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CHAPTER ONE

“Would you look at that?” said Moira Darling. “Edna sure came through. What do you think, Darrin?”

The young man, recently promoted to manager, took a step back and shaded his eyes as he looked up at the side of the short, white refrigerated truck. They had just gotten the vehicle back from EZ Wheels, the local auto shop, where it had gotten some much-needed attention. Besides giving the truck an oil change, four new tires, and cleaning the interior thoroughly, they had painted the deli’s logo on the side of the truck. Now Darling’s DELIcious Delights adorned the two sides of the truck in swirly, black lettering, with artfully drawn wheels of cheese, cuts of meat, and steaming bowls of soup placed around the lettering. Beneath were the words We cater! and the deli’s phone number.

“I think it looks great, Ms. D,” he replied. “With this truck sitting out in the parking lot, we’re bound to get more calls about catering. We never really advertised it before.”

“I think so, too. It was nice of Mrs. Young to post that great review of us online after we catered that church event for her. It got me thinking that I really should make more of an effort to advertise. The truck is just the start; what would you think of getting a website for the deli set up?” she asked.

“I think that’s a great idea,” he said. “Most places these days have one. That way people would be able to check our prices for catering and special orders more easily. We could even update it every day with that day’s soup and sandwich special, so if we’re serving someone’s favorite soup, they’ll know to come in.”

“I’ll have to see how much it will cost to hire a professional,” she said. “It’s definitely not something I’ll be able to figure out on my own.”

“Actually, I’ve got a friend that does web design. Do you want me to give him a call?”

“Sure. If he’s willing to let us hire him, go ahead and set up a time for the three of us to meet here at the deli and we’ll go over different designs.”

Excited at the new plans for the deli, Moira headed back inside to finish preparing the potato and kale soup for the day’s special. She knew that she was a lucky woman to be able to make a living doing something she loved—cooking—and was continually amazed at how something that had started out as a part-time hobby had grown into something much more.

Now that the deli was more of a thriving business than a hobby, she found herself busier than ever. Promoting Darrin to manager had been a good move, and it had given her a few extra days off each month. Before letting some of the responsibility for running the little shop fall onto his shoulders, it hadn’t been unusual for her to go two weeks or more without a day off. She had been able to keep that pace up for a while, but after having yet another violent close encounter involving a bullet wound to the arm and a painful concussion, she had decided that it was important to set more time aside for her other interests, including her two dogs, her wonderful daughter, and the handsome private investigator boyfriend.

Recently, however, she had found herself drawn back to a busier life as word about the deli’s catering spread. In just a couple of weeks, she was supposed to cater an event for the local high school, and she’d agreed to a couple of other engagements even further out. The extra business brought in much more money than their normal daily sales, but it also meant a lot more work and preparation on her part. Luckily she had the coming weekend off, and she meant to make the best of it, starting with having dinner at Candice’s house tonight.

***

“What’s cooking?” she asked her daughter as she walked through the door to the apartment a few hours later. “It smells amazing in here.”

“The grocery store had a big sale on beef yesterday, so I decided to try making a pot roast,” the young woman replied. “I hope it turns out okay.”

“It looks and smells just perfect,” said Moira, cracking open the oven to see the huge slab of meat simmering in a pan with carrots, onions, and garlic.

Her stomach growling, she straightened up and walked into her daughter’s living room, where she took a seat on the couch, put her purse on the table, and pulled out her tablet. A calico kitten raised his head on the cat tree across the room and gazed at her with dark grey eyes for a moment before turning onto its back and stretching.

“Hi, Felix,” she said with a smile. Raising her voice so her daughter, who was still in the kitchen with the roast, could hear her, she added, “Candice, can you come in here for a second? I have some ideas that I want to run by you.”

Her daughter came into the room and perched on the arm of the couch. She peered down at the screen of the tablet.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“I was thinking of hiring someone to design a website for the deli. A friend of Darrin’s does web design, and he agreed to come meet with us later this week. This website is an example of his work, and he has a couple of different designs. Which one do you like best?”

“A website for the deli? That’s a good idea. I should do the same thing for the candy shop.” Candice owned and ran Candice’s Candies, making a lot of her own candies, chocolates, and fudge to sell there. Her business was new, but from what Moira knew about its popularity, it seemed to have promise.

“I figured it was about time. A lot of businesses smaller than the deli have websites, and not having one for so long has probably hurt the business.” She handed her daughter the tablet to she could scroll through the different design options, then scratched her fingernails against the couch in an effort to lure the kitten over. Felix watched her with interest, but seemed reluctant to give up his comfortable perch.

“I think I like this one,” the young woman said, handing the tablet back to her mother. “It’s simple, and not too crowded looking. Plus, it will look good on phones, and that’s probably how most people will be seeing it.”

“Yeah, that’s one of my favorites.” Moira took the tablet back and pressed the buttons that would take the screen shot. This would at least be a good starting point for when she and Darrin met with the web designer next week.

“Let me know when you find out how much it will cost. I may be interested in something similar, but I don’t want to spend too much.”

“Sure. I’ll be sure to get a business card from him for you, too.”

“Thanks.” Candice gave her mother a bright smile, then slid her cell phone from her pocket to check the time. “Oh, it’s time to take the pot roast out. You can go sit down. Just make Felix stay off your lap. Eli fed him from the table a few times, and now he seems to think that he eats with us.”

The two women sat down at the small dining room table and Candice carved the roast. Moira helped herself to mashed potatoes, and added some salad to her plate.

“Isn’t your birthday coming up?” her daughter asked as she served herself. “What do you want to do for it?”

“Oh, the usual,” Moira said. “Let’s just grab dinner somewhere nice. I’m too old for birthdays to be much of a celebration anymore anyways.”

“I’m never going to be too old for birthdays,” Candice said. “Cake is awesome no matter how old you are.”

“We’ll see how you feel in twenty-five years, sweetie. So how is everything with the candy shop and Eli?” she asked.

“Good. Business is still doing well, and Eli and I have been spending a lot of time together. Neither of us has many days off, but at least our shops don’t open until the afternoon. Dinner together is a rare treat, but we eat a lot of brunch.”

“I’m glad you two are doing so well. I have to admit, I don’t feel like I really know him that well,” the deli owner said. “Now that you don’t live at home, I guess I don’t really have much of a chance to see your friends.”

“Do you want to go out to eat with us sometime?” her daughter offered. “His grandfather has been wanting to meet you. I guess his daughter has taken him to the deli before, and he was impressed with the place. You could get dinner with us at the retirement home some Sunday evening. I join Eli there about twice a month. It works out perfectly, since their dinner starts about half an hour after the candy shop closes.”

“I would love to,” she said, touched. Just a few years ago, when Candice was still a teenager, she would have thrown a fit had Moira even been in the same room as her and her boyfriend. Now Candice was inviting her mother out to dinner with the boyfriend. It was quite the improvement, and just served to show how much their relationship had improved over the years.

“Awesome. Will next weekend work? I think that’s actually the next time Eli and I were planning on going.”

“That should work for me. I’ve been taking weekends off since I promoted Darrin. It’s nice to have something like a normal work week again.”

“I bet,” said the young woman with a smile. “Nothing compares to lounging around the house on a Saturday afternoon, especially when you know you have the next day free, too.”

“That’s exactly what I plan to do tomorrow,” said Moira. “I’m looking forward to a nice, relaxing weekend.”

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

The problem with nice, relaxing weekends was that after just a few hours, they tended to get boring. Moira had never been one to sit around the house all day, so once she finished her cup of coffee and caught up on two of the shows that she watched, she found herself itching to get something done.

She pulled the to-do list of house and garden work and assessed it. It was pouring outside, so the weeding, mowing, and trimming would have to wait. She had been meaning to look into enlarging the fenced area behind her house so the dogs could have more space to run around, but since she was already going to be spending money to get the deli’s website professionally designed, that should probably wait too.

That left cleaning out the basement and the attic, which the house’s previous owners had left full of junk; regrouting down in the bathroom; or painting the master bedroom.

Flipping a mental coin, she decided to get a start on the basement. She thought she might also check for leaks that might not have been evident when the inspector cleared the house on a sunny week late in the spring.

She remembered seeing some broken china down there last time, so she slipped her feet into a pair of sandals and made Keeva and Maverick wait upstairs. The huge grey Irish wolfhound and only slightly smaller German shepherd watched with interest as she made her way down the stairs. The two of them were her constant shadows around the house, and were never happy when they weren’t allowed to be right by her side.

Armed with a broom, a dustpan, and a garbage bag, she began the task of sweeping up the cleared areas so that she could walk around without worrying about cutting her feet. Since she had moved here after losing the majority of her possessions in a fire at her old house, she hadn’t really needed the storage space. However, she knew she would want it eventually, and there was no better time than the present to get started on a project.

Most of what had been left down there was simply trash. Cardboard boxes full of old magazines, stacks of yellowed newspapers, and broken bits and pieces of vases, plates, mugs, and bowls. Whoever had lived here before her definitely hadn’t been one for throwing things out. 

She got a good start before she began to get distracted by the old newspapers. It was obvious that this was a collection that had taken decades to accumulate—some clippings were from as far back as the 1980s—and it was possible that there were even older ones towards the bottom of the piles. There didn’t seem to be any particular pattern to be found in the old articles. Sometimes the whole newspaper had been preserved, still folded neatly and tossed on a pile. Other times single stories had been painstakingly clipped out, then tossed haphazardly into a heap. 

I wonder why this person kept all of these newspapers, she found herself wondering. It’s really kind of strange. The hair on the back of her neck began to prickle, and she put down the clipping of an article about a local school’s girls’ volleyball team from twenty years ago. Each of the girls’ faces was circled in black marker, and one had an X drawn through the circle. 

The dark, musty-smelling basement with all of its nooks and crannies began to wear down on her nerves. She usually didn’t get creeped out so easily, so she decided to go upstairs, make some tea, and let the dogs out. The break would get her head back in the game. She would also do one last sweep across the floor to make sure all of the broken glass had been cleaned up; that way she could have the dogs down here with her. The company would be welcome.

The weather was still wet, and she stood for a couple of minutes at the back door while the dogs sniffed around the yard. There was something about the scent of a summer rainstorm that she had always loved. The low roll of thunder in the distance reminded her of the August evenings spent at the softball field in town while Candice played, and she felt a sharp pang for the times before she and Mike had separated. When she was younger, she never thought that she would be facing her middle years alone. Would she and David ever share those sorts of family memories? She often wondered where her relationship with him was going. There were periods when they both seemed serious and committed to a long-term relationship, but then there were weeks when they were both so busy that they hardly saw each other. With her new work schedule, she hoped to have more of the latter, and less of the former… but somehow, things kept seeming to come up.

The fault wasn’t hers alone, she knew. Just last week David had spent a few days out of town for a case he was working on. The week before he had cancelled a dinner with her because he had to tail someone’s allegedly cheating husband. She didn’t mind those sorts of things, not really, but their busy schedules sometimes made it hard to spend quality time together.

She heaved a sigh, drained the last of her lukewarm tea, called the dogs to her, and headed back to the basement to continue her work. It was time to set her melancholy mood aside and focus on making some sense of the mess that the house’s previous owners had left her.

Keeva and Maverick seemed to enjoy the opportunity to sniff around the basement while she sorted through the piles of old papers. They hadn’t been down there much before now—Moira had been worried about them finding mothballs, mouse poison, or some other sort of danger left behind by previous residents. The German shepherd seemed particularly interested in the crawlspace in the back, and she had to keep telling him not to climb over the boxes as he tried to reach it.

“I don’t know what’s in there, buddy,” she said. “There might be old fiberglass insulation, or even more broken bottles. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

The dog finally gave up and lay down next to Keeva on the old blanket she had spread out for them. Moira eventually became bored with reading the old papers, so she just began to toss them haphazardly into the garbage bags. A box of old nature magazines she kept, and she put aside a few antique-looking knick-knacks to sell to the local antique shop. She doubted they were worth much, but she had never liked throwing away things that were still in perfectly good condition.

It was getting dark out by the time she decided to call it a day. The basement wasn’t completely cleaned out, but at least it was organized and there was more floor space than before. She planned to let Candice use the basement if she ever needed storage space, and would also store her own winter clothes down here after she replenished her wardrobe.

“You’re still after that crawlspace, aren’t you?” she asked Maverick when he trotted towards the back of the basement instead of going upstairs when she told them they were done. The big brown and black dog ignored her, putting his paws up on the ledge and giving a whine as he stared into the dark space. Keeva was close behind him, and with her additional height she managed to get the entire upper half of her body into the dark space. Another low whine echoed back to Moira’s ears. She bit back a sigh; she wasn’t a fan of tight spaces, and hadn’t brought her flashlight down with her, but there was obviously something in there that was of interest to the dogs. She had never ventured into a crawlspace before, and she imagined it would be dirty, dusty, and full of cobwebs. Yet the German shepherd and the Irish wolfhound both seemed adamant that there was something in it. With her luck, a possum or a raccoon had gotten in somehow, and she would come back to find the freshly cleaned basement in ruins if she didn’t shoo it out tonight. She would at least investigate—Maverick had proven over and over again that he had good instincts, and she wasn’t going to start doubting him now.

“Let’s take a look,” she said. “I better not get jumped by an angry raccoon.”

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned on the flashlight app. If it was an animal that Maverick was after, she was sure the light would be enough to catch the reflection of its eyes. Then she didn’t know what she would do—call David, probably. There was no way she was going to try to get a wild animal out of the crawlspace on her own.

She told Maverick to move aside, then leaned into the space. It was about chest height, a hole cut into the side of her Michigan basement. The floor of the crawlspace was dirt, with chunks of broken cement blocks and the odd bit of building material discarded during the construction of the house. Moira shone her light around, passing it over cobwebs, mouse droppings, and old candy wrappers, but she could see nothing that Maverick would be so interested in. 

She was just about to turn around and tell the dog to go upstairs when something caught her eye. A pale white something was sticking up out of the dirt, something that looked like a bone. And those stringy things that she had taken for plant roots—could that be hair? She leaned further in, taking a closer look and holding her phone with its weak flashlight in front of her. As the contour of a human skull revealed itself, half-buried in the rocky dirt of the crawlspace, Moira stumbled backwards, her teeth biting into her tongue painfully as she tripped over Maverick. She landed heavily on the floor, which sent a second sharp pain through her tailbone. She didn’t pause to take stock of her injuries as she scrambled to her feet, hurried up the stairs, and pulled up the number for the Maple Creek Police Station on her phone.

 


CHAPTER THREE

She waited at the front door, heart in her throat. Doubts had been plaguing her ever since she called. Had she really found a human body in her basement? It was just possible that she had mistaken it for something else, right? Animal bones, perhaps, and a tangle of roots around an unfortunately shaped rock. She had been tempted to go back down and double-check before wasting police time, but she couldn’t quite get up the courage. Besides, if it really was a human body—and if she was being honest with herself, she was relatively certain that it was—then disturbing the scene even more than she already had was a bad idea.

The police cars came with no sirens, but with flashing lights, which lit up the little clearing that her house sat in. She wondered if the neighbors could see the red and blue lights through the trees, and hoped they couldn’t. Anyone would worry if neighbors were frequently visited by the police. The last time her house had been visited by police, it had been because of a break-in. Her neighbors had all received warnings in case the burglar decided to try their houses next. Now a dead body was in her basement; if her neighbors caught wind of this, they might start to talk. She didn’t want to be known as a troublemaker, not after having only lived here for a few months.

