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Chapter 1
Wednesday, September 2
 
 
As I sat on one of the blue hard plastic chairs outside Principal Bower’s office, I couldn’t help but flash back to the numerous occasions on which I’d waited on this very chair as a student at Ashton Falls Elementary School. It’s not that I was a bad kid per se; it’s more that I was an enthusiastic and opinionated child with excess energy to expend. 
For my first few years of school, the principal at Ashton Falls Elementary was an easygoing and forgiving man named Principal Reinhold. When I was in the fourth grade, Principal Reinhold retired and Principal Bower took over. I know he was young and wanted to prove himself as a leader, but if you asked me, he had been needlessly strict. It was almost as if he were looking for an excuse to call my dad or give me detention.
Of course there was that time when I slipped Buster Grogan’s pet snake into Principal Bower’s desk drawer. That hadn’t been nearly as amusing as I’d anticipated it might be. And I had to admit that the back wall of the administration office did still bear the small hole I’d accidentally created when I rammed Dizzy Wheeler’s go-cart into it. I still blame Dizzy for that accident. He could have warned me the go-cart had no brakes. 
In retrospect, perhaps I hadn’t been a model student, but I wasn’t nearly as bad as Scooter Sherwood had been years ago when he’d first lived in Ashton Falls. His mother had died when Scooter was in the second grade, and his father went off the deep end and basically left him to his own devices from that point forward. When he was in the third grade Scooter cut school more often than he attended, which no one seemed to mind because at least that way he wasn’t terrorizing the student body.
My new husband, Zak Zimmerman, had been asked to babysit Scooter the summer between third and fourth grade, which he’d done as a favor to me to help facilitate the peaceful resolution of a dog bite incident. Zak had grown fond of Scooter during their time together and ended up taking him under his wing. He’d arranged for Scooter to go to a private boarding school for the fourth grade. He’d done well in that environment and had caught up academically.
Scooter was now living with Zak and me as he was getting ready to enter the fifth grade at Ashton Falls Elementary. Apparently, given Scooter’s colorful past at the school, I needed Principal Bower’s permission to re-enroll him. Which was why I was sitting on this particular hard blue chair in the first place. 
“Principal Bower will see you now,” the petite young secretary, whose name I learned was Penny Waller, announced.
I smiled at the woman as I stood up and headed toward the closed door separating the principal’s office from the reception area. I hate to admit it, but my palms were sweaty and my heart pounded just as it had when I’d approached those doors all those years ago. What was there about being summoned to the principal’s office that could send even the most confident adult into nervous jitters? 
I knocked on the door and was greeted with instructions to come in. I slowly opened the door and poked my head inside to confirm that I’d actually heard what I was certain I had. 
“If it isn’t Zoe Donovan.” Principal Bower smiled. “Do come in.”
So far so good. 
“I hear congratulations are in order. How is that new husband of yours?”
“He’s good. Thank you for asking. I hear congratulations are due to you as well.”
Although Principal Bower was in his midforties, he’d married the twenty-eight-year-old first grade teacher two years ago, creating quite the controversy at the time. 
“Yes, my wife had a baby over the summer. We had a boy. Denver. He’s two months old as of tomorrow.”
“I bet he’s adorable. I hear he looks just like you.”
“Actually, he does. I got out my old photo album to compare and it looks like we could be the same baby. So what can I do for you today?”
“I’m here about Scooter Sherwood.”
Principal Bower frowned. “I thought he moved.”
“He did. But he’s back. He’s living with Zak and me. I came in to sign him up for school, but I was told he was on academic probation, so I need your permission to re-enroll him.”
Principal Bower got up from his desk and crossed the room, where a row of file cabinets covered one wall. He opened one of the drawers and removed a file. A very large file. He returned to his desk and opened the cover of the manila folder.
“It says here that Scooter missed ninety-six days of school the last year he attended Ashton Falls Elementary. Since there are only one hundred sixty-eight days in the school year, I’d say that’s fairly significant.”
“It is a lot,” I agreed. “But his mom had just passed away and his dad was basically AWOL. The poor kid was left to his own devices much of the time. But I think you’ll see Zak has had a wonderful influence on him. I can assure you that he won’t miss school unless he’s actually ill.”
Principal Bower continued to look through the file. “In addition to the absences, he has a thick disciplinary file. I’m assuming you can likewise assure me that Scooter won’t be putting dead fish in his teacher’s desk or super gluing action figures to the whiteboard?”
I fought a smile. Dead fish. That was a classic.
“I promise. Scooter is a different kid. Give him a chance to let him prove it to you.”
Principal Bower made a tent with his fingers as he considered my request. I could tell he was hesitant, but I also realized he probably didn’t have a reason to keep Scooter out of school given the circumstances.
“I understand you’re opening a school of your own.”
“Sort of,” I confirmed. “We have plans to open the main campus of Zimmerman Academy next year. This year we’re opening the Academy on a part-time basis. We’re starting with a small student body who’ll attend either middle school or high school in the morning and then come to us in the afternoon for academic enrichment.” 
“I understand you’ve admitted several Ashton Falls Elementary School alumni, including Chad Carson, Harrison Ackerman, and Abby Peterman.”
“Yes. Harrison will be attending as a seventh grader and Chad and Abby as high school students.”
“Chad is a bit of a goof, but I believe he’ll do fine, but Abby and Harrison have discipline files almost as thick as Scooter’s. Are you sure you want to take them on?”
“Yes. Zak and I are aware of their academic and behavioral histories.”
For those of you who may be unaware of their backgrounds, fifteen-year-old Abby Peterman is a video game–playing superstar who is outspoken, confident, and friendly. Her mother was sick for a number of years, so she had to help take care of her younger sister and three brothers, creating a situation in which she missed school frequently. After her mother passed away, her sister and two of her brothers had gone to live with an aunt, so it was just her dad and her thirteen-year-old brother at home with her. Like Scooter, Abby had begun cutting class after her mother passed and hadn’t been living up to her potential.
Harrison Ackerman, Hacker to his friends, was a computer genius who had as much potential as any of the other techno kids in the school Zak and I hoped to cater to. Like a lot of really bright kids, he’d been bored in the public school system and had tended to use his time to get into trouble. Given the heavy focus on technology in Zimmerman Academy’s plan, we were certain the brown-haired, brown-eyed boy, who had hacked into the public school’s records and changed everyone’s grades, would thrive in his new environment.
“So about Scooter …” I said. 
“Okay,” Bower eventually decided. “I’ll allow Scooter to enroll for the upcoming school year, but I’ll be keeping a close eye on him. If the behavior issues reappear I’m afraid you’ll need to make other arrangements.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
“After your husband donated the money for new playground equipment I don’t feel I can deny your request without at least giving it a try. I hope you’re right about Scooter. I’d like to see him back on track. He’s had a tough couple of years.”
“Yes,” I agreed, “he has. But he did really well last year, so I don’t think he’ll have any problem keeping up with his peers.”
“He’ll be entering the fifth grade, so his teacher will be Miss Maxwell. I’m going to ask that you set up a meeting with her before the first day of school to discuss Scooter’s unique background. It will be important that you’re on the same page.”
“I’ll do that. Is she here today?”
“I know there are several staff members on campus preparing their rooms for next week. I’m uncertain if Miss Maxwell is here today, however. You can find her in room B2. You can wander over to see if she’s here. And you might want to take a look at the playground equipment your husband donated as well.”
“Okay. And thank you. I really think Scooter is going to do just fine.”
“I hope so.”
I left Principal Bower’s office and headed to the B wing only to find that Room 2 was dark. The rain we’d been having the past few days had all but stopped, and B wing was at the rear of the campus, so I decided to head out the back door of the building to take a peek at the new equipment Zak had donated. The old stuff had been in pretty bad shape, so I was certain his donation was greatly appreciated, but I found it a little odd that he hadn’t mentioned it to me. I suppose it could have slipped his mind. I’ve found Zak is quick with his pen and tends to give away a lot of money on a regular basis.
It appeared that not only did the school have all-new playground equipment but the lot had been newly paved and the lines for the basketball courts, four square courts, and other games and activities had been newly redrawn. I stepped out onto the pavement to get the full view of the area. It was then that I noticed something I really wished I hadn’t laid out across the hopscotch course.
I let out a groan, took a deep breath, and hurried forward. 
Shortly after Principal Bower had taken over at Ashton Falls Elementary he’d hired a new cook for the cafeteria: Mrs. Brown. While the food at the school had always been marginal, Mrs. Brown’s cooking was downright lethal. The kids who attended Ashton Falls Elementary School used to say that one day the lunch lady was going to kill us all with her hamburger gravy. It was a cruel taunt, and looking back, I’m sure we must have hurt the poor woman’s feelings, although you’d never know it by her almost military approach to food production and distribution. I wish I could say the slop we were served wasn’t really that bad, but to this day the thought of the grayish glob of lumpy gravy over equally lumpy potatoes caused my stomach to churn.
I’d often wondered why the woman didn’t try to improve the quality of the food she served. It made sense that she’d want to hone her skills to produce a more palatable product that would be received with less ridicule, but if you ask me, I don’t think she really cared. Everything about the way she approached her job and her life indicated she didn’t particularly like either cooking or children. 
Over the years I’d heard students and parents alike threaten to get rid of her. There had even been a few formal petitions regarding the issue. But for some reason Principal Bower refused to fire her. I was prepared to send sack lunches with Scooter for the duration of his stay at the elementary school, but if I was seeing what I was afraid I saw, Mrs. Brown wouldn’t be serving her unappetizing meals to the kids at Ashton Falls Elementary this year.
I knelt down and felt for a pulse. There was none. I then called Sheriff Salinger and waited for the inevitable questions I was certain he’d have when he arrived.
Poor Mrs. Brown. I’d never really cared for the short and stick-thin woman who obviously didn’t eat the high-carb meals she’d forced on the youth of Ashton Falls. Still, as I stood near her lifeless body, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of empathy for the sour old soul who, by all appearances, had lived her life as an outcast. 
“Did you see what happened?” Sheriff Salinger asked me fifteen minutes later, after he’d confirmed the woman wearing a white apron and a serviceable hair net was indeed dead. 
“No. When I came out of the building I saw her lying here on the hopscotch course. I called you right away and have been standing here ever since, but no one else has come by.”
I looked around the surrounding area. With the steady rain we’d had all day the playground and the surrounding athletic fields were completely deserted. 
“Looks like blunt force trauma to the back of the head,” I commented.
“Yeah. Maybe a bat or similarly shaped object.”
“I wonder what she was doing out here on the playground,” I mused.
Salinger looked down at the puddle of water she was lying in. “It does seem odd, given the amount of rain we had today. Hopefully we’ll get some additional information once the autopsy is completed.”
“Should we cover her until the coroner gets here?” Somehow it felt wrong to leave her exposed to the elements.
Salinger nodded. “I have a blanket in the car.” He handed me his keys. “It’s in the trunk. I’ll wait with the body.”
I took the keys and headed toward the parking lot. I was fairly certain that other than Principal Bower and his secretary, the campus had been deserted when I’d walked through. Bower had said there were other staff on the property earlier in the day, but it looked as if they had all left before I took my journey through the dark campus. I had to wonder when Mrs. Brown had died and, more importantly, why she was even on campus when there were no students to feed.
“Zoe, what are you doing here?” Virginia Wilson, one of the girls I’d attended this very elementary school with, asked as we crossed paths in the corridor connecting the playground and the parking lot. 
“Scooter Sherwood is living with Zak and me. I came to register him for the upcoming school year. Is your Artie already in kindergarten?”
“He is.” Virginia beamed. “He’s so excited to finally be old enough to go to school with the other kids who live in our neighborhood.”
“Kindergarten is the best.” I smiled. “Are you having a case of empty nest syndrome now that your only child will be going to school?”
“Didn’t you hear?” Virginia grinned. “I had another baby. A girl. She’ll be ten months old next week.”
“I hadn’t heard. Congratulations.”
“If Scooter is going to be attending the school this year you simply must join the PTA with me. The first meeting is on Wednesday evening.”
“It sounds like fun, but I really have a lot on my plate at the moment. I’ll check my calendar and get back to you.”
“It really is important to be involved in your child’s education,” Virginia urged.
“Yes, I’m sure it is,” I agreed.
“Besides, Yolanda Snyder, the PTA president, wants to launch a new campaign to get rid of Mrs. Brown. You know she tried to get the woman fired last year but was blocked by Principal Bower. This year we plan to take our concerns to a higher level. I don’t want my Artie eating the slop she serves. Trust me, if it were up to Yolanda and me, the woman will be gone one way or another.”
“Yes, well, the food wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t that bad,” I commented.
I had no idea why I was defending the woman, except that now that she was dead, I found I felt bad for her.
“Not that bad?” Virginia laughed. “It was horrid and you know it.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I answered vaguely. 
“You know,” Virginia added, “if you do speak to Yolanda about the PTA, you might ask her about the Boy Scouts for Scooter. It’s a good organization that can help teach our youth traditional values. I’ve signed my Artie up for Cub Scouts. Yolanda is the organizer for the area. She can get you set up with a troop for Scooter, I’m sure.”
“It sounds good, but Scooter has soccer. I’m afraid he’s already pretty busy.”
“An idle mind is the devil’s workshop.” Virginia shook her finger at me as if she were scolding me. “It’s best to keep our children busy. You should at least look into it. In fact, there’s an informational dinner at the community center tonight. I remember Scooter from the last time he lived here. The child is in serious need of discipline. You really should plan to attend.”
“I’ll think about it. It’s been nice catching up, but I really am in a hurry.”
“I heard Zak is about to launch some new software that will revitalize the industry,” Virginia commented as I tried to scurry away.
“Yes, it launches at the end of the month.”
“I’d love to hear all about it.”
“And I’d love to tell you, but I’m in a hurry.” I stopped walking and looked at the woman. I really did need to get rid of her before I reached Salinger’s car. “Call me next week and we’ll have lunch to catch up. We can talk about the PTA then as well.”
“I’ll do that.” 
She wouldn’t.
Virginia and I hadn’t been friends in elementary school and we weren’t friends now. I was certain the only reason she’d even stopped to talk to me was to try to get a juicy piece of gossip about the millionaire I’d married. 
She hugged me and turned back toward the admin office and I continued to the parking lot. 
It was starting to rain heavily by the time I managed to retrieve the blanket from Salinger’s squad car. When I got back to the spot where he was waiting with Mrs. Brown’s body, it had started to pour. 
“What took you so long?” Salinger asked.
“I ran into Virginia Wilson.”
Salinger frowned. Virginia was famous in Ashton Falls for being both a gossip and a complainer. I wasn’t a bit surprised the sheriff knew exactly who she was. I was willing to bet she called the sheriff’s office to complain about one thing or another on a weekly basis. 
“She doesn’t know what’s going on?” Salinger asked.
“No, I managed to get rid of her.”
“Good. That woman is a real thorn in my backside.” 
“Doesn’t it seem odd to you that the lunch lady was on campus fully clothed in lunch lady attire even though there are no students to cook for?” I asked.
“I suppose she could have been preparing food to freeze, or maybe she was just stocking the pantry,” Salinger suggested.
“Maybe, but what was she doing out here on the hopscotch course?”
Salinger picked up a cigarette stub with a gloved hand. “I’m guessing she was taking a break.”
I frowned. I didn’t remember Mrs. Brown being a smoker. Of course she wouldn’t have smoked in front of the students, so maybe she had her secret vice and I just hadn’t known about it. After one of my best friends, Levi Denton, got a job coaching at the high school, I’d found out a lot of things about the faculty that I’d never have suspected. As a student, you view your teachers as beyond reproach, but I’d learned in recent years that the veil of perfection teachers tried to convey was often no more than an illusion.
Of course that wasn’t true of all teachers. Since Levi had been working at the high school I’d discovered that some of the faculty I’d most feared as a student were the nicest once you got to know them.
“Do you happen to know if Mrs. Brown has any family?” Salinger asked.
“Not that I know of. Her name is Mrs. Brown, so I imagine there is or was a husband in the mix. Principal Bower is in his office. I’m sure he can answer your questions about her personal life.”
Salinger looked up toward the sky. “You can go ahead and go. No use both of us getting soaked to the skin.”
I wanted to point out that it was a little late for that, but I really did want to go home to change into some dry clothes. Besides, I knew Zak and the kids planned to order pizza and watch a movie, and with all the rain, staying in sounded just about perfect.
“I’ll have a chat with Bower once I’m done here and call you if I have any additional questions,” Salinger added.
“You know where to find me.”
 



