d been a couple, my heart did somersaults every time I glanced at him, and I would never take for granted that he loved me. Me, the little Italian widow with more moods than Baskin-Robbins had ice cream flavors. When he saw me, he didn’t quicken his pace, while I had to fight hard to control mine. I didn’t care if my driver’s license said I was over fifty, I still walked to the beat of my youth. He embraced me, and we kissed lightly. The scent of his skin and his aftershave made me tingle in all the wrong places. Wrong for now, but we were headed to his house in the hills, and I’d had that in mind when I’d filled Flash’s dish. Enough food to take her to the next day.
 
   “Such a nice surprise to have you back a day early.” His arm around my shoulders felt wonderful. “Will you need to fly to Arizona again?” I asked.
 
   His arm tightened a little, drawing me a bit closer. “Done, over. All turned out the way it was meant to be. I spent most of my time in downtown Phoenix. Didn’t even bother to rent a car. All I did was walk to court and back to the hotel. Oh, and I swam, a lot. Someone forgot to tell Arizona’s weather that it’s fall.”
 
   “Ah. I was right, you’re tan. I noticed it but thought maybe it was the artificial light inside the airport. You look terrific.”
 
   “I’m glad you approve.” We were in sight of the garage entrance when he stopped and kissed me on the tip of the nose. “Where are you parked?” His hand found mine, and he interlaced our fingers. “You want me to drive?”
 
   “It’s up to you. You know how I drive—”
 
   “Exactly.” He laughed and stepped away, knowing I would try to punch his arm. We knew each other’s moves and reactions so well. It was the pinnacle of comfort without the compliancy of predictability.
 
   I unlocked the car then handed him the keys. “Did you get a nice visit with Kyle?” He put his carry-on in the backseat.
 
   “I didn’t even get to see him. Carolyn shipped him to New York for some audition. He wasn’t too happy about it. I’m trying not to pass judgment. I mean, I only know a little about show business. Plus, I obviously wanted to spend some time with him, otherwise I would have gone to Phoenix with you.”
 
   “Go ahead, rub it in. I’m always second fiddle.” He started to pull on the safety belt then changed his mind, swirled in his seat, and kissed me. And nothing else mattered.
 
   Ah, the magic touch of his hand on my knee while we drove toward his home. “Can you stay?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. “Flash is set until morning. Are you happy to be home?”
 
   “Of course, missed my bed, and you…I had Peter come by to water the plants and keep an eye on things. Plus, he counts on the regular paycheck. Didn’t want to have you drive all the way to Orange from Dana Point.”
 
   “Guess who I ran into last night?”
 
   “Last night? After I called you?” We approached his circular driveway.
 
   “Oh, no, no. Before that. It was just strange running into her at that place.”
 
   “Lella, seriously, who is she and what place?”
 
   “Florian, your former colleague. Your partner’s partner. We met at Silver Leaf Manor after the show.” Unbelievable—he actually had the garage opener with him? He certainly did. Larry must have sensed my bewilderment because he looked at me with that bemused glint in his gray eyes. “What? I have more than one garage opener.”
 
   “No need to get defensive, it’s just, I don’t know. You are so efficient—organized— sometimes it gets annoying.”
 
   “Even annoying men need love.” He pulled me close and started to kiss my whole face, probably to shut me up. Instead, I got the giggles. Great. He let me go, sighing rather loudly in a comical way. “Sweetie, should I park your car in the garage?”
 
   “Sure, that’s fine. Did you know about Florian’s dad?”
 
   He was getting out of my Mustang, “Florian’s dad? What about him?”
 
   “He had a stroke. Not sure when, but that’s why she was at Silver Leaf Manor—to see if the place was suitable for her dad’s recovery.”
 
   Larry came around to open my door. “What were you doing at this...Manor? Visiting friends?”
 
   “No. I didn’t tell you? Sabrina insisted I go with her. A friend of hers was doing a show, well, sort of. The performer was dressed like a ghost. Not like a Casper-type ghost. Think Halloween and a grown woman, and you’ll get the idea. And she told stories to the old people there. It’s a place for—it’s an assisted living facility.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad you had a good time.”
 
   “I didn’t say I did.”
 
   “You did not have a good time?”
 
   “It wasn’t that fun. There was like—a fight, food all over the floor, and I never got to hear the end of the story.”
 
   “Sounds more like a high school cafeteria than a retirement home.” He grinned. “Would have liked to be a fly on the wall and seen your expression.”
 
   “It turned out okay. Florian showed up, and she gave me a ride to my car and—”
 
   “And you say she was checking out the place for her dad?” He grabbed his carry-on, and we headed up the few steps from the garage to the main floor.
 
   “That’s what she said.”
 
   “Huh, it can’t be right, just two...” He opened the door to the laundry room and water came rushing out, running down the stairs to the garage. I stood there, a petrified mummy, water covering my open toes.
 
   “Damn. What happened?” He shook his head, looked around. “The washing machine hose. Damn. You better get your car out of the garage.” He handed me my keys. “Let me go shut off the main valve. Damn it, I bet Peter did some laundry. He was not—ah—supposed to. Never mind. Go, sweetie, move your car, just to be on the safe side.” He disappeared inside the laundry room, and I went back to the garage, too stunned to offer my help.
 
   Ten thirty at night and I was driving myself back home. Not exactly the way I had expected my evening to unfold. Poor Larry, some welcome home. Luckily the laundry room was next to the garage, which was lower than the rest of the home, and the largest mass of water ended up down the concrete steps and eventually out the driveway. But not all of it.
 
   He insisted I head home. For my own good, of course.
 
   The insurance agent was one of Larry’s old family friends, so I wasn’t surprised to see the water damage pro’s truck arriving before I left. No reason for me to stick around. I felt more like a burden than a helper, and in about twenty minutes Larry had everyone mobilized. He kissed my cheek and asked me to keep my cell close in case I had trouble on the drive home. My man of steel, concerned about my safety among the chaos. The traffic wasn’t that bad, and soon I was traveling on the San Diego Freeway, heading south. When I approached Irvine, the lit freeway sign announcing State Route 133 to Laguna Beach brought back what Larry had said about Florian and her dad minutes before the flood gates opened. “It can’t be right, just two...”
 
   Two what? Was he implying it couldn’t be right about my bumping into Florian? Add that to Sabrina’s hint she might have been drugged…exactly what was this Silver Leaf Manor? A newer version of The Rocky Horror Picture Show?
 
   Too late to call Sabrina. And as for Florian, I didn’t have her phone number with me. Plus, why was any of this my problem? I turned up the radio volume, just to take my mind off last night’s events, and as luck would have it, I hit on a Halloween commercial advertising spooky costumes with all the howling and the de rigueur screaming associated with the occasion. Sigh. Turned it off.
 
   Note to myself—Find out Miss Dolores’s last name. Assuming Dolores was her real name. Well, Silver Leaf Manor should know. I mean, certainly they wouldn’t hire people with spotty pasts. Not in such a high-rent place where I was willing to bet over fifty percent of the residents had relatives who were attorneys.
 
   In all the mess there was one sure winner, my cat. I was on my way home instead of spending the night at Larry’s.
 
   I exited the freeway ramp before the Pacific Coast Highway link and drove home through Camino Capistrano. A bit of a detour, but a quiet and hardly traveled road that time of night. I needed to gather my thoughts. About—Sabrina and Florian? Two adult, intelligent, self-sufficient women who never once asked for my help or support or even friendship. So, why oh why, was I obsessing over their assumed problems? Better clear my mind and stop the nonsense.
 
   Like Larry often reminded me, “Problems don’t find you, more like they can’t escape your relentless pursuit.”
 
   How does one pursue problems? A problem isn’t something to be fabricated, it either is or isn’t. Sort of like the white van parked all screwy at the center of the closed gates to my place. What? It was indeed a dusty, white van, and I assumed it was idling because smoke came from the exhaust pipe. Waiting for someone to click open the gate so it could tailgate in?
 
   Damn. What to do? My only way home was through the gate, and I had no idea how to stop tailgaters. The van had only two windows, both dark. What difference did it make, really? I clicked the control, and the gate opened, slowly. The van went into reverse, and by the time the rear of my Mustang cleared the gate, it was on my tail. I drove at a snail’s pace, watching if the vehicle would turn right or follow me to the left. It went left. My heart thumped in my throat. A dusty white van. Like the costume of La Llorona, aka Miss Dolores. She said she had a van, had she mentioned the make? The color?
 
   She hadn’t.
 
   And my mind began to work in the weird way that always seemed to get me into trouble. What Larry had said—or started to say—about Florian’s father made me wonder if she might have been spinning a tale, might have not been at Silver Leaf checking out its suitability for dear old dad. It made me wonder if maybe she wasn’t working—undercover. And if she was, could it have been just a coincidence she was there at the same time as Miss Dolores? The same Miss Dolores who might have drugged my friend Sabrina for whatever reason? The same Miss Dolores who drove a van and might be following me that very moment? Had I somehow managed once more to put myself right in the middle of a mystery? I cringed.
 
   Larry wouldn’t believe it. He’d assume I was sticking my nose into places it didn’t belong. He’d scold me. But this time, I had a legitimate defense. This time I hadn’t been sticking my nose in. This time I’d really, truly just been in the right place at the wrong time.
 
   I drove past the cluster of mailboxes, approaching the entrance to the common garage waiting for us, more cavernous and darker than ever. It was either the garage or the open guest parking, and it was after eleven o’clock at night without a soul in sight. My whole body shook, and I had problems controlling my car. I decided to drive to my assigned spot, so if something went wrong it would be easier to identify my corpse. My what?
 
   Slowly, ever so slowly, I approached the parking space—the van so close behind it could have rammed me with the slightest tap of the gas. The moment I turned into the assigned spot the driver did indeed hit the gas and passed me to disappear into the wide mouth of the monster underground garage.
 
   Dear God. No more horror movies for me. I grabbed a tissue from my purse and wiped my hands and my forehead. I was so grateful there were no witnesses to my latest pursuit—chase—whatever. Five minutes later I locked my front door behind me and went to pour myself a glass of prosecco. Flash barely stirred, looked at me with half-open eyes, and went back to sleep. Did she even know I’d been gone? Little ingrate.
 
   I slept through the night and in the morning light my night terrors seemed plain silly, juvenile assumptions. Started the coffee maker then retrieved the newspaper from the front door as one of the neighbors walked by with a plastic tray stacked with cupcakes and cookies shaped like pumpkins.
 
   “School Halloween party,” she said nodding toward the goodies tray.
 
   I nodded back. “Looks like you’re all set.”
 
   She chuckled.
 
   I followed her glance. Flash was peeking out the door. Ah, the black cat, of course. Every year, around Halloween some little kid would ask to borrow Flash for trick or treat. Sort of cute.
 
   Larry called before my first bite of toast. “Good morning sweetie.” He sounded spent.
 
   “You poor thing, did you get any sleep?” I would not mention the van.
 
   “I have the whole day to sleep. It’s under control. Some of the carpeting in the main room may need to be replaced, but, all in all, I was lucky. You’re not upset at me for sending you home, right?”
 
   “Of course not. You want me to drive over? I’m free since I worked yesterday.” Wonder how Sabrina is doing?
 
   “Actually I was going to drive down later and take you to dinner. It has been a while since we did that.”
 
   “Like a dinner date? Oh, what fun. Sure. What time?”
 
   “Lella, now I’m wondering if I’ve been neglecting you. You didn’t even pause, and none of your usual questions.”
 
   “What’s there to pause about? Dinner at my favorite restaurant, with my favorite man. It’s perfect.”
 
   His low, intimate laugh gave me pleasant goose bumps. Welcome back, darling, welcome back.
 
   “You seem to have already decided on the place. You want to tell me? Or you can surprise me.” He waited. “I like surprises.” That laugh again.
 
   As usual Flash picked the wrong time to come biting my ankle. My fault, I hadn’t given her enough attention. Bad mommy.
 
   “Oh, I assumed you wanted to have dinner at Cannons. We haven’t been there in a very long time. Ouch. Sorry. Flash is in a bad mood. So, Cannons or whatever you like works for me. Stop it, Flash.”
 
   “Go take care of the cat. I’ll pick you up at six, so we can have a drink and watch the sun go down. And if you have other ideas, call me.” He was still chuckling when he hung up. Sometimes I wondered how people without pets judged the rest of us.
 
   Frankly, I didn’t care. I picked up Flash and walked to the kitchen. Oh, no. I’d meant to ask him about Florian’s dad. Must remember tonight.
 
   After the third phone call to Sabrina, I gave up. We had known each other a lot longer than I’d known Larry. Why wasn’t she returning my phone calls? I’d left two messages, but this last time I simply hung up. Could she be in the hospital? She had relatives living with her; certainly someone would understand my concern.
 
   Nothing was turning out as anticipated. First, my son leaving town without having a chance to say hello. Next, the water problem with Larry. And finally, Sabrina’s mysterious—what? Couldn’t call it illness… Couldn’t bring myself to call it a drug overdose. Okay, that was farfetched for sure. Especially since I knew nothing about drugs. The only one pleased with the day was Flash. Belly full, she stretched by the patio door where some morning sun marked the spot. Ah, to be a cat. Enough with the poor-me nonsense.
 
   I headed upstairs to put fresh linens on the bed, anticipating Larry staying over after dinner. Finally, something pleasant to look forward to. Kyle called around noon to announce he would be sticking around New York a little longer since he foresaw a callback from the audition. I had my doubts about the reason; the whole two minutes we were on the phone I could hear a woman’s voice in the background. Oh, Kyle.
 
   And as I worked on my Halloween candy list, Sabrina’s daughter called. “Hello, Mrs. York.” Always so polite, she was my cat sitter when I had to go somewhere. “Mom is home, but feeling very tired. She asked me to put you up-to-date.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ve been so concerned. Were they able to determine if it was something she ate?” Don’t mention drugs, don’t mention alcohol, be kind.
 
   “More blood tests are needed. Food poisoning is the general diagnosis, but she waited too long to seek help. She’s lucky it didn’t get worse. Mom should be able to function on her own by morning if you want to come see her…”
 
   “I might do that. I’ve been very concerned. Thank you for letting me know.”
 
   After hanging up I congratulated myself for not mentioning Miss Dolores, but the need to know was eating me inside.
 
   Google. Yes, that’s what Kyle always did when he wanted to learn things. Ah. Time to try finding out if indeed Google was the endless source of information my son claimed. I went up to my room with a newly found energy, and within five minutes I had Google.com open on my screen. So exciting. At first anyway. Two hours later? Not so much.
 
   I had a headache; my eyes burned like I hadn’t slept in days, and the only things I’d learned, aside from the fact I needed better reading glasses, was that La Llorona was the most popular folktale south of the border and Dolores was just as popular a name as the tale.
 
   At some point I’d thought I really had discovered something. I’d stumbled into a Dolores Quintana, actress, one of her theater credits listed La Llorona, and another one had San Juan Capistrano as a location. But when I’d frantically clicked on her name and the new page came up with her picture and age…well…I knew I’d learned nothing. I closed down the computer and made myself some lunch.
 
   The only other source of information would be Lawrence Devin, retired homicide detective. Therefore, my next project should be making myself as attractive and desirable as possible to get him to share his knowledge with me. Not an easy task.
 
   By six o’clock I sat waiting, wearing my new pink peau de soie shirt to compliment my not so new chocolate brown suit. I kept the jewelry simple. Cannons could be elegant or casual, depending on the day of the week. This being Friday, there might be some couples dressed to impress.
 
   Larry’s Mercedes shone under the street lamp of the guest parking, black onyx on wheels. “I’m guessing you didn’t get any water in your car?” I asked.
 
   “No, but I had it detailed just in case. Am glad I did, you look like a fairy-tale princess.”
 
   I snuggled up against him and stole a kiss before getting in the car and buckling up. I didn’t ask where we were headed, but once we crossed the San Diego Freeway underpass and headed toward the beach it became obvious—Cannons was indeed the chosen restaurant. The leisurely short drive took us through Dana Point’s main drag. A few storefronts had orange-and-black decorations, otherwise there was little to remind us of the upcoming trick-or-treat tradition. I never had warmed up to Halloween; my excuse being it was an acquired taste. Having grown up in Italy, the only celebration I connected with that time of the year was November the second when Italy celebrated All Souls Day. Instead of candy, we overloaded on flowers—chrysanthemums being the major culprit. A little because of the season, and mostly because we associate mums with cemeteries. I’d grown up calling chrysanthemums dead people flowers.
 
   After relinquishing the keys to his precious car into the fidgety hands of the teenage valet, Larry interlaced his fingers with mine, and we walked up to the hillside restaurant. A lot had changed from our first date four years ago. The restaurant had expanded, terraces with views to die for built to the backside, facing the harbor. Miniature orange-and-black lit lanterns formed a canopy over the main patio. So apropos.
 
   “Did you buy candies for the trick-or-treaters?” Larry stroked my hand, waiting for our drinks to arrive.
 
   “I made a list and checked it twice,” I joked. “Must make sure I don’t accidentally buy my favorite mini chocolates…”
 
   “Coward.” He kissed my open palm.
 
   Might as well start testing the waters, as my fellows Americans liked to say. “Larry, how come you’re so sure Florian’s dad didn’t have a stroke?”
 
   “Oh, that. Relax. He didn’t.”
 
   “How do you know for sure?” Our salads arrived. Bad timing. I munched for a short time but had problems containing myself. “Did you ask Florian?”
 
   His eyes met mine. He took a bite of his baby spinach. Our eyes locked, I waited.
 
   “Sweetie.” He blinked. “Let’s not talk about Florian. I can’t discuss her dad or the conversation you two had a few evenings ago in Laguna Beach.” He did talk to Florian.
 
   “Why not? You’re not a cop anymore. What’s so secret about a friend’s dad having a stroke?” Judging by his reaction I had chosen the wrong approach. Ouch. “But you’re right, this is our time. No more talking about Florian.” I smiled.
 
   The smile I received back was worth my white lie.
 
   With such a lovely evening we decided to have our coffee outside, watching the few boats still coming in to dock for the night, their lights flickering against the black sea like fireflies in a summer sky. There was a full moon, and a few small clouds wandered lazily over its glowing face, creating the illusion of tears as if the moon was weeping.
 
   “Larry, how would one go about finding out the real name of a person who only uses a—show name?”
 
   “A show name? Oh, you mean a stage name. Actors not using their birth names? That’s easy, if you enter the stage name on Google, it will come up with links to the actor’s personal history, and they usually include the birth name. I can show you when we get home.”
 
   I kept quiet, sipped my decaf. Remembering fondly the years past when I could drink espresso and still sleep all night. “I tried that, didn’t work.”
 
   “You—so this is not a generic question. Who is the actor in question?”
 
   “Not sure if the word actor is appropriate; anyway, Miss Dolores.”
 
   “Miss Dolores.” No interest transpired from his tone. “I’ve never heard of her. Is she movies? Theater? Sorry, sweetie, I’m obviously not up to date with the latest.”
 
   “Nah, more like a one-woman show. Too bad I don’t know much about her. I should have offered her a drink and then saved the cup and—”
 
   He laughed. “Have you been watching some new Law and Order spin-off while I was gone?”
 
   This was not going well. I decided to drop the Miss Dolores ID quest until I could get more details from Sabrina, and go back to the Florian subject. All while feeling like dirt for being deceitful to my lover who had been nothing but wonderful.
 
   We were driving back to my place when I worked up the nerve to mention the name again. “I guess there is no need for me to go visit Mr. Florian since you said there was no stroke.”
 
   “Who is Mr. Florian? Oh, Florian is her former husband’s name. Her dad is Mitchell, Bob Mitchell and—” He slammed on the brakes, pulled to the side of the road. “I’ve just been played, haven’t I?” His tone low, neutral, devoid of anger.
 
   What have I done?
 
   “Why all this interest about Florian’s father? What am I missing?”
 
   “It’s not about her father. It’s about the lying.”
 
   “Lella, Florian was at the Manor from hell on police business. She can’t discuss it with you or anyone else who isn’t part of the—operation.”
 
   “She could have said she was there visiting someone, end of discussion. When I suspected she lied to me I started to think about her phony story and Miss Dolores. With Sabrina poisoned or drugged, I still don’t know for sure, I had to ask myself if there is a connection.”
 
   “Poisoned? Drugged? Who is Miss Dolores? Wait a minute, the stage name—Miss Dolores, right?”
 
   I nodded. Busted.
 
   He reached out and stroked my face with the back of his hand, shifted gears, and eased the Mercedes back on the road, resting his hand on my knee. I knew he meant to reassure me, so I covered his hand with mine and told him the whole story.
 
   It worked better than an aphrodisiac, even if I’d had to promise Larry I would stay away from Silver Leaf Manor until he gave me the green light. I’d crossed my fingers behind my back while doing that. A trick I learned from Kyle when he was a kid.
 
   Morning came too fast. The crew from the water damage cleanup company would be at his home by nine, and he had to be there to let them in. I managed to make coffee, but frankly it didn’t matter. Our hours of passion and tenderness more than made up for all the bad coffee and missed breakfasts in the world, or so I told myself while kissing him goodbye at my front door. I picked up my newspaper before going back inside. Someone had stuck a large neighborhood announcement between the pages regarding the acceptable candies and treats to be passed out on Halloween night.
 
   So tempted to turn off all the lights tomorrow night and go to a double feature. Would cost less than all those bags of candies. Flash had behaved very nicely this morning, mostly because she liked Larry, and I firmly believed she wanted to impress him. Just for that, I gave her an extra treat.
 
   “Here kitty, early Halloween. You win first prize for best costume.” She looked at me and walked away. What an ingrate.
 
   Forty-five minutes later I was ringing Sabrina’s doorbell. She opened it herself, and while she was in her pajamas, she looked like the Sabrina I saw every day. I told her so. She smiled and invited me in.
 
   “Seriously girlfriend, you sure had me worried. Have they figured out what happened?”
 
   Sabrina avoided looking at me and fidgeted with the buttons of her pajama top.
 
   “If you’d rather not talk about it, I’ll understand.” Not really.
 
   “It’s not what you think.” She paused. “Let’s go in the kitchen; we’ll be quiet. My daughter is upstairs studying. She has a test coming up.”
 
   The kitchen was sunny and cheerful, all painted in cream color with gold-and-rust granite countertops. We sat on chairs of natural rattan.
 
   “Is Dolores here?”
 
   She shook her head no. Good.
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   Long sigh. “Look, I need to get a few things straight. Dolores and I are related, sort of. Cousins by marriage. Regardless, she is not as airheaded as you probably assumed. It’s all an act. She works in assisted living facilities all over California. As a matter of fact she’s over at the Manor right now, hoping to get a job reading to some of the bedridden patients. The ones with large monthly budgets, naturally.”
 
   Ah!
 
   “Wait. What was the story about the principal and her leaving not to cause drama?”
 
   Sabrina cradled her head in her hands. “God, no. Did I tell you that? I must have been delirious. She is a former schoolteacher. Was in love with the principal, but when he decided to leave his wife for her, Dolores did the right thing. She quit her job and moved to a different city, heck, different state. I haven’t told a soul about it. Besides, it’s stuff that happened decades ago. Just how messed up was I?”
 
   “Good question. Did you find out what made you so sick? It looked like a hangover, but I’ve never seen you abuse alcohol. Are you okay now? Are you on medication?”
 
   “No. But I feel much better; they are still running tests. Since it was an isolated episode, the suggestion came up that maybe I ate some bad food.”
 
   “I was concerned about the cookie you grabbed from the kid at the Manor.”
 
   She chuckled. “Because it had been on the floor?”
 
   “No, more like—” I shrugged. What’s the use? “When are you getting the results from the tests?”
 
   “Soon. Dolores is taking care of it. She has connections.”
 
   “Dolores. I see. Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better. Have to go buy some Halloween candies. Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything. Okay?”
 
   * * *
 
   I SWEAR, SOMETIMES I think my Mustang has a mind of its own. I found myself heading to the Ralph’s in Laguna Beach off the Pacific Coast Highway. The same Ralph’s where I’d left my car the night of Miss Dolores’s show. And I forgot to ask Sabrina about Dolores’s last name.
 
   I could see Silver Leaf Manor, high on the hill. Taunting me. Sabrina said Dolores might be there, applying for a job. Such interesting timing. I purchased the Halloween candies, some fruits, and some San Pellegrino just because I felt sort of nostalgically patriotic. Inside the store, the large bags of lollypops and Skittles and what-have-you were piled high on tables next to the counter selling birthday balloons and flowers. A small tropical plant in a basket with a colorful note saying Get Well Soon caught my eye. Hmm, would be a nice gesture to give a man a plant like that, a man recuperating from a stroke.
 
   Stop it, Lella.
 
   It was only twenty-five dollars. Before my common sense got too loud, the plant ended up in my cart, and ten minutes later my Mustang climbed the road to Silver Leaf Manor. I found an empty space at the very back of the lot and could have kicked myself for not asking Sabrina what Dolores’s van looked like. I spotted three vans and a smaller version, maybe an SUV? Had lettering on it, something about cookies baked daily. Must belong to the baker who provided the goodies for the residents. My stomach growled; it was past lunchtime.
 
   Plant firmly in hand, I headed up to the main entrance. My cell chimed. I managed to fish it from my bottomless purse. “Hello. Oh, hi, Larry.” Thank you, God, for the phone not having a two-way camera. Talk about bad timing.
 
   “Hi, I need to talk to you.” Ouch. Maybe they have cameras connected to the police department after all?
 
   “I’m listening.” Smile. Act happy.
 
   “Okay, I spoke to Florian, wanted to straighten out the mix-up. You shouldn’t feel that anyone is lying to you. Florian is working on a case involving other departments. Someone is going to various assisted living facilities and stealing residents’ personal information and more. Last month a resident in a pricey place died of an overdose of sleeping pills, except no sleeping pills were found in the victim’s room, so homicide stepped in. Florian is working the case, and she was at Silver Leaf Manor to talk to personnel. She didn’t want to go into all the boring details. But above all, she wasn’t trying to deceive you. You understand, right?” The plant with the Get Well Soon note began to weigh a ton, or two.
 
   “I do. I do. Thanks for letting me know. I really appreciate it. And thank Florian for trusting me with the information.”
 
   “I’m glad we got this straightened out. Where are you, sweetie? I hear engines?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Halloween candies, remember? Loading the bags in the old Mustang.”
 
   Liar, liar. Mother must be turning in her grave.
 
   “How is the water damage repair going?” I heard some man shouting in the background.
 
   “Well, talk about timing, they need me. I’ll call you later, okay? Drive carefully.”
 
   He was gone, and I stood there, one foot on the second step to the main entrance.
 
   “Someone is going to various assisted living facilities...” Larry had said. According to Sabrina, Dolores worked at various facilities. Do the right thing, Lella, get back in the car and drive home.
 
   The ten-ton tropical plant was breaking my arm, so I took the last step and walked into the lobby of Silver Leaf Manor.
 
   By daylight the feeling was totally different, more like a four-star hotel. The young woman behind the front desk wore a tailored dark-blue uniform, and her blonde hair was done up in a tight bun. “Good afternoon, may I help you?”
 
   Coming from outside I found myself squinting. I gave her a cautious smile then noticed her glancing at the potted plant.
 
   Sorry, sorry, Larry.
 
   “I understand a family friend is here recuperating from a stroke, and I thought I’d stop by to say hi and perhaps leave him a cheerful plant?” I broadened my smile. She smiled back. “Oh, sorry. Mitchell, Bob Mitchell?” My heart drummed to the beat of hummingbird wings. What if there was no Bob Mitchell? Well, I could say I had the dates mixed up, and is my friend Miss Dolores there?
 
   The blonde scrolled through a computer screen or two. I had no idea what she was looking for.
 
   Finally, “Mitchell, Mit. Here we are. Yes, he’s allowed visitors. Looks like he just joined our family. Can I please see your driver’s license or some other form of ID?” Did she read the surprise on my face? “Sorry, it’s for the safety of our guests.”
 
   “Of course, of course.” After she checked that out I had to sign in and was told I would have to sign on my way out. Again, for the safety of everyone involved.
 
   She pointed to a corridor to her right. “At the end turn left, room thirty-eight. He just finished lunch so you’d better hurry before he takes his nap.”
 
   I was in—unbelievable. So easy. Suddenly my sense of guilt evaporated, and I headed to room thirty-eight with a new spring in my step. As I came around the corner I glimpsed into the room where Miss Dolores had performed. The comfy chairs sat empty, must have been everyone’s naptime.
 
   I was sooo hungry, Maybe I could get something to munch on if they had a dessert cart or something. Get real, Lella, it’s a retirement home—not a resort.
 
   And just like that I caught a glimpse of Miss Dolores, in full regalia, apparently deep in an animated conversation with…the young man with the vest, the one who’d been handing out the baked goodies. What now?
 
   Better keep on walking, visit dear old Mr. Mitchell and get rid of the plant. Maybe Dolores sensed my staring at her. She turned just as I spotted room thirty-eight at the end of the corridor. I noticed the door ajar. Should I knock? I did, softly.
 
   “Come in.” A feeble voice.
 
   I pushed the door open with my elbow and stood on the threshold. The single visible part of the man in the bed was his head, everything else vas covered by white sheets and a white blanket.
 
   “Who are you?” Only his lips moved in the meaty face.
 
   I couldn’t find my voice. This wasn’t what I expected. What did I expect?
 
   “Who are you?” This time he raised his bald head and his voice. “What do you want?”
 
   I stretched my arms in front of me, the basket with the plant held tightly in my hands, like a shield.
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” That didn’t sound too feeble.
 
   I nodded no. My arms still stretched. “Huh, this is for you, Mr. Mitchell. You are Mr. Mitchell, right?”
 
   “Who are you?” Clearly belligerent.
 
   This wasn’t going the way I had imagined, not at all. And it felt awkward, carrying on a conversation with a talking head. Well, enough of the nonsense. “I’m a friend of Florian, your daughter. Wanted to cheer you up. Here is the plant, you don’t need to get up, I’ll leave it right here on your night table, and I’ll be gone.”
 
   “Not so fast.” A buzzing sound. A phone?
 
   The talking head now had an arm and hand. The hand held a phone. He spoke, his eyes clearly observing me closely. “Uh, uh. Wait.” He spoke into the phone then to me. “Mind moving a bit to the right? Your right.”
 
   I looked around. There was no one else in the room but us, and like a robot, I stepped to my right. All I really wanted was to turn on my heels and run out of there as fast as I could.
 
   “Got it?” He spoke on the phone. Shook his head in disbelief. “Okay, if you say so.” To me— “Well, Mrs. York, your phone is about to ring, and I suggest you answer. But first, look right at that picture on the wall in front of you, and smile. They want to get a real good photo of you.”
 
   They? Maledizione. This was a set up. He must have been undercover, and whoever was monitoring the camera knew my name…they probably knew Larry. Probably?
 
   I spun around and ran out of the room. Unfortunately, the undercover cop had hopped out of bed, fully dressed minus the shoes, and was chasing after me. On the plus side, by his performance he obviously was not recuperating from a stroke.
 
   As I ran, still holding the plant with the Get Well Soon card, I was vaguely aware of doors opening and people shushing. He was gaining on me. Damn high heels. I turned the corner and collided with a large, cushy body that promptly fell to the floor amid layers of sheer fabric flying around.
 
   Miss Dolores. She squealed. “Frankie?”
 
   Frankie? Who was Frankie? I stopped, feet away from Dolores’s spread out legs. She had on jeans under her seven veils. Huh? And the talking head was helping her up?
 
   “Well, funny to bump into you here, Dolly.” A big grin and all flush.
 
   Whatever, this was my chance to make a clean exit. I headed toward the lobby, glimpsed into the multi-activities room where the young man with the vest was displaying his goodies, Great, small detour.
 
   “I’m starving. Can I buy some of your… What are those? Muffins? Do you have poppy seed ones?”
 
   He didn’t answer; I wasn’t sure he heard me. That was when I noticed he wasn’t setting up a display—he was packing up. Throwing everything into a large box, not carefully at all, like it was trash. I moved the plant under my arm and dug in my purse for the wallet.
 
   “I’ll pay you. Come on, just a muffin. I’m in a hurry.” I reached out for the muffin, and he slapped my hand away.
 
   “What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with everyone here?” Now I was talking to his back because he’d lifted the large box full of baked goods and headed toward the exit where I should have been going.
 
   “Okay then, be that way. I’ll have you know I know your company’s name, and I will complain to the owners.” I trailed behind him, talking like an idiot when I heard Dolores yelling. “Stop. Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   What now? Why was she yelling at me? The young man with the muffins started to run. She was yelling at him. I turned my head. Dolores and the talking head chased us, screaming for us to stop. No, they were screaming at him to stop.
 
   I wasn’t sure what got into me, probably the hunger. I get cranky when I’m hungry, but I threw my small tropical plant with the Get Well Soon card at the muffin man. And missed him. The plant hit the large glass door instead and set off a loud alarm. Somewhere in my bottomless purse my cell was chiming. I wasn’t going to answer. Not now.
 
   It was over quickly. Muffin man stumbled on his own feet, and Dolores made sure he stayed down.
 
   To Miss Dolores went the glory, the accolades, and probably a fat reward from the owner of Silver Leaf Manor and two similar businesses in Southern California. He was the one who’d hired Dolores’s private investigation firm to make sure his tenants didn’t fall victim to the petty theft and possible poisoning that plagued so many other assisted living residences.
 
   As for Frankie, AKA Bob Mitchell to me, he was the undercover detective assigned to Silver Leaf Manor while other agents worked other facilities. It was a joint effort of Los Angeles and Orange Counties police districts. And me? I was told to consider myself lucky I wasn’t being charged for the replacement of the glass door I’d broken with the potted plant.
 
   Not even a thank you for stopping the predator. The cookie man was indeed the culprit. The cookie Sabrina had eaten was laced with Carbamazepine, a drug used to treat seizures and bipolar patients. It acted as a sedative.
 
   The plan was to serve drugged treats to specific, targeted patients. The drug would put them into a deep sleep. Unfortunately, it caused Sabrina severe side effects, and the little alcohol she drank that night only compounded the problem. Unaware of the reasons of her illness, she’d taken strong migraine medications, and by morning she ended up in the emergency room. Once Dolores saw the test results she knew who the culprit was.
 
   My phone had stopped ringing before I arrived at the police headquarters to sign the paperwork, and Larry didn’t call the next day either. I couldn’t blame him. I’d lied to him and made him the joke of his old department for sure. I figured my best hope was to wait a few days until the thing died down, then maybe send him a small tropical plant with a card saying Sorry.
 
   Okay, make that a large tropical plant and a handwritten note saying a lot more than just Sorry.
 
   Everyone else called—Sabrina to tell me Dolores wanted to thank me for getting involved and for being the reason she hooked up with Frankie. I was sure there was a lot more to the story, but it was Halloween night and every two minutes I had to open the door and hand out candies. So it was hard to carry on a conversation.
 
   Florian phoned to invite me to an official department breakfast designed to thank civilians who had somehow contributed to solving a problem. I couldn’t work up the courage to ask about Larry’s reaction to my noble contribution.
 
   It was getting late. The doorbell had stopped ringing, and most of the candies were gone. I locked the door and turned off the outside light when I heard, “Hey!”
 
   Hey?
 
   I waited, my ear against the back of the door. I could swear it sounded like Larry. My Larry. But now all was quiet. The doorbell rang. My heart pounded. I forced myself to stay calm and said, “It’s late, Halloween is over. I ran out of candies.” I added that in case it was indeed a late trick-or-treater.
 
   “I didn’t drive all the way from Orange for candy,” Larry said.
 
   I unlocked the door and hoped he hadn’t driven over just to lecture me on my lack of truthfulness and loyalty. But when I saw him there, so handsome in the moonlight, I had nothing to say. He stretched out his hand, offered a sort of mini cake wrapped in sparkly orange plastic, topped by a large bow. “I heard you fancy poppy seed muffins. This one serves two.”
 
   I pulled him inside and locked the door. He mumbled something about Italian women—not sure what—I was too busy unbuttoning his shirt.
 
    
 
   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
   Thank you so much for reading Weeping Moon. Like Lella, I grew up in Italy and was well in my thirties when I finally discovered Halloween. Perhaps you would like to take a look at the rest of the Lella York series. It is being reissued with new covers and titles. Gemini Moon is the book that launched the series, followed by Venetian Moon and Desert Moon. I would be delighted if you could visit my website mariagraziaswan.com where you can get a glimpse of my Mina’s Adventure series. Again, mille grazie.
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   Newly promoted detective Brenna Sage wants to be taken seriously in her new position, but that’s difficult when she can’t solve a series of robberies in Stephens City. Until she gains a partner in the guise of Marmaduke Dodsworth. While Marmaduke might be better versed in decorum and refinement than forensics and interrogation, he has one decidedly clear advantage: He can walk through walls.
 
    
 
   IT TAKES A GHOST
 
    
 
   By Karen Cantwell
 
    
 
   THURSDAY NIGHT AT Barney’s Corner Pub, I sat alone at the bar nursing a Shirley Temple. I don’t drink alcohol, but I like maraschino cherries. My colleagues at the precinct say it’s a girly drink. Uh, yeah, I’m a girl. Not sure why they think that’s an insult.
 
   I’m not the fraternizing type—not a real people kind of person. I mean people are okay, I guess. It’s not like I hate humanity or anything—I just don’t connect very well. Small talk confounds me. I don’t understand the rules. My reason for hitting Barney’s every Thursday isn’t to chit chat or play pool or socialize with co-workers, it’s because Barney gives us cops a discount on Thursdays. On any other night, my Shirley Temple and large order of cheesy fries would set me back twelve dollars and some change. On Thursdays, I slapped a ten on the bar and got back enough to leave a good tip and throw a couple quarters into my travel savings jar. One day I’m going to quit my job and travel the world.
 
   Waiting for the fries, I stared at the tall, sweaty glass in front of me. With my thumb, I slowly wiped strips of moisture away. Just something to do while I puzzled on a challenging case.
 
   Barney slid a heaping basket of fries beside the glass. “Wake up, Brenna. Time to eat.”
 
   “I wasn’t asleep,” I said.
 
   He laughed. Not a condescending sort of laugh. More of a Santa Claus sort of bellow. “I know. Just a figure of speech. You were deep in thought.”
 
   “Right. Yes, I was.” I pulled the fries closer. “Thanks, Barney. I’m so hungry I could eat a…well, I couldn’t eat a horse, that would be gross. Why do people say that anyway? It really is a revolting thought.” There. That was my stab at small talk.
 
   “That’s probably the point.” He lifted a bushy eyebrow and slid a second basket my way. “Could you eat three Hawaiian sliders? They’re on the house—my way of congratulating you for making detective.”
 
   “Sliders! That’s very nice of you.”
 
   Barney smiled, and then left me to wait on a trio of cops further down the bar. The food was good and my fingers were soon greasy. Halfway through, I had to stop for a break. I licked my fingers then wiped them on the red cloth napkin in my lap.
 
   One of the cops, Jesse Leeks, hollered at me. “Hey, Sage! Maybe that’s too much food for a little girl like you.”
 
   Jesse Leeks had teased me since grade school. It hadn’t improved now that we worked in the same precinct.
 
   Usually I wouldn’t nibble at one of his baited taunts, but tonight an impulse to strike back took me. “That’s Detective Brenna Sage, to you. Or didn’t you hear?”
 
   “We heard,” Jesse volleyed. “We heard you’re already falling down on the job! Can’t solve a simple burglary.”
 
   I had no choice but to hit back now. “Bite me.” Crap. What kind of comeback was that? I might as well have stuck my tongue out too.
 
   “Don’t worry about him,” yelled one of Jesse’s buddies. “He just doesn’t express himself well. He’s really in love with you, Detective.” They all made smooching noises.
 
   Abandoning the imaginative barb game, I gave them the finger. “Blah, blah, blah.”
 
   Thankfully, like a pack of attention deficit puppies, the trio caught sight of a pool game with a pair of busty blondes and panted away with their beers in hand.
 
   After gulping down the last of my drink, I played at finishing the fries, but my appetite had waned. Jesse knew I was having trouble with a case. That wasn’t good. It meant people were talking, and they were talking about me. Maybe I wasn’t good enough for the detective job after all.
 
   I asked Barney for a to-go box. The cheesy fries didn’t heat up great as leftovers, but since I hated grocery shopping, they’d be good enough. I drummed my fingers on the counter, waiting. An eruption of laughter pulled my attention to the dart board corner where a group of firefighters from Station Twenty-One played. I watched with a tinge of jealousy.
 
   When I turned back to see if my to-go box had arrived I found a man in a hat had taken the seat beside me. He rested one elbow on the bar and leaned close, a frown across his face. “That bloke was most surly,” he said, his distinctly English accent taking me by surprise. “I hope you didn’t pay the blinkered duff any mind.”
 
   I eyed the man cautiously. His getup was strangely out of date. The bowler hat on his head and the double-breasted suit reminded me of black and white photographs I’d seen from the turn of the century. Maybe he was one of those people who directed Old Town tours in costume, although he was a little far from Old Town here. I shrugged and set my gaze to the napkin in my lap. “I don’t take anything he says seriously.” Part of me was curious—what was a blinkered duff? Yet, most of me didn’t want to be roped into a conversation with a history freak, so I fiddled with the napkin instead of engaging him any further.
 
   Unfortunately, he didn’t take the hint. “Well, lucky for you, Detective Brenna Sage, I am here to help in your hour of need.”
 
   A comment like that required engagement. I fixed a glare on him. Something about the man was a little off, and it wasn’t just the odd language or the strange costume.
 
   Barney appeared from the kitchen, setting the to-go box on the counter. “There you go, Bren.”
 
   I snatched the Styrofoam container and gave Barney a quick, “Thank you.” Turning my attention back to the weirdo, I raged at him and his tacky come-on. “My hour of need? Seriously? I don’t think so, mister.”
 
   “Brenna,” Barney said, “are you okay?”
 
   I dumped the cheesy fries into the box, slammed it closed, and pushed my stool away to stand. “I’m fine,” I told him. “Just not in the mood for aggressive, horny clowns.” I poked a finger at the man. “For the record, Don Juan, even if I was in the market for a hook-up tonight, you wouldn’t even make my long list. And, by the way, most of the men and women in here are cops, so watch yourself.”
 
   “Brenna.” Barney’s voice was strained, probably afraid I was scaring off customers. “Who are you talking to?”
 
   For a second, I thought Barney was joking with me. I blinked, waiting for him to start laughing, but he didn’t. There was no hidden smile behind that solid, bearded face with the concerned eyes. Barney didn’t seem to see the eccentric, possibly perverted man with the round hat.
 
   Either Barney was crazy or I was crazy. Maybe…we were both crazy? My feet felt frozen to the ground. The scene was almost like one of those dreams where you show up at work without pants on.
 
   “Oh my, I do apologize for my abrupt manner,” the man with the bowler hat said. He stood. “I do believe there has been a misunderstanding. My interest isn’t intimate. Not in the least. You see, I am an unembodied spirit. A soul without the bony structure. Or in simpler terms, I am a ghost. A romantic encounter would be, well, most complicated, to say the least.” He chuckled and waited for my reaction. “I can see you are still experiencing some shock. Please don’t scream or wail or throw your arms about—I assure you I am most harmless and come with the sincerest of motives.” He removed the hat and bowed graciously. “My name is Marmaduke Dodsworth. I offer my services to you. I think it would be jolly good fun to try my hand at detective work.”
 
   I looked down at my legs—just to see if I still had my pants on.
 
   * * *
 
   THE GHOST FOLLOWED me out of the pub. He talked on endlessly, explaining how he could help me solve the burglary cases.
 
   “Can you solve the case of the crazy detective who sees ghosts?” I asked him on the drive home. “Maybe I should see the department psychologist. You must be a stress-induced hallucination.”
 
   He sat with impeccable posture in the passenger seat, his hat now in his lap. “You may very well be strained mentally, but I am no hallucination. Talk to Sophie. She will vouch for my legitimacy and my character.”
 
   “You’re a character all right.”
 
   “Now see here—there is no reason to make nasty jabs. I might not possess a physical body like you, but I have emotions nonetheless.” He pointed. “Turn here. Down this road.”
 
   “I don’t want to turn here. I want to go home. Home is straight.”
 
   “Sophie lives down this road. I say, miss, do you want to solve this case or not? Lamenting in a pub over sugar-laden refreshments and questionable culinary concoctions is no way to succeed at a task. Turn down this road and speak with Sophie. She will convince you that, not only am I very real, but I can be a valuable asset as an invisible sleuth.”
 
   My hand itched on the wheel. Should I listen to him? Should I turn down the road and find this Sophie person? A big part of me thought I should.
 
   See, I’d been running the possibilities over in my mind since leaving Barney’s. The fact was, my psych evaluation when I joined the police force was about as stable as they come. I wasn’t likely to blow a fuse overnight for no apparent reason. Yes, I was stressed about the case, but I wasn’t cuckoo-stressed. I wasn’t on any mind-altering drugs and knew I hadn’t been roofied in the bar. Other than seeing a man in a bowler hat, no other symptoms were present. No dizziness, blurry vision, or slurred speech. I was in good shape.
 
   And, if I were being entirely honest with myself, this wasn’t my first ghost encounter. When I was ten I saw a lady sweeping the porch of our vacation rental house at the beach. She swept the porch every morning. When I asked my parents why a pretty lady swept the porch every morning, they told me I was imagining things. At the time, I thought they were a little weird for not seeing her. I liked that sweeping lady ghost—unlike this one, she kept her thoughts to herself.
 
   I made the turn.
 
   Marmaduke clapped. “Bravo. Good choice. You won’t regret it. Now, find the brick house with hideously green shutters.”
 
   I slowed my speed and began a house search. “What’s the house number?”
 
   He didn’t answer. Marmaduke Dodsworth, aspiring ghost detective, had vanished.
 
   I stopped in the middle of the road to think things through. The cheesy fries and sliders weren’t digesting graciously. My stomach churned and gurgled. Heartburn was just minutes in my future. What I really needed to do was go home and pop a couple of antacids. Since the ghost had gone flaky on me, I took that as a sign to turn around and do just that. I pulled into the driveway of the nearest house, stopped, and put my car into reverse. Just before backing out, I spotted a pair of green shutters on the house in front of me. Hideously green shutters. The shutters were attached to a brick house. I looked up and down the street, inspecting the surrounding houses. This was the only brick house with green shutters, hideous or otherwise.
 
   Reluctantly, I put the car into park and sat for a moment. Nope. I put it into reverse. Then park again. Then reverse. Finally, annoyed with myself for indecisiveness, I turned off the engine, and climbed out of the car. I learned early on in my police training that even if you aren’t certain about what you are doing, act like you are certain.
 
   I marched up the front walk and rapped on the door. Soon, a pleasant looking man answered.
 