“Good evening, Ms. Darling,” said the head detective as he approached her through the wet grass. “I was starting to wonder when you would call again.”

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” she replied with a weak smile. “I hope I didn’t call you out here for nothing.”

Detective Jefferson was a man a decade or so younger than she was who had investigated a lot of the incidents that had plagued Moira for the last year. She had been a suspect in a murder the first time they had met, but as time went on the two of them had built a tentative friendship. His partner, on the other hand, was a different story.

“Ms. Darling,” said Detective Wilson in her usual curt greeting, joining Jefferson on the porch. The female detective was professional, but always seemed suspicious of Moira. She supposed that, given her frequent involvement in crimes in their small town, it was an understandable reaction from the other woman, but she much preferred Detective Jefferson’s friendliness.

“Thanks for the quick response,” Moira told them. She was still shaken up by her discovery in the basement, but felt a lot better now that other people were here. They would handle it. “I put the dogs in the other room, so you don’t have to worry about them. Come on in.”

She led them down into the basement, doing her best to ignore her churning stomach. Flicking on the dim lights, she pointed them over to the crawlspace, but held back herself as their bright flashlights cut through the darkness. Jefferson said something to Wilson that she couldn’t hear, and the female detective unclipped her radio from her belt and put it to her mouth. Jefferson turned back towards the deli owner.

“You made the right call, Ms. Darling. The remains are human. I’m going to have to bring my men in here to take the body out and gather evidence. It’ll take a few hours. I’ll need to ask you some questions, but after that you’re free to go or stick around, whichever you please, just as long as you keep out of the way of the forensics team.”

“Okay,” she told him. “I’ll go make some coffee, I guess. You and your men are welcome to have some too.” She shot one last uneasy look at the dark crawlspace before heading up the stairs and into the light and cleanliness of the kitchen.

With the rich scent of brewing coffee filling the house, she began to feel better. She had seen dead bodies before, of course, but never corpses so long dead that they were nearly skeletons. Was that all that was bothering her, or was it the fact that she had been sleeping in this house for months with a corpse in the crawlspace? She wondered if her little stone house held any other dark secrets. The thought made her shiver, and she turned her attention back to the coffee. It was best that she had something to do, even if it was as simple as pouring cups of hot joe for the detectives who would soon be coming to talk to her.

“Did you touch or move anything near the body before calling us?” Jefferson asked once she had told him how she had found the body in the crawlspace because Maverick wouldn’t leave it alone.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I know enough about police work to know that that would have been a bad idea. I did clean out the rest of the basement, though. I put almost everything in garbage bags, and tossed them into the dumpster. I hope I didn’t throw away any evidence.”

“I’m sure the forensics team will want to go through the bags just in case,” he told her. “Thanks for being cooperative. This can’t have been pleasant for you.”

“It was definitely a shock,” she said with a shudder. “I was expecting a raccoon or something—not a dead body. Do you have any idea who the person was or what happened to them?”

“We’ll have to see if we can find a match with dental records to identify the victim,” he explained. “Right now all we know is that she was female, and likely a young adult. As far as what happened, well, the evidence points to a violent death. I really can’t tell you any more than that, other than that this crime was committed at least ten years ago, and possibly even longer. I don’t think you’re in any danger, but it might still be a good idea for you to keep mum about this until the investigation draws to a close. If it becomes public knowledge that the body was found, and the killer is still around, then they might decide to make a run for it before we find them.”

“I understand, and I promise to keep it quiet. Do you think you’ll be able to find out what happened after so long?”

He hesitated. 

“To be honest, cold cases like this can be hard to solve. Identifying her should go a long way towards finding the killer, though. If any of her family is in town, they might be able to tell us the circumstances of her disappearance and maybe if there was anyone acting suspicious at the time. On the other hand, if she was from out of town and has no family to speak of, things will be more difficult. Who knows, we might get lucky—once the killer realizes she’s been found, he might be so overcome with guilt that he turns himself in.” He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That’s a long shot, but it does happen more than you’d think. Guilt is a powerful motivator.”

“I hope that happens,” she said. “It would be a nice to have such a quick, easy resolution. I know I’m going to be dreaming of this poor girl for days.”

 


CHAPTER FOUR

The forensics team finished up late that night. Detectives Jefferson and Wilson assured her that it was all right for her to use the basement, but gave her strict instructions to contact them if she happened to find anything at all that might be evidence. She went to bed too exhausted to spend much time thinking about her crazy day, but woke up the next morning itching to tell David what had happened. She decided to invite him over for an early lunch, and tell him in person about the dead woman she had found in the basement. 

With a few hours of morning to kill before he got there, she began designing a new soup recipe for the deli. David was a great taste tester of new soups because he would try anything, and she could always gauge from his facial expression if he liked it or not. Candice, on the other hand, tended to be reluctant to taste some of Moira’s more imaginative creations. Probably because I made her try some of my more questionable dishes back when I was first learning to cook, Moira thought. Poor girl.

The recipe that she wanted to try was a beef brisket soup that she had ordered in a Chinese restaurant years ago. She had fallen in love with the flavors, and had even gotten a second bowl to go, but hadn’t thought to try cooking it herself until recently. Serving exotic dishes at the deli was always a gamble, and she still wasn’t sure how her customers would feel about the addition of fruit to an otherwise savory soup.

She started by cubing the beef brisket, ignoring the hopeful looks from the two dogs who were sitting patiently a few feet away. Last night, after the police had left, both of them had run around the house, sniffing at all of the new scents. They had settled down quickly though, and had been more than happy to fall asleep on their beds in Moira’s room. She was glad for their company—their conversational skills weren’t the best, but they definitely kept her from feeling alone.

The beef cut, she parboiled the cubes and then added them to her slow cooker along with a few cups of water and a few cubes of beef bouillon. When cooking for her customers at the deli, she preferred to use all-natural broths instead of bouillon, but for now, this would have to do. She turned the cooker on to its high setting, then got to work on the next step while the water boiled.

Once she’d cut the tomatoes, carrots, potatoes, onions, apples, and oranges into small cubes, she tossed the mixture with lemon juice in a glass bowl, covered it with plastic wrap, and put it in the fridge. Then she turned the slow cooker to low, and washed her hands. The beef would take a couple of hours to cook, and she wouldn’t be adding the fruits and veggies until it was nearly done, so she had some spare time to clean up before David got there.

“I hate to say it, you two, but I think I’m going to have to get the floor cleaner out,” she said to the dogs, her hands on her hips as she frowned at the floor between the front door and the basement. Last night, nearly twenty officers and technicians had tramped in and out of her house in muddy shoes. They had tried to keep things clean for her, but after it had rained all day, trying to keep mud out of the house had been a losing battle.

Both dogs regarded the floor cleaner as their mortal enemy, so she locked them both in the mudroom. With soft dog beds, fresh water, and chew toys, the room was far from uncomfortable for them, and it would keep them off the floor while they dried. Last time she had made the mistake of letting them out right away, and she had been able to see doggy footprints on the hardwood floors all week.

After a couple of passes with the floor cleaner, which used a combination of steam and spinning brushes to get every last speck of dirt up, the floors were as good as new and it was time to get back to work on the soup that she was making for her and David’s lunch. 

She went over to the counter to check the beef brisket in the slow cooker, which was already starting to smell amazing. Satisfied that it was nearly done, she grabbed the bowl of veggies out of the fridge, dumped them into the cooker, gave it a stir, then added some cooking wine and ginger powder. She would use fresh ginger when she made this dish at the deli, but didn’t have the same stock of fresh ingredients at her house. 

A dash of salt and pepper, then all that was left to do was wait for it to finish cooking. As soon as the veggies softened, it would be ready to eat—hopefully just as David was getting there.

***

“There’s fruit in it?” he asked doubtfully as Moira ladled some of the beef brisket soup into a bowl for him. Keeva and Maverick, who had been squirming with happiness since he pulled up the driveway, leaned adoringly against his legs, basking in his attention.

“Apples and oranges,” she told him brightly. “I know it sounds weird, but trust me: you’re in for a treat. I’m really pleased with how it turned out.”

“Well, you haven’t steered me wrong yet. And I can’t deny that it smells amazing.” He gave the dogs one last pat, then waded past them and took a seat at her kitchen table. She sat across from him with her own bowl of soup, and watched expectantly as he sipped cautiously at a spoonful of broth.

“Okay, that is pretty good,” he admitted with a rueful grin. “I should never doubt you.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” she said, with a grin of her own.

“So, what is it that you wanted to talk about?” he asked. “You sounded worried on the phone. Is everything all right?”

Moira took a deep breath and, setting down her spoon, proceeded to tell him about the events of the evening before. A few sentences into her tale, David put down his spoon to concentrate on her story. When she finished, the private investigator looked astounded.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were pulling my leg,” he said. “A body? In your basement’s crawlspace? That sounds like something out of a horror movie.”

“I know. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen her myself.” Moira shuddered at the memory. “There’s a huge difference between seeing the body of someone who has recently passed away, and seeing someone like her, who has been down there for years, maybe even decades. In a way it’s worse. I keep thinking of this poor girl’s family, holding out hope all this time while she’s been dead. It’s horrible.”

“I know.” He gave her hand a gentle touch. “I’m so sorry you had to see that.”

“So am I. But I’m also glad that I found her, because maybe now she’ll get justice,” said the deli owner. “Though Detective Jefferson didn’t seem too hopeful about finding her killer when I asked him about it.”

“It’s true that old cases like these can be hard to solve,” David said. “It can be hard to get anything stronger than circumstantial evidence, and that isn’t enough for a conviction. Now, if someone reported the girl missing and there was an investigation previously, then they might have some luck, especially if they collected physical evidence at the time. I’ll do some digging and see if there’s any information in old police reports that I can dig up.”

“I hope that’s the case this time,” she said. “I can’t bear the thought of her killer getting away with it. He’s already had all of these years of freedom after taking her life from her. He doesn’t deserve to spend one more second out of prison. I know Detective Jefferson won’t be able to share information with me, but you hear stuff from your friends at the station sometimes. Will you tell me if you hear anything about this case?”

“Sure, as long as you promise to stay uninvolved.”

“Of course,” Moira said. “I know it might not seem that way, but I really have no desire to jump right into the middle of a murder investigation.”

David smirked. “Uh-huh.”

“It’s the truth,” she said, pretending to be offended. “I like a nice, calm, quiet life.”

He chuckled. “I’ll believe that when I see it. I’m not sure if this has occurred to you, but…” He hesitated. “Well, chances are whoever lived here previously had something to do with this girl’s murder.”

“I thought of that,” Moira admitted, biting her lip. “I really don’t like the thought of living in a murderer’s house. It just feels wrong somehow. But it’s not like I can move again, not after all of the money I’ve put into this place.”

“It really is a beautiful house. It would be a shame to give it up, but if you’re going to be uncomfortable here, there’s no point in staying. Are you sure you aren’t too freaked out by all of this? I worry about you here alone sometimes.”

“I know.” She smiled over at him. “But I’m fine, really. I mean, I won’t be going into the basement alone in the dark any time soon, but I feel perfectly comfortable up here. And I’m not really alone, not with the dogs.”

“That’s true.” He looked over at the two pooches, who had given up begging and were lying in the hallway. “It’s good to know that you’re in good hands—well, paws—when I’m not around.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

The next few days were taken up by work. While the deli had done a few catering jobs over the past couple of years, they had never really advertised for it. Now, with the refrigerated truck out front and the word of mouth from the big church event they had catered a few weeks ago, they were getting more calls than ever.

“It will be really nice when we get an email system set up through our new website,” Darrin said after fielding yet another call about catering. “I think it will make it a lot easier to keep everything straight.”

“We should also put something up on the home page reminding people that we need at least two weeks’ notice for most catering engagements,” Moira said. “Someone called yesterday asking if we could cater her daughter’s sweet sixteen today. I felt bad having to tell her no, but we really can’t get everything together on such short notice.”

“I think we’ve really hit a new market,” her manager said. “There isn’t really anyone else around that does catering, not with this sort of food anyway. We have good prices, and a really good reputation thanks to Mrs. Young.”

“It’s been really good for the deli,” Moira agreed. “Though I haven’t really had as much free time as I’d been hoping. Well, there’s always time for that later.”

The meeting with the web designer went better than Moira had expected it to. Paul Phillips was a polite, professional young man who really seemed to know what he was doing. Just as importantly, he was skilled at explaining the technical aspects to people who weren’t as computer savvy as he was. Which was good, because the deli owner had trouble keeping up as it was.

“And here’s the selection of widgets you can choose from,” he said, pulling a page up on his sleek, expensive looking laptop. “You get to choose three, any three that you want, which will be included in the price I quoted you earlier. If you want more, there will be a minimal extra charge.”

“I don’t even know what widgets are,” Moira admitted. “What do they do?”

“Widgets are things like social media buttons so people can easily share your webpage; chat boxes so your customers can talk to each other—and you!—quickly and easily online; programs that show the weather or local news… you get the gist. They’re basically extra things that you put on your webpage for visitors to the page to interact with,” he explained.

“Which ones would you recommend for the deli’s website?” she asked.

“Well, you can never go wrong with links to social media sites. The more people share your page, the more views you’ll get, and the better advertising you’ll have. If you have a social media site, you can also link it to the page for quick updates. I would also suggest a contact form, which makes it easier for people to email you. They look like this…” He scrolled down the page and clicked on something that brought up a sample contact box. “The customer just fills out their name, their email address and phone number, and writes you a short message. Then the system emails you that message, and you’re free to email them back or call them to answer their question.”

“It sounds complicated, but I’ll trust your judgment,” Moira felt she was way over her head, and was glad Darrin was there to lend his opinion. “What do you think?” she asked, turning to him.

“It looks good so far, Ms. D. I like the color scheme a lot.” 

The website had an olive green and white color scheme, with space set aside for photos of the deli, their produce, and hopefully one of Moira and her employees. The more the website came together, the more excited she was to see the finished product. She thought that her daughter would like the design as well, and was hoping Candice would hire Paul to get a website for the candy shop up and running.

“All right, it sounds like we’ll go with this design,” she said to the webpage designer. “When do you think it will be done?”

“Well, it’s not too complicated, so I think we’ll be looking at sometime early next week. Does that sound good?”

“That’s perfect,” she told him. “Thanks so much for meeting with us. I think this new website is going to be huge for the deli.”

“No problem, Ms. Darling. It was my pleasure. I’ll get to work on it this evening. Feel free to get in touch with me if there’s something you change your mind about. Once it’s complete, we can set up another time to get together so I can show you how to edit and update the site.”

“I’ve got to warn you: no matter how well you go over everything, I’m sure I’ll still get lost when it comes time to actually do it myself. I can handle the basics when it comes to the computers, but anything else is beyond me.”

“Not to worry,” he said. “You’re free to call or email me if you run into any difficulties.”

He left shortly after that, promising to send her an update in a few days. Moira was happy with how the meeting had gone, and she told Darrin as much as she was packing her things up to go to Candice’s.

“Your friend really knows his stuff,” she said.

“Yeah, he’s awesome with computers. I’m sure the website will be awesome once he’s finished with it.”