Chapter 2
 
 
I left the campus and headed over to the high school gym to pick up Scooter from soccer practice. Normally practices were held outdoors, but with all the rain we’d been having lately the coach had decided to move things indoors. I still needed to confirm the snack schedule for the following month with the team mom, which is where I was headed when I was intercepted by Trenton Field, a local psychologist whose son Devon was on Scooter’s team.
“Kids are looking good,” I commented as Scooter dribbled the ball across the wooden floor and successfully kicked it into the net that had been set up at one end of the gym. 
“They really are. It looks like you and Zak have done an amazing job with Scooter. He listens and follows directions, and he seems to get along well with the other kids. He seems like an entirely different kid.”
“Zak gets all the credit for that. He’s really taken him under his wing. I think all Scooter needed was an adult in his life who would provide a steadying presence.”
“That’s pretty much what most kids need.” Trenton looked around the crowded gym. “Can we chat in the lobby for a minute?”
Uh-oh. Those words were never good.
“Sure.” I plastered on a smile.
I followed Trenton to the gym’s lobby, where we would be alone. “What’s up?”
“I heard about Evelyn Brown.”
“How did you hear already?”
As far as I knew, Salinger was still at the crime scene, and other than the other emergency personnel who had been called in, no one else had been notified of the woman’s death.
“She was a client and I was listed as an emergency contact. One of the new deputies at the local office called and filled me in about what had occurred.”
“Mrs. Brown was in therapy?”
“I’m afraid I can’t say anything about her therapy, but I do want her killer found,” Trenton shared. “I can’t provide any specifics, but I know you like to investigate. If you do decide to work on the case it might serve you well to speak to Mike Parks.”
Mike was the groundskeeper at the cemetery. 
“Do you think he might know who would want to harm her?” I asked.
“Like I said, I can’t tell you anything specific, but having a chat with the man could prove to be helpful. I suppose I could mention this to Salinger, but he’ll only push for information I’m uncomfortable providing. I figured you would take my suggestion for what it is, just a suggestion.”
“Okay, I’ll talk to him tomorrow. Any other helpful hints?” I asked as a loud cheer sounded from the main part of the gym. Someone must have done something awesome. 
“Not for now. I’ll go back through my notes to see if I can find anything relevant. Evelyn had some issues, but she didn’t deserve to die the way she did. I do have certain therapist-patient limitations to consider, but I’ll help in any way I can.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that.”
I returned to the gym, where Scooter’s team had divided up into two groups for an impromptu scrimmage. Scooter had a lot of energy to spare and he put that energy to good use on the soccer field. While his tendency toward hyperactivity was a disadvantage in the classroom, it was proving to be a huge advantage when it came to sports. If his performance during this practice were any indication, it looked like he had secured himself a spot in the starting lineup.
When Scooter was finished with practice the two of us picked up a couple of pizzas and then headed home for a quiet night with the family. Trying to find a movie that appealed to a sixteen-year-old, streetwise computer whiz of above-average intelligence, a ten-year-old hyperactive boy of average intelligence, and a quiet ten-year-old girl with an IQ that exceeded even Zak’s, was a challenge. After quite a bit of negotiation the group decided on Dumb and Dumber. Go figure; even Alex was cracking up.
“This is nice,” I whispered to Zak, who was as entranced with the movie as the kids. 
Zak’s dog, Bella, and my dog, Charlie, were sitting on the floor next to Alex, Scooter, and Pi, who were all lounging on bean bag chairs in front of the big-screen television. My cats, Marlow and Spade, even seemed to be watching the movie from the empty love seat next to where Zak and I were sitting. 
Zak turned and looked at me. “Yeah.” He smiled. “It really is. I always wondered what it would be like to be from a big family.”
“Me too.” 
Both Zak and I had been only children raised primarily by single parents.
“I wasn’t sure how Pi was going to fit in with the other two, but he seems to really enjoy hanging out with Alex and Scooter,” I commented. “At least to a point. I’m sure he’s anxious to make friends his own age, but he’s turning out to be a pretty awesome big brother.”
Zak shrugged. “I’m not surprised. Pi has been in foster care since his mom passed away. I think he missed having a family as much as I imagine anyone in that situation would miss a nurturing environment.”
“Did you talk to him about the whole hacking thing?” I asked.
Zak had first met Pi when he’d hacked into the computer system of one of Zak’s clients. Zak seemed to think he merely did it to attract his attention, but I wasn’t so sure. A person doesn’t learn to hack into a computer system with state-of-the-art technology unless he’d first practiced by hacking into other systems. If you asked me, it was something that was in Pi’s blood. 
“I did. He understands the conditions I’ve attached to my offer to eventually make him a partner in Zimmerman Software. He knows he must finish his education and stay out of trouble. The deal I’m offering him is worth millions of dollars. In my opinion that should motivate him to keep his end of the bargain.”
“Did money motivate you when you were sixteen?” I wondered.
Zak frowned. “Actually, no. I mean, I’m sure I realized that having a lot of money would be nice, but when I was sixteen it really was about pushing the limits and trying to see what I could both do and get away with.”
I raised one eyebrow.
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on the boy.”
Zak returned his attention to the screen and I returned my attention to the dark-haired boy I’d only met a few days earlier. I hoped Zak was right about him. He seemed happy to be here, but I still felt hesitant to relax completely. Although he’d dropped out of school prior to Zak taking him under his wing, he struck me as a well-rounded individual. Besides being a genius on the computer, he seemed to enjoy a wide range of literature and played the guitar better than anyone I had ever met. He somehow managed to pull off the perfect balance of nerdy genius and rock-and-roll heartthrob. I had a feeling the female population of Ashton Falls was going to be all over the dark-haired, dark-eyed motocross rider.
As Zak continued to enjoy the movie I glanced at Scooter, who was burping so loud as to drown out the sound of the dialogue. We really would need to teach the child some manners. Scooter was hyperactive by nature and I really could see why Principal Bower had been hesitant to give him a second chance. If it hadn’t been for Zak and his positive influence on his life, I don’t know what would have happened to the lost little boy.
When Zak first told me the blond-haired, green-eyed nine-year-old was going to be staying with him that first summer I’d thought he was nuts. But the boy had grown on me. When Zak had suggested that Scooter come to live with us I couldn’t have been happier. 
And then there was Alex, who we’d met last Christmas, when Scooter had brought her home with him for winter break. The dark-haired, blue-eyed ten-year-old had two parents who I’m sure must love her in their own way, but they were academics who cared more about making the next big discovery in archaeology than they did about being the most awesome parents. I’m not sure any of the kids—or Zimmerman Academy, for that matter—would even be part of our lives without Alex. Prior to meeting and falling in love with her, I was certain Zoe Donovan and kids were things that didn’t mix very well, like oil and water. But Alex not only had opened my mind to the idea of being a parent, she’d opened my heart to the possibility as well.
“Other than finding Mrs. Brown’s body, how did things go at the school?” Zak asked.
“Scooter is all set to begin school next week,” I informed him. “And I ran into Gilda today. She asked me if Alex would be able to participate in the play the community theater is doing this fall.”
Gilda Reynolds owned the Bears and Beaver Gift Shop and was the director of the community theater.
“Alex did such a fantastic job in the Christmas play and she really seemed to enjoy it, so I thought I’d ask her if we can work out the logistics,” I added. “The rehearsals will be in the evenings, so it won’t interfere with school.”
“It’s fine with me,” Zak said. “I’m sure between the two of us we can juggle Scooter’s soccer games and Alex’s rehearsals.”
“Does it seem odd to you to be sitting here discussing potential scheduling conflicts for after-school activities?” I asked.
“Yeah, a little bit. But I’m excited to attend Scooter’s soccer games and Alex’s play.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Oh, here comes a funny part.” Zak returned his attention to the television screen.
I’d seen the movie before, and while there were funny parts, I wasn’t really into watching it again. I’d pretty much made up my mind to find something to read while Zak and the kids finished the movie when my phone buzzed. It was Salinger. I decided to take it in the kitchen so as not to disturb the others.
“Salinger,” I answered.
“Donovan.”
“What’s up?”
“The coroner found a button clasped in Mrs. Brown’s hand. Upon further examination of both the body and the crime scene, it appears she was attacked first in the cafeteria, where she was making hamburger gravy. There was a large pot of gravy, and because school doesn’t open until next week, I assumed she planned to freeze it until Jim Bower informed me that the freezer was old and in the process of being replaced.”
“So why the big pot of hamburger gravy?”
“I don’t know, and neither did Bower.”
“It could be a clue,” I asserted.
“Maybe. My guess is that Mrs. Brown struggled with her attacker in the kitchen and then fled the scene. It appears as if she was running across the blacktop when she was hit from behind. At first I was thinking a bat, but the coroner believes she was hit with a large rolling pin.”
“I guess that makes sense if the altercation began in the kitchen, and the fact that she ran explains why she was outside in the rain. Did you find the murder weapon?”
“No. At this point it’s just a guess that a rolling pin was the weapon. The size and shape of the wound fits that assumption. I’m guessing the killer took it with him. I doubt we’ll find it.”
It made sense that the killer would take the rolling pin. It would be easy enough to do. A rolling pin, unlike a gun, was a fairly inconspicuous item that could easily be hidden in plain sight. 
“It seems like someone would have heard them if the skirmish went on for a period of time,” I added.
“The kitchen is in the back of the building, and it appears she ran out through the back door,” Salinger pointed out. “It’s unlikely anyone in the front would have realized anything was going on.”
“Did you find fingerprints or any other physical evidence other than the button?” 
“No. Not yet, anyway.”
“And the button?”
“It appears to be a standard white button off a men’s dress shirt. I’ve sent it to the crime lab in Bryton Lake. Unless they can pull DNA off it I doubt it will end up helping us much.”
I had to agree with Salinger. If the button had been an odd shape or color or had any distinctive quality to it then maybe. But I suspected almost every male in town owned a dress shirt with standard white buttons.
“Did Principal Bower know Mrs. Brown was on campus today?” I asked.
“He said he didn’t. The kitchen has an exterior door. It appears Mrs. Brown accessed the kitchen from the parking lot reserved for the kitchen and maintenance staff rather than going through the main school building.”
“And the killer? Are we operating under the assumption that he or she accessed the kitchen through that door as well?”
“Unless we find evidence to suggest otherwise it seems a good guess. Neither the principal nor his secretary reported having seen or heard anything, although both said they were in the administration office the entire afternoon.”
I knew that office was at the front of the school building, about as far from the kitchen as you could get and still be on campus.
“Principal Bower told me there were other staff members on campus at one point. When I walked through the building on my way to see if Scooter’s teacher was in her classroom I didn’t see anyone, so I’m assuming everyone had left, but if there were teachers on campus earlier in the day maybe someone saw something.”
“I’m going to spend tomorrow talking to Mrs. Brown’s neighbors and co-workers. Maybe something will pop,” Salinger informed me.
I let out a long breath. “It sounds like this is going to be a tough one.”
“Yeah, it looks like it right now. Still, we really haven’t begun to dig. I’m sure a motive will materialize. I’ll see what I can find out about Mrs. Brown’s regular routine. If you hear anything let me know.”
“I will. I have book club tomorrow. I know Hazel volunteers at the elementary school both in the library and in the classroom, reading to the kids. I’ll ask her if she knows anything about Mrs. Brown’s private life.” 
“Mrs. Brown has lived in Ashton Falls for a long time. There has to be someone in the community who knew the woman well enough to point us in some direction.”
 
 



Chapter 3 
Thursday, September 3
 
 
As instructed by Principal Bower, I returned to Ashton Falls Elementary School the next day to speak with Miss Maxwell about Scooter’s unique situation. Personally, I think informing a teacher about a student’s past behavior issues before she even meets him is just setting him up for failure. Scooter had developed into an awesome kid, but I could tell by the look on Miss Maxwell’s face that she had already labeled him a troublemaker. 
“I think it’s important to meet him with an open mind,” I encouraged. “Scooter’s past is in the past, and he had a really good reason for acting the way he did. I mean, his mother died. How is an eight-year-old supposed to deal with that when his dad is all but absent?”
“Yes, I can see your point. It’s just that I have twenty-eight students to teach. I need to make certain that one student doesn’t interrupt the learning environment for the rest of the class,” Miss Maxwell answered.
“I can promise you that Scooter has changed. He’s a much more focused and serious student now. Although…”
“Although?” Miss Maxwell prompted. She had narrowed her eyes as she stared at me. 
“Scooter does tend to be a bit hyperactive and his attention can wander at times, but all he needs is a gentle reminder and he’s back on track.”
“A gentle reminder?” the woman asked suspiciously.
“A hand placed on his shoulder. A meaningful glance, or possibly a verbal reminder whispered in his ear.”
Miss Maxwell picked up the pen that was sitting on her desk. She made a few notes in a notebook and then returned her attention to me. 
“How are his manners?”
Yikes.
“His manners?” I asked.
“Does he know how to work quietly? Does he understand the importance of taking turns and listening to what others have to say?”
“He’s ten,” I pointed out.
“Many ten-year-olds are ready to take on the demands of fifth grade, while others are not.”
“Yes, well, he went to a private school last year and he did fine.”
Miss Maxwell sat back and looked at me. She had an expression on her face that made me feel as though I was being scolded, which was ridiculous because she couldn’t be any older than I was.
“And how many students were in his class last year?”
“Ten,” I admitted.
Miss Maxwell gave me a meaningful glance. 
“Look, he might be a bit more active than other kids and his manners may need work, but one day Scooter Sherwood is going to do something truly amazing, and when he does, you can either be the fifth-grade teacher who believed in him and gave him a shot or the one who decided he was a loser and wrote him off before she even met him. What’s it going to be, Miss Maxwell?”
The woman looked surprised by my outburst. 
“I look forward to meeting Scooter,” she said with just a hint of admiration in her voice.
I smiled. I was so nailing this mothering thing. 
“It would really benefit his learning experience if you were involved with his class,” Miss Maxwell added. “How would you like to be room mother?”
Drat.
“I’d love nothing more.” I forced a smile. 
“And our first PTA meeting is on Wednesday. I assume I can count on your presence?”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
 
“Room mother?” Ellie asked when I spoke to her on the phone later that day.
“What was I supposed to say? She had me on the spot and she knew it. How bad can it be?”
Ellie laughed. I’m sure she wanted to remind me exactly how bad it could be but had decided to let me suffer in silence.
I decided to change the subject to something less painful. “I did find out one interesting piece of news after I spoke to you yesterday. The freezer in the cafeteria is being replaced, which means Mrs. Brown wasn’t planning to freeze the hamburger gravy she was making.”
“Whatever was she going to do with it?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t know. I checked around, and neither the church nor the senior center is planning a potluck. I can’t imagine why she would want a pot as large as she was making for anything less than a public event.”
“Did Principal Bower know what she wanted the gravy for?”
“No. He said he hadn’t seen Mrs. Brown since the end of the school year last June. He also thought it was odd that she hadn’t popped into the office to say hi. It seems none of her movements prior to her murder really make any sense, at least from the outside looking in. I spoke to the kindergarten teacher, who told me she had seen Mrs. Brown lurking in the hallway on the day she was murdered. She didn’t know why she was on campus, but she gave me the names of a couple other staff members who were at the school earlier in the day. I’m going to follow up when I can.”
“I don’t know, Zoe. It seems like you’re getting in over your head. Soccer mom and now room mom and PTA member. Do you really have time for sleuthing too?”
“Not really, but I’m not sleuthing. I’m just talking to people as the opportunity presents itself,” I defended myself. “If these conversations lead to clues in the case I might follow up just to see where they go.”
“That’s sleuthing.”
“Yeah, maybe. But don’t worry. I really do realize I have to prioritize my time.”
 
After I hung up with Ellie I headed over to Donovan’s, the general store my dad owns and operates. It had been a while since I’d stopped in, and I wanted to see how my baby sister, Harper, was feeling. The last time I’d seen her, my mom had been concerned that the cold she’d been fighting wasn’t going away as quickly as the doctor said it would. 
When I arrived at the store it was Pappy, my grandfather, rather than my dad behind the counter.
“Where’s Dad?” I asked.
“It seems your mom came down with the flu Harper has been dealing with, so I volunteered to come in so your dad could stay home and play nurse.”
“Poor Harper. She just can’t seem to shake the darn thing. And poor Mom. It’s no fun being sick.”
“Yeah, your dad seems pretty worried about it. You should stop in when you have a chance. Actually, maybe you should just call. There’s no use you getting sick too.”
“I will. Has Mom been to the doctor?”
“Your dad said the doctor called in a prescription. So what are you up to today?”
“I guess you heard about Mrs. Brown?” I queried.
“I did. It’s a real shame.”
“Did you know her?”
“Sort of. Evelyn and I have lived in Ashton Falls for decades, and we came into contact from time to time. She seemed like a nice enough person, although she did have a few quirks. Have you heard who might have done this to the poor woman?”
I jumped up onto the counter and crossed my legs Indian style, then plucked a hard candy from the jar and popped it into my mouth. 
“No, not yet,” I answered. “Salinger said he found a button in her hand from a man’s dress shirt, and it appears she was initially attacked in the kitchen and then chased outside. I’m afraid that’s not a lot to go on.”
“No.” Pappy sighed. “It really isn’t. How can I help?”
“I don’t know. I guess just tell me what you know about the woman, and maybe something you say will lead to a clue.”
Pappy leaned his elbows on the counter to support his weight while he considered my question.
“Evelyn first moved to Ashton Falls as a young bride about forty years ago.”
“I remember Salinger mentioned Evelyn was sixty-two, so she would have been in her early twenties when she moved here?”
“Sounds about right. When I first met her, she spent her time volunteering at the hospital, reading to the sick. I had broken my leg, and due to the severity of the break, I ended up spending almost a week in a hospital bed.” 
“How come I never knew about your leg?” I asked.
“I guess it just never came up. It happened before you were born and it healed up right nice and really hasn’t bothered me since.”
It was times like this that I wondered what else there was I didn’t know about the people I was closest to. “Go on,” I encouraged.
“About a year after Evelyn and her young man moved to Ashton Falls, he was killed in a fire. He was the first on the scene at a residential structure that was completely engulfed in flames. He died saving the life of a young child.”
“Oh, my. What happened to the child?” I asked.
“He lived. Evelyn’s husband was deemed a hero, and the entire community rallied around her. She didn’t have any money saved and didn’t have any skills to speak of, so she bounced around from one job to the next for years.”
“So how did she end up with the job as lunch lady?” I had to ask. She certainly didn’t get the job based on her cooking skills.
“When Jim Bower took over as principal he hired her, and she’d been there ever since.”
“Why did he hire her in the first place? Her cooking was lethal.”
“He was the boy her husband died saving.”
“Oh.” Suddenly at least part of the puzzle had fallen into place. Of course he felt a deep gratitude for the woman. I’m sure that short of actually poisoning someone, her job had been pretty secure.
“Poor Mr. Bower. He must be really upset by what happened.”
“I haven’t spoken to him, but I’m sure he must be,” Pappy agreed.
“So I take it Mrs. Brown never remarried or had children.”
“She did not. I heard her say more than once that she didn’t care for children. It was a group of ten-year-old boys who set the fire in which her husband died.”
“That too explains a lot. I can’t help but wonder why she wanted to work in an elementary school if she didn’t like kids.”
Pappy shrugged. “I don’t know for certain. I do know that although she didn’t care for children in general, she was very fond of Jim Bower. Maybe in a sort of weird way he felt like family.”
I thought about what Pappy had told me. It explained why the woman worked as a cook at the elementary school, but it didn’t provide a clue as to who might have wanted her dead.
“Do you know anything else that might help Salinger and me track down her killer? Anything more recent? Current relationships, hobbies, memberships?”
Pappy thought about it. “We weren’t really close. I know she used to like to play bingo at the senior center from time to time, although I hadn’t seen her there in years. I had seen her dining at Rosie’s when I stopped in after church on Sundays on occasion. I think she liked to quilt, and I know she visited her husband’s grave every Sunday afternoon, rain or shine.”
“His grave? I ran into Trenton Field yesterday. He told me I should have a chat with Mike Parks, the groundskeeper at the cemetery. I guess I should pay the man a visit.”
“Are you sure you want to get involved in this?” Pappy asked. “You’re just home from your honeymoon, and you have a house full of kids who need attention. And to top it off, the transitional school you and Zak are developing is scheduled to open next week. Seems you have a lot on your plate already.”
“Yeah,” I admitted, “I do. I plan to leave the investigating to Salinger. It’s just that Trenton seemed certain Mike might be able to provide some relevant information.” 
“You know,” Pappy added, “as long as you’re snooping around anyway, you might want to talk to Lilly Evans. I know she’s a member of the quilting group I seem to remember Evelyn belonging to.”
“Okay, I will. Do you know if she’s coming to book club tonight?”
“As far as I know.”
“I’ll talk to her then.”
 