   “I’m looking for Sophie,” I said as if we were old school chums with a happy past.
 
   He smiled. “Sure.” He called back into the house. “Sophie! Someone is here for you!”
 
   Then a shadow of fear crossed his face. “Wait. I forgot to ask: you’re not here to sell us something are you? She says I’m a sucker for salespeople and I’m supposed to send them away.”
 
   “Definitely not here to sell you anything.”
 
   “Good. Last week I bought a five-volume set of dog training books. We don’t have a dog. I don’t suppose you have one, do you? They’re great books.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   A woman with short dark hair appeared in the doorway beside the nice, now somewhat worried man. When she smiled, I felt somehow that I knew her.
 
   “Brenna Sage,” she said, “this is a surprise. What are you doing here?”
 
   “You know me?”
 
   “Sure,” said Sophie. “From the police station. I was an administrative assistant there a couple of years ago.”
 
   Now I remembered. She’d dated Shane Daniels, a patrol cop. “I sure feel stupid.”
 
   She waved it off. “Don’t. You can’t remember every person who worked there, right?”
 
   “Thanks.” I nodded, not sure how to approach her about Marmaduke.
 
   Sophie cocked her head. “Would… you like to come in?”
 
   Ah heck, just blurt it out. That was my go-to way of handling awkward moments. “You know a man named Marmaduke Dodsworth?”
 
   Her significant other rolled his eyes. “Oh, no.”
 
   Sophie laughed. “I think you’d better come in, Brenna. This could take a while.”
 
   * * *
 
   BY THE NEXT morning, I knew more about Marmaduke Dodsworth than I knew about most of my living friends. At least, I knew what Sophie Rhodes and her fiancé, Cal, had told me. He was from Kent, England, but died in Stephens City while visiting America in the early 1900s. A couple of years ago, he met and befriended Sophie at a bar. That’s right—despite his protest, the guy showed a pattern for picking up women at Barney’s Pub. I would have called him on it, but Marmaduke hadn’t reappeared to share his side of the story. I’d been on edge the rest of the night, half expecting him to materialize at any moment.
 
   As I pushed my way through the precinct doors, I ran my tongue over my teeth and frowned. I’d brushed haphazardly, fearing Marmaduke would suddenly appear in my mirror like ghosts do in scary movies. Being a fanatic for clean teeth, I kept a toothbrush and toothpaste at work. I’d do a better job once I got settled.
 
   I turned down the corridor toward my cubicle and ran right into my boss, Captain McCollough. He was taller than me, a little paunchy, and tan from time spent on his boat fishing. He fished a lot, and when he wasn’t fishing, he was talking about fishing. He had a habit of referencing fish or the “art” of fishing when discussing cases or problems within the department. Consequently, I usually lost interest and rarely understood his point. I tried to feign interest, but I know I didn’t fool anyone, especially Captain McCollough.
 
   Today, he held a case file in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other. “Sage, I want an update on those burglaries.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   “No. I guess not. Can I put my things on my desk and pour a cup of coffee?”
 
   “Be in my office in ten minutes.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   At the end of the corridor I turned and climbed the stairs. Three detectives shared one office on the second floor: Detectives Truman, Barbour, and me. We each had our own desk in our own cubicle, which was nice. Not all police departments could afford the luxury of cubicles. Being the newest in the room, however, I got the cubicle wedged into the corner directly under a vent that blew air with more force than a jet engine.
 
   Worrying over what I’d tell the captain, I was at least happy to find Detectives Truman and Barbour gone. The few minutes of solitude would give me mental space to organize my thoughts and prepare my report. Unfortunately, the solitude didn’t last long. When I spun my chair around, Marmaduke Dodsworth appeared out of thin air, giving me the fright I’d been expecting most of the morning.
 
   I looked behind me to make sure no one passing by in the hallway had seen me jump. “Now you show up,” I mumbled with irritation.
 
   The ghost was in a much better mood than I was. “Jolly good day for an investigation! Are you ready to commence?”
 
   I kept my voice low and my eyes alert. Last thing I needed was another reason for people to make fun of me. “Ready for what?”
 
   “I say, no wonder you have not solved this case. Ready for the investigation.” He repeated the last word, enunciating each syllable. “In-vest-i-ga-tion. Ready for what, she asks. My, you do need my services more than I originally theorized.”
 
   My fear of getting caught talking to thin air increased. “You can’t be here,” I whispered. “I have work to do.”
 
   Marmaduke leaned forward. He spoke slowly as though explaining to a small child. “I understand. That is why I am here.” Then he fell backward in the chair and rolled his eyes with a great deal of theatrical drama. “Oh dear, this is laborious, this world of crime solving.”
 
   “Listen, Sir Laurence Olivier, don’t talk to me like I’m stupid. How do you think I got this job in the first place? Smarts and hard work. I graduated first in my class at the academy and my first week in this position I solved a case three other guys failed to crack after several months. So there.”
 
   “You are correct. I humbly apologize. Perhaps it is my excitement at the prospect of being useful once again.”
 
   I heard the sound of footsteps. Truman was talking to Barbour, but coming this way. Four, five seconds tops and we wouldn’t be alone any longer. Marmaduke didn’t seem inclined to evacuate on his own, and I couldn’t keep whispering. I had to move this ghost to another location for a tête-à-tête.
 
   Pulling my desk drawer open and snatching my toothbrush and toothpaste, I whispered as quietly as possible, “Follow me.”
 
   I passed Truman and Barbour in the hallway. Truman was lanky and Barbour was round, which accounted for their station-wide nicknames, Laurel and Hardy.
 
   “Captain is waiting for you, Sage,” Truman said.
 
   I had teeth to brush and a ghost to get rid of. “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   Unfortunately, the bathroom was lacking in the privacy I required. Ashley Gibson was re-pinning her bun at the mirror. Ashley was a nice enough cop, and I’d tried to forge a friendship with her, but our budding friendship cooled after I was promoted to detective. On any other day, crossing paths with her in the bathroom would just be awkward, today it was inconvenient.
 
   “Hi, Ashley.”
 
   “Hi,” she mumbled around two hair pins.
 
   Stepping two mirrors over, I began brushing my teeth while sliding a glance under the bathroom stalls to see if we were alone. Not seeing any feet under the stalls, I felt confident that once Ashley was gone, I could talk freely with Marmaduke.
 
   “I see this is an excellent location for conversing privately, once Miss Bun puts her hair in order,” Marmaduke said. He tapped his fingers impatiently while Ashley affixed another pin, but then began taking two others out. “Oh, let me scare off this one. You just clean your teeth and behave normally.”
 
   Before I could even consider the crazy possibility of arguing, Marmaduke’s visage appeared in Ashley’s mirror. “Boo!” he said.
 
   The pins fell out of Ashley’s mouth with her gasp. She spun around, but there was no one behind her. She turned back around.
 
   Marmaduke greeted her with a little wave. “Good morning, miss.”
 
   “You okay?” I garbled, with toothpaste still in my mouth.
 
   She felt her forehead. “Not so much. I think I’m coming down with something.” She half-heartedly pointed toward her mirror. “Did you?”
 
   I rinsed, spit, then wiped my lips dry. “Did I what?”
 
   She shook her head, picked up the hair pin and threw it in the trash, avoiding the mirror. “Nothing. I think I’ll go lie down in the breakroom. I had a long shift yesterday.” Dazed, she left, and finally Marmaduke and I were alone.
 
   Having rehearsed a short speech the previous night just in case he returned, I leaned against the sink and cleared my throat. “So, Marmaduke, I’m flattered you’ve chosen to befriend me and that you feel you can help me out, but, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but you talk a lot, and I’m not really a big talker, and when you talk a lot I feel compelled to talk back, but then you’re not there and people are looking at me and thinking I’ve lost it and right now, the last thing I need in the world is to appear like I’ve lost it. I need to look like I’ve found it, you know what I mean?” To be fair, my “get lost” speech didn’t come out exactly as I’d rehearsed it.
 
   “Goodness. Apparently, in addition to an invisible assistant, you are desperately in need of a speech writer as well. Your thoughts are not well-formed and your vocabulary is atrociously simplistic.”
 
   “Leave me alone. How’s that for simple? And quickly, before someone else comes in here.”
 
   “I see. You are dismissing me from service.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Firing me, letting me go, giving me the boot.”
 
   “I never hired you.”
 
   “Tell me this, what report will you be giving your superior? He has asked for a report, has he not?”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “Just because you do not see me, does not mean I am not around.”
 
   “I’m going to tell him the truth. I don’t have any leads. Yet.”
 
   “How does one obtain one of these leads?”
 
   “Interviews, forensics, research similar crimes in other jurisdictions, pray for one to fall in your lap.”
 
   Marmaduke began to pace in front of me, his hands clasped behind his back. It was obvious he was formulating the basis for an argument. “Interviews? Whom do you interview? The victims?”
 
   “Of course. And other people who might have witnessed suspicious activity. In this case, I interviewed the families who were robbed as well as their neighbors.”
 
   “Do you interview them in their homes where the burglaries occurred?”
 
   “Usually.”
 
   His pacing halted abruptly. “Let me accompany you on one of these interviews. If I don’t prove my worth, I shall vanish from your life entirely.”
 
   “I’ve already interviewed everyone.” My phone buzzed with an incoming message. I stopped to read it. “Great. A signal twenty-four.”
 
   “A signal twenty-four? Sounds so official. Do interpret this term for me, please.”
 
   “Robbery. A signal twenty-four is a robbery. In Sophie Rhodes’ neighborhood, the woman you had me talk to last night.”
 
   “What good fortune! I imagine the next course of action is to proceed to the scene of the crime.”
 
   “Your imagination is spot on.” I sighed. The ghost had hope written all over his ghost face. I rolled my eyes. “Fine. You can come. One interview. Please don’t distract me and don’t scare anyone. If you help me find a lead, I’ll let you stick around a little while longer. Let’s go.”
 
   I pushed through the bathroom door and ran smack into Captain McCollough again. “Sir, I have to postpone my report—I’m heading to the scene of another burglary.”
 
   “I think we should send you with a partner this time, Sage. Another set of eyes and ears to help sort this out.”
 
   “Actually sir, I have a good feeling about this one.”
 
   * * *
 
   MARMADUKE YAKKED THE entire way. It was my fault. I asked him how he died. Clearly it was still a touchy subject. The story was long and confusing, something about his aunt, who was a witch. There was a car and a spell gone wrong. Maybe with the car. It was like my boss talking about fishing; I tuned out early on. I like my stories to the point:
 
   Q: How did you die, Marmaduke?
 
   A: Run over by a car.
 
   To me, that’s an interesting conversation. I know what I need to know.
 
   The house that had been burglarized was blue, two stories, with a covered front porch. From the police cruisers nearby, it was obvious the patrol officers were still on the scene. I cursed under my breath when I noticed Jesse Leeks had responded along with Shane Daniels. Shane was another officer unhappy I had been promoted instead of him. He was newly married with a baby on the way and craved the more routine, less dangerous job of detective.
 
   “I know that man,” Marmaduke said. “Shane Daniels. I once thought him a cad, a louse, a horrible scoundrel of a man. He discarded poor Sophie like a day-old piece of bread. But I do believe he has changed for the better since his recent nuptials.”
 
   Marmaduke was right. Shane had matured in the last year, and he was definitely easier to work with than Jesse. “I’m going to talk with Shane,” I whispered without moving my lips. “Go inside. Start poking your nose around. Listen to conversations I’m not a part of. Be the second pair of eyes and ears my captain wanted.” I shoved the door open and climbed out.
 
   “This is terribly intoxicating—the thrill of the hunt. The solving of the puzzle that is a crime. As a young lad in Kent, I often yearned to emulate the brilliant Mr. Sherlock Holmes. Yes, yes, I know he is a fictional character, but I must say—”
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud, enough talking. Would you just go?” In my frustration, I’d forgotten not to speak out loud.
 
   Luckily, the only one who seemed to notice was Shane, who raised an eyebrow at me briefly.
 
   Marmaduke removed his hat. “I say, a simple, ‘Please be on your way, Marmaduke,’ would suffice.” He vanished from my side. A moment later, he waved at me through the living room window.
 
   Jesse was on the porch speaking with a middle-aged man and woman. The man scowled. He was dressed in a business suit. The woman had brown hair pulled back in a pony tail. If she was headed to work, she wasn’t dressed for it. Her sweat pants and t-shirt were a little too informal even for a casual Friday. The couple’s posture told me they were married.
 
   I crossed the front lawn.
 
   Shane gave me a nod. “Detective Sage.”
 
   “Good morning, Officer Daniels. What do we have?”
 
   He handed me a piece of paper. “Burglary with no sign of forced entry.”
 
   “Crap.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   I scanned the paper—a list of stolen items. “Smash and grab without the smash, just like the others?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Crap.”
 
   “Yeah. Thomas and Belinda Rucker are the owners and residents. One adult child living out of town at college.”
 
   I scribbled notes on my notepad. The ink in my pen was running out so I shook it, then continued scribbling. “Empty-nesters. I guess there’s no doubt it’s serial now.”
 
   “Hey, you’re the detective, not me.”
 
   I shook the pen again, harder this time, and grumbled. “Are you being sarcastic?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Come on. I was hoping you’d be more helpful than Jesse. I just want to do my job.”
 
   He handed over his own pen. “Sorry. You’re right. For what it’s worth, I know this is late coming, but congrats. You deserved it.”
 
   I took his ballpoint gladly and shoved my own into my pocket. “Thank you.”
 
   “Can I ask you a question though? And I’m not being sarcastic—is this case getting to you?”
 
   “No,” I lied. “Why?”
 
   “Sounded like you were yelling at yourself just a minute ago.”
 
   Of course, my truthful response would have seemed batty, so I lied. “That wasn’t yelling. Motivating. I do that. A little pre-interview motivation speech. You know—you can do this Brenna. Get going and crack this case, Brenna. That kind of stuff.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes to let me know he wasn’t buying my story.
 
   I maneuvered around Shane and interrupted Jesse by introducing myself to the couple. “Mr. and Mrs. Rucker, I’m Detective Brenna Sage. I’ll be taking over from here. Officer Daniels has filled me in. Officer Leeks, thank you. You’re free to return to patrol.”
 
   Jesse Leeks was cocky, but he was professional enough when professionalism was called for. He thanked me and retreated, but I expected I’d get a ribbing of some sort back at the precinct.
 
   “So,” I said when Shane and Jesse were gone, “Officer Daniels provided me a list of items you believe were stolen.”
 
   “Believe were stolen?” Mr. Rucker practically ripped me apart with his eyes. “We know they were stolen.”
 
   “Right. And I’m sorry for that. I’d like you walk me through the house so I can identify a location for each missing item.”
 
   Mr. Rucker was grumpy through the entire interview, checking his watch every few minutes and sighing loudly each time. He was late for a meeting and wanted to “get on with it.” He snapped at Mrs. Rucker more than once, and she snapped back. When I had what I needed from both of them, I began my usual routine—checked for unlocked windows on the ground level, walked the perimeter of the house looking for suspicious footprints, took a few fingerprints. The last three burglaries didn’t produce any suspicious prints, so there was no need to go overboard in that area. Most likely, my serial thief (or thieves) wore gloves.
 
   Both Ruckers swore that all doors had been locked upon retiring for the evening. Mrs. Rucker went to bed at ten-thirty and Mr. Rucker thought it might have been eleven-thirty when he climbed into bed, having stayed up to watch the late evening news. Mr. Rucker first suspected a problem when he couldn’t locate his tablet, which he used for reading his web-based newspaper in the morning. It soon became apparent they were also missing Mrs. Rucker’s purse and cell phone, a diamond engagement ring and gold wedding band she’d left on a ring tree beside the kitchen sink, a coffee can of coins, and two laptop computers. All items had been on the first floor and within easy access of the front door.
 
   I knocked on the doors of neighboring houses. Of the few people I spoke with, no one had seen anyone or anything suspicious between the hours of 11:30 pm and 6:30 am.
 
   Not once during my investigative process did I see Marmaduke. Several times I wondered if he had vanished like the day before.
 
   Mr. Rucker long gone to work, I gave Mrs. Rucker my card, told her I might need to speak with them both again, and that I’d get right to work on their case.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “I have a lot of work ahead of me canceling credit cards and getting a new driver’s license.”
 
   “I know you’ve already said no one else other than your daughter at college has a key to your house, but are you very sure? Sometimes people give keys to neighbors in case they lock themselves out, or to check on things while they’re out of town on vacation. Anyone like that who might have a key?”
 
   She shook her head. “Thomas isn’t very trusting of people.”
 
   Her comment had a snide tone. I made a mental note—another similarity between the victims: husband and wife couple not the friendliest toward each other.
 
   Just as I slipped the key into the ignition, Marmaduke finally appeared in the passenger’s seat. “Bravo,” he said. “You are a very thorough investigator, indeed. My commendations to a job well done.”
 
   “I didn’t find anything. No footprints, and probably no worthwhile fingerprints if this is anything like the other robberies. They haven’t had any workmen in the house, and no one has easy access. All dead ends, just like the rest. There’s no evidence a bump key or pick gun was used on the front door, so I think the thieves are getting in with a key. But that’s just a theory. And whoever this is—person or persons—they’re smart. Not one of the stolen items has been recovered in pawn shops within a fifty-mile radius.”
 
   “I am most curious—what is a bump key and a pit gun?”
 
   “Pick gun. They’re both tools for unlocking a common door lock without the key. They usually leave evidence though, and they’re loud. They probably would have woken one or both of the Ruckers. Or possibly even a neighbor.”
 
   “Fascinating. I have acquired a new piece of knowledge already.”
 
   “Tell me you have something.”
 
   “I am not positive, but I just might have stumbled upon a useful bit of information. The woman, Mrs. Rucker—did I hear her report her cell phone as a stolen item?”
 
   “Yes. She said she always leaves it plugged in to charge every night in their home office.”
 
   “Either she is forgetful then, or she is lying. I have seen it.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In her automobile, housed in the auto port. She received a phone call from someone named Jaxx. Spelled J-a-x-x. Odd name. Sounds like a bloke to me.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “While you interviewed them.”
 
   I looked at my notes. Mrs. Rucker had claimed she called the cell phone carrier as soon as she knew it had been stolen. That phone had supposedly been cut off from service before eight am, so how could she have received a call while I was interviewing her hours later? “Maybe she wasn’t lying. Maybe she just didn’t tell me she has a second phone.”
 
   “That seems most peculiar. Why would she keep a second phone? For business purposes, perhaps?”
 
   I flipped my notepad closed. “Or to take calls from a bloke named Jaxx.”
 
   * * *
 
   YOU LEARN MARITAL affairs are all too common when delving into the investigation game. Secret phones are the preferred method for cheaters to conceal their infidelity. If Mrs. Rucker really was having an affair, what if she gave her lover a key to her house—to say, get in when her husband wasn’t there? It would be stupid, but people do stupid things all of the time. The problem was, the Ruckers’ burglary was identical to three other crimes perpetrated in the last four weeks. There was little doubt in my mind all four crimes were committed by the same person or persons. So, if my suspicion was correct and this Jaxx guy was Belinda Rucker’s lover and her burglar, then he was also having affairs with the other three empty-nester wives and had burgled them as well. How could four women happen to be having an affair with the same man? Didn’t seem very likely.
 
   Usually, I’d be headed back to the precinct, logging fingerprints and sending them in for analysis, calling neighborhood watch leaders to put them on alert, and filing a ton of paperwork. With Marmaduke around, I decided to take a different approach today.
 
   “How do you feel about working your magic during another interview?” I asked him.
 
   “I feel positively ecstatic. Has there been another robbery?”
 
   “No, but I want to revisit last week’s victims, the Blackwells. Debbie was the wife’s name. She runs a small business out of her house making jewelry. I’ll keep her in the living room with questions while you head upstairs. The first bedroom at the top of the stairs has been converted to her office. If she’s hiding anything from her husband, it would probably be there. I’m also pretty sure they sleep in separate bedrooms—just go everywhere, look everywhere. Any paper you see, read it, try to memorize as much as you can, especially anything that looks fishy.”
 
   “I will not disappoint you.”
 
   I rang the bell of the Blackwells’ two-story brick colonial. Late blooming pink and white impatiens flourished in billowing mounds on either side of the covered concrete stoop. The lawn was meticulously manicured and recently trimmed hedges dotted the front of the house.
 
   “Perhaps she is not home,” Marmaduke said after a minute of waiting.
 
   I motioned to the car in the driveway. “That’s her Mercedes. She’s home.” I rang again.
 
   Debbie Blackwell didn’t answer the door quickly, but finally, I did hear footsteps on the other side of the door, which opened a crack. The bleached-blonde woman, whom I knew from our first interview to be fifty-three years old, blinked at me through the crack.
 
   “Mrs. Blackwell? We met last week—Detective Sage from Stephens City PD, assigned to your robbery case. I had a few more questions for you and since I was in the neighborhood—”
 
   “Now isn’t really a good time,” she said, keeping the door opened to a mere sliver.
 
   Wondering if I’d possibly caught her in the act of cheating on her husband, I calculated my next words carefully.
 
   “I say, this woman positively reeks of impropriety,” Marmaduke said, rubbing his hands together. “Shall we place odds scandal is afoot beyond that door?” He didn’t bother to wait for an answer before disappearing through the wall.
 
   With Marmaduke doing his job, I needed to stick to mine. “Mrs. Blackwell, I believe your case is related to other robberies in the area, and I really need to speak with you now to clarify some of what we discussed last week. You do want me to apprehend whoever did this, don’t you?”
 
   She huffed and opened the door wider. A blue robe was loosely cinched at her waist. A suitcase and travel bag were on the floor to the right of the door. “I’m getting ready to leave town. As soon as I get dressed, a cab is picking me up.”
 
   “If you and Mr. Blackwell are leaving town for a few days, I can be sure to have extra patrols in your area to watch the house. I’m sure you don’t wish to be a target a second time.”
 
   “That’s not necessary. Mr. Blackwell isn’t coming. I’m meeting friends in Key West. A girl’s weekend kind of thing. Can you make your questions quick? Or maybe I can talk with you when I get back?”
 
   “I just wanted to verify that your cell phone was not on the list of stolen items.”
 
   “No, my cell phone wasn’t stolen. It was in my bedroom with me at the time.”
 
   “And you are very sure no one else has your key. A neighbor maybe?”
 
   Her irritation with me was rising. “You asked me that last time. No. And we don’t keep one hidden.”
 
   “Right. Okay. Um. Let me see, there was one other thing…”
 
   Marmaduke floated down the stairs. “She is not hiding a man up there, but I might have discovered something of interest.” He vanished through the wall.
 
   “Never mind,” I said. “That was it. I did check out pawn shops within a fifty-mile radius and to date, none of your stolen items have been found. I’ll be sure to let you know of any leads.”
 
   “Sounds good,” she said, practically pushing me out the door.
 
   From the corner of my eye, I saw the airline ticket lying on top of her travel bag—the destination in bold letters grabbed my attention. Debbie Blackwell wasn’t going to Key West; she was going to Las Vegas.
 
   * * *
 
   I DIDN’T HEAD back to the station. Instead, Marmaduke and I drove back to my apartment where we could talk openly while I did an internet search. Marmaduke had found Debbie Blackwell’s computer with an open tab on the screen. He was strangely proficient in computer and website terminology for a ghost who had died before computers were invented. When I asked him how he knew so much, he said he’d learned from watching Sophie Rhodes at work. I powered up my laptop. “Tell me where to go.”
 
   “Her browser was open to a page called, ‘The Adonis Touch’.”
 
   I typed it in and found it quickly. “Choice Male Companions for Women with Discriminating Taste.” I made a gagging noise. “Ick. Makes them sound like they’re choosing a cut at a steak house.” Photos of strikingly handsome and outrageously sexy men scrolled across my screen one by one. Some were bare-chested, some wore finely tailored suits. Some had two-day stubble on their rugged, square jaws, some were clean-cut like the all-American boy next door. They all made my mouth water. And none of them had last names: Bradley, Marco, Joaquin, Anatolio.
 
   Marmaduke shook his head. “What is this? A location where men are sold like chattel?”
 
   “More or less. So Debbie Blackwell was busy looking at this page, and she had a ticket to Vegas. Is there a connection?”
 
   He cocked his head to one side and then the other. “I say, I am somewhat befuddled. There are just so many blokes. The effect is quite dizzying. The page I saw had a picture of just one man by the name of Damon. Raven hair, shirtless, bulging biceps. His singular visage filled the screen along with a description. I tried to memorize it, but the exact words escape me now. Something about romance and dynamics.”
 
   A navigation bar at the top listed names of cities. I hovered the cursor over the box for Las Vegas and found ten names, Damon being the top of the list. “Bingo!” I shouted. I clicked again and a profile appeared. “A Las Vegas boy at heart,” I read aloud. “Damon is every woman’s dream: a wild romantic who pulses with pure, raw sexual vitality.”
 
   Damon was too good to be true. I found it hard to take my eyes off his picture. “These guys are gigolos.”
 
   “They look like paid inamoratos to me.”
 
   “Same thing. Let’s see if we can find a Jaxx.” I perused the list of cities again. New York, Denver, Dallas, Miami…Stephens City. Seriously? Stephens City had its own set of Adonises? We hardly seemed to be a large enough city for that, but okay. I clicked the button.
 
   “Voila!” Marmaduke exclaimed. “A bloke named Jaxx!”
 
   Jaxx was not like Damon at all. He was more flirtatious, practically winking at me from his picture. His fitted gray suit was professional, yet inviting. His blond hair was short and feathered. The Adonis Touch website was kind enough to provide its shoppers with vital statistics. Jaxx was six-foot-one, 185 pounds, thirty years old. I read his “welcome” message. “Are you a lonely woman in need of a strong but caring man to listen? Jaxx is your man. He’s a personal trainer and a licensed therapist, but he doesn’t need a license to serve your needs. Jaxx loves to give women the attention they deserve.”
 
   “We have our man,” said Marmaduke. “My, that was jolly good fun. Let’s go arrest the wily bandit.”
 
   “Can’t. I don’t have proof. There are so many unknowns here and mostly just educated guesses. Did Debbie Blackwell procure Jaxx’s services before deciding to try out Damon in Las Vegas? Or are these guys somehow in it together? Who else is involved? We don’t even know for a fact this Jaxx is the same Jaxx that called Belinda Rucker’s cell phone.”
 
   “Ah. I see what you mean. There must be, what, a million Jaxxs in Stephens City? Two million? Why, certainly it would be akin to locating a Jaxx needle in a Jaxx haystack.”
 
   “Do you want to be a real detective or don’t you? Because we have to work with facts. It’s a fact that a Jaxx called Belinda Rucker’s phone today. Actually, technically, I’m not even sure that is a fact. You’re the one who saw the name on her phone, and you’re a ghost. It’s not like I can bring you in as a witness. But, let’s pretend we already obtained a warrant for her phone records and it is a fact. It is also a fact this man on the screen in front of us is named Jaxx. It’s not a proven fact, however, that they are one and the same. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   “This catching of criminals is a complicated business, isn’t it?”
 
   “Truthfully, it’s usually pretty boring and filled with reams of paperwork. Thanks to you, it has become a little more interesting.”
 
   He puffed up like a proud peacock. “Are you complimenting my skills?”
 
   “Maybe, but let’s not get mushy over it.”
 
   “So, Detective, what is our next endeavor towards catching our criminal? I am at your beck and call.”
 
   I leaned back in my chair and stared at the computer screen, pondering my next step. I could return to the Ruckers’ house and confront the wife about the second phone. I’m not sure how I’d pull that one off believably: Well, Mrs. Rucker, a ghost friend of mine observed a ringing phone in your car while I was interviewing you. Nope. But if I did confront her anyway, not caring about how she knew what I knew, what would it get me?
 
   Only one way to find out. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed her home phone.
 
   She picked up on the second ring. “Hello?”
 
   “Mrs. Rucker? This is Detective Sage from the Stephens City PD.”
 
   “Yes. Did you find our stuff?”
 
   “No. I’m afraid not. But I did have a question for you which might lead me in the right direction.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Have you ever procured the services of a male escort by the name of Jaxx from a website called The Adonis Touch?”
 
   She went silent on the line.
 
   “Mrs. Rucker?”
 
   “I’m, I’m, um, so sorry,” she stuttered. “The man from the security company just arrived. I have to go.”
 
   “Mrs. Rucker, you didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “Maybe we can talk about this another time. Thank you, Detective Sage.” She ended the call.
 
   “Another woman too busy to talk,” I said, setting the phone down. “Isn’t that interesting?”
 
   Marmaduke spun his bowler hat in one hand. “I take it she did not give up an admission.”
 
   “She did not,” I said. “At least not in words, she didn’t. Her voice was rich with guilt though.” I leaned close to the computer monitor again, a plan brewing in my mind.
 
   “How about the other women? From those earlier burglaries? Perhaps you could ask each of them the same question.”
 
   “That’s one way to go,” I said, picking up my phone again. “But I think I’ll go to the man himself. I’m going to hire myself a gigolo.”
 
   * * *
 
   I WASN’T BREAKING department rules by going undercover on this assignment, but I wasn’t exactly abiding by the rules either. I could have told a judge I knew about Belinda Rucker’s second phone and asked for a warrant to see those phone records, but that would have taken time, and I still wouldn’t have had probable cause to search Jaxx’s domicile. The bottom line was that a crime spree needed to be stopped. If Marmaduke and I were on the right track, then going undercover was probably the quickest way of getting it done.
 
   I grabbed takeout lunch from the deli around the corner from the precinct. I rolled the windows down, and waited for Shane Daniels. I hoped to rope him into my plot.
 
   “Do not misunderstand me,” Marmaduke said about my plan, “I enjoy the idea, but I do believe your motives are slightly ulterior.”
 
   “Because Jaxx is attractive?” I asked around a mouthful of bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich.
 
   “My dear, Brenna, that man is not simply attractive. Why even I, of the heterosexual persuasion, can see Jaxx the gigolo is an exquisite specimen. A zenith among sexually appealing males.”
 
   I laughed while stuffing an errant tomato back where it belonged.
 
   “What do you find so amusing?”
 
   “Just the way you talk. You’re so…proper.”
 
   “Of course, I’m proper. I’m British. We are a decorous and dignified people.” He cringed at me. “You have some sort of white, gelatinous sauce dripping from the corner of your mouth.”
 
   I was aware of movement in my peripheral vision and before I knew it, Shane was leaning against my car.
 
   “Geez!” I shouted. “Why’d you sneak up on me like that? Where’s your car?” I had expected him to pull up beside me in his cruiser rather than surprise me with a walking approach.
 
   “I parked on the other side of the deli. Used their bathroom first.” He gave me a long look. “Who’s so proper?”
 
   Snatching a napkin from the dash, I wiped away the mayonnaise Marmaduke had pointed out. “What?”
 
   “You were talking to yourself, again. I heard you say, ‘You’re so proper.’”
 
   “He’s on to us,” said Marmaduke.
 
   I didn’t think Shane was on to anything but I wasn’t telling him about my new ghost partner, whether Shane knew of Marmaduke or not. “Just more motivation-talk. Ignore that. It’s crazy, I know. But hey, it works for me.”
 
   “You’re right. That’s about the craziest kind of motivational speaking I’ve ever heard.” He crossed his arms. “What do you want?”
 
   “Your help.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You’re on patrol duty tomorrow night in Old Town, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I have a date with a man I believe is linked to the string of home invasions.”
 
   “What? Are you crazy? Oh right, we’ve already established you are.”
 
   “I’m meeting him for drinks at the bar of La Fortuna’s at six and our reservations are for six-thirty.” I handed Shane a handheld communication device. “You know how to use this. I have the earpiece, receiver and microphone. Position yourself near La Fortuna, turn that on at six and just be alert to any problems. Step in if I need you.”
 
   “There are two other detectives in the department, why aren’t you using them?”
 
   “The captain doesn’t know about this. They’d blab.”
 
   “Why should I help you?”
 
   “Because you’re basically a nice guy and I trust you.”
 
   “That’s not the reason.”
 
   “Fine. Because he suggested La Fortuna, and I knew you patrolled Old Town. But you’re still a nice guy.” I handed him a printout from the website. “This is the man I’m meeting.”
 
   Shane scanned the paper and frowned. “You’re investigating a male escort? At a location he suggested?”
 
   “Is that all you can ask, rhetorical questions?” I rolled my eyes at him and pressed on with the details. “I’ve created a profile for myself to match the profile of the females burgled. My name is Sharon, I’m a married, forty-five-year-old—”
 
   He cut me off. “Forty-five? Aren’t you only like thirty-one or thirty-two? How do you intend to pass for forty-five?”
 
   “I’m thirty-three. La Fortuna is a dark place—everyone’s wrinkles disappear there.”
 
   “Did you check this guy for priors? Has he done this kind of thing before?”
 
   “How am I going to run priors? All I’ve got there is a first name and we both know that’s not even real.”
 
   He handed the paper back to me. “I’m out.”
 
   I shoved it back at him. “I have good reason to believe he’s involved in the burglaries. Two of the female victims have used this service. It could be some sort of huge crime ring and this is just the tip of the iceberg.”
 
   “The victims have admitted to hiring this guy?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Come on, Shane. All you have to do is be there if I need you. And if I’m right, the captain might just consider you for detective next time around.”
 
   That swayed him, but he took his time agreeing to help. With obvious reluctance, he finally said, “Fine.”
 
   “Thank you, thank you. Okay, back to my profile: I’m a forty-five-year-old empty-nester living in a big and lonely house in the Stony Creek neighborhood. Twenty-one Thirteen Rolling Road.”
 
   “That’s my house!”
 
   “Oh right. There was one more thing. I need a key to your house.”
 
   * * *
 
   TRUTHFULLY, SHANE’S HOUSE wasn’t that big, but it was conveniently located in a neighborhood similar to those previously hit by the robber, so it was a good match for my plan. Initially, Shane didn’t see it my way. He was, and rightly so, concerned about the safety of his pregnant wife, Amy. I liked Amy. She was one of the few spouses who went out of her way to say hi and ask me how things were going. I know I don’t make it easy on people; my social graces are weak, but she tries anyway. So I called Amy, explained the scenario, said she and her baby would never be in any danger, and I’d be sure to recommend Shane for detective if it didn’t all blow up in our faces. She told Shane to give me the key. One night later, I was seated at the dimly-lit bar of La Fortuna waiting for the best looking date I’d ever had in my life. Too bad I had to pay for him.
 
   And speaking of payment, Jaxx’s hourly rate was staggering. For authenticity, I felt compelled to spruce up my wardrobe to a level of wealth higher than my own. Earlier in the day, Marmaduke had tagged along while I rifled through the bargain rack at a high-end department store. He kept insisting the dress had to show more skin, and I kept insisting I needed to show less gun. We finally settled on a red number with a deeply plunging neckline for the sex factor and a billowy, knee-length skirt that easily cloaked the gun strapped to my thigh.
 
   I’m not a dress-wearing kind of girl, and I’m especially not a low-cut, let-it-all-hang-out-dress wearing kind of girl, so I found myself distracted by the constant need to make sure my breasts weren’t putting on an accidental show. All-in-all, though, I was actually pleased with how I looked. The color and the cut suited me surprisingly well.
 
   As planned, I’d arrived before Jaxx and was waiting on the bartender.
 
   I spoke into the microphone. “I’m in place,” I told Shane.
 
   “Don’t order a Shirley Temple, whatever you do. White wine. Order a white wine.”
 
   I made a face at the thought of drinking alcohol.
 
   “What can I get you ma’am?” the bartender asked.
 
   “White wine, please.”
 
   “Pinot? Sauvignon blanc? Chardonnay?”
 
   “Uh… give me the first one. That sounds good.”
 
   He placed a glass in front of me, pulled the cork from a green bottle and poured.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You have the posture of a baboon,” Marmaduke said, pacing back and forth in front of me. “Straighten your back. It will push out your bosom.”
 
   “I don’t want to push out my bosom—it’s out enough already.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Shane asked.
 
   I cringed, having forgotten I had him on microphone. I couldn’t talk to Marmaduke with Shane listening.
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “Sorry.”
 
   “You have the strangest way of motivating yourself.”
 
   Marmaduke perked up. “Look. He has arrived,” he said. “Sit up straight now. Legs crossed. Smile.”
 
   “He’s here,” I told Shane.
 
   “By the way, I never asked you. How far do you plan to take this tonight?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Jaxx was moving toward the bar, but we hadn’t made eye contact yet.
 
   “You know,” Shane said.
 
   There. Eye contact made. Wow. He was even better in person. How could one man look that good? I waved. “I’m a professional,” I told Shane.
 
   “So is he.”
 
   “Okay. Stop talking in my ear. I have to concentrate.”
 
   When I swiveled the stool seat to stand, Marmaduke talked me down. “No, no, no. Remain seated, for goodness sakes. Forget you are a copper. Tonight you are a genteel and lonely wife seeking connection and romance. Remember, despite the exchange of funds, he is here to woo you.”
 
   I relaxed back onto the bar stool. Well, relaxed wasn’t exactly the right word. I didn’t stand, but I wasn’t anywhere near relaxed. My heart raced. My palms and armpits dripped with sweat.
 
   “He’s almost here. What do I do now?” I asked Marmaduke.
 
   “I thought you me told to stop talking in your ear,” Shane said.
 
   “Not you,” I snapped.
 
   “Extend your hand,” Marmaduke instructed.
 
   Jaxx’s brilliantly white smile was welcoming and seductive at the same time.
 
   I jutted my hand out to shake his.
 
   “Not like that,” Marmaduke urged me calmly. “Gracefully, palm down, like a lady. You’re not joining him for a game of poker, you’re greeting him for a night of lovemaking.”
 
   Repressing a grimace, I turned my hand to Marmaduke’s specifications. Either way, Jaxx was going to feel the perspiration.
 
   He took my hand into his own. It was tender and warm and made me tingle. “Sharon?” he asked, his voice deep, but gently mellow. Then he kissed my hand.
 
   “Hello, Jaxx.” My voice cracked, and I think I felt a bead of sweat forming on my hairline. “I’m so pleased to meet you.”
 
   “Oh yes, that was perfect,” Marmaduke said. “You are doing nicely now.”
 
   “You’re looking lovely this evening.”
 
   My cheeks flushed and a nervous giggle nearly escaped my throat. I swallowed. “Thank you.”
 
   With a suave, James Bond-like move, Jaxx caught the bartender’s eye as he slid on to the bar stool beside me. “Dry martini,” he told the man.
 
   The martini was in front of him almost as if by magic. Jaxx leaned close, rested his arm on the back of my stool and spoke in soft, throaty tones. “Tonight is about you, Sharon. Tell me your pleasure.”
 
   His breath was hot on my neck and if my heart had been racing before, now it was galloping like a thoroughbred in the Kentucky Derby. I lifted the wine glass to my dry lips, desperate to wet them and my cotton-mouth. When I gulped, I learned the hard way wine doesn’t go down the gullet as easily as a Shirley Temple. The subsequent coughing fit was impossible to control. I slapped the counter as tears rolled down my cheeks.
 
   “Sip,” Marmaduke chided me. “Sip the wine, do not gulp. Oh, if only we’d had time for a course in refinement prior to this ruse.” Jaxx came to the rescue, rubbing my back. “Are you okay?” He motioned to the bartender. “Glass of water here, please.”
 
   Once the coughing subsided, I decided to use my clumsiness as part of the act. I dried my eyes, sipped some water, and offered a coy smile. “I apologize, Jaxx. I’m new to this. My husband, he’s so busy—out of town on business all of the time, too busy to pay attention to me. I can’t even believe I’m doing this, meeting you here like this. I’m so nervous I can barely stand it.”
 
   “Bravo,” Marmaduke said, clapping his hands. “Nicely played.”
 
   “Sharon,” Jaxx said in a tone as comforting as a plush, warm blanket, “you are a vibrant, beautiful woman. Don’t you ever forget that. Tell me about your dreams. What are you passionate about?”
 
   Man, he was good. I was beginning to understand why he commanded such a high price. What was I passionate about? “Bluebirds.”
 
   “Bluebirds?” Marmaduke moaned.
 
   “Bluebirds?” Shane unknowingly echoed Marmaduke’s disbelief.
 
   Only Jaxx accepted my answer with seasoned attentiveness. “Bluebirds. They’re beautiful creatures.” He leaned even closer. “Tell me more.”
 
   Shane made gagging noises in my ear.
 
   Things were heating up. My libido sizzled. Keeping focused on the real purpose of our meeting proved more and more difficult. “I, uh, monitor bluebird houses around Stephens City. It’s all volunteer work, but fun. Six houses. This spring, five of them had bluebird broods and one a brood of sparrows.”
 
   Jaxx stared into my eyes. “Fascinating.”
 
   “Yes, well, it’s something to keep me busy,” I sighed, milking the lonely wife act.
 
   “You know what else is blue? Your eyes. You have alluring, sapphire eyes, Sharon. Windows into a graceful soul.”
 
   Was it a corny line? Yeah, and I bought it anyway. He had me hooked. “No one has ever said that to me before.”
 
   Jaxx brushed my bare shoulder with his lips and his hand found my knee. “But I see unfulfilled passion in those eyes too. Am I right?” His fingers began creeping up my thigh.
 
   My alluring, sapphire eyes fluttered and I don’t even want to say what else was fluttering.
 
   Shane scoffed. “Real original. Women pay him for this dialogue?”
 
   I wanted to tell Shane that it wasn’t the dialogue. No, it wasn’t the dialogue. My graceful soul, among other things, ached for more. My lips parted as our faces drew closer. I rejoiced in the sensation of his hands tickling the soft skin of my inner…
 
   My sensual reverie broke when I realized his hands were inching dangerously close to the weapon strapped to my thigh. My breath shallow, I pulled away just enough to discreetly sever the seduction before it went too far. I batted my eyelashes. “You are so nice,” I said, gulping air and looking around as though I feared we were being watched. I placed his roaming hand on the bar, but not before I gave it a longing squeeze. How I wished he were for real. I sighed with regret. “I better use the ladies room before we’re seated. Would you mind keeping an eye on my clutch and keys?”
 
   “Of course.” Jaxx winked and reached for his martini. “Don’t keep me waiting too long. I want to learn more about Sharon, the woman.”
 
   Jaxx’s lines were ridiculously cheesy when his hands weren’t tantalizing me as he delivered them.
 
   “Thank goodness you stopped that when you did,” Marmaduke said. “Why, I feared the patrons of this establishment were about to witness a spontaneous and much too public carnal act.”
 
   I adjusted the skirt of my dress and slid off the bar stool. The two-inch heels I wore pinched momentarily, but I was relieved when I didn’t teeter. I’d practiced walking in them most of the day to assure I’d look natural. Fancy shoes, like low-cut dresses, were not my thing. Contrary to their portrayal on television shows, female detectives do not generally investigate in high heels. Because we’re not stupid.
 
   I set the keys on top of a silver clutch borrowed from Amy. “Be right back,” I added, before turning and making for the restroom at the rear of the restaurant.
 
   “That’s my cue,” Marmaduke said gleefully. “I shan’t let the crook out of my sight. I will report when he lifts the key.”
 
   “You’re leaving the keys without anyone to watch what this Jaxx guy does?” Shane asked.
 
   Of course, I had left someone to watch: Marmaduke. But I couldn’t tell Shane that. “Just trust me,” I whispered. “I’ve got this under control.”
 
   “I’m coming in,” Shane said. “Jesse, be ready.”
 
   “Jesse?” I nearly shouted. “You brought Jesse Leeks along?” Thankfully, I was almost to the bathroom, so Jaxx couldn’t hear me, but a few people at a nearby table gave me strange looks.
 
   I was already in a panic my operation had been compromised when Marmaduke appeared in front of me with alarm written all over his face. “It’s not the gigolo! It’s the mustached man tending bar, and you can catch him in the act if you hurry. I believe he is making a copy of the key!”
 
   “Shane, the bartender has your key. Repeat, it’s the bartender.”
 
   When Shane didn’t respond, I spun around to see if he was in the restaurant. Somewhere in the rotation, I lost my balance and landed flat on my face. But I’m a cop. We’re trained that when we fall, we get right back up.
 
   By now, I had an audience of drinkers at the bar and diners in the restaurant. I pinned my focus on the bartender while kicking off the heels and jumping to my bare feet.
 
   Jaxx had been moving to come my aid. He seemed surprised at my agility. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   My ankle throbbed, but I wasn’t stopping to chit chat about it. I had a thief to catch. The man behind the counter was just returning my keys to their place on the bar when he spotted me catching him in the act. “Stop right there,” I said, removing my gun from its hidden holster. “I’m a Stephens City police officer and you’re under arrest. I’ve got backup on the way. Hands in the air.”
 
   The man raised his hands above his head. He huffed in annoyance. “I should have known.”
 
   “Shane has arrived on the scene,” Marmaduke announced with dramatic flair.
 
   I moved slowly down the length of the bar, my weapon aimed at the thief.
 
   “I told him you didn’t fit the profile,” the bartender sneered.
 
   If I were a less competent detective, his comment might have taken me by surprise, but as soon as Marmaduke said the bartender was involved, I suspected it was a two-man endeavor. He and Jaxx were partners, of course. Jaxx picked this bar at this restaurant because it would be easy for him to make sure the bartender had access to keys. Jaxx was smooth with his hands and delivery, but he couldn’t escape my keen peripheral vision. He was halfway to the side exit.
 
   Being a smart cop himself, Shane had locked in on the retreating gigolo, but the distance was too great.
 
   “Marmaduke!” I shouted and pointed. “Stop Jaxx before he gets away!”
 
   “I’ll try my best,” he replied, vanishing from the bartender’s side and reappearing just below the exit sign.
 
   Confused, Shane slowed his advance. “Marmaduke? Did you say Marmaduke?”
 
   “Forget that,” I told him. “Get him!”
 
   Luckily for Shane and me, Marmaduke was faster than either of us. He snatched an empty chair from a nearby table and toppled it right in Jaxx’s path.
 
   I’m sure to everyone around me, the chair appeared to scoot across the floor and then fall all on its own.
 
   Jaxx didn’t have a chance—he hit the chair and went flying, and soon enough Shane was on top of him.
 
   “Take that, Sherlock Holmes,” Marmaduke said, puffing up with pride. “A thieving bartender and a paid inamorato in one fell swoop. It is an exciting night—an exciting night indeed.”
 
   Jesse Leeks arrived on the scene just after Shane tackled Jaxx. He assisted me in cuffing the bartender.
 
   “Nice dress, Sage,” he said. “You clean up nice.”
 
   That was the first time Jesse had ever complimented me.
 
   “Good job here,” he added.
 
   Two compliments in less than a minute. I might have to reconsider my opinion of Jesse Leeks after all.
 