That was exactly what she was hoping for. It might mean being busier, but watching the deli grow and thrive was one of the most satisfying things she had ever done. 

***

Her daughter was waiting for her on the front steps outside of her apartment. The candy store didn’t open for a few more hours, but the young woman was still working hard. Her arms were laden with stacked trays of hard sweets, and she gave her mother a grateful look as she approached.

“You got here just in time,” she said. “My keys are in my pocket, but I don’t have a hand free. Can you unlock the door?”

Moira sorted through her keys until she found her own copy of the key to Candice’s apartment and unlocked the door, which she then held for her daughter as she made her way inside and up the stairs. Once they got into the apartment and the young woman set the trays down on the counter in the kitchen, the deli owner took a closer look at the candies. They were an unappetizing brown color, and smelled oddly spicy.

“A failed batch?” she asked her daughter.

Candice chuckled, “no, though I know they don’t look very good. Those are actually ginger and ginseng candies for the old folks at the assisted-living home where Eli’s grandfather lives. A lot of them have stomach problems, and the ginger is a natural way to help soothe upset digestive systems. The ginseng is a good all-around immune system booster and has been shown to help lower cholesterol. I make a batch every couple of weeks and take them over when we go have dinner with his grandfather.”

“That’s so nice of you, sweetie,” Moira said. She was both proud and amazed that she had somehow managed to raise such a thoughtful, caring young woman.

“I just hope it helps,” she replied. “Oh, that reminds me, are you still planning on having dinner with us Sunday? I should call the kitchen a head of time so they know Reginald is having an extra guest.”

“Reginald is Eli’s grandfather? Yes, go ahead and call,” the deli owner said with a smile. “I’ll be there; I look forward to meeting him. He raised Eli on his own, right?” 

 “Yeah. Well, from when Eli was pretty young. I meant to ask you, has there been any update about the body that you found?” Candice asked. “Do they know who she was yet?”

“If they know, then they aren’t telling me,” Moira said. “David said that even his friends at the police station are being very quiet about the case. The detectives want to keep the whole thing discreet until they have solid evidence to move on. They don’t want to chance the killer catching wind of it and escaping before they find out who he is. I guess if they come to a dead end, then they’ll start releasing information in the hopes that the killer will turn himself in out of guilt.”

“Does that really happen?”

“According to Detective Jefferson, it does. Though I can’t imagine someone who has gotten away with a twenty-year-old murder would just walk into a police station and surrender.”

“Me either,” Candice said. “But however it happens, I really hope they end up finding the killer.”

“So do I,” Moira said. She hadn’t had much time to dwell on the poor dead girl she had discovered in the basement crawlspace, but the case had been nagging at her subconscious all week. She wanted to at least find out who the girl was, and hopefully somehow put a living, smiling face to the gruesome skull that had grinned up at her from the shadows. Maybe it was time to do a little digging of her own. Just finding out the identity of the dead girl couldn’t hurt, could it?

 


CHAPTER SIX

Misty Pines Assisted Living was situated only a few miles outside of Lake Marion. Surrounded by tall pine trees, the entire area felt peaceful. The air smelled fresh and clean, and Moira thought that when the time came, she wouldn’t mind living there.

She met Candice and Eli on Sunday evening by the front entranceway, which had two sets of doors. The first set swung open automatically when they approached, but the second set required a key code. Eli punched in a set of numbers, the number pad chirped in response, and as a green light flickered on, he swung one of the doors open and held it for them.

The interior of the assisted-living home was cool and smelled of lemon disinfectant and beef stew. Inside the front doors was a common area, in which a few of the elderly residents were seated in comfortable overstuffed armchairs, watching a news program with closed captioning. In the corner was a fish tank in which brightly colored fish darted to and fro. As Moira walked in, a chubby little cocker spaniel trotted up to her and sniffed her pants, while a grey and white tabby cat watched with mild interest from a resident’s lap.

“When I get old, send me here,” the deli owner whispered to her daughter. “This place is nothing like I imagined. It looks like people are actually happy here.”

“It’s definitely a nice place,” Candice whispered back. “But I think it costs a lot. Everyone here is pretty well off from what I can tell.”

“I bet. Care like this is expensive.” 

Dinner was held at five o’clock—early by Moira’s standards, since she usually didn’t eat her evening meal until after the deli closed for the night. A cheerful young woman in a blue smock seated them at a round table in the dining room, where an elderly man with thin white hair was already waiting for them.

“Ms. Darling, this is my grandfather, Reginald,” said Eli by way of introduction. Moira was delighted to see his pride in introducing his relative. “Grandpa, this is Ms. Darling, Candice’s mom. She’s the one that owns the deli that you like so much.”

“Very nice to meet you,” said the elderly man, extending a hand. As she shook it, he added, “You can call me Reggie. All my friends do. Reginald is quite the mouthful for some.”

“And you can call me Moira,” said Moira. “It’s nice to finally put a face to the name. Candice speaks very highly of you.”

“That’s kind of you to say. She’s a very bright and kind girl. You must be proud.”

“I sure am,” she said with a smile as she sat down.

The food turned out to be bland but satisfying. Homemade beef and veggie stew, mashed potatoes, and salad was always a good combination, but the lack of salt in the stew took some getting used to. Moira realized that many of the residents likely had restrictions on what they could eat, and low-sodium food was probably a necessity. Still, when the young woman who was serving them offered her a salt packet, she took it gladly. 

“So, tell me about your ice cream shop,” she said to Reggie as they ate. “It seems like such a wonderful little place. How long ago did you first open it?”

“It was actually my brother that opened it,” he said. “After he got back from serving in the army, he wanted to start something different. He started out by making his own ice cream and selling it from a truck, which gradually grew until he had his own business. Cancer ended up getting him way too early, which is when I took the shop over. Now Eli is running it, and he does me proud. I’m glad we were able to keep it in the family.”

“I’m sorry about your brother. It sounds like he was a very hard-working, determined person. I’m sure he’d be happy to see his ice cream shop in Eli’s capable hands.”

“Indeed he would. I wish he’d had a chance to meet Eli—I think the two of them would have gotten on very well.” The old man coughed and cleared his throat. “How is your candy store doing, dear?” This was directed towards Candice.

“It’s going very well, thanks for asking. In fact…” Here she paused and looked at her mother with a smile. “I haven’t actually told any of you this yet, but starting tomorrow I’ll be holding interviews and looking for my first employee.”

“That’s huge news. I’m so proud of you, sweetie,” said Moira.

“Congrats,” said Eli, giving his girlfriend a big grin. “That’s going to be exciting. Do you have any idea what sort of person you’re looking for?”

“Well, I think I want someone young. Like someone who just turned eighteen so they’re younger than me.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’m confident enough to hire someone older just yet. It would be so weird to tell someone Mom’s age what to do.”

“I think that’s a good idea,” the deli owner said. “I’m sure you already know all of this, but you definitely need to do a background check and call references before you make a decision. I wouldn’t want anybody to take advantage of you.”

“Don’t worry, Mom, I know all of that. I’ve been thinking about this a lot. Do you think David would help with the background checks?”

“I’m sure he would, honey. I’ll talk to him about it this evening.”

“Thanks. I trust him more than some service online.”

“You probably don’t want advice from an old man,” said Reggie. “But I do have some experience with hiring employees, and I think the most important thing is to go with your gut. Sometimes you’ll get someone who looks perfect on paper, but when you meet them it just doesn’t feel right. Listen to that feeling. Your gut knows.”

“Okay, I’ll try to keep that in mind,” she said. “I’m hoping that I have some sort of natural skill when it comes to this. Mom’s really good at choosing employees.”

“I just got lucky,” Moira said with a chuckle. “I’ve made bad choices too, remember. I think you’ll do fine, though, sweetie.”

“Thanks, Mom.” She and her daughter traded a smile, then Candice changed the subject. “So, have you heard anything more about that poor girl you found in the basement?”

“No,” the deli owner said. “And I’m not really supposed to talk about it…”

But Reggie had already perked up.

“This sounds like an interesting story,” he said, ignoring his stew and leaning forward to hear her better. “I’m ready when you are. Most of us are pretty into mysteries here.”

“I guess,” she said. 

“Hey, Clint,” the old man called out, turning in his seat to look at the table next to theirs. “Come and listen. Ms. Darling here has a story that sounds like it’s right up your alley.”

Moira bit back a groan as an elderly man rose from his seat at the next table and shuffled over to sit next to Reggie. His glasses were smudged, but he didn’t seem to notice or care as he peered at Moira over the tops of them. 

Things are getting out of hand, she thought. Was she going to have to tell her story to the entire nursing home? Detective Jefferson had asked her to keep quiet about the corpse in her basement, but surely it couldn’t hurt to tell this charismatic old man and his friend what had happened? He might remember hearing about a young woman going missing all those years ago—he had lived in the area for decades, after all. Besides, she could tell from Eli’s expression that Candice had already told him all about it. Resigned, she cleared her throat, put down her spoon, and proceeded to tell Reginald and his friend all about finding the decades-dead young woman in her basement crawlspace.

Reggie’s eyes were positively sparkling by the time she finished. Moira noticed that a few of the people at a neighboring table had been listening too, but there was no help for it. You’d think in an old folks’ home, there wouldn’t be as many people who have such good hearing, she thought grumpily to herself. She knew she shouldn’t have told her story, but it had been hard to deny the old man when he had looked so interested. 

“I’ll have to do some checking, but I can think of a few kids that went missing a while back,” Reggie said. 

“Just please don’t tell anyone else,” she begged him. “The detectives who are working on the case are worried that the killer might run if he knows they’re investigating the woman’s death.”

“That’s a good point,” said Clint, who had been interested in the story too. “After all this time, I doubt he would want to go to prison.”

“My lips are sealed,” Reginald promised. “I can keep secrets with the best of them. Do you want me to have Eli call you if I can remember anything?”

Moira hesitated for only a moment before nodding. She really did want to know who the dead girl was, and at worst looking into it would give Reggie something to do. He seemed very alert for someone of his age, and she imagined that he must get bored here. Misty Pines was one of the nicer assisted-living homes she had seen, but she knew there was no way it could compare to real life.

“Ready to take me back to my room, Eli?” he asked at last. “I’m getting a bit tired, and I want to spend a few hours going through my old newspapers before they put me to bed. With any luck, I’ll be able to help Moira find out who that young woman was.”

“Sure, Grandpa,” said Eli. “You should take it easy, though. Remember, the police are investigating too. I doubt Ms. Darling wants to get too involved. She would probably rather forget the whole thing.”

Moira refused to meet her daughter’s gaze as the young man got up and undid the brakes on Reginald’s wheelchair. The truth was, she did want to find out who the young woman had been, and she wanted to get justice for her if possible. She had never been the sort to ignore a mystery that was sitting right in front of her, and by Candice’s smirk, she was guessing her daughter knew just what was going through her mind.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Do you know if Meg is still planning on coming in?” Allison asked Moira the next day when she got to the deli.

“Um, I think so.” Moira blinked, trying to get her mind back on deli things. She had been thinking about the dead girl again. “Why?”

“Just because Darrin had said he wouldn’t be able to make it in time for this shift, so she was going to come in early, but now Darrin is on his way, and I was hoping to still get a chance to talk to Meg,” explained Allison.

“Well, she hasn’t called in, so I’m guessing she’s still coming,” the deli owner said. “Is everything all right?”

“Oh, yeah. I just wanted to chat with her.” The young woman flashed her a quick smile and ducked back into the kitchen, leaving Moira bemused. She never felt so old as when she was talking to her employees. They were all under twenty-five, and sometimes it seemed like they lived in a different world.

She had opted to watch the register today. She enjoyed interacting with her customers, and felt like she didn’t do it often enough. Since she was in charge of the special most days, she tended to spend the majority of her time at the deli in the kitchen, cooking and preparing the food. While she loved working with food, she also felt that it was important to get to know the people who stopped by every day to buy it. 

With the tourist season mostly over, business at the deli was slowing down. A few people came in during mid-afternoon after she got there, but after that there was a lull for a couple of hours. It got so slow that Moira pulled out the latest romance novel that she was reading and let herself be sucked into the plot once more.

When her phone buzzed in her pocket she reluctantly put the book down and checked the caller ID. It wasn’t a number she recognized, and her first thought was that it might have something to do with the skeleton that she had found. She wasn’t far off the mark; it was Eli, and he was calling on behalf of his grandfather.

“Did he remember anything?” she asked him.

“Yeah, he says he found a few old articles that jogged his memory. He thinks cell phones cause cancer, so he won’t talk to you himself, but I have a list I can email you in a little bit.”

“Definitely,” she said. “Thanks so much, Eli. You’re awesome.”

He chuckled. “Nah, just doing my best to be helpful.”

A few minutes after she gave him her email address and got off the phone with him, he sent her a text saying the email had been sent. Feeling a bit guilty for pulling out her tablet at work after she had asked her employees to keep their technology use to a minimum, she began reading through the articles.

Sure enough, they described disappearances from years ago. She would have been in her teens and early twenties when most of them happened. In each case, a young woman had gone missing and wasn’t heard from again. Only two of them were from the area—the others were from neighboring towns, some as far as an hour away. There had never been any proof that any of the women had been killed. In fact, one of them had returned a few months later. When questioned by the police, she admitted that she had run away from home, but had run out of money and came back when she realized no place would hire her since she was only seventeen and didn’t have any ID. This, unfortunately, seemed to lead the police to believe that the other women had run away as well, and the investigations slowly petered off until the cases were eventually closed.

Would any of this help her figure out who the dead girl had been? Probably not, she thought. And I’m sure the police have all of this information already. It was nice of Reginald and Eli to go to all of this trouble for me, though. She really had no idea how to figure out which of these young women was her skeleton, if it was any of them. It could very well be from an entirely unrelated case.

The real-life mystery was beginning to frustrate her, so she turned off her tablet, slid it back into her bag, and picked up her book again, meaning to immerse herself in the fictional romantic mystery until the next customer came in. It was hopeless. She just couldn’t concentrate on the story any longer. She wanted to know who the dead girl in her basement was, and she couldn’t shake the nagging sensation that she was missing something.

When a middle-aged man walked into the deli a moment later, she was grateful for the distraction from her thoughts.

“Welcome to Darling’s DELIcious Delights,” she said. “What can I get for you?”

“Just looking around,” he said with a polite smile. Moira had been running the deli for long enough to know when to let someone just browse in peace, so she told him to feel free to ask her if he was curious about anything, and busied herself with reorganizing the cheeses, which always seemed to get put back in the wrong spot whenever someone looked at them.

“I think I’ll just take one of the daily special sandwiches,” he said at last. 

“Okay. That’s ham, avocado, tomato, and cucumber with a drizzle of creamy French dressing on a freshly baked kaiser roll. Did you want anything else on it?”

“No, that’s fine,” he said.

“It’ll be just a moment.” She gave him a quick smile, ran his card, and ducked into the back to tell her employees the order. 

She was surprised to find the kitchen empty and the side door propped open.

“Darrin?” she asked. “Meg? Allison?” 

Three employees had been a bit overkill for a slow day like today, so she had set the trio to cleaning out the big freezer. But they seemed to have disappeared. She heard voices coming from through the open side door, and walked quietly over to check it out. Had they run into some sort of problem? Maybe the neighboring business had forgotten to take the padlock off the big dumpster again—though if that had happened, she didn’t know why they hadn’t just come to get her.