Mike Parks had been the groundskeeper at the cemetery since before I was born. He was a short, thin man with a thin face and dark, beady eyes. He was in charge not only of maintaining the grounds but of digging all the new graves, which, everyone knew, he preferred to do at night. The man had a large, crooked nose and spoke in a deep voice. His stingy delivery of whatever it was he wished to articulate had always given me the creeps.
“Afternoon, Mike,” I greeted the man, who was trimming the tall grass around the headstones.
Mike turned off the trimmer and looked at me but didn’t say anything. I’d been involved in quite a few murders and funerals as of late, so I was certain he knew who I was. 
“I was hoping to ask you a few questions about Evelyn Brown, if this is a good time.”
The man shrugged.
“I understand she visited her husband’s grave every Sunday afternoon.”
“Yup,” Mike answered.
“Did she always come alone?”
“Yup.”
“Did anyone else ever visit her husband’s grave?” I asked. 
“Yup.”
“Can you tell me who it was?” I wondered.
“Nope.”
“Nope, you don’t know, or nope, you won’t tell me?”
“Yup.”
I let out a long breath. This was getting frustrating very quickly.
“So you don’t know the name of the person or persons who you witnessed visit Mr. Brown’s grave?”
“Yup.”
“Are we speaking about a single visitor?”
“Yup.”
Okay, that would make this ridiculous game easier.
“And this visitor is male?”
“Yup.”
“If you don’t know the man’s name can you give me a description of him?”
“Yup.”
“Will you give me a description?”
“Tall. Thin. Dark hair. Midforties.”
“Did he come alone?”
“Yup.”
“Did he meet anyone once he arrived?”
“Yup.”
“Will you tell me who he met with?”
“Mrs. Brown.”
Interesting. Mrs. Brown came alone every Sunday but also came at some other time and met up with the tall, dark-haired stranger. Chances were someone other than Mike Parks must have seen them together. Maybe someone recognized the man Mrs. Brown had been with. 
“Did this tall, dark-haired stranger come to visit Mr. Brown on any kind of a scheduled basis?” I asked.
“Yup.”
“Can you tell me what that schedule was, or is there anything you can tell me that will help me track down this individual?” I tried.
“He’s at the grave now.”
“Now?” I groaned. “Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?”
“Didn’t ask.”
I rolled my eyes. I looked around the small cemetery and noticed a man in a brown jacket standing on the far side of the landscaped section of the old cemetery. I thanked Mike and headed in that direction. I certainly hoped the dark-haired stranger was easier to talk to than Mike had been because I was afraid I was at the end of my patience.
“Excuse me,” I said to the man, who had a nice face and looked younger than I expected based on the clothing he wore. “My name is Zoe Donovan. I’m helping to investigate the death of Evelyn Brown. I wondered if you could answer some questions.”
“Mrs. Brown is dead?” The man looked shocked.
“Yes. I’m sorry. I figured you knew.”
The man paled but didn’t say anything.
“The groundskeeper tells me that you visit Mr. Brown’s grave often.”
“Every month.” The man was white as a ghost.
“How did you know Evelyn?” I asked.
The man looked at me. “I didn’t. Not really. My wife is buried over here.” The man pointed to the grave next to Mr. Brown’s. “We met about six years ago. I happened to come to visit my wife at the same time she came to visit her husband. We didn’t speak. Either of us. We just stood side by side, remembering. I live up north, so I only make it down here once a month. I come on the third. My wife and I met on the third of June, we married a year later on the third of December, and she died two years after that on the third of April. After that first time we ran into each other Mrs. Brown started showing up on the third of every month to remember with me.”
“And you never talked?” I asked.
“Never. We’d stand side by side, remembering, and then after about thirty minutes we’d nod at each other and walk away.”
Weird. 
“Can you think of anything that might help me figure out who might have wanted to kill Mrs. Brown?”
“She was murdered?”
Good going, Zoe. Way to break the news gently.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. Yesterday, at the school where she worked.”
The man frowned. I could see he was thinking things over. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to murder that woman. She seemed to be such a compassionate, gentle soul. I can say that her husband’s wasn’t the only grave she visited. I noticed her visiting another grave when I came early one month.”
“Do you know which one?” I asked.
He looked around, then turned in a circle, as if trying to get his bearings. “It’s over here.”
I followed him across the damp grass to a tombstone that simply said JONAH.
“Do you know who Jonah was?” I asked.
“No. Like I said, we never actually spoke to each other.”
I supposed Mike Parks might know who was buried in this grave, but I really didn’t want to enter into another conversation with him.
“Thank you for your time.” I smiled at the man. “And I’m sorry for your loss.”
He returned to his wife’s gravesite and I went in search of Mike Parks. He was no longer trimming hedges, nor was he in the small cottage he lived in on the grounds. The mystery of Jonah would have to wait for another day.
 
 



Chapter 4
 
 
Every Thursday evening for the past several years I had attended the book club sponsored by the senior center. Initially it had been held in the library, but two Christmases ago Hazel Hampton, our town’s librarian, had decided to host the event, and we’ve been meeting in her home ever since.
Hazel lives in a charming two-story house with a quaint patio and a beautiful flower garden. She’s a wonderful cook and seems to enjoy providing snacks for the evening. 
As it turned out, most of the members of the book club were involved in the new Zimmerman Academy in one way or another. Hazel had agreed to help with the acquisition of books and other materials. She’ll also be an excellent reference source once we get into the academic year.
Phyllis King, a retired professor of English literature who grew up on the grounds of a boarding school and even served as a school principal for a short time, had been with the book group for even longer than I have. In regard to Zimmerman Academy, Phyllis was in many ways Zak’s right-hand man or, in this case, right-hand woman. She’s helping with the planning of the permanent facility and had agreed to help out with the teaching for this transitional year. She’d also agreed to house three female high school students who were due to arrive the next day.
Three other book club members were involved in the Academy to a limited degree. Nick Benson, a retired doctor, was going to take on the responsibility of tutoring the biological sciences; Ethan Carlton, a retired history professor, had agreed to help out with social studies, and our newest book club member, widower Will Danner, had been hired to teach mathematics. 
Zak had decided that, in addition to enriching the overall learning experience of the students we’re taking under our wing, he wanted to focus on accelerated learning in the areas of mathematics and computer science. Zak, Will, and Phyllis planned to be in attendance at the temporary Academy every afternoon.
The moment Charlie and I walked into Hazel’s house she pulled me aside. “I heard about Evelyn Brown. What a simply awful thing to have happened. Is there any news about the identity of her attacker?”
“Not so far. I actually planned to ask you if you might know anything about her personal life.”
“Actually, although I ran into her at the school from time to time, we spoke very little other than to exchange a few pleasantries. You might want to talk to Luke.”
Luke Donovan was my Pappy.
“I already have. He suggested I speak to Lilly. Is she here?”
“She’s in the living room. Why don’t you and Charlie wait on the patio and I’ll send her out? I’m afraid that now that the word is out about Evelyn’s death, it will be hard to speak in private once everyone realizes you’re here. You know how the group likes to help out with your investigating.”
“Okay; thanks,” I said as Charlie and I headed out to the cozy patio, which was lined with colorful beds of flowers. Hazel recently adopted a big gray cat named Eliza who was lounging on one of the padded patio chairs. Charlie preferred to lie on the damp grass, so I decided to join Eliza while I waited for Hazel to track Lilly down. 
It was nice to just sit with a kitty in my lap and relax for a minute. In some ways it felt like it had been months since I’d been able to sit still and relax. First there’d been the wedding to plan, and wedding interference to navigate. Our honeymoon had turned out to be quite an adventure and not at all relaxing, and as soon as we got home we launched right into preparation for the upcoming school year. My life was rich and filled with love and laughter, but I had to admit a nap would feel like heaven right about now.
“I see you found Eliza,” Lilly said as she sat down on a chair next to me. 
I nodded. “She seems to have settled in okay. I’m really happy things are working out.”
“Hazel adores her and it seems the feeling is mutual. You wanted to ask me about Evelyn Brown?” 
“Pappy told me he thought Mrs. Brown might have participated in the quilting group you attend from time to time.”
“She did at one point, although it had been ages since I’d seen her. She wasn’t any better at quilting than she was at cooking, I’m afraid. I think she only came because Trudy insisted on it.”
“Trudy Blacksmith?”
“Yes. Trudy lived next door to her for quite a while before she moved across town after the baby was born. I think the two of them were pretty close, though they seemed to have had a falling out about the time Trudy moved. In fact, I’m pretty sure the falling out was the motive behind the move. You can ask her; I hear she’s working for Tawny at the preschool now.”
Tawny Upton owned the Over the Rainbow Preschool. She served on the Ashton Falls Events Committee with me, so we were well acquainted.
“Thanks. I’ll stop by to talk to her tomorrow. By the way, do you know if Mrs. Brown smoked?”
“I never saw her smoke,” Lilly answered. “Why?”
“We found a cigarette butt near her body. I can’t help but wonder if that’s relevant.”
“Salinger must be planning to test it for DNA.”
“I’m sure he will.”
“You know,” Lilly added, “you might have a chat with Loretta Bridgewater too. She’s here this evening, and I know she worked with Evelyn on that fund-raiser for the senior center a few years back. It’s been a while, and I have no reason to believe the two were particularly close, but she might know something you can use.”
“Can you send her out?”
“I’d be happy to.”
I sat and chatted with Eliza while I waited for Loretta. The thing I like best about cats is that they’re such good listeners. Eliza didn’t actually answer me, but she did seem interested in what I had to say. 
“Thanks for saving me,” Loretta said as she joined me on the patio. “I only managed to read the first three chapters of the book. I thought I could fake it and join in on the discussion, but it was over my head. I know most of the members of the book club are voracious readers and are able to easily keep up with the book-a-week challenge set by the club, but I’m a slow reader. A book a month is really more my speed.”
“Yeah, I almost never manage to finish, but I enjoy the discussion anyway.” I paused and then added, “I wanted to ask you about Mrs. Brown.”
“I heard what happened. It’s such a tragedy. I can’t believe something like that could happen in our quiet town.”
Seriously? Where had she been? It seemed like Ashton Falls had had a murder almost every month for the last couple of years. Such is the burden of being a cozy mystery town. I’m sure Ashton Falls has probably set a record for the most homicides in a town of its size. Other than all the killing, it really was a peaceful, crime-free place to live.
“Lilly mentioned you worked on a fund-raiser with Mrs. Brown a few years ago,” I began.
“Yes. The senior center sponsored a casino night.”
“I don’t remember that.”
“I don’t think you were in town at the time,” Loretta answered.
“Was that the summer Levi, Ellie, and I volunteered at the kids’ camp out by Swanson Lake?” I asked. “That has to have been five years ago.” 
“Yes, I believe so. Anyway, there were four of us on the committee: Evelyn, Madeline Baker, Ruby Green, and me.”
Madeline had passed on, but Ruby sill lived in town.
“Did the two of you stay in touch after the event was over?”
“Not really. She came to bingo from time to time and the two of us would chat for a minute, but to be honest I haven’t seen her much in years.”
“Is there anything at all you can tell me that might help me track down the person who killed her?” I asked.
Loretta considered my question. “I remember that during the time she served on the committee she had a standing obligation on Thursdays. Of course this was years ago, and I have no idea whether she was still involved in whatever she was back then, but I do know she made it clear she was happy to meet with us on any evening except Thursday.”
Seemed like a long shot, but I supposed I could ask Trudy about Thursday nights. They’d been close for a number of years, so the odds were she’d know what Mrs. Brown was doing during that period of time.
“Anything else?” I wondered.
“She told me that she didn’t like to cook and that she never set foot in a church after someone she loved died. I imagine it was her husband she was referring to.”
“Yes, probably. Okay, well, thanks for taking a break to share what you know. If you think of anything else call me.”
“I will.”
After Loretta had gone inside I considered what to do. The book club meeting was half over and I hadn’t read the book, so there was no use going inside. I did have Trudy’s number and it wasn’t that late, so I decided to give her a call. I got the answering machine, so I left a message. I didn’t have Ruby Green’s number, and although it was only eight thirty, Ruby was in her eighties and might very well be in bed already. Making the decision to spend some time with my new husband, I gave Eliza one last scratch behind the ears and headed home. 
 
Zak, Charlie, and I settled in to watch a movie after the kids had all retired to their own rooms. We found that now that we had a house full of people, most nights we headed up to our suite to read or watch television with a little alone time thrown in. Because Zak’s house—or I guess I should now say our house—was huge, we were able to provide everyone with a certain amount of privacy. Pi’s room was on the first floor and contained both a bedroom and a sitting area that he used for his computers. He also had a private bath and an exterior door to the patio. Scooter and Alex were both on the second floor with Zak and me, but both of their rooms, which also featured sitting areas and private baths, were down the opposite hallway from us. At first I was nervous having them so far away, but Zak reminded me that they were used to living in a dorm, with much less constant supervision.
“You look tired,” Zak commented.
“Yeah, I guess I am. I’m excited about the Academy, but I’m a little bit nervous about it as well. It feels like such a big responsibility.”
“It is, but we have a good team. It’s been a while since you’ve been able to slip back into your old routine. Maybe you should plan to spend some time at the Zoo beginning with next week. I can handle the Academy stuff, and I know you miss spending time with the animals.”
“I really do. I know Jeremy and Tiffany have things handled, but I miss being down there to be a part of things. Maybe I’ll go in for a while on Tuesday, after the Events Committee meeting. I can drop the kids off at school, attend the meeting, and then hang out at the Zoo until it’s time to pick Scooter up, if you’re planning to pick up Alex and Pi.”
“I am, and that sounds like a good plan,” Zak agreed. “I’m sure once we settle into a routine everything will go smoothly.”
“Since when have things ever gone smoothly?”
“There’s a first time for everything.”
I leaned my head on Zak’s shoulder. I found that I treasured these quiet moments now that things had become so hectic. In the past few weeks I’d realized we were going to have to plan for couple time if we were ever going to get any, now that our lives had become so full.
“I’m planning to pick up the three girls who are staying with Phyllis at the airport tomorrow. Do you want to come with me?”
“What about our three?”
“Alex has been invited to spend the day with Hazel, Scooter is going over to Tucker’s aunt’s house and is planning to spend the night, and I’m sure Pi will be fine on his own. So how about it? We can have lunch at that restaurant we like before we head to the airport.”
It sounded like a nice day. 
“I wonder how Phyllis is doing with all the change,” I said. “She says she’s excited about her role in the Academy, but when I spoke to her recently she seemed nervous about meeting the girls.”
“She’s lived alone her entire adult life. It’s certainly going to be a challenge for her to open her life to others, but I think having the girls around will give her new energy. She adores Alex and loves spending time with her.”
Zak was right. Phyllis loved being with Alex, and I was certain she would have a wonderful time with her new housemates once they settled in. Change could be difficult for anyone, so it made sense that Phyllis would have doubts.
“I’d planned to stop by Over the Rainbow tomorrow to speak to Trudy about Mrs. Brown. It does sound nice to have lunch and meet the girls, however. Besides, it’s been a while since we’ve been on a date. I suppose I can speak to Trudy at another time.”
“We don’t need to pick up the girls until the afternoon, so we can stop at the preschool on the way down the mountain. I figure we should leave at about nine. I already spoke to Tucker’s aunt about dropping Scooter off on our way out of town, and Hazel is picking Alex up at eight. They’re planning to begin the day by having breakfast at Rosie’s.”
I smiled. “It sounds like you have everything arranged.”
“I hoped you would want to come with me, but even if you didn’t, I figured you could use some time to yourself.”
“I would love to come with you. It’s so odd to have to plan for things like child care. I hope this doesn’t turn us into a tired old couple.”
Zak pulled me onto his lap and kissed my neck. “I’m not tired. Are you?”
“Not anymore.”
 