   * * *
 
   BOTH MEN RETAINED lawyers and neither were talking, but we had probable cause to obtain a warrant to search their apartment. Turns out they were brothers. Ronald and Daniel “Jaxx” Kaczinski. Clean records, surprisingly. Not a convicted crime under their belts before that night. They had plenty of cash lying around their pad, however, and a few stolen items from their latest robbery—Belinda Rucker’s other cell phone, for one.
 
   A week later, as I sat at a table at Barney’s pub enjoying a Shirley Temple and cheesy fries, Shane walked in. He was off duty but strutted in his usual cop cocky way. He plopped down in a chair across from me. “Costa Rica,” he said.
 
   “What about Costa Rica?”
 
   “Then you didn’t hear? The Kaczinski brothers—that’s what they were doing. Saving money so they could go to Costa Rica. They’d already put down half the cash to buy a bar down there.”
 
   “Costa Rica,” I said. “I’d like to go there.”
 
   “Do they have bluebirds there?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t be an ass now, Shane. I’m starting to like you. And I don’t like a lot of people.”
 
   “Amy says hi, by the way.”
 
   “Tell her I said thank you for trusting me.”
 
   He leaned over the table and narrowed his eyes at me. “Come clean, Sage.”
 
   “Clean about what?”
 
   “You know what.”
 
   “Seriously. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Marmaduke.”
 
   Marmaduke took form in the third chair at the table. “Yes? You called?”
 
   “Interesting name,” I said. “A friend of yours?”
 
   “I think he’s a friend of yours.”
 
   “You’re not going to tell him about me?” Marmaduke asked.
 
   I shook my head at both of them and changed the subject. “You know, Detective Lewis announced he’s transferring to Springfield next month. I hope you plan to put in for his job.”
 
   He smiled and pushed his chair back, standing. “Oh, I will. Hopefully I’ll get it this time. Amy wants me off patrol before the baby is born.” He pushed the door to leave. “Maybe we’ll be partners.” He tipped his head and the door closed behind him.
 
   I finished off my Shirley Temple, dropped a tip on the table and left Barney’s with Marmaduke following along.
 
   “He’s a fine fellow, that Shane,” Marmaduke said. “And it is significant for me to offer such praise, having held him in poor regard for so long.”
 
   “He is a fine fellow. I agree.”
 
   “But…” Marmaduke hesitated.
 
   We’d reached my car. “Marmaduke, are you at a loss for words?”
 
   “It is just my sincerest hope you consider me your partner.”
 
   I unlocked the door and got in, buckling up. “Here’s the thing,” I said. “Your name. It’s a mouthful. If you were my partner, I’d have to be saying Marmaduke, Marmaduke, Marmaduke all of the time. It’s a problem.”
 
   “My dear friend Sophie always calls me Marmi. I would not be adverse to you borrowing the nickname if necessary to provide an economy of syllables.”
 
   “Marmi.” I nodded. “Okay. That works. You can be my partner, Marmi.”
 
   A smile blossomed across his pale face. “So it is official, then?”
 
   “As official as it can be. You won’t have a business card or anything. I mean, you are a ghost.”
 
   He chuckled. “Yes, imagine that calling card: Marmaduke Dodsworth, Ghost Detective.”
 
   I planted my forehead on the steering wheel. “You want business cards, don’t you?”
 
   He waved off the idea. “We can discuss it at a later date. Right now, I’m far more curious about what our next assignment is”
 
   With the key in the ignition, I gave him a shrug. “I’m off duty right now, partner, and I’m meeting someone at the movies. See you tomorrow at the office.”
 
   Marmaduke’s interest was piqued. He practically salivated from curiosity. “Whom are you meeting?”
 
   “That’s for me to know and you not to find out.”
 
   “Yes, well, as I have said before, just because you don’t see me, doesn’t mean I am not around.”
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   Cherry Tucker can get herself into the worst predicaments without even trying. This time, a mercy call on a neighbor gets her roped into a quid pro quo deal—if Cherry recovers a stolen family heirloom that is both somewhat embarrassing and due to be discovered missing very shortly, the neighbor will use his family clout to help her with some zoning issues. But if she fails, the expression “someone’s got her goat” will take on a whole new meaning for Cherry. And when she discovers a thievery ring, illegal auctions, and some green-eyed emotions after spotting Luke where she doesn’t expect him—well, it’s just another hilarious day in Halo, Georgia.
 
    
 
   THE VIGILANTE VIGNETTE
 
   A Cherry Tucker Mystery #5.5
 
    
 
   By Larissa Reinhart
 
    
 
   ONE
 
   JOSIAH SWEETON WAS who people in Halo, Georgia, called an odd duck. However, odd duck-ishness is forgiven when you’re a Sweeton. Since I’d moved into Great Gam’s 1922 in-town cottage four years ago—two months after graduating from art college in Savannah—he’d been my neighbor. Not real neighborly. Real unusual for Halo. If you’ve died, birthed, gotten sick, or in trouble, Halo is white on rice with all manners of casseroles and advice. Whether you want it or not.
 
   This was the situation I currently faced with Josiah Sweeton. I’d heard he’d been laid up. Odd duck or not, I showed at his Victorian (passed to him on his mother’s side) casserole in hand. I got the casserole from my sister, Casey, as I never did master the art of casserole making. To make up for it, I painted him a bouquet of flowers on a 4x4 canvas.
 
   “What am I going to do with this?” Having hollered me inside, Josiah studied the still life from his couch lay. One casted leg had been propped on three pillows.
 
   Josiah Sweeton’s sweet tea was always half-empty if you know what I mean. Probably fifty years of bachelorhood didn’t help.
 
   “I thought it would fit as easily on your bedside table as a vase of the real stuff,” I said. “It’s a still life.”
 
   “I suppose Mother will enjoy it.” He grabbed a pencil, shoved it into his cast, and scratched. “Just put the casserole in the fridge. I’ve got casseroles coming out of my ears.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.” I returned from the kitchen and sat on a chair opposite the couch. “If you need anything, just holler. I can bring in your mail, go to the store, or whatnot.”
 
   “Thank you.” Josiah kept his eyes on his pink toes peeking out of the cast. “Miss Tucker, it has been brought to my attention that you’ve a knack for more than portraits.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “You’ve helped people in the past with uncomfortable situations. Sensitive matters. Assisting victims in distress. Like the theater director. And the family in the trailer park.”
 
   “My Uncle Will is sheriff, so I’ve picked up some tips from him. However, I’m an artist. I’ve only helped folks who didn’t have anywhere else to turn.”
 
   “I am in that sort of predicament.” His eyes zipped back to his toes. “I’d rather not elaborate, but some personal belongings have been stolen from me and I want them back.”
 
   My nerves prickled, but I shut down my excitement. Those previous escapades had done much for my notoriety. In a notorious sort of way. “Did you try the police?”
 
   “Obviously not. This is a criminal matter, but not one to involve the authorities. I told you it’s sensitive. Sensitive and personal.”
 
   “Sensitive and personal in an illegal sort of matter?” I shot out of my chair and inched toward the door. “Because I don’t do illegal. Some people in this town—namely the Bransons and most namely Shawna Branson—have spread rumors that may border on the truth, but I do not go in for any illicit stuff, no matter what you’ve heard. And if there’s any mention of pornography, I paint nudes and that’s entirely different. It’s a classical art subject.”
 
   “It’s nothing illicit nor illegal. But I don’t want to involve the authorities. Please sit down.” His voice lowered. “If word gets out, it’ll get back to Mother and I could not live with the humiliation. You can’t tell anyone.”
 
   Despite my qualms, the scent of gossip was too strong to resist. “I promise.”
 
   “You might have heard I received my injury at Line Creek Country Club.”
 
   “Word’s gotten around you slipped on the sixteenth green.”
 
   “Better than the unfortunate reality.” He rolled his eyes. “The club hosted their annual Halloween party two weeks early this year, as someone rented the clubhouse for a party on the actual weekend. I met a young lady at the party. At least I thought she was a lady.”
 
   “No wonder this is sensitive. I’ve met several female impersonators in my time, having lived in Savannah and stayed at a particular motel in Memphis. Some are quite skilled at presentation. It’s nothing to be ashamed—”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. She was definitely female and young. Most definitely. She wore a Catwoman costume.”
 
   “Okay, still, I’m not here to judge—”
 
   He held up a hand. “My last memory of her, we decided to become further acquainted behind the trophy case in the lobby.”
 
   “A glass trophy case?”
 
   “They used black light that night. For a Halloween effect.” His cheeks flared to Rose Madder. “The moment was, shall we say, heated. But we were not detected. Although I don’t remember much else until a janitor found me later. After the party had ended.”
 
   “And your cat lady date?”
 
   “Absconded with something very valuable to me. Something very valuable to our family. As well as money from my wallet. And my lightsaber. Which was also valuable. I ordered it from a Japanese maker of actual lightsabers.”
 
   “An actual lightsaber?”
 
   “Exactly as it sounds.” He must have detected the doubt in my tone. “I attended the party as the Sith Lord, Darth Maul. Black and red. Caped. Which further protected me and my acquaintance from detection during our trophy case rendezvous. But my costume is not of any importance. The question remains, can you get my valuables back?”
 
   “I don’t know. This is a first for me. But why don’t you go to the police? I don’t see the sensitive issue unless this lady is not actually—”
 
   “The police may be skilled in apprehending felons, but recovery of stolen materials is not in their interest unless the felons have it on hand. I believe my valuables will be fenced fairly quickly. And as I am incapacitated, I’d like you to find them.”
 
   “Now, I’m getting you. You want me to check local pawn shops and such, to see if an actual lightsaber has turned up.”
 
   “Not just the lightsaber. Although if the perpetrator has any intelligence, they’ll try to sell that online. I can do an online search.” He shifted on the couch, his voice dropping to a whisper again. “It’s the family heirloom that concerns me. It requires the utmost secrecy.”
 
   I made the zip-the-lips sign.
 
   He hesitated, studying me. “I need you to find it. Quickly. And then return it to Mother’s before she realizes it’s missing.”
 
   “Which means, you also want me to B and E your momma’s house? To return an heirloom you stole from your momma?”
 
   “I didn’t steal it. It belongs to the family. Mother felt the item inappropriate and kept it in the family safe. Although contemptuous, she did realize its value.” His speech rose and revved, the words almost tripping over his thick tongue. “She will open that safe on November first and find it missing. It’s her habit to examine the contents of the safe the first of every month. That’s Tuesday. Only a week to get it back.”
 
   I wanted to ask why, but if the mother was half as odd as her son, I could chalk it up to crazy and get on with my life. “What is this contemptuous heirloom? I’m not that familiar with the Star Wars franchise, but I can’t think of any sort of heirloom a Sith lord would wear.”
 
   “It was not meant for the costume. I just like to wear it. On special occasions. I didn’t steal it.” His face reddened.
 
   With his gaze fixed on his toes and his voice dropped again to hush, I had to lean forward to hear him.
 
   “I showed it to that contemptible woman. I should have heeded Mother’s warnings of Eve,” he muttered. He cleared his throat. “The item is an antique, brought to Georgia from England in seventeen-forty-three. Father’s mother was a DAR, like Mother.”
 
   “Just what is this fancy heirloom you wore under a Star Wars costume?” My voice betrayed my impatience.
 
   “You must swear never to tell anyone.”
 
   I crossed my heart and waved him on.
 
   “A codpiece.” Fire consumed his neck and cheeks. “A sixteenth-century jeweled codpiece.”
 
   Having done backstage Shakespeare work at SCAD, I had an idea what that was. And that idea gave me pause. There are some places you don’t want your mind to go.
 
   “I don’t know about this. I like helping folks, but if word got out about what I’m looking for...” I almost choked on the idea, let alone the words. “You have to understand, my standing in the community is worse than awful. There’s already a lot of tongue-wagging about my brother being in jail. And the man I’m purportedly dating who put him there. And my so-called ‘obsession with nekkid paintings.’”
 
   “Can you imagine if Mother finds out that I’ve been wearing it in public?”
 
   I didn’t want to imagine any part of this. This seemed to be a Josiah Sweeton problem, not a Cherry Tucker problem.
 
   “I’m sure your momma will have a hissy. That’s what they do, but she’ll get over it, because they do that, too.”
 
   “A hissy at her age could kill her. She’s suffered personal humiliation this heirloom has been in Daddy’s family all these centuries. She’s not allowed to sell or get rid of it. Not even give it to a museum. There’s a trust attached. I’m ashamed to admit my obsession began as a young lad, partly because it was prohibited. Or so said my recent therapist.” He sighed. “I’d hoped because you have not been found favorable in the eyes of Halo, you’d understand my plight.”
 
   I chewed my lip. The very idea gave me the heebies, but Josiah knew how to push the right buttons.
 
   “I’m willing to pay you.”
 
   Another button. Big one at that.
 
   “And as a city councilman and member of a long-standing Halo family of good repute”—a certain reminder that although mine was also long-standing the repute situation was not so good—“I can speak to our neighbors and the city on your behalf.”
 
   “On behalf of what?”
 
   “You haven’t heard there’s a petition to put you in front of the zoning board? A studio in your house is a business. Besides zoning, there are ordinances. Mercantile and vendor. OSHA and ADA. Traffic. The fire inspector will have a field day on your decrepit house.”
 
   “Traffic? What kind of traffic is there in a town of five thousand people?” My stomach lunged up my throat. “A petition before the zoning board? This sounds like a Branson scheme. How much will this cost?”
 
   “You could apply for a variance but they’re usually turned down, even after all the work for compliance. We’re talking thousands of dollars of work.”
 
   “Thousands?” I squeaked.
 
   “Also there’s a goat in your backyard. Animal control could be contacted.” He steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “I can help you if you help me.”
 
   Dagnabbit, I knew that goat would be my undoing.
 
   * * *
 
   THE GOAT IN question, Tater, was recovering from buck bullying. The current herd queen, Snickerdoodle, had taken a shine to him, which had not won Tater any favors among the other bucks. On my last trip home from Grandpa Ed’s farm, Tater had snuck into my truck bed and laid low until I pulled into my drive. Nearly had a heart attack when he jumped out of the truck bed and danced around my carport.
 
   Having had a rocky relationship with Tater, particularly when it came to ramming my truck in his attempt to play chicken, I was surprised to find him agreeable to living in my backyard. I thought he’d surely escape. Almost hoped he would.
 
   Turns out, I couldn’t force him to leave.
 
   Okay, I felt sorry for him. He had a mess of injuries. Even a partially chewed-off beard.
 
   Grandpa Ed had visited, a rare occurrence despite the fifteen-minute commute. After giving up on wrangling Tater into his truck, Grandpa Ed hung over the back fence and watched Tater work at putting a sizable dent in my garden shed. “He’s building up his strength in peace.”
 
   “I can’t have a goat in town.”
 
   “That’s the problem with town.” He left me to healing Tater.
 
   I had a goat in my backyard. A goat who didn’t want to go back to the farm. Have you ever tried to force a goat to do anything? There are proverbs written about that kind of thing.
 
   Tater didn’t make a lot of noise or stink or bother anyone. However, Josiah Sweeton was so desperate for the return of his family heirloom, he would hold Tater’s fate and city fines over my head to get me to do it.
 
   Like a stubborn old goat.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   “LUKE,” I SAID, with my mouth mostly cleared of barbecue. Deputy Luke Harper and I often communed over barbecue. A check in the pro column of our star-crossed relationship. “I am in a kind of predicament.”
 
   “Sugar.” He gathered my hands in his and kissed my knuckles. His eyes—a gorgeous silvery indigo although the hue is hard to capture—darkened to a Payne’s Gray.
 
   “Not that sort of predicament.” I stowed the look on his face for a later analysis. “I’ve been asked to help someone who is in a situation where they don’t want to involve the police.”
 
   His expression changed considerably.
 
   “Not because it’s illegal,” I added quickly. “Because it’s sensitive and has to do with a family heirloom taken during a date. I don’t think he wants to punish the gal. Just recover the heirloom. And his lightsaber.”
 
   “You lost me.” He ran a hand through his short curls—warm sepia with oxide-red lake highlights—and eased back against the seat of our booth. “Somebody’s date stole their lightsaber?”
 
   “And a family heirloom. At a Halloween party. I’ve been calling pawn shops, but no one’s seen the items in question. I want to see their security video from the party, but thought I might have a better chance of accessing the video if you came with me. In an unofficial-official sort of capacity.”
 
   “You want me to flash my deputy badge so you can watch security video?”
 
   “I think my best chance of finding the item in question is to find the man’s date. She was a cat and that’s all he knows. His memory of the night is vague at best. Except they got friendly behind a trophy case.”
 
   “A cat. How much did he have to drink?”
 
   “That’s the thing. He can’t remember.”
Luke rolled his eyes. “Who is this lush with the lightsaber?”
 
   “I’d rather not say at the moment. But his family’s been in the county longer than mine or your stepfamily’s, and that’s saying something.”
 
   “Trophy case? Where did you say this Halloween party happened?”
 
   “Line Creek Country Club.”
 
   Luke took a bite of pulled pork, taking his time chewing. “I think you should tell this guy to talk to me.”
 
   I shook my head. “He won’t do it.”
 
   “Alright. Let’s see that video feed.” A dimple winked as he chewed. “Only for you.”
 
   * * *
 
   THE CAMERAS AT the country club didn’t tell us much. They were focused on the parking lot, driveway, and pro shop. Also, a few on the links to catch sneak-on golfers. Earlier in the night, Darth Maul had marched up the stairway. Later, his exit was less dignified.
 
   “He must have had quite a few at the party to pass out,” said Luke. “Steady on his feet in the beginning. Hope he wasn’t planning on driving home.”
 
   “Either way, he had an EMT escort from the club. Stop looking for ways to question my guy. There’s a ton of Catwoman costumes. Party Barn must have had a sale on ears and tights. How do I know which cat is his?” I turned to the manager. “Why don’t you have any cameras pointed on the party?”
 
   Mr. Line Creek Country Club all but rolled his eyes. He thought I sought a member’s lost date, so I forgave him his irritation. “We’re trying to catch thieves, vandals, and illegal golfers, not our members partying.”
 
   And yet, a light-fingered cat had escaped his detection.
 
   “Let’s try the parking lot feed,” I said. “Maybe we’ll see a cat prowling around the cars.”
 
   “Good idea.” Luke leaned forward, eyes steady on the computer screen.
 
   “You sure are interested in this cat, Deputy Harper,” I said. “But you can’t go after her without evidence of a crime, right? What I told you is hearsay.”
 
   “What crime?” said Mr. Country Club.
 
   “Crime of passion.” I waved him off and pointed at the screen. “Stop and rewind. What’s going on with that Porsche?”
 
   “We had to wake him up, too.” Country Club glanced at Luke. “But he didn’t drive home. We have procedures for cutting people off.”
 
   “You need to try harder,” said Luke. “Because that’s two men who passed out at your party.”
 
   I fiddled with the arrows, magnifying the view. “Can’t you make this bigger? Like they do on those TV shows?”
 
   “They must have brought a flask or something.” Sweat gleamed on Country Club’s forehead. “We can’t be liable for that.”
 
   “Tell it to the jury when one of your patrons kills someone.” Luke glared at Country Club. “Who is that guy?”
 
   Country Club hesitated.
 
   Luke’s glower intensified.
 
   “Sterling Childs,” he said. “We called him a cab.”
 
   “I wonder if Sterling Childs knows a cat,” I said. “Or if he just collects lightsabers. There’s one under his car.”
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   LUKE TOOK OFF without a goodbye kiss, making me consider his interest in my missing heirloom. He’d been putting in long hours on an investigation that had him on late night surveillance and mid-afternoon stakeouts but hadn’t revealed the case. In the midst of his own work, why he’d bother with a Halloween mugging where the guy had no interest in reporting the crime made me suspicious. Suspicious and regretful I’d sought his unofficial-official help.
 
   Those competitive feelings are pitiful, I know. Particularly when you’re talking about the man you love despite everyone’s wishes.
 
   But if word got out to Josiah the police were interested in his Halloween mugging, he’d probably kill our deal and push Halo’s town zoning commission one step closer to me. And sic animal control on poor Tater.
 
   Going forward, I’d have to stop talking to Luke about this treasure hunt.
 
   Before hopping into my Datsun to do due diligence on Sterling Childs, I ambled to the area where said Sterling had taken a nap in his Porsche on the fateful eve. Probably because of the car’s make and model, he had parked a short hike from the building, two spots from the golf cart path entrance. The car’s position had been concealed from the front doors by a half-wall hiding the service entrance. The wall itself had been camouflaged by stacked hay bales, scarecrows, and an array of pumpkins.
 
   A good spot for a post-party sleep-off-the-booze before driving home. Or for using Josiah’s stolen lightsaber to play Star Wars with a cat. Hopefully, Sterling had the lightsaber and could clear up some of this nuttiness.
 
   I spied a trashcan secured to the fence next to the cart path. I noted the beer and Coke after-golf flotsam accumulated there and poked around in the yuck. No broken lightsabers or jeweled codpieces. However, an envelope containing an invite to the club’s Halloween party had been ripped in half and tossed.
 
   I snagged the torn envelope and headed home to look up Sterling Childs. And Christopher Bozen, who had been invited to the party and torn up his invitation near Sterling’s car.
 
   * * *
 
   AT THE LIBRARY—God bless libraries for those of us who can’t afford a fancy cable and internet package because our work is seasonal, artistic, and/or suppressed by small town patriarchs—I wandered past the horror book display to the computer carrels. Sterling Childs, easily found. Christopher Bozen, not so much.
 
   However, a Christopher Dozen of Line Creek owned the city’s sports bar, Honkers. I had never visited this particular establishment but knew it as a popular destination for those who smirk at the site of a cartoon goose in a well-filled bikini getting her tail feathers nipped by a gander.
 
   Probably why I’d never been to Honkers.
 
   Unfortunately, Sterling couldn’t meet me until the next morning. Christopher Dozen’s personal number was unlisted, and Honkers put me on hold long enough to not deem the hostess trustworthy for message taking. I would get my dinner at Honkers.
 
   The whole thing seemed like a wild goose chase, in any case.
 
   * * *
 
   TWO SIX-FOOT GEESE—both appearing as if they stuffed socks in particular areas on their male and female persons—had been seasonally dressed as vampires. Inside Honkers, the Halloween theme continued with ads for an upcoming Love Potion party and hanging black cat and bat dye-cuts. Owls were noticeably absent. Waitresses in regulation Daisy Dukes and tank tops wore Groucho Marx glasses. Most patrons’ gazes were glued to the six zillion flat screens covering every spare inch of wall and ceiling space. The place was scented with my favorite kind of grease but too loud to hear yourself think.
 
   Plus, there was a pole on a small stage in the middle of the floor. And no firehouse on the floor above.
 
   “Welcome to...” The hostess squeezed the bulb of a horn, offering an onomatopoeia greeting. “How many in your party?”
 
   “Tonight, I party alone.” I smiled. “Actually, I’m looking for your boss, Christopher Dozen. Is he in tonight?”
 
   The woman shook her head. The fake glasses slid down her nose and she shoved them back. “Is Chris expecting you?”
 
   I shook my head. “I hoped to catch him here.”
 
   She lifted her glasses to give me the once over. “I can get you an application, but I’ll give you a tip before talking to Chris. You’re going to need to use tissues or something to go up at least a cup size and it wouldn’t hurt to add some padding below.”
 
   I gaped. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I don’t want a job. I want to ask him about a Halloween party at Line Creek Country Club. Do you have a cell number for him?”
 
   “Can’t give that out.” She dropped her glasses back on her nose and rummaged beneath her podium, bringing out a pen and notepad. “Leave your name and number. And what was it you wanted to know about the party? That he was there?”
 
   “I’m looking for someone at the party he might know.” I scribbled the information. “You think he’ll get back to me tomorrow? It’s urgent.”
 
   “I’ll stick it on his office door. Were you at the party?”
 
   “No. A friend was.”
 
   “Did you want to eat or just leave the message?”
 
   I glanced around at the mostly middle-aged, male clientele watching football when they weren’t watching tail feathers. “Not really my crowd. Thanks anyway.”
 
   Slipping past the fake spider webs outlining the entrance, I stopped before a Love Potion poster, Honkers’ sponsored Halloween party. I wedged some seasonal business cards—I’d sadly gone from portraitist to “Professional Artist Designed Costumes and Accessories”—next to the tack and walked back to my truck.
 
   When you own a failed small business, never stop marketing.
 
   As I pulled out of my parking space, I recognized the truck across the street, arrow blinking, ready to turn into Honkers. A jacked-up, black Raptor pickup. Luke Harper’s personal vehicle. Not that Luke couldn’t go to Honkers if he wanted, but a twinge of something bitter worked my nerves seeing that truck waiting to make the turn. Not liking the feeling, I chose to avoid him and drove around the restaurant to exit onto the back street.
 
   On the back stoop of Honkers, a young man in checked cook’s pants and a stained apron spoke with another guy in a hoodie and skull cap. They both shoved their hands in their pockets and turned their heads as I drove past.
 
   Maybe Luke was after those two, doing undercover drug surveillance. I watched them in my rearview before making my turn.
 
   Except Honkers was in Line Creek, which had their own city police.
 
   I made a U-ey and drove around the restaurant. Parked alongside and crept up behind the giant geese.
 
   There he was, my Deputy McHottie, escorting some chick—not a goose, although they shared some Honker endowments in common—into the restaurant. I felt a pressure mounting, steam combined with curdling bile, and debated following the pair inside.
 
   He could be working undercover.
 
   Or seeing someone on the side.
 
   They could be working together. She could be another deputy, a Line Creek cop, or even some kind of Fed.
 
   Or some tramp he picked up and took to places like Honkers.
 
   I worried my lip and thought about my Remington Wingmaster in my bedroom closet. Then shook off that thought and found myself stomping back toward Honkers.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   THE RECEPTION STAND honked as I entered the foyer. I froze in the doorway. Then hoped Luke would spot me. Then hoped he wouldn’t.
 
   Stupid men making me stupid.
 
   The Groucho Marx hostess spoke. I flattened to the foyer wall and tuned my ear.
 
   “Hey, Katty. Looking good, girl.”
 
   Groucho Marx knew the tramp.
 
   I mean, the unidentified young woman accompanying my deputy.
 
   “Interested in the Love Potion party?” said Katty, the alleged floozy.
 
   “Maybe,” said Luke. “We’ll see.”
 
   “You bet we’ll see,” I muttered beneath my breath and ripped my business cards from beneath the poster’s tack. Also ripped the poster.
 
   I waited, giving the hostess time to find them a table, then edged toward the cobwebbed entrance. Through the pulled cotton threads, I saw Luke and his coworker/slutty date settle into a table at the far end, chairs pointed toward a flat screen. Satisfied he wouldn’t notice, I slipped around the cobweb.
 
   The hostess raised her horn. “Welcome to...”
 
   I dove for the horn and took out the hostess at the same time. The horn landed between us with a flaccid “wonk.”
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered, handing her back the big nose glasses. “I slipped.”
 
   She gave me a look that spoke of her true feelings about certain customers and pulled herself to standing. “Did you forget something?”
 
   From my floor crouch, I shook my head and peered between table legs. Luke had glanced at the hostess stand but hadn’t spotted me. He turned back to his office romance/work meeting. I slid up the side of the hostess stand, bent my knees, and peeked over the top ledge. Not hard to do when you’re only five foot and one-half inch.
 
   “Did you change your mind about eating?” said the faux-nosed hostess.
 
   “To be honest, I lost my appetite in your parking lot. That’s saying something for me.”
 
   “If you’re not here to eat or drink, you need to leave.” Miss Hostess folded her arms.
 
   “Give me a minute and I’ll get.”
 
   She waved a hand. Three fake-nosed waitresses appeared. All bigger than me. Particularly in certain areas.
 
   “Fine.” I swatted through the cobwebs before Luke could see my commotion and stomped through the parking lot.
 
   Kicked a goose on my way to my truck. They are made of cement, by the way.
 
   * * *
 
   A NOTICE HAD been stuck in my mailbox. A notice inviting me to the next town council meeting where the topic of discussion would be small business zoning.
 
   Nothing about goats. Yet.
 
   I crumpled the notification, smoothed it, then shoved it in the drawer of my roll-top oak desk where I kept my painting supplies. Poured feed in a bucket and walked out to the backyard.
 
   Tater trotted from his recline beneath my sweet gum tree to accept his dinner.
 
   “Looks like we’re both going to get kicked out if I don’t find this codpiece.” I bent over the fence to rub the old goat’s horns. “Of course, if you’d just go back to the farm, that’d solve one problem.”
 
   He cocked his head, gave me the stink eye, and backed away.
 
   “Stop being such a baby. Where’s your grit? You’re letting other goats steal your girl.”
 
   We studied each other.
 
   “Dangit. You’re right. But have you seen Luke? Women speed in this town so he’ll pull them over. He’s got the best ticket rate in Forks County.”
 
   Tater yawned and turned back to the sweet gum.
 
   “In college, he was a total dog. This Honkers girl is probably a badge bunny. Maybe he’s getting tired of me. I can be difficult at times.” I chewed my thumbnail. “But I can’t let Luke know I was at Honkers. He’s already suspicious of my hunt for Catwoman.”
 
   Tater stood up, turned a tight circle, and plopped down with his back to me.
 
   “Fine.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket and dialed Luke. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Working. Can’t really talk now.” He hung up.
 
   “Yeah, well I’m working, too.” I snapped my phone shut and refrained from throwing it against the house.
 
   Tater swung his head back to study me.
 
   “I am working. Got two leads to chase tomorrow.” I heaved a sigh. “You got room under that tree for me?”
 
   He made a show of flopping over and spreading out.
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   AS STERLING CHILDS sought a relationship and I wasn’t (not yet anyway), I asked to meet at a Waffle Hut. Generally, Waffle Hut did not give off “looking for a date” vibes. Which had been a good idea because he mistook my “hearing about him” at the party for another kind of “hearing about him.”
 
   Sterling was newly divorced and not yet subtle in his attempts to get a date. But he did have the lightsaber. The country club had tossed it in his car before sending Sterling home by cab.
 
   “I’m such an idiot,” he confided in me when learning about my hunt for Catwoman. “I met her, too.”
 
   “Did you get her name and number? A description?”
 
   “No name or number. She was...” Sterling’s smile flickered. “Shapely? The costume was tight. And she wore a mask that covered her hair. It had ears. A nice smile?” He shrugged.
 
   Great. I hunted a woman with breasts and a smile. That narrowed it down. And made sense how she nabbed two men in one night.
 
   “I didn’t think I had that much to drink, but I guess my performance in the car ended in me passing out.”
 
   I skipped the performance bit. Josiah Sweeton had already left enough for my imagination. “Were you missing anything? She robbed my friend.”
 
   “Just my keys.”
 
   “And your Porsche wasn’t stolen?”
 
   “Not my car fob.” Crimson crept up his neck and stained his cheeks. “That was still in the ignition when I woke up. Just the house keys. And money from my wallet.”
 
   “You want to report it?”
 
   “Lord, no. It’s humiliating enough. I’m in the middle of divorce proceedings and if my ex finds out I lost the keys to our beach house...”
 
   I refrained from slapping my forehead. “Did you mention to this Catwoman that you had a beach house?”
 
   His face flushed into an unbecoming puce. “I’m going to Hilton Head this weekend. I asked if she’d join me.”
 
   “You asked someone you didn’t know to go to Hilton Head?”
 
   “She seemed very amenable to...dating.” Sterling stared at his coffee.
 
   I pulled in a deep breath through my nose. “How would she even know that key was for your beach house?”
 
   “By the palm tree keychain. She liked the monkey hanging on it.”
 
   I could barely hear him over his stupidity.
 
   “And I might have shown her the keys earlier at the party. As a...” His voice dropped to a microscopic level. “Pickup line.”
 
   I thought by middle age that men like Sterling and Josiah should’ve gained some wisdom.
 
   “Call a locksmith to change out the keys.”
 
   He mumbled over his coffee. “Already done.”
 
   * * *
 
   I CAN BE the bigger person. Sometimes. I invited Luke to breakfast at Waffle Hut.
 
   As soon as Sterling Childs left, of course.
 
   I eyeballed Luke over my pecan waffle. “Late night?”
 
   He nodded, focused on biscuits and gravy and not my slitty-eyed stare.
 
   “What kind of case has you working day and night? You getting help with Line Creek PD? Or some kind of bureau?”
 
   He shook his head, forked a piece of dripping sausage, then looked up. “Why?”
 
   I shoved a golf ball-sized chunk of waffle in my mouth and shrugged.
 
   Luke set down the fork, slid back in his seat, and cocked his head. Reminding me of Tater. “How’s your search for Catwoman going?”
 
   I smiled, pointed at my chewing mouth and gave him the thumbs up.
 
   “Your neighbor. Was he Josiah Sweeton, by chance? I heard he’s got a bum leg. Hurt himself at the country club the other night. Halloween party.”
 
   I gasped and a hunk of waffle lodged in my throat.
 
   Luke rose from his seat, but I waved him back.
 
   Tears streaming, I hammered my chest. “My neighbor Josiah Sweeton does have a broken leg,” I spoke between gasps. “Took him a casserole and a painting.”
 
   “How’d he break his leg? Any assault I should know about?”
 
   “Stepped on his cape, tripped, and fell down the club’s front steps. I think you saw it on the video feed.” I grabbed a water and choked it down.
 
   “Right. Darth Vader. Which is why he’s missing a lightsaber.”
 
   “I believe he was Darth Maul.” I stuttered a breath and wiped my eyes. “Wasting your time, trying to figure out if there’s a crime to solve. Who cares about a missing lightsaber, right? I keep telling you my victim does not want to press charges. Anyway, aren’t you working a big case?”
 
   “Why do you think I’m working a big case?”
 
   “You’re so busy. Like last night when you couldn’t talk.” I laid a hand on my chest. To press my point and calm my speeding heart. Also, there was a hunk of waffle still lodged somewhere around my breastbone. “You and your new partner, what’s her name?”
 
   “I don’t have a new partner.” Luke folded his arms. “What’s going on with you?”
 
   “I’m helping a patron find someone.”
 
   “Your patrons usually want a painting, not missing persons assistance.”
 
   “A girl’s got to make a living somehow.” I smiled. Then wiped the snot and tears still welling. “Let’s talk about something else. Like what you’ve been doing.”
 
   Luke glanced at his watch and balled his napkin. “Gotta go. Good luck with your missing cat lady. Did your earlier breakfast date know her, too?”
 
   I allowed him to kiss me on the cheek. It made it easier to sniff for perfume and lipstick.
 
   I hoped Luke thought Sterling Childs really was a breakfast date. Serve him right.
 
   * * *
 
   MY GETTING INVOLVED in neighborhood affairs never bothered Luke in the past. Not much anyway. As long as it didn’t interfere with Forks County Sheriff’s Department investigations.
 
   Hold those horses.
 
   What current sheriff’s investigation toes could I blindly be treading upon? I turned my rusty Datsun pickup from homeward to Forks County Sheriff’s Department bound. Stopped by the Lickety Pig. And rolled into the parking lot of the brick building housing the county’s finest. Inside, I moseyed to the bulletproof window where Tamara, receptionist and backup dispatcher, eyeballed me.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” Tamara liked me fine as long as I wasn’t dating a deputy or involving myself in sheriff’s department affairs. Therefore, I was currently on her horse hockey list.
 
   “Is Uncle Will in?” I held up a bag of barbecue.
 
   Tamara shook her head, making her beaded braids clatter. As it was fall, the beads bore the red, black, and white of the University of Georgia. In the spring, she’d switch to Braves’ colors. During the winter, she wore her hair unbraided. I admired her fashion consistency. “What do you want with the sheriff?”
 
   “To feed him.” I pointed to the steaming bag.
 
   “And?” Her look was what you’d call pointed. So much so I winced.
 
   “I’m curious about certain burglaries in the area. If there was a current investigation into that sort of thing.”
 
   “Are you here to report a burglary?”
 
   “No, ma’am. What I’d like to know…” I leaned on the counter. Tamara stared at my elbow. I straightened. “If there’s some kind of robbery ring going on in the area. Even in Line Creek, which is not your jurisdiction. I am searching for something a friend lost and I’d hate to find out it was stolen.”
 
   “I’ll have a deputy speak to your friend.”
 
   “They’d rather I handled it.” I gave her my best customer service smile. A wasted effort as Tamara had known me since my teenage years where she learned not to trust that smile for good reasons. “Come on, Miss Tamara. Just a yes or a no?”
 
   “You’re going to have to find out some other way.” She arched her brows. “And Deputy Harper won’t tell you a thing.”
 
   Which meant Luke was working a big case. Possibly a robbery ring. “I had to try.”
 
   She smiled. “I give you credit for your tenacity, baby. And for wanting to do good. Problem is, you always go about it wrong and get yourself in situations. Remember, the Lord said the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Get yourself right with Jesus, Cherry, and stop messing about in police business.”
 
   “I don’t recall anything about police business in the Bible.”
 
   I should know better than to get sassy with Tamara. She used a finger to accompany her eyeball point. “You better not talk like this to the zoning board. Yes, ma’am, I heard about that, too. Cherry Tucker, you’ve got ninety-nine problems and police business ain’t one of them. Get out of here. And leave your barbecue.”
 
   I left to return to road paving. Hell was on its way.
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   I NEEDED TO do reconnaissance on my deputy boyfriend. Just to make sure I wasn’t interfering in his investigation during my effort to recover Josiah’s royal codpiece. Not to see if Luke was visiting the cheating side of town. But I’m a believer in the two birds, one stone principle.
 
   Reconnaissance on Luke meant visiting Honkers. His trashy-date-who-was-not-a-new-partner had been known there. And I still hadn’t heard back from Chris Dozen.
 
   First, I had other checks on my Honey-Do list. Like the return of the fabled lightsaber. Because I feared this Halloween mugging went deeper than codpiece swiping, I dusted the lightsaber for prints and saved the results for the sheriff. Ground drawing charcoal and Scotch tape work just fine. Unfortunately, there were more prints than lightsaber.
 
   Josiah cradled and cooed, then stroked the lightsaber with a sock. Taken from his uncasted foot.
 
   I shook off the willies and hid my disgust. “Your Catwoman left it in the parking lot.”
 
   “You can’t account for taste. I hope I can get this charcoal grit out of the emitter matrix.”
 
   No idea and didn’t want to know. “I’m still trying to hunt Catwoman down. There was another man who had a run in with her.”
 
   “Who is the cur?”
 
   “Sterling Childs. He was dressed like Dracula. I think she may have a thing for capes.”
 
   Josiah sighed. “She played us both for fools.”
 
   I was getting better at keeping my mouth shut.
 
   “I have a lead for you.” Josiah pointed toward his laptop resting on the pork rind and vitamin water infested coffee table. “I’ve been poking around the historic artifact sales, looking at codpieces on certain websites and received a private message. Offering me a chance for a private bidding on a certain Tudor artifact.”
 
   “You think that’s your codpiece? Where’s this private bidding happening? Online?”
 
   “In the Atlanta area. They didn’t give an address. At a special auction.”
 
   “Perfect. I’ll find out if it belongs to your family, then tell the auction folks it’s stolen. Easy peasy.”
 
   “In our private exchange, I mentioned that it was stolen. The purveyor revoked my invitation. Then sent me a virus that blanked out my computer. I now have the blue screen of death. I can’t even search from my laptop.”
 
   I took a moment to reflect on the kind of person who ran private auctions and would send computer viruses as an un-invite. “I’ve got a friend who enjoys auctions. Mostly Old Reb type artifacts, although he is an art appreciator. He might know someone who can get me in.”
 
   This particular friend would also have connections to auctions of stolen items. Max Avtaikin aka the Bear entertained the rich and famous of Forks County with illegal gaming, then used that booty to buy War Between the States memorabilia.
 
   “I knew I could count on you,” said Josiah. “You’ve got underworld connections. Just as I heard.”
 
   My underworld connection was bankrolled by Josiah’s middle-aged friends. “Your cat lady is still the best lead, so I’m going to find me some bait to trap her.”
 
   Except I’d use a Bear instead of a mouse.
 
   * * *
 
   ALTHOUGH MAX AVTAIKIN’S hometown was far east of the South—in a country that had thawed some since the Cold War—his favorite historical period was our War of Northern Aggression. This had led him to purchase property in Georgia. Low real estate taxes accompany the historic appeal. He brought his knowledge of casinos and smuggling with him. Illegal in Georgia. Probably illegal in his home country, too. His nickname, the Bear, also traveled with him. It served as a warning or a description. Or both.
 
   Deputy Luke Harper neither liked nor trusted the Bear. The feeling was mutual.
 
   By asking the Bear for assistance, I’d be furthering my trouble with Deputy Luke Harper. But the way I figure, by not admitting he’d been with some trashy Honkers girl, the trouble was reciprocal.
 
   Besides, I had a goat to save. And a man’s dignity to restore. Or Josiah’s mother’s dignity.
 
   Whatever.
 
   The Bear greeted me with affection, which meant not kicking me off his porch. After settling me in his office of leather, wood, and Civil War artifacts, we got past pleasantries and to the point.
 
   “I’m on the hunt for a historical item of considerable value, stolen at a Halloween party. The victim was invited then uninvited via a computer virus to bid on his possibly stolen legacy at an Atlanta auction. What do you know of these things?”
 
   “You were right to call on me.”
 
   Sometimes you had to wait out the Bear’s braggadocio. “And?”
 
   “There is many private auctions in Atlanta. But a stolen item of major historical value? I know of only one such auction. The address is only revealed to certain customer and never held in same place twice. What is plan? Are you paying top dollar for this heirlooms?”
 
   “No, if the piece in question is there, I’m going to prove it’s stolen with the provenance and return it to the owner. Can you get me an invitation?”
 
   “This is what I thought.” He sighed. “Getting invitation is not the problem.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Your scheme is problem. The point of stolen items is not to return to rightful owner.”
 
   “Then we’ll leave and I call the police to raid them. Or we have the police raid the place before the auction begins, although this wouldn’t please my friend. He’s hoping to keep this legacy under wraps.”
 
   “They will not bring the items to auction until all invited have arrived. This traps buyers. It’s not possible to leave until auction is finished. They confiscate your phone. You see, they must protect their identity and the identity of the purchasers.”
 
   “Because they’re moving stolen goods. So if you get me an invitation, we have to purchase the artifact? I don’t think my neighbor has that kind of cash.”
 
   “If it is an actual neighbor of yours, I am sure they don’t.”
 
   “Dammit. I guess I’ll have to appeal to the person buying it. Maybe if I can befriend them, they’ll give it back.” I didn’t need the Bear’s low, mocking laugh to understand the idiocy of the plan. “What else can I do?”
 
   “Is this valuable heirloom large?”
 
   “For its purpose, yes, but objectively, no. You wear it.”
 
   His left eyebrow rose, boosting the small scar above it.
 
   I gasped. “Don’t tell me you want me to steal it from the fencers. I am many things, but a thief is not one of them.”
 
   “Then you must tell your neighbor that you have given up.”
 
   “I can’t give up.” I chewed my lip. “But just in case, do you have room at your house for a goat? And an unemployed artist?”
 
   “Are we done?” Max turned to his phone. “I have much work.”
 
   Considering his work was usually after hours, I didn’t feel rushed. Which brought me to a big idea. “You should have a Halloween party. You’d attract the kind of man Catwoman wants.”
 
   “Artist, I am flattered.” He smirked. “However, even with the citizenship, I am not American enough for your Halloween silliness.”
 
   “A private costume party. For the geezers who play poker in your basement.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The missing heirloom was stolen from a certain upstanding Halo geezer at the Line Creek Country Club Halloween party. Another geezer tangled with her, too. I want to entice this Catwoman to your party.”
 
   He leaned back in his leather chair and folded his hands on his desk. “I see how this helps your geezer. However, what is the benefit for me? Other than submitting my home and friends to possible burglary.”
 
   “Don’t you usually make money off these parties? Don’t worry, I’ll nab the Cat before she takes anything. But lock up your good silver. And priceless artifacts.”
 
   “What is this ‘upstanding geezer’ doing for you that you would hunt down a Catwoman for him? There is more to this story or he would simply use the authorities to solve his problem.”
 
   “I can’t reveal who he is. I promised. But he is helping me with some city ordinance issues I am suddenly facing.”
 
   His ice blue eyes bore into me with the subtlety of a jackhammer on concrete. “I will have your costume party. On certain conditions. First, you will assist me in hosting it.”
 
   “I’m in charge of decorating. And making our costumes. Although I’ll charge you for that.”
 
   “No. Second, I want introduction to the ‘upstanding geezer.’”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He blinked. “I am a collector of the American antique.”
 
   “He won’t sell it. And besides, it’s not even American.”
 
   “A family heirloom that’s not American? And his ancestors came to the America when?”
 
   “I don’t know. Before it was America?”
 
   “Excellent.” Bear’s smile gave me the jitters. “First, party. And if you cannot catch your thief, then we turn tables and steal back your item at the auction.”
 
   I’d better catch that thief. Or Luke and I’d have bigger problems than his possible cheating between us.
 
   Like a felony.
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   IT’S AMAZING HOW quickly a party can be thrown together if you have the right sort of venue and know the right sort of people. For example, a walkout basement with a hidden casino and folks who punch their own job clocks.
 
   “You’re late,” said the Bear. “And you look ridiculous.”
 
   I scowled. I had overlooked the proportions of my costume—the Mona Lisa complete in frame—and had to enter his doorway sideways. “I had a recon mission at Honkers. But it was a bust. Also, it took several shades of makeup to get the right sepia tones for my skin. I’m still not satisfied with the line crackling. Painted them on with a sable detail round and still got streaky.”
 
   The small scar rose with his eyebrow. “Your dedication to classic art is admirable. But not practical. Perhaps next time a Venus de Milo or the like would be simpler?”
 
   “How would I do Venus? Saw off my arms?”
 
   “I am thinking the ease of a toga.”
 
   “She’s topless, too, remember?” I snorted. Then noticed his expression and changed the subject. “Where’s your costume?
 
   He gave me a look that would wither candy corn.
 
   “I brought chips for the party.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he tossed my chip bag onto a hall table and pointed me across his marble foyer to the basement door.
 
   I stepped sideways down the stairs, my frame bumping the rail. Closed doors lined a hallway. His nimble fingers stroked a security keypad before I could catch the code.
 
   We entered through one door, that led to another, and into a large carpeted room. An odalisque hung above a brass bar like in a Western, but the rest of the room spoke of Vegas, Atlantic City, or maybe, Monte Carlo. Not sure. I’ve only seen Vegas. Once.
 
   Didn’t end well, but that’s another story.
 
   The poker, roulette, and baccarat tables had been removed. A small jazz ensemble played while costumed partiers milled around, chatting and holding drinks. No Catwoman yet. And no chips.
 
   As Halloween parties went, I’d call it a snoozer.
 
   “You need to get some games going. And a costume contest,” I said. “You don’t even have decorations. Where’s your jack-o-lanterns? No one will hang around for this. If Catwoman shows, we want her to stay.”
 