She found her three employees in a huddle around an unfamiliar man in a brown uniform. He glanced up when she came out, and Meg followed his gaze. The moment she saw Moira, her eyes widened in shock and she made a hurrying motion to her fellow employees.

“Thanks so much, we’ll call you,” she said quickly to the uniformed man. “We’ve got to get back to work now.” 

The man nodded at her and left, while the three employees turned to approach their boss. Meg and Allison both looked sheepish, and Darrin looked concerned.

“What’s going on?” Moira asked.

“He just had some questions,” Allison said apologetically. “Sorry, I know we shouldn’t have left the kitchen empty. Did you see the freezer? We cleaned it out and reorganized it. It looks great now.”

“That’s good.” She frowned. Something didn’t seem quite right, but she had never had reason to question any of the three standing in front of her before so she decided to let it slide. Remembering her original reason for going into the kitchen, she added, “We need a special, just the sandwich, to go.”

“I’ll get right on that,” Darrin said. He cleared his throat, gave her a nervous smile, and jogged back inside.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

For the next couple of days, she watched her employees closely, but other than a couple of quick glances traded between them when they thought she wasn’t looking, they didn’t do anything out of place. Eventually she decided that whatever had been going on, it wasn’t anything bad. If she started to be suspicious of her own employees, she would never get any rest. One last batch of tourists had made it up to Maple Creek for the end of summer, and business at the deli was picking up unexpectedly. Looking at a double shift on Thursday, along with the exciting, yet likely time-consuming, launch of the deli’s new website, she did the only thing she could do. She called Logan to watch the dogs.

Logan was the nephew of one of her closest friends, Denise Donovan. Due to a family tragedy, he was living with his aunt for the foreseeable future. Still just a teenager, and one with a tendency towards the Goth, he had revealed himself to have an unexpected gift with animals. Maverick and Keeva both adored him, and Moira was more than happy to pay him to come out on her longer days and spend some time with the two pooches.

“Gosh, thanks, Ms. D,” he said as she handed him his pay before she rushed off to the deli. “You really don’t need to pay me so much, you know. I feel bad taking it when all I do is hang out with the dogs and go on a walk or two.”

“You deserve it, Logan,” she said. “I wish I could offer you a new job, but going into the fall we usually just aren’t that busy at the deli…” She trailed off, struck by a sudden idea. Candice was looking for an employee for the candy shop, specifically a someone younger than her that would be trustworthy. Was it possible that Logan would be the perfect candidate? She wasn’t sure how he would feel about driving all the way to Lake Marion to go to work, or how Candice would feel about hiring someone who wasn’t even eighteen yet and whose school schedule she would need to work with, but it was definitely a possibility. The only problem was she didn’t know who to approach first. She supposed it would probably be best to talk to Candice before broaching the subject with Logan; after all, she wouldn’t want to get his hopes up if her daughter was set on hiring someone with more availability.

Logan gave her a querying glance and she realized she’d trailed off in the middle of a sentence. Just managing to keep her idea to herself, she said her goodbyes to Logan, Maverick, and Keeva. Unwilling to let her idea get lost, she jumped into her car, backed out of the driveway, and dialed her daughter’s number. With the cell phone on speaker, she waited for her daughter to answer.

“I’ve got an amazing idea,” she said when Candice picked up. Her daughter, who was a late sleeper, sounded groggy as she asked what it was. Moira cheerfully explained to her daughter her idea about Logan working for the candy shop, then waited as the young woman yawned into the phone.

“Yeah, I’ll give him an interview if you want,” she said. “Just give him my phone number and tell him to give me a call or stop by the shop if he’s interested.”

Paul the web designer was waiting for her at the deli when she got there. She quickly set her purse down in the back, grabbed a cup of hot coffee from the kitchen, and double-checked the schedule to see who was coming in that day. Those things done, she joined him at the same bistro table they had used before.

“The website is up and running,” he said with a grin. “I think it looks great myself, but of course I’m a bit biased.”

He pulled up a beautiful website with a bright, colorful picture of the deli front and center. He showed her the sitemap and how to navigate to different pages, and she was amazed that he had managed to organize so much information so well. There was an entire page dedicated to information about catering, and, just as she had requested, one dedicated to thanking all the farmers and local producers that made the deli possible.

“I love it,” Moira told him. Seeing the website made her realize just how quickly the deli was growing. Now anyone in the world could read about them. It was both exhilarating and a little frightening. Would she be able to keep up with the deli, or would it outgrow her soon?

“That’s what I want to hear.” He pulled a slender binder out of his satchel and put it on the table between them. “That was the fun part. Now for the hard part. Are you ready to learn about editing your new website?”

Though a lot of what Paul said went way over her head, actually editing the website turned out not to be too difficult. The binder contained easy, step-by-step instructions—with pictures—explaining how to do various things. She had already decided that keeping the website up to date would be Darrin’s job, but it was good to know that she would be able to figure it out in a pinch. Once she paid the young web designer for his work, the deli owner went to join Dante in the kitchen.

“How’d it go?” he asked her.

“Surprisingly, I think I actually learned something new about computers,” she told him. “I doubt I’ll retain much of it, but I think I’ll remember the important stuff. Are those quiches nearly done?”

She had just caught the delicious scent of maple, bacon, and sausage wafting from the oven, and realized how hungry she was. The deli’s breakfast quiches had been a huge hit with their early-rising customers, mostly thanks to Dante’s almost magical touch with them.

Once the mini quiches were out of the oven, she plopped two of them on a small plate and sat down on one of the kitchen stools to eat them. They were too hot at first, but after blowing on them for a few seconds she thought it would be safe to take a bite. They tasted even better than they smelled—egg, breakfast sausage, crumbled bits of maple bacon, and gooey cheese all baked inside a flaky, buttery mini pie crust. Her mouth was in heaven, and it was only with substantial willpower that she managed to resist grabbing a third one.

“Wonderful, as always,” she told Dante. “It’s no wonder that people have begun coming here just for breakfast.”

She was about to tell him more about their new website when she heard the bell on the deli’s front door jingle. Their first customer of the day was there—it looked like Darren had pulled the quiches out of the oven just in time.

Carrying a metal tray loaded high with the bite-sized breakfast delights, Moira bumped the swinging door that led from the kitchen to the main room of the deli with her hip and went to greet the customer. She was surprised to see a couple that she had met with several times a few months back. Standing at the counter, waiting patiently, were the middle-aged pair who had owned the stone house before she did.

They smiled in recognition when they saw her, and Moira greeted them warmly, but she couldn’t ignore the sudden icy rush of suspicion that had swept over her when she first saw them. The couple had moved to another town hours away before even selling the house. What were they doing back now? Why they had returned just weeks after the body had been found? 

“We’re just visiting some family since Jimmy has some time off work,” explained the wife with a smile when the deli owner asked what had brought them back to town. Still, Moira couldn’t help but wonder if the timing of their visit was more than just a coincidence. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

“Mom, can you get over here like… right now?” Candice asked. Moira could tell even over the phone that her daughter’s voice was strained and stressed.

“What’s going on, sweetie? Where are you?” The early morning, panicked call from her daughter set her on edge, as it would with any mother.

“I’m at my place right now, but I need you to meet me at Misty Pines. Eli’s grandfather is missing, and we need people to help look for him.”

“Oh my goodness, I hope he gets found soon. I’ll be over there just as soon as I dress and let the dogs out.”

Though relieved that nothing was wrong with her daughter, she still felt heavy with the weight of the worry she felt for Reggie. The elderly man had seemed clear-headed when she had dinner with him, but she knew that he likely wasn’t always so—there must be a reason he needed to live in an assisted-living home, after all. 

She had intended to spend the morning at the park with David and the dogs, but obviously finding the missing man was more important. She would just have to wait to tell the private investigator about her encounter with the previous owners of her house the day before. Once she was in the car and on her way to Lake Marion she called him and let him know the situation. He offered his help immediately, and agreed to meet her at Misty Pines in a few minutes.

When she pulled up she saw a crowd of people already outside. It looked like half the town had come out to search for Reginald. She wondered how he had managed to go missing, anyway. From what she had seen during her dinner with Eli, Candice, and Reggie, the old folks’ home had good security measures and alert staff. I really hope we can find him before something bad happens, she thought. At least it was warm outside—if this had happened during the winter, she knew chances for his rescue would be slim.

“Thanks for coming, Mom,” Candice said as her mother got out of the car. “Every set of eyes helps.” 

Eli was standing at the head of the group, looking worried as he told people where some of his grandfather’s favorite places were. David came up behind Moira as he spoke, and took her hand. They listened together.

“We don’t know how long he’s been gone,” Eli said. “He could have left at any point during the night, which means that we don’t know how far he might have gotten. He could be all the way to town by now, if that was where he was heading.”

“How did he get out?” called a voice in the crowd.

“We don’t have any idea,” Eli admitted. “According to the staff, the code on the doors changes after nine in the evening, when visiting hours end. No one but staff is supposed to know the code, and he was definitely in his room at nine when they did their lights-out check.”

Eli then asked everyone to pair up, choose a direction, spread out, and start walking. He and Candice met up with Moira and David on the edge of the forest.

“Thanks so much for coming out here, you two,” he said. “I know you guys barely know him, but my grandpa is the only family I have left, so it means a lot to me.”

“You don’t need to thank us,” Moira told him gently. “We’re just doing what we can to help.”

He and Candice disappeared into the woods a few yards to the left of her and David. She traded a look with the private investigator, who gave her an encouraging nod, and they stepped into the forest together.

At first she called out Reggie’s name every few steps, but soon realized that that was overkill. David pointed out that it would be best to call out every couple of minutes as they walked through the forest, and spend the rest of the time listening. 

“Reginald may very well be injured, dehydrated, or exhausted,” he said. “He may not have the strength to call out very loudly, and we wouldn’t want to miss a cry for help.”

As the search progressed with no hints that the elderly man had come this way, and no news from any of the other teams, Moira began to worry that he might not be found in time. How long could he go without food and water before he got too tired to go on? Was he missing important medications? 

“How do you think he got out?” she asked David quietly as they walked to take her mind off of the terrible possibilities.

“I’d have to take a look around the building to give you my guess,” he said. “Probably he found out what the code was and simply decided to go for a late night stroll. It can be hard for people to adjust to living in homes like this, and some don’t handle the loss of freedom well at all. From what you told me, he’s used to being independent. He may not have considered the dangers, then when he started getting tired, fatigue would have set in and he would have gotten turned around.”

“Do you think we’ll find him?” She was almost reluctant to hear his answer, and was surprised when he gave her an optimistic one.

“Yes, I do,” he said. “It’s not too cold, and—especially under the trees—not too hot. He hasn’t even missed one meal yet, so his blood sugar shouldn’t be too low. Unless he has a health issue that I’m not aware of, or has gotten himself hurt somehow, he should be fine. With the number of people that turned out to search, I doubt it will be much longer before he’s found.”

She was about to respond when she saw something pale blue on the ground in front of them, half hidden by a dead branch. She rushed over and bent down to pick it up.

“Look,” she exclaimed. “A slipper!”

“The tag has his initials on it,” David said, taking it from her. “Call Eli and tell him where we are. I’m going to go look around.”

Only a few minutes later they found Reginald sitting on a stump at the bottom of a hill. He looked tired and confused, but burst into a smile when he saw them.

“I thought some people might be looking for me,” he said. “I was just about to get up and start trying to find my way back again. Just taking a little break, you know?”

“Grandpa, what are you doing out here?” Eli rushed forward and helped his grandfather stand up. He embraced the old man, then helped him put his slipper back on. “We were all so worried.”

“I was just going on a walk with Clint,” he explained. “I got a bit turned around. Did he make it back okay?”

“Clint?” David asked, raising an eyebrow and looking at Eli.

“Yes, he’s back at Misty Pines,” the young man told his grandfather. He turned to David and explained, “Clint is another resident at the home. He had dinner with us the other night in fact. I don’t know what happened, but I’m sure the staff will clear it all up when we get back. No one should have been walking through these woods, especially not so late at night.”

Back at the retirement home, after all of the commotion had died down, Reggie retired to his bed. David, Moira, Eli, and Candice—the only visitors left—sat down in the common area together and talked.

“I just want to say thanks again for your help,” said Eli. “This could have turned out so much worse.”

“I’m just glad he’s okay,” Moira told him. “Did you ever clear things up with the nurses? How did he get himself outside at night, anyway?”

“Well, he claims Clint visited him in the middle of the night and asked if he wanted to go for a walk, but Clint claims to have slept straight through the night. He says he doesn’t know what Reggie is talking about and, though I hate to say it, I believe him. My grandfather has had some issues with confusion in the past, and isn’t always good at telling his imagination from the reality.”

“But how would he have known the code for the door?” she asked.

“According to one of the nurses who passes out the medication, she had the code written down on a notepad in the medicine room—I guess they had just changed it, and she was worried about forgetting it. He could easily have seen it when he went to get his evening meds. They’ve already changed the code, and the director is giving the nurse a talking to. For security reasons, it’s against their policy to write the night code down.”

“I’m just glad things turned out how they did,” said Candice. “Reggie has been happier than ever lately—he’s been talking nonstop about the girl you found in the basement and those missing people from years ago. He’s really hoping that you’ll come back and talk with him more. I guess he always wanted to work as a detective back when he was younger.”

“Once he’s feeling better, I promise to visit again,” Moira told her daughter. “I hope he’s not too disappointed when I tell him I don’t know anything more about the case. I think we’re all going to have to wait for the police to release information officially before we can find out who the poor girl was.”

David walked her out to the car after she had said her goodbyes to the others. He was being unusually quiet, his expression far away when she glanced up at his face.

“What is it?” she asked him. 

“Just having a mental debate,” he told her, giving himself a quick shake and focusing on her. His lips shifted into a soft smile as he met her eyes, but she could tell that he was still concerned about something.

“Is everything all right?”

They paused by her car. She leaned against the hood, watching him carefully. She knew his expressions well, and knew that he was struggling with something. When he finally came to a decision he sighed and leaned back against the car next to her.

“You know how I said I’d do some digging into old police files?” he began. She nodded. “Well, I found something.”

Moira raised her eyebrows, encouraging him to continue when he paused. She realized that whatever he found must be pretty bad, she thought as he shifted his weight from side to side and stared out across the parking lot, stalling as he gathered his words. He really doesn’t want to tell me.

“Go on,” she urged when he continued to hesitate. “You can’t just tell me that you found something, then trail off. My imagination will get out of hand.”

“I’m not sure even your imagination would come up with something as dark as what I found,” he said grimly. “But I did say I’d tell you if I found something, and if you still want me to, I’ll keep that promise. I meant to bring it up at the park, when we would have time to talk about it in depth, but finding Reggie was obviously more urgent. Do you want to hear about it right now?”

She searched his gaze for a second before nodding. Whatever it was that he had found, it couldn’t be worse than what she had found in her basement… could it?

“Tell me,” she said.

“As you wish.” He took a deep breath, preparing himself. “According to the old police reports I got hold of, about twenty years ago, at least five girls went missing. Two of them were from this area, others were from some other towns, but all were within a few hours’ drive. They were all similar in age to the woman that you discovered—high school students. And Moira… none of them was ever found.”