 



Chapter 5
Friday, September 4
 
 
Zak and I saw Alex off for her day with Hazel and dropped Scooter at Tucker’s aunt’s house and headed over to the preschool. Over the Rainbow had grown quite a bit over the past couple of years; it seemed Tawny had turned a small babysitting business into a successful enterprise.
“Zak, Zoe—what are the two of you doing here?”
“I wanted to speak to Trudy if she isn’t busy,” I explained.
“She’s reading to the older kids in the blue room,” Tawny informed me. She offered day care for older kids as well as preschoolers during the summer, when the kids were off school.
“Charlie and I can take over the reading while Trudy speaks to Zoe if that’s okay with you,” Zak offered.
“That’s more than okay; that’s awesome. The older kids love it when we switch things up a bit, and everyone loves Charlie. I have a group of preschool-age kids in the yellow room, so why don’t you use my office to chat with Trudy?” Tawny suggested to me.
“Thanks. That would be perfect.”
Trudy Blacksmith was a pleasant woman who I would guess was in her midthirties. For most of the time she’d lived next door to Mrs. Brown she’d been alone, but she’d met the man she would eventually marry three years ago, and a year ago she’d had a baby. It was shortly after the birth of their child that she and her husband had moved across town. 
“Thanks for taking a minute to speak with me,” I said to her after we were seated in Tawny’s office. “I guess you heard about Evelyn Brown.”
Trudy lowered her eyes and nodded. 
“I was wondering if you could tell me anything about her life or her friends or enemies that might help us figure out who might have killed her.”
Trudy hesitated before answering. I could see she was feeling conflicted about sharing information with me. I couldn’t blame her. It’s not like I was a real cop.
“If you’d rather speak to Sheriff Salinger, I’ll understand.”
“No, it’s not that. It’s just that Evelyn and I really hadn’t been close since the baby was born.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I’d heard you spent a lot of time together at one point.”
“We did.” I noticed a tear in Trudy’s eye. “She was like a second mother to me when I first moved in next to her. We were good for each other; she provided me with the mothering I needed and I helped her get out of her shell a bit. I enjoyed her company very much. It’s just that after the baby came things changed.”
“Changed how?” I asked.
“Evelyn became clingy. More than clingy; it felt like she was in my house all the time. At first I thought she was just trying to help, but it got to the point where it seemed like she didn’t approve of anything I did. According to her, I bought the wrong diapers and used the wrong cream on the baby’s diaper rash. She didn’t approve of the baby formula I bought and she was constantly coming by to check on things. It was like she didn’t trust me to take care of my own baby. I tried to talk to her about it, but she wouldn’t listen. Finally, my husband and I decided the only thing we could do was move.”
“And did that help? Did she stop coming over?”
“Not at first. Even though she had to drive across town, she still managed to find a reason to show up on my doorstep almost every day. I’m not proud of it, but at one point I threatened her with a restraining order if she didn’t stay away. I could tell she was hurt by my attitude, but I really felt I was at the breaking point with all the interference.”
“And after your threat did she stay away?” I asked.
“She did, for a while. And then about a month ago she began stopping by the preschool. She claimed she was here to read to the kids, but I could see she spent most of her time holding my son. To be honest, all the attention made me nervous. I spoke to Tawny just last week about forbidding Evelyn from dropping in and Tawny said she would speak to her, but I don’t know if she ever did.”
A single tear slid down Trudy’s cheek.
“Do you have any idea who might have wanted to hurt her?” I asked.
Trudy thought about it. “Not really, but I wasn’t the only one who felt that Evelyn had worn out her welcome. She had a way about her that tended to rub people wrong. She could be really sweet and seem so eager to be involved, but then she’d turn around and try to steamroll people. She liked to control things and that pushed people away, which was really too bad because I think she was really lonely.”
“Is there anything you can tell me about her usual routine that might help? I know she worked at the elementary school, played bingo from time to time, and visited the cemetery every Sunday. I also know she quilted with you until you moved.”
Trudy took a deep breath, wiped another tear from her cheek, and looked out the window toward the play area. I could tell she needed a minute to gather her thoughts, so I waited quietly. I wondered how Zak was doing with the kids. He seemed to really enjoy spending time with the younger segment of our population.
“Evelyn didn’t really have much of a social life,” Trudy eventually said. “She visited her husband’s grave every week and worked every day school was in session, but other than the things we did together during the time we were neighbors, she rarely went out a whole lot. As far as I know she didn’t have any other close friends, which made me feel bad when I had to cut her from my life, but it was almost like she was obsessed with my son, and it really scared me. I know what happened to her husband was traumatic for her, but I think there must have been something else in her past that affected her ability to have normal relationships. I’m sorry she’s dead, and I hope you find out who killed her, but I’m not sorry I don’t have to worry about her kidnapping my baby.”
“You really think she might have done that?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Probably not. It’s just that I couldn’t help but feel threatened by the amount of attention she paid to him. It wasn’t normal.”
“I spoke to Loretta Bridgewater last night, and she mentioned she served on a fund-raising committee with Mrs. Brown five years ago. Mrs. Brown told Loretta at the time that she wasn’t available on Thursday nights. Do you happen to know what she did then?”
“That must have been back when she tried to take an adult education cooking class at the high school. It didn’t go well and she quit after a few weeks. I think the only reason she even took the class was because there was some big petition at the elementary school to have her fired. I’m pretty sure she agreed to take the class to appease the PTA members who wanted her gone.”
I stood up. “Well, thank you for your time. If you think of anything else will you call me?”
Trudy shrugged. “Yeah, okay.”
Zak was still reading to the kids when I came out of the office and he seemed to be having a good time, so I went looking for Tawny to tell her that I was going to wait for him outside. She confirmed that Mrs. Brown had indeed seemed to be obsessed with Trudy’s baby, and she had asked her not to come by to volunteer anymore. She felt bad about having to do it, but it had seemed like her only option. I asked her if she’d ever seen Mrs. Brown smoke or smelled smoke on her, and she said she hadn’t.
I called Salinger while I was waiting outside. I wanted to fill him in on my conversation with Trudy and see if he had any new information. It was a gorgeous day, so I sat down on one of the picnic benches that were arranged under a large shade tree to enjoy what was left of the summer.
After dispatching with what had become an almost predictable greeting routine between us, I filled him in on everything I’d learned. I had to admit that after our conversation I felt we should put Trudy on the suspect list. She seemed nice enough and had shared freely what she knew, but it occurred to me that a mother who felt her child was in danger could be driven to do almost anything. 
“I’ll do some digging,” Salinger promised. “What do you know about Trudy Blacksmith’s husband?”
“Nothing, actually. I never even thought to ask his name.”
“That’s okay; I can get the information. If Mrs. Brown seemed to be a threat to their baby it’s equally likely that the husband might have decided to eliminate that threat.”
“Did you test the cigarette butt we found for DNA?” I asked.
“We did. All I can tell you at this point is that it wasn’t Evelyn Brown’s. There’s a chance it’s just a randomly tossed butt not even related to the murder.”
“And the button?”
“So far we haven’t learned anything useful from it.”
I waved to Zak, who had just come outside looking for me.
“Zak, Charlie, and I will be off the mountain for the day. The three teenagers who are going to be living with Phyllis King this school year are flying in and we’re going to the airport to pick them up. If you figure anything out go ahead and call me. It would be awesome to get this wrapped up sooner rather than later.”
“You do realize you’re starting to sound like my partner,” Salinger pointed out.
“Complaining?”
“Not really. I’ll talk to you later.”
Zak walked over and sat down next to me. 
“Salinger?” he asked.
“Yeah. I wanted to fill him in before we left. Did you have fun with the kids?”
“I did. There’s a little boy in there who I would guess is around six. He shares many of your features. It made me wonder what our kids are going to look like when we eventually have them.”
“I’m sure our kids will be adorable.” I smiled. “Do you think about kids often?”
Zak shrugged. “Not really. We have a lot going on, and I realize it would be best to wait a few years. It’s just that this particular little boy had your smile.”
“I hope if we have girls they have your thick blond hair and not my crazy curly brown hair,” I stated firmly.
“I love your crazy curly brown hair.” Zak reached out and brushed a stray curl from my face.
I smiled. “Too bad we need to head down the hill. It would be nice to have some alone time in the house.”
“Yeah.” Zak groaned. “It would. But we can’t leave the girls to fend for themselves, so we’d better take a rain check. Are you ready to go?”
“I just want to call Ruby first if we have the time.”
“That’s fine. Charlie and I will take a walk so he can attend to any needs he might have before we head down the mountain.”
I went back inside and asked Tawny if I could use her phone book to look up Ruby’s number. Then I headed back outside to the bench to make my call. I hadn’t spoken to Ruby since before the wedding. She’d been an active member of the senior center at one time but tended to stay close to home since she’d suffered a stroke the previous spring.
“Ruby, it’s Zoe,” I said when she answered.
“Zoe, how are you, dear? How was the wedding?”
“It was really nice. I’m sorry you missed it.”
“I’m sorry I missed it too. It seems this old body has been letting me down lately. I just can’t get around like I used to.”
“Charlie and I will come for a visit once school gets started and things slow down a bit.”
“I’d like that. Speaking of Charlie, I wanted to talk to you about Digger.”
Digger was a medium-size terrier Ruby had adopted two years before.
“Is he okay?” I asked.
“He’s fine, but I’m afraid I may have to rehome him. My daughter wants me to move to the assisted care facility in Bryton Lake so I’ll be closer to her. They don’t allow dogs, I’m afraid. At first I was adamant that if I couldn’t take Digger I wouldn’t go, but he’s a young dog who loves to go on long walks and I just can’t manage them any longer. I think it would be best to place him with someone who will love him and be able to keep up with his exercise needs.”
Poor Ruby. Poor Digger.
“You know I’ll be happy to find the perfect home for Digger. Can you give me a few days?”
“Absolutely. I’m reconciled as to what needs to happen, but I’m not in any hurry.”
It was so hard when owners were forced to part with beloved pets after the restrictions that come along with aging kick in. Both Zak and my dad owned dogs that had come to them due to similar situations. I was determined to find an equally awesome new placement for Digger.
“The reason I called is that I wanted to ask you about Evelyn Brown.”
“Such a tragedy. And to have it happen to someone so young.”
I supposed sixty-two was young when you were in your eighties.
“Loretta mentioned that Evelyn served with the two of you on a fund-raising committee for the senior center a while back.”
“Casino night. What a fun time we all had.”
I couldn’t help but notice the wistful tone in Ruby’s voice. I’m sure from where she was sitting, facing the changes that were imminent in her life, she believed those fun days were a thing of the past. I really hoped they weren’t. 
“I was volunteering at kids’ camp with Levi and Ellie that summer, so I wasn’t able to attend. We’ll have to do it again, maybe this winter. It would be great if you could help the committee with it again.”
“I’d like that, if I can arrange a ride from Bryton Lake.”
“We’ll figure something out,” I promised. “Anyway, I was wondering if you could tell me anything about Evelyn that might help us track down her killer.”
“Should have known you’d be investigating.”
“Yes, well, I do try to help out where I can.”
I listened as Ruby took a deep breath. The poor old girl sounded like she was exhausted even though it was still morning. 
“I’m not sure what I can tell you that would help. That fund-raiser was so long ago. I will say the woman could rub people the wrong way. I’m sure she didn’t intend to. She just had this way about her. My guess is that she suffered some great pain in her life and had developed a defense mechanism that prevented her from developing new relationships. To be honest, I was surprised she even volunteered for the committee.”
“Do you remember anything specific about her life at the time?” I asked. “People she socialized with? Other activities she was involved with?”
“No, not really. I know she was close to her neighbor. A cute young thing who seemed to look out for Evelyn. Maybe she can help you.”
“I’ve spoken to her, but she didn’t seem to have any idea who might have wanted to hurt Mrs. Brown.”
“You should talk to Gilda Reynolds. I seem to remember her having some strong opinions about the woman. It seems like her sister knew Mrs. Brown before she even moved to Ashton Falls.”
“I’ll be seeing Gilda tomorrow. I’ll be sure to make a point of speaking to her. If you think of anything else will you call me?”
“Certainly.”
“And I’ll call you in a few days about Digger.” 
Ruby sighed.
“I’ll find him an awesome home. I promise.”
“I know you will, dear. You’re so good to all of the animals in your care.”
I hung up and headed toward the truck. I could see Zak and Charlie coming toward me from the opposite direction. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to rehome Charlie for some reason. He was as much a part of my life as the people I shared my time with.
“Ready?” Zak asked.
“Ready,” I said, though with less enthusiasm than I’d felt prior to my phone conversation.
“Something wrong?” Zak asked.
“Poor Ruby has to rehome Digger. She’s having difficulty getting around and her daughter wants her to move into an assisted care facility. It makes me so sad when people I care about are faced with such difficult situations. I’d die if I had to give up Charlie.”
Zak put his arm around me. “These types of things are tough, I agree. I’m sure we can find a great home for Digger.”
“Yeah, we will.”
“Are you still up to going to the airport with me?”
I smiled. “Yeah. I’m anxious to meet the girls. What did you say their names were?”
“Brooklyn, Pepper, and Eve.”
“And Brooklyn is the oldest?”
“Brooklyn is sixteen, Pepper is fifteen, and Eve is fourteen.”
“Three teenage girls could prove to be quite a handful. I hope Phyllis knows what she’s getting herself into. Up to now, the only roommate she’s shared her home with is her cat, Charlotte.”
“Phyllis has assured me that she’s excited to take on this new challenge,” Zak said. “She seems really excited to have the opportunity, although, as we discussed, I think she’s nervous as well. I interviewed each of the girls on the phone before accepting them into the Academy. They each come from unique circumstances, but they all seemed to be excited about having the opportunity for a fresh start. I think Phyllis is going to prove to be a wonderful influence on them.”
“I’m sure she will. Alex loves Phyllis. She might never have had children of her own, but she seems to have a lot of love to share with the younger generation. I’m sure she’s superexcited to meet the girls, as I am.”
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Chapter 6
Saturday, September 5
 