   “She will come. Look at the women.”
 
   I saw a sparkly array of jewelry on Cleopatras, Marie Antoinettes, and Queen Elizabeths. “Where are all the cheerleaders, naughty nurses, and sexy angels? Anyway, Cat Woman doesn’t steal jewelry from women. She steals luxury items from rich, horny men.”
 
   “There is also the rich, horny men here.”
 
   “They’re with their wives. This isn’t going to work.” I tried to cross my arms, but couldn’t get them to meet around the frame. “You better get me into that auction.”
 
   “You know what the auction means,” he grumbled. “Why I do these things for you? No gratitude. I must circulate.”
 
   “Dangit.” I parked my hands on my hips. The frame swung out and bumped a pirate.
 
   He bowed, sweeping his coattails behind him. “Milady. Might I interest you in a spot of rum?”
 
   “Better make it a beer.” I followed him to the bar. Standing on my toes, I reached for a beer from a long, copper ice bucket. The frame smacked a wine glass, shattering it. I swung around to grab a napkin and a knocked over a glass of scotch. Giving up, I leaned my back against the bar and sighed.
 
   “I was so proud of this costume.”
 
   “And who are ye? The Mona Lisa? Argh.” His ruffled sleeve caught on the corner of my frame. “It’s not you. Damn lace keeps dipping in my drink, too.”
 
   “You could stuff them inside your coat sleeves.” I helped him slide off the doublet and fingered the heavy material. “Velvet? This is no Party Barn costume.”
 
   “Thank ye, milady. Yes, it’s a copy of the original dress of one of my ancestors, Henry Morgan. Was forgiven for his acts of piracy by the crown when he took Panama from the Spanish. England knighted him and made him governor of Jamaica.” He pushed back the lace sleeves and I helped him slide the tight-fitting coat over it. His chin rose with his eyebrows. “A rogue and a hero. The painting’s from the late seventeenth century.”
 
   “Why aren’t your people still in Jamaica?”
 
   “We got around. You ever heard of Captain Morgan’s Rum?” He winked. “His great-grandnephew was a Revolutionary War hero and his descendant was the Confederacy’s General John Hunt Morgan. I had this made and go as Captain Morgan every year.”
 
   “A DAR and UDC son. I understand why you’re a friend of the Bear—I mean, Max Avtaikin’s.” I eyed the expensive costume. “By chance are you wearing a codpiece?”
 
   He grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   Across the room, a caped Darth Vader caught my eye. His lightsaber was of the cheap plastic variety, giving me a new appreciation for Josiah’s treasured accessory. Darth stood alone, watching a small group of flappers and zoot-suited gangsters dance before the three-piece band. A door opened behind Darth and a cat slithered out, followed by three superheroes. The cat slunk toward Darth.
 
   She did have a thing for capes.
 
   “I want to hear about your codpiece, but first I’ve got to talk to that cat.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting, milady.” Captain Morgan held up his drink, his smile wide and his eyes appreciative. “Shall I order another round in the meantime?”
 
   “Sure.” He was going to be disappointed in my real interest in his codpiece.
 
   I maneuvered through the dancers, my frame catching on Flapper fringe and smacking into Tommy guns. Darth Vadar had not moved, standing sentinel on the edge of the party. I admired him for staying in character even while a cat stroked his lightsaber. Her tail swung, brushing the tops of thigh-high stiletto boots. I understood why Josiah and Sterling had been seduced into a stupor. Literally.
 
   It seemed the cat had stayed in character, too, what with her obsession for capes and sabers.
 
   “Trick or treat,” I said to the pair. “Miss Kitty, I need a word with you.”
 
   She turned, side-stepping away from Darth. No mask. Just a pointy-eared headband and a black bodysuit. Not Catwoman at all. Only a cat. She hadn’t even bothered to draw whiskers on her face. She had the bodily description of Sterling Childs’ fantasy, but the glittery blue-green eyes and auburn mane were unmistakable.
 
   “Shawna Branson.” For a half-second, my disappointment flipped as I considered Shawna as the codpiece burglar. I’d strew roses at the feet of the arresting officer. But my conscience kicked out my pettiness. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “What am I doing here?” she drawled, eyeing my Mona Lisa creativity. “This is my crowd. Shouldn’t you be trolling the County Line Tap?”
 
   I attempted a dignified Mona Lisa smile. “My patrons are in this crowd.”
 
   “Not anymore.” Her tail twitched. “Like I said, this is my crowd. As in...”
 
   “You don’t have to spell it out for me. You’ve besmirched my career with these art buyers.”
 
   “Just the local art appreciators with money. And now they come to me for their family portraits.” Her shoulders lifted along with her cleavage. “There’s still the NASCAR crowd. Maybe you could paint, what is it your Grandpa farms? Goats?”
 
   I hid my snarl and sucked in my breath. Had she heard about Tater’s staycation?
 
   “I’ll have you know the NASCAR crowd also has money. I once did a Dale and Junior for a fan.” Turns out proprietary issues keep me from that business, so I couldn’t blame Shawna for that failure. “However, I heard you’ve instigated a hit to shut me down completely. Or at least prevent me from working at home via certain city ordinances.”
 
   “I’ve no idea.”
 
   “There are still some in this town who consider my work a service to the community—”
 
   “I don’t care how you spin it, art is a commercial venture, not a community service.”
 
   “And there we have it. You know nothing about art, but you do know about the zoning falderal.” My accusatory finger knocked my frame sideways. “That wasn’t the community service I was speaking of, but I feel I have made my point.”
 
   “I’ve never understood your points. Or your costume.”
 
   “Speaking of costumes, I don’t suppose you were at the country club Halloween party the other night? In this getup with a mask?”
 
   “What’s it to you?”
 
   “It’s to someone I know. He’s searching for a Catwoman he met at the party.” Behind my frame, I crossed my fingers. “I’m playing cupid.”
 
   “What kind of someone?” Her voice rose.
 
   “An older male.” I motioned toward Darth Vader. “Another Star Wars buff.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t Catwoman.” Her voice twisted, making me wonder about her earlier excitement. Could Shawna be looking for love? “I was a cheerleader.”
 
   Figured. “Did you see a Catwoman?”
 
   “I saw several.” Her lip curled. “Tacky.”
 
   “How is Catwoman tacky and a skintight cat costume— Never mind.” Shawna often defied logic. “Did you know any of these Catwomen?”
 
   Her auburn ponytail swayed with her tail. “I didn’t recognize them, but they all wore masks. I’d swear there must’ve been a sale at Party Barn or something.”
 
   Party Barn. Of course. Why hadn’t I thought of checking the costume outlets? And there were multiple Catwomen at that party. They could have been working in tandem. The timing made more sense with multiple men.
 
   “You think Party Barn is still open this time of night?”
 
   “How would I know?” she snapped. “You think I shop at a place with barn in the title?”
 
   I swung around, smacking Shawna with the frame. “Sorry.”
 
   “Not half as sorry as you’re going to be,” she called, rubbing her shoulder.
 
   I scooted toward the bar, seeking Max. Captain Morgan had disappeared. I found the Bear in a dark corner with a caped figure.
 
   “Max, I need to talk to you. Supergirl, a moment please.”
 
   She shot me a caustic look—with the mask, one more felt than seen—and stalked away.
 
   “Artist, your timing, as always, could be improved upon.”
 
   “There’s no time for getting frisky. I need your eyes. I’ll be gone a minute to call Party Barn before they close.”
 
   “You are hoping they will deliver you new costume?”
 
   “To learn who bought matching Catwoman costumes. And if those persons bought other costumes.” I scanned the party. “There were a bunch of Catwomen at the country club. Josiah’s Catwoman and Sterling’s Catwoman might’ve been different cats. I don’t see any matching costumes tonight, but that doesn’t mean anything.”
 
   “I fail to see the meaning.”
 
   “You agreed to help me. And by doing so, I’ll get you a conversation with my patron. By the way, watch Captain Morgan. He’s sporting a codpiece.”
 
   “Captain Morgan?”
 
   “Buccaneer at the bar.” We looked at the bar, empty of sea plunderers. “Dammit. Just find the pirate and make sure he’s not also wearing an antique thingy on his person. I can understand a town this old being chock full of ancestral pride, but the wearing of family heirlooms is getting ridiculous.”
 
   My words had been lost on the Bear. His Arctic gaze gleamed. A tight smile curled his fierce lips.
 
   “Stop thinking about his family jewels and focus on keeping him safe from Catwoman.”
 
   At the words “family jewels,” the smugness vanished. “Make your call,” he said. “I will find pirate.”
 
   I slipped into a short hall leading to a bathroom. Locating my phone among the folds of Mona Lisa’s voluminous gown proved difficult, particularly with the frame’s corners catching on the muslin with every shift. “Dangit.”
 
   The hall light winked out.
 
   “Excuse me,” I called. “I think you shut the wrong switch.”
 
   Behind me, someone moved. I swung around, banging the frame into a body.
 
   The body barked an ouch.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I said. “Can you turn the lights back on?”
 
   They reached through the frame to grab my shoulders, pushing me back against the wall. The hands slid to my elbows, pinning my arms to the wall. Strong female hands.
 
   Ridiculously strong.
 
   I’d been nabbed by Catwoman.
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
   “WHAT’RE YOU DOING?” The woman hissed. “Why are you asking so many questions about the country club party?”
 
   “What’s it to you?” I jerked a knee. My gown snagged on the wooden frame and my knee tapped her leg.
 
   She jerked her knee and the frame slammed against the tops of my thighs.
 
   Much more effective. And painful.
 
   Pushing her body against the frame, she laughed.
 
   My hands scrabbled in the air, scratching at the wooden back. “Who are you?” I grunted.
 
   “Someone you don’t want to mess with.” She leaned in. The sharp edges dug into my skin. “Nobody’s going to get hurt except you, if you don’t quit.”
 
   “Josiah Sweeton broke his leg,” I snarled.
 
   “That’s his own fault if he did. They’re not getting anything they don’t deserve.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “This is none of your business. Leave it alone.” She released my arm. Grabbed my ear lobe and twisted.
 
   My eyes teared. I seized her hand. And succeeded in exacting more pressure on my lobe.
 
   “You’re lucky Mona Lisa doesn’t wear earrings or I would’ve ripped your ear in half.” She gave it a tight wrench before jerking away. “Remember what I said, girl. Stay out of this.”
 
   With a final shove, she ran out of the hallway. A door slammed.
 
   Holding my burning ear, I pushed off the wall, tripped in my twisted skirts, and fell on top of the frame. The wood cracked. A range of curses escaped my mouth. Mona Lisa had been one of my best costumes, but one of my worst ideas.
 
   Timing, y’all.
 
   Facedown on the giant frame, I stretched behind me to pull off the wire hanger harness. Ripped a hunk of hair yanking it off. Pushed off the floor and left the broken frame. Ran down the hall and jerked open the door.
 
   I searched the crowded room for a woman with some heft. The party continued in full force. Captain Morgan had not returned to the bar. The band played on. With her long tail draped over her arm, Shawna shimmied with the Flappers and gangsters. Wonder Woman twirled her invisible lasso, hooking a guy in scrubs, mask, and stethoscope.
 
   In the dark hall, I had detected a bit of a shimmer from my assailant. Shimmers and spangles abounded. Except for Shawna, who’d worn all black. Judging by the accent, my attacker had been local. Local and female. Unfortunately, Shawna’s voice had the same yowling sound as her Halloween namesake. As if she were in heat around a pack of toms.
 
   A costume with a local drawl. Almost as good as Sterling Child’s description. I still sought someone with boobs.
 
   The Bear leaned on the bar, a cut glass tumbler at his elbow and eyes back on Supergirl. I approached, giving her a black look. Supergirl hightailed it to the dance floor.
 
   “Did you speak to the Party Barn?” Max swept me with a critical gaze. “You are unkempt. Where is your frame?
 
   “Has Supergirl been with you the whole time?” When he nodded—not sheepishly enough for my liking—I added, “‘Cause I just had a run-in in your hallway with some gal. Did you see anyone slip through the hall door in the last few minutes?”
 
   I pulled in a long breath at his head shake. “Really? I asked you to keep an eye on things, not an eye on a thang. You’re a terrible second.”
 
   “I am not your second, Artist. I am hosting a party. What does this run-in mean?” He focused on the swirling the ice cubes in his drink.
 
   “It means Catwoman was here. She knows I’m looking for her and we had a tussle.” I shook back my frizzled hair and raised my chin. “The unkemptness you’ve noted is a sign I’m heading in the right direction.”
 
   “And where is Catwoman?”
 
   “She got away.” I rubbed my ear. “She’s no longer Catwoman. By the way, you need a nightlight or something in that hallway. It’s dark as the grave when the lights are off.”
 
   He spun to survey the party. “So she is here. Interesting.”
 
   “Where’s Captain Morgan?”
 
   “I could not find him.”
 
   “Or you couldn’t find him on Supergirl? I wasn’t gone that long.” I craned my neck. “Okay, we know Catwoman was here and we know the men who tangle with her find themselves snoozing in odd places. Let’s split up and find him.”
 
   “Coat check.”
 
   “Is that Russian for something?”
 
   “If the man wants an assignation at my home events, he usually does the tête à tête in cloak room.”
 
   * * *
 
   WE FOUND CAPTAIN Morgan lying on the floor. Wallet tossed in his lap. Empty. Keys missing unless he left them with the valet (it was that kind of party). Codpiece intact.
 
   As the Bear noted, his codpiece was imitation, so at least Catwoman was foiled in that attempt.
 
   After dragging him into a sitting position, we tried to wake Captain Morgan with water, shaking, and a fair amount of yelling.
 
   “I dunno,” he mumbled at our request for information. His chin hit his chest.
 
   “I betcha he’s been roofied. Rohypnol works fast. Particularly when mixed with alcohol.” From my squat, I looked up at Max. “Go ask if anyone saw him come in here with a woman. And call an ambulance.”
 
   “No ambulash,” slurred Captain Morgan.
 
   “Captain Morgan, you’ve been robbed. You need to speak to the police and have a doctor look at you.”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “No. No. No.”
 
   I grabbed his lapels. “Snap out of it, Captain Morgan. You can’t let Catwoman get away with this.”
 
   “Bashga.”
 
   “What is he saying? I cannot understand his English.” Ice cubes tinkled near my ear. Max peered over my shoulder, drink still in hand.
 
   “Bashgal.”
 
   “Slow down, Captain Morgan,” I said. “What are you telling us?”
 
   “Cape. She’d cape. No polish. Married.” His head rolled back and smacked the wall.
 
   “Dammit. He said cape.” I turned to face Max. “Who wore a cape tonight?”
 
   “Many peoples.” He shrugged and lifted the glass to his lips.
 
   “Stop.” Lunging, I struck his hand and knocked the glass to the floor. Vodka splashed over Captain Morgan.
 
   The Bear’s eyebrow crept toward his hairline. “Artist, your point can be made without the dramatics.”
 
   “They wore capes, Bear. Tonight they were superheroes. He was trying to say Batgirl. And you were with Supergirl...”
 
   We both stared at the glass on the ground.
 
   “You can thank me later, Bear. I just saved you from roofies.”
 
    
 
   NINE
 
   THE SUPERHEROINES HAD disappeared, likely when we had opened the coat check door to find Captain Morgan.
 
   No one had gotten their names. Of course.
 
   We let Captain Morgan sleep off his Catwoman encounter, but couldn’t get more information other than Batgirl had seduced him. She’d taken his money and the keys to his house. His wife was out of town, so a locksmith was ordered for the morning. A police report proved too embarrassing for the Captain, even with our pleading and sharing of Josiah and Sterling’s experiences.
 
   Tucking his feathered tricorn hat under his arm, he bowed. “Thank ye for your help, milady. I’ve a reputation to uphold. Getting drunk at a party is disgraceful, but I can allow that news to circulate in light of what really happened. No one can know what this woman did to me.”
 
   “It may be embarrassing, but it’s also larceny. And if they rob your house, it’s burglary. Possibly robbery, if the court deems seducing and drugging you as violence.”
 
   “I’m aware. I’m a lawyer.”
 
   I felt like stomping my feet and screaming. “Come on. Let’s get the law on these women.”
 
   He shot a glance at the Bear. “I know you’ll never speak of this.”
 
   Max gave him a curt nod.
 
   I went home to Tater. And to make a new costume. One that didn’t involve a frame or a toga.
 
   * * *
 
   NOW, I KNEW Catwoman had a litter, multiple costumes, and access to roofies, I felt confident I could track her down. Saturday night meant a Halloween party bonanza, even though we had two days to go. Cops and hospitals were on high alert, as was I. Unfortunately, in this town I couldn’t get a private party invite. But there was one party that’d serve me as a twofer.
 
   For the Love Potion Party, I created a more forgiving costume. Despite the Bear’s claims that a classic antiquity toga would serve me better, I dare not risk any wardrobe malfunctions to mistake me for the Birth of Venus. I chose Girl with a Pearl Earring. Easy enough to make an ultramarine turban and yellow ochre top coat. And because Vermeer only painted her portrait from the shoulders up, I could still wear my boots.
 
   As I pinned the turban in place, my phone rang.
 
   “How was the Avtaikin party?” said Josiah. “Did you find her?”
 
   “I met her, so technically yes. But at the moment, I don’t know where she is or her name, so no.”
 
   “My codpiece. There’s not much time left.”
 
   “Halloween is Monday. We’ve got the weekend to seek out costumed thieves.” I flipped the dangling scarf behind my shoulder and adjusted the phone. “There’s a party tonight at Honkers. I’m hoping to track her there.”
 
   “Honkers? I can understand the Avtaikin party, but I’m not sure if Honkers is the type of party—”
 
   “Just let me do my job, Josiah. It’s not like I’m looking for a homewrecker at the same time.”
 
   “Homewrecker? Listen, I’ve got to get that codpiece back to Mother’s safe—”
 
   “Mr. Sweeton, I’m getting closer. And now I have a better idea of who she is. If I can’t catch her at this party, there’s always the auction. But that’s dangerous and illegal as all hell, so let me try Honkers first. It’s not like these girls are debutantes. I know they’re connected to Honkers.”
 
   Not really. Just a hunch. But I needed to go to that Love Potion party regardless.
 
   * * *
 
   SOMEONE HAD WRAPPED the giant geese in black and orange crepe paper. They were now well-endowed mummies and not vampires. I bustled past the concrete monstrosities and into the cobwebbed foyer. Peeking around the entrance, I reached for the loose end of my turban and held it before my face.
 
   Girl with a Pearl Earring proved to be a genius costume in more ways than one.
 
   The restaurant overflowed with partiers. People more of my ilk, as Shawna would say. Here were the naughty nurses, slutty cheerleaders, and frisky French maids.
 
   And those were the men.
 
   The Honkers girls still wore the ubiquitous Daisy Dukes and tanks, but tonight they had switched their Groucho glasses for masquerade masks. Not that I’d recognize the Catwomen without a mask, but if they were Honkers staff, it’d prove even more difficult.
 
   I scanned the party for Luke and thankfully, didn’t see him. However, I did recognize the man wearing the Margaritaville costume. Sterling Childs. Complete with parrot hat. He clenched his costume namesake while talking to a farmer’s daughter.
 
   Not literally. Didn’t recognize her from Grandpa’s co-op.
 
   Sterling waved me over. “I like your costume. Are you a fortune teller?”
 
   I didn’t take Sterling for an art connoisseur, so I skipped the explanation. “How’s the beach house?”
 
   “Beach house?” said Farm Girl.
 
   “Hilton Head. Golf more than beach.” Sterling beamed at her. “Going up there next weekend.”
 
   “Did your wife check it for break-ins?” I continued.
 
   Farmer’s Daughter slid us an embarrassed smile and made her excuses. Sterling sipped his margarita and watched her departure.
 
   “Oh well.” He turned to me. “Actually, my round shot is missing. Maybe you’ll find it in your treasure hunt?”
 
   “Round shot?”
 
   “Cannonball. From Blackbeard’s 1718 Adventure.”
 
   “Catwoman stole it from your beach house?”
 
   “No, from my Line Creek home. I keep it in the garden on a pedestal. Shouldn’t have done that.” He shook his head. “Funny, I used to have it at the Hilton Head house. My wife never liked it, even though it’s been in her family for ages.”
 
   “Let me guess, she’s a descendant of Blackbeard.” I was up to my ears in colonial family trees.
 
   “Lord, no. Her family’s from Beaufort. Great uncle was a diver. They let him keep a cannonball, not knowing until almost twenty years later the shipwreck was Blackbeard’s sloop.”
 
   “Any other Blackbeard antiques that were taken?”
 
   “Nothing else from Blackbeard, unfortunately. Although I do have quite a few sunken treasure items at my beach house.”
 
   “The beach house from which Catwoman stole your keys?” I shook my head, making my tassels twitch. “And you’re not reporting the missing cannonball to the police, I’m guessing.”
 
   “Like I said, it was in my wife’s family...”
 
   “She struck again last night. At Max Avtaikin’s party. I’m hoping to nab them here.”
 
   “Them?”
 
   “There’s more than one Catwoman. Last night they were superheroes instead of supervillains.”
 
   Sterling scanned the room. “And tonight?”
 
   I shrugged. “Party Barn has terrible record keeping. And they’re sold out of most everything.”
 
   “That explains your fortune telling costume.”
 
   I bit the inside of my lip to keep my mouth shut. “Do you come to Honkers often? Because I’m looking for Christopher Dozen, the owner, and a woman named Katty, who could be a waitress.”
 
   “Sure. Chris’s on the historic preservation trust with me.”
 
   “Is Josiah Sweeton and Captain Morgan’s ancestor also in this club?” Excitement swelled my voice and I bounced on my toes.
 
   “Not a club. It’s a county-wide board. Sweetens on it, of course. I don’t know anyone named Captain Morgan. Sounds familiar, though.”
 
   “And when is your next meeting?”
 
   “First Thursday evening of each month at Line Creek courthouse.”
 
   “Dammit. That’s November third. Do you know about a secret antique auction?”
 
   Sterling shook his head. “Chris might. I just inherit. He collects.”
 
   We found Chris at the bar, encouraging a purple suited pimp, Darth Vader, and Walter White to try the Love Potion drink. Judging by the revelry, plenty had already imbibed. Chris had dressed as a German beer hall wench. Blonde braids, drindl, and watermelon-sized breasts bulging out of his peasant blouse. Considering his establishment, he seemed stuck on the cleavage and drink theme.
 
   Sterling introduced us and explained my interest in the auction.
 
   “You have an invitation to the auction? Those are hard to get.” He scanned me. “I don’t recognize your name from the preservation groups.”
 
   If he knew of the auction, I assumed he knew some of the artifacts were illegally gained. Chris Dozen had gone from semi-sleazy bar owner to possible historic larceny ring suspect on my list. He could be my link to the Catwomen.
 
   “I know Max Avtaikin. As Sterling said, I have an interest in historical artifacts,” I hedged. “I’m wondering about a piece that might be at auction. Actually, I’m hoping to get the piece without going to the auction.”
 
   Chris eyeballed me again.
 
   I didn’t give off antiquity lover vibes, despite my Renaissance styled costume. I also didn’t give off the other vibe I figured Chris would appreciate, the money vibe. My feminine wiles couldn’t compete with Honker girls. They couldn’t even compete with Chris’s barmaid costume. But what I lacked in sexy distraction, I could make up for in creativity. “I’m an artist. I’d love to do a quick sketch of you in that costume. It’s so funny.”
 
   He squeezed his faux bosom and winked. “Glad you like it. After that, we can chat in my office.”
 
   In high school, I made college money working as a Six Flags caricature artist. Using the back of a Love Potion flyer, I drew Chris and his girls. Both the rubber ones attached to the costume’s décolletage and the skimpy outfitted waitresses. He hung the sketch behind the bar for all to admire. Sufficiently flattered, we moved through the crowds toward his office to discuss our mutual love of historic art.
 
   As we passed the restrooms, the homewrecker Katty walked out of the ladies’. As I suspected, she wore the regulation Daisy Duke’s but had not yet slipped on her mask.
 
   “Miss Bomar, the Love Potion won’t sell itself,” said Chris. “And we’re out of twenty-five cent wings.”
 
   “Katty?” I said. “Don’t I know you from somewhere? Didn’t you wear a Catwoman costume at the country club party?”
 
   “She’s just wait staff,” said Chris. “Come on.”
 
   I looked from Chris to Katty. Bust a larceny ring or bust Luke’s side of fries. I couldn’t do both at the same time. I followed Chris but gave Katty the “watching you” fingers.
 
   She returned the look and swung her Daisy Duke derriere toward the restaurant.
 
    
 
   TEN
 
   CHRIS DOZEN HAD a collection of geese in his office. Not literal. Antique brass. He sat on the edge of his desk and folded his arms under his barmaid bosom.
 
   “Now lookee here, if you know about the auction, you’d know to not go blabbing about it. So you need to explain yourself.”
 
   “How do I know I can trust you?”
 
   “If your friends with Avtaikin, he’ll tell you.”
 
   “Why weren’t you at his party?”
 
   “Avtaikin can verify for me as a collector, but we’re not friends.” He drew his arms tighter and pushed the faux cleavage toward his neck. “We both collect artifacts of the confederacy.”
 
   Rival collectors. The Bear must hate this guy. “Were you at the country club party?”
 
   He shook his head. “Why are you so interested in where I recreate?”
 
   “Because someone used your invitation to the country club party. Did you give it to someone? Maybe Katty?”
 
   “I didn’t give that invitation to anyone. I’m a member. It wouldn’t do.” He pushed off the edge of his desk and began to pace. “Kat worked that night. Couldn’t have been her.”
 
   Dangit.
 
   “Does she have a boyfriend?” I mentally slapped myself, wishing my mouth would ask my brain permission before speaking.
 
   “She’s seeing John Smith, but what does that have to do with the price of cheese?” Chris stopped before me to glower. “What’s going on?”
 
   John Smith. I bared a toothy smile while I mentally seethed. Could Luke get more unoriginal in the fake name department?
 
   “Someone is stealing antiquities from the preservation members and likely selling them at the auction,” I said. “If the same people stole your invitation for the country club party, maybe it was someone from Honkers. Like Katty?”
 
   “Makes no sense. You got something against Kat? You wasting my time with some kind of girl thing?”
 
   Possibly, but I kept that to myself, too. “Who could’ve stolen your invitation? They’d also know about this supposed secret auction.”
 
   “I don’t think any of the girls know about the auction. I did take Jenice to it once, though.”
 
   “I need to talk to Jenice. Is she here?”
 
   “She’s my ex. I hope to hell she ain’t here.”
 
   Even better. Jenice sounded like she had motive written all over her. “Tell me about Jenice.”
 
   A rap on the door ended our chat. The hostess poked her head inside the office. “They need you in the kitchen, Chris.”
 
   “We’re done here.” Chris glowered. “Keep this under your hat.”
 
   “The more things are kept quiet, the more likely the thieves will get away with this.” I studied him. “You haven’t been stolen from, have you? What about roofies? Any incidents with that here?”
 
   “What the hell are you insinuating?” He stood over me, a vein throbbing in his neck. His bosoms heaved. “Get out.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Now.” He yanked open the office door.
 
   I stalked through the door and into the party. No Kat. Looked harder for Luke, but didn’t find him. I settled onto a bar stool and ordered a beer.
 
   “How about a Love Potion?” asked the bartender. “Try a sample.”
 
   “I’m not the one who needs it.” I sighed but accepted the shot glass of black liquid. “Tasty. You hear about anybody getting roofied?”
 
   “Here?” The bartender glanced around. “Not customers. But there was a party at the college once. Heard a bunch of frat guys got the tables turned on them.”
 
   “Interesting.” I slid forward on my seat. “What frat?”
 
   “I forget. But one of our prep cooks belongs. He was working and missed the party but told me about it.”
 
   “Can I talk to him?”
 
   “Sure, I’ll send one of the waitresses to get him.” She handed me an orange-sugar-rimmed margarita glass filled with the black potion. “Enjoy.”
 
   “I didn’t order—”
 
   “I thought you wanted to talk to Pete? Come on, I need to sell these. Help a girl out?”
 
   I grudgingly handed her five dollars. While I waited, I turned on my stool to watch Kat swoop around the room, setting down drinks and exchanging remarks with the boozy clientele.
 
   As she passed, I called out to her. “So how do you know John Smith?”
 
   Behind her purple masquerade mask, her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Did you just meet him or have you known him for a while?”
 
   “A while. Not that it’s your business. I don’t know you. And if you know John, you better stay away.” She whirled from me.
 
   I clamped my fingers to the edges of my bar stool to keep from shooting off the seat and doing something I’d regret.
 
   Another waitress appeared. “Pete’s on the back step taking his break if you want to talk to him.”
 
   Stomping through the parking lot to the back of the restaurant did little to help me cool off. On the kitchen stoop, I found the young cook. Same kid I saw looking like trouble on the back stoop the first time I arrived at Honkers.
 
   “I heard about your frat party,” I said. “Who roofied your friends?”
 
   He sucked on his cigarette and took his time exhaling. Through his squint, he eyed me. “What are you supposed to be?”
 
   It took me a moment to realize he spoke of my costume. “Girl with a Pearl Earring.”
 
   “You should’ve picked a more popular ScarJo movie. That costume’s too hard to guess.”
 
   This was not my night. This was also not my Halloween. “Back to the roofies. Where do you get them?”
 
   “I don’t get them. But people can get them online. Like from China or something.”
 
   “Was that frat party a Halloween party?”
 
   “No, man. This was like last summer. The annual pool party. We fill up all these kiddy pools with beer. It’s big.”
 
   “Damn, I thought it was more recent. I’m looking for women who use roofies to rob rich men at Halloween parties.”
 
   He sucked on his smoke. “The one who drugged my friends was a chick. She stole their clothes and left them on the front lawn nekkid. One guy woke with a scary sunburn on his—”
 
   “No need for details.” I swayed and grabbed the door frame to steady myself. “Was this a revenge type of drugging? Or did she steal anything?”
 
   “Stole their clothes.” He blew out his smoke. “No wait, they found the clothes in the dumpster. Does that count as stealing?”
 
   “Technically, I suppose. I guess you feel bad for your friends.”
 
   He shrugged. “One had it coming to him. The others got caught in the crossfire.”
 
   “What did he do? The one who deserved it?”
 
   “Took Snapchat pictures of her after she passed out. She had this amazing—”
 
   “I don’t want details.” I pressed a hand against my stomach, feeling sick. “I want her name, though.”
 
   “Melissa Bomar.”
 
   “Bomar. Why is that name familiar?”
 
   He blew out a ring of smoke. “Katty Bomar works here. It’s her cousin or something.”
 
   “Katty’s cousin did a revenge roofie?” My nerves felt tingly. Tingly but oddly numb. I forced myself not to smile. Or cackle. But a giggle escaped. Also odd. For me, anyway.
 
   “I guess so.” Pete dropped the cigarette and ground it with his foot. “Black Widow.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Next time. For your ScarJo costume. Black Widow. She’s hotter. And easier to guess.”
 
   * * *
 
   I RETURNED TO the bar with two leads. Chris’s ex-wife Jenice and Melissa Bomar. My love potion sat before me. Feeling revved up, I ordered another beer.
 
   “I’ve got to change the keg,” said the bartender. “Back in a minute.”
 
   “Can you tell Kat I want to ask her something?” Unfortunately, I had not made a good first impression on Katty. That happens when speaking to a homewrecker.
 
   I sipped my drink, licked orange sugar off my lips, and thought about Melissa Bomar. Maybe she and Katty worked the burglary trio together. Except Chris Dozen had said she worked the night of the country club party. But there had to be a connection. A cousin connection.
 
   I giggled. Cousin connection. Too funny.
 
   Funny like how my lips felt with all the orange sugar. I licked them again, then rubbed them with a bar napkin. Then repeated.
 
   Darth Vader eased onto the stool next to me.
 
   “Darth,” I said. “I can’t remember if you have a cousin. But I know your son. Not literally. But he wanted revenge.”
 
   A guy wearing plastic chickens glued to a cardboard magnet sat on my other side.
 
   “Have you tried the love potion?” I said. “So, so, so good. Like oranges and rainbows.”
 
   “What do rainbows taste like?” said the Chick Magnet.
 
   “Good.” I blinked, then pointed at the caricature of Chris Dozen hanging above the tappers. “I drew that. He likes swords. I should’ve drawn a sword.”
 
   “You want another love potion?”
 
   I shook my head. The tassel of my turban tickled my nose and I yanked the scarf into my lap.
 
   Chick Magnet grinned.
 
   “I know why they call it a love potion.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I couldn’t remember why. Propping my head in my hand, I stared at Darth Vader. “You like swords, too. ’Cept yours lights up.”
 
   Darth’s reply was muffled by the mask. Or by my ears. The room sounded submerged in water.
 
   Kat leaned over, her face too close to mine. “What do you want?”
 
   “I wanna know ’bout your cousin. An’ your boyfrien’.” My elbow slipped, sending my empty glass rolling.
 
   Chick Magnet grabbed the glass, then caught my shoulder before my chin hit the bar. I slid off my stool and fell into Vader’s lap.
 
   The last thing I remembered was his cape smelled like plastic and orange sugar.
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
   I WOKE THE next morning. In my bed. Still wearing my costume. Most of it, anyway. Luke sat in the chair across from my bed, his arms folded, his chiseled jaw more rigid than normal.
 
   “What were you doing at Honkers?” he said.
 
   “What are you doing in my bedroom?” I placed two hands on my head to keep it from rolling off my neck. “And how did I get here?”
 
   “I took you home. The bartender called you a cab, but you got surly with the driver and he called the authorities. You were lucky I was working.”
 
   “This is why I stick to beer,” I moaned. Except I suspected it hadn’t been the alcohol. Either the bartender or Kat the homewrecker had slipped me a Mickey. Such a rookie mistake, leaving my drink unattended. What an idiot I was. Fury swelled in my chest. Catwoman had warned me, then poisoned me.
 
   I turned my bile toward the cheating heart. “I need to get back to Honkers to get my truck.” I left off the part about cornering a certain waitress into a confession.
 
   “Not until you tell me why you were at Honkers.”
 
   “I think Catwoman could be a Honkers’ waitress.” I rose onto my elbows to watch him. “Katty Bomar.”
 
   “Katty Bomar is not—”
 
   “You do know her. And how would you know she’s not seducing men like my neighbor? Because she’s seducing someone else?”
 
   His lips tightened. His jaw could slice tomatoes.
 
   “So how do you know Katty? Spending a lot of time at Honkers? Is that why they called you? Not knowing their helpful officer friend knew the drunk? Honkers is in Line Creek PD’s jurisdiction, not yours.”
 
   “You were trying to assault a cab driver with your head scarf. You’re lucky it was me.”
 
   “You better leave.” I forced my voice back to a normal octave. “I can’t even look at you, let alone want to talk to you.”
 
   “I got you home safely last night. Who knows what could have happened to you.”
 
   “Go ask your girlfriend what could’ve happened.” The intensity of my glare made my head hurt. “She’s the one who drugged me.”
 
   * * *
 
   TATER DID NOT care about my tears. Nor did he care about the second notification in my mailbox, reminding me of the upcoming zoning commission meeting on November third.
 
   I gave Tater a sketch of Luke on an old canvas for horn-butting practice. Instead, he tried to eat it. I took it as a sign to get on with my life. The professional life I would lose if I didn’t get Josiah’s help. I no longer cared about a love life. The men I had met in this treasure hunt had not made a good impression.
 
   I had a few leads and an auction. Honkers had sealed their fate. Someone had stolen Chris Dozen’s invitation to the country club party, where two preservation board members were roofied and robbed. If it wasn’t Honkers-related, it had to be ex-wife related. And no coincidence that a home wrecking Honkers waitress had a cousin who knew how to roofie frat boys. Jenice Dozen and Melissa Bomar were on my Honey-Do list.
 
   Josiah wanted the codpiece. I wanted Catwoman. I was determined to get both. Even if I had to do it with a doozy of a hangover.
 
   * * *
 
   JENICE DOZEN LIVED in a Line Creek McMiniMansion. Meaning ginormous house on a smallish lot attached to a golf and swim subdivision. Considering Jenice only had tropical fish—a built-in wall aquarium for each room—it was a lot of house for one person. For which she was proud.
 
   “Not only did I screw Chris out of this house, I replaced his stupid antiques’ cases in each room. That’s why I got all these fish.” She waved a hand at the foyer’s wall tank where the cast of Finding Nemo swam amid a pirate’s shipwreck.
 
   “You’re not a fan of antiques, I take it. How about antique auctions?”
 
   “Boring as hell. I hate them. Chris made me go to one and it was stupid. Never again.”
 
   “I bet you can make serious cash if you know where to sell them...”
 
   “Dammit, I wish I could’ve sold those stupid swords. But he made me sign a pre-nup, so I couldn’t touch them.” Jenice crossed her arms over her yoga shirt. “Stupid swords.”
 
   “Do you know Sterling Childs or Josiah Sweeton? They were on the preservation board with Mr. Dozen.”
 
   “No idea. I didn’t like his stupid preservation board friends. Or the stupid preservation board.”
 
   “I’m looking for an heirloom that belonged to a friend. He’s on the board. There was a mix-up at the country club party and I think it got into the wrong hands.”
 
   “The Halloween party?”
 
   “Were you there?” At her smirk, I continued. “I guess you’re a member?”
 
   “Sure I am. I kept that, too.”
 
   That accounted for the smirk. “What’d you go as?”
 
   “A mermaid.” She made a swimming motion. “Get it? Because of the fish? But stupid Chris didn’t show, so it wasn’t even worth it. I even had this awesome starfish bikini top.”
 
   I needed to get Jenice off the subject of her ex-husband and stupidity. “Do you know Katty Bomar? Katty’s a waitress at Honkers.”
 
   “Sure, I’m friends with Kat. She’s been with Honkers a long time. We used to work together back in the day. It’s how I met Chris.”
 
   I swallowed the golf ball size of anguish lodged in my throat. Then winced as it rolled into the cavity that once held my heart. “Did you ever hear of Katty getting into trouble? Like stealing?”
 
   Jenice’s eyes widened. “From the restaurant?”
 
   “Um. I don’t know. From anywhere.” I felt like kicking my own butt for protecting the homewrecker, but I didn’t have it in me to bring false allegations against anyone, even a trashy side of fries. “I’m wondering if Katty ended up with my friend’s Halloween costume accessory.”
 
   “What’d she steal?”
 
   “Lightsaber,” I said quickly. “But I don’t know if it was her.”
 
   She shrugged. “Doesn’t sound like Kat. Are we done here?”
 
   “Let me know if you want any paintings of your fish. I’ve done horse and dog portraits.” I glanced at the submerged shipwreck, did a double take, and walked up to the aquarium. “That’s a nice cannonball you got in there. It looks real.”
 
   “It is real.” She smiled. “From Blackbeard’s ship, the Adventure.”
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
   JENICE WAS EITHER very dumb or pretty damn cocky. She claimed her friend, Melanie Childs—ex-wife of Sterling Childs—had given her the cannonball. Melanie had taken it from Sterling’s yard the night after the club Halloween party to get back at him for his “disgusting display of disgustingness.” I assumed she meant his tryst with Catwoman.
 
   Two ex-wives of prominent historic preservation board members with one semi-stolen object. Didn’t explain the stealing of Josiah’s codpiece or Captain Morgan’s empty wallet and lost keys.
 
   “Also, why would Melanie steal her own beach house keys? Dammit.”
 
   Tater cocked his head, a piece of torn canvas hung from his lip. He chewed on the outline of Luke’s dimpled cheek and contemplated me.
 
   “I’m off to Melissa Bomar’s dorm room.” My phone vibrated inside my jeans pocket. Yanking it out, I glanced at the number, then at Tater. “Don’t worry. Not Deputy Heartbreak.”
 
   Tater trotted toward the shed, giving me privacy.
 
   Josiah Sweeton’s voice had risen a few octaves. “It’s Sunday.”
 
   “Is this about church? I know it’s been a while.”
 
   “Halloween is tomorrow. Have you found it yet?”
 
   “No, sir. But I found Sterling Childs’ cannonball. I’m about to follow my roofie lead. By the way, you don’t have some ex-wife hidden anywhere?”
 
   “Like Bluebeard?”
 
   “Never mind.” If Josiah had an ex-wife, the town would know.
 
   * * *
 
   MELISSA BOMAR’S CAMPUS was on the other side of the county. It was a newer dorm with apartment suites. I walked the cement block hall painted a happy shade of Cinnabar Green and reflected on my own dorm at Savannah College of Art and Design, a converted kitschy motel. Which led me to reflect on my boyfriend at the time, Luke Heartbreak Harper.
 
   By the time I found suite five-twenty-two, I was in a rotten mood. At Melissa’s invitation, I settled on a beanbag chair, the cleanest surface in the area, and listened to Melissa’s tale. My feelings about the male gender had not improved. The dude deserved his humiliation and his friends received a good warning in the process.
 
   “He said Snapchat pictures don’t mean anything because they’re instantly gone.” Melissa’s eyes brimmed with tears. “But his friends took screen shots of the Snapchat, then posted them all over. I was so ashamed. I shouldn’t have gotten so drunk that I passed out. And I shouldn’t have gone to a party alone.”
 
   “I’d like to know who raised these boys that they would do such a thing.” I caught myself channeling Grandma Jo and stopped my tongue from clucking. “So I understand your need for revenge, but where’d you get the idea to roofie them? And how?”
 
   “I was telling the girls what happened and they gave me the idea.”
 
   “Girls?” I watched her. “I heard your cousin works at Honkers.”
 
   She nodded. “Kat and my friends.”
 
   “And Kat gave you the roofies?” I said helpfully.
 
   She shook her head. “No, Jenice Dozen gave me the idea. She’s really funny. She said I should dope them with Xanax or Ambien, steal their clothes, then take pictures. I couldn’t take the pictures. That seemed wrong.”
 
   I skipped over the logic of her ethics and focused on Chris Dozen’s ex-wife. “Did Jenice say if she’d done it before?”
 
   “When she was married, if she didn’t feel like dealing with Chris, she’d drop an Ambien into his scotch.”
 
   My nerves juiced. I shot forward on the bean bag and slid to the rug. Calming myself, I steered toward another topic. “What did the other girls say? Who else was there? I assume Kat.”
 
   “Kat, Misty, and Claire. They said it sounded like a good idea. But Kat said I should be careful.”
 
   “Did anyone help you roofie the boys?”
 
   She nodded. “It was fun. And felt good to get back at them.”
 
   I held my tongue. Vigilante justice was something I was often lectured on myself. Although I never unwittingly drugged or stole from anyone. “Did y’all ever do it again?”
 
   Melissa grinned. “How’d you know? They said there were some guys they’d like to get back at, too.”
 
   “Lucky guess. Here’s another one. Y’all did it in Halloween costumes so you couldn’t get caught. And then you ripped the guys off instead of stripping them nekkid.”
 
   “Rip them off?” Her nose crinkled. “Like steal from them? That’s just wrong. Although Claire talked about stripping them and taking pictures to send to their wives. As like, a joke.”
 
   Or as like, blackmail. Melissa’s cousin had turned her into some kind of Oliver Twist.
 
   “Hey Melissa, come with me to Honkers. I’d like to hear the whole story from your friends and cousin. I’ll buy you a burger for the trouble.”
 
   I hauled myself off the floor and dusted off my jeans while Melissa grabbed her purse. “Y’all might have taken my friend’s family heirloom at the Line Creek Country Club party.”
 
   “I’m sure he lost it. We didn’t take anything.” Melissa fished her keys out of her purse. “If your friend was one of the guys they targeted, he had it coming to him. They were only going after men who gave them a hard time.”
 
   Josiah was strange, but I couldn’t imagine him worthy of frat boy pranks. Although he did get frisky behind a trophy case. After he’d been roofied. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like grabbing them or whatever at Honkers.” Melissa turned to lock the door.
 
   I needed to know how often Josiah ate at Honkers. But I now knew who had stolen Chris Dozen’s party invitation. And Jenice the mermaid had been there to egg the girls on.
 
   “That’s an interesting key chain,” I said pointing to the monkey hanging from the palm tree. “Where’d you get it?”
 
   “Misty gave it to me yesterday.” Melissa dangled the palm tree before her eyes. “I love that little monkey. He’s so cute.”
 
   And I bet Misty loved stealing the keys to Sterling Cooper’s beach house. Interesting that the men giving the girls a hard time all were on the preservation board owning houses laden with valuable antiquities.
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
   AS I FOLLOWED Melissa’s Ford Taurus to Honkers, I evaluated her naiveté. Did the Catwomen of Honkers dupe her into drugging men for giggles? My esteem for poor Melissa had dropped. My esteem for the Honkers girls was already pretty low, so no change there. My esteem for the men wasn’t much better.
 
   However, my self-esteem functioned at an all-time high. Now that I had the Catwomen, it was a matter of shaking them down to get the valuables returned. If these ridiculous men wouldn’t go to the police, I had to get a confession from the Catwomen myself. And since I couldn’t rely on Deputy Heartbreak for assistance, that meant some flim-flammery on my part.
 
   Unfortunately, Melissa and I weren’t alone in visiting Honkers for Sunday lunch. We maneuvered through the post-church, get-our-sin-and-football-on crowds. In the back parking lot, I readied the Datsun to park. And spotted Luke’s Ford Raptor pickup.
 
   So much for my self-esteem. Before alighting, I beat the steering wheel, wiped tears from my angry eyes, and broke out my best cussin’. I slammed the truck door, the intensity of my feelings proven in the resulting shower of rust. But I felt better.
 
   Melissa turned a questioning glance in my direction.
 
   “My ex is here.” I shuffled toward the kitchen door. How was I going to keep my cool around Katty Bomar when my heart wanted to order a double homicide for Sunday brunch? “And my ex is seeing your cousin. This has nothing to do with the party business. But you should probably watch me around Kat. My brain’s got an itchy trigger on my mouth. I’m liable to shoot it off at any time.”
 
   “Your ex is John Smith?”
 
   “That’s not his—” I rolled my eyes. “Allegedly.”
 
   “Wow. I won’t say anything to Kat. Don’t worry.” She worried the bracelets on her arm. “Guys are such tools. You should think of joining up with us.”
 
   “Good idea,” I said. “Tell that to your friends. To get the ball rollin’.”
 
   * * *
 
   WHILE MELISSA SLIPPED away to find Misty, I found a spot at the bar. The party scene had been cleared and the restaurant was too busy to recognize the roofied girl from the night before. I scanned the room. Didn’t see Luke. Figured him getting cozy with Kat, also missing.
 
   My head ached, my eyes smarted, and my heart had a Tater-sized dent. I’d blame it on a Xanax hangover, but I knew better. Best to focus on the career and bringing down these villains. Then I could wallow in my misery with paint and a canvas in peace.
 