Ice seeped through her veins as what he said sank in.

“The police suspected a serial killer at the time,” he continued when she didn’t say anything. “But with no bodies discovered and no evidence to go on, they weren’t able to make any progress in the case. The girls all disappeared shortly after major school events, but that was the only thing that they could find linking the cases, other than the common age of the victims, of course.”

“So you’re saying whoever killed the young woman and hid her body in my crawlspace might have done the same to four other young women?” she asked. “And whoever he is… he was never caught?”

“Likely not, not unless he was arrested for some other crime. I didn’t want to tell you this, Moira, but besides keeping my promise to you, I also think it’s important for you to realize how serious this case it. You need to be careful, because if this guy is still out there, then he certainly won’t appreciate anyone who has anything to do with uncovering his crimes… and you’re already waist deep in all of this.”

She knew what he was saying was true. Any killer was dangerous, but someone who was capable of doing it over and over again without remorse was especially so. She swore to herself that she wouldn’t get involved any further in this case. The only question was… was she already in over her head?

 


CHAPTER TEN

Moira drummed her fingers on the steering wheel impatiently. What was taking Darrin so long? When he finally slammed shut the truck’s back doors and came around to the front, she rolled down her window.

“All set?” she called.

“Yep. I’ll go tell Allison you’re about to leave. Good luck, Ms. D! I hope everything goes well.”

“Thanks Darrin.” Despite her impatience, she gave him a smile. It wasn’t his fault that they were running late, and he had been nothing but helpful all morning. She just always found these catering events stressful. She hadn’t done enough of them yet for them to feel routine, and the thought of an entire gym full of teenagers and parents waiting on her made her nervous. 

A moment after her young manager disappeared into the deli, Allison hurried outside. Her blonde hair up in a ponytail, Moira was amazed once more at how much she looked like Candice. The two young women had become fast friends, and many people mistook them for sisters when they were together. 

“I’m ready, Ms. D,” she said, hopping into the truck’s passenger side front seat. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”

“Don’t worry, Allison. I know I’ve been stressed since I got here, and it’s my own fault for leaving the house later than I should have. But we’re on our way now, and luckily for us, the Maple Creek High School is only a few minutes away.”

Being asked to cater the high school’s science camp’s fair had been a nice surprise when it happened. She had always enjoyed the fair, both during her own stint at the school and while Candice had attended it, and it should be fun to go back. 

The high school had changed a lot since she had been a student. An entire wing had been added ten years ago, and the interior had been updated with the times. The library had modern computers, their slim screens sitting darkly in the silent room as she passed. The one thing that seemed like it hadn’t changed much was the gym. Even with the tables, posters, and bubbling science experiments set up, the bleachers, ancient floor, and whitewashed brick walls were all recognizable. She swore it even smelled the same.

“You can go ahead and set up over there,” said the principle, Mr. Lafferty. He waved his hand towards the back corner, where a few cafeteria tables had been pushed together to for a long booth. “Do you need any help? I can send a few student volunteers your way if you do.”

“I think we’ll be able to manage,” Moira said with a smile. Mr. Lafferty had only been the vice principal when Candice had been a senior, and she was glad he had gotten promoted. He was a kind, if high-strung, man, and seemed to care seriously about his students’ wellbeing.

The spread for the science fair was a simple assortment of sandwiches, and didn’t take them long to set up. The most important thing was making sure all of the potential allergens were labeled clearly, and she triple-checked the little placards listing the ingredients before setting out the paper plates, napkins, and little packets of condiments so that people could begin making their sandwiches.

The nice thing about letting people put their own food together was that it didn’t require much more than supervision on her part. She left Allison to watch over the table, and went out into the gym to look at the various booths set up with projects. There were the expected baking soda volcanoes, netted cages full of monarch butterflies, and cardboard posters observing the life cycles of frogs, but there were also things that she hadn’t seen before. Robotics seemed to have been popular that year, and she saw cute little robots walking around a table, programmed not to fall off the edge; a voice-controlled robot that a kid was making spin in circles; and a fully functioning robotic arm made from a 3D printer. She marveled again at the advances in science and technology that had happened since her high school years. She couldn’t imagine building a robot for her science fair!

She traded places with Allison a little while later so the younger woman would also have a chance to look at the projects. When she came back, the deli owner excused herself to find a bathroom. The school’s layout hadn’t changed too much, and she found one relatively easily. 

She took her time walking back to the gym after she was done. It was nice to take a walk through her memories, plus the hallway was much quieter and less stuffy than the gym, which had become considerably warmer as it heated up outside.

She paused by the trophy case in the hallway outside of the gym and spent a moment gazing at the pictures. She hadn’t been particularly athletic in high school, and Candice had never been on any of the varsity teams either, but it was still fun to look at the pictures and awards that had been granted to people that she knew. 

An older picture on the lower shelf caught her eye, and she crouched down to get a closer look at it. When she realized that it was the same picture that she had seen in one of the newspapers in her basement when she had been cleaning it out, her heart skipped a beat. In the newspaper, the girls’ faces had been circled, and one of them had been crossed out. This picture, however, was clean, and she could see the faces of the girls clearly. Something about the coincidence nagged at her. Could one of these girls be the one that the skeleton had belonged to? It was something of a stretch, but she just couldn’t rid her mind of the image of that ominous X through the young woman’s face in the newspaper clipping. 

Did the police know about that picture? She knew they had gone through the garbage bags of all of the stuff that she had thrown away while she was cleaning out the basement, but of course she didn’t know if they had found that particular clipping or not. She had forgotten about it until now herself.

She considered her next move. The picture probably wasn’t important, but she couldn’t not tell the police about it. They might have ignored all the old newspapers in her basement. She wondered if the girl with the X across her face was the target of the killer, maybe even the body in her crawlspace. She would investigate, and tell the police if this evidence proved at all useful.

She looked surreptitiously over her shoulder towards the gym doors, but they were shut and no one else was in the hall. Sliding open the latch on the display case, she carefully opened the door and maneuvered the framed picture around a basketball trophy from the 1990s. She took a picture of the photo with her phone’s camera, then, checking behind her once more, opened the frame and flipped the photo over. As she had guessed, the back of the photo was dated, and the names of the girls on the team were written by hand. She snapped a second picture with her phone, replaced the original photo in the frame, put it back next to the basketball trophy, then shut the cabinet. At the very least she would be able to pore over the photo when she got home and try to remember which girl had had an X over her face. Then she would try cross-checking the young woman’s name with the articles about the missing girls that Eli’s grandfather had found for her. With any luck, she would find a match. And if she did, the police would be the first to know.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Late that evening she settled down at her kitchen table with a mug of chamomile tea and her tablet, onto which she had downloaded the photos of the picture from the trophy case. Maverick was laying at her feet under the table, and Keeva was stretched out in the hallway. The house felt peaceful and quiet, and everything would have been perfect if her mind wasn’t on murder.

The tablet’s bigger screen made it easier for her to see when she zoomed in on the photo, but even that wasn’t helping her much. The problem was that the original photo wasn’t high quality to begin with, and now that she was looking at the camera phone photo of an old, faded photo, it was even blurrier. With a lot of guesswork, she decided that the girl with her face crossed off in the old newspaper clipping from her basement had been the one third from the left in the second row. From the names on the back of the picture, she decided that the girl’s name was Meredith Franklin.

She was sure Candice or any of her employees would have been able to figure out a faster way to search through the articles that Eli had emailed her for the girl’s name, but she had to do it the old fashioned way—by skimming through every single page and hoping her eyes didn’t skip over a paragraph.

After what felt like ages her hard work was rewarded. She believed that the girl whose face had been crossed out in the newspaper clipping had gone missing in the summer of 1990. Her name was Meredith Franklin, and she had just turned eighteen years old the month before she disappeared.

This still wasn’t solid evidence that the girl in the basement had been one of the missing girls, let alone Meredith, but Moira couldn’t shake the feeling that she had finally found the owner of the skeleton. She gazed at Meredith’s face in the picture of the volleyball team for a long time before she decided to call David and share her discovery with him.

“Meredith Franklin,” the private investigator muttered. She heard the clack of computer keys over the phone, and knew that he was running a search on the name.

“Did you find anything?” she asked when he was silent for a moment.

“Yeah,” he told her. “But it’s nothing more than what you already know. Just the stories about her disappearance, and a blurb a few years later—the year she would have turned twenty-one—stating that she still hadn’t been found.”

“Do you think it’s her?” she asked. 

“I don’t know, Moira,” he said gently. “Why do you think it’s her specifically, instead of any of the other missing girls?”

“Well, she was the only one whose picture I remember seeing,” she told him. “Though I didn’t actually go through a lot of those papers. Other than that… well, I guess it’s just a feeling.”

“You very well could be right,” he told her. “I’m going to do some calling around. Moira?”

“Yes?”

“Once you figure out who the dead girl was, you’re going to leave this case be, right?”

“Of course,” she said. “Knowing who she was will give me closure, and I’ll leave the rest of it to the experts.”

While waiting for David to call her back she took the dogs outside one last time before she locked up for the night. With the sun down, the air was almost chilly. The sky above the trees was clear, and she could see a few stars through the leaves. As she often did, she marveled at the beauty of her land, then sadly realized that it was likely a young woman had been murdered in this beauty. A young woman, who, if she had lived, would be about Moira’s age; they might even have attended the high school at the same time. It almost felt like she had been meant to find the body. After all those years missing, all those years resting in the stony dirt of the crawlspace, it was time that that poor girl had some justice.

Her phone rang again just as she was getting back inside. She locked the door behind the dogs and answered the call.

“They aren’t going to confirm anything,” David told her, sounding annoyed. “I called and spoke with Detective Jefferson. After telling him what you discovered, I asked him if they had had any luck identifying the body, and if so, if it was Meredith’s. He told me that he isn’t able to talk about the details of the case, thanked me, and hung up.”

“I know that they have procedures to follow, but this is driving me crazy,” Moira said. “Thanks for calling, anyway. I guess I’ll just have to wait until they either solve the case or stop investigating to find out. And that could be months.” She groaned.

“I can keep doing some digging around,” he told her. “Meredith’s family moved to the other side of the country years ago, according to a quick search, so that’s pretty much a dead end, but I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for anything that the police might let slip.”

“Thanks,” she said. “You’re amazing. Sometimes I wish I had your skill set.”

“No, you don’t.” He chuckled. “Trust me, being able to cook a delicious meal out of any set of ingredients is a far more useful skill to have. How did that fruity brisket soup go over at the deli, anyway?”

Happy for the chance to chat with the private investigator, Moira made her way into the living room and settled into a comfy armchair. Keeva arranged herself on the rug in the middle of the room, while Maverick sat in front of the open window, his nose pressed against the screen.

“People actually really liked it,” she told him. “I like cooking more exotic dishes like that occasionally. There aren’t a ton of ethnic food options in the area, and I think it’s a good thing to expand people’s horizons.”

“You’re right about that,” he said. “We really need a Mediterranean place to open up nearby… or even some sort of Asian food place that serves something other than Chinese takeout.”

“Oh, you love your Chinese takeout,” she told him, smiling to herself as she pulled a blanket over her legs. “It’s all you ever want to get when we order in.”

“True.” 

She heard the grin in his voice, and her own smile widened. She enjoyed talking to him like this, and needed to remember to make time for it more often. He must have been thinking along the same lines as she was.

“We haven’t really seen much of each other lately,” he said. “I miss you. Let’s get dinner together sometime soon.”

“All right,” she said. “When?”

“Tomorrow night?” he suggested. “I know it’s short notice, but I don’t have anything scheduled, and we can go to the Redwood Grill after the deli closes for the evening…”

“Tomorrow sounds perfect,” she told him. “It’s a date.”

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Maybe it was because she hadn’t had much quality time with David lately, or maybe she was just in the mood to dress up a bit, but Moira went home early from the deli, leaving Meg and Dante to close without her, and used the extra time to dig her nicest clothes out of the back of her closet, pull her makeup bag out, and try on shoes until she found a pair of heels that she thought she could balance in well enough to not risk twisting an ankle. That’s all this date needs, she thought. A trip to the hospital.

Her hair brushed, styled, and sprayed, her makeup just a bit more dramatic than normal, and her maroon dress fur-free, she felt ready for anything. Unlocking the door to greet David, she let the dogs rush out ahead of her, doing her best to avoid letting them touch her. Maverick’s fur especially showed up like nothing else on her dress, and she had just spent a painstaking twenty minutes brushing a lint roller all over it, then avoiding touching anything in her house that might transfer the dreaded fur back to the soft fabric of the dress.

“You look amazing tonight,” David said once he got a chance to focus on her instead of the German shepherd and Irish wolfhound who had greeted him so enthusiastically. “I mean, you always look amazing, but something about tonight is special.”

“I had a little extra time to prepare,” she told him, hoping that he couldn’t see the blush rising on her cheeks in the dim porch light.

“You make me feel like I should have worn something nicer.” He smiled and brushed a kiss across her lips. “Are you ready to go? I called and asked the hostess to save our table for us.”

“Just let me put the dogs inside and grab my purse. I’ll be right back out.”

The Redwood Grill was their favorite destination for dinner dates. Owned by Moira’s friend Denise Donovan, it was a classy steakhouse that served a wide variety of food. If it could be broiled, grilled, or baked on a cedar plank, then the Grill probably had it on its rotating menu at some point. With two chefs and a double handful of employees, it was definitely a larger-scale restaurant than the deli, but the quality of the food was just as good. Like Moira, Denise tried hard to order what supplies she could from the local farmers, though there was no getting around shipping some things, like lobsters.

Moira had gone to the steakhouse nearly every week since the night it opened, though sometimes she went just to see her friend. If she let herself, she would have eaten there all the time; however, the food was expensive, and the calorie count wasn’t low either. Tonight, however, she wasn’t going to worry about price or how many calories she was eating; she was determined to let nothing get in the way of her enjoying a date with her boyfriend.

The hostess seated them at their normal booth and promised that their waiter would be right with them. Moira perused the menu, but she was already pretty certain she knew what she wanted. She liked to try something new each time she visited, but occasionally she preferred to sick with her old favorites.

“How is work going?” she asked David when he put down his own menu. “Any interesting cases?”

“Not really,” he admitted. “Nothing as interesting as what you managed to get yourself involved in, anyway.”

“Speaking of that,” she said, breaking her promise to herself not to think about the dead girl during their date. “Have you heard anything new about the case?”

“Sadly, no,” he said. “I was at the station the other day to help a client file a restraining order against someone, and when I asked my usual guys, even they wouldn’t tell me. I guess this is a pretty big case. Jefferson seems to think they might be able to use the new evidence surrounding the girl’s death to unearth a serial killer.”

“I hope the investigation is fruitful,” she said. “Anyone who would knowingly take the life of one girl her age, let alone all of the others he may also have been killed, deserves to be brought to justice. I just can’t stop thinking about the future she may have had.”

She was about to say more, but was distracted by the sound of her cell phone buzzing in her purse. Shooting an apologetic glance at David, she pulled it out and rejected the call. Candice’s name disappeared off the screen, and Moira felt an instant of guilt. She’s an adult, she reminded herself. I can go out on a date without feeling guilty. And if it’s really important she’ll call again or text me. Sure enough, she had just started talking again when the phone buzzed a second time. 