 
I looked around the lakefront patio and adjoining beach. It was a beautiful day on the mountain and I could see everyone was enjoying themselves. We’d invited Zimmerman Academy’s staff and students to a casual meet and greet. It was the first time most of the students had met the staff, and I found I was nervous to see how everyone would get along. Zak and I wanted the event to set a positive tone for the upcoming year, so we’d pulled out all the stops to provide a party that everyone would remember.
My assistant at Zoe’s Zoo, Jeremy Fisher, was in a band and had agreed to attend and provide ongoing entertainment, and Ellie had volunteered to make the food. We’d settled on an academic theme and she’d assured me that she and Levi would put their heads together to come up with some fun options. Both of my parents were here for moral support, as was Pappy, who came with Hazel, our resource coordinator and volunteer librarian. Also in attendance were full-time staff members Phyllis King and Will Danner and part-timers Ethan Carlton, Nick Benson, and Gilda Reynolds.
“Thank you again for doing all the food,” I said to Ellie. 
“I was happy to do it. It was fun coming up with academic-themed goodies. Have you tried the Green Eggs and Hamburgers?”
“Not yet, but I will. I did have some geometry party mix. I must say you did a good job finding snack foods to cover most of the shapes.”
“It was fun trying to come up with as many shapes as possible. Realizing Bugles were in the shape of a cone was a bonus. It looks like everyone was able to make it.”
“Yeah, everyone who was invited has shown up, and so far, everyone seems to be having fun, including Levi, who made it clear he didn’t want to come,” I commented.
“I think he’s glad now that he did. See the student he’s talking to?”
I looked across the patio toward the beach, where Levi was talking to a sixteen-year-old technology wizard who came to us from the state capital.
“His name is Dezil Washburn,” I supplied.
“It seems he’s some kind of football superstar. Levi said he played on the team Ashton Falls beat in last year’s state final. Levi indicated Dezil was by far the best player on the team.”
“Really?” Dezil was a tall, athletically built black kid who looked like a football player if you removed his thick-framed glasses, which made him look like a nerd. “He’s that good?”
“Levi said he is. He’s hoping to convince him to join the Ashton Falls team.”
“I’m sure we could work it out around his other afternoon activities if he’s interested. I wonder why he wanted to move to Ashton Falls if he was such a big star on his team.”
“Levi didn’t say. He’s living with an aunt, so maybe there were problems at home.”
“That seems to be the common link between all the kids Zak has decided to take under his wing. He’s been looking for kids who are bright and talented but also in need of a steady learning and living environment.”
“I think it’s really awesome that he’s using some of his money to help these kids. The few I’ve spoken to do seem to demonstrate a lot of unmet potential. I wonder if I should have taken on a boarder.”
“You live in a one-bedroom boathouse,” I reminded her.
“True. I guess it wouldn’t be practical, but I’m feeling a little left out. Everyone has really come forward to pitch in.”
I put my arm around Ellie. “You help out more than you know.”
She and I chatted for a while longer, until she wandered off to refill the food. I did feel a little bad for her. She’d been so desperate to have a child in her life and still had none, while I, the friend who’d vowed never to have kids, had taken responsibility for three. Life can be strange.
Pappy walked up and kissed me on the cheek. “Nice party.”
“Thanks. I think it turned out well. Everyone seems to be having a good time.”
“Is that kid with the green hair one of yours?” he asked.
I nodded. “His name is Dexter Wilkerson. He’s kind of odd, but I mean that in the nicest way. When I first met him, his hair was purple. I asked him about the rainbow of hair colors and he told me that he likes his hair to match his mood. He’s really smart, and despite his unconventional approach to personal style, he seems to have a mature presence for a fourteen-year-old.”
“Is he the boy who’s living with Nick?”
“Yes. Dex is interested in science, so it seems to be working out, although he’s more in to the physical sciences than the biological ones. He told Zak he wants to be either an astrophysicist or an aerospace engineer.”
“Sounds like an impressive goal. I can’t remember wanting to be anything specific when I was fourteen.”
“Yeah, me neither. These kids seem so much more focused than I ever was. Alex wants to be a writer. She finally let me take a peek at the book she’s been working on and it’s really good. I bet she could even get it published. Scooter, on the other hand, has decided after two weeks of soccer practice that he wants to play the sport professionally when he grows up.”
“I seem to remember you going through a phase where you wanted to be a professional skier,” Pappy reminded me.
“True.” 
“Kids’ dreams usually meet up with their potential at some point. How’s your investigation going?”
“It’s going,” I said. “I don’t feel like either Salinger or I are getting anywhere, but I guess fumbling around in the beginning is part of the process. I spoke to Lilly, who pointed me toward Trudy Blacksmith. Trudy seemed to think Mrs. Brown was obsessed with her baby for some reason.”
“That’s odd.”
“Yeah, I thought so too, but Tawny confirmed that the woman was overly focused on him. I don’t know if that tells us anything important, but it feels relevant.”
“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”
I chatted with Pappy for a few more minutes before he went off to find Hazel. I was proud of the way all our students seemed to be comfortable chatting with the adults they’d just met. I had high hopes for all of them in spite of their somewhat colorful pasts.
“Try one of these Napoleons.” Ellie had walked up and handed me a delicious-looking pastry.
“This is really good,” I said after taking a bite.
“I had to be sure I had history covered with a subject-related food,” Ellie explained. “It’s a new recipe I think turned out really well.”
“It’s great. And I overheard several people commenting on how fun and delicious the food is. At first I wasn’t sure about trying to do a theme, but it seems to have worked out. Phyllis loves cake; have you offered her any yet?”
“Not yet. I’m making my way around the patio.”
I glanced over to where Phyllis was talking to Nick. She seemed engaged in the conversation, but I couldn’t help but notice her wandering eye.
“This may be a bit premature, but it looks like Phyllis might have a little crush on Will Danner,” I said.
Ellie looked in her direction. “You think so? She isn’t even talking to him.”
“That’s true,” I admitted. “But I’ve noticed her noticing him.”
“You think?” Ellie furrowed her brow and took a closer look. “I mean, he’s a widower and Phyllis is single. I imagine they’re close to the same age. I’ve just never known Phyllis to date.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “I suppose my overactive imagination might be seeing things that aren’t there. Still, I really think I picked up on a vibe when I spoke to her earlier about Annabelle.”
“Annabelle?”
“A cat Phyllis is interested in for Pepper.”
“She’s getting a cat for one of the girls who boards with her?”
“Apparently. I’m not sure how Charlotte is going to feel about it, but Annabelle is a small cat with a quiet disposition. I think Charlotte will do fine with her once they get used to each other. I told Phyllis I’d meet with her and Pepper in the morning so they could meet Annabelle, but I have a feeling they’ll get along just fine.”
Ellie waved to Phyllis, who noticed us watching her.
“I wonder how Phyllis is doing with the girls,” Ellie said.
“I asked her that when I spoke to her this morning and she said they were all getting along really well. She sounded sincere.”
“The only one of the three I’ve talked to so far is Pepper,” Ellie commented. “That girl talks a mile a minute.”
“Yeah, she isn’t one to be stingy with her words.” 
“It seems like Pepper and Chad are getting along well.” 
Chad Carson, one of the three local kids invited to attend the Academy, was both intelligent and uberperky. It seemed he would do well in school, but he’d demonstrated difficulty in fitting into the public school structure and welcomed the chance to attend classes with students who would challenge his intellect. 
“I’m not surprised. If there’s anyone who can match her word for word it’s Chad. Between the two of them, I predict any of the other students are going to find it challenging to get a word in edgewise.”
Ellie picked up one of the bite-size pastries and took a nibble. “I’d better circulate the rest of these before I eat them all. I really do love the way they turned out. Do you want another one before I give them all away?”
“Yes, please,” I said as I snagged two.
As Ellie walked away I started toward Zak, who was speaking to Will. When he’d told me that he wanted to hire a full-time math teacher I wasn’t certain it was the best move, but he’d explained that math was the foundation for everything else, and an expert in the field would make a huge difference. 
“Evelyn Brown wasn’t the woman everyone thought she was,” Gilda said as she walked up behind me.
“You startled me; I didn’t see you coming.”
“Sorry. I wanted to be sure to have the opportunity to speak to you, and you’ve been busy most of the day. When Ellie walked away and I saw you standing here by yourself I decided to take advantage of your being alone before someone else wandered over. Can we speak in private?”
“Sure; let’s go into the house. Everyone is out here, so we should be able to speak without being disturbed.”
Gilda followed me into the kitchen, where I motioned for her to have a seat at the table. “Why do you say Mrs. Brown wasn’t who people thought she was?”
“I was here, you know. Back when her husband died in that fire.”
I knew Gilda had lived in Ashton Falls for her entire life, and based on her age, I guessed she would have been in her early twenties when Mrs. Brown’s husband died.
“Yes, I guess you would have been. Did things happen differently from what I’ve been told to this point?”
“I imagine you’ve been told the fire was set by a bunch of kids and her husband was a hero who saved Jim Bower’s life. And I’m sure you’ve been told that everyone felt sorry for Evelyn and the entire town rallied around her.”
“Yes,” I admitted, “that’s exactly what I’ve been told. It isn’t true?”
Gilda shrugged. “To a point. It’s true her husband died in the fire, and the boy he saved most likely only survived because of his actions, but it isn’t true that the entire community rallied around Evelyn. There were a few of us who believed Evelyn was responsible for everything that happened.”
I frowned. “What are you saying?”
“Evelyn and her husband had a child before they moved to Ashton Falls. A baby boy.”
Jonah, I realized.
“He only lived to be four months old. The baby’s death was attributed to crib death, but Evelyn thought it was actually the result of her husband’s neglect.”
“His neglect?”
“He was alone with him when the baby died. Evelyn blamed him for the baby’s death. Many people believed she was losing her mind to the grief. I only know this because my sister Gwen lived in Lake Polk at the time, which is where Evelyn and her husband lived before moving to Ashton Falls.”
Lake Polk was a small town about ninety miles away. I had to wonder why the baby was buried here if he’d died while they were living in Lake Polk. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe the Browns’ baby wasn’t named Jonah and the Jonah in the cemetery was someone else entirely. 
“After they moved to Ashton Falls her husband tried to help her move on from the tragedy they’d suffered. I knew of her history, so I befriended her and tried to help, to the degree she would let me in. On the surface, it seemed like she was building a life here in Ashton Falls, but to those of us who knew her, it was obvious she had never worked through the loss of her child. 
“On the day of the fire,” Gilda continued, “the young child Evelyn’s husband rescued had been left alone in the house while his babysitter ran to the market. I guess that had happened before, and Evelyn had told the child’s parents about the babysitter’s neglect, but the girl denied it and the parents chose to believe her. Everything went down so quickly, no one knew exactly what happened, except that when the firemen arrived, Evelyn was sitting on the lawn with the young boy in her lap and her husband was lying dead beside her. Evelyn told the firemen that her husband had saved the boy but had died after he’d exited the building. She also told the sheriff that she’d seen a bunch of kids running away from the scene of the crime and believed they had started the fire. Most people believed her. Why would she lie?”
I narrowed my gaze as I tried to make sense of what Gilda was telling me. “I don’t get it. What are you saying?”
“As I indicated before, I’m saying Evelyn orchestrated the whole thing.”
“What whole thing?” 
“I don’t believe there were any young boys fleeing the scene. I think Evelyn set the fire to prove her point about the neglect. I don’t think she meant to harm the child; I think the fire quickly got out of control. And I think her husband saw what she’d done and ran inside to save the child.”
“That’s crazy.”
“I think the grief of losing her own son made her crazy.”
“Do you have proof of any of this?”
“No. It’s just a theory. Still, I think it’s a theory you should consider.”
“I will. Thank you for sharing it with me.”
I walked back outside and canvassed the area to make sure everyone had someone to talk to. It looked as if they did. I was concerned that things would be awkward with so many people there who were meeting one another for the first time, but everything was going wonderfully.
With the party running smoothly without my presence, I decided to take a few minutes to call Salinger to share what Gilda had told me. I grabbed my phone, called Charlie to my side, and then headed down the beach, where I could speak without being overheard.
“That’s quite an accusation,” Salinger said once I’d shared my news.
“I agree. Although if things happened the way Gilda surmised, I guess it could explain her obsession with Trudy’s baby.”
“Yeah, I guess losing a child could make a person crazy, although a lot of people lose children and deal with it just fine over time.”
“True, but what if there’s more to the story? I found out Mrs. Brown visited a grave with a headstone that just said Jonah on it. I haven’t had a chance to find out who Jonah was, but I’m willing to bet it’s her son buried there. Gilda suggested Mrs. Brown set the fire to bring attention to a situation involving neglect. I find that somewhat hard to believe, but what if her husband wasn’t the neglectful one? What if it was Mrs. Brown who was responsible for the death of her son?”
“And her husband covered for her,” Salinger said.
“Being responsible for the death of your own child might make you crazy.”
“I’ll contact the police department in Lake Polk to see what they can tell me,” Salinger said. “I’ll also see if I can verify the identity of the person buried in the grave Mrs. Brown visited.”
“Mrs. Brown was in therapy,” I informed Salinger. “Trenton Field told me as much, but he also said he was bound by doctor/patient confidentiality.”
“I’ll give him a call to see if I can get him to share any details of his sessions with Mrs. Brown. Knowing Trenton, he probably won’t, and we don’t have enough for a warrant, but maybe he’ll at least point me in a direction.”
“Maybe I should talk to him,” I suggested. “He did seek me out in the first place. Maybe he’ll at least confirm or deny Gilda’s accusation.”
“Don’t you have your party today?”
“Yeah, but I can sneak away for long enough to call the man. I’ll see what I can find out and call you back.”
Trenton didn’t actually confirm Gilda’s accusation that Mrs. Brown set the fire, but he didn’t deny it either. He likewise would neither confirm nor deny the idea that it might actually have been Mrs. Brown and not her husband who was responsible for her baby’s death. He did confirm that her son’s name was Jonah and that he was buried in the cemetery in Ashton Falls. 
When I called Salinger again he was able to tell me that Jonah had originally been buried in Lake Polk, but Mrs. Brown had had the body moved after she and her husband moved to Ashton Falls. He also could confirm that the official cause of death for Jonah Brown was crib death, but the officer he spoke to revealed that there had been some doubt as to the exact circumstances surrounding the tragedy.
Any way you looked at it, it seemed Mrs. Brown was a disturbed woman who’d lived a tragic life. 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
 
Later that evening, Zak, Levi, Ellie, and I relaxed on the patio near the fire Zak had built in the fire pit. The three kids had gone inside, leaving us with a few quiet minutes to unwind and catch up. Between getting things ready for the school year, taking Scooter to soccer, and settling into married life, Zak and I hadn’t had much time to spend with Levi and Ellie since we’d returned from our honeymoon. 
At the beginning of the summer, Levi had been offered a job at the state college, which he’d decided to turn down. Now that he’d recommitted to Ashton Falls High School, he seemed excited about the upcoming season in spite of the fact that they still hadn’t come up with a replacement for his assistant, who had been fired for giving steroids to one of the players. Levi realized he needed a full-time assistant, but he was making do with volunteers until someone could be recruited and hired.
“If Dezil Washburn decides to play for me we’re going to be unbeatable,” I heard Levi tell Zak. 
“Did he seem interested?” Zak asked.
“He said he was. He needed to check with his aunt. She’s really focused on his academic success, so he wasn’t certain she’d consider letting him join the team.”
“He’s very intelligent. I can see why his aunt wants him to focus on his education, but I believe a balanced approach is usually best. I can speak to the aunt if Dezil really wants to join the team.”
“That’d be great,” Levi said. “Any of your other geniuses athletically inclined?”
“Pi is athletic, but I don’t think he’s played football. He seems to be most interested in joining a band,” Zak answered.
“You should hook him up with Jeremy,” Ellie suggested.
“I’m pretty sure I saw the two of them talking earlier in the day. I’m going to head over to the Zoo on Tuesday after the events committee meeting. I’ll ask Jeremy if he can help Pi find a group to jam with.”
“Pi is sixteen,” Zak reminded me. “I’d be willing to bet he’d prefer to find a band to jam with on his own.”
“Yeah, you’re right. This parenting thing is hard.”
“Speaking of the events committee, did you ever get the situation with the barn worked out?” Ellie wondered.
Somehow, in spite of the fact that my life was already really full, I had been elected chairperson for Haunted Hamlet. One of my responsibilities as chairperson was to secure a facility to house the annual haunted barn. In years past we’d used the Henderson house, but considering the tragic past of that property it was decided that our haunted house should be a bit less haunted. Of course the barn I’d picked out had turned out to have its own creepy history, so the committee was recommending an alternate to the alternate.
How do I get myself into these things? 
“It’s not like there are a lot of empty barns around here. I’ve identified one other location, but I doubt the committee will go for it either.”
“Don’t tell me there’s a third barn in the area with a history of gruesome murders?” Ellie asked.
“No. And it’s not a barn, it’s a house. It’s both vacant and close to town.”
“And the problem?” Levi asked.
“It’s right next to the old Devil’s Den graveyard.”
Devil’s Den was the name of the settlement that had existed before it became the town of Ashton Falls.
“I know the house you’re talking about,” Ellie joined in. “It would be a good location. Have you spoken to the owners about using it?”
“Yes. The family that inherited it lives in Boston and has never even visited the property. They’re fine with us using it as long as we take care of maintenance and insurance. The question is, what’s the committee going to think about the graveyard? Everyone is being so conservative this year. Personally, I really liked Potter’s barn, and I thought the fact that it appears to be haunted added to the allure of the place.”
“I doubt Potter’s barn is really haunted despite the strange things that occurred when you and Levi went to check it out. I think the committee is just being cautious after what happened at the Henderson house,” Ellie said. “I don’t see how an old graveyard could be a problem. It’s not haunted, is it?”
“Not as far as I know.”
“Bring it up at the meeting. I’ll support it,” Ellie assured me. “I’ve been by that house and it looked structurally sound. Besides, like you said, it’s close enough to town that people will be fine making the trip out.”
“I’ll support it too,” Levi added. 
“Okay, I’ll suggest it. I don’t suppose you can attend the meeting as well?” I looked at Zak.
“You know I would, but it’s the first day of school. I really should be at the Academy.”
“Yeah, I know. But if there’s a tie I’ll have Willa call you to get your vote. I’m pretty sure I can get my dad to vote with me, so maybe we can get this done. The owners also own the property where the graveyard’s located. I thought it might be sort of cool to have guests approach the house through it.”
“I don’t know,” Ellie said. “It seems sort of disrespectful to have people tramping over the graves of the people buried there.”
“Bryton Lake does a graveyard walk every year. They rope off a specific path. Maybe we could do something like that. Providing a guided tour through the cemetery might prevent people from just tramping through.”
“Maybe. If the committee approves the project we can take a look at the logistics. I seem to remember there’s a large field on the far side of the graveyard. We can set up parking there, and then we can lead people through the graveyard to the house. It could be really spooky.” Ellie nodded. “I like it.”
I got up to open another bottle of wine and topped off everyone’s glass. It really was a beautiful night. The stars were shining brightly and the moon reflected off the surface of the lake. It was nice to have the chance to spend some time with my hubby and two best friends.
“It seemed like you were having a fairly intense conversation with Gilda this afternoon,” Ellie commented.
“Yeah. She wanted to offer her perspective on Evelyn Brown’s murder.”
I filled the group in on what Gilda had told me.
“Did you talk to Salinger about it?” Levi asked.
“Yeah, I called him. He verified that Mrs. Brown had a son and that he was buried in the cemetery here in Ashton Falls. The cause of the fire was inconclusive.”
“Mrs. Brown came into Rosie’s for lunch on Sundays while I was working there,” Ellie told us. “I don’t remember her ever eating with anyone. I wonder who moved in next door to Mrs. Brown when Trudy moved out.”
“I’m not sure. I do know Salinger said he was going to speak to her neighbors. I imagine if anything had come of it, he would have called. He was going to speak to Principal Bower and her coworkers as well. I guess I should have asked him about that when we spoke.”
“It’s not really your job to be his assistant,” Ellie reminded me.
“Yeah, I know. Now that I’m a soccer mom I guess I’ll have to put sleuthing on the back burner. Still, I’d like to get this one solved if I can.”
“I saw Virginia Wilson at the Hut,” Ellie added. “She came in for lunch with a few of her friends. She seems to think you’ve agreed to be chair of the PTA fund-raising committee.”
“What? I never agreed to that. In fact, I didn’t actually agree to attend the meeting. I said I’d try to come, but that isn’t a promise, and I certainly never agreed to chair a committee.”
“You know Virginia.” Ellie shook her head. “She has a tendency to steamroll over people to get what she wants. Don’t be surprised if she hasn’t already announced to the others that you’re on board.”
“How do I get myself into these things?” 
“You were just in the right place at the right time.”
“More like the wrong place at the wrong time,” I grumbled. “I’ve also been informed that I’m going to be room mom for Scooter’s class, and I’ve been asked to bring snacks and help provide rides for soccer.”
“Welcome to parenthood,” Ellie teased. 
I sat back in my chair and looked out at the lake. These were the moments I tried to savor. Good wine shared with best friends after a productive and eventful day. I knew things were going to change now that Zak and I were committed to the kids and the school, but I really hoped they wouldn’t change too much.
“Alex and I are going shopping tomorrow,” I informed Ellie. “Do you want to come with us?”
“I’d love to, but I told Kelly she could take the day off, so I have to work. Why don’t the two of you come by for lunch so I can see what you bought?”
“I’m sure Alex would like that. How’s Kelly doing?”
Ellie’s assistant, Kelly, was involved in an abusive relationship with her live-in boyfriend. Things had been bad just before the wedding, but Ellie seemed to think things had been going better the last time I’d asked.
“I guess things are going okay. Kelly hasn’t missed any more work and I haven’t noticed any recent bruises. I’m still not comfortable with the situation. I keep hoping the two of them will decide to split up.”
“Did her boyfriend ever get a job?” I wondered.
“No. Not as of the last time I asked about it, anyway. Kelly said he had some things he was working on, but she didn’t seem to want to talk about it, so I let it go. I’ve let her know that I’m there for her, so I guess I’ve done what I can. The rest is up to her.”
 