   “Are you Claire?” I asked the bartender.
 
   She nodded without glancing at me. The woman behind the bar had the prerequisite figure of all the Honkers gals, but today the Honkers staff wore devil horns and no masks. I watched as Claire kept her eyes on tappers and bottles as she made a flurry of drinks for the football crowd.
 
   Maybe this Halloween, the Honkers staff were using robbery to make a statement about objectifying women. But then again, no one forced them to work at Honkers. Nope, pretty sure they were in it for the money, no matter what they told Melissa. And I felt confident they were fencing it to the auction people, although that connection was still a bit cloudy. Which meant I’d have to go to the auction and possibly perform a felony.
 
   I cut a glance toward the hostess stand where Misty and Melissa huddled, ignoring the waiting customers. Then turned back and found myself facing Kat and Luke.
 
   My shoulders slumped and I forced them back until I sat rigid, chin high. “Melissa told me everything,” I spoke to Kat, ignoring Luke. “Y’all are so busted. It won’t be long before you’re looking at John Smith here behind bars.”
 
   Kat gasped.
 
   “Go on and get back to work.” Luke glanced from Kat to me. “I’ll talk to her.”
 
   She scurried off to her tables, glancing behind her.
 
   Luke focused his glower on me. “You need to leave. And whatever you’re doing, you need to drop it.”
 
   “Can’t. And won’t.”
 
   “Let me put this another way. You know my position and you know I have every right to tell you to drop this. I want you to leave Honkers and stop bothering Katty Bomar. Now.”
 
   He cut his eyes toward Claire, the bartender. “This woman is about to cause a scene. You had to kick her out last night. I think it best if I escort her from the premises.”
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
   DEPUTY HARPER COULD deter me from Honkers and unwittingly protect the Catwomen, but he couldn’t keep me from the auction. Particularly since Max Avtaikin loved nothing better than besting the police. He brought his distrust of authorities from the old country.
 
   Besides, I had no choice. Max had gotten the call. The auction was that night. If the codpiece wasn’t there, I’d face the town council with no help from Josiah Sweeton. His panicked calls weren’t giving me any reassurance he’d get over this anytime soon.
 
   For the auction, the Bear said I needed to appear chic, worthy of a black market auction. He suggested a bandage dress. I had more practical considerations for stealing a codpiece. A poodle skirt (sans poodle) with crinoline and a secret inside pocket.
 
   By his eyebrows, I could tell the Bear wasn’t impressed with my wardrobe choice. “You look like teenager. I can’t take you like this.”
 
   “It’s still Halloween season, auction or no.” But I shook out my ponytail and left the scarf behind.
 
   The auction site was delivered via text message an hour before the start. I figured Atlanta, but we headed toward a defunct paper plant warehouse on the outskirts of Line Creek instead. Except for the parking lot of luxury cars, the warehouse and surrounds appeared deserted.
 
   “We are lucky. The auction is never in same police jurisdiction twice,” said the Bear. “They only give one-hour notice to keep location very secret. The drive can sometimes take longer from Halo and I am locked out.”
 
   “You mean if we were late, they wouldn’t let us in? So we had a chance of not making it?” I placed a hand on my heart. “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   A man dressed in black combats took our coded invitation and directed us to park. Upon leaving the Porsche, he appeared again. “Phones and weapons remain in the vehicle. You may take your wallet, but nothing else.”
 
   “Weapons?” I exclaimed.
 
   The Bear shot me a scowl.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said. “What if—”
 
   “Your date needs to be frisked,” said Combat.
 
   “Because of the crinoline?” I said.
 
   “Because of your mouth,” said Combat.
 
   “But I didn’t—”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   Combat patted me down, then pointed us toward a metal door.
 
   Inside, a decorating crew had transformed a section of the warehouse. Drapery boxed the buyers into a large square. Chandeliers hung over cushioned folding chairs before a small stage. We were handed a numbered paddle, a catalog, and told not to speak.
 
   “What if—”
 
   “Do you want to get kicked out?” growled the Bear. “No speaking. Look for the codpiece in the catalog. The pieces are kept behind the curtain. When all the guests arrive, they will bring the items inside the auction and begin bidding.”
 
   I flipped through the catalog. “No codpiece. Let’s go.”
 
   “We cannot.” He spoke with his head bent over the catalog. “Rules. And there is Confederate swords. I will make good use of our time.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? Now I have to sit through a boring illegal auction?” I strode to the doorway and tapped Combat’s shoulder. “Excuse me. You don’t have what I’m looking for. Can we go before the auction starts?”
 
   Combat whirled around. “You will sit down and shut up until the auction is over and we release you. Those are the rules. If you don’t comply with the rules, you will spend the auction locked in the back of a truck.”
 
   “Okay,” I whispered. “Just checking.”
 
   I backed away from Combat and slid onto a chair next to Max.
 
   His right leg jiggled with anticipation. He scanned the crowd, then uttered a foreign oath.
 
   “What? Do you see the Catwomen?”
 
   “Nyet,” he murmured. “Christopher Dozen.”
 
   “The owner of Honkers? Where?” I shot up from my seat. The Bear’s powerful hand landed on my shoulder. I slammed onto my chair in a whoosh of crinoline. I patted my skirt down, then turned in my chair to crane my neck. “I need to talk to that guy. I’ve been banned from his restaurant and he needs to know his staff and ex-wife are criminals. He won’t call me back.”
 
   “You are not supposed to talk, period.”
 
   Chris Dozen scanned the catalog as he walked, taking no notice of the other buyers. Without his barmaid costume, he looked like every other middle-aged man at the auction. He took a chair in the last row. I hopped from my seat in the front and slipped down the row from the opposite side.
 
   “Hey, Mr. Dozen?” I whispered, slipping into the chair next to him. “Remember me?”
 
   He gave me a look better seen on granite.
 
   “There’s something you need to know.”
 
   His eyes crept above my head. I spun in my seat.
 
   Combat angled between us. “If this woman is bothering you, Mr. Dozen, I’d be glad to help.”
 
   Chris waved him off and Combat continued to the stage. At the podium, Combat did a hot mic check, then turned it over to a man in a tuxedo. Once again, the rules were repeated, but in a less condescending and hostile tone. They opened the bidding for the first item in the catalog. One gold button off some famous guy’s seventeenth-century uniform. There was silence except for the droning voice of the auctioneer and the swish of paddles.
 
   I felt pretty sure I might die from boredom.
 
   Every time I attempted a whisper toward Christopher Dozen, he ignored me to focus on the bidding. His circled items in the catalog were mostly swords.
 
   While I stifled yawns and eye rolls, I noticed Combat allowing bidders behind a curtained wall. They would wave their paddle beneath their seat, receive a nod from Combat, and disappear in the split behind him. A few minutes later, they would return.
 
   Best case scenario, there were more items “for sale” behind the curtain. Likely, the items that arrived after the buyers. Possibly even Josiah’s codpiece. I wanted to ask the Bear, because he knew of such things, but couldn’t risk getting locked in a holding cell for switching seats.
 
   Worse case scenario, they were being escorted to the bathroom.
 
   A sword was introduced by the auctioneer. Max turned halfway in his seat to spot Dozen’s paddle. The crowd eyeballed the ensuing paddle battle like a Wimbledon match.
 
   I took the opportunity to swing my paddle under my seat. Combat narrowed his eyes but jerked his chin. I wiggled past Christopher Dozen and to Combat’s side.
 
   “Show me,” I whispered. “Like the others.”
 
   Combat raised his brows.
 
   “What I want isn’t in the catalog.” I gave him my best customer service smile and a flirtatious wink. “Maybe it’s behind the curtain.”
 
   Combat rolled his eyes. “You have exactly one minute. After you exit, you’ll tell me the item number and bid. When the general auction closes, we will notify you if you’ve won.”
 
   He held back the drapery and I stepped inside a smaller curtained room. The paintings on easels caught my eye, but I forced myself to stay focused on the tables holding various antiques. Spying an area with costumed dress forms, I darted toward the nearby table holding jewelry and accessories.
 
   “Bingo.” The triangular pocket on strings was sadly disappointing. The red brocade had been stuffed and elaborately decorated with jewels, although faded and frayed. A museum piece for sure, but not as showy as I expected.
 
   From the other room, the auctioneer sped through rising numbers. Not much time left.
 
   I glanced around for cameras and spotted a painting in a recognizable puffy shirt. “Captain Morgan?”
 
   The auctioneer’s voice grew louder. Behind me, the curtain rustled.
 
   Feeling like a hummingbird battered my rib cage, I bent over the table as if examining the items. Reaching under my crinoline, I pulled out a heart-shaped, red and gold-trimmed eye patch. From Party Barn’s “sexy pirate wench” accessory kit. Fluffing my crinoline over the table, I reached beneath the crinoline and swapped the eye patch for the codpiece. Shoved the codpiece into my hidden skirt pocket, refluffed, and turned toward the curtain flap.
 
   Combat stood halfway inside, but his focus was on the auction. A commotion brewed. And it no longer sounded like the sword paddle battle.
 
   I strolled toward the curtain break but halted halfway.
 
   The auctioneer began barking exit orders. Combat took off. I zipped to the far curtained wall and peeked underneath. The empty warehouse. I backed out, snuck to the curtain break, and spied out. Customers were abandoning their chairs and rushing out the door. Combat had left his post to direct orders to more black combat-suited workers. The auctioneer had vanished. So had the Bear and Christopher Dozen.
 
   “Dammit.” I rushed back through the illegal displays, grabbed Captain Morgan, and shoved him beneath the curtain wall.
 
   Dropping to the floor, I began to slither beneath the curtain. The crinoline jammed against the heavy drapery and my army man crawl halted. I lay on half of my rucked poodle skirt, staring out at the empty warehouse. Captain Morgan on the ground before me. Josiah’s ridiculous codpiece in the pocket below me.
 
   On the other side of the curtain, the crinoline had gathered against the heavy drape, leaving my legs and panties exposed. I wriggled and kicked. Twisted to grab the bottom of the curtain and lift it up. Which is not easy to do when you’re lying on your stomach pointed the wrong way.
 
   A door banged open at the far end of the warehouse. Brown suited and black vested deputies poured through the door.
 
   “Criminy.” I began to wriggle backward, abandoning Captain Morgan.
 
   I got as far as my chest when I was told to stop.
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
   DEPUTY LUKE HARPER directed the other deputies into the stolen merchandise room, then scooped up the framed Captain Morgan. “Didn’t take you for an art thief.”
 
   I folded my arms beneath me and looked up. “I hope you arrested your girlfriend because she’s one of the trio robbing these men and fencing their valuables through the auction.”
 
   “My gal’s robbing men? I don’t think you’ve got it right.” He peered down at me, wearing his impassive cop face and shaking his head. “I told you to leave Kat alone. Jealousy doesn’t suit you, sugar.”
 
   “And you’re not thinking with your brain, Deputy Harper.”
 
   His jaw worked. The cement floor grew cold as I waited. Or maybe it was the air between us.
 
   “I’ve got a job to do,” he said. “I’ll deal with you later.”
 
   I didn’t think I’d get any angrier. Or more hurt.
 
   But I did.
 
   * * *
 
   IN THE HOLDING area, I searched for the Bear, but he’d escaped the trap. Chris Dozen had not. And neither had Misty and Claire. Without masks or Daisy Duke’s I barely recognized the Honkers hostess and bartender. If it hadn’t been for Chris Dozen’s outrage upon seeing them, my eyes might have skipped over the two women wearing Prada suits and French twists. Another costume.
 
   Obviously not from Party Barn.
 
   Once Chris Dozen finished his tirade—that had more to do with their effrontery of showing at an elitist event than them stealing from his friends—I turned on the women.
 
   “I was hoping to turn you in myself,” I said. “But it looks like the law beat me to it.”
 
   They smirked. “And you’ll be sharing a cell with us. Except we won’t have a problem with bail.”
 
   My restraint should be noted. I’d have bruises where my fingers dug into my hips. But I’d also have the last laugh when they were carted to Forks County Jail in the paddy wagon while I walked to town. “Where’s Katty?”
 
   “Ask John Smith,” said Misty. “The way you talk, you know him pretty well. Too bad for you.”
 
   * * *
 
   FOR ALL THE trouble I’d gone through, Josiah should get his own damn codpiece back in his own damn ancestral home. But I remembered his broken leg and the broken-hearted goat in my backyard. My broken heart had also not mended, but righteous anger helped with that. At the auction raid, Luke had let me go, but I believed he did it to avoid my hissy fit before his fellow deputies, more than he “didn’t have time for my shenanigans” when he “needed to arrest real criminals.”
 
   But I had secured the codpiece and Josiah’s allegiance to assist me with the town council. After meeting with Josiah, I had fed Tater veterinarian-issued roofies and explained how I was sending him home for his own good.
 
   “You’re stronger and it’s time for you to confront your own homewrecker,” I said as Grandpa loaded the sleepy goat into his truck. “If you want to be with your gal, you need to show her how you feel.”
 
   Grandpa gave me a strange look and headed back to the farm.
 
   As dusk fell and the trick-or-treaters sprang from their homes, I headed to the center of Halo, where more than a century ago, the well-to-do had built their Victorians and Queen Annes. The Sweetons had the single Neoclassical Revival in Halo, which said something of their stature in our whistle stop town. Josiah had given me a house key, the safe’s combination, and specific instructions.
 
   On the surface, it seemed easy. I was to deliver the goods into the safe and skedaddle. Josiah had invited Mother to his house to pass out candy to the trick-or-treaters. The Bear had also been invited, at his own insistence. I’d kept my end of that bargain, thankful he’d also thought to wait out the sting and pick me up on the county highway.
 
   What Josiah didn’t reckon was Darth Vader standing on his porch. Tall, immovable, and oppressive, like the giant columns supporting the ornate portico he stood between.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   I HUNG FOR a minute, at the corner of the neighbor’s fence. If not for the autumn leaf-scented breeze rattling his plastic cape, I might have missed him. This street of declining, century-old homes had a few porch lights on, but most kids knew the good stuff would be found in the newer subdivisions on the outskirts.
 
   The key Josiah had given me would fit the back door. I would need to sneak past Darth to follow the drive under the side’s porte-cochere and through the back gate. But before I could do any sneaking, Darth spied me. I climbed the porch steps at his beckon, fighting off the urge to kick a jack-o-lantern.
 
   “John Smith?” I said. “You use that on all your secret girlfriends?”
 
   Darth gave me a loud Darth breath, then pulled his helmet off. Luke ran a hand through his flattened curls then placed it on his hip. “John Smith is the fence. He works at the auction in security. I think you met him.”
 
   “Combat?” I tried to reignite my fizzling righteous anger. “And I suppose you’re not seeing Katty Bomar?”
 
   Sucking on his lip, he shook his head.
 
   “Are you trying not to laugh at me? Because I’m already sorely ticked and that just might send me over the edge.”
 
   “I don’t think you want to have a fit on Mrs. Sweeton’s front porch. What will the neighbors think? Anyway, we might as well get to your breaking and entering before anyone does see us.” He replaced his helmet. “I noticed you dressed the part, too.”
 
   I glanced at my cat burglar outfit. Complete with tail and ears. And unlike Shawna, whiskers. “I’m not breaking and entering. I have a key, security code, and permission to be here.”
 
   “From Mrs. Sweeton, the owner of the house, or Josiah? Still a B and E, sugar.”
 
   “Don’t ‘sugar’ me.” I slipped the key from the backpack, telling myself not to feel pleased that Luke would break the law for me.
 
   We entered into a foyer smelling of pine polish and pressed flowers. Luke closed the door behind us and gestured to the front staircase. “I assume you know where to go.”
 
   He waited while I climbed the stairs. I found the safe, replaced the heirloom, and hightailed it back to safety. It gave me the jitters, even knowing I was reverse-robbing. I’d make a terrible burglar.
 
   On the bottom step, I halted to study the-man-who-had-not-strayed. Of course, if he’d been more communicative, I wouldn’t have suspected him. “How did you know I was returning the codpiece tonight?”
 
   “It wasn’t hard to figure the man you were helping was Josiah Sweeton. What interested me was the family heirloom. Tamara told me you came to the station and tried to get information on a robbery case. Pretty easy to put together what had happened. But then you started showing up at Honkers.”
 
   “I found Chris Dozen’s invitation at the country club. By coincidence did I learn of your cheating ways when following that lead.”
 
   He smirked, infuriating me more. “Kat Bomar is John Smith’s girlfriend, not mine. She was helping me with a multi-jurisdictional criminal investigation that’s been building for months. A traveling auction trolling internet sites, searching for buyers besides their regular clientele. Buyers who don’t ask for the item’s official provenance? Sound familiar?”
 
   “And did you know Kat’s been drugging and stealing from historic preservation board members with some of the other waitresses? And using her young cousin to do it?”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong.”
 
   I planted my hands on my hips, dug in, and winced. “I have it from Melissa Bomar’s lips. She thinks the Catwomen were getting back at handsy customers. Melissa didn’t even know they were robbing and giving the loot to John Smith.”
 
   “That will help her in court. As long as she indicts Misty and Claire, who were going through John on their own. They know him through Kat, just like they know who’s got valuable antiques in their homes through Chris Dozen’s preservation board friends. They all drink at Honkers after the meeting on Chris’s dime. Loose lips sink ships and the men love nothing more than to brag about their family jewels.” He winked. “So to speak.”
 
   “Stop your winking. And stop flashing those dimples.”
 
   “But hon’, y’all did good. You figured it out and returned Josiah’s whatever to his momma’s house. What was it by the way? I didn’t find anything when I searched you.”
 
   I gave up fighting the grin curling my lips. Luke had been so fearful of my anger that night, he barely patted me. Not that it was easy to find a codpiece among all the crinoline.
 
   “You can understand why I was anxious to have those men report the robberies.” Luke stepped closer. “They didn’t trust me, but they trusted you. Kat was my informant on the auction. She got her information from John. But she didn’t tell me about the girls. I didn’t know anyone was mugging locals until you tipped me off.”
 
   “I never trusted her for a minute.”
 
   “Because you’re jealous.” He grinned.
 
   “Am not.” I studied the pine flooring to escape the silvery glow in his smiling eyes. “I can’t help it. Women constantly throw themselves at you.”
 
   “Baby, haven’t you notice how I step aside before they hit?” He brushed a finger down my arm. “Anyway, I have you to thank for giving me a bonus in this case. I was only after the auction site for fencing stolen goods.”
 
   Whatever he was doing, it was working. “You were stalking me at the parties. But you didn’t do anything when the bartender roofied me.”
 
   “I got you home, didn’t I? Never seen you so drunk. And here I thought you were slugging back the nasty love potion because you were sore with me. That was painful, getting kicked out of your house like that. I could barely concentrate on the raid, thinking about you.”
 
   “You deserved it if you were seeing some Honkers girl on the sly. If you had told me what you were up to...” I sniffed back a tear. “I guess we’re not so good at trusting each other.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.” Luke held his arms open. “We’ve come a long way, sugar.”
 
   I stepped into him and let my head fall against his plastic breast plate.
 
   He wrapped his arms around me and deposited a kiss on the top of my head. “It ate at me, having to keep this a secret until the auction bust was over. And then to find you stuck under that curtain? If I wasn’t so angry, I would have laughed.”
 
   “You did laugh.”
 
   “Sugar, I would never cheat on you. No other woman compares to you.”
 
   “You better not.” I snuggled against him. “Speaking of codpieces, are you wearing one?”
 
   “Knowing how ticked you were? Why’d you think I picked this costume?”
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   THE MANGAN TREE
 
   1936, Australia
 
   I WAS BLISSFUL. It was a beautiful summer’s day. The heady fragrance of the lilac trees wafted along on the gentle breeze, and I had not a care in the world. I looked up at my home, built the previous century, a grand Victorian place that had started its days as a hospital for mothers and children. My husband had purchased it three years earlier.
 
   The main reason for my happiness was that my first wedding anniversary was the following month. I could not believe my luck in marrying the love of my life, a perhaps stereotypically tall, dark, and handsome man with the unusual name of Wolff Spelled. What’s more, my morning tarot divination had foretold that my first child, a girl, would soon be on the way. I planned to name her Angelica.
 
   I had never thought I would be able to marry, given that I was a witch. Not a storybook witch, mind you, the sort with a pointy hat and a wart on the end of the nose, but a traditional witch, known as a ‘wise woman’ in Europe in times gone by. I cast spells and used herbs, mostly for healing. Witchcraft was not an accepted practice in the 1930’s in Australia—in fact, it was illegal under The Witchcraft Act of 1735 and carried heavy penalties.
 
   And so, it had been to my enormous relief and never-ending delight that my then husband-to-be had accepted the fact I was a witch. To my utter surprise, Wolff had told me his family, even his own mother, had long professed to be witches. He had even given me a family heirloom, an ancient Book of Shadows. Wolff said he himself had no witchy ability, given he was of a practical temperament, but he certainly held no prejudices against those of the craft.
 
   I smiled as I filled my watering can and walked along the garden to water my hybrid tea roses. My favorite was the Beatrice-Berkeley, an elegant orange-salmon rose with the mild scent of sweet tea. This variety was prone to black spot, but I kept pests away with my herbal concoctions—plus a little spell.
 
   I walked past my young plum tree, a wedding gift from someone who was apparently unaware plums don’t survive in the cold, mountainous regions of Australia. I would have to cover it next winter if it was to have a chance. I spun around as a flash of gold blazed across my peripheral vision, and then I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized it was simply a butterfly. At the same time, a chill ran up my spine, making me shudder. I idly wondered if the plum tree was, in fact, the native plum, the mangan. I remembered the ancient Aboriginal legends that the mangan had the power to attract and spellbind lovers, so they could be sneaked upon and killed.
 
   I tried to shake away the fanciful notion. What was wrong with me all of a sudden? I was on edge, and I had no idea why.
 
   I continued down to the daisies, and then clutched at my stomach. A wave of nausea hit me. They were all gone. Yesterday, I had a sizeable bed of pink and white daisies, and today—nothing! But who would do such a thing? This was a quiet town. There had never been any incidents of vandalism, not as far as I knew. I kneeled down for a closer look. Weeds were growing in the dirt, which I found quite strange as I had never noticed weeds growing amongst the daisies. And how did the culprit manage to pull out the daisies without pulling out the weeds?
 
   It was then I noticed the sky clouded over, whereas only minutes earlier, there had not been a cloud in the sky. My temples throbbed, a fact that did nothing to aid my thought processes.
 
   I saw the knife first, a long, gleaming steak knife sticking out of the ground, glinting in the sunlight that peeped through the clouds. I edged closer, wondering what had happened to my garden overnight—only the knife wasn’t protruding from the ground; it was protruding from a man’s back. He was face down on the ground, crushing the lavenders.
 
   “Wolff!” I screamed.
 
    
 
   NAMA
 
   I MUST HAVE fainted, and I came to next to the man’s legs. I saw at once they were not Wolff’s socks or shoes, and I burst into tears of relief. I forced myself to my feet and brushed myself down. I squinted through my tears to make out the man’s features, but it was immediately evident he was a stranger to me.
 
   I looked around wildly, realizing whoever killed this man could still be near. My own house suddenly felt alien and unwelcoming, as if danger could be hiding behind every corner. The large Victorian building now loomed over me unpleasantly, the sharp eaves of the roof jutting out at strange angles, the stained-glass windows taking on a twisted life of their own. Even the lilac trees strewn about my garden felt somehow unnatural, their rich violet buds swaying in stark contrast to the nearly black sky.
 
   I ran back toward the house as quickly as my feet would carry me, leaving the body alone in the garden. I couldn’t be sure how much of it was just shock and nerves, but something felt deeply wrong, as though danger were still well and truly imminent.
 
   My heart pounded as I slammed the door shut behind me. The room swam, and ripples flickered in front of my vision. I assumed it was from the fright I’d just had. I ran to the phone, nearly tripping several times along the way, eventually stopping to take a deep breath and to try to calm down. Who was that man? Why was he here? More importantly, what had happened to him?
 
   I took another deep breath and massaged my temples, trying to think rationally. None of that mattered right now. I needed to call Wolff, though as much as I wanted to speak to him, my priority was to call the police. I snatched the phone receiver off the hook and jiggled the lever, hoping someone would answer quickly. My throat tightened, and I glanced nervously around my house.
 
   I asked the operator to put me through to the police station. I took slow, deep breaths.
 
   When the policeman answered, I told him everything. It wasn’t until I spoke to somebody that I realized how little I knew about the situation, but the policeman had heard enough as soon as I mentioned a body. He told me to stay put and someone would be over immediately.
 
   I felt an immense sense of relief wash over me, but knew I should call Wolff as well. He was at work, so I called the school, hoping to get through quickly.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   I sighed audibly with relief as soon as he answered. I had been harboring some kind of illogical fear the phone wouldn’t work, or Wolff simply wouldn’t answer.
 
   “Wolff, I need you to come home immediately,” I croaked, trying to clear my throat.
 
   “Why? What’s wrong?” he said urgently.
 
   “I just found a dead man in the garden. The police are on their way,” I managed to say through my tears.
 
   “I’ll come straight home. Thelma, wait outside for the police.” He hung up, leaving me anxious. Had Wolff said this because he thought the killer could be inside the house? I had no idea, but I hurried outside, once more overcome with dizziness as I passed through the door. It was all so surreal.
 
   Once safely in the street, I again looked up at the still overcast sky. What could have caused this sudden change? I wasn’t left to ponder it long before a car squealed to an abrupt stop on the street, stopping only a short distance from where I waited anxiously.
 
   The man was only half out of his car when another car flew around the corner and stopped just behind the first car. It was Wolff, who jumped out and sprinted over to me, hardly giving the first man a glance.
 
   “Thelma! Are you okay?” Wolff embraced me.
 
   The first man cleared his throat. “I’m Detective Coleman. We received a call a murder had taken place here.” He looked at both of us with a single eyebrow raised.
 
   I nodded. “Yes, that was me. The body’s over there.” I gestured behind me.
 
   “Are you okay?” Wolff asked once more.
 
   I nodded at him, offering a weak smile, and set off in the direction of the garden. Only a few steps in, Wolff suddenly stopped and clutched his forehead. “Sorry,” he said weakly. “I’m very...” His voice trailed away, and he staggered.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked, clutching his arm. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m suddenly very dizzy,” Wolff admitted, his voice weak. “I feel ill.”
 
   “Sit on the grass, away from the murder scene,” the detective said, though not unkindly. “It happens,” he continued. “I’m more surprised with how well you’re holding up, Mrs. Spelled, isn’t it?”
 
   “Mrs. Thelma Spelled,” I said. “This is my husband, Wolff.”
 
   “I see. Well, you’re doing surprisingly well for somebody who has recently found a body. And Mr. Spelled, I would recommend you rest. Your reaction is nothing unusual, and there’s very little chance the attacker is still around at this point.” Coleman bent down to inspect the body, looking closely at the knife and turning the body over slightly to get a better look at the face. It was clear he recognized the man as he sighed deeply and took a step back. “Did you know him?” he asked me.
 
   “Oh no, I don’t—didn’t,” I said, cringing at the sight. I felt somewhat nauseated, too. “Look, there are dark hairs in his hand. Perhaps he snatched at the hair of his murderer.”
 
   The detective nodded. “Quite possibly.”
 
   “That’s good, isn’t it? Can’t you match the hair to someone?”
 
   He straightened up and looked at me. “What do you mean? There aren’t enough hairs here to test under the microscope.”
 
   I leaned down. “He must’ve pulled hard—the roots are attached. What a shame there isn’t a method for matching the hair to a person.”
 
   Detective Coleman snorted. “What a good imagination you have, Mrs. Spelled. That could never happen. So, you don’t recognize the man?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, who is he?”
 
   “Mr. Walters. Jasmine Walters’ husband. Late husband now, I suppose,” he grunted.
 
   “Jasmine Walters?” I asked, bewildered. “No, that can’t be right. She’s not married.”
 
   “Not any more,” Coleman said. “Sorry. But look, I don’t know what to tell you. This man was her husband.”
 
   “She simply isn’t married,” I insisted. “She hasn’t been married for years.” Jasmine had become wealthy after inheriting her previous husband’s estate. The fleeting thought occurred to me that Jasmine had murdered her first husband for the money, and had killed this husband for reasons of her own, but I quickly dismissed it. I didn’t like Jasmine. She had all but thrown herself at Wolff when he arrived in town to take up the post as the principal of the local high school, and she had continued to throw herself at him even after we were engaged.
 
   What’s more, she was a mean-spirited woman and a witch. She had been raised in Africa, and it seemed to me she had learned some magic there, magic I was sure she had used against me on occasion. I presumed she knew I was a witch simply because I could defend myself, magically speaking. I had taken protective measures, largely due to the help of my friend Nama, a Koori lady who lived in a little house on the edge of town. Nama was a healer and also what we white fellas would term a witch, the type of witch I was. White fellas also called her people ‘Aboriginal,’ but as I had grown up with Nama, I knew to refer to her by the word Koori. Koori were the people in the part of New South Wales in which we lived. Just north of us were the Murri people. In Nama’s culture, healing and what Europeans called ‘witchcraft’ went hand in hand. I had grown up with Nama, and consequently learned some of the ways.
 
   At any rate, what Detective Coleman said didn’t add up. There was no way Jasmine could have married recently without my knowing it. I mean, if you sneezed in this town, everybody knew about it.
 
   “Do you know Mrs. Walters well?” Coleman turned his back as he knelt down to continue inspecting the body.
 
   “Well, yes,” I said. “We’ve spoken several times over the years, but I can’t say we’ve ever been close friends.”
 
   “How long have you known her?” Coleman asked, occasionally making small noises to himself as he inspected the body and jotted down something in his notebook.
 
   I shrugged. “About eight or nine years. I met Jasmine when I arrived in town to take up a teaching post. It was just after her previous husband’s death, actually, which is how I know she’s not married.”
 
   “Well, I suppose she’s recovered since, because I can confirm she is indeed married. Or was until this morning at least,” Coleman said as he stood up and turned to face me again, his expression serious. “You’ll need to come to the police station and give us your statement in writing.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “I’ll head down as soon as I’m able.”
 
   Coleman put the notebook back in his jacket. “I’m sorry you had to see this,” he said with a nod. “It’s never easy. Anyway, I’ll see you down at the station.”
 
   I followed Coleman back to his car. It was a Buick. I knew this as my father had bought one just like it eight or so years earlier. This car was just like my father’s, only a different color.
 
   Coleman noted my interest. “Isn’t she a beauty,” he said, fondly patting his car. “A Buick Model 25 Tourer. Bought her brand new last month.”
 
   I shrugged. My knowledge of cars couldn’t be as good as I’d supposed. The car looked brand new, but I could’ve sworn it was an earlier model.
 
   I shook my head to clear my thoughts, frustrated that they were so muddled. The sky was growing ever darker, and rain was almost certainly on the way. What had happened to the beautiful sky this morning? Who was the mysterious dead man, and why had he been murdered in my garden? How on earth had Jasmine kept a new husband secret, and why did Detective Coleman know about him when I didn’t? And wasn’t it too much of a coincidence she had married two men with the same surname? I rubbed my still-throbbing temples and sighed again. I decided I should head down to the station to give my statement as soon as possible.
 
    
 
   BLACK COCKATOOS
 
   I LEFT WOLFF lying on the couch at home. I didn’t know what was wrong with him, but he said he was dizzy. I wondered if he was in the early stages of a migraine, not that he’d ever had one before, to my knowledge. It was a short walk to the police station, and was now a bright sunny day again, barely a cloud in the sky.
 
   I heard a series of unearthly screeches and looked up to see five huge black cockatoos flying overhead. These enormous birds were beautiful, but their calls were unnerving. Indigenous lore held that the coming of black cockatoos signaled rain, but also brought the truth to light.
 
   It was a small town, so nothing was far, but even by our standards I lived quite close to the police station. I walked through the front door and looked around. There was a small wooden desk and behind it sat an elderly uniformed officer reading a newspaper. I imagined working as a police officer in this town would be especially boring. I suspected that was about to change.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said. “I was told to come here and give my statement to Detective Coleman.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” the officer asked, setting aside his newspaper and leaning forward. “Madam, are you well?”
 
   I nodded, and realized I had not reapplied my lipstick before leaving the house. I must have looked pale. “Um, Detective Coleman. I was the one who called this morning to report the murder, and he came out to see me. He asked me to come down to the station to give a statement.” I was nervous as it was, and having to explain it just made it feel all too real.
 
   “And you’re sure it was Detective Coleman?” the officer asked, raising an eyebrow. “May I ask your name?”
 
   “I’m Mrs. Thelma Spelled,” I said. “And yes, I’m positive that was his name. I saw him less than an hour ago, as a matter of fact. May I just speak to the detective?”
 
   “I’m afraid you’ll have to track him down first,” the officer said with a bewildered look. “Mrs. Spelled, Detective Coleman hasn’t lived in this town for ten years, much less worked at the station. Last I heard, he was somewhere in France.”
 
   I clutched my stomach. I didn’t know what to think. Was this a prank? But who would prank someone about a murder? I sat on the nearest chair, worried that I was about to pass out.
 
   “Perhaps you got his name mixed up.”
 
   I nodded with relief. “Yes, that must be it.”
 
   “The detectives are Detective Strait and Detective Pierce. They’re both in their early thirties, and have fair hair.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t either of them, for sure,” I said, anxiety once more gnawing away at me. “This man was middle-aged and had dark hair.”
 
   “Can you describe the man to me?” the officer asked.
 
   I did as he asked, describing the detective as best as I could. I described his appearance, clothes, mannerisms and even his car, just in case it could help. The entire time I was talking, the officer looked at me with a shocked expression.
 
   “Does sound like him, all right.” The officer rubbed his chin. “Can you tell me exactly what happened this morning?”
 
   I clenched my jaw, partially frustrated I would have to repeat myself and relive everything, but also because I was so confused. I was sure I had talked to Detective Coleman, especially given the fact that according to the officer my description matched the man. At the same time, he apparently wasn’t now a member of the force, yet he had been the one to arrive when I called.
 
   I explained the situation at length, from the sudden murder that had occurred, to me calling and having Coleman arrive.
 
   “We didn’t receive a call this morning,” the officer said with a shrug.
 
   “I was told to come down and give my statement about the murder of Mrs. Jasmine Walters’ husband. I can personally testify his body was at my home this morning, so either way you should investigate. I don’t know what the story behind this Detective Coleman is,” I admitted, as my frustration welled to the surface. “All I care about at the moment is a man was killed, and apparently nobody here is aware of it.”
 
   “Jasmine Walters’ husband?” the officer asked, looking more confused than ever. “Are you feeling quite all right, madam?”
 
   “No! I’m not!” I was perturbed. “I want somebody to investigate a murder. It shouldn’t be this hard. On top of which, apparently somebody was posing as a policeman at my home this morning.”
 
   “Mrs. Spelled, Jasmine Walters hasn’t been married for ten straight years now. Her husband was killed a decade ago, and the murderer was never found, despite Detective Coleman investigating the case. There’s simply no chance what you’re describing to me actually occurred this morning. The only explanation is someone is having an elaborate prank at your expense, or…” His voice trailed away. “Anyway, Mrs. Spelled, I need your address for the incident book.”
 
   “It’s 9 Salisbury Street, Bayberry Creek.”
 
   The man gasped. “I think that’s where Mr. Walters was murdered, right in the garden at that very address!”
 
   Everything went dull, as though I heard it from behind a thin wall. My vision blurred and my brain filled with white noise. What was happening? I was positive Detective Coleman came to my home that morning, and it couldn’t have been an imposter unless he looked like, talked like, and drove the same car as the real Coleman. Did the officer think I had taken leave of my senses?
 
   “I have to leave,” I stammered, getting up and nearly knocking over my chair in the process.
 
   “Mrs. Spelled, I really think you ought to...”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” I said over my shoulder.
 
   I had to talk to Jasmine Walters. If it was a cruel prank, then she most certainly would be the one behind it.
 
    
 
   FEATHERFOOT
 
   AS SOON AS I left the police station, I caught myself expecting an overcast day again. The sky, however, was as bright and clear as it had been this morning, before I’d happened upon the body of Jasmine’s supposed husband, and again as it had been on my walk to the police station. Did I imagine it becoming overcast? It was all so strange.
 
   Either way, I needed to talk to Jasmine. I didn’t think she could control the weather, of course, but I needed to know what was happening. It felt more and more like this was some horribly cruel joke, and I intended to get to the bottom of it as soon as possible.
 
   I walked directly to Jasmine’s house, deciding not to go home to check on Wolff first. After all, it was only a minor detour. All the strange things that had happened linked to her, and I needed to set the record straight immediately. I was worried about Wolff, having left him alone in the house after somebody was murdered there, but I knew he could take care of himself.
 
   The more I thought about it, the less sense it made that everything could simply be the product of a practical joke. What would be the purpose of pretending to kill somebody? Jasmine had always been unpleasant, but she had no reason to do this kind of thing to me. Was it possible she had actually murdered her husband? What if the reason she hadn’t told me about him was she was planning to frame me for the murder, which is why he died in my garden?
 
   I was so caught up in my thoughts I scarcely realized I’d already arrived at Jasmine’s property. Her house was similar to mine, although if I were honest, hers was immeasurably nicer. It, too, was a Victorian building, but extravagant and far more beautiful. Her car was brand new and sat gleaming outside the house.
 
   As I approached, I gulped. If she really had murdered her husband not two hours earlier, perhaps walking up and asking her about it wasn’t such a great idea.
 
   I opened her gate, but before I had taken one step inside, I saw feathers on the ground. I bent down for a closer look. To my horror, I saw the feathers were mixed with blood and human hair. These surely had come from the Featherfoot, the legendary shoes of the feared Kurdaitcha man. There was no way to explain the Kurdaitcha man in white fella terms—suffice to say he could be seen variously as healer, sorcerer, shaman, or even ritual killer for those who wronged others. The Featherfoot allowed the Kurdaitcha man to walk around unseen and unheard.
 
   I very nearly turned around for home. Maybe I should talk to Wolff about everything first, then come back with him, I thought. I stood my ground and swallowed nervously, deciding it was best to get this over with. I had no idea why a Kurdaitcha man had been to Jasmine’s house, but even if she murdered her husband, she surely wouldn’t try to hurt me. Turning up dead at her house after her husband had done the same at mine would surely look more than a little suspicious.
 
   She took a long time to answer the door. I’d knocked loudly three times and waited, but heard no sound from inside. It was possible she was simply out, I decided. But after mustering up the courage to speak to her, I didn’t want to back down. I knocked several more times and felt a strange combination of relief, adrenaline, and fear when I heard footsteps approaching the door.
 
   “Oh, Thelma, hello,” she said disdainfully as the door swung open. She wore an all-too-tight lime-green dress and an ugly grimace. Her mascara was so thick I wondered how she could see properly, and her makeup appeared to have been applied freely with a trowel. Her lipstick was smeared, and it occurred to me she might have been kissing someone.
 
   I didn’t know what I had done to upset her, but then maybe she had something much more serious on her mind. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Hi, Jasmine,” I replied, conjuring the most convincing smile I possibly could. It didn’t amount to much. “Look, I don’t quite know how to say this...” My voice trailed away. Should I mention I found her dead husband? Had she even heard about his murder? I decided it would be best to get it over with, rather than trying to drag out the task.
 
   “What?” Jasmine asked, raising an eyebrow. She looked considerably more annoyed than concerned.
 
   “Have you heard about your husband?” I asked simply.
 
   Jasmine looked confused. “My husband? What?”
 
   “Um, I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, but your husband is dead,” I said.
 
   “Yes, Thelma, well done,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
 
   I was flustered, not knowing what to say next. “Detective Coleman was over this morning, and he...”
 
   “Coleman?” Jasmine asked, her voice raised. “What do you think this is?”
 
   “Well, he’s the investigating officer,” I tried to explain, but Jasmine cut me off again.
 
   “Yes, he was. When my husband died ten years ago.” Jasmine was clearly furious. “You’re a maniac, Thelma. Stay away from me.”
 
   I pointed at her. “Now listen here, Jasmine, something strange is going on...”
 
   “Don’t point, you project a part of yourself when you point,” she snapped. “You need medical help, Thelma. I recommend the Callan Park Lunatic Asylum in Sydney. As a matter of fact, I think I’ll call the doctor right now to suggest you should be committed.” Jasmine took a step back inside her doorway as she spoke.
 
   I thought it was strange she was having such a strong reaction without so much as letting me finish a sentence. “Jasmine, please. Wolff saw him too, he can...”
 
   “Wolff? Wolff!” she spat. “Oh, don’t worry about him. I’ll take very good care of him after you’re locked away in a padded cell. Now get off my property!” The door slammed in my face.
 
   I was dumbfounded. I understood the subject of her dead husband wasn’t something to bring up in casual conversation, but her reaction had been rather extreme, and she’d gone out of her way to be rude.
 
   If her husband truly had died ten years ago, then what happened this morning? Who was the man who died in my garden, and why did the man calling himself Detective Coleman identify the body as Jasmine’s long-dead husband? This was all too strange. I was beginning to think it wasn’t a prank, after all.
 
    
 
   WILLY WAGTAIL
 
   I HURRIED IN the direction of home. The sky was still bright and sunny. Instead of being pleased about the fact, I was uneasy. Something was wrong—very wrong. A willy wagtail flittered in front of me, fluttering its black and white wings. I knew in Aboriginal lore, the little native Australian birds were sometimes said to be bringers of bad news.
 
   As I hurried up my garden path, I saw my daisies were back. If this was a prank, it was an elaborate one. Who would dig out all my daisies and then put them back? I remembered what Jasmine said about Callan Park Mental Hospital, the infamous Sydney institution. Was this all an attempt to have me declared insane and committed? But who would do such a thing? I had more questions than answers.
 
   I had almost reached my house when I noticed the lilac trees looked far more mature than they had earlier in the day. I stood stock still and tried to remember all the details of that morning. It hadn’t been just the daisies—the whole garden had looked different. I hoped I wasn’t in fact losing my mind.
 
   There was no sign of Wolff, so I called the school. To my relief, Wolff was feeling better again. He was taken aback when I explained about Detective Coleman and the ten-year-old murder, but he said there must be a logical explanation, and we’d discuss it when he got home. At least that put my mind at rest somewhat. Wolff had spoken to the detective, too—I wasn’t losing my mind.
 
   I was sure Jasmine was behind it all, but I had no idea where to turn next. I sat on the couch and fidgeted, and then it occurred to me the previous owners of the home might know something. After all, they had lived there for around twenty years. What was their name?
 
   I hurried to Wolff’s desk, a huge wooden affair with a green leather insert top. I rifled through the drawers until I found what I was looking for—the contract of sale. There it was, a Mr. Eric Stanbury. I just had to remember where they currently lived. I met them once, briefly, after we were married and they were passing through town. Several frustrating minutes later, I remembered they had moved to Griffith, a large town some five hundred miles away.
 
   I headed for the phone to speak to the operator. “Hello, I’d like to make a long distance call, please, to a Mr. Eric Stanbury in Griffith. No, I’m sorry I don’t know the number or the street.”
 
   The operator’s voice told me she was putting me through, and a woman’s voice answered the phone. “Hello, Mrs. Jean Stanbury speaking.”
 
   I introduced myself, and assured her that I loved the house. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I was told today there was a murder here in the front garden.”
 
   Mrs. Stanbury apologized profusely. “I’m so sorry we didn’t tell your husband.”
 
   It took a while to sink in. “What do you mean? Do you mean ten years ago?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, and then the phone crackled.
 
   “I’m sorry, could you repeat that, please? There’s noise on the line.”
 
   Her voice continued. “Yes, it was all a mystery. The detective said a young woman called him to the scene and told him she lived there, but when he went back later, he found my husband and I were the ones who lived there. We thought the whole thing very peculiar.”
 
   There was a lengthy pause, and then she spoke again. “They never did find out who did it, you know. His wife seemed the likely suspect, given she was to inherit her husband’s fortune, but she was in Sydney at the time, staying with friends.”
 
   “Did they ever find out the identity of the woman who found the body?” I asked her.
 
   “No,” she said. “Detective Coleman said she was probably a neighbor who wanted to remain anonymous. He said she’d likely given a false name, too, given it was so unusual. Come to think of it, I think it was the same name as yours, Spelled. Could she have been a relative?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. I thanked Mrs. Stanbury and hung up. Just as well the elderly police officer at the station earlier hadn’t remembered the name of the witness, or he might have detained me.
 
   This was all getting stranger and stranger. Still, it was clear the energy around my home was not quite right, given that a murder had occurred on the property, so I decided to smudge all the rooms with eucalyptus leaves. The aborigines used eucalyptus in their smoking ceremonies for spiritual cleansing, and I had gotten into the habit. I selected some dried eucalyptus leaves from a jar and placed them in my cauldron, as I liked to call my small iron pot. I set some charcoal under it, and then set it alight. Soon the sweet, fresh smell of eucalyptus permeated my house. I walked through each room, distributing the smoke.
 
    
 
   THE HOWL OF THE DINGO
 
   I COULDN’T WAIT for Wolff to get home that night. My nerves were on edge and I just couldn’t settle. Even making dinner seemed like a chore, and it was worse given that tonight I was making a special effort. I prepared a roast, and for dessert, a bread and butter pudding—Wolff’s favorite.
 
   All the while, I heard the howling of a dingo. Nama always said if a dingo howls in daytime, it means the dingo has seen a spirit. It was obvious something was going on, but what?
 
   I took a bath to try to relax, but I leaped out almost as soon as I had gotten in. I put on a nice dress, makeup, and Wolff’s favorite perfume, Je Reviens, brushed my hair, and then fidgeted around in the kitchen, waiting for Wolff’s return.
 
   Finally, I heard his car, and I opened the front door in anticipation. As he made to move through the front door, I flung my arms around his neck and sobbed into his chest. Wolff stroked my hair. I continued to sob, upset, but at the same time angry with myself for letting go of my emotions. Finally, Wolff held me at arm’s length. “Thelma, whatever’s wrong?”
 
   Without waiting for me to answer, he led me to the couch, but kept his strong arm around me.
 
   I told him what Mrs. Stanbury said. He thought for a moment, tapping his chin. “I think Jasmine Walters is playing a cruel joke on you.”
 
   “But then Mrs. Stanbury would have to be in on it with her.”
 
   Wolff nodded. “That’s entirely possible. Mrs. Stanbury was a longterm resident of Bayberry Creek, so the two would have known each other well.”
 
   “If only I’d been able to see Mrs. Stanbury’s face when I was speaking to her,” I said, “then I’d know if she was telling the truth. I wonder if one day they will have phones to let you see the person’s face when you’re speaking to them.”
 
   Wolff burst out laughing. “Oh, Thelma, you say the funniest things. That could never happen.”
 