“Sorry,” she said to David. “It’s Candice. I should check it.”

“I don’t mind,” he said with a smile. “It’s not like I’ve never had to take a call while we’re out.”

Glad that he understood, Moira pulled up the text message and read through it quickly. 

Call me! We need your help.

Simple and to the point, the message didn’t really say what the problem was. It could be as simple as Candice wanting a recipe for something, or as urgent as a broken bone. Either way, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to relax until she called her daughter back. She excused herself from the table, told David what she wanted to eat in case the waiter came while she was away, and stepped outside.

“What’s going on?” she asked her daughter, trying not to sound annoyed. One nice date with David. Was that too much to ask?

“Eli’s grandfather is freaking out, and he says he won’t rest until he can talk to you. His room is already completely ransacked, and he doesn’t want the nurses anywhere near him. I know it’s not your responsibility, but he’s adamant that he needs to talk to you, and Eli says it’s really bad for him to be so agitated.”

It looked like it was.

“All right, let me just tell David what’s going on and I’ll be right over,” she said.

“Do you want me to come with you?” the private investigator asked when she relayed the story back to him.

“No,” she said. “I feel bad enough ducking out like this. You should stay here and enjoy the food. I’ll catch up with you later.”

“Okay…” he said reluctantly. “I hope everything is all right.”

“Me too.” She bent over to kiss his cheek, then grabbed her purse off the table and took a couple of steps away before pausing mid-stride and turning back to look at him. “I’m really sorry, David. I’ll make it up to you sometime, I promise.”

“It’s not a problem, Moira, honestly. We’ll just reschedule for some other night.” He gave her a reassuring smile and, feeling slightly better now that she was certain the private investigator wasn’t upset, she turned back around and walked the rest of the way out of the restaurant and to her car. Having no idea what to expect at Misty Pines, she put her car into gear and drove into the night.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A nurse let her in the second set of doors and waved a hand to cut her off when she began to introduce herself.

“Eli told me you’d be coming,” she said. “Come on, they’re in Reggie’s room.”

She followed the nurse through the halls, past a courtyard and a small sitting area, to an open door through which she could see Eli and her daughter. Candice was sitting on the bed looking worried, and Eli was crouching next to the chair in which Reginald was sitting, talking to him quietly. When the elderly man saw Moira watching him through the door, he perked up. Candice followed his gaze and rose when she saw her mother.

“Thanks for coming,” she said quietly as the nurse walked away. “We can’t make head or tails of what’s going on. He just keeps asking for you. The nurses are concerned about his behavior, so as soon as he calms down they’re going to come in and sedate him before he hurts himself.”

“I don’t have any idea what to say,” the deli owner whispered back, “but I’ll do what I can to help.”

She walked into the room, and was surprised by how messy it was. The closet doors were flung open and clothes were strewn everywhere. The garbage can had been upended, and the sheets were torn off the bed. It looked like someone had come in and purposely wrecked the place. Feeling nervous, she approached the old man in a chair, giving Eli a nod as she knelt down.

“Hi Reggie,” she said. “What’s going on? Candice told me you wanted to see me.”

Eli’s grandfather looked even older than he had the first time she met him. His eyes were confused, and he looked at her without recognition for a moment. She was surprised to see that his hands were shaking. That’s odd, she thought. He seemed to healthy before. Maybe his little walk into the woods took more out of him than I thought.

“Moira?” he asked at last, relief coming into his watery eyes as he placed her face.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “It’s me. You wanted to talk?”

“I wanted to tell you about…” His eyes narrowed and darted around the room. “You two, leave. Can’t an old man have some privacy?” His voice was sharp, and a surprised Candice traded a glance with Eli before standing up and leaving the room.

“We’ll be right outside the door,” Eli said over his shoulder. “Call out if you need me to come back in.”

Alone with Reginald, the deli owner couldn’t help but feel nervous. He was obviously in some sort of distress, and she didn’t know how to act around him. Should she humor him, or just cut to the chase and ask him what was wrong? Her own parents had passed suddenly years ago, so she didn’t have any experience when it came to caring for the elderly.

“What did you want to say, Reggie?” she asked him softly after a moment of silence had passed. “Did something happen?”

“It’s about the girl,” he said. “I know who killed her.”

“Meredith?” Moira asked, her eyes going wide. Even though the police had yet to confirm who the dead girl had been, she had convinced herself that the body was that of Meredith Franklin. When Reggie nodded, she knew that she had been right.

“Who did it, Reggie?” she asked. “And how do you know?”

“I remember…” he frowned and trailed off, mentally chasing after a memory, and a terrible thought occurred to Moira. What if he was the killer? How else would he know the identity of the dead girl? After all these years, what if he was ready to come clean?

But then the old man sighed and shook his head. “Darn this old brain. It hasn’t been working right lately. He told me. He told me all about it, but now I can’t remember what he said.”

“Who told you?” Moira asked.

“A man… I know him.” Reggie frowned and looked at his hand, which was shaking even worse than it had been just a few minutes ago. “I know him, I swear I do, but his face keeps getting all muddled up. He came in here and told me about it. He messed up my room, then gave me a pill that wasn’t one of my normal ones. I remember that, but the details are all fuzzy.”

“You didn’t do this?” she asked, looking around at the ransacked room. 

He shook his head. Moira thought fast. Was there a chance that whoever had done this was still around? If so, then the best course of action would be to call the police right away. With Reggie’s help, they might be able to find the killer tonight. Then she looked at the old man, who was gazing blankly off into the distance. He looked exhausted, he could barely remember what had happened earlier. He had barely even recognized her. She doubted that the police would be able to get anything out of him tonight, and even if they could, the interrogation would just wear him down even further. 

She was still mentally struggling with what the right decision might be when the choice was taken away from her. With a soft cry, Reginald slid from his seat and began seizing on the floor.

Chaos ensued. Panicked, the deli owner shouted for Eli, who opened the door in a rush. He froze only for a second, his eyes quickly taking in the situation. As soon as he realized what happened, he turned and ran down the hallway, calling for a nurse. Candice stood horrified in the doorway, and Moira felt just as frozen. She knew that it was almost never a good idea to restrain seizure victims, but it was also important to keep them from injuring themselves. Snapping out of her paralysis, she shoved the armchair backwards so he wouldn’t flail into it, then backed up herself as a nurse came rushing into the room.

“Call an ambulance,” she snapped to the room in general as she knelt beside Reginald. Eli pulled out his phone and began dialing the three digits that everyone knows by heart.

As the ambulance pulled away, Moira put a comforting hand on Candice’s arm. Her daughter’s face was streaked with tears.

“He’ll be okay,” she said.

“I hope so.” The young woman sniffed. 

“How did this happen?” Eli asked the nurse who had helped the paramedics stabilize Reginald and load him into the ambulance. For the first time since she had known him, Moira saw a glint of anger in his eyes. “This is twice my grandfather has almost died due to a mistake on your part.”

“I don’t know how he got the wrong medication,” the woman said. Her eyes were sad and sincere. “I didn’t pass the pills out today. I’m sure it was just an accident, or maybe he found one that someone else forgot and took it without thinking. We might know more when the doctors finish their tests. If we know what kind of medication it was, we might be able to figure out where it came from.”

“From his reaction, and considering the other medication he’s on, my guess is it was some sort of dopamine agonist,” said the director, a middle-aged woman with short hair who had come rushing as soon as she heard the commotion in Reginald’s room. When they looked at her blankly, she added, “Parkinson’s medication.”

“How do you know?” Moira asked, surprised. The director grimaced.

“I worked in the ER for ten years, hon. You’d be surprised how many kids try to get high by taking a handful of their parents’ pills. Parkinson’s medication can affect memory and motor control, and side effects include hallucinations and delusions. Some of the medication that Reginald is on is known to react poorly with dopamine agonists, which is what probably caused the seizure and likely aggravated the side effects.”

“Delusions?” echoed the deli owner. Did that mean that Reggie had just imagined everything he had told her? Maybe he didn’t actually have any information on the murder.

“I’m less interested in what pill he took, than how he got it,” said Eli. “Everyone here is on a bunch of meds. If someone manages to get the wrong pill again, it could kill him.”

“I’m very aware of that, and you can trust me when I say I will be launching a full investigation,” said the director. “I know it doesn’t mean much, but I’m very sorry this happened to Reggie, Eli.”

“Thanks.” The young man gave a tired sigh and rubbed his eyes, then turned to Candice. “I’m going to head over to the hospital and see how he’s doing. Do you want me to drop you off at home first?”

Candice shook her head.

“No,” she said. “I’ll come with you.”

The two of them bade goodbye and goodnight to Moira and left, leaving her and the director alone in the sitting room together. 

“This may not be the best time,” said the director after a moment, with a dry chuckle, “but I was hoping to get your card. We have a big event coming up next week, and I’ve been looking for a caterer that can work with specialized diets. You come highly recommended.”

“Sure,” said the deli owner. “Here’s the deli’s card—you can call any time during the hours that we’re open. Either Darrin, my manager, or I will be able to walk you through our order forms. I would stay and chat with you about it tonight, but after everything that happened, I really just want to get home right now.”

“I understand,” the director said. “I’ll give your store a call tomorrow. Have a good night, Ms. Darling.”

Even though she was exhausted, Moira paused on the way out to check the guest book. She wasn’t prepared to believe that Reggie had imagined everything he had told her, and if there had been even a kernel of truth in his story, then she was determined to find it.

Her efforts were rewarded, but despite the fact that she had found something linking the events of the evening to the skeleton in her basement, the names at the bottom of the sheet made her blood turn to ice. Jimmy and Daisha Hamel. The couple that had sold her her house had been visiting someone at Misty Pines just a few hours ago.

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

She was already feeling testy and on edge when she got to work the next day. Reggie had survived the night, but according to Candice’s latest update, he was weak and struggling just to sit up. 

Late last evening after she got home she had called David to let him know everything that had happened. She had wanted to call the police then and there, but he had patiently pointed out that the normal line to the police station wouldn’t be open that late, and that this wasn’t exactly the sort of thing she was supposed to use 911 for. 

“But they could be the killers,” she had said, referring to Jimmy and his wife, Daisha, from whom she had bought the house. “And they might have poisoned Reggie!”

“The only evidence you have is that they visited Misty Pines at some point during the day,” he had told her. “Yes, knowing everything you and I know, it’s suspicious. But it’s still not an emergency. Wait until tomorrow morning and call Detective Jefferson.”

So that’s what she had done. However, the detective had merely listened to her story, given her a grunt of thanks, and hung up. She had fumed for a few moments before glancing at the clock and realizing that she had to go if she wanted to make it on time. A late boss would be nothing but a bad example to her employees.

Now she was standing in the kitchen nearly in tears because she had knocked a bowl of freshly peeled carrots off the counter. It was just too much. People she knew were getting hurt, someone who had gotten away with murder for decades was still walking free, and of course whether the killer was ever caught, Meredith would still be dead.

“Ms. D?” Darrin said tentatively, poking his head through the door that led to the front of the deli. Moira shook herself and straightened up. She must look a wreck, and she didn’t want her employees to start wondering what was wrong.

“Yes, Darrin?” she asked after clearing her throat.

“Someone’s on the phone for you. A Mrs. Radisson?”

The director of Misty Pines, probably calling about the catering job she wanted Moira to take. She had almost forgotten about that. I suppose that’s the only silver lining right now, she thought. The deli’s reputation is doing nothing but growing.

She took the call, leaving Darrin to re-peel another batch of carrots and start the soup.

“Moira, I’m glad I caught you,” said the woman on the other end of the phone. “I know you said I could arrange things with the manager, but I really prefer talking to you. It’s your deli, after all. I’m sure you know your food best.”

“Darrin’s very knowledgeable too,” Moira assured the other woman. “But I’m more than happy to talk with you. What sort of event is this going to be?”

“It’s the anniversary of the founder of Misty Pines’ birthday,” the director replied. “She passed away quite a few years ago, but we still celebrate it every single year. It’s our big blowout—we always either pick up food from somewhere or cater, we have a mocktail bar, and a live band and dancing… well, you get the gist.”

“It sounds like fun,” said Moira.

“Oh, it is. For the residents.” Mrs. Radisson laughed. “It’s my job to make sure everyone gets to participate—and that no one eats or drinks something that’s going to put them in the hospital and/or get me sued. That’s where you come in. I’d like to email you a list of the foods that are ‘safe.’ Foods that almost all of our residents can eat with no problem. Then it will be your job to come up with easy-to-eat soups and finger sandwiches using only those ingredients. I know it’s asking you to design pretty much a whole new menu, and I’m prepared to pay extra for it.”

“When is this party again?” asked the deli owner, starting to wonder what she had gotten herself into. Design a whole lunch menu for senior citizens? Doable—if she had enough time.

“Next Friday,” came the reply. “So you’ll have about a week.”

Moira closed her eyes. Why don’t people ever try to find caterers in advance? She wondered. She wasn’t eager to add more to her plate right now, but she felt like she had already pretty much agreed to do it. Besides, where else would Misty Pines find a caterer on such short notice?

“All right,” she said to the other woman. “I’m happy to help. Just email me the list, and I’ll put something together.”

They said their goodbyes and she put the store phone back in its cradle. When she went back into the kitchen to see how Darrin was coming along with the soup, she was surprised to see him leaning against the fridge, talking on his cell phone.

When he saw her he quickly excused himself and hung up, then turned and opened the fridge as if that was what he had been doing all along. Normally Moira was okay with her employees using their phones if it was important or the day was slow, but with everything that had been going on lately along with the fact that he was being sneaky about it, she snapped.

“What were you doing on your phone in the middle of a work day?” she asked him, stalking over to the stove and looking into the soup pot. “You didn’t even finish with the carrots! They take the longest to cook, and we can’t start serving the soup until they’ve softened. This isn’t acceptable, Darrin. Did I make a mistake when I made you manager?”

He looked shocked at her outburst. She had never completely lost it with any of her employees before, and almost never had to give them anything more than gentle reminders. 

“I’m sorry, Ms. D, really. I didn’t mean to put off making the soup, but I had to take the call—”

“Not while you’re at work you don’t,” she snapped. “I know I’ve been a very lenient employer, and I’m starting to regret it.”

Darrin looked hurt, and at his expression she instantly regretted her words. What had gotten into her? She shouldn’t be treating anyone this way, let alone one of her oldest and hardest working employees.

“I shouldn’t have yelled at you,” she said quietly after a moment of stunned silence from both of them. “So much has been going on lately and I guess… I guess this was just the last thing I could take.”

“It’s okay… I…I guess I really shouldn’t have been on my phone at work.” He hung his head. “I seriously didn’t mean to put off making the soup, I was just trying to deal with something for—well, it was time sensitive.”

“It wasn’t even the phone call,” she admitted, embarrassed. “I mean, I take my phone out and text and call people all the time when I’m here, and I can’t really ask you guys to do any different. I was just taking my stress out on you, and it wasn’t fair.”

Even though Darrin forgave her for her outburst, she couldn’t help but feel terrible about it for the rest of the day. What had gotten into her? 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Over the next few days she forced herself to keep calm even when she was beginning to feel agitated. With Reggie still in the hospital, Candice worried and upset, and the police reporting absolutely no progress on the case of the dead girl, she had a lot on her mind. She saw Jimmy and Daisha walking down the sidewalk on Main Street once, and had to force herself not to pull over and ask them some probing questions about what exactly had brought them back to the town. 