When everyone had left and I had finally tumbled into bed I was certain I’d be asleep within minutes. It had been a very long and very busy day. But although Zak was snoring softly beside me, I found I couldn’t shut down my mind. I might talk big about leaving sleuthing behind, but I’m afraid it’s in my blood by this point. I’m always sure if I think about things long enough the answer will pop into my head and I’ll solve the case. 
Mrs. Brown wasn’t scheduled to work on the day she was murdered, yet she was there, making a huge pot of hamburger gravy. Why?
And the fact that she was on campus on a day when she wasn’t scheduled to be there made me wonder how the killer knew to find her in the kitchen. Had it been a crime of opportunity? Maybe the killer had just stumbled upon her as she made her gravy. Or had the killer followed her to the school? Interesting questions without easy answers.
I quietly got out of bed and slipped on my robe. Charlie wasn’t thrilled that we were getting up so soon after going to bed, but he loyally followed me downstairs. I didn’t want to wake the kids, so I decided to settle into the kitchen, where the light wouldn’t be seen from any of the bedroom windows. I found a yellow legal pad in one of the drawers near the phone and began to jot down some notes.
Who killed Mrs. Brown?
I looked at the question for several minutes without anything coming to mind. 
Why was Mrs. Brown at the school the day she was murdered?
I tapped my pen on the pad at least a hundred times. Then I drew a happy face, as well as a few random squiggles.
Nothing.
Why was Mrs. Brown making a huge pot of hamburger gravy?
This last one should be solvable. There were most likely only limited answers. The correct answer might lead to the killer. Unless some random person happened along and killed Mrs. Brown on impulse, the killer had to have known she would be at the school that day. It seemed likely the person or persons she was making the gravy for would know she planned to use the school kitchen to make the large batch, ergo, the person the gravy was intended for was the killer.
Long shot? Maybe. But at this point it was all I had to go on.
The school wasn’t open yet, so the gravy couldn’t have been for the students. The freezer at the school was being replaced, so she didn’t intend to freeze it. I’d already checked with the church and the senior center. Neither were having a potluck. Who else, I asked myself, would need the quantity of gray slop Mrs. Brown had been preparing on the day she died?
Maybe a better question, given Mrs. Brown’s reputation, was who would ask her to contribute to a potluck in the first place?
I clicked my pen open and closed. I drew a series of random shapes on my tablet. I was really, really stuck.
I looked at Charlie. He glared at me. It was obvious he thought it was time for us to be in bed. And he was right. I was getting nowhere. 
“Are you ready to go back up?” I asked Charlie.
He lifted his head and wagged his tail.
“I’m really losing my edge,” I complained. “Maybe I do have too much going on and there really isn’t room left in my brain for sleuthing.”
Charlie tilted his head.
“How do parents do it? School, sports, Boy Scouts…”
I was about to turn off the light when I stopped. Boy Scouts. Virginia had said there was an informational dinner at the community center on the night Mrs. Brown died. Scouting was a popular activity. They’d need a meal that would feed a lot of people. Of course Virginia also said Yolanda Snyder was the organizer. Based on everything I’d learned to date, Yolanda had been trying to get Mrs. Brown fired for years. Why would she ask her to make the food for such an important event? It really didn’t track, but still… I supposed having a chat with Yolanda sooner rather than later might not be the worst idea I’d had lately.
 



Chapter 8
Sunday, September 6
 
 
Zak and the boys got up early to go fishing, so Alex and I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast on the patio next to the pool as we planned our day. It was nice that Zak had had the opportunity to do guy stuff with Scooter and Pi, leaving Alex and me free to have a girls’ day.
“How’s your book coming along?” I asked as I poured syrup over my pancakes.
“Really well. I’m close to being done. Phyllis thinks it’s good enough to publish, but I think she’s just being nice. Adults do that a lot. They say nice things to try to encourage kids.”
“I’ve only read the small part you showed me, but I don’t think Phyllis is just being nice. Your book is really good and I agree with Phyllis that you should publish it. It’s insightful and imaginative. I bet other girls your age would love to read about the adventures your characters have.”
“You really think so?” Alex asked.
“I really do. And I’m not just saying that to be a supportive adult. You have real talent. Phyllis has published her work in the past. I’m sure she wouldn’t encourage you if she didn’t think your book was good enough, and I bet she knows exactly what to do to help you get published. In my opinion you should let her help you.”
“Maybe. Although I bet she’ll be awful busy from now on with the school and the girls. She’s been so nice and helpful, but I hate to bother her.”
“Trust me,” I assured the dark-haired girl, “Phyllis will always have time for you. I think one of the main reasons she agreed to help with the school was to ensure that you would have the education you deserved.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Alex seemed satisfied with that response. She smiled and turned her attention back to her meal. There were times I felt a level of uncertainty about the huge choices Zak and I had made over the past few months, but when I thought about how much our choices would benefit kids like Alex, I knew it would be worth any hardships we might have to endure to make our dream a reality. 
“What time would you like to leave?” Alex asked after a few minutes. 
“I told Phyllis that I would meet her and Pepper at the Zoo at ten.”
“Pepper is really excited about having a cat of her own,” Alex shared. “She told me that she’s never had her own pet before even though she’s really, really wanted one. I hope it works out for her.”
I frowned. “Would you like to have a pet of your own?”
“No. Now that the house is so busy Marlow and Spade spend most of their time in my room, and they’ve been sleeping with me almost every night. I hope that’s okay. I know they’re really your cats, but they almost feel like they’re mine too.”
“It’s more than okay. Between Zak and Charlie, our bed is pretty crowded anyway. I’m very happy Marlow and Spade have found a safe and quiet place to hang out. How about if we make them our cats?” I suggested.
Alex smiled. “I’d like that. You should be warned, though, that Scooter keeps talking about getting a dog. I reminded him that we already have two dogs, but he said Charlie only wants to hang out with you and Bella is pretty content to hang out at the house and sleep all day. Tucker got a lab puppy that follows him everywhere and Scooter is feeling jealous.”
I smiled at Alex. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’m not sure a puppy would be the best idea at the moment, but I’ll keep an eye out for the perfect dog for Scooter. Now, did you go through your clothes to figure out what you need to start school?”
“I went through everything like you asked. I guess I grew since last year because all my pants and skirts are too short. I hate to have you buy new ones, though. Maybe I can just let down the hems on the skirts and wear them to school. I probably don’t need pants if I wear the skirts.”
“First of all, it snows here. A lot. It will be much too cold to wear skirts to school. Second of all, it’s our job as the women of the house to spend Zak’s money.”
Alex looked doubtful.
“Really. It’s in the wife-and-daughter handbook.”
Alex laughed.
“And finally, I love to go shopping with you. In a way, you’re doing me a favor by needing pants, because now I have an excuse to spend the whole day with one of my favorite people doing something I love.”
The truth of the matter is that pre-Alex, I hated shopping. It was amazing how things had changed.
“Okay.” Alex grinned. “If you’re sure Zak won’t mind that we’re spending his money.”
“He won’t mind. Now run upstairs and get dressed. We need to leave in about forty-five minutes to meet Phyllis and Pepper.”
 
Pepper absolutely loved Annabelle, and based on the loud purring that almost echoed throughout the building, Annabelle loved her as well. It always did my heart good to match animals to the perfect humans. Annabelle was a young cat and would be less apt to be set in her ways, and she was also a small and quiet cat, which I hoped would help with any dominance issues Charlotte might display. 
After seeing Phyllis, Pepper, and Annabelle on their way, Alex and I headed into town to shop till we dropped. Alex approached the task much like she did the other aspects of her life: logically. When I asked her if she liked the jeans with the rhinestones or the unadorned ones, she compared the price to the durability and decided the plain jeans were a better buy. After we had purchased several pairs of inexpensive yet durable pants, I informed her that from that point forward she was not allowed to look at the price tags. I could tell she was uncomfortable with that, but she eventually agreed.
“Are you sure about this?” Alex asked when I showed her into a dressing room with a handful of sweaters and instructed her to try them all on. “My sweaters from last year seem to fit fine. I just got taller.”
“I’m sure. I want to buy you plenty of warm clothes. I’ll wait here, so why don’t you try each one on and then come out and show me how it fits?”
Alex shrugged. “Okay. If you say so.”
Alex tried to act like she didn’t care whether we bought her a new wardrobe or not, but I couldn’t help but notice the huge grin on her face the entire time we’d been shopping. The private school she had attended for her entire life had required that she wear the same uniform as everyone else. I know she had clothing of her own, but until she moved in with us, I didn’t realize how very limited her wardrobe really was. I guess her mom didn’t enjoy shopping any more than I had until now. 
“Zoe,” Alex called from behind the closed door.
“Yeah?”
“I think I need a bigger size in the red and white one you picked out. This one is a little tight.”
“Okay, try another sweater on and I’ll see if I can find a larger size in the red and white.”
I exited the dressing room and began sorting through the rack of sweaters. It seemed that quite a few of the mothers in Ashton Falls had had the same idea because the shop was a lot more crowded than usual. 
“It seems like all the larger sizes are picked over,” a woman said from beside me. “I really should have made the trip to the mall in Bryton Lake, but school seemed to sneak up on me this year.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “It’s hard to believe it starts up again next week.”
“Will your daughter be attending the elementary school?”
“Middle school,” I answered. I could have explained that Alex wasn’t actually my daughter, but what was the point? 
“I guess you heard what happened to the lunch lady at the elementary school,” the woman said as she grabbed the last red and white sweater and placed it in her basket.
Darn. I was going to need to be faster.
“Yes. It really is a shame.”
“We just moved to Ashton Falls a year ago, and while I love the area, I did find the food at the school to be lacking. Of course I’m not happy about what happened to the woman, but I’m glad we’ll finally get a new cook. I really don’t know why the school kept her on. I was one of the parents who started the petition to have her replaced last year, but a fat lot of good it did us. Two hundred signatures from concerned parents and still the principal refused to ax her. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if one of the PTA moms didn’t take matters into her own hands.”
“Really?” I frowned.
“Of course not. I’m just teasing, but you must remember how bad the food was if your daughter attended the school when she was younger.”
“Yeah. I remember.”
I grabbed a purple sweater to replace the red and white one and returned to the dressing room. How bad had Mrs. Brown’s cooking become? 
The woman’s comment, while intended as a joke, might actually bear consideration. Had one of the PTA moms finally decided to take matters into her own hands? I’d been witness to people killing other people for a lot less. I really did need to follow up with Yolanda when I got the chance.
We bought Alex a whole bagful of clothes and headed over to Ellie’s for lunch. I don’t know if it was luck or fate, but when we arrived at the Beach Hut Yolanda Snyder, the woman I’d decided to seek out, was just finishing up her lunch. It was going to be tricky to start a conversation about the lunch lady in this venue, especially because she was with her family, so I decided to use the Boy Scout angle.
“Yolanda, how fortunate to run into you,” I began with false gaiety.
“You needed to speak to me?”
“I ran into Virginia Wilson, who encouraged me to speak to you about Boy Scouts for Scooter. She mentioned you’re the coordinator for the area.”
“I am, and I’d be happy to provide you with all the information you need. I’m just leaving to catch a movie with my family; can you come by my realty office next week?”
“I’d be happy to. I was sorry to have missed the dinner on Wednesday. I could have saved you the trouble of having to meet with me privately.”
“The meeting was a bust. I had arranged for Evelyn Brown to provide the food, but I guess you heard she was murdered on the day of the dinner. It didn’t seem right to eat her meal after everything that had happened, so we ordered pizza. Discount pizza. It was bad. So bad that almost everyone left early and I only managed to complete a few applications.”
“Mrs. Brown was catering your affair?” I tried to act surprised.
“Yes. I know her food wouldn’t have been any better than the horrible pizza we ended up with, but I knew she had fallen on hard times and was in danger of losing her home. The committee felt sorry for her, so we decided to give her the catering job. I’m not sure how much it would have helped, but it was a gesture.”
I frowned. “I understand you started a petition to have her fired last year.”
“I did.” The woman lowered her voice. “But that was before Principal Bower explained about her husband. The poor woman. I can see why the man was so loyal to her. I felt bad for my part in the petition and wanted to help her out.”
“When I ran into Virginia she said the PTA was dead set on having the woman fired.”
“No,” Yolanda corrected. “Virginia was alone in her witch hunt. After I explained the entire circumstances to the PTA, we decided the woman’s food wasn’t really that bad. It’s not like kids were getting sick or anything. Virginia is very protective of Artie. Now that he was going to be attending the elementary school, she was determined to get rid of Mrs. Brown, but she was acting alone. Of course it won’t make much of a difference now.”
“Did Virginia know Mrs. Brown was going to be providing the food for the scouting event?” I asked.
“Sure. She’s on the committee too.”
I glanced at Alex, who was talking to one of Yolanda’s sons. The pair seemed to be connecting in record time. I was pretty sure this particular son was in middle school. I was going to have to keep an eye on her with the older boys she was going to be attending school with.
“I’ll let you get to your movie, but I’ll definitely catch up with you next week about the Scouts.”
“Please do. It’s a wonderful organization. I’m sure Scooter will get a lot out of it.”
I watched Yolanda and her family walk away.
“I see you know Mrs. Snyder’s oldest son,” I said to Alex.
“No. We just met. He seems nice, and he’s going to be going to my school. His name is Chris. Did you find out what you needed to for Scooter to do Scouts?”
“Yes, I believe I did. Let’s head in to see if Ellie can take a break and join us.”
The beautiful weather we’d had as recently as a few hours before had given way to increasing clouds and a drop in temperature. Those who had already ordered food were finishing up, but it didn’t look like any new customers had sat down at the mostly outdoor eatery in the past twenty minutes. During the winter Ellie served a limited menu indoors, but space was tight, so few patrons thought to dine in at the Hut during the warmer days of summer and fall. 
“Do you have time for a break?” I asked.
“Thanks to the clouds I do. It looks like the wind is picking up as well. Let’s grab that table by the window. I hope the guys are back from fishing; otherwise, it’s going to be a bumpy ride back.”
I looked out toward the lake. The water had turned gray and white caps were beginning to appear. It really would be a bumpy ride back if they hadn’t been aware of the change in conditions. Zak and Levi were both experienced boaters who had lived on the lake long enough to watch for changing weather patterns, so I wasn’t too worried.
“It seems like it’s been a rainy fall,” I commented.
“Yeah, although it was a dry summer, so we can use the moisture,” Ellie answered. “Do you both know what you want?”
“Sandwiches are fine,” I answered. “No need to fire up the grill on our account. I’ll have turkey.” 
I looked at Alex.
“I like turkey,” she said.
“Three turkey sandwiches coming right up,” Ellie replied. “Did you find everything you needed for school?”
Alex spent the next fifteen minutes telling Ellie about each and every item we’d purchased, including her new undergarments. I couldn’t believe how excited she was about the purple and green backpack she’d found. Apparently, the girl liked purple and green. Maybe we should redecorate her room. It was a perfectly nice room, but it had originally been decorated as a guest room for adults. It needed some posters and perhaps a purple and green duvet. There was no doubt about it; I had mommy fever and I had it bad. 
 