   At this point, the aroma of the roast wafted from the kitchen. I stood up and brushed myself down. “Dinner’s ready now, so we can talk about it over dinner.” I went to the kitchen, grateful I had his support.
 
   We didn’t speak of matters until the food was on the table, and then I looked at Wolff. “Why do you think Jasmine would go so far as to play such an elaborate prank?”
 
   He shook his head. “I can’t think of any other logical explanation for what happened. You say she’s always disliked you?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “It’s bad enough if Jasmine involved Mrs. Stanbury, but she must have had two men involved with her, one to play the victim and one to play the detective.”
 
   I finished chewing my piece of carrot before answering. “That makes sense, although I could’ve sworn the lilac trees were younger. Perhaps it was just the stress. But who?”
 
   “Does she have any brothers?”
 
   I thought for a moment. “I believe she does have one brother. I saw her in town one day with a man, and Mrs. Anderson, the town gossip, told me he was Jasmine’s brother. I haven’t seen him around town since, so he must live in another town.”
 
   Wolff set down his fork. “Well, there’s one person she could call on to play a prank. Who would be the other?”
 
   “A boyfriend, perhaps?”
 
   Wolff finished his potato before answering. “There you have it. She’s enlisted the help of her brother and her boyfriend.”
 
   It sounded good to me, but I wasn’t entirely convinced. “Assuming she does have a boyfriend.”
 
   “Exactly.” Wolff popped another piece of potato in his mouth. Finally, he said, “It’s a particularly malicious thing for her to do to you, though. I think I should go over there and give her a piece of my mind.”
 
   I was pleased he was looking out for me. “No, don’t. It’s sweet of you, but I don’t want her to know it upset me. But what about Mrs. Stanbury saying the person who found the body also had the surname Spelled? That can’t be a coincidence!”
 
   “It must be a coincidence,” Wolff said. “What other explanation could there be?”
 
   “I suppose so.” I couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to it, but try as I might, I couldn’t come up with any alternatives. “I’m convinced Jasmine killed her husband. I just know.”
 
   Wolff looked at me for a while. “I believe you. I’ve come to trust your instincts. Please be careful, Thelma.” He reached across the table for my hand. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”
 
   “Nothing will happen to me,” I said with false bravado. Jasmine had killed her husband ten years earlier, and arranged an elaborate charade so I would think she killed him now, but for what reason?
 
    
 
   WARRA WIRRIN
 
   AS THE SUN rose the next morning, Wolff was spooning me. That was not unusual. What was unusual was the fact I had not slept a wink. This might have been due to the fact I had put star anise as well as mugwort under my pillow to give me psychic dreams. They hadn’t given me dreams at all as I hadn’t slept, and all I had been able to think about were the ways in which Jasmine might have plotted her nasty scheme.
 
   “What are you going to do today?” Wolff asked me, as I pulled on my stockings, and then clipped them into my suspenders, breaking a nail in the process.
 
   I wanted to ask Wolff if I could take the car, but I couldn’t think of a good excuse to do so. I had already taken the car for my weekly shopping day, and Wolff would realize I was up to something if I took it again. “You’d think they’d come up with something better,” I grumbled, gesturing to my stockings. “It would be easier if they made stockings that were in one piece instead of two, that you could pull on, like trousers.”
 
   Wolff kissed me goodbye. He was clearly amused. “You sound like a mad inventor, with these whacky ideas.” He patted my bottom playfully.
 
   After Wolff left for work, I went ahead with my plan. Sometime in the middle of the night, I decided to follow Jasmine. If, in fact, she had procured the services of friends or relatives to play the elaborate hoax on me, then surely they would still be in town. Perhaps that had been why she had taken so long to answer the door the previous day. There had only been one car parked at her house, and it was hers, but I suppose she had anticipated I would speak to her, and her brother or her friend had parked elsewhere.
 
   Jasmine wasn’t one to stay at home all day, so I headed for the little milk bar close to her end of town. I decided to sit at a table in the window and wait until she walked past. She might not even come out today, I reminded myself, but I had no other plans.
 
   If Jasmine drove her car into town, I would see her go past, and if she was on foot, I would see her then, too. However, if she was in someone else’s car, my efforts would be in vain. I got ready and turned off the radio. I generally liked to listen to the serial, Dad and Dave from Snake Gully, but today, I had more important things on my mind.
 
   Three cups of tea and one lemon cake later, I did indeed see Jasmine sashaying along the sidewalk, and with her was a man. She had her hand on his arm, and was laughing, clearly hanging on every word he said. He wasn’t a middle-aged man, so he could not have been the one playing the role of the detective, but he did seem to be the same height and weight as the victim.
 
   When they walked in front of the milk bar, window, I slipped out behind them, hoping they wouldn’t notice me. I kept back a distance, and then hurried to catch up when they turned into a building, the local theater. My mouth fell open when I saw the poster outside. It was for the musical, The White Horse Inn, and Jasmine’s name was numbered amongst the cast.
 
   So Jasmine did have access to actors, after all. Yet why go to such lengths to play such a complex prank on me? Was it just for a bit of fun, or did she have something entirely more malicious in mind? She had always been after my husband, so did she truly want to have me committed to an insane asylum?
 
   I could only assume the detective was another member of the cast. I walked back home, thinking I had the solution to the problem, at last. I just reached my gate, when a woman marched up to me. I recognized her as Mrs. Vervain, a particularly unpleasant woman who made it her business to meddle in the town’s affairs. The Koori people called her warra wirrin, bad spirit. I turned to greet her, but I didn’t get the chance.
 
   “I’ll have you know I’m reporting your husband to the school board.”
 
   I was taken aback. “Whatever for?”
 
   “For being the husband of a witch!” Her voice rose to a high pitch, while her eyes narrowed into slits.
 
   “Err, a what?” I stammered.
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me, Mrs. Spelled. I have it on good authority you’re practicing witchcraft.” She almost spat the word.
 
   “Jasmine Walters said that to you, didn’t she!” I was furious. Mrs. Vervain looked taken aback at my outburst. I pressed on. “Do you believe everything you hear without checking your facts first?”
 
   Mrs. Vervain left in a huff, muttering to herself.
 
   Instead of going inside, I turned on my heel and headed straight for Jasmine’s house. I wasn’t at all worried about Mrs. Vervain talking to the school board. She had made wild accusations about most people in the town. I was, however, annoyed Jasmine had contacted her.
 
   Jasmine was getting out of her car when I arrived. “Oh, not you again,” she said. “How tedious.”
 
   “I’ve just had a visit from Mrs. Vervain.”
 
   Jasmine smirked. “And how is the old dear?”
 
   “She accused me of being a witch.”
 
   Jasmine pulled off one elbow-length glove in a single, fluid motion. “You are a witch.”
 
   I shrugged. “So are you.”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “I don’t use dark arts like you do.”
 
   Jasmine took a step forward, her face contorted in anger. “Dark arts? Magic is simply energy—it’s neither good nor bad.”
 
   “You use magic for bad, is what I mean,” I said, standing my ground.
 
   “What makes you think such a thing?” She looked like a cat ready to pounce.
 
   “I only said that in response to what you said, Jasmine. I came here to ask you why you said such a thing to Mrs. Vervain? What’s your problem with me?” Before she could answer, I continued. “And why did you get your actor friends to help you set up such an elaborate hoax?”
 
   Jasmine looked puzzled, genuinely puzzled. She stood stock still for a moment, and then burst into raucous laughter. “Thelma, you’re too much!” She waved over her shoulder as she headed for her front door.
 
    
 
   YILPINJI MAGIC
 
   I WAS RESTLESS. I swept the floor and did some dusting, yet my mind was unable to stay on housework. Two things stood out to me. Firstly, Jasmine looked awfully guilty when I said she practiced dark arts. Secondly, she had been genuinely puzzled and then amused when I mentioned using actors for the prank. That forced me to consider it probably wasn’t natural. Everything was just too strange, from the sudden change in weather to the ten-year-old murder case materializing in my garden. I decided natural investigative methods wouldn’t be much help either. Instead of asking around, my best option was to do a divination.
 
   I went to the top drawer of my bureau and took out my Revised, New Art Tarot deck, which had been a gift from my mother. I peeled back the burgundy-colored silk and shuffled the cards. I focused on the problem and then turned over three cards: The High Priestess, the Moon, and the Five of Swords. The beautifully illustrated two Majors contrasted with the unillustrated Minor card, but that was furthest from my mind. I focused on whether magic was involved, and now I had my answer.
 
   I had to seek Nama’s advice. Once more I hurried from my house and saw to my relief that the daisies were still there.
 
   Nama was in her garden. Not a European garden, and some might not even realize it was a garden, covered as it was with every manner of herb and native plant. Nama herself was named after the tea tree, a deceptively scrubby looking shrub with amazing healing properties. I had been trying to learn the names and medicinal uses of the native plants, much to Nama’s amusement. I spotted the Stinking Passion Flower, an awful name for a spectacular white and purple flower used to relieve itching.
 
   “You’ve had trouble.” Nama said it as a statement, not a question.
 
   “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   “Come and have a cuppa.”
 
   I smiled and followed Nama into her house. I knew she would answer in her own good time. I sat in Nama’s kitchen as she prepared a concoction of herbal tea. I didn’t know what was in it, but it tasted good, if a little bitter. When I half-finished my tea, Nama spoke. “I have seen the Kurdaitcha man.”
 
   I gasped. I knew Kurdaitcha men were very powerful healers who could also sing someone to death or point the bone to kill someone. While such an act would normally only be done in retaliation for wrongs, I knew the Kurdaitcha man had many other powers, including foretelling the future. “What does that have to do with me?” My voice came out as a squeak.
 
   “Your house is on a dreaming track,” Nama said by way of answer.
 
   I nodded. Nama had told me all about the dreaming tracks, or songlines as they were also known. The Aboriginal culture believes in ancestor creators, who traveled across Australia making the landforms. This happened in the Dreamtime, the time of creation. The places where the creation ancestors traveled are known as dreaming tracks, and today, the people were able to cross vast amounts of desert by singing the lines, the stories of each area, maps in song. My mother had told me these lines were akin to the ley lines of Britain, so I assumed they were lines of power.
 
   Nama sipped her tea while I waited patiently for her to continue. “What happened?” she finally said.
 
   I told her the whole story, from the changing of the sky, to the difference in my garden and my discovery of the Featherfoot, finishing with finding the murdered body of Jasmine Walters’ husband, a man who was supposed to have died ten years earlier.
 
   Again, Nama sat silently. Finally, she nodded and pointed to a willy wagtail sitting on her windowsill. Her expression had not changed. “Yilpinji is powerful magic.”
 
   “Yilpinji?” I repeated. “I thought that was love magic?”
 
   Nama nodded. “Love magic can drive away husband.”
 
   “I see.” I thought some more. “But Mr. Walters was dead.”
 
   Nama’s eyes twinkled, presumably at my lack of understanding. “His wife used black magic of the Kurdaitcha man.”
 
   Again, I had to process her statement. I had always assumed love magic was used solely for good. Clearly, that was a faulty assumption. “Do you mean Jasmine used black magic to kill her husband? But I saw a knife sticking out of his back!”
 
   Nama shook her head. “Yilpinji is powerful magic,” she said once more.
 
    
 
   GAXABARA
 
   “ARE YOU SURE you really want to do this?”
 
   I could tell my husband was reluctant—more than reluctant in fact. I plastered what I hoped was a pleading expression on my face. “Please, Wolff,” I said for the umpteenth time. “It’s a full moon tonight, and I’m sure Jasmine will be doing a ritual behind her house. You know as well as I do her yard extends right down to the bush. She could do any manner of ritual there, and no one would see her.”
 
   Wolff rubbed his forehead, and then omitted a weary sigh. “But what do you hope to gain by spying on her ritual?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it spying, exactly.” I shrugged. “Okay, I suppose it is. But Nama said Jasmine had used magic, and I need to know what sort of magic it is. You agree she has malicious intent toward me, don’t you?”
 
   Wolff nodded slowly. “I do, but surely there’s another way.”
 
   “But what?” I asked him. “I can hardly go to the police. Jasmine would like to see me end up in a lunatic asylum. Anyway, you don’t need to come. I’m happy to go alone.”
 
   “I need to go in case something happens.”
 
   I’d figured there was no way Wolff would let me go alone, out at midnight, into the bush. “It’s a pity I can’t take the phone with me, because then you could stay here, and I could call you if I got into trouble.”
 
   Wolff looked blank. “Whatever do you mean, Thelma?”
 
   “Just an idle thought,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be good if one day they made phones that were transportable? It would be so useful. Just think, if they had them now, I could go and watch Jasmine and you could stay here, and I could call you and tell you what was happening.”
 
   Wolff laughed so hard he doubled over. “Oh Thelma, you’re so funny. The cords would have to be miles long.”
 
   And so, not long before midnight, both Wolff and I crouched under a bottlebrush bush, waiting for Jasmine to do her ritual. “What if she doesn’t show?” Wolff asked me.
 
   “I’m sure she will. Nama told me ages ago that Jasmine does the ritual out here under every full moon.”
 
   “Will there be others with her?” Wolff’s voice held concern.
 
   I shook my head. “No, she’s a solitary witch, as far as I know.” However, Wolff’s words did give me pause. What if Jasmine was in fact part of a coven? At that moment, an earthly sound pierced the still air.
 
   I jumped, but Wolff put a hand on my arm to still me. “It’s only a possum,” he said. I looked up at the eucalyptus tree towering above us, and indeed a large possum ran down the tree all the while making horrible sounds, and took off into the bush. Just then, Wolff clutched my arm again. This time, his touch was urgent. “Look!”
 
   A figure, which I assumed was Jasmine, appeared at the back of the house and made its way slowly to the clearing where I’d heard she conducted the full moon rituals. And in fact, there were little stones laid in a circle on the ground in the clearing in front of us. My blood ran cold and I shivered. Little electric tingles ran through me, and I huddled into Wolff.
 
   When the figure got closer, I saw it was indeed Jasmine. She was wearing a large bath robe, and I wondered why. I soon found out. She took off her bath robe, revealing she was completely naked underneath. I slapped my hand across Wolff’s eyes.
 
   “What are you doing?” he whispered.
 
   “It’s something you shouldn’t see,” I said firmly.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   I looked at Jasmine’s naked body, an enviable figure, to be sure. I wished I had her curves. “It’s a hideous sight,” I lied.
 
   Jasmine began her chanting, and danced around the stone circles, writhing this way and that. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, and my arm was tired from holding my hand over Wolff’s eyes. Yet there was no way I was going to release it.
 
   “Can’t I look?” he pleaded.
 
   “No, definitely not,” I whispered back. “It’s a ritual dance, gaxabara in the Koori language.”
 
   “It is something a man shouldn’t see? A ritual thing?”
 
   I tightened my grip over his eyes. “Something like that.”
 
    
 
   KURDAITCHA MAN
 
   THE NEXT MORNING after Wolff left for work, I did my best to get my thoughts into some sort of order. The previous night’s spying mission had done nothing except give me a sore arm. I hadn’t heard a word Jasmine said, and I hadn’t been able to ascertain the nature of her ritual.
 
   Of one thing I had no doubt, Jasmine had used black magic to kill her husband. She was in Sydney at the time of his death. It gave her an iron-clad alibi, to be sure. But how was that possible? And how was it possible I had two days ago seen the body of a man who was murdered ten years ago?
 
   I thought until my head ached, and then I thought some more. The conclusion I finally drew seemed absurd. Could time travel have been involved? She killed him now, but somehow made it happen in the past, ten years previous?”
 
   It was incredible to think Jasmine planned a murder using time travel, but what other explanation could there be? It seemed impossible, but then again, I was a witch and so I believed in the manipulation of reality. Still, it was quite a stretch.
 
   As I drew near Jasmine’s home, I decided on the spot I should confront her. I wasn’t expecting a good reception, but I had to try.
 
   She flung open the door before I’d even had a chance to knock. “What do you want this time, Thelma?” She crossed her arms over her too-tight dress and put her cigarette back in her mouth.
 
   “I discovered your husband’s body two days ago.”
 
   She smirked at me—not exactly the response I was expecting. “I’d be careful who you tell about that. Who will believe you?” She laughed. “Haven’t you ever heard the expression, ‘Time stood still’?”
 
   “So it’s true? You killed your husband today, but sent him back in time ten years ago.” As I said the words, the timeline at once became clear to me. I held up my hand. “No, wait. That makes no sense. Ten years ago, you sent your husband forward in time to two days ago, when you stabbed him, and then sent him back in time. The daisies and my garden, even my house, must have been caught up in the spell,” I added more to myself than to Jasmine.
 
   She clapped slowly. “Well done. And I thought you were just a mousey little housewife. What Wolff sees in you, I’ll never know.” She snorted derisively.
 
   “That gave you an iron-clad alibi,” I said, ignoring her statement about my husband. “But why me? Why did you murder him in my garden?”
 
   Jasmine shrugged. “Why not? It seemed like as good a place as any.”
 
   I knew she was lying. “Tell me the truth, Jasmine.”
 
   Jasmine pulled a face. “Or what? You’ll have me arrested for time travel?” She cackled.
 
   I just stood there, hoping she wouldn’t slam the door in my face. I wanted answers—sure, her husband was dead and no one could do anything about that, but I wanted to understand why Jasmine did it.
 
   I suppose in the end she wanted to brag. “It was the perfect murder, Thelma. It took me a long time to plan, mind you, but it was genius, pure genius!” Her whole face lit up. “It all worked out well.”
 
   “How did you get the Kurdaitcha man to help you?” That part puzzled me, almost as much as the time travel aspect. I knew money had nothing to do with it—Kurdaitcha men couldn’t be bought.
 
   “So you know about him, do you?” She pouted, but pressed on without giving me time to answer. “He can sing rain, and he can sing people to death. I couldn’t have Tom waste away in hospital, though. That could’ve thrown suspicion on me. I needed him killed outright while I was somewhere else, with an alibi. Tom cheated the Kurdaitcha man out of some land, and had generally been nasty to him and his family. Tom wasn’t a nice person.”
 
   “Lots of people aren’t nice, but that’s no excuse to kill them.”
 
   “Whatever.” Jasmine threw her cigarette onto the ground and stomped on it. “I married him for his money, but he was too unpleasant an individual to keep around.”
 
   I let that one pass. “Something’s bothering me, though,” I added. “You didn’t know me ten years ago, so why did you choose my garden?”
 
   “This is where I got particularly clever,” she said with a smirk. “Ten years ago, I did a divination to see how the intended murder of my husband would go, and your name came up as my only adversary. The divination revealed you were a witch, so I got the Kurdaitcha man to send Tom to the place where you would be living in ten years’ time. The Kurdaitcha man can foretell the future, you know.”
 
   I nodded. “I know. But has it occurred to you I only became your adversary, as you put it, for the very fact you murdered your husband in my garden?”
 
   Jasmine looked confused.
 
   “There’s nothing I can do about the murder of your husband,” I continued, “but no more murders. No more marrying rich men and killing them. I’ll keep a close eye on you, and I won’t hesitate to bind you from doing such things.”
 
   Jasmine slowly shut the door. “I had the Kurdaitcha man do a little something to you and your husband, too.”
 
   I gasped and went cold all over. “What?” I said weakly.
 
   “Don’t worry, Thelma. I haven’t had him point the bone at you or anything like that.” She cackled once more. “Plus I can’t call on him again, because he’s gone walkabout.”
 
   I was vastly relieved. The Aboriginal peoples had the ability to point the bone at someone to kill them, and that person subsequently would slowly and surely die. I held my breath, waiting to hear what she had in fact done to me and to Wolff.
 
   “When you die, your spirit will be trapped in your house, and Wolff’s spirit will be trapped in your garden. He won’t be able to enter the house. You’ll be parted for eternity.”
 
   I staggered backward in shock and then turned and ran, Jasmine’s maniacal laugher following me as I went.
 
    
 
   THE BULK
 
   I HAD SOLVED the mystery, but now I had to make sure Jasmine could do no more harm to anyone. She had murdered by magical means, so she could not be punished by natural means. She would never spend time in prison, or even face a court of law, yet she was a cold-blooded murderer. I myself was not judge or jury, but I certainly wanted to prevent her from harming another.
 
   I returned to Jasmine’s house and taken her foot track, as instructed in the Spelled family’s ancestral Book of Shadows. I scooped up the dirt under her footprint, but had been careful to wait until she drove away before I had done so. Foot track work had a number of possible outcomes, but I was using it specifically to ensure Jasmine was bound from harming anyone else. This type of spell would not affect her well being, or even her luck. There were such spells in The Book of Shadows, however, and I was worried what would happen if it ever fell into the wrong hands.
 
   First, I made a doll that looked like Jasmine. I hand sewed a figure into a rough shape from some scraps of fabric in my sewing box, and then stuffed it with twigs and the foot track dirt. I used sprigs of dead lavender for her hair, and painted on a mouth and rouge with beet. I used flour for foundation, and could not suppress a giggle as I did so.
 
   I had a little aqua-colored tin canister that held spices. That morning, I bought a compact complete with a mirror. I snapped the hinge and, being careful not to look in the mirror, glued it to the canister lid. Next, I tied the doll’s hands behind her back and tied a piece of wool over her mouth, ensuring she would not say or do anything to harm anyone. I put the doll in the box, and filled the box with licorice, an herb of compelling. I then brought in some Koori magic. I placed a bulk, a black-blue stone that I enchanted for binding an evil person, into the box. I said words over the box and tied it with black string.
 
   I walked along the bush track to a crossroads in the bush. There, I dug a shallow hole and buried the box, making sure to leave an offering of wattle seeds. After I buried it, I went home by another route and didn’t look back.
 
   Once home, I wrote out what had happened on a hitherto blank page in the Book of Shadows. It was a beautiful book, ebony leather with a gold-embossed pentacle on the front. The pages were fragile, old paper and antique print.
 
   I placed the Book of Shadows in a tin can, and buried it deep in the garden. I didn’t want anyone else to have access to that kind of powerful magic, and I was sure I would never need it again.
 
    
 
   MIST
 
   1982
 
   JASMINE WAS STANDING on my front steps in the early morning mist. The Koori people feared mists, and seeing Jasmine enshrouded in one, I could see why.
 
   It was a cold winter’s day, and my daughter, Angelica, was still asleep in bed. She had inherited my house from me.
 
   Jasmine was stooped over from the waist, and clutching her walking stick with her old, gnarled fingers. After a moment, she shook the walking stick at the house, and I wondered how she didn’t fall over with the effort. “I’ve come to pay my respects,” she said sarcastically, and I was surprised to hear her voice come out as a croak. Had I sounded like that when I was alive, in my old age? Thank goodness, after death, I had reverted to my youthful form. I giggled.
 
   Jasmine was still talking. “How romantic, you and Wolff dying in your sleep on the same night.” She struggled up the front steps with some effort. “Well, now you’ll be parted forever!” She tried to laugh, but her voice dissolved into a coughing spasm. In a fit of anger, she struck the front door with her walking stick.
 
   I responded at once. Jasmine flew backward through the air, and landed next to a lilac tree. She let out some words unbecoming for a lady, and then tried to pull herself to her feet by seizing a branch for support. The branch smacked her behind. “What’s going on?” she screeched.
 
   “Let me tell you,” I said, but the fact that the house spoke must have terrified her. She tried to hurry away, but caught her ankle in the tree branch. “I am the house now,” I called after her, “or rather, I can act as the house. Yes, you stopped Wolff going into the house, but you didn’t stop me going into the garden. So you see, Wolff and I can be together, forever.”
 
   I blew Wolff a kiss, as Jasmine turned deathly white.
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   Kate McKenzie never dreamed when she started her business, Stacked in Your Favor, that she’d spend nearly as much time crime solving as organizing. But with Halloween approaching, and too many items on the to-do list, she and Meg Berman find themselves in another puzzling dilemma—where every answer leads to another question.
 
    
 
   ORGANIZED FOR MASKED MOTIVES
 
   An Organized Short Mystery
 
    
 
   By Ritter Ames
 
    
 
   KATE MCKENZIE LOOKED out the windows of her cheery cherry-patterned kitchen curtains and watched lace-like snowflakes drift down lazily on the other side of the pane.
 
   Definitely going to be a white Halloween, she thought. Something she was learning to count on since moving to Hazelton, Vermont. As she placed bananas into her seven-year-old twin daughters’ lunches, her energetic tomboy daughter, Samantha, barreled into the room with her coat and backpack slung onto one arm.
 
   “Oh, good, Sam. You’re ready,” Kate said, half-glancing over one shoulder. “Is Suzanne about set to go too?”
 
   “Yeah.” Sam chewed her lip, then asked, “Mom, can witches turn real people into zombies, or just do that to animals?”
 
   “What?” Kate laughed and pushed on the Velcro ends of one insulated bag, sealing up the opening. She turned and faced a solemn faced Samantha. Oops. “Sorry I laughed, honey. I thought you were joking. I think I need a little more information on this zombie thing.”
 
   “Monica says the lady down the road in the turquoise colored house is a witch and can bring animals back from the dead. But all the cats are zombies.”
 
   This wasn’t the first wild story her twins had brought home thanks to this particular facts-challenged classmate. Kate had been meaning to visit the new neighbor, but life had a way of filling every spare minute. Now, she had an even better reason to go and introduce herself. “I think someone told me she fosters rescued cats, honey. How about we drop by her house after school with some of the jack-o-lantern cookies I made last night and introduce ourselves.”
 
   “But Monica says she makes zombies out of the cats. They walk around and don’t see or hear anyone,” Sam persisted, just as her blonde identical twin, Suzanne, walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Are you talking about the cat witch lady?” Suze asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Girls, stop.” Kate handed each a lunch bag and steered them toward the front door, reconsidering her idea about taking the girls to meet the new neighbor. Probably best to pop in alone first, and take the girls later after she could reassure them with tangible evidence the woman didn’t turn anything into zombies. At least she hoped the fact she’d come home without being zombiefied would succeed in putting this story to rest. “There are no cat witches. And from what I know from living with our own family’s cat, I believe felines only hear and see what they want to. Probably Monica tried to call one or two of the cats, wanting to pet them, and the animals ignored her.”
 
   At that precise moment, the McKenzie family’s large orange and gold cat wandered into the room, fixing his good eye on his favorite napping chair. He walked under the table, then disappeared with a leap onto the chair seat.
 
   “But—”
 
   “No, girls,” Kate pointed to their coats and ushered the girls toward the front of the house. “Suit up with those jackets and stick your lunches in your backpacks. Meg and the boys are taking you to school today. I’ll check out the new neighbor this afternoon and give a full report when I pick you up. And in the meantime, stop believing everything Monica tells you.” She opened the front door and crossed her arms in defense to the October blast of frigid air.
 
   Meg’s silver Camry had just pulled up to the front curb, and Kate herded the girls across the lawn. As the twins crawled into the backseat with Ben, the youngest Berman boy, Meg lowered the passenger side window, then leaned across her older son, Mark, to say, “I have one stop after carpool, then I’ll be back to help with the Dawson estimate. Okay?”
 
   “Terrific,” Kate said, hunched over both to see into the car and to try to escape some of the wind. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you want to come in the back door.”
 
   Everyone waved as the car circled the cul de sac and headed out of the small housing addition. Kate hurried into the house.
 
    
 
   ABOUT FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later, she had relocated the cat to his quilted bed in the living room corner and was setting pads and pens on the table, getting ready for Meg’s return. The back door burst open, and her neighbor and a good amount of snow blew into the kitchen.
 
   “Oh, my gosh it’s cold out there,” Meg said, hanging what looked like several black plastic clothing bags on a coat hook near the door. She brushed snow from her shoulder length auburn curls with one hand and waved at the bags with the other. “I picked up our costumes after I dropped off the kids. Have you convinced Keith to be Batman for the school carnival?”
 
   Kate nodded. A costume and party shop recently moved into a small space in downtown Hazelton. Once the women realized the costume shop was open for business, they felt it was their civic duty as good Hazelton citizens to throw support the new merchant’s way. And since the nicknames they used for each other were Batgirl and Wonder Woman, they decided to use the superheroine theme for their Halloween costumes. The merchant was happy to oblige, placing an order and making sure the right outfits in the right sizes would be ready by the holiday. Later the same afternoon, when they signed up themselves and their husbands to help with the fall school carnival, one requirement was everyone must come in costume. So Kate and Meg returned to the store and ordered gender-matching costumes for their husbands. They had been anxiously waiting for the rentals to arrive, to be sure they had everything they needed.
 
   “Keith agreed as long as I let him wear a utility belt,” Kate said. “I don’t even want to think about what crazy things he’ll carry in it, but he found one online and has reminded me for days to look for it. I received an email this morning saying it arrives tomorrow, so help me keep an eye out for the UPS guy.”
 
   “It’s coming just in time.”
 
   “Right.” Kate pulled down mugs for coffee, then asked, “What about Gil? Is he looking forward to being Superman?”
 
   Meg laughed. “Not a chance. He suggested Sherlock Holmes instead. I think the idea of standing next to Keith in a superhero costume has him feeling a little physically inferior.”
 
   Gil Berman was a tall, lanky journalist for the Bennington newspaper, and spent most of his time sitting at a desk writing or chasing after sources for a quote. Keith McKenzie also spent most of his day in a chair behind the microphone of the town’s all-sports radio station as on-air personality, but he was an ex-NHL goalie.
 
   “Tell Gil if Keith wasn’t coaching Sam in speed skating, his only workout each week would be changing the television channel from ESPN1 to ESPN2,” Kate said.
 
   “No matter.” Meg paged through the hanging costumes until she reached the next to the last one and unhooked the bag to move it onto the top. Then she unzipped the bag and pulled out a large fleshy colored piece of foam. “I paid extra to rent Gil six-pack abs. I’m a little psychic that way.”
 
   Sure enough, she held what looked like the front of a man’s chest with well-defined abs and pecs.
 
   “You think he’ll go for it? He won’t be offended?”
 
   “Nah.” Meg shoved it into the bag and rezipped everything. “He doesn’t have to wear it if he doesn’t want to, but I can guarantee you he will. Like teenaged girls with padded and pushup bras, skinny guys really want to look like they have more than they have. They don’t realize brains are the new sexy. Just tell him he looks terrific when you see him and I’ll bet you anything he preens. It’s like magic.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   Kate handed over one of the mugs and motioned toward the table. After they took chairs on either side, she said, “Speaking of magic.” Then she related the story the girls told earlier about the rumor circulating through Hazelton Elementary. She crossed her arms and frowned. “I feel terrible I haven’t been by the new neighbor’s house yet to say hello and welcome her to our area.”
 
   “You and me both,” Meg agreed, taking a sip of coffee before continuing. “Let’s get the planning out of the way for the Dawson job, then we can go by and see if she wants some company. Or at least stop and say hi. I don’t have to get Mother to her appointment until two o’clock, and by then you’ll need to head out to get in line and pick up the kids anyway.”
 
   Meg’s mom had been seeing a succession of doctors since her energy began flagging in late summer.
 
   “Who’s she seeing today?” Kate asked and waved to chairs at the table.
 
   “An allergist, and Mother just hates the idea,” Meg said, laughing. “Says she’s never had an allergy in her life and doesn’t plan to start one. Sounds just like her, doesn’t it? But the nutritionist said in this case it would be a good first step before a meal plan was developed. I really hope a new diet helps.”
 
   Kate reached across the table and patted her hand. “Every time they’ve run a serious medical test it’s come up negative. Keep the faith and remember your mother is a fighter.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.” Meg gave a shaky chuckle, then grabbed a pen and pad from the end of the table. “So, how about we get working and I can think about something else? Where do we start? You want to make opening lists while I concoct the job estimate for organizing the Dawson’s garage?”
 
   “Yes, I always get queasy when I charge for services. You’re much better at it.”
 
   “I know what we’re worth, and I’m not afraid to ask for it.” Meg winked.
 
   “I do wonder how much Mr. Dawson is going to love this surprise garage overhaul Mrs. Dawson is hiring us to do for his birthday,” Kate said. “Men can be pretty territorial about their garages.”
 
   “Never fear.” Meg was already jotting down numbers. “We’ll make sure we get the check cashed immediately. Before he has a chance to stop payment.”
 
   “Mrs. Dawson said Mr. Dawson is set to retire the middle of next year. I’m wondering if he’ll see this garage organization project as a view into his future.”
 
   “They’ve been married about forty years,” Meg said and chuckled again. “It’s kind of late for him to have false illusions at this late date.”
 
    
 
   A COUPLE OF hours later they completed the prep work for the Dawson organization job, sent the estimates and a contract, and received an electronic copy executed with Mrs. Dawson’s signature in all the right places. Kate stacked the printed pages, put them into a marked folder, and walked everything to the file cabinet in the office, with Meg trailing behind her. Before they left the room, Kate pulled a copper-colored, medium-sized square tin off one of the closet shelves.
 
   “What’s that for?” Meg asked.
 
   “Housewarming-cum-I’m-sorry-we-didn’t-come-by-sooner gift for our new neighbor,” Kate said, removing the lid as they returned to the kitchen. “I have some iced jack-o-lantern cookies in the refrigerator. If you’ll get those out, I’ll line the tin with waxed paper.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   The women quickly assembled the gift, and as a finishing touch Kate wound gold ribbon around and made a nice bow. “There, looks warm and inviting.”
 
   “Good colors for this time of year, too,” Meg replied, grabbing her coat. She looked out the window. “The snow has slacked off a little, thank goodness. You might still want to wear a hood though.”
 
   Kate pointed at the costumes. “Do you want to run yours and Gil’s by your house before we leave?”
 
   “Nah.” Meg shook her head. “I’ll pick them up after I take Mother. I might need a cup of coffee.”
 
   “Good. You can tell me how the appointment goes.”
 
   Minutes later, they were on the road in separate vehicles and driving carefully the half-mile or so to reach the new neighbor’s home. The dark turquoise house stood out against the bright white snow, even with the overcast skies. Smoke curled above a dark brick chimney and a light shown from the front window. Meg pulled into the drive, parking beside a small blue hatchback. Kate slid the van into park at the curb.
 
   They were on the porch and about to knock when the door was thrown wide. In the opening stood a tiny dark-haired woman, bundled in enough coat and scarf to add several pounds to her weight. The sight of Kate and Meg startled her. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were standing there. I was heading to the store.”
 
   The small porch overhang kept snow from falling on them, but a sudden fierce wind seemed to almost push all three women into the house. Kate held up the tin of cookies. “We won’t keep you since you’re leaving.” Her teeth chattered a little as she spoke. “I’m Kate McKenzie, and this is my friend Meg Berman. We live close by and wanted to stop and welcome you to the community.”
 
   Suddenly, three inquisitive feline faces—a medium sized calico, a white Persian, and a tiny black cat with sharp green eyes—pushed their way around the woman’s legs. She bent down and scooped all three up into her arms. “Oh, no. No escape tricks today.” She stepped back with the mewing cats and said, “Please come in for a minute. I shouldn’t have left you standing there in the cold.”
 
   “We don’t want to delay you,” Meg said.
 
   “Oh, it’s fine. We can all get warm before we set out for the afternoon. I’m Linda, by the way. Linda Johnson.”
 
   Kate looked at Meg and raised an eyebrow in question. She received a small nod in reply, so turned to Linda and said, “For just a minute. If you have time.”
 
   Inside, the small cottage was warm, and Linda set down the three inquisitive cats. They immediately joined a fourth large gray who held court from a pillow on the top of the short bookcase. Kate handed over the copper-colored tin, and said, “Iced sugar cookies. Just a little something to say welcome.”
 
   “Thank you.” Linda waved them toward a blue sofa. “Would you like coffee? Tea?”
 
   “Don’t go to any trouble,” Meg said, seating herself near one of the sofa arms. Kate took the other end. “We just wanted to visit a minute and let you know if you need anything you can call on one of us. Do you have any family in the area?”
 
   Not yet drawn into the conversation, Kate took the opportunity to look around, and was glad Meg asked the question. The bookcase was practically empty and no pictures or personal items were displayed on the wall or scattered across the room. A friendly fire blazed in the fireplace, but the rest of the space felt as impersonal as a hotel room. Except for the cats and an expensive computer setup standing in the corner behind of the woman. The flat screen was dark, but a plethora of lights glowed in the various components on the stacked computer desk.
 
   Linda set the cookie tin on the coffee table and unzipped her quilted coat, but kept it on as she sat in a beige-print Queen Anne chair. She fluffed her pixie cut with one hand and succeeded in making herself appear even younger than before, but the delicate lines around her eyes and mouth told a different tale. “No, I don’t have family here anymore. We did live in Hazelton when I was younger though. I went to elementary school here in the ’80s.”
 
   “We may have been in school at the same time,” Meg said. “What year?”
 
   “Oh, it was just a short time,” Linda said, reaching up to pull nervously at the scarf around her neck. As she continued to fidget, Kate wondered if she was a former smoker. The house didn’t smell of smoke, just the pine scent of cat litter, but her actions were revealing. Or nervous energy. Linda seemed to have caught herself, and abruptly clasped her hands in her lap before continuing her short tale, “My dad got a new job and we left soon after I started school. I really don’t remember much.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” Meg said, “Were you here long enough for your picture to make it into the yearbook?”
 
   “Oh, no, no.” The woman frowned, and reached up to rub the back of her neck. At the same moment, the Persian began loud cries from the kitchen. Linda waved at the noise. “I’m sorry, try to ignore her. She can have a practically full dish and still fuss as though it’s empty if any of the bottom of the bowl appears.”
 
   Kate laughed and waved a hand between herself and Meg. “We both have cats. We know their idiosyncrasies. We also heard you foster cats. Do you work with one of the local rescues?”
 
   “Yes,” Linda said, smiling for the first time since the conversation had started. “I currently have four, and was able to place two with families last week. If only the public realized how important it is to spay and neuter their pets. It breaks my heart how many animals are hurt and hungry because they have no home.”
 
   The tiny black cat began weaving between Kate’s feet and legs. “Well, this one is very friendly.”
 
   “I call him Romeo for exactly that reason,” Linda replied.
 
   Kate noticed Meg staying unusually quiet all of a sudden and wondered what her friend was thinking. But before anything else could be said, a knock on the door had the black and calico cats racing down the hall. Linda rose again from her chair, saying, “I wonder who it could be.”
 
   Meg stood then and motioned for Kate. “We need to go anyway. We all have errands, and we only wanted to stop to say hi and welcome. Don’t want to disrupt schedules.”
 
   “It was nice meeting you, Linda.” Kate handed her a business card as they all moved toward the front door. “My number and email are both on the card if you need to reach us.”
 
   “Thank you.” Linda glanced at the card face, then slipped it into her coat pocket and pulled open the door. The postman, Mr. Mac, stood on the stoop with a large box.
 
   “Package for you. Need you to sign,” Mr. Mac said, then he saw Kate and Meg. “Oh, hello, ladies. I’ll be down your street in a few minutes.”
 
   “We’ll leave so you can get your package business taken care of,” Meg said, as she and Kate scooted around the postman and moved down the steps. “Keep warm, Mr. Mac.”
 
   “Yes, take care,” Kate added, waving again at the new neighbor too.
 
   Meg hurried to her car, waving as she opened the Camry’s door. Kate crossed the yard to the van. Once she had the heater going and the mail truck had driven off, Kate headed for the school to do carpool pick up.
 
   * * *
 
   BEFORE SHE HAD time to get all the kids to her house and doing homework, Keith had already been home long enough to find his costume and try it on. He’d also taken Kate’s upstairs and had it in the bedroom too, removed from the bag to give his stamp of approval. She laughed when she saw the brown half-wig hanging below her purple cowl. She’d forgotten her blonde hair couldn’t show if she was Batgirl.
 
   “So, you think it will do?” she asked the Caped Crusader standing in the middle of her bedroom.
 
   “Once I have my utility belt,” Keith responded, lowering his voice an octave or two and trying to duplicate the movie Batman’s deeper cadence. “I’ll be ready for anything.”
 
   Kate laughed. “What I’m afraid of. I hope the utility belt is more for show than anything else. Remember, you can’t have weapons at the school carnival.”
 
   He planted a fist on his hip. “But I’m Batman.”
 
   “Batman will still have to leave his toys at home if they pose any potential for injury.” Kate stretched on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “With or without the special utility belt, you make a very handsome superhero.”
 
   “Mom! Meg’s here!” one of the twins hollered up the staircase.
 
   Kate patted Keith’s chest. “I have to go. Do you have time for pizza if I order it for both families? My plan is to get Meg to stay a while and tell me about her mom’s appointment.”
 
   “Sure, I want an all-meats one.”
 
   “Like I’d ever forget.”
 
   But when she got downstairs, she met a subdued neighbor.
 
   “Is your mom—?” Kate began, gripping the bottom post.
 
   The redhead waved a hand. “We’ll talk once we can get the kids settled. Wanted to see what your evening schedule is like.”
 
   “I was going to order pizza for everyone. You and the boys can eat with us. Call Gil and he can join too.”
 
   “He has some town meeting to cover,” Meg said. “But the rest of us will take you up on the offer.”
 
   It wasn’t the appointment with the nutritionist that had Meg acting more somber than normal. By the time the pizzas arrived, and Keith ate and left for work—now dressed as a mild mannered on-air sports radio personality, instead of the Dark Knight—the women left the kids fighting over slices at the kitchen table and took their own meals into the quiet of the living room. The cat remained close by and executed a continuous loop between the two rooms, on the lookout for dropped cheese or soft-hearted humans ready to toss him a piece or two of pizza.
 
   “I got the kids started on homework when we got back, but you might want to take a look at what Ben did,” Kate said. “I have a feeling your first grader is more interested in making his pictures say a thousand words than actually learning to write the words.”
 
   Meg rolled her eyes. “He is driving his father nuts. He’s decided he doesn’t need to read, because the Egyptians used a picture language. So, he’s going to do the same thing.”
 
   “Doesn’t bode well for becoming teacher’s pet, but it definitely shows imagination.”
 
   “And we thought we were being good parents when we took the boys to see the traveling ancient Egyptian show when it was in D.C. last summer.” Meg shook her head and took a bite of pizza.
 
   The cat strolled in looking for handouts, and Kate gave him the stink eye. Not that it bothered the feline in the least.
 
   “So what’s the scoop on today’s appointment?” Kate asked, pulling her socked feet up to tuck under her on the couch. “Did the allergist have any quick results? Or will it be more waiting?”
 
   “More waiting. Story of our lives. But we should know something by the beginning of next week. Despite the allergist’s opposing view, Mother asked him to send all the results to the nutritionist, since she was the specialist who started this new circuit in the ‘Spin for Health’ game. Mother is so sick of appointments, she’s trying to combine any she possibly can, and I really can’t blame her. The meal program was the reason for the allergist’s involvement anyway, but a part of me is worried a piece of the puzzle will fall through the cracks somewhere.” Meg picked a piece of chicken off her spinach/tomato/chicken Alfredo pizza and threw it to the cat. He caught it and gobbled it in one swallow, then he turned his orange and gold face toward Kate and looked hopeful. She ignored him. He knew he’d get her leftovers, but she was trying to teach him patience. Plus, he was getting fat. Well, fatter.
 
   She took a sip of lemon water, and then set it on the coaster before she asked, “And the way you turned quiet earlier at the neighbor’s house. What was that all about?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but something about Linda Johnson bothered me,” Meg said, dropping her slice to the plate and setting it on the coffee table with the glasses.
 
   “You’re not going to tell me you think she’s a witch too,” Kate said.
 
   “No…” Meg stared off into the distance. “I just feel like I know her from somewhere, or I’m used to seeing her picture…but different.”
 
   “We didn’t really get to talk much to find out more about her, but maybe you’re remembering her mother from when the two of you were kids. If she looks like her mom did then it could be why you’re thinking she looks different.”
 
   “Maybe. But the way she hedged on her Hazelton history made me wonder too. She made such a big deal about saying she hadn’t been here long when she was a kid. Why come back then?”
 
   “Could have been the happiest time of her life, so she returned when she had the chance,” Kate replied. “Her accent sounded like she might be from the Bronx. A lot of rat race New Englanders are escaping this direction to find a slower life. So many people telecommute now, and she had such an amazing computer setup in her house—she could probably run the Mars Rover from there.”
 
   Meg laughed. “You’re right. She could be anyone doing anything. I shouldn’t hook some kind of cloak and dagger idea on the woman. Especially with the witch reputation she’s already acquired. I’m getting as vivid an imagination as Ben. But I think I will call a friend of mine who’s involved in local cat rescue efforts to see if she has any intel about our Linda Johnson. Even her name sounds like an alias.”
 
   “We’ve had so many criminal adventures lately, you’re looking for trouble everywhere. Just don’t find any dead bodies. I need a break from seeing the Vermont State Police.”
 
   “You and me, both,” Meg said, nodding. “Have you heard anything else from Mrs. Dawson about the job?”
 
   “Yes, she texted me. Let me grab my phone.” Kate rose from the couch and walked to the kitchen, where her purse lay on the far counter. The kids sat playing a rousing game of Uno, after having pushed all the plates and leftover pizza to one side. The cat crouched at the pizza end, a smug look on his face as he guarded two pieces with bacon and ham which had apparently fallen to the floor during the big slide. The slices also once held pineapple pieces, but the cat had brushed those aside to better eat the toppings he preferred. She sent him a stern look with a raised eyebrow, but he simply stared at her and smacked his mouth. Seeming to emphasize to Kate how self-sufficient he believed he was. Basically a feline nyah-nyah.
 
   She smiled and bussed the table. At least this meant she didn’t have to give the portly kitty any pizza herself and appear as a pushover. Though she knew she really was one. Once everything perishable was in the refrigerator, she wished the kids luck and exited with her phone.
 
   “Let me see.” She swiped the screen with a finger. “Mr. Dawson’s birthday is the seventh of next month, and she said we can come by and take measurements any day between nine and four.”
 
   “And she still wants all the work done in one day?” Meg asked.
 
   “Yes, otherwise she said she can’t guarantee he won’t see it early. I thought we could go over there tomorrow before heading to the gym to decorate for the Halloween carnival. Once we get the measurements, it will be a snap to write up the order sheets, and I’ll send those to the installer so he can get his crew ready for the heavier parts of the job we can’t do.”
 
   “Perfect. Can I ask a favor?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Mrs. Wilton ran into Mother and me this afternoon and asked if I’d come pick up the apples for the carnival. Like a dummy, I immediately said yes, then realized later I’d have to make several trips to try to carry all those apples in the trunk of my Camry.”
 
   Kate nodded, swallowing her last bite of pizza before answering, “Sure, we’ll go by there after we measure the Dawson’s garage, and the Wilton boys can load everything in the van’s bay. It’ll be perfect timing since our next stop will be the gym anyway.”
 