The one positive point that week was her date with David. After having to reschedule it when she had had to rush over to Misty Pines and talk to Reggie, they had managed to find another night that worked for both of them. Moira just hoped that they had better luck this time. She stopped just short of turning off her cell phone. It was tempting, but she knew that if there really was some sort of emergency, she would never forgive herself if she missed the chance to help because her phone was off.

Back at the Redwood Grill, their hostess the same girl from the other night, she had the strangest sense of déjà vu. She kept expecting her phone to go off while she was looking at the menu, but it remained silent as she placed her order with the water and turned to David.

“I think we must break some sort of record for most interrupted dates,” she said jokingly. “I think we’ve had more dates that we’ve had to break off in the middle than dates that we’ve actually seen through to the end.”

David nodded with a grimace. “I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right. Between our jobs, Candice, and the dogs, it’s a wonder we manage to have any time to ourselves at all.”

The waiter brought their food as they chatted. David’s usual steak looked good as always, but Moira was even more impressed by her own meal; a thick slice of maple-glazed salmon on a bed of wild rice and portobello mushrooms. The first bite flooded her mouth with flavor, and she had to force herself to eat it slowly. 

“How are the dogs?” David asked her.

“Good,” she said between bites. “I’m glad I have both of them, so that they can keep each other company while I’m busy. I always felt so bad leaving Maverick home all by himself.”

“It’s good that they get along,” he said. “With dogs that big if they got into a fight you wouldn’t be able to stop them on your own. Do you still have that kid go and let them out on your busiest days?”

“Logan? Yeah—he’s great.” She chuckled. “Actually, I might have made a mistake. I suggested to Candice that she hire him to work at her candy shop part time, and she texted me just before you picked me up saying that she had made her final decision and had decided to hire him for sure. My problem is that he won’t be available to work for me as often.”

“It looks like your good deed backfired,” he said with a chuckle. “At least you know Candice’s first employee is someone trustworthy.”

“True. And it will be nice for him to have a steadier job. I think he needs the money. It’s not like I can’t run home from work in the middle of the day and let the dogs out if I have to.”

“See? Things have a way of working out.” He smiled at her. “You should take a breather after this last catering job on Friday. Let Darrin handle them for a while, and you just focus on de-stressing. Ever since you found that poor girl in your basement, you just haven’t had a break.”

“I know.” She heaved a sigh. “Speaking of that… have you heard anything new?” She looked up at him hopefully, knowing that he would know that she was talking about the case.

“Not from the police,” he said, picking at his food.

“Oh.” She frowned at his word choice. “Have you heard something from someone else?”

He sighed. “I’m not sure if we should talk about this during our date—”

“Please, David, I have to know,” she said. “You don’t understand; it’s been eating away at me. She was found in my house. I know it’s ridiculous, but feel somehow responsible for her. If she hadn’t been killed, she would be almost my age by now.” She paused.

“It could have been me,” she added in a small voice.

He raised an eyebrow.

“I can’t help thinking that if circumstances had been a little bit different, I could have been the one murdered, and she might have had a full life to live. We both came from Maple Creek, after all. I probably passed her in the halls back in high school.”

She felt better having admitted what had been eating away at her at last. She didn’t expect David to understand that she felt guilty for living her life while this girl had had hers stolen away, but at least she had gotten it off her chest.

“You can’t think like that, Moira,” he said quietly, covering her hand with his. “That’s just survivor’s guilt. It’s not your fault that she’s dead. In fact, remember: you’re the one who found her and brought her death to light. She wouldn’t have been discovered for years if not for you.”

“Maverick was really the one who found her,” she said. “He knew there was something in the crawlspace, and wouldn’t leave it alone until I looked at it.”

“He’s a smart dog,” the private investigator said with a smile.

She returned his smile, then asked, “Will you tell me what you know?”

“I suppose,” he said grudgingly. “It isn’t anything huge. I was doing some more digging the other night, on the previous owners of your house specifically. The couple that you bought it from, well… they bought the house back in 1989.”

She blinked as it sank in.

“So they did own the house during the time that Meredith went missing,” she exclaimed. “That means they have to be the killers.”

“Hold on,” he said. “You never actually got confirmation that the dead girl was Meredith Franklin.”

“Well, Reggie said it was,” she pointed out.

“Yes, but he was suffering from a severe reaction to medication at the time,” he reminded her. “I wouldn’t exactly call him a reliable source of information.”

She huffed, but knew he was right.

“I looked through those old newspaper articles that Eli sent you, and Meredith was the last girl to disappear. All the others vanished before the Hamels bought the house, and if the skeleton belonged to one of them, then that would mean that Jimmy and Daisha certainly weren’t the killers.”

“Who owned the house before them?” she asked.

“The owner before them passed away three years ago,” he told her. “So if he was the killer, then this whole case is a dead end.”

After they finished their dinner, David walked her out to the car. The rest of their conversation had been much lighter than their discussion about the dead girl, whom Moira was still thinking of as Meredith. 

“I had a nice time,” he told her.

“Me too,” she said, smiling up at him. 

He gazed at her for a moment, then tilted her face up with a finger under her chin and pressed his lips against hers in a surprisingly slow, lingering kiss. The kiss made Moira’s entire body tingle, and she was sad when it was over.

“See you this weekend?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She grinned, still recovering from the kiss. “This weekend, definitely.”

“Good night, Moira. Get home safely, and give Maverick and Keeva head skritches from me.”

The private investigator stood patiently until she got in her car and started it, then waved at her and made his way across the parking lot to his own vehicle. Despite the dark conversation they had had earlier, Moira drove with a smile on her face all the way home.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The dinner date with David had brightened her mood significantly, and when she got out of bed the next morning not even the thought of spending the day double- and triple-checking for the catering job at Misty Pines could get her down. 

“I’m going to be pretty busy today and tomorrow, you two,” she told the dogs as she prepared their breakfast. “But after that, I promise that we’ll do some fun things. Maybe we’ll go to the park on Saturday; how would you like that?”

Both dogs wagged their tails, but she figured that was probably more in response to the food that she was pouring in their bowls than to her actual words. She felt especially bad as she left them that morning—it was Logan’s first day of training at Candice’s Candies, and he wouldn’t have time to come over and play with them as he usually did. She had already scheduled a time to come back and let them out after lunch, but it still made for a pretty boring day for her two furriest family members.

She got to the deli bright and early, and found herself enjoying the peace and quiet of being there alone. It felt like the old days, before she had begun expanding the hours and the menu, when only she, Candice, and Darrin worked there. Except now, of course, she had to prepare ingredients for a fresh batch of quiches, set out the makings for the daily soup and sandwich combo, and figure out why the coffee maker made an odd sound, but no coffee. Serving breakfast had been a great way to expand the deli’s number of regular customers, but it had definitely come with its own set of complications.

Moira knew that she didn’t have Dante’s touch when it came to quiches, so she followed a simple recipe, made sure they had enough of the homemade hot sauce that many people liked with the little egg pastries, then got to work on the soup. 

The soup of the day was a creamy leek and lima bean soup that she had been eager to try for some time. First she lay thin strips of bacon on one of the cast iron skillets and turned the burner on. That could cook while she prepared the leeks, which needed to be washed and chopped.

With almost perfect timing, the bacon was ready to be moved to a paper towel-covered cookie grid by the time the leeks were ready to start cooking. She carefully dumped most of the bacon grease into an old metal can that she kept for that purpose, but left enough in the pan to flavor the leeks, and dumped the chopped veggies into the pan to cook. Once those were tender, she stirred in a few cups of baby lima beans and chicken broth. As the soup simmered, she crumbled the bacon, which she then put in a container for easy access when it was time to top individual bowls of soup with it.

Once the soup was ready, she added salt and pepper, then pureed it. The light, creamy green soup that she would keep warm in a large Dutch oven. It smelled delicious, and tasted almost like a mild version of pea soup. She hoped her customers would enjoy it as much as she did, but if they didn’t—well, that just meant extra leftovers for her.

Next she seated herself behind the register and pulled out her tablet. With the binder that Paul the web designer had given her close at hand, she carefully logged on and updated the soup and sandwich combo of the day on the deli’s website. Once she completed the task and had double-checked it by going to the website on her phone, she shut down her electronics, reheated her cup of coffee, and settled herself down to wait for the rest of the town to wake up and, she hoped, wander in for some quiches, coffee, and freshly squeezed juice. It was a nice feeling to have accomplished so much so early in the morning.

A few hours later, her stockpile of quiches was nearly depleted, and she had had to refill the coffee pot twice. Luckily people would start ordering lunch soon, and in just under an hour Allison would arrive to help with the normal lunch rush.

When the bells on the deli’s door jingled once again, she looked up with a smile ready for her next customers. Instead of some of her regulars, she was surprised to see Jimmy and Daisha Hamel. She nearly choked on her greeting, but managed to turn it into a cough.

“It’s nice to see you again,” she managed.

“You too,” said Daisha. “I’m glad that we ran into you. We just stopped in to get some breakfast before we hit the road—we’re on our way out of town—but I was just telling Jimmy how nice it would be if we ran into you again. How are you liking the house?”

“Oh, I love it,” Moira managed. She wished that she hadn’t left her cell phone in her purse in the kitchen, but after getting upset at Darrin for being on his, she had tried to follow her own rules and only use her cell phone at work for things that couldn’t wait.

“We heard about what happened.” The wife traded a glance with her husband. “I feel terrible that you had to go through that, but I’m also glad that we never got around to cleaning out the basement ourselves. I would never have been able to get a good night’s rest again if I had been the one to find the body.”

The deli owner was beginning to wonder if she should make some sort of excuse and leave through the kitchen. These people were almost certainly the ones that had killed that young woman. Had they come here to gloat before doing the same to her?

“How did you hear about the body?” she asked, hoping to keep the conversation going until another customer wandered in. Surely they wouldn’t try anything with someone else there? “I thought the police were keeping it quiet for now.”

“Oh, they are,” said Jimmy. He walked over to one of the refrigerated cases and gazed down at the meat inside. “Since we lived there previously, they brought us in for questioning. Say, do you sell bigger bags of this venison jerky?”

“There should be a few twelve-ounce bags to the right of the smaller ones,” she said automatically. Turning to Daisha, she added, “That must have been frightening. I’ve been questioned by the police before too, and it isn’t fun.”

She glanced out the window in hopes that she would see another car pulling into the parking lot, but had no such luck.

“They were pretty unfriendly at first,” the other woman admitted. “See, apparently they think that the murder happened after we bought the house. I think they thought that one of us was the killer!” She laughed, as if the whole idea was ludicrous. 

“They were just asking us questions, dear,” Jimmy said to his wife. “They were perfectly polite.”

“Oh sure, they were perfectly polite… after we told them that we rented the house out for at least a decade after we bought it. Jimmy thought that getting into real estate was a good idea, and then the recession happened and we ended up stuck with the place. At least moving here let us be closer to my Great Aunt Thelma for a while, back when her mind was still clear.”

The woman sobered, and Jimmy laid a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“The doctor at that old folks’ home doesn’t think Thelma has much longer,” he explained to Moira. “We hate to leave her like this, but I have to work, and she doesn’t really recognize us anymore anyway.”

Moira nodded, trying to digest this flood of information from the friendly pair. Either they were good liars, or they were actually innocent. She didn’t want to let her guard down in case she was wrong, but considering their open expressions and the fact that neither of them had made a single threatening move towards her, she was leaning towards the latter.

“So have the police tracked down the person you rented the house to?” she asked.

“They’re trying to,” said Jimmy. “But we rented to a few different people over the years and, well, most of them wanted to pay in cash, and it was easier for me to do it off the books anyway…” He looked embarrassed. “So we don’t actually have any records of who lived there, and it was so long ago I can’t remember any names.”

The deli owner relaxed on the stool. She no longer worried that these two might have had something to do with the murders. Everything they had said made sense, and she was certain the police would have verified it. As she packed up the last of the quiches for them and rang up the venison jerky for Jimmy, she realized that all of her guesswork had led to nothing. Who had really murdered the girl in her basement? 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“You’ve really turned out to be useful,” Moira said, patting the refrigerated truck fondly. “You’ve also practically paid for yourself already, too.” It was nice to not have to worry about renting a truck whenever they had a catering gig, and having their own truck helped keep the cost of catering down. Besides, whenever she drove the thing around town, it was basically free advertising.

“All set?” she asked Meg, her helper for the day. She had been trying to give each of her employees a chance to go on catering jobs with her to give them all a chance to see what it was like, and to learn the basics. If they ever had a really big catering job to do, one where they needed all hands on deck, it would go much more smoothly if she didn’t have to worry about training her employees while also handling thousands of dollars’ worth of food.

“I sure am,” said the young woman brightly. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

As she eased the refrigerated truck into the parking lot of Misty Pines half an hour later, she was surprised to see that the outside of the building had been decorated with balloons, flowers, and even a banner wishing happy birthday to the woman who had created the assisted-living home. This really was a big event for the residents, and she was glad that she had put her all into developing the dishes. She might have had only limited ingredients to work with, but she could proudly claim that none of the food was boring. Hopefully the residents would enjoy a change of pace from their usual chef’s cooking—she had done what she could to make the food as tasty as possible while using only the mildest of spices and ensuring that all the food was low in sodium.

“Thanks again, so much,” Mrs. Radisson said to Moira. “I can’t tell you what this means to me. Everyone is already excited to try your cooking. Reginald has been telling everybody who will listen how great your deli is.”

“Well I hope I live up to your expectations,” Moira said with a laugh. “I think everyone will be happy, though. I have to be honest, the low-sodium requirement was the hardest one for me. It made me realize how much salt I usually use, which can’t be good for me in the long run.”

“Too much sodium isn’t good for anyone,” the director agreed. “But it’s a special concern for the residents here, since many of them already struggle with high blood pressure and heart conditions. But this isn’t the time for medical talk. Come on in and get set up. I’ll run you two over a pair of mocktails—no alcohol here—and try to help how I can.”

The dining room had been set up like a ballroom, with round tables circling a clear space in the middle of the floor and a portable wooden stage at one end for the live band. The other end of the room held a long buffet table for the soups and bite-sized sandwiches that Moira had brought, and the cafeteria window into the kitchen served as a bar for the mocktails.

“This is a nice setup,” said Moira as the director gave them a tour of the kitchen, which she was free to use if she needed. “It must take you a while to get everything arranged and get all of the decorations up.”

“We change it up a bit every year,” the other woman said. “Some of the residents like painting or sewing, and they usually make most of the decorations. Some of their children or grandchildren donate their time to help us set up, as well. Though of course never as many of them come as I would like.”

The deli owner felt a surge of sadness for the residents of Misty Pines whose children rarely or never visited. She sure hoped that Candice would visit her when she was older. At least Reggie had Eli, who came to see him very often from what she could tell.

“Where is Reggie?” she asked the director, eager to see the elderly man after his stint in the hospital.

“He’s still resting in his room,” Mrs. Radisson replied. “He was pretty tired after breakfast. He’ll come out in time for the party, I’m sure.”