Chapter 9
 
 
The storm moved in with a vengeance, so Ellie decided to close up early. The guys weren’t back yet, so Ellie decided to come to our house and wait with Alex and me. I couldn’t believe the day had started out so beautifully. The few clouds that had begun to wander in had turned into a major storm, with heavy rain and strong wind, which was a dangerous combination for anyone caught out on the lake.
The three of us were sitting at the table that was tucked in a nook, with huge picture windows that looked out over the lake, just off the kitchen. The churning water in the distance coupled with the heavy rain slamming into the glass that surrounded us on three sides left no doubt as to how bad the storm had become.
“I hope the guys aren’t still out on the lake,” Alex worried. I knew she was afraid of storms, so I put my arm around her and gave her hand a squeeze.
“I’m sure they aren’t,” I assured her. “There are lots of marinas around the lake. The guys probably docked and are waiting out the storm.”
I wished I was as confident as I hoped I sounded. I’d tried calling Zak’s and Levi’s phones and neither had picked up. Of course it could just be that the tower nearest to wherever they had docked was out. My phone had bars, as did Ellie’s, but so far neither of them had returned my calls. 
“But boats do sometimes capsize on the lake during a big storm,” Alex worried.
“Yes, that has occurred,” I answered honestly. “It’s a big lake, and it might be a problem if you were out in the middle when the storm hit, but the guys were going fishing. That’s more of a shore thing. I’m sure they’re fine.”
Alex’s face turned pale as she stared out the window at the sheets of rain.
“I bet the guys will be hungry when they get back,” Ellie said. “Maybe we should make a big pot of soup.”
Alex glanced at her.
Thank you, Ellie. Why hadn’t I thought of distracting her? Probably because I was so worried myself. I couldn’t help but remember the long kiss Zak had given me as he’d left me alone in our bed at the crack of dawn. Would that be the last kiss we’d ever share?
“What kind should we make?” Alex asked.
Ellie got up from her chair. “Let’s rummage through the cupboards and refrigerator and decide after we see what Zoe has on hand,” Ellie suggested. 
“Zak just went to the store yesterday, so we should be stocked up,” Alex assured her. 
I continued to stare out the window and try Zak’s cell as Ellie and Alex decided on the type of soup they were going to prepare. It was midafternoon. Fishing was really more of a morning thing, so it was likely the guys had finished up for the day before the storm hit. Based on the timing of the storm, I was willing to bet they were docked and having lunch as it approached. So why wasn’t Zak picking up? And if the cell tower was down, why didn’t he ask to use a landline? 
“Do you hear something?” Alex asked after she and Ellie had been working for a few minutes.
The wind was so strong that the sound of it whistling around the house drowned out almost everything, but Charlie, Bella, Ellie’s dog Shep, and Levi’s dog Karloff, were all whining at the back door. We’d picked up Shep and Karloff on the way back to the house and made sure they all had a chance to attend to nature’s call, so the odds of them all needing out at the same time were slim to none.
“What do you hear?” I asked Alex.
“A sort of scratching noise.”
I got up from my seat by the window and went to the back door. I opened it slowly. A sheet of rain blew inside, but not before I saw a large orange and white cat dash into the bushes on the other side of the drive.
“There’s a cat outside. It looks like Marlow, but Marlow clearly isn’t outside.” I nodded toward the window seat across the room, where both cats were lounging. “I’m going to go see if I can get it.”
“Do you want help?” Ellie asked.
“Not yet. Let me see if it will come to me willingly. If I have to trap it I might need help, but for now stay here with Alex.”
I pulled a waterproof slicker on over my clothes and slid out the door and into the storm. With my head down, I pushed my way into the wind, heading to the spot where I’d seen the cat disappear into the bushes. I shoved the bushes aside and found not only the cat but a single black kitten that couldn’t be more than a few minutes old. It was obvious the mama cat was in labor and had kittens left to birth.
“Smart cat to come for help. Let’s get you inside.” I picked up both the mama and the kitten and headed back to the house. Ellie opened the door for me and I dashed into the room. Luckily, Ellie had thought to move all the animals from the kitchen so as not to scare the cat.
“A kitten,” Alex gasped.
“I have a birthing box upstairs. I’ll set our mama up in the laundry room. It’s dark and quiet in there but also close enough that we can keep an eye on her. Alex, I need you to grab some clean towels. Ellie, you make sure Mama is okay until I get back.”
With that, I dashed up the stairs to get the supplies I would need. Once I gathered everything I could think of, I rushed downstairs to find that kitten number two was on the way. I placed clean towels in the birthing box, then placed Mama and her first kitten inside. Kitten number two, an orange and white one like Mom, was born within a minute of our settling Mom in the box. 
“What do we do now?” Alex asked.
“We just keep an eye on her and wait. Chances are she won’t need our help, but if she does we’ll be ready to lend a hand.”
“The kittens are so cute. And so small.” Alex seemed to be completely enchanted. “What’s going to happen to them?”
“I’ll post a notice tomorrow to see if Mama belongs to anyone. She looks well fed and healthy, so she probably has a family. She may just have become frightened and disoriented in the storm. There aren’t a lot of houses around here, but it’s possible she’s just lost. If we don’t find an owner, we’ll keep Mom and her babies here at the house until they get a little older, and then we’ll look for homes for them.”
“Can I stay and watch?” Alex asked.
“We don’t want to make Mom nervous, but as long as you sit back here and watch very quietly it should be fine. Let me know if Mom seems to become distressed.”
“Okay,” Alex whispered.
I returned to the kitchen, where Ellie was working on the soup.
“Still no word from the guys?” I asked.
“No. I’ve left at least ten messages on Levi’s phone. Maybe you should call Salinger. If something is going on he might know about it,” Ellie suggested.
“That’s a good idea.”
I decided to head upstairs to the bedroom to call Salinger. I didn’t want Alex to overhear my conversation and realize how really worried I was. Alex had been trapped in a damaged building during a storm when she was a child, so she already had a quite natural fear of heavy wind. 
“Donovan,” Salinger answered on the first ring, “I’m kind of busy right now, so I’ll have to call you back if you want to talk about the murder case.”
“I’m worried about Zak and the guys. They went fishing this morning and no one is answering their phone.”
I heard a loud crackling sound. The storm must be messing with the cell reception, as I’d suspected. The call was breaking up, so I could only pick out every third or fourth word before the line went dead. What I did manage to hear was capsize, help, and casualties.
Oh God, let them be okay.
I tried Salinger’s number again, but it went straight to voice mail. I left a message asking him to call and then headed back downstairs.
“So?” Ellie whispered once I returned to the kitchen.
“The reception was bad, so I couldn’t make out what he was saying,” I said, sort of honestly. Why worry Ellie when I really didn’t know anything? “I’ll keep trying. How’s the soup coming along?”
“I decided on a simple white bean and chicken soup. It’s quick to prepare and will keep well if we don’t finish it. I thought I’d make some corn bread, if you have the ingredients.”
“I’m not sure,” I said. “Zak takes care of most of the cooking and shopping. Feel free to use whatever you find. I’m going to go check on Alex and the kittens.”
I tried to suppress my urge to panic as I made my way to the laundry room. Capsize, help, and casualties sounded bad, but it didn’t necessarily mean Zak was in trouble. Salinger could have been saying that Zak was holed up in one of the lakeside bars because he’d realized the boat might capsize due to all the wind
and he didn’t want to have to call for help or risk any casualties. 
Even I knew I was kidding myself. I had a knot in my stomach that wouldn’t go away. The urge to take action was overwhelming, but really, what could I do? I had no idea where Zak and the guys might be, and even if I did know, I had to trust him to take care of things. My responsibility at the moment was Alex. 
“How’s our mama doing?” I whispered to Alex.
She looked up at me and grinned. I could see she at least had forgotten all about the storm.
“We have three babies now. The black one, the orange and white one, and now a gray one.”
I sat down on the floor next to Alex.
“Do you think there are more?” she asked.
I glanced at Mama. “It’s hard to tell from here, but I’m guessing one more. Two at the most.”
“It’s really fascinating to watch the kittens being born. You’re so lucky to have a job where you get to rescue animals every day. When I grow up I want to run a shelter just like you.”
While I was flattered, I was certain that Alex, with her superior intelligence, was destined for bigger things, but I didn’t say so. Instead, I put my arm around her shoulder and watched baby number four, a pure white kitten, being born as I prayed that Zak, Levi, Pi, Scooter, and Tucker were all okay. 
“Remember before, when you asked me if I wanted a cat of my own?” Alex said as we watched the mama nurse her babies.
“You changed your mind?” I guessed.
“It would be fun to keep one of the kittens,” Alex admitted. “Do you think Marlow and Spade would mind?”
“I can’t guarantee they would like the kitten, but I’m sure they would get used to it after a time. Marlow can be playful, but Spade is set in his ways. My guess is that if you introduce a kitten into the mix, Spade at least would find somewhere other than your bedroom to hang out.”
Alex didn’t say anything. I was certain the intelligent little girl was calculating all the options.
“Will the cat family stay in the laundry room?” she asked.
“No. We’ll move them upstairs once Mama is done delivering. If we don’t find the cat’s owner we can set them up in one of the extra rooms.”
“The kittens sure are tiny.” Alex rested her head on my shoulder. “They look so helpless. I’m glad you found them in time.”
“Me too, sweetheart.”
Alex and I sat and watched the kittens until my phone buzzed. I looked at the caller ID. It was Salinger.
“I need to take this. You can stay and watch as long as you want to.”
I quickly made my way into the living room and away from listening ears.
“Are Zak and the others okay?” I asked the minute I answered.
“They’re fine,” Salinger assured me. “I realized you might only have heard part of what I said, so I called back as soon as I could.”
Thank God. I let out the breath I’d been holding all afternoon. 
“What happened?”
“Zak and the others were having lunch at the South Shore Marina when they noticed a boat that was heading that way was taking on water. Zak and Levi left the younger boys in the restaurant with Pi while they went out to try to help the smaller boat.”
“Is everyone okay?” I asked.
“Everyone is safe and sound, but I’ll admit things were hairy for a while. An eight-year-old boy in the boat fell overboard and his dad, who isn’t an experienced swimmer, went in after him. They were both in real trouble by the time Zak got to them. Both Zak and Levi dove into the water to help the pair. I’m afraid their phones were in their pockets and are ruined, but everyone is back on shore and fine. Zak and Levi are both soaked, so the restaurant owner is lending them some clothes. I’m sure Zak will call you from a landline as soon as he can.”
“Thanks for calling me back. I was really worried.”
“Figured you would be. I gotta go. The barge is here to retrieve the damaged boat. I need to talk to the guy and then head out to respond to the dozen or so accident calls I’ve had in the past hour. It’s pretty bad out here, so stay inside until the storm passes.”
With that, the line went dead.
I returned to the kitchen, where Ellie was waiting anxiously. I told her what had happened and she let out a sigh of relief.
“Thank God everyone is okay,” she said.
“Yeah. I have to admit I was getting worried.”
“Zoe!” Alex yelled from the laundry room.
I ran toward the connecting door.
“Something’s wrong. The mama was nursing and everything seemed fine, but she started to pant and whine.”
I hurried over to the box and ran my hands over the mama cat’s stomach. “It looks like she has one more, and I think she’s struggling. Tell Ellie to get a blanket.”
Alex ran and did as I asked. I moved the kittens that had already been born to the blanket and then ran my hand over the mom’s belly. There was definitely another baby stuck in the birth canal.
“I’m going to reach inside to see if I can help the kitten out. I need the two of you to hold the mom. Be careful that she doesn’t bite or scratch you.”
Alex held the front legs while Ellie helped with the back. Mom wasn’t thrilled with my interference, but I was pretty sure she and the kitten would both die if I couldn’t work it out. I took my time and slowly eased the baby from the mom’s body. I freed it from the birth sac and gently massaged it to stimulate breathing.
“Is it alive?” Alex was crying.
“Yeah,” I assure her. “It’s alive.”
I cleared the placenta and made sure Mom was okay. She seemed to be, but I planned to call Scott Walden, our veterinarian, just to be safe. I replaced the towels in the birthing box with clean ones and returned the kittens to their anxious mom.
Ellie, Alex, and I watched as Mom settled in for a nap with her babies safely beside her.
“I can’t believe you knew how to do that,” Alex said as she settled in to watch the cat family nod off to sleep. “It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”
“Part of my job is helping mama animals deliver their offspring if they need assistance. Most animals do fine on their own.”
“Maybe I will be a veterinarian.”
I hugged the small and fragile yet exceptionally brilliant little girl. “Sweetheart, I think you can be anything you set your mind to.”
 



Chapter 10
Tuesday, September 8
 
 
“Remember, it’s important to show Miss Maxwell your best manners,” I said to Scooter as I drove him to school on his first day of fifth grade. He was my third delivery of the morning. I’d dropped Pi at the high school at eight and Alex at the middle school at eight thirty. Scooter began classes at nine.
“And don’t forget that the other kids in the class are trying to listen to what the teacher has to say, so no talking out of turn,” I reminded the boy, who was dressed in brand-new jeans, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes.
“I know all this,” Scooter complained. “You’ve gone over all the rules a million times.”
“Maybe not a million,” I defended myself.
“Yes, a million. Next you’ll tell me not to play tricks on either the other students or the teachers, and then you’ll tell me a quiet body leads to an active mind, and finally you’ll remind me that we really need this to work out so I can continue to live with you and Zak.”
I sighed. “Okay, maybe I have gone over this a million times.” I pulled into the parking lot. “It’s just that I like having you living with us. Zak and I would both be sad if it didn’t work out and you had to go back to boarding school.”
Scooter grinned. He leaned over and hugged me. “I like living with you and Zak too. I’ll be good. I promise.”
“I know you will.” I leaned back and brushed Scooter’s bangs out of his eyes. He needed a haircut, but he absolutely refused to even consider it. I unbuckled my seat belt and Scooter did the same.
“Do you have the pencil box I bought for you?”
“Yes,” Scooter assured me.
“And the binder with extra paper?”
“Yes, even though the school probably has paper you can use.”
“I know. I just didn’t want you to run out. Do you have the extra erasers I picked up at the five and dime last night? You can never have too many erasers.”
“I have plenty of everything,” Scooter assured me.
“Okay. Here’s your sack lunch. I’m not sure if they’ve replaced the lunch lady yet, but just in case they have and you prefer hot lunch here’s five dollars as well.”
Scooter took the money and the paper bag from me. 
“Did you fuss this much with Pi and Alex?” Scooter asked.
“No,” I admitted.
“I’m not a baby.”
“I know. I’m sorry. Do you want me to walk you in?”
“No,” Scooter said firmly. “I’m old enough to walk in by myself.”
“I know.” 
I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He immediately wiped it off. 
“Have a good day, and I’ll be here to get you at three. We have soccer today, so don’t dawdle.”
Scooter opened the passenger door and slid out. “I never dawdle. What’s dawdle?”
“It just means come out to the truck quickly. Don’t stop to talk to your friends. We don’t want to be late for the last practice before your soccer game on Thursday.”
“Okay. I won’t dawdle.” Scooter slammed the door closed. “And don’t forget to bring my cleats,” he called to me as he jogged into the front door of the elementary school.
I looked at my watch. It was only eight fifty-five. The events committee meeting didn’t begin until nine thirty. Maybe I’d just sneak in, real quietlike, and take a peek, just to be sure Scooter had found the right room and had settled in with no problem. He was the same age as Alex, but he seemed so much younger. Alex was sophisticated and organized. She was more capable than I was in many ways, while Scooter didn’t seem to have as much control over his actions as he should. He reminded me of an energetic puppy who destroyed everything in its path while trying to maneuver his way through the most simple of tasks. I couldn’t help but worry. 
I promised Charlie I’d only be a minute as I slid out of the driver’s side door and locked the truck behind me. If I was stealthy enough Scooter would never know I was there. I did notice as I snuck in through a side door that other than for the kindergarteners, most parents were simply pulling up and dropping off their children and then pulling away. Maybe I was being overly cautious. Still, as long as I was in the building …
I walked close to the wall, where I hoped I wouldn’t be noticed among the throng of five- to eleven-year-olds. It was a good thing I was short; I could practically blend in.
“Can I help you?”
I stopped and turned around.
“Principal Bower. What are you doing here?” I asked as innocently as I could manage.
“I work here. What are you doing here?”
“I just wanted to make sure Scooter found his classroom all right.”
Principal Bower looked around. “Where’s Scooter?”
“He went on ahead,” I admitted.
“Scooter will be fine. He’s in the fifth grade and he attended this school before. A word of advice: most fifth graders don’t appreciate having their parent or parent surrogate lurking about.”
“I know.” I sighed. “I guess I’m just nervous. It’s important that things go perfectly.”
“Things never go perfectly,” Principal Bower reminded me. “If Scooter gets through the day without causing anyone tears I’ll be happy.”
“Scooter knows the rules and he promised to be good. I’m sure things will be fine,” I reassured him.
“I hope so. Can I escort you out?”
“I know the way,” I grumbled as I turned and headed back toward the parking lot.
After exiting the building it occurred to me that now might be a good time to check out the side entrance, reserved for kitchen and maintenance personnel, which Mrs. Brown had used on the day she was killed. Mr. Bower had said he hadn’t seen her, but I seemed to remember that the parking area off the kitchen was visible from the front window in the administration building. If Mrs. Brown’s car had been parked in the kitchen lot wouldn’t Principal Bower and his secretary have noticed it?
When I arrived at the side lot I realized that while most of the lot was visible from the admin building, the spot closest to the Dumpster was set far enough back so as not to be easily visible from the front of the school. I made a mental note to ask Salinger about the location of Mrs. Brown’s car before letting myself in through the kitchen door, which just happened to be open. 
The first thing I noticed was that something smelled wonderful. It smelled more like a bakery than a school cafeteria.
“Can I help you?” a woman who was as plump as Mrs. Brown had been thin and was dressed in a white apron and a hairnet asked.
“Are you the new cook?” I wondered.
“I am. My name is Tammy. And you are?” 
“Zoe. I wasn’t expecting that Mr. Bower would have been able to replace Mrs. Brown so soon. It’s only been a week.”
“Mr. Bower hired me over a month ago. I don’t know all the details, but apparently, the woman who used to have this job wasn’t working out. Mr. Bower had to fire her, I’m afraid.”
“Fire her? But she was just here last week.”
The woman shrugged. “All I can tell you is that I was hired a month ago and have spent the last three weeks making up menus and ordering supplies.”
I looked around the room. It seemed to be well stocked and organized. As if someone had taken her time and not just stocked it at the last minute. It even looked like, in addition to the new freezer, which had already been mentioned to me, most of the other equipment was new as well. 
“Something smells good,” I commented as I casually opened a drawer that held knives and other utensils. 
“I’m baking rolls to go with the baked ziti I have planned for lunch. Are you looking for something?”
“No.” I closed the drawer. “I just noticed you have a lot of new stuff since the last time I was here.”
“The kitchen was quite dated. One of my requirements for accepting the job was that the equipment be updated.”
“Good for you, getting what you needed up-front. It really does smell wonderful in here. Did you make the biscuits from scratch?”
“I did.”
“I love homemade biscuits, but I hate rolling them out.”
“I have an industrial dough roller. I only need to feed the dough through and it’s ready to cut.”
“So you don’t need to use an old-fashioned rolling pin?” I hoped I wasn’t being too obvious.
“No. That would take forever.”
“So you don’t even have a rolling pin?”
“Why would I? I just told you, I use an industrial roller.”
I picked up a large white bowl and pretended to study it, as if to look unconcerned about the kitchen’s lack of the very instrument the sheriff and I believed had killed Mrs. Brown.
“Is the industrial roller new?” I asked.
“No. I understand it’s been here for several years. Why all the interest in rolling dough?”
I shrugged. “Just curious. It’s really amazing how you can make so much food for so many people in such a short amount of time.”
The woman frowned at me. I could see she was becoming suspicious of my questions.
“So what are you serving with the baked ziti and rolls?” I asked, attempting to stall while I continued to look around the room.
“A broccoli and strawberry salad.”
“Sounds delicious. A lot better than the slop I was served as a child.”
“Nutritional standards are much more rigid these days. A packet of ketchup is no longer considered a vegetable.”
“And fruit-flavored gummy bears aren’t a fruit?” I teased.
The woman looked appalled. “Hardly.”
“If you were hired a month ago, were you here last week on Wednesday?” I asked.
“No. Principal Bower informed me that the woman who used to work here had arranged to use the kitchen for a community event. I thought it would be awkward if I were here at the same time, so I went to visit my sister in Bryton Lake.”
So Principal Bower had known Mrs. Brown was here. What possible reason would he have had for lying to both me and Sheriff Salinger? Unless he was the killer.
“I imagine you’ve heard what happened to Mrs. Brown last Wednesday.”
“I have.”
I frowned. The woman seemed completely unaffected by the fact that the woman she had replaced had been killed just a week ago while working in this very kitchen.
“Aren’t you concerned that if you had been here on Wednesday it could have been you who met the heavy end of a rolling pin?”
“Principal Bower assured me the murder was a personal assault on Mrs. Brown and not a crime of opportunity. It’s been nice meeting you, but I really need to get back to what I was doing.”
The woman crossed the room and opened the door, leaving no doubt as to her intention to boot me from the building.
“It was nice meeting you as well,” I offered before exiting the building and returning to my truck, where Charlie had been waiting patiently.
“Something smells fishy,” I said to him as soon as I climbed back into the truck. “Not literally; the kitchen actually smells wonderful. But there’s something odd going on; I’m certain of it.”
Charlie put his paw on my leg.
“Principal Bower fired Mrs. Brown and hired a new lunch lady a month ago,” I began. “And he told Salinger and me that he hadn’t been aware that Mrs. Brown was on campus the day she died. The new lunch lady just told me that she went to visit her sister that day because the principal had warned her that Mrs. Brown was going to be using the kitchen. Thanks to Yolanda Snyder, I now know she was preparing food for the Boy Scout dinner.”
I looked down at Charlie, who was listening intently.
“Why would Principal Bower lie about knowing Mrs. Brown was in the kitchen? And more importantly, after all this time, why would he fire her? He put his job and his reputation on the line a whole lot of times over the years defending her. Why let her go now?”
Charlie barked.
“You know this makes him look guilty. I need to call Salinger.”
Charlie whined.
“Yeah, you’re right. He’s going to want more. I need to figure out what happened between Mrs. Brown and Principal Bower to create the situation in which he fired her in the first place. It happened over the summer, so I doubt it was due to a parental complaint or a conflict with another staff member. It almost seems like it must have been personal.”
I bit my lip as I considered everything I had learned to this point. I could hear the clock ticking on the truck’s dashboard as I tried to connect all the dots before it was time to head over to the events committee meeting, which was due to begin in just ten minutes. I’d skip it, but I’d probably be nominated to head up Hometown Christmas in addition to Haunted Hamlet if I wasn’t there to protect myself. There had to have been some variable that made all the difference.
“The baby,” I realized. “Principal Bower had a baby over the summer. Trudy Blacksmith moved across town because Mrs. Brown had become obsessed with her baby. If Mrs. Brown was obsessed with a neighbor’s baby, just think how obsessed she’d be with the baby of a man she’d been obsessed with since he was four. That has to be it.”
Charlie barked his agreement.
“I need to call Salinger.”
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Chapter 11
Wednesday, September 9
 