   * * *
 
   NEXT MORNING’S MEASURING event went smoothly. Their client followed them around like a puppy, but Kate and Meg were used to the phenomenon and had perfected their own strategy with previous jobs. When Kate’s anxiety started building, Meg pulled the client into a conversation. As Kate’s tension levels reduced, she continued with the necessary tasks. Meg kept the client busy. A perfect combo, but even more important this time. Everyone in Hazelton knew Mrs. Dawson’s superpower lay in being a busybody of the highest order. Meg had already mentioned in the car how she intended to try channeling the power for good gossip, so their typical procedure held additional promise this time.
 
   Meg’s call the previous evening to the friend in the rescue group hadn’t borne fruit, so the redhead was ready for any possible avenue of information. And Mrs. Dawson was the next hope.
 
   “Have you met Linda Johnson?” Meg asked the silver haired client, steering their route toward the coffee pot Mrs. Dawson set up in the garage when they arrived. “We went by there yesterday and introduced ourselves to her. She seemed familiar to me.”
 
   Mrs. Dawson took the cup poured for her, and followed Meg’s subliminal “relaxed” example by leaning against the edge of the work table to talk. Kate had to hide a smile as she measured. Her partner was simply the best at this maneuver.
 
   Talk about a superpower, she thought.
 
   “I remember the family from decades ago,” Mrs. Dawson said, pushing away her silver bangs with one hand. “But I really can’t say I remember Linda. Well, let me rephrase; I remember her, but not as she is now. I don’t know how to explain it, just…well…she’s grown up to look differently than I would have expected.”
 
   “No one seems to know much about her. I talked to a friend last night about her cat rescue—”
 
   “And that’s another thing,” Mrs. Dawson interrupted, sloshing coffee as she slammed the cup onto the work table. “The family was always going to the doctor. They had allergies about everything. I can’t imagine little Linda growing up to keep a bunch of cats in her house.”
 
   “Maybe it was food allergies.”
 
   “No, it was all the environmental ones. I remember standing in line at the pharmacy behind her mother once and half the items in the cart were allergy related,” Mrs. Dawson said, crossing her arms for emphasis. “I ask you, can you think of anything more suspicious?”
 
   “Not off the top of my head.” Meg shot Kate an “I told you so” look. Kate nodded. She knew when she was defeated.
 
    
 
   MEG DIDN’T GET any more information out of Mrs. Dawson, but this didn’t keep the woman from trying to talk her ear off until Kate finished the measurements. The organizing team had enough time to grab a quick sandwich and change into sturdier clothes than they’d used for the Dawson appointment. Then they headed to the Wilton Apple Farm to get all the bushel baskets of fruit needed for the Halloween games the next evening.
 
   “You never told me what the girls finally chose for their costumes,” Meg said as they drove through the slushy streets. “I know I have it easier with my boys. Ben always wants to make himself a robot costume, and this year Mark wanted to be a nerd, so all we had to do was root through his father’s closet for a narrow black necktie and buy a pocket protector.”
 
   “Yes, you did get off lucky. Sam was easy enough. She’s going as a hockey goalie, and we have enough equipment around the house to get her covered on the pro hockey front,” Kate said. “But every costume idea Suze came up with sounded like she needed to be living in south Florida this time of year. Last count, she was down seven ideas and holding out for being a sexy ghost. I told her the ghost part was fine, but the sexy was staying home.”
 
   “How in the world does someone pull off a sexy ghost?”
 
   “Beats me, but I obviously need to keep an eye on my little haute couture princess, as she seems to have ideas far above her elementary school age group.”
 
   “Oh, don’t believe it. Kids are bombarded with suggestive clothing. It’s a wonder we have any tomboys like Sam left.”
 
   “I hear ya,” Kate said. “I’ve probably been letting her watch too many cable shows to indulge her designing dreams. And I have my own ‘Dancing with the Stars’ addiction which likely doesn’t help. I watch it for the dancing, but she probably only notices the costumes and doesn’t realize how much of the flesh tone she’s seeing is more spandex than skin.”
 
   “Always something to make us feel guilty.”
 
   They neared the entrance to the Wilton Apple Farm, and Kate signaled to turn.
 
   “Saw the van and figured you were coming for the apples,” Mrs. Wilton greeted them, holding out warm cups of cinnamon apple cider with her long, thin fingers.
 
   “We thought it would be quicker than multiple trips in my car,” Meg said, climbing from the passenger side and hurrying to grab a cup. “Oh, boy, this smells good.”
 
   The boys took on the task of loading up the back of the van. As the women watched them work, Mrs. Wilton said, “If you need more apples, come on by and ask. If I’m not here one of the boys will mark it down on the form. Don’t you worry any. Take whatever you need, and I’ll get it squared away with the PTA later.”
 
   Kate sipped the spicy liquid and felt the warmth travel down to her toes. “Oh, Mrs. Wilton, this is wonderful.”
 
   “Of course it is.” The woman’s grin stretched ear-to-ear with the compliment. “We keep the cider mulling all the time through the winter. And right now, when our bodies still have a memory of summer, we sell even more of it than when we’re buried in snow.”
 
   “I don’t think I can remember a Halloween or Thanksgiving without Wilton spiced cider in our house,” Meg said. “Mother has always kept it warming on the stove so it’s ready to drink, and keeps her house smelling delicious.”
 
   “We love being a Hazelton tradition,” Mrs. Wilton said. Then she moved to the rear of the van. “Be careful how you set those, Joe. I don’t want fruit bouncing around Mrs. McKenzie’s van while she’s trying to drive.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the dark haired youth responded, reaching in to reset a basket.
 
   The boys made quick work of the loading, and Mrs. Wilton topped both the cups of cider before she let Kate and Meg leave, but soon they were on their way again toward the high school gym. Meg phoned the event coordinator as they drove, and when they arrived four football players stood waiting to unload the baskets and carry the fruit inside.
 
   “This is what I call service,” Meg said, as Polly Perkins, the PTA president, walked up to greet them.
 
   “We aim to please,” Polly said. Kate glanced at the clipboard the woman held and could see a number of check marks on the top page. Polly consulted the pages a moment then said, “Before I forget, I need to know what costumes you’re wearing, so you’ll be easier to spot during the carnival.”
 
   “I’m Wonder Woman and Gil is Superman,” Meg said.
 
   “And I’m Batgirl and my husband is Batman,” Kate added.
 
   Polly grinned. “Oh good. You don’t know how great it is to not have to hear another clown or witch is coming. I swear those seem to be everyone’s go-to costumes this year.” She finished writing on the page, then turned and waved an arm for them to follow. “The boys will take care of the apples. Follow me and I’ll give you assignments and issue your staple guns and masking tape.”
 
   The next couple of hours went quickly. Kate and Keith were set to man the “Haunted House” game, where blindfolded kids would wander in the direction of a large haunted house mural painted on to a backboard, with Velcroed ghosts to hide the numbers. When the kids pulled off their ghosts and revealed the number beneath, Kate or Keith would pull a prize from one of the similarly numbered tubs hidden under a table. Meg and Gil were scheduled to man the duck pond in the middle of the gym floor. The kids could choose a rubber ducky, then turn it over to find a similar number system to determine their award.
 
   “Sounds simple enough,” Kate said, as she and Meg attached sheeting around one of the booths.
 
   “It is, but you have to watch for crafty kids. Especially the older ones,” Meg said. “This is really set up for elementary age, but their older siblings often tag along. Nothing like a bored junior high kid to create a little chaos.”
 
   “Ah, I can imagine.” Kate looked at her watch. “It’s almost time to pick up the kids, and I think we’re finished here. You want to go check us out and I’ll get the seats in the van pulled back into position so the kids have places to sit?”
 
   “Yeah, good idea. See you outside in a few minutes.”
 
   Kate headed for the door, pulling keys from her pocket as she walked. Her phone buzzed, and she slipped it out of her jeans pocket to find an alert from UPS telling her Keith had a package on their front porch. “Well, he’ll be thrilled.”
 
   She looked up from the screen in time to avoid a near miss with someone else paying more attention to her phone than where she was walking.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, I—” Kate suddenly realized she knew the person she’d thought was a student. “Linda, hi. I didn’t recognize you for a minute.”
 
   Her words startled the new neighbor, and Linda dropped her phone, the plastic cover hitting the floor and sliding.
 
   Kate bent over and picked up the phone, handing it to the nervous woman.
 
   “Thanks, I…just checking messages…” Linda frowned. “Don’t know why I bother. It’s never anything.”
 
   “Well, it’s good seeing you,” Kate felt her forehead furrow, and forced a smile to keep the moment light as she pointed toward a far corner. “If you’re looking for the event coordinator, Polly’s the one over there with the long ponytail.”
 
   “Yeah, okay…thank you.” Linda sketched a quick little wave and hurried in the direction opposite from where Polly stood. Toward the hall entrance into the school.
 
   Kate wouldn’t have thought much of it—except she’d seen the woman’s phone. The message read, “You can’t hide.”
 
    
 
   “WHAT DO YOU think it means?” Meg asked, as they sat later in the parent circle waiting for their kids. Kate had already retold what happened.
 
   “I’m not sure, but she was really flustered,” Kate said. “I know she kind of seems naturally nervous, at least she was fidgety at her house after we got to talking about her living in Hazelton before. But she couldn’t get the phone away from me fast enough, and said she was just checking messages.”
 
   “Some message.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, and teachers began bringing kids out in groups.
 
   “I’ll get out and walk up to make sure Ben’s teacher knows to let him go, too,” Meg said, letting in a blast of cold as she exited the passenger side of the van.
 
   Kate creeped the van forward, following the long loop of cars. As she neared the load up point, Meg had all three kids waiting to leap aboard.
 
   “Mom! It’s so cold out there, and so warm in here,” Sam shouted as she tumbled into the backseat.
 
   “Yes, thank goodness the van’s heater can handle October weather in Vermont,” Kate said. “Everyone hurry inside.”
 
   Ben was the last one in, and as he scrambled into the far rear seat, Meg slammed the rear door and opened hers to climb into the passenger side. “Brrr.”
 
   “Got that right.” Kate put the vehicle into gear and pulled forward. “Hey, Suze, slide on over next to your sister so Mark can get in without having to crawl over you.”
 
   “He can sit back here with me,” Ben called.
 
   “Well, we’re almost there,” Kate said, turning into the loop for the upper elementary pick up point. “And I see Mark already waiting.”
 
   “He’s going to be a popsicle,” Meg said, frowning. She leapt out again at the stop and hurried her older son into the van.
 
   Mark dove into the spot between the two girls, and belted up. He took off his new glasses and wiped at the lenses with his nylon coat. “There’re all fogged up, and I can’t get them clean again.”
 
   “Use your shirt,” Meg said, returning to the van. “I’ve told you not to try to use anything polyester or nylon.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have this problem if you and dad would get me contacts.”
 
   “A discussion for another time, young man,” Meg said. Kate looked over and lifted a questioning eyebrow. The redhead gave a tiny shrug.
 
   Kate moved the van forward. “Well, time to head home to hot chocolate.”
 
   After a unison of “yeses,” including one from Meg, Ben piped up again, “Can we drive through town on the way home and look at the decorated windows again?”
 
   “Good idea. They’ll be coming down soon.”
 
   Main Street of Hazelton found its own ways to involve its citizens and draw visitors to the town. Once the last of the autumn leaf tours left with the first snow, Hazelton readied for the Halloween season by letting the younger school kids compete in window wars with ghostly and ghoulie displays. The local children dreamed up fun designs for the shop windows then decorated with zeal, and a grand prize went to the winning team. Ice cream gift certificates were consolation prizes to the other participants. All the merchants signed on for the contest, and teams of elementary students decorated the windows with paint and paper.
 
   “Look! There’s the library’s window my class worked on,” Samantha said.
 
   A few windows down and it was Suzanne’s turn to point and shout out. “We did the window on the market.”
 
   “My class did the hardware store,” Ben cried. “See, there’s the hammer I painted in brown on the glass.”
 
   “Good thing you told us it was a hammer,” Mark teased. “Would have never recognized it otherwise.”
 
   In the rearview mirror, Kate saw Ben lean forward and cuff his brother on the side of the head.
 
   “Hey!” Mark yelled, twisting in his seat to try to reach back and hit his brother.
 
   Kate looked to see why Meg wasn’t stopping the squabble and found her friend’s focus trained on a short, bundled-up person entering the hardware store.
 
   “Stop here and let me out. You don’t have to park.” Meg unbuckled her belt, then leaned toward Kate and whispered, “It’s Linda Johnson. I’m going to do some sleuthing.”
 
   Right then, Ben let out a cry for his mom, and Meg finally realized what was going on behind her. “Mark and Ben, if you don’t behave you’ll be going to your grandmother’s to pass out candy on Halloween. And that will be the extent of your festivities this year.”
 
   “He started it,” Mark said, pointing over his shoulder toward his brother.
 
   “He said a mean thing about my window,” Ben defended.
 
   “I don’t care.” Meg opened her door and stepped out, leaning in again to add, “Kate is going to report exactly how you both act this afternoon. So you’d better be on your best behaviors.”
 
   “Do we need to come back and pick you up?” Kate asked.
 
   “I’ll find a ride, don’t worry. If nothing else, I’ll call Gil and have him stop for me on his way home.”
 
   * * *
 
   LATER IN THE evening, Gil picked up the boys and assured a worried Kate that Meg was safe and sound. Keith had to show off all the items in his utility belt—“Look, I have bat cuffs and a bat-a-rang to knock out bad guys”—then he headed for the radio station. Kate steered the girls upstairs to do a final costume organization for the next evening, in case she needed to do any last minute shopping or alterations. Sam’s hockey outfit with face mask was laid out and ready, and the twin was warned she couldn’t take her hockey stick to school. Suzanne, on the other hand, went uber-girly, deciding finally among the choices she’d been working through the week to wear a pink satin princess gown and tiara.
 
   “And can I wear some makeup, Mommy?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just a little?”
 
   Kate stared at her hopeful face, wondering when this mothering gig would ever get easy. “You can wear a little of my lip gloss, and I’ll brush your cheeks with blush. But no more.”
 
   “Can I take the lip gloss with me? It will come off when I eat lunch, and I’ll need some for afterward.” Suze’s forehead crumpled in concern.
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Oh thank you, Mom.” Suze hugged Kate around the waist.
 
   “No promises.” Kate patted her daughter’s blonde curls, then glanced over at Sam sitting cross legged on her bed. When her tomboy twin realized she had her mother’s attention, she executed an exaggerated eye roll, then mouthed, “You’ve been played.”
 
   Like I need you to tell me, Kate thought.
 
   “You should at least go as a zombie princess,” Sam argued, flopping onto her pillow.
 
   “No, that’s ugly,” Suze replied.
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “If I’m ugly then you are too. We’re identical, remember?”
 
   “Girls, no name calling,” Kate warned.
 
   “No one has any problem telling me apart from you,” Sam said, ignoring her mother.
 
   “That’s because you have no style,” Suze countered.
 
   “Do too. I have my own style.” Sam threw her pillow. Suze dove toward the heart shaped pillows on her bed.
 
   “Girls! Stop, now!” Kate blocked one soft projectile in mid-air and grabbed a second pillow from the floor. “No more arguing. No more fighting. Is everyone’s completed homework in your backpacks?”
 
   “Yes, Mommy,” the girls said in unison.
 
   “Then it’s bath time. Go.”
 
   When the girls returned a short time later, smelling of the memory of soapy bubbles and giggling over some joke Sam told Suze, Kate put them to bed and read until their blue eyes looked more sleepy than awake. A round of goodnight night kisses preceded the lamp’s goodnight click. Kate pulled the door almost closed and headed downstairs. The cat met her at the bottom step, acting bored.
 
   “Let me guess. You can’t find any of your catnip mice or squeaky play things?” She said. The cat walked to the sofa and gave a pitiful mew.
 
   She had just found the last feathery toy, along with five others the cat had knocked under the heavy piece of furniture, when a knock sounded on the door.
 
   “I know it’s late, but I wanted to fill you in on what I’ve learned,” Meg said, smiling as she held up a white bakery box. “And I have treats.”
 
   “By all means, come in.” Kate hurried her inside and closed the door against the cold. She kicked away one of the cat toys that laid in the path to the kitchen. A streak of orange and gold tore down the hallway after the flying precious.
 
   Meg set the box on the table. “I assumed you have milk. I bought these brownies from Saree after I finished my hardware store reconnaissance, and I’ve been dying to eat one ever since. But I can run home if—”
 
   “Shh. Yes, I have milk, but the girls may not be asleep yet. And I don’t want to share,” Kate whispered, scooping up the box and placing the chocolate goodies in the microwave to warm. She pointed to the refrigerator. “Can you pour the glasses while I run up and double check the girls weren’t playing possum earlier? Besides being a selfish mother, I imagine we don’t need any big ears attached to little bodies listening in while we’re talking.”
 
   “Sure, go check. I’ll have everything ready when you get back.”
 
   Minutes later, the women sat across from one another at the table, and the brownies weren’t the only treat Meg served up. “I couldn’t get anything out of Linda when I pretended to run into her in the hardware store. But with so few customers, I was able to hang around the checkout and talk to Mr. Turner a bit after she drove away.”
 
   “Did she buy anything?”
 
   “Another lock. When I asked Mr. Turner, he said it was the third door lock she’s bought this week. Today’s was a heavy bolt lock, but she had a deadbolt on the front door when we went by there. So, why the second slide bolt?”
 
   “Maybe the back door?”
 
   “Remember, this was the third one she’d bought,” Meg reminded, taking a quick bite of brownie. “Mmm, so good.” She finished chewing, and continued, “He said she added extra window locks too. Came by and bought the locks and the tools she needed to install them.”
 
   Kate broke off a piece of brownie. “I don’t remember seeing a security service sign in the yard. You’d think she’d have an account with one if she was concerned.”
 
   “But why be so concerned about theft or break-ins in Hazelton?” Meg asked. “If she was so worried, it would make more sense to move somewhere else.”
 
   “Maybe she’s used to worrying about her safety and just keeps it up wherever she lives. Remember, she did seem to have a Bronx accent.”
 
   “True, and living in one of the New York boroughs is a lot different from small town Vermont.”
 
   “So, we should just give her time, right?”
 
   “Wrong.” Meg’s eyes shone in excitement. “I learned something else from Mr. Turner. One of those previous visits when was buying locks…her cellphone rang.”
 
   “Another strange message?”
 
   “Nope. She misspoke.” Meg stopped and sipped her milk, lengthening the pause.
 
   Kate put up with it for a moment, then said, “Out with it Wonder Woman, or I’m taking away your golden lasso.”
 
   Meg laughed. “Okay.” She leaned over the table and lowered her voice, “Mr. Turner heard her answer the phone saying, ‘This is Linda Jameson.’”
 
   “He could have misunderstood.”
 
   “Nope,” Meg said again. This time shaking her red curls for emphasis. “He said as soon as she said the wrong name she appeared startled, told the person she’d call back later, and shoved the phone into her coat pocket. Looked guilty.”
 
   “So, is she in hiding and going by an assumed name?”
 
   “My thinking exactly. I asked Gil to do a search on the name Linda Jameson and guess what he found?” She held up a hand. “No, you don’t want to guess, I know. I’ve been hanging out with my boys too much.” She grabbed another quick bite, then said, “Searching the name Linda Jameson in recent news stories produced a picture of a woman who looks a lot like our Linda Johnson, but with long blonde hair and wearing high dollar designer suits. The brunette pixie cut is a ruse. The Linda Jameson in the picture was the personal assistant to one Jim Donaldson, the on-the-run felon.”
 
   “The name Donaldson sounds familiar.”
 
   “It should. He’s the banker who disappeared after embezzling more than fifty-five million dollars. And in case you’d like to know how he stole the money, it was done by—”
 
   “Computer transfer. The bank’s corporate system was hacked,” Kate finished.
 
   “Bingo,” Meg said, lifting her half-full glass in a mock salute. “And guess who his little computer genius was.”
 
   “Linda Jameson.”
 
   “The one and only.”
 
   Kate got up and walked to the kitchen desk, returning to the table with a pad and pen. As she started jotting down notes, she said, “So, are all the extra locks on her doors to keep the inside items safe—”
 
   “Like the money,” Meg interrupted.
 
   “Yes, though I doubt she’d have all of it there.” Kate jotted on a line and moved to the next one. “Or is she hiding from Donaldson? And if she did his hacking, why isn’t she in jail? Is she hiding from law enforcement?”
 
   “She’s not on the run from the police—at least not as far as Gil could determine in the newspaper’s files. Just her boss is. Apparently, she had an alibi and the police couldn’t find any trace of her being in the system.”
 
   “But if she pulled off the heist, wouldn’t she be good enough to cover her tracks?” Kate asked.
 
   Meg shrugged. “From the way Gil tells it, there’s always some trace. At least there was something pointing to Donaldson’s guilt. So, if she’s not hiding the money, she has to be running from Donaldson. Right?”
 
   “Agreed. It’s also a reasonable assumption he could be the one who sent her the text message. Especially if he thinks she could lead the cops to him.”
 
   “Glad you mentioned the text, because it’s another thing bugging me.” Meg tapped a nail on the tabletop as she said, “If she’s a computer genius, why would she have a phone number someone could send her a threatening message to? Wouldn’t she change it for another number?”
 
   “She could have already done that, but been found again.”
 
   “Okay, but if the person knows her number, would it mean the same someone could pinpoint her location?”
 
   “Maybe you’ve found the reason for her buying another door bolt today.” Kate kept scribbling. “Still, even if someone has her number, they may not be able to find her via the phone. I’m no expert, of course, but I remember watching a show several months ago about internet security. I didn’t understand half of it, but the gee-whizicists on the show were discussing ways people could have transmissions rerouted so the ISP addresses on their computers or devices looked like they were in an entirely different country.”
 
   “With our little Linda a computer gee-whizicist herself, she might have the same capability with her phone’s GPS.”
 
   Kate shrugged, then finished up her notes, tagging the info Meg provided with her own suppositions on the GPS angle. She looked up. “This really does sound promising. Is there anything else?”
 
   “No.” Meg finished off her final bite of brownie, then swallowed the last of her milk. “Gil said he’d let me know if he learns anything else. I’ll ask him about hiding the GPS thing too.”
 
   “You don’t think he’ll withhold information? You know, as a journalist kind of thing?”
 
   “Marriage to me had better top any newspaper creed he swore allegiance to,” Meg said, her expression sporting her evil grin. “After fifteen years of marriage, my husband can’t help but telegraph when he’s trying to fool me about something. Don’t worry, he will tell me everything he learns. Or wish he had.”
 
   * * *
 
   THE NEXT EVENING, everyone was ready early for Halloween. Batman and Superman were suited up, and hustling the kids to the van so they could be dropped off at Keith’s parents’ house to go trick-or-treating before the carnival. Kate and Meg were dressed and waiting for a scheduled call from Mrs. Dawson, then they would join their husbands at the carnival. Everyone had already laughed at Meg in her black wig and pale redheaded complexion.
 
   She sniffed. “You’re all just jealous.”
 
   As the guys and the kids filed out the front door, Kate said, “Leave the van in case your dad wants to drive it. I’m not sure all four kids can fit in his and Jane’s Buick.”
 
   “Dad will solve any space problems, don’t worry,” Keith said, bending down to kiss her goodbye.
 
   Kate pulled off his cowl. “Don’t drive in a mask. It’s dangerous.”
 
   “Batman does it all the time,” Keith said and grinned. But he kept the dark cloth in his hand as he hurried to the van.
 
   The phone rang, and ten minutes later the women were finished with business and ready for a night of fun.
 
   “I need to run upstairs and put on my boots,” Kate said. “Then we can go.”
 
   “Do you have anything up there I can use to hook this gold cord to my outfit?” Meg asked. “I don’t want to have to carry it all night. I guess I could leave it here, but—”
 
   “He forgot his utility belt!”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Kate pointed at Meg’s golden lasso. “You asking about the rope made me realize Keith wasn’t wearing his utility belt when he left. Come on upstairs and help me look for it, and I can probably find something to attach your lasso to your costume.”
 
   The utility belt was on the bed, forgotten in the scramble to leave. Kate looped it around her own waist and let it ride low on her hips. “All his online searching for this thing, and then he forgets it. I swear men are really only eight-year-old boys who look grown up.”
 
   “Agree.”
 
   Kate grabbed a large safety pin from her nightstand drawer. “Can you loop one end of the lasso to hold it all coiled up? Then I think you could pin it using the loop.”
 
   “Good idea. The lasso isn’t really heavy, just inconvenient.” Meg started to suit actions to words, while Kate added boots to her costume.
 
   “Is it a boomerang?” Meg nodded toward the gold metal batwinged-looking weapon on her left hip.
 
   “Sorta.” Kate pulled it away from the strong magnet that held it onto the belt. “It’s a bat-a-rang. Remember, everything has to have a bat name.” She attached it to the belt and pulled the handcuffs off where they hung on the belt. “And here are the bat-cuffs.”
 
   “For bad guys?” Meg asked. “Or for...” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “…more adult entertainment?”
 
   “I’m not sure you’re in the right frame of mind to work as one of the grown-ups at an elementary school carnival,” Kate said, laughing. She checked the pouches on the belt, and showed off the bat-flashlight and a bat coin holder, along with the key to the bat-cuffs, and a bat-knife modeled after a Swiss army knife. “Well at least the flashlight and the knife may be worth something later, but not really as much as the price I noticed was added to our credit card when I checked online.”
 
   “Boys. Their toys only get more expensive as they get older. At least you only have one. I have three.”
 
   “There is that. But girls aren’t cheap either.” Kate chewed her lip for a moment then asked. “Think I should leave this stuff home. Some of it could be termed weapons.”
 
   “You’d probably break Keith’s heart.” Meg pulled the bat-a-rang away from the magnetic clip on the belt. “This is kind of heavy, but it isn’t sharp. And the knife is in one of the pouches, so no kids would see it. I say let it go, and if Polly wants to confiscate any pieces later it’s her call.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to help keep me from being called mean.” Kate smiled. “I like it.”
 
   They hurried down stairs and were at the front door, Meg jingling the Camry keys in one gloved hand, when the phone rang.
 
   “It’s probably Keith calling about the belt,” Kate said.
 
   “Or Mrs. Dawson with something else she suddenly thought of,” Meg said.
 
   Kate nodded. “I’ll get it.”
 
   But neither was right. Instead, it was Linda Johnson.
 
   “Kate, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I don’t know who else to call. Can you give me a ride to the train? My car won’t start.”
 
   “To the Bennington train station?” Kate looked at the clock, then gave Meg a panicked look. But her friend grinned and nodded, so she swallowed hard and said, “Sure. We’ll be at your house in a minute.”
 
   Meg pounced as soon as the phone was hung up. “She’s taking a train somewhere? Did she say where she’s going?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is she running away because we’re figuring out her story?”
 
   Kate executed an eye roll that would have made Sam proud. “I don’t know. But all we’ve discovered is who she probably is, and she’s probably afraid of someone. If the reason she’s running is because she realizes we’re a couple of nosy busybodies, why would she call and ask us to take her to the train?”
 
   “Oh…You make a good point.”
 
   Kate pushed her friend out of the front door. “Come on, Wonder Woman, time to fly.”
 
   In minutes, they’d pulled into the driveway of the little turquoise house, and hurried up the snow-cleared walk. Meg knocked on the door, bouncing up and down a little as they waited. It was cold, sure, but Kate figured her friend’s energy had more to do with a curious temperament than the chilly temperature.
 
   “Oh, thank you. I’m so glad you could come.” Linda opened the door and ushered them inside. “I didn’t know what to do. I called the mechanic, but he was already taking his kids trick-or-treating and—” She finally noticed the women’s costumes. “Oh, no, I’m so sorry. I’ve taken you away from your plans.”
 
   “We have enough time.” Meg put a hand on her arm. “Do you have luggage?”
 
   “Yes, these.” Beside her sat two extra-large suitcases and two carryon bags. Kate and Meg shared a look saying, “She’s running.”
 
   Aloud, Kate said, “I don’t see your cats.”
 
   “One of the rescue people came and picked them up,” Linda said. “I told them I’d pick up the cats again next week.”
 
   Meg raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything about the excessive luggage for a short trip. She pulled her keys from her pocket and got one of the bigger bags rolling. “I’ll get the trunk open and this one inside.”
 
   “I can get the other big one if you can grab the two smaller bags,” Kate said to Linda.
 
   “That’d be great. Thank you.”
 
   It took some push and shove, and one carryon had to ride in the backseat with Linda, but eventually all the luggage and the humans were inside the Camry and on the road to Bennington.
 
   They attempted to strike up a conversation with Linda, but every segue fell flat. Instead, Kate covertly watched as Linda kept a lookout through the side and back windows, as if she imagined someone attacking the car at any moment.
 
   At the train station, Kate tried again. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to handle all of this luggage by yourself? It puts you at a very indefensible position.”
 
   Linda blew out a breath and kind of mumbled, “I don’t know. I just don’t know.” Then catching herself, she tried to smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get someone to help me if I need it.”
 
   “Well, we can help you get the luggage to the platform at least,” Meg said. “It isn’t often a person gets Wonder Woman and Batgirl as personal baggage handlers.”
 
   “Oh, I wish I didn’t have to ask. I know you have somewhere else to be.”
 
   “No more apologies,” Kate said. “Let’s get you to your train.”
 
   They divided the bags again, with Linda taking one of the larger wheeled ones this time, and headed for the ticketing area. A kid darted out from between two cars, and hit Linda’s arm, knocking her purse. The large tote tumbled from her shoulder and the contents spilled onto the pavement.
 
   “I just don’t need this,” Linda grumbled. All of the women dropped to their knees to help corral the objects. Kate reached to grab a pile of red and blue booklets, only to have Linda push her aside and seize them.
 
   Kate was surprised by the rude action, more so when she realized what the books actually were. As they started moving again, she slowed down to whisper to Meg. “She has at least three passports in her bag for different countries.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I’m not sure she’s in the right frame of mind to go anywhere on her own,” Kate said. “She’s acting pretty desperate, and that can’t bode well if she’s truly on the run.”
 
   Still, what could they do? Kate moved closer to Linda, hoping to have a friendly word with her, offer moral support, and perhaps find a way to convince her to go to the authorities if she was feeling threatened.
 
   Then a man in a hat walked up to them and said with a Bronx accent, “Linda Jameson, you need to come with me.”
 
   Linda said, “No,” and pulled a gun from her coat pocket with one hand, while she grabbed Kate’s arm with the other. “Don’t fight, Kate. I’ll let you go as soon as I make my escape, but I need you for a hostage. But I will shoot if you try to escape, or if anyone blocks me from getting away.”
 
   “Now, let’s not do anything hasty, Ms. Jameson,” the man said, holding up his hands and motioning for Meg to stay back. “I just need to talk to you.”
 
   “Donaldson sent you, didn’t he?” Linda demanded. “Getting half wasn’t enough. He wants it all.”
 
   “I work for his wife. I’m a P.I. He wants you to give the money back, ma’am. He wants to make a deal. He’s already tired of running.”
 
   Kate looked at Meg and mouthed “Wow.” Were they ever off the mark on what they’d thought. Linda pulled hard on her arm, forcing her away from the man.
 
   “Give me your car keys,” Linda said to Meg. “I’m driving out of here, and I’ll leave Kate in a place where she can get transportation home. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will if you don’t do as I say.”
 
   The gun was shaking in her hand.
 
   Kind of like my stomach at the moment, Kate thought.
 
   Meg spoke up. “I’ll go with you. I’ll drive. You’ll have two hostages instead of one. Even better, right?”
 
   Linda’s gaze wavered for a moment between the P.I. and the two women in superhero costumes. A crowd had formed in the outer perimeter, and several people were taking video of the scene. Others were trying to make their way toward exits while still watching Linda and the gun.
 
   At the same time, Meg waved a hand at Kate’s side. “These costumes aren’t very warm, Linda, and Kate isn’t used to Vermont weather. Let’s go, so we can get to the car and turn up the heater. Someone’s surely called 911 by now. If you’re going to leave, we need to do it soon.” Meg gave a kind of sideways nod then, and Kate finally realized what her friend was signaling.
 
   With her right hand, she took hold of the heavy metal bat-a-rang, and silently detached it from the utility belt’s magnet. Unfortunately, as long as Linda had hold of her left arm, and the gun at her side, there was no way Kate could reach around to hit with the weapon while it was in her right hand. She sent Meg a look, and raised the metal bat-a-rang a bit to show she was ready, then shook her head to signal no idea how to proceed.
 
   Meg hurried over to walk beside her.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?” Linda demanded.
 
   “Just walking by Kate,” Meg said. “I just assumed all the hostages needed to stay together.”
 
   At the same time, the P.I. drew a gun, but Linda saw him and screamed, “Put that away. What are you trying to do, shoot me in the back?” She still held Kate’s arm in a death grip, but had turned so she could look back and point the gun at the man in the hat.
 
   Kate passed the bat-a-rang to Meg. Wonder Woman whirled around, slamming the weapon on Linda’s wrist. The gun clattered to the ground, and the P.I. tackled the tiny felon. Kate pulled the bat-cuffs from the utility belt and offered them to the man. “You might be able to use these.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said, rolling Linda onto her stomach and cuffing her hands behind her back. “You picked a pretty functional costume for Halloween.”
 
   “My husband gets the credit for the utility belt,” Kate said. “He’s Batman.”
 
   “Speaking of husbands.” Meg pulled out her phone. “In need to call mine so he can get the scoop on this story for the paper.”
 
   “And just think,” Kate said, crossing her arms and looking down on the defeated Linda Jameson. “I laughed when Sam told me the kids called her a witch, but I was wrong. She’s definitely wicked.”
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   CLACKING BONES
 
   A Sarah Booth Delaney Halloween Tale
 
    
 
   By Carolyn Haines
 
    
 
   STANDING BEFORE THE tri-paned mirror in my bedroom, I had one thought. Get back, Satan!
 
   The paisley Capri leggings I’d purchased with such high expectations had gone demonic on me. They warped and stretched in a way that made me fear my thighs might explode at any minute.
 
   And Cece was to blame. All I’d wanted was to look fetching while sporting the leggings, boots, and tunic look that my friend carried off so well. Cece Dee Falcon, the society editor at our local newspaper, the Zinnia Dispatch, had tempted me with the joys of Lycra, spandex, and bright colored patterns. She wore such an ensemble and looked like a million dollars.
 
   She was an agent of Satan.
 
   What the mirror showed me was not a chic, svelte fashionista, but the high cost of a long, hot summer of frozen margaritas and choco-licious mudslides. Before I could rethink my instantaneous decision, I slipped some gym shorts over the leggings, laced up my sneakers, sprinted down the stairs and out the front door of Dahlia House, and into the brisk October morning.
 
   The only course of action open to me was to flog my wayward body back onto the path of righteousness and caloric accountability. I would begin immediately—before my subconscious had a chance to talk me out of exercise.
 
   I rocketed down the long driveway beneath the branches of the bare sycamore trees. I was strong, confident, assuming control of my body. Halfway to the road, I felt the burn. Yes! No pain, no gain. I recited the mantra in my head and pushed on.
 
   At the road, I did a victory dance and turned around to head home. I was ten steps into the journey when my butt muscles seized and began to twitch. And jerk. And spasm.
 
   The return trip was not going to happen because I couldn’t catch my breath, had a stitch in my side, and I thought my heart was going to explode. I collapsed into a pile of dead sycamore leaves, gasping.
 
   My body was in revolt. I was going to die, just like Great-great-great Uncle Leonard Delaney when he ran down the driveway chasing a carpetbagger who’d dared to make an offer on Dahlia House and the land. Uncle Leonard had become so overwrought at the varmint who meant to steal his property, he’d unloaded both barrels of a shotgun at the skunk and then keeled over dead. Uncle Leonard died in pursuit of revenge. My sin was vanity. I saw it clearly now.
 
   Would Sweetie Pie, my loyal hound, lead the search party to my body? Would someone find me before the flies arrived? Would the worms crawl in and worms crawl out?
 
   I made a bargain with God. I wouldn’t jog again. Ever. I would not be a slave to vanity and body shaming. I would go into the house, find a hammer, smash the mirror, and burn the leggings in the fireplace. Whatever in the world possessed me to order them in the first place? If this was punishment for a lapse in fashion judgment, I felt I had paid the price.
 
   “It was the third of June, another sleepy, dusty Delta da-ah-ah-ah.”
 
   “What the hell?” I sat up in the leaves to find the elegant Delta songbird, Bobbie Gentry, standing in the driveway playing her guitar and singing “Ode to Billy Joe,” the ballad that made her famous.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked. Bobbie hadn’t aged a bit since 1967 when her Delta tune was a huge hit and she was a sensation. She still looked great in a mini-dress and her long hair lifted gracefully on the late October breeze.
 
   “I need your help. I want to hire the Delaney Detective Agency,” she said.
 
   I couldn’t believe it. Bobbie Gentry had come home to the Delta to ask me for help. This was a private investigator career moment if ever there was one.
 
   “Sure.” I tried to jump to my feet but every muscle that I’d abused let me know payback was going to be hell. I hobbled upright.
 
   “Are you okay?” Bobby asked. “You look like you’ve got some joint issues.”
 
   “I’m fine. Just a cramp.” I had to squeeze the words past gritted teeth. “What can I do for you, Bobbie?”
 
   “It’s a missing…person’s case. I heard you were pretty good with those.”
 
   “I’ve had some success. Come with me. We can talk in the office.” It was hard to talk and walk at the same time when every step I took made me want to scream and drop to the ground. If I could hobble back to Dahlia House, I’d drown my pain in Jack Daniel’s. Aspirin might be nice, too.
 
   “Tell me who’s missing?” I said.
 
   “You aren’t going to believe this.”
 
   If I could accept that Bobbie Gentry hadn’t aged a day in the past fifty years, I could believe anything. Besides, I wanted her beauty regime and I needed to have a pad and pen to write it down. I shot a sidelong look at her. She looked terrific. “Try me.”
 
   “It’s Coker.”
 
   “Coker who?” But I didn’t need an answer. The entire insane scenario suddenly became clear. It wasn’t enough I’d damaged my thighs and buttocks with exercise, now the ghost who haunted Dahlia House and taunted me about my lack of a boyfriend and childless state had taken on the persona of an idol of mine. “Jitty, get out of Bobbie Gentry’s body and tell me what’s going on?”
 
   The beautiful Bobbie shifted and changed, leaving my glamorous ghost, Jitty, in her place. Jitty lost the long dark hair, but she looked great in the mini dress and high boots. “It’s my man, Coker. He’s disappeared from the Great Beyond. I’ve searched everywhere and I can’t find him. No one has seen him.”
 
   Coker was Jitty’s husband, back from the Civil War era. Coker had left Dahlia House to fight alongside my great-great-great-grandfather in the War Between the States. Neither man returned, but their wives, my multi-great Grandmother Alice Delaney, and Coker’s wife, Jitty, had held the land from soldiers, outlaws, and reconstruction scalawags. A bond stronger than love or blood formed between the two women. They were forever linked by their harsh struggle to survive. A bond so strong, Jitty had been sent to watch out for me, the last Delaney heir.
 
   “Where could Coker have gone?” I asked. “He’s dead. He has to be in the Great Beyond.”
 
   “Obviously he doesn’t,” Jitty said with some starch. “If he were there, I’d have found him by now. And I’ve searched everywhere. No one has seen him for three days.”
 
   “Did you have a fight?” I had no clue what went on in the Great Beyond because it was all very secretive. On planet Earth, a lot of men disappeared when their wives got hot under the collar.
 
   “No fight,” Jitty said. “I wish it had been a fight. It was Jim Red’s murder. I fear Coker has returned to earth to extract revenge.”
 
   “Revenge?” The idea of a ghost seeking justice was creepy. Jitty, with her constant nagging and sarcastic remarks, was bad enough. The focus here, though, was that Jitty loved Coker, and Coker was missing. Jitty was my family. I’d turn over every rock to find him. “What can I do?” It wasn’t like I could go to the Great Beyond and interrogate the various spirits there.
 
   “Three days ago, Jim Red was killed in Cliburn Community.”
 
   Cece, source of all hot news, had mentioned the drowning while we were sipping a few drinks and listening to the blues at Playin’ the Bones. “I heard about that, but no one said murder. Very ironic that he drowned. Jim Red was the last of the famous Red pirates on the Mississippi River.”
 
   “That’s right.” Jitty was reverting back to her normal diction. “Coker’s disappearance has somethin’ to do with Jim Red’s death, and don’t go believin’ for a minute it was an accident. What I need you to do is find out what happened to Jim.”
 
   If it was a case involving the living, I might actually be helpful. Ghost hunting was way out of my league. But I could try. “I’m on it, Jitty. I’ll head for Cliburn Community ASAP.”
 
   “If you move fast enough, maybe you can leave half of that fat butt behind.”
 
   I whipped around to give her a piece of my mind, but in typical Jitty fashion, she was gone.
 
    
 
   I PICKED UP Sweetie Pie, my hound dog, Pluto the sleuthing cat, my partner in Delaney Detective Agency Tinkie Richmond and her dust mop detective dog, Chablis, and loaded everyone in my mother’s antique roadster. We drove west for the small community on the Mississippi River. Cliburn had once been a fairly active port, but it had fallen into disuse when Greenville, a port some twenty miles south, gained rail support. When cotton was king and rail and river transports were thriving, Greenville was a jewel on the Mississippi River. Now even Greenville was fading away; Cliburn was little more than a memory.
 
   Tinkie, who wore a stunning cinnamon tunic with black dots and black leggings and boots, held Chablis in her lap. Chablis was small but she was mighty—just like Tinkie. The two were a formidable duo when someone they loved was in danger.
 
   “What are we doing in Cliburn?” Tinkie asked. “Do we have a case?”
 
   “Not exactly. It’s more of a personal matter.”
 
   “Are you paying us?”
 
   I gave her a sour look. “I’m driving. You’re riding with me because you have nothing better to do than torment your husband. Besides, you don’t need money, I do.”
 
   Tinkie’s husband was president of the local bank—the only bank in town. Her daddy owned the bank. Tinkie was a child of privilege and a woman of great intelligence. And sometimes she was as much of a torment as my resident haint.
 
   “So what’s the favor?”
 
   “I need to find out what happened to Jim Red.”
 
   “The old man whose great-great-great-grandfather was a slave on board a pirate ship who became master of his own ship?”
 
   “That’s the one. Cece was just talking about him, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, she did that feature on the history of Cliburn and the role it played with river pirates. Bodo Red, Jim’s ancestor, was one of the few African pirates on the Mississippi River. He escaped slavery. Why are so you concerned about what happened to Jim Red?”
 
   “It’s a favor for a friend.”
 
   “I’m your best friend and you’d better start talking.”
 
   “I can’t break a confidence. Could you please just help me do this?”
 
   “Sure.” Tinkie gave a satisfied grin. “I’ll find out. I always do.”
 
   Her self-assurance terrified me. Not because I didn’t want to tell her about Jitty. I badly wanted to share with my partner, but I feared if I told anyone, Jitty would disappear. She was the link that held me to my past. I couldn’t risk she would abandon me if I spoke of her to anyone.
 
   I popped in a Bobbie Gentry CD for the ride to Cliburn and tried not to worry about what I’d gotten myself into. Or rather what Jitty had gotten me into. Tinkie and I sang along with the music and in the backseat, Sweetie Pie accompanied with soft hound dog howls.
 
   When we arrived at Cliburn, it was clear the town had died years before. The buildings on Main Street had fallen to ruin. Kudzu and scuppernong vines climbed through broken windows and wrapped sagging wooden beams. A lingering sense of sadness shrouded the area, blended with the delicious grape Kool-Aid smell of the kudzu flower. The kudzu always bloomed near Halloween, and for a week or two the aggressive vine most farmers viewed as an enemy produced a scent that brought childhood back to life.
 
   “Good thing we have plenty of gas,” Tinkie said. “This place is deader than Deadwood.”
 
   “Yeah.” I had driven the length of the town without seeing a single living soul. The air of abandonment was chronic. Cliburn hadn’t seen any action for a long, long time.
 
   “What’s the plan?” Tinkie asked.
 
   “I’d hoped to find someone in town.” Saying it aloud made me feel stupid. I hadn’t had a plan, which was now obvious. “Google Jim Red and see what you get.”
 
   She whipped out her phone and went to work. “Nothing. Not a single hit. Not even a mention of his death. But there’s a pretty cool blog from someone in Memphis about Cliburn and how it was a bustling river town back in the early 1800s.” She read the story aloud, which detailed the beginning of the river city that developed as an offshoot of Cliburn Plantation. In the early 1850s, it had been one of the largest plantations in the South.
 
   “The Cliburn family wielded influence in Washington D.C. and supported the succession of the South from the Union,” Tinkie read.
 
   “Informative but not helpful,” I said.
 
   “This is interesting. Local legend has it Ezekiel Cliburn, the patriarch, declared he would slaughter all of his slaves before he would free them.”
 
   “What a stupid man.” I turned the car around and drove back through the town.
 
   “Ezekiel married a young woman from New Orleans, Azariel Lewis. She was a great beauty, but there was talk she was linked to the practice of voodoo.” Tinkie’s voice had grown excited. “Azariel begged Ezekiel not to harm the slaves, but he executed three as an example to the others, and Azariel cursed him and all descendants of the Cliburn family. From that point forward, tragic things began to happen.”
 
   Goosebumps danced on my arms though the day was plenty warm. “I guess the idea the family was cursed played a role in the town drying up. Nobody wants to live near a cursed family.”
 
   “I guess.” Tinkie pointed to a dilapidated playground beside what had once been a small park. In the still morning, one lone swing moved slowly back and forth in the wind. “Creepy.”
 
   I had to get us back on track before we scared ourselves. “We need to find Jim Red’s family.”
 
   “Look, there’s someone.”
 
   The woman who hobbled down the center of the empty street looked to be at least two hundred years old. She wore a red dress and shoes with holes cut in the tops to accommodate her corns. Her head was wrapped with a vibrant cloth, and she carried a basket.
 
   As she drew close, the swing stopped. There was only an eerie silence and Sweetie Pie’s soft moan.
 
   I’d put the top down on the roadster because the day was so gorgeous. The woman came right up to the car and shoved the basket in my face. It was filled with herbs, leaves, bones, animal teeth, and what looked like plugs of human hair.
 
   “Buy a gris-gris, Missy. You need a charm to keep danger at bay.”
 
   The basket smelled to high heaven. Tinkie almost gagged and I pushed back as far as the seat would allow. Sweetie Pie and Chablis, of course, were in doggie heaven. They loved stinky things.
 
   “Pretty ladies buy a gris-gris. Ten dollars. Keep you safe from trouble.”
 
   “Here’s twenty dollars,” Tinkie said.
 
   “Pick the gris-gris that speaks to you,” the woman said.
 
   “It’s okay. We don’t need a gris-gris.” Tinkie was a little green. Her stomach was more delicate than mine.
 