With energetic and cheerful Meg helping her, setting up the buffet table was easy. They got done just as the party was officially beginning, and their table was immediately popular with both the residents and the staff. After a few minutes when she was certain that everything was running smoothly, she left Meg in charge of the table and went to find Reggie.

She searched the dining room for him, but didn’t see him among the groups of people. Frowning to herself, she tried to remember where exactly his room was. She set off down one of the long hallways hoping that she had his room number right.

She was passing a closed door with the word MEDICATION on it in big, brass letters when the knob turned and it swung open in front of her. An elderly man with a balding grey head and round spectacles walked out. He had a pill bottle clenched in his hand, and wore a surprised look on his face. He looked familiar, but it took her a second to place him. Then she remembered—this was Clint, Reggie’s friend.

“What are you doing here?” he asked gruffly.

“I’m looking for Reggie,” she told him. “He’s a friend of mine. I’m not sure if you remember, but we had dinner together a couple of weeks ago.”

The man frowned at her for a moment, then pointed back the way she had come.

“Go down the hallway, turn right, and his room is the third on your left.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a bright smile, hoping to elicit one in return, but his face had settled into an annoyed expression that did not change.

She turned and walked back the way that she had come, feeling completely turned around by the maze of hallways. She could have sworn that Reginald’s room was in the other direction, but obviously her own sense of direction had been off.

Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket, and she paused to check it in case it was Meg calling for backup. It wasn’t her employee, but rather David, which was odd since he knew she was busy catering that day. Knowing that he would only interrupt her for something important, she hit the green button and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Moira,” came his urgent voice. “Where are you?”

“At Misty Pines,” she told him. “I thought you knew that?”

“Are you near people?”

“Um, no. I’m looking for Reggie. Meg is watching the table.”

She heard him curse, which was rare. Alarm bells began to go off in her head.

“David?” she said. “What’s going on?”

“You need to get out of there right now. If you see Reginald, bring him with you, but don’t go looking for him. Wait in the parking lot. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“What’s going on?” she asked again, her voice sharper this time.

“I know who the killer is,” said David. “And he’s a resident there.”

“Who?” she asked.

“Clint Easterling,” he said. The name sent chills up her spine. Clint… the man that had just given her directions to Reggie’s room, and then had walked the opposite direction himself. What had she done?

“Are you sure?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. 

“Yes, and you need to get out of there right now, Moira. You might be in danger.” His voice was tense.

What should she do? If she left like David wanted her to, Clint might escape. He could be anywhere by now. No, that wasn’t true. He would be going to finish the job that he had already failed at twice. She was certain that, using whatever drugs had been in that pill bottle, he meant to kill Reggie.

Feeling bad for David, but knowing that he would only try to talk her out of what she was about to do if she stayed on the phone with him, she took the cell phone away from her ear and pressed the red button to end the call without even saying goodbye. He would guess that she was about to do something reckless, she was sure, and would likely call in the cavalry. Good, she thought. Because I very well may need rescuing.

Retracing her steps, she followed the hallway that she originally thought led to Reggie’s room. It turned out that her memory had been right, and Clint had indeed been trying to lead her wrong. She stared at Reggie’s brass nameplate on the door for a moment, gathering her courage, and then pushed it open.

“Reggie,” she gasped when she saw the elderly man lying as still as stone on his bed. For a moment she thought he was dead, then she saw his eyelids flutter and realized he was near unconsciousness.

“You’re in the wrong room,” a voice growled to her right. She jumped backwards. Clint was sitting in an armchair in the corner, glaring at her.

“What did you do to him?” Moira asked angrily.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a flat voice. His gaze was steely. 

“Is he dying?” she rushed over to Reggie’s bedside and felt for his pulse. She was no doctor, but at least she could tell that he had a pulse, and it was relatively regular, if weak. He looked up at her, his eyes hazy. He was obviously drugged, but seemed to recognize her.

“Of course.” She heard the groan of springs as the man behind her stood up. She edged around to the other side of the bed, keeping one eye on him and the other on Reggie, whose eyes had blinked slowly open for a moment, then closed again.

“So am I, so are you,” continued Clint. “Everyone dies; I’m just helping him along.”

“What did you give him?” she asked. “Why can’t he wake up?”

“You’re the lady who found Meredith, aren’t you?” he said, ignoring her question.

“Yes. Now tell me what’s going on with Reginald.”

He ignored her again, only to approach the bed with a water-filled paper cup in his hand. Moira took a step backwards, wishing she wasn’t trapped between the bed and the wall, and watched him warily.

“Meredith was such a pretty girl,” he said softly as he stared down at the sleeping man in the bed. “I really do miss her. You should have let her rest in peace.”

With surprising suddenness, he tilted Reginald’s head back and opened his mouth with his thumb. Moira realized what he was about to do a moment before he did it, and slapped the cup full of water out of his hand before he could pour it into Reggie’s mouth.

“Stupid woman,” Clint hissed as the water spilled all over the bed.

“You poisoned it, didn’t you?” she said, her voice shaking. “You poisoned the water.”

“It’s none of your business what I did, or what I’m going to do. Why do you keep asking questions? You’re all the same, you women. Talk, talk, talk. Meredith wouldn’t shut up either.”

He was getting angry, the first real reaction she had gotten out of him, and the hate rising in his eyes was frightening. Moira was beginning to think that she had made a big mistake. She had assumed that she would easily be able to overpower such an old man, but Clint was far from feeble.

“Is… is that why you killed all of those young women?” she asked as she looked around frantically for something she could use to defend herself. “Did they talk too much, too?”

He frowned at her, the mention of his murder victims distracting him temporarily from his rage towards her.

“What do you know about them?” he asked her sharply. “My poor, sweet girls. I hope you didn’t go digging more of them up.”

“How many were there?” she asked, her voice strengthening as she realized that she may just have the upper hand here. The man wasn’t exactly in his right mind, and talk about the murdered girls seemed to throw him off track. “Five, was it? What did you do, hang around their high schools, follow them home, and pull them into a van?”

“More than five,” croaked Reggie from the bed. Whatever haze he was in seemed to be wearing off. He struggled into a seated position, wiping his chin where some of the poisoned water that Clint had been attempting to give him had dribbled. “He was in high school when he killed the first one. I saw it in the papers. Old papers, I found ‘em in Sylvia Tinmen’s room.” He blinked, confused again, and settled himself back down on the pillow.

Clint paled and stared at Reggie. For the first time, he seemed really unsettled.

“Betty was an accident,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hurt her. Things got out of hand. When she tripped and hit her head on the rock, I ran. I didn’t push her; she really did trip. I didn’t know that it killed her, I swear I didn’t.”

To Moira’s surprise he seemed almost apologetic. It was a far cry from the cold way he had spoken about Meredith and the others earlier.

“Why did you kill the others, Clint?” she asked him, attempting to keep her voice gentle. She was determined not to let him hear how scared of him she was. “Didn’t they deserve to live, just like Betty?”

“I tried,” he told her. “I gave them each every chance I could.”

“Every chance for what, Clint?” she asked. Her gaze had fallen on the call button strapped to Reggie’s wrist. Designed to summon a nurse if he needed help, if she could just reach over and press it without the other man noticing, they would be saved.

“I gave them every chance to be like Betty,” he said. “I showed them how to do their hair like she did, how to talk like she did… I tried to make it like she had never died, don’t you see? But they just kept being wrong.”

He seemed to be getting agitated again.

“I’m sure they tried their best,” she said, her voice shaky now.

“None of them were good enough. I just wanted Betty back, but they didn’t understand. And Meredith especially, she talked too much. She kept asking questions just like you do. Eventually I had to make her shut up for good, or she would have made me crazy. It’s time for you to be quiet, too.”

His eyes narrowed as a subtle change flicked across his face. Whatever part of him was capable of reasoning had left, and in its wake was simply a man bent on destroying everything in the world that he didn’t like; unfortunately, Moira was currently at the top of that list. She pressed herself against the wall as he reached over to snatch up the wooden cane leaning against the night stand. He walked slowly around the bed towards her, letting the cane drag on the floor as he approached. She was trapped. If she tried to climb over the bed, he would surely yank her back, and there was nowhere else for her to go.

He raised the cane to strike at her. As his arm extended, she saw him wince. His split second of discomfort gave her enough time to react. She raised her hands to fend off the cane as it came down at her, and even managed to grab hold of it with one hand. Wrapping her second hand around it, she held on with both hands with all her might as he tried to pull it back. What ensued was a tug of war that might have been comedic if it hadn’t been so serious. The man would have easily overpowered her in his youth, but now, elderly as he was, their strength was matched. It wasn’t until the first police officer rushed into the room that Moira finally let go of the cane, which sent him stumbling backwards in surprise. Panting and shaking, she couldn’t help a small smile. Sure enough, David had called in the cavalry and they had saved the day.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“How on earth did you know it was Clint?” she asked David as he helped her and Meg pack the rest of their stuff into the refrigerated truck. After one of the residents was arrested on a murder charge, Misty Pines had ended the party early, which she was glad for. Even though Moira liked the people at the assisted-living center, she couldn’t wait to leave.

“It was the pictures,” he said. She raised an eyebrow, and he elaborated. “I was looking at those articles that Reggie found for you, and I realized something odd about them. The pictures used in the articles were almost all school pictures—pep rallies, team pictures, prize winners—and each one gave credit to the same photographer.”

“Clint,” she guessed. He nodded.

“That could have meant nothing, especially in a small town like this where there aren’t exactly that many professional photographers, but I noticed that even the girls that had disappeared from towns hours away had had their picture taken by him too. Now that was a link I could follow. So I did some digging, and found his past addresses. Since he was working freelance with the schools, he needed to keep an address on file. He moved around a lot, but do you care to guess where he lived during the summer that Meredith disappeared?”

“My house,” she said, feeling sick. David nodded.

“A quick search showed me that he was still alive and well—and that he lived at Misty Pines.”

“So you called me,” she said. “But why was he trying to kill Reggie?”

“Because he knew Reggie was digging stuff up on the murder for you. He must have overheard you talking about it somehow.” Moira guiltily remembered telling Reggie, Candice, and Eli about the girl who had been murdered, and Clint coming over to listen to the story. “Clint had been diagnosed with paranoia, among other issues, and that likely made him believe Reggie was more of a danger than he actually was.”

“I’m so glad Reggie will be okay,” she said softly, horrified that all of this had happened because of her. Why hadn’t she been more careful when she told Reggie about the body in her basement? “I just don’t understand why anyone would take the life of an innocent young woman with so much to look forward to.”

“He was a serial killer, plain and simple. Whatever it is in us that gives us empathy towards others must be missing in him. He must have used his job to get close to these young ladies, earn their trust, and then lure them away somewhere,” he said.

“That just makes me sick,” she told him. “How could anyone be so cruel?”

“Some people are just born bad. He was probably the type of kid that killed cats and dogs in his neighborhood for fun when he was a kid. What amazes me is that he managed to escape arrest for so long. If it wasn’t for you, he might very well have lived out the rest of his life as a free man.”

“Thank goodness he’s going to get justice at last. I spoke to one of the nurses, and she thinks that Clint must have slipped him sleeping pills at breakfast. I guess they shared a table this morning, which would have given him the chance.”

“Do they know what drug he was going to use to kill him?” the private investigator asked.

“Not yet,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure that whatever it was, he dissolved it in water and was going to force Reggie to drink it. The reaction with the sleeping pills alone probably would have done it.”

“Reggie is extremely lucky that you were there,” David said as he closed the truck’s doors. She could tell by his voice that he wasn’t happy with her.

“I had to try to save him,” she said. “Would you have done any different?”

“No,” he admitted. “But it’s different when I put myself in dangerous situations.”

“Why?” she asked. “Because you’re a man?”

He raised an eyebrow. 

“No, because I’m trained and armed.”

“Oh.” She bit her lip, abashed. He had a point. What she had done had been dangerous, but she knew she would make the same decision again. She couldn’t just stand by and let somebody get killed, not if there was any way that she could help it.

She told David as much, and to her surprise, he smiled.

“I know,” he said. “And that attitude is one of the things I’m attracted to about you. That doesn’t mean I think it’s okay that you just put yourself alone in a room with a serial killer, but at least I can respect the courage it must have taken.”

Alone in a room with a serial killer. When he put it like that, it really put it in perspective. Clint had killed not just Meredith, but who knew how many other girls. The only reason she hadn’t ended up dead or seriously injured herself was because the man was pushing eighty, and had been weakened by arthritis.

“Come on,” she said, suppressing a shudder. “I want to get home. I need to take a long bath and try to put this day behind me so I can enjoy my birthday tomorrow. Are we still on for lunch and a movie?”

“Yes.” His eyes twinkled mischievously, but he would say nothing more as he kissed her goodbye and drove away.

Moira dropped the food truck off at the deli, grabbed her own car, and headed home. She was tired, but mostly she just felt relief. Relief that it was over, and that Meredith would have justice at last.

Halfway to her house, she got a call from Candice.

“Can you come over, Mom?” her daughter asked. “It’s not an emergency or anything, I just need to talk to you about something.”

“Of course, sweetheart,” she said. “I’ll be there soon.”

She bypassed her house and continued on back to Lake Marion. She was happy to go spend some time with her daughter before going home, and she was certain Candice would want to hear her version of what had happened at Misty Pines.

The parking lot behind the candy shop was unusually full when she got there, but she managed to find a nice spot right by the stairway. The door at the bottom was propped open, so she went right on up, pausing at the top to knock on her daughter’s door.

“Come on in,” Candice called.

Moira opened the door to find a sea of smiling faces staring back at her. David was there, along with Darrin, Allison, Denise, Logan, Martha, and even Candice. Even Felix was there, rubbing his little furry head against Logan’s leg. Above their heads hung a huge Happy Birthday banner. A grin spread across Moira’s face, followed quickly by the prickle of tears in her eyes. All of this, for her?

“Happy birthday, Mom,” Candice said, wrapping her in a hug. “I know it’s not until tomorrow, but we thought this would be a nice surprise. Eli was going to be here, but he needed to be with his grandfather instead after what happened.”

“Of course.” She looked around, touched beyond words. Somehow, without her even suspecting, her friends had all managed to get together and organize a surprise party for her. 

“This is what we were doing behind your back for the last few weeks,” said Darrin. “We were trying to plan everything without you guessing what was going on. We even ordered the cake from out of town, since you know the lady that owns the bakery in Lake Marion.”

“Wow,” she breathed. “I just can’t believe how much effort you guys put into this. I feel so bad for snapping at you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure from your perspective, all of our sneaking around must have seemed pretty suspicious.”

“Still, I should have given you the benefit of the doubt. I just can’t believe that you managed to put all of this together without me finding out. Thank you so much, everyone,” she said, looking around at all of the people that had gathered to wish her a happy birthday.

“Dante and Meg will be joining us as soon as they close at the deli,” said Darrin quickly. “We didn’t want to leave them out—they both did a lot of work on this, too.”

“Wait until you see what your employees got you,” David said, gesturing her over. The crowd of her friends parted, and she saw, sitting on the dining room table, a huge cake shaped and frosted to look exactly like the deli. 

“Oh my goodness,” she breathed. “It’s wonderful. How did you…? I don’t deserve all of this.”

“Yeah, you do, Mom,” Candice said with a smile. “You do so much for all of us, we thought it was time to do something special for you.”
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