   “If you don’t wear the gris-gris it won’t protect you.”
 
   “We’re looking into the death of Jim Red. Can you help us?”
 
   “Stay away from trouble.” She reached into the basket and picked up two multi-colored cloth bags that contained god knows what horrid things. “Protection from the curse. You take these.”
 
   I put them on the seat and eased the basket out of my face. “I’m looking for Jim Red’s family. Could you tell me where I might find someone who knows him?”
 
   The old woman, who had uncanny bright brown eyes, nodded. “Go down that way about a mile. Turn at the lightning blasted oak tree. It’s a narrow road, but passable. When you get to the end, you’ll find Jim Red.”
 
   She walked away, mumbling to herself. I idled the car for a moment, then thought to ask her the name of Jim Red's relative. When I looked in the rearview mirror, the street was empty.
 
    
 
   WE FOUND THE turn off easily enough, and as the old woman had said, it was a path into the woods just wide enough for the car. Sweetie Pie put her head out, snuffling the air as if she’d caught the scent of prey. Pluto inched into Tinkie’s lap with Chablis. The animals were acting weird, and that made me uneasy. Something about the old woman had set off alarms. I glanced at the gris-gris bags Tinkie had nudged to the floorboard. Without spoken consensus we were both too superstitious to throw them away.
 
   As the trees canopied overhead, shutting out the golden October light, the day cooled. It was Halloween, my favorite holiday of the entire year. Cece and her lover, Jaytee, were hosting a costume party and I’d already found an old tuxedo at the thrift store, some green leotards, green tennis shoes, and a top hat. With a bit of stage makeup in the perfect shade of green, I was going as Jiminy Cricket. Tinkie was going as Kristin Chenoweth going as Sally Brown from the Broadway musical, You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown. We planned on singing a duet. Sadly, neither of us could sing, but it wouldn’t stop us. Cece and Jaytee had hired a karaoke performance group.
 
   We bumped down the narrow path, and I began to worry we’d simply dead-end in the woods that crowded so close to the trail. At last, we entered a clearing. I stopped instantly. We’d stumbled on a funeral service.
 
   A handful of mourners, all wearing white, gathered around the fresh-turned dirt of a grave. In completely silence, they moved around the grave counter-clockwise, each taking a handful of earth and tossing it into the hole. They began to chant in a strange language. A rhythmic drumbeat marked the time for the graceful swaying of the mourners. It was one of the eeriest things I’d ever seen. Slowly the women filed away, disappearing into the woods.
 
   “Why did you stop?” Tinkie asked. She looked around. “It’s an empty clearing. You’re pale, Sarah Booth, like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   “Wait here.” I slipped out of the car and walked to the mound of dirt. Sure enough, it was a grave in the middle of a clearing. When I looked down into it, I saw a body wrapped in heavy white cloth. No casket. No gravestone. And the canvas covering of the body was marked with strange runes and symbols. On the ground beside the grave was a drawing of a cross with smaller coffin shapes around it made from what looked like flour.
 
   “It’s a combination green and voodoo funeral.” Tinkie had come up behind me with the critters following her like ducklings. “You think this is Jim Red’s grave? I’ll bet he wasn’t embalmed. In a green ceremony, the decay process is unhindered so the body can decompose naturally and return to the earth.”
 
   “Is that legal?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Some places it is. I’m not going to report it, though. Are you?”
 
   “No. What is this?” I pointed at the flour drawing.
 
   “It has something to do with the Guédé spirits, the dead. I’ve seen it in New Orleans, and I believe it comes from Haiti. I’m not up on my voodoo.”
 
   Neither was I, and I didn’t think I wanted to be. Voodoo wasn’t necessarily about dark magic, but the grave, the whole scene gave me the willies.
 
   Tinkie looked around. “I presume someone will come and finish the burial. It’s so sad he’s just lying out here in a hole. Thank goodness it isn’t summer. Can you imagine?”
 
   Tinkie was right about that, and I was also very aware she hadn’t seen the funeral procession that I saw. They’d dispersed, as if absorbed by the very trees that fringed the clearing. “I thought I saw someone in the woods. Let’s take a look.” I wasn’t about to tell her that I had seen voodoo practitioners—dead voodoo practitioners.
 
   “Sweetie, Chablis, go search.” Tinkie gave the command. The dogs set off and we ran after them, Pluto doing his best to keep up. Pluto’s swinging kitty belly matched my jiggling thighs as we raced over the dying grass. An exercise plan for the two of us was imperative, but we would go at it more gently than sprinting the driveway.
 
   When we ducked into the trees, we both stopped. There wasn’t a sign of a human being anywhere. Even the dogs seemed befuddled. Pluto arched his back and hissed. I looked around us. Strange ornaments hung from the tree branches. Most were fashioned from vines or wire with triangles, circles, tree-shapes, and jazzed lines. Voodoo protection.
 
   “I don’t like this.” Tinkie wasn’t the superstitious type, but the whole scene had unsettled her. “We don’t even know this was Jim Red’s funeral. It could be anyone. There’s no grave marker or even a cemetery, and I’m not crawling down in that grave to examine the dead body. What if the person was murdered and we’re out here stumbling around, poking into it? Let’s get back to the car and call Coleman.”
 
   For once, I was perfectly willing to call the Sunflower County sheriff. Coleman Peters had no jurisdiction in Cliburn community, but he could alert the law enforcement who did. Someone alive needed to attend to the corpse in the hole. This whole scenario was out of my comfort zone.
 
   We whistled up the dogs and headed back to the car. When I was fifty yards from the roadster, I stopped. A beautiful woman in a gossamer white dress with a white turban covering her hair stood beside the car. Another mourner, but this one had substance. Her bronzed skin reminded me of Jitty, but this wasn’t my haint, come to make sure I was working the case of her missing husband. This was a woman, flesh and blood.
 
   Tinkie stopped beside me. “Who is that?” she whispered.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   The dogs, normally curious, sat down at our feet. Pluto arched and hissed. If we were going anywhere, we had to have the car. I took a breath and walked forward.
 
   “You are seeking information about Jim Red,” the woman said in an accent that somehow included the smell of coconut oil and rum on a salty breeze. For just the merest fraction of a moment, I was transported to a white sand beach beside an aqua ocean. Behind me, volcanic mountains rose from the thick trees. Haiti. I knew it instantly.
 
   “How did you know we were looking for Mr. Red?” Tinkie asked the woman.
 
   “I am Leila.” She flashed beautiful white teeth. “I know many things. How? Because I know them.”
 
   “Is that Jim Red?” I nodded toward the grave.
 
   “No longer,” she said. “His essence is gone. Only muscle, bone, and skin remain in the ground.”
 
   “Would you tell us what happened to him?” I asked.
“Why do you care what happened to a share cropper who leaves nothing behind but debts?”
 
   Her accent was so lyrical, I couldn’t tell if she was angry or curious. “I’m looking for someone, and my missing friend has a connection to Jim Red.”
 
   “A connection?” Her sidelong glance told me she knew more than I wanted her to. “I see. So your missing friend is linked to Jim. In life or in death?”
 
   I knew exactly what she was asking, but I didn’t want to answer. “I’m not certain.”
 
   “Keep your secrets, you.” She waved me away like a bothersome gnat.
 
   “Will you tell us about Jim Red and what happened to him?” Tinkie asked, giving me a sidelong glare.
 
   “I will. Give me a ride, please.”
 
   “Sure.” I opened the passenger door and folded back the seat. “I hope you don’t mind the dogs and cat.”
 
   “Animals bring us many messages,” she said. “Drive back to town.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later I was on the same empty street in the dead town of Cliburn. She directed us through town and down toward the river. The unpaved road I took was shaded by trees, and I recognized the familiar wisteria, lilies, hydrangeas and other plants that followed what had once been an elegant driveway.
 
   When the pillars of the old plantation house rose in the distance, I slowed the car and inhaled. “Cliburn Plantation.” It was nothing but a ruin now, the pillars and five fireplaces all that remained standing.
 
   “Yes, it is my home,” she said. “I am Leila Cliburn, the last heir.”
 
   The plantation house was gone, but Leila lived in a small, neat cottage behind what had been the big house. Her home had once been a slave cabin in what would have been a small village serving the big house and working the fields. Her cottage, renovated and modernized with a new tin roof and fresh paint, was the only building remaining. The years had not been kind to the property that had once boasted one of the finest plantations in the South.
 
   “You question my lineage,” she said softly. “Am I a true Cliburn heir, or a porch get.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Tinkie said. “Not to us. You’re the person who lives here.”
 
   We followed her up the porch and into the small cottage protected against dark magic with hex signs and more of the wire and vine hanging symbols we’d seen in the woods. “Are you a voodoo priestess?” I asked as she held the door open for me to enter.
 
   “You have your secrets and I have my own,” she said.
 
   The interior of the house was painted in bright orange with a blue ceiling. A small alter covered by a mesmerizing multi-hued cloth held candles and the bones of dead animals—I hoped. A jawbone was definitely canine, and one with horns might have belonged to a goat.
 
   “Please, be seated.” She motioned to chairs clustered in a corner of the room. “I will make us some iced tea.” She brushed past us and disappeared into what had to be the kitchen.
 
   “Should we drink it?” Tinkie asked softly. “I don’t even have a clue why we’re here.”
 
   “I need to find out about Jim Red,” I said. “I’ll explain later.”
 
   Leila returned with the drinks, a refreshing iced tea with sprigs of mint. “I’ll tell you about Jim, the last descendant of the river pirates and my grandfather.”
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, trying to sound sincere instead of confused. If Jim Red was her grandfather and the man in the grave, why hadn’t she been there for the ghostly service? More concerning was her power as a priestess if she could summon the dead.
 
   “He was a good man, a legend on the river for many years. This past summer he grew too feeble to take his boat out. He told me he was ready to let go of this life.”
 
   “So he died of natural causes?” I was confused. Cece said Jim Red had drowned in the Mississippi River. If this was an accident, what had Coker come to avenge?
 
   “My grandfather was old and tired, but he could still swim across the river. His drowning was not an accident.”
 
   Now we were getting somewhere. “So what happened?”
 
   She leaned back. “Thom Cliburn.”
 
   “One of the founding families? I thought they were all dead.” Tinkie kept up with the dying lineage of the old South far better than I did.
 
   “There is Thom and there is me. We’re the last.”
 
   “And you have the land and he has…?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “And Thom Cliburn is in jail for the murder of Jim Red?” It seemed a logical conclusion.
 
   “Of course not.” She poured more tea for Tinkie.
 
   Things in Cliburn didn’t work the way they did in Sunflower County. Coleman would never let a killer go without punishment. “Why was Jim Red killed?” I asked, knowing the answer would likely not make a bit of sense.
 
   “History.” She said it as if it explained everything.
 
   “Jim Red is a descendant of river pirates. Thom Cliburn is a descendant of land owners and slave holders.” I held out my palms for more.
 
   “Exactly.” She stood suddenly and walked to the front door. “You must leave.” All friendliness dropped away. “Now. There is danger on the way.”
 
   Tinkie and I stood and walked to the door. The abrupt dismissal was as confusing as everything about Leila and this dead community. As soon as I got out the door I intended to call Coleman.
 
   Leila stood on her porch and watched us walk to the car. When I’d gotten behind the wheel, with the dogs and cat in the backseat, she came down the steps and leaned to whisper in my ear. “The man you seek is here,” she said. “He must leave. His soul is in danger. The one you protect is in danger too. This is not the place for their spirits to be.”
 
   Leila, Cliburn, the whole trip, was a dead end with more riddles than explanations. Tinkie had a meeting to attend, so we left with only the stinky gris-gris bags to our credit.
 
    
 
   TINKIE CHATTED ABOUT Cece’s Halloween costume party as we drove back to Zinnia. I had five hours to get ready, and my mind was far away from dress-up as I let Tinkie and Chablis out at Hilltop and drove home.
 
   Dahlia House was empty when I returned. The house echoed with an absence I’d never felt before. Had I come home from New York two years before and found my ancestral home so devoid of light and the energy of Jitty, I doubt I would have stayed in Mississippi. Jitty was a huge part of my life—I’d always known it, but now I felt her absence like a gut wound. Whatever was going on with Coker and Cliburn, I had to figure it out. And fast. If Coker was in trouble for his conduct in the Great Beyond, Jitty would be right beside him.
 
   Sweetie Pie and Pluto searched the house from top to bottom, sniffing futilely for our ghost. Jitty was gone.
 
   Tinkie was hosting an afternoon gathering of the Sunflower County Alliance, a group of women dedicated to improving services to the elderly in the county. As head socialite in Sunflower County, Tinkie had a lot of do-gooder work fall in her lap. And it was just as well.
 
   The truth was, I had to finish this case alone. If I couldn’t tell Tinkie what I sought, she couldn’t help me look.
 
   Coleman checked into the Jim Red shooting in Washington County and discovered there was no report of any incident. He called me with the news that Jim Red’s drowning was a rumor all over the area, but no one had found his body or officially reported him missing. The Washington County sheriff had agreed to look for the gravesite I’d found—soon. Which might mean anything. No one but me and Jitty seemed to take the old man’s death seriously.
 
   It was almost as if Tinkie and I had driven to Cliburn and spent a morning in a time warp or alternate reality. Without Jitty’s guidance, I honestly had no clue how to proceed. Would my haint return? Had she violated protocol in the Great Beyond and been pulled back, never to communicate with me again?
 
   That concern had me pacing the floors of Dahlia House, fretting and desperately trying to think what my next step might be. As the afternoon wore away and internet research gave me only the story of Bodo Red and the river pirates who terrorized the port at Cliburn back in the 1840s and ’50s, I researched the stories of the long rivalry between the pirates and the wealthy Cliburn landowners. It was a feud as epic as the Hatfields and McCoys.
 
   Yet no records documented these tales—they were folklore. But I understood the blood link between Thom Cliburn and Jim Red—a rivalry that obviously transcended time and generations. Thom and Jim, cousins according to the stories, were merely the latest generation of feuding men. But what did Coker, Jitty’s man, have to do with any of this? Why was he in the middle of a feud and murder that had not been reported to the authorities and seemed not to exist?
 
   I had to find Thom. If Jim Red was dead, then Thom was the only person who could help me right what had gone wrong and created the incident that drew Coker from the Great Beyond. And I could only hope fixing this would return the balance and Jitty would come back to Dahlia House.
 
   The phone rang and I picked it up in the kitchen. “Oscar and I are headed to Cece’s party. Are you ready?”
 
   I looked outside at the darkness that had slipped around me without notice. My watch showed 8 p.m. Party time! And I’d forgotten all about it. I had to get ready. “I’m putting makeup on,” I lied even as I raced up the stairs to my bedroom where the palette of stage makeup awaited. “I’ll be there soon.”
 
   “If you stand us up, there’ll be hell to pay. I’ve spent all day with earnest people who have great ideas. I need to play for a bit tonight, and you’d better not disappoint Cece. I don’t know what’s going on with you and Cliburn, but it can wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “I agree.” I jumped into my green leotard, put on a cravat and the tails, and grabbed great Uncle Lyle Crabtree’s moth-eaten top hat and cane. With the green makeup, a skullcap to hide my hair, and some facial sculpting with a makeup pencil, I transformed into my favorite cricket, Jiminy. I refused to think about Jitty and what she might be up to, but I did take a moment to acknowledge that this helpless impotence might be how I made my friends feel when I danced with danger. Lesson taken.
 
   I had a lot of questions about why Jiminy was green instead of black or brown, as normal crickets were, so I took a moment to Google it and learned crickets come in a variety of colors that change depending on their activity. The difference between the two “cousins” was how they sang. Crickets rubbed their wings together to stridulate while grasshoppers rubbed their legs against their wings.
 
   I distracted myself with crickety facts as I drove to Cece’s lovely home in downtown Zinnia. The yard was ablaze with dancing and lighted skeletons. Blues music blared from some bodacious speakers. Scott Hampton was playing at his club, but he’d given Jaytee the night off to host the party.
 
   Cece and Jaytee had pulled out all the stops for a spooky, fun costume party. They were gangsters from the 1920s. Harold came as William Faulkner, complete with a damn good impression of the eccentric Mississippi author. Tinkie and Oscar had come as Sally and Charlie Brown, and Madame Tomeeka had reached into the past for a chilling Freddy Krueger from A Nightmare on Elm Street. It was Millie who took the cake, though, in her elegant Glinda the Good Witch costume. She almost floated across the floor.
 
   Coleman had come as a sheriff, a fact that had Cece hot under the collar.
 
   “That is not a costume,” she pointed out. “If you wanted to drag work with you, you could have come as a prisoner.”
 
   “What if I’m called out on an accident or robbery? I can’t run around in a costume. Pick on Sarah Booth. She came as an insect. Surely there’s a law against that. She’s green. A fetching shade of green, but still green.”
 
   “What?” I’d only been half listening. My distracted state was obvious to everyone.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Harold asked as he steered me out of the crowded house and into a crisp night with a fingernail moon. “I love Halloween. At midnight the veil between the worlds is at its thinnest, according to pagan folklore. We should go to the cemetery and see if we can spy a ghost. I’ve always wanted to make out in a cemetery.”
 
   “What?” Once again I’d drifted into my whirlwind thoughts about how to get Jitty home.
 
   “Sarah Booth, you’re almost a departed spirit yourself. Your body is here at the party, but you aren’t.”
 
   “I know.” His words creeped me out. How easy it was to separate the spirit from the physical body with nothing more than thoughts.
 
   “Anything I can help with?” he asked.
 
   “Not unless you have details about the Cliburn family.”
 
   “Funny you should ask,” Harold said, giving me a peculiar look. “Leila Cliburn was in the bank Monday. She’s a beautiful woman, but odd.”
 
   Understatement of the year. “What did she want?”
 
   “She was trying to settle her family estate. It’s been in limbo for years because only a Cliburn can inherit, and now she’s filed a legal claim to the property. I’m not certain she is truly an heir.”
 
   “Do you know much about the Cliburn family?” I asked.
 
   “Leila is the last, or at least that’s what I understand.”
 
   “And what about her cousin Thom?”
 
   “Never heard of him,” Harold said. “Leila didn’t mention him. She wants to settle things before it’s too late.”
 
   “Too late?”
 
   “It’s been a decade since the death of Wilbur Cliburn. His will dictated the estate would pass to his descendants in exactly ten years to the day of his death. That’s tomorrow, I believe. Leila waited until the last minute, but she filed the proper paperwork at the courthouse and with the bank. Now if her blood claim is upheld…”
 
   “Is she a legitimate heir?”
 
   “That’s up to the courts. I wouldn’t want the property.”
 
   “Why not?” Harold wasn’t a land grubber, but he knew the value of fertile ground.
 
   “The Cliburn descendants are cursed to walk the property for eternity. They die but are never released. The Cliburn property is supposed to be the most haunted place in the South. Old Ezekiel’s wife, Azariel, was a high priestess of voodoo in New Orleans. It was said Ezekiel abducted her and forced her into the marriage. He was besotted by her and refused to take no for an answer. She never forgave him and when he killed three slaves in cold blood she cursed the whole family. Or that’s the story. You’re pale as a ghost. Are you okay?”
 
   “I need a drink.”
 
   “Always a good compromise. I’ll make us both one. Have a seat right here on the bench and I’ll be back.”
 
   I sat because my legs were weak. Something was very wrong. My ghost was mixed up in a property that had been cursed for generations. She’d abandoned Dahlia House, and if I didn’t help her, she might never come back.
 
   My cell phone buzzed. The number was not familiar.
 
   “Meet me in Cliburn. The person you’ve lost is in danger. Come now or it will be too late.” The line went dead, but I had easily recognized Leila’s lilting accent. And she had sounded scared.
 
    
 
   THERE WASN’T TIME to swing by Dahlia House to get Sweetie Pie, though I desperately wanted her with me. And I didn’t tell Tinkie or anyone else. I cut out of the party, my tails flapping in the wind. If I was to rescue Jitty, I had to go alone. My headlights cut a puny path through the vast darkness of the Delta as I rode northwest.
 
   Sooner than I wanted, I exited Highway 61 and took the country road to Cliburn. At night, the dead town contained the kind of energy that made me hide under my bed. All Hallow’s Eve, a time when the dead could more easily communicate with the living. I could sense them, just outside my vision. Jitty was my special ghost and the only one I cared to communicate with. But I didn’t have a choice.
 
   Leila hadn’t instructed me on where to go, saying only Cliburn. I stopped in the center of town and got out of my car.
 
   “Jitty!” I called her name four times in all directions.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “Leila!” My voice echoed and repeated for a moment and then fell silent. I got back in the car and drove to the old plantation where Leila lived.
 
   When I passed the ruins of the old house, I saw them—the ghostly mourners who’d been at the burial site. They wore their white dresses and head wraps, a cluster of dusky women swaying like limber trees in a soft wind. The faint hint of drumbeats came from their direction, and they kept time.
 
   I had no doubt I’d entered a world where voodoo ruled. Transference of souls, body possession, I thought of a hundred old movies where voodoo was used to bring a dark spirit into the world of light. And here I was, right in the very middle of it.
 
   “Jitty, this kind of episode is not good for the longevity of my eggs. I feel them cracking!” I tried to draw her out with no success. I walked toward the slave cabin.
 
   What was Leila Cliburn really up to? I’d trusted her enough to come to this place on All Hallow’s Eve in tails, a top hat, and cricket makeup. Now I wondered if I’d been duped into danger.
 
   Leila’s cottage was filled with a soft light that glowed from the house and illuminated the giant walnut tree that provided summer shade but in winter looked bare and skeletal. I felt a small measure of relief, because I’d feared Leila and the house had all been a figment of the past, some shade or specter that had pulled Tinkie and me into a different time and place. The only saving grace was Tinkie, too, had witnessed the old woman in town, the grave, and Leila. The gris-gris bundles stinking up the floorboard of my car were additional proof at least a portion of what I’d witnessed had been real and solid.
 
   Call me superstitious but I picked up the gris-gris, glad to see a string necklace I could use. I put both of them around my neck, ignoring the gruesome smell. I got out of the car and started toward the cottage. A tall man stood in the path. I saw only his silhouette, as he was backlit by the cabin.
 
   “Let her pass,” Leila commanded from the darkness.
 
   The figure shifted into darkness. I couldn’t tell if he was flesh and bone or spirit, and I didn’t want to look closely.
 
   “Where are Jitty and Coker?” I knew my haint had come here for her man, for whatever history the two shared with the Cliburns. “What’s really going on here?”
 
   “The past has returned,” Leila said. “Just as my ancestress, Azariel, foretold. Justice must be served.”
 
   I grasped her by the shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Stop this mumbo-jumbo crap and tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I’ve never been manhandled by a cricket,” Leila said with deadly earnest.
 
   I let her go. “You called me here. Why? Tell me or I’m leaving.”
 
   “Sit down.” She motioned to the steps. “I couldn’t really talk in front of your friend. She isn’t linked to the dead in the way you are. She wouldn’t believe.”
 
   “But I will?”
 
   “You already know the dead are always around us. Tonight, manifestation is easier.”
 
   As she spoke a breeze rippled through the limbs of the big tree. The branches clacked together like bones rattling, and I recalled an old legend of the Yazoo Indians who hung the bodies of their victims in trees. When the bones rattled, it was time to go to war. The Yazoos were a very aggressive tribe.
 
   Leila spoke softly. “Coker has broken the rules of the Great Beyond to come here for revenge. He means to kill Thom Cliburn.”
 
   “This is nuts. Coker’s been dead for a hundred and fifty years. Anyone he might care to take revenge on has long been dead.”
 
   “Time is meaningless in the Great Beyond. I thought you might have learned at least that. Your guide has fallen down on her job.”
 
   Snark was not going to make me like my situation more. “Don’t criticize Jitty.” How was it possible I’d come to defend my nemesis ghost? “Just tell me what’s going on? No double answers, no woo-woo talk. The truth.”
 
   “The man you call Coker was born on Cliburn plantation.”
 
   A lot of puzzle pieces fell into place. “I never knew.”
 
   “When Ezekiel Cliburn executed three slaves as an example to the others that he would kill them all rather than free them, he chose Coker’s father, Joseph. He shot him in the head in front of Coker and the slave population.”
 
   I could see where this need for revenge would transcend time and generations. “But Ezekiel is long dead.”
 
   “But he is still here. Thom is Ezekiel made over. It’s the only explanation. Thom has lived in Oregon his whole life. He’s never wanted anything to do with Cliburn Plantation. Now, suddenly, he is staking a claim as heir. The pull of the past has caught his soul.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean he’s possessed.”
 
   “Trust me, he is. And Coker knows this. He’s been waiting for Ezekiel to take human form, when he will be vulnerable.”
 
   “No one around here knows anything about Thom Cliburn.”
 
   “A deliberate effort to skew fate,” she said in her singsong voice. “His mother moved away when she became pregnant. She hoped to avoid the Cliburn curse, but no one can run from a curse. Thom returned last week. He plans to revive the port and town, to bring the plantation back with undocumented Mexican labor. He wants a new slave system.”
 
   I clearly saw what had drawn Coker from the Great Beyond for revenge. Thom Cliburn wanted to rebuild a way of life that was anathema to those who had endured it.
 
   “How did Coker come to live at Dahlia House?” I needed a few facts.
 
   “Franklin Delaney bought Coker, his mother, and his siblings. Coker was only sixteen when his father was executed, but it was clear he intended to murder Ezekiel at the first chance. It was an act of compassion from Franklin Delaney, a man who detested the Cliburns and all they stood for.”
 
   It was still hard for me to accept my family had once owned slaves. Even well-treated slaves. I knew the economics of running large plantations, but the reality was bitter.
 
   “Where is Thom?” I asked.
 
   “He will be here soon. I agreed to meet him at midnight. He looks exactly as Ezekiel did. Coker will recognize him.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Leila had invited Thom to the plantation. At the very time when Coker’s ability to manifest would be the strongest. Leila had cast a web, drawing into it the ghost I loved and her husband, the man she loved. Leila meant to rid herself of the man who challenged her right to Cliburn Plantation. In some ways, she was a Cliburn through and through. “You’ve put yourself and Coker at risk.” Not to mention me and Jitty.
 
   “It must be ended.”
 
   “At what cost?”
 
   “The past must be answered.”
 
   “And how do you intend to explain Thom’s dead body, if Coker is able to kill him?”
 
   Her smile was sad and knowing. “There is always a path.”
 
   Before I could ask another question, the limbs of the walnut tree began to quake and clack, as if a windstorm had blown up in one small portion of the world. I drew out my cell phone to call Coleman. I didn’t care that I would interrupt Cece’s party. Someone had to come and stop this. I would do my best, but Leila was powerful and determined.
 
   I had no cell service. My phone showed 11:38. Midnight was almost upon us.
 
   In the light cast by Leila’s cabin, I saw the dark shadow I’d seen earlier. Backlit by the house, he was a strong man with broad shoulders, a trim waist and long legs. His hair was close cropped. He wore cotton pants and a loose white cotton shirt.
 
   The women in white, the mourners, came down the path, chanting and singing. Their voices were like a chill wind tracing along my spine. Spirit mourners come to mark another calamity.
 
   Far down the driveway I saw headlights coming toward the plantation. Thom Cliburn was on his way.
 
   “Leila, don’t do this.”
 
   “When Coker kills Thom, the curse will be released.”
 
   “And any challenge to your right to own Cliburn Plantation will be destroyed.” Leila might speak like a fresh island breeze, but she’d inherited the Cliburn ability to take whatever she wanted without worry about the consequence to others. She was as greedy and awful as her ancestors.
 
   The BMW pulled up to Leila’s cottage, and a tall, blond man stepped out of the car. “Who are you?” he asked me in a rude tone. “Leila, are you afraid to meet me alone? Had to bring a girlfriend?”
 
   “I’m not afraid. Sarah Booth is a Delaney.”
 
   He glared at me. “My god, you smell awful. Get off this land. Your family has caused enough trouble here.”
 
   Behind Thom, Jitty arrived. She wore a long skirt and gingham top. Her head was tied with a do-rag. She was thin, painfully thin. “Leave my man alone.”
 
   If he heard her, he didn’t react. I wondered if Thom would die tonight, a man too blind to see where the true threat came from.
 
   Coker, for it had to be him, came forward from the other end of the street. He carried a machete. The blade glinted in the thin moonlight, a silver edge of death.
 
   “You know you have no real claim to Cliburn Plantation,” Thom said to Leila. “You were never a Cliburn. You took the name because no one stopped you. Until now.”
 
   “I have lived here, among the ghosts, learning the secrets of the curse. Promising the land the peace and justice it deserves.”
 
   “Curse!” He laughed, a harsh sound. “Superstitious fool.”
 
   “You should have stayed gone,” Leila said. “You have no place here, Thom. This is my land, my heritage.”
 
   “But not your people. You are no Cliburn.” He came forward, and Jitty advanced behind him. “I’ll tell you what. You can live out your life in the slave cabin, Leila. I’ll let you stay here, if you give up any claim to the place. That’s the best you can hope for. You can live and die on this land that never belonged to you.”
 
   “I will not be the one to die here, Thom. Best you accept this now. Stay here and death will claim you. Your spirit will be trapped here, just like all the others.”
 
   Out of the shadows men and women stepped forward. Some wore the hoop skirts and Confederate uniforms of the Civil War era. Others wore suits, suspenders. A multitude of styles depicting a host of past times. The Cliburns, trapped by a curse, populated the decaying plantation.
 
   I forced a mental thought to Jitty. She could read my mind when she chose—and this time she had to listen. “Leila is using Coker to her own ends. We must not let this happen.”
 
   Jitty shifted beside me, her focus on the man she loved who waited in a glimmer of moonlight. “Help him.”
 
   “How?” I had no idea how to thwart a ghost intent upon revenge.
 
   “Franklin Delaney saved him once. You have to do it again.”
 
   Pressure, some? I wanted to say. I had no eloquence with spirits. Jitty ran roughshod over me all the time.
 
   “Don’t you see?” Jitty’s thought came through clearly. “It’s the time loop. You’re all here again. A Delaney, a Cliburn, and Coker.”
 
   “Were you here when Coker’s father was murdered?”
 
   “I was at Dahlia House when Franklin Delaney brought Coker and his family there. I thought Coker’s mind would snap. He’d gone into himself, far away, and no one could reach him. He wouldn’t eat or drink or talk. The boy had stopped livin’. The shock of seeing his daddy killed that way, and nothin’ he could do. The boy lost touch with everyone and ever’thing. Except Franklin finally got to him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “They went fishin’, and whatever was said, Coker came back wantin’ to live. That’s why Coker went with Franklin to the war. He loved me, but there was a bond between those two men going back to that terrible day when Coker lost the biggest part of his world.”
 
   Somewhere in this story was a way to stop what was about to happen. If I could just figure out what Franklin Delaney had said to a young boy to give him a will to live.
 
   “There’s someone here for you, Thom,” Leila said, calling me back to the present crisis. “Someone who’s waited a long time for justice. He’s come for Ezekiel. He’s come for you. Sins of the father, don’t you know?”
 
   For the first time, Thom must have sensed danger. He turned in the road, but I knew he didn’t see the women in white, the mourners. And he didn’t see Jitty so close to him or Coker, who was only about twenty-five feet away, the machete gripped in his right hand. He saw only Leila and me, and he didn’t view us as a threat.
 
   As Coker advanced, he took on more and more substance. It was the eeriest thing I’d ever seen.
 
   “Stop him,” Jitty begged.
 
   But I didn’t know how. I didn’t know the magic my forefather had brought to a tragic situation that gave a young boy enough peace to want to live. If he wouldn’t listen to Jitty, he surely wouldn’t listen to me.
 
   “What are you staring at?” Thom asked me in a rude tone.
 
   “Your death,” I said softly. “Run.”
 
   Something in my voice made him back up. Thom looked around, awareness dawning. Whether he sensed danger or Coker or the weight of history, I couldn’t say, but he wasn’t my concern. I thought only of reaching Jitty’s man.
 
   “Coker, don’t do this. Please. Jitty is here. She’s begging you to stop.”
 
   “Who the hell are you talking to?” Thom asked, this time with more fear than arrogance. “What do you see?”
 
   “A man with a machete,” I answered. “He means to take your head.” I couldn’t believe I stood on a rutted path leading to slave cabins at 11:56 on Halloween night. A place destined to be the scene of another bloodbath.
 
   “Coker, please.” Beside me, Jitty pleaded. “You do this, you’ll be banned from the Great Beyond. You’ll suffer the same fate as the Cliburns.”
 
   Coker’s anger was quiet and bone deep. “I’ve come to fulfill the curse put upon the Cliburn family. Thom Cliburn will join his relatives, destined to walk these lands forever. Unable to rest. A witness to the misery of the past.”
 
   “Listen to me, Coker. You’re risking everything you care about to impact a man who will get what he deserves no matter what you do. He doesn’t need you to fulfill the curse. He’s earned his destiny. Let the natural flow of time take care of him.”
 
   Something cool brushed past me and I realized Jitty had stepped through me in one last plea for Coker. To my sorrow, I realized he chose to no longer see her. He’d lost his connection with Jitty and those who had gone before. He’d lost more than he even knew.
 
   Jitty went to Coker and touched his cheek. He felt it, but he ignored it. His gaze sought Thom and nothing else. “Goodbye,” Jitty whispered, and she slowly faded.
 
   “No!” I tried to call her back, but it did no good. Coker had lost his wife, and I had lost my friend and protector. All over a dastardly deed from nearly two hundred years before.
 
   “You’re going to prison,” I said to Thom.
 
   “For what?” he asked. His arrogance had won out over his common sense.
 
   “I’ll find something. Whatever it takes.”
 
   “Get off my land.” He turned to Leila. “You too. I’ve changed my mind. You can’t live here. I want you and all your possessions gone by six tomorrow evening.”
 
   “He won’t live long enough to evict me,” Leila said under her breath, before she pivoted on her heel and went into her cabin, slamming the door. Coker, Thom, and I were the only people left.
 
   I addressed Coker. “Franklin Delaney told you long ago the only thing you could do to right the tragic wrong of your father’s murder was to live a good life.” I tapped into something deep and true inside me. I knew what Franklin had told the teenage boy grieving so for a senseless murder. “I tell you now, if you don’t leave, you are sacrificing everything. For nothing.”
 
   “For justice,” he said, lifting the machete.
 
   “You are a fool, Coker. A complete fool.”
 
   “Stop talking to the dark and get out of here,” Thom said. “Now. And don’t come back.”
 
   “Gladly,” I said. In many regards, the two men deserved each other. I started back to my car when a shadowy form stepped into the path. The middle-aged man carried a cutlass with a wicked curve, and he wore a tri-cornered hat with a symbol of a skull and bones. He was no field worker. He was a pirate.
 
   He walked past me as if I didn’t exist. The tableau before me was Coker on one end of the street, the pirate on another, and Thom between the two spirits.
 
   “What are you staring at?” Thom demanded. “You look like a horse that’s been hit in the head with a bat.”
 
   That was it, the final straw, to speak so callously of harming an animal. “I hope you receive the karma you so justly deserve, and very soon.”
 
   “Since Jim Red is dead, I’m the last of the line, and I have no intention of dying. Leila has no claim. She’s not blood, though she’s pretended all these years. She’s an imposter and I’m going to rebuild the Cliburn name and land. Leave before I call the law to evict you.”
 
   I’d failed in my mission. Coker had doomed himself.
 
   I turned to leave when the pirate moved so quickly he was a blur. He hit Thom full force, and merged with Thom’s body. Before Coker or I could react, Thom sprinted down the path toward the plantation house. Hobbled though I was by sore muscles and a cricket outfit, I ran after him.
 
   He passed the house and climbed the river levee with me hot on his heels.
 
   “Thom! Stop!”
 
   He paid me no mind. At the top of the levee, he looked back as if to survey all that was his. And then he hurled himself down the other side of the levee, along the rotting docks which had once been Cliburn landing, and leaped into the Mississippi River.
 
   “Thom!” I called one last time, before I saw him disappear in a glimmer of gilded moonlight on the water. He was gone.
 
   “Holy Christmas.” I panted as I struggled to get my cell phone from the inner pocket of the tails. On the levee I had four bars of reception and called Coleman. I managed to hold back my hysteria as I told him what had happened. We needed water search and rescue and the Washington County sheriff. Thom Cliburn had been murdered, though I was positive it would go down as a suicide. No one would ever believe he’d been possessed by a ghost.
 
    
 
   I HAD MUCH fence mending to do when I got back to Zinnia. All of my friends were either furious, miffed, annoyed, or disgruntled that I’d disappeared from Cece’s party without so much as a fare-thee-well. It didn’t help I couldn’t explain what had happened or how I’d managed to be at Cliburn Plantation when the heir apparent decided to play dolphin in the Mississippi River.
 
   While I regretted the fact I’d upset so many people—and my hound and cat—I had bigger fish to fry. Dahlia House echoed with emptiness. Jitty had not returned. I wondered if she chose not to or if her participation in the events of Halloween night had gotten her into serious trouble in the Great Beyond. She’d broken the rules in an effort to save Coker. While she’d failed, at least he hadn’t killed Thom, as he intended. The pirate ghost took care of that.
 
   My internet research revealed the identity of the pirate. None other than Bodo Red. I recognized the portrait, which had once hung in Cliburn Plantation, and had been documented by a historian who photographed the plantation before it burned.
 
   Bodo Red was a Cliburn, a nephew to Ezekiel Cliburn, though his relationship came from the wrong side of the sheets. In an act of defiance, he’d escaped slavery and then begun to prey on the river plantations and shipments. He bitterly opposed slavery and actually used his pirate ship to transport slaves up the Mississippi to freedom in the north. Just a few facts no one had bothered to tell me. The more I learned, the clearer the puzzle became.
 
   A call to Leila confirmed my suppositions and Thom’s claim: Leila was not a true Cliburn. The issue was moot. Leila would either take over Cliburn Plantation and make a go of it, or the property would be divided and sold. It was probably a good thing or she, too, might be a victim of the curse.
 
   Leila also let me know the search and rescue had recovered Thom’s body. There wasn’t a mark upon him. The only witness to his death had been me. There was some question of my role in his death, but no one really believed a hundred and thirty pound Jiminy Cricket could push a two-hundred-pound athlete into the river and drown him.
 
   I couldn’t say I was sorry Thom was dead. I hadn’t cared for him or his superior attitude. My regret was his death had cost me more than I was willing to pay. Jitty was gone.
 
   I paced the first floor of Dahlia House, brewing coffee I forgot to drink, cooking ground turkey, barley, kale, and carrots for Sweetie Pie and the impending visit with Chablis. I oven grilled a salmon steak for Pluto. The animals were in a deep funk. They undoubtedly missed Jitty even more than I did. And there was little I could do to comfort them because my heart was breaking.
 
   Not even Coleman’s calls or Scott Hampton’s offers of booze and blues or Harold’s dinner invitations—and forgiveness for my rude departure from a party—perked my spirits. I couldn’t tell a soul what was eating at me. Because I hoped against hope Jitty would return if I kept my lip zipped.
 
   I curled up in bed with Sweetie Pie and Pluto and mourned my haint. At last we all slept, and All Hallows’ Eve slipped away. I awoke to sunshine and a brand new month. All Saints Day was half over, but Jitty, both saint and sinner, hadn’t returned.
 
   I fed the horses and took Sweetie Pie and Pluto for a walk across the fields. I aimed for the grove of oak trees where, on rare occasions, I’d found my mother’s spirit. I needed help to understand what I’d seen the night before. It was one thing to see Jitty, and something else to see a bevy of spirits from the other side. Was it Halloween that had allowed me to witness the showdown at Cliburn Plantation and the ultimate death of Thom Cliburn? Voodoo? A change in my perception of the spirit world?
 
   I had many things to ask my mother. She never stayed long, but I needed her presence and her wisdom. It was the only solace that would help me through this terrible loss. What would I do without Jitty nagging at me?
 
   I choked back a sob as I entered the oak grove. The trees, with their graceful branches and the wonderful memories of time with my mother calmed me. I sat down in the leaves and leaned against a rough tree trunk, Sweetie Pie on one side and Pluto on the other, and asked for my mother.
 
   “Sarah Booth. I’m here.”
 
   It wasn’t my mother’s voice, but a woman with a deep Mississippi accent. I opened my eyes to see a thin woman in a long dress standing in a patch of shadow. She stepped forward, and I inhaled slowly. I knew her. It was my great-great-great grandmother, Alice Delaney.
 
   “Jitty is gone,” I said. There was no need for explanation. Alice bridged the Great Beyond to come to me. She knew what happened and why I was in such pain.
 
   “She’s very sorry. She didn’t want this to happen.”
 
   Not the words I wanted to hear. “I’m sorry too. I need her.”
 
   Alice came forward, and I recognized the way my father walked in her straightforward stride. I saw him in her hazel eyes, and the light chestnut hair that caught the sunlight in burnished strands of gold. I missed him with a longing so intense my heart cramped.
 
   “The passage of time brings loss, Sarah Booth. Relief and loss. It’s one of the hardest lessons I ever learned, but even the most intense suffering dims with time. The war cost me so much. And Jitty too. There were times we thought death would be preferable. I lost my husband, a child, a way of life that hadn’t prepared me for the future. The survival instinct is hard to kill.” She chuckled. “Damnable fact though that is.”
 
   “Why could I see the ghosts last night? I’ve only seen family in the past.”
 
   “As you guessed, it was All Hallow’s Eve, when the veil between worlds is thinnest, but it was also Jitty’s need. You grew in your abilities to meet her need, to help her.”
 
   “Fat lot of good my growth did.”
 
   “You’re wrong. You stopped Coker from taking an action which would have condemned his soul forever. You delayed him long enough for the spiral of events to unwind. Jitty owes you a lot. I wish she could tell you herself.”
 
   I swallowed, because I didn’t want to be a crybaby in front of a woman who’d overcome so much. “Will I ever see her again?”
 
   “I can’t answer that. Perhaps if you said how much you need her.”
 
   “I do need her. Dahlia House is so empty. Jitty was…is so much a part of who I am.”
 
   “Even when she torments you?” Alice asked gently.
 
   “Even then. Even when I want to strangle her, I love her. And now she’s gone and I’m alone at Dahlia House.”
 
   “By your choice, Sarah Booth.”
 
   I cocked an eye at her. She was sounding way too much like Jitty. Then again, they had grown up and grown old together. “You’re saying I want to be alone?”
 
   “I’m saying you could change that at any moment if you really wished to.” She pretended to hold a phone to her ear and used a digit to mock dial. “Phone a friend,” she said.
 
   I sat forward, really paying attention. “Phone a friend?” My many-generations-old grandmother knew nothing of telephones. Something was off, and a glimmer of hope surged through me. “Jitty?”
 
   She cackled like a hen laying an egg, and before my very eyes she transformed from Grandma Alice to Tormenter Jitty. “I’m ba-a-a-ck,” she said.
 
   “I should kick your ass all the way back to Dahlia House.” But I was laughing as I made my threat. “Jitty! You are back! For real?”
 
   “Yep, I’m on the job again. On probation, as it were.”
 
   “Don’t you ever do that again. I thought you were gone.”
 
   “And you missed me. Say it again.”
 
   She was a devil, a torment, a trouble-maker, and so much more. Haint, spirit guide, conscience—all of those things, but mostly my friend.
 
   “And Coker?”
 
   “He’s in big trouble, but not nearly as much as he would be if you hadn’t intervened. Sarah Booth, he would have been shut out of the Great Beyond forever. But you talked sense into him. At least enough to stop him from making a terrible mistake. It isn’t our place to revenge past deeds.”
 
   “Good to know. I also don’t think it’s your place to try to impregnate people in the future. Would you agree?” I had her over a barrel and I needed to make hay while the sun shone.
 
   “There’s no harm in that now. Not a single rule to prevent a bit of influence in the realm of amore.”
 
   “Amore?” Since when did my haint speak Italian?
 
   “You know, ridin’ the two-backed beast, bumping uglies, doin’ the horizontal tango. You need to find you a man and seal the deal, Sarah Booth. You want me hangin’ around, then get me an heir to inherit. I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get back to Dahlia House for you, now you need to do this for me.”
 
   Oh, dear, god. I had whined and cried to get this back. I’d mourned the loss of this outrageous torment? There was something seriously wrong with my mental abilities. “Jitty, I’ve been through hell for you. And then I thought you were gone. You let me go on and on about how much I missed you. And here you are, aggravating as ever.”
 
   “It’s all part of my devastating charm,” Jitty said. “Now I’ve got remedial ghosting classes to attend, so I have to go. Besides, company’s here.” She started to fade on the lemony scent of magnolias, and then I heard the words to a classic Etta James tune. “At last, my love has come along.”
 
   The strong, powerful voice filled the space around me, and I knew though Jitty had appeared, my mother was watching over me. Etta James was one of her favorites.
 
   “Sarah Booth! Sarah Booth! Where are you?”
 
   Before I could answer Chablis came down the path, barking and grumbling, and leaped into my arms. Whatever ill will her mistress held toward me for skunking out on my friends, Chablis had forgiven me, as I had forgiven Jitty.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “What in the world are you doing down here? I would never have found you if Chablis hadn’t caught scent of your trail.”
 
   I whistled up Sweetie Pie and gave Pluto a pat. “Let’s head to Dahlia House.” I felt a hundred pounds lighter. Jitty was home. She was still a boil on my backside but she had returned to Dahlia House.
 
   “What are you doing down here?” Tinkie looked around with suspicion. “It has to do with that Jitty person, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Jitty is dead.” I didn’t elaborate.
 
   “She well may be, but she isn’t gone.” Tinkie fell into step beside me. “I heard you were a witness to a suicide last night. You went to that creepy plantation with that voodoo woman all by yourself. I would have gone with you.”
 
   “I know. Leila called me with some urgency. I didn’t want to ruin Cece’s party.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I had to rush to Cliburn. It was an emergency.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I didn’t think I’d need help.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Would you stop saying that like you think I’m lying?”
 
   “Oh, you aren’t lying, but you also aren’t telling the complete truth.” She put her arm around my waist. “But it’s okay, Sarah Booth. I have my own secrets.”
 
   Tinkie was worse at keeping a secret than I was. “Like what?”
 
   “Oscar has agreed to talk with an adoption agency.”
 
   This was big news—a bombshell. We grabbed each other’s hands and jumped up and down squealing, just like second graders. Chablis, Sweetie Pie, and Pluto angled down the path away from us.
 
   “I’m thrilled.” And I was. I had Jitty back, my family. Tinkie wanted a baby more than anything. “I’m so glad for both of you.”
 
   “We owe it all to you. When you allowed us to keep the infant someone left on your front porch, it opened Oscar’s heart.”
 
   “The best news I’ve heard all year.” I put my arm around her shoulders, and we walked toward the big white house where my family had resided for generations. “It’s a happy ending, all around.”
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