 
“So Salinger thinks he’s innocent?” Jeremy asked when I filled him in on everything I’d learned as we worked side by side cleaning animal cages.
“He said that while he agrees my theory has merit, the school secretary told him Principal Bower was in his office the entire afternoon, so he couldn’t have done it,” I said. We finished up in the bear cage and Jeremy refilled the water tubs.
“Did Bower say why he lied about knowing Mrs. Brown was on the campus?” he asked.
“He said he’d forgotten he’d arranged for her to use the kitchen.”
“And Salinger is buying that?” Jeremy asked. 
I removed the cleaning equipment from the cage.
“Actually, no,” I said, while Jeremy released the cubs into the freshly cleaned habitat. “He thinks Bower is lying, but we have zero proof he did anything wrong. In my opinion, either the secretary is lying to protect her boss or, more probably, Bower had an accomplice.”
“So what are you going to do?” Jeremy asked as we moved on to the cat room.
“What can I do? My only option is to prove he did it.”
Jeremy handed me new liners and I lined the cat boxes while he disposed of the soiled litter.
“It’s not going to be easy to prove Bower did anything wrong unless you can find some physical evidence to link him to the crime,” Jeremy pointed out as he swept and mopped the floor while I shook out cat beds and pillows.
“Mrs. Brown was holding a button in her hand. I’ve been trying all day to remember what Principal Bower was wearing that day, and I simply can’t. I guess I was really focused on saying whatever I needed to say so he would give Scooter a second chance.”
“Maybe, but I’d think if the man had on a shirt that was missing a button that would have stood out in your mind and you would remember it.”
“True.” I picked up one of the kittens who had been attacking my feet. “I guess he could have changed his shirt. I know a lot of professionals keep spare shirts at their workplace in case they spill something on the one they wore that day. Working in an elementary school, I’m sure spills occur on a regular basis.”
“You mentioned Principal Bower’s secretary is new. If that’s true it doesn’t seem likely she’d have enough loyalty to her boss to lie to the sheriff,” Jeremy pointed out as he washed out some water dishes.
“That’s a good point. Unless he anticipated that he would need an alibi and he bribed her. Or maybe he threatened her job if she didn’t lie for him.”
“Seems like a long shot.” 
“Yeah, I guess it does.” I set the kitten I was holding down and began filling food dishes. “I still think Bower makes the best suspect at this point.”
“How often is your best suspect actually the guilty party?” Jeremy asked.
“Never,” I admitted.
“So who’s your second-best suspect?” 
Jeremy and I finished up in the cat room and moved on to the dog runs. Our part-time summer help had all returned to school and we were pretty full at the moment, thanks to the extra dogs Jeremy had taken in while I was on my honeymoon, making for a long day when it came to maintaining a clean facility. 
“I guess Virginia Wilson. She was at the school on the day Mrs. Brown died. She seemed adamant about having her fired, and she lied to me about having support for her quest from the rest of the PTA. Plus she’s pushy and bossy. In all the years I’ve known her, she’s never failed to demonstrate a willingness to do whatever it takes to get her way.”
“You think she’d kill the woman in order to have her removed from her job?” Jeremy looked doubtful.
I shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Don’t you think the first thing she would have done before killing Mrs. Brown would be seek a meeting with Principal Bower to plead her case?” Jeremy asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “That would make sense.”
“And if she had done so, wouldn’t Principal Bower have told her that he’d already replaced her?”
“I suppose. Although she didn’t seem to know Mrs. Brown had been fired when I spoke to her, so it appears she hadn’t spoken to Bower.”
“My guess is that she’s one of those people who likes to complain but isn’t really prepared to take action.”
I began washing out water dishes and shaking out dog beds while Jeremy tended to poop control.
“If Principal Bower didn’t do it and Virginia didn’t do it, that really only leaves Trudy on the suspect list, and she seems a weak suspect at best.”
“Maybe Mrs. Brown’s murder has to do with something other than her bad cooking or inappropriate attention to babies,” Jeremy suggested.
“Like what?”
“You mentioned that the reason Yolanda gave her the catering gig for the Boy Scouts was because she was in danger of losing her home. Maybe her death was connected to her financial crisis.”
I frowned. “How?”
Jeremy began securing the hose to the faucet in order to hose down the outdoor runs. 
“I don’t know, but I do know the main reasons to kill someone usually lead back to money, love, or to cover up another crime. Did Mrs. Brown have a love interest?”
“Not that I know of.” 
“If I was investigating the murder I’d at least look at her finances,” Jeremy said.
“That’s actually a really good idea. I’ll do that. By the way, any hits on the mama cat I found?”
“No,” Jeremy responded. “I posted a photo on the lost-and-found boards in the office and on our Web page. I also checked the lost-and-found ads in the paper and on the bulletin board at the market. So far I haven’t found anyone looking for an orange and white cat. She might have been abandoned. It happens. Folks from the valley come up for the summer and adopt a pet. Then, when it comes time to go home at the end of the season, they leave the pet behind.”
Jeremy made a very sad point. This wouldn’t be the first time we’d rescued a dog or cat that had been left behind by summer visitors.
“I can make room for her here if you’d like,” Jeremy offered.
“No, that’s okay. Mama and babies are fine with us. If we don’t track down the owner we can look for new homes for them after they’re weaned. Alex has really bonded with the mama, so we may end up keeping her if she isn’t claimed.”
“New kids, new cat. Seems like you have a full house.”
“Yeah. Scooter wants a puppy. I don’t think a puppy would be a good fit at this time; maybe a younger dog that’s already housetrained but still has plenty of energy to keep up with a little boy.”
“How about Digger?” Jeremy suggested. “You mentioned you were going to need to rehome him.”
I thought about Jeremy’s suggestion. It was a good one. “Adopting Digger is a great idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it myself.”
“You’ve been busy.”
“I’ll call Ruby to set up a time when Digger and Scooter can meet each other. Maybe after school today. He has soccer tomorrow, but he isn’t busy this afternoon. Thanks for the idea.”
“Glad I could help.”
 
After I finished at the Zoo I headed into town to have another chat with Yolanda. I’d promised to come by to talk to her about the Boy Scouts, so I had a perfect excuse to look her up. She worked for a local real estate firm and, from what I understood, was one of the premier Realtors in the area. 
Yolanda was tall and thin, with a figure that was certain to garner attention. I knew that in addition to being a top Realtor, she was active in a number of organizations besides the PTA and Boy Scouts, and was considered by most to be an organized and aggressive go-getter. I’d called ahead to make sure she would be in the office and she’d assured me she would be in and happy to provide me with any information I might need.
“I’m so glad you decided to follow up about the Scouts,” Yolanda said as she offered me a chair in the conference room. “It’s an excellent organization and I’m certain Scooter would get a lot out of it.”
“He’s currently playing soccer, so I’m not sure how the two activities will work out from a time-management standpoint, but I wanted to at least get the information.”
“Scouts meet just twice a month on the first and third Wednesday evenings. A lot of our boys also play sports, so while attendance is encouraged, it isn’t mandatory. Our first meeting is next week if you want to try it out. I would encourage Zak to get involved. While we obviously don’t discriminate against mothers, it’s usually the fathers who participate once the boys get to be Scooter’s age.”
Yolanda handed me a packet filled with papers. “The registration forms as well as all the information you’ll need to complete them is provided in the packet. I would encourage you and Zak to look them over and call me if you have any questions.”
“Thank you; we will.”
I set the packet on my lap. “As long as I’m here, do you mind if I ask you a few questions on another subject?” 
“The PTA,” Yolanda guessed incorrectly. “Virginia told me that you’re interested in not only joining but helping out on the PTA board. I want to assure you that I welcome your participation. I assume you’ll be at tonight’s meeting?”
I hesitated just a second. The PTA? It didn’t seem like a very Zoe thing to do, but I did want Scooter to be successful at school.
“Yes, I do plan to attend,” I found myself saying.
“Be sure to encourage Zak to come as well. We actually have a lot of fathers on the board.”
“Great, I’ll ask him. However, what I really wanted to ask about was Evelyn Brown.”
“What about Evelyn?” Yolanda sat back in her chair. She crossed her arms across her ample chest and waited for me to continue. She didn’t exactly look hostile, but her friendly smile had faded just a bit.
“I’m working with Sheriff Salinger to help find her killer,” I began.
“Yes, I’d heard you’d been doing that lately.”
“You mentioned the other day that you knew Mrs. Brown had fallen onto hard times and was in danger of losing her home. I was wondering how you knew that.”
“I was acting as her Realtor in her attempt to sell her house.”
“I see.” I was kind of surprised that Mrs. Brown would ask the woman who had so recently tried to get her fired to represent her.
“Let me back up a bit,” Yolanda offered. “Mrs. Brown called the office two months ago and asked to speak to an agent. I was the agent on duty, so she was transferred to me. She told me that she needed to sell her home and wanted our office to list her property for her. I’m certain at that point that she didn’t realize who I was. I considered handing her off to another Realtor in the office, but I have to confess I had a personal interest in the background of the person or persons who might buy the home.”
“A personal interest? Why?”
“My family and I moved in across the street from Mrs. Brown just a few weeks prior to her calling me about the sale of her property. I wasn’t aware when we purchased the property that she lived in the neighborhood, although, to be honest, it wouldn’t have mattered. I’ve always wanted to live in that neighborhood and I got a really good deal on the house.”
“Was Mrs. Brown aware that you’d moved in across the street?” I asked.
“I don’t believe so. We really had only been there a few weeks when the call came in, and she wasn’t the social type. Anyway, we chatted for quite a while before I managed to get her to agree to let me come by to take a look at the property. We set up an appointment for the next day. When she opened the door and saw who I was, she tried to close the door in my face. I apologized for my participation in the campaign to get her fired and explained that I hadn’t understood her situation. I told her that I was no longer after her job. She finally let me in, and eventually she agreed to let me list her house.”
“Did you tell her at that point that you had just moved in across the street?”
Yolanda looked down at her hands. “No, I didn’t. I know I should have, but I really wanted to control the listing. I chose that neighborhood because it’s an established area with a reputation for having a certain type of resident.”
“Type?”
“A bit more upper class than some areas. The homes and yards are all kept up and there don’t seem to be many young families with children.”
“But you have children,” I pointed out.
“Yes, but my children are well behaved. The neighborhood we lived in before moving across from Mrs. Brown started off all right until a bunch of young families with undisciplined children moved in.”
“Did she ever find out that you lived across from her?” I asked.
“I don’t think so. I intentionally kept a low profile when I was at home. If she did realize that I lived across the street she never said anything. She never really spoke to her neighbors. I understand that she had a bad experience with the woman who used to live next door to her.”
“Trudy Blacksmith.”
“Yes, that sounds right.”
“Do you know who moved into the house where Trudy used to live?” I wondered.
“Quinn Baltimore and her family. They have one son who’s around ten, I think, but he’s quiet and doesn’t seem to cause any problems.”
Jeremiah Baltimore was one of the soccer players on Scooter’s team. I made a mental note to introduce myself to his parents the next evening, when we would both be at the field for the first soccer game of the season. Maybe they would have a slightly different view of the murdered woman.
“Do you know why Mrs. Brown was suddenly strapped financially?” I asked.
“I didn’t ask. I did verify with her bank that she began missing payments two months before she called me.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me that might help me track down her killer?” 
“Not really. I do know that her financial situation was a recent development. She mentioned something about losing her entire savings in a matter of months. If I had to guess, I’d say she had a gambling problem, but I don’t know that for a fact.”
“And has her house sold?”
“We received an offer from a really awesome family on the day she died. I guess at this point it will be up to her heir or the courts regarding how to proceed, but I’m hopeful we can make the deal happen.”
“Well, thank you for the information.” I held up the packet. “I’ll look over this material and see you this evening at the PTA meeting.”
 
After I picked Scooter up from school I took him over to Ruby’s to meet Digger. Digger and Scooter loved each other on sight. The dog was a couple of years old and already trained. He was energetic by breed and would be able to keep up with a ten-year-old boy.
“Thank you.” Ruby squeezed my hand, tears streaming down her face. “I feel so much better about my decision now that I know Digger is going to the best home in Ashton Falls.” 
“I’m really glad it worked out,” I said. “I think Digger will be perfect for Scooter. We can wait to take him if you aren’t ready to let him go quite yet.”
“No. Going with you now will be the best thing for him.”
We were sitting on Ruby’s back patio, watching Scooter and Digger engage in a lively game of fetch. Both dog and child had been running nonstop since we’d been there. 
“My daughter has been pressuring me to make the move,” Ruby continued. “Now that Digger is taken care of I guess I’m ready to commit to her plan.”
“I want you to know that you’re welcome to come visit Digger any time you want,” I offered.
“I just might do that, if I can arrange a ride up the mountain. The little scamp has earned himself a place in my heart.”
I laughed. “I remember when you wanted to strangle him for digging up your rosebed.”
“That pup certainly did live up to his name. Guess I’ll never get around to replanting those bushes like I promised myself I would someday.”
I squeezed Ruby’s hand. “I guess not.”
“Time goes by so fast.” Ruby looked out across her yard. “Seems like yesterday I was moving into this house as a young bride. It’s hard to believe so many years have gone by in what seems like a minute. You enjoy those young’uns who are living with you. Before you know it, they’ll be moving out and moving on with their own lives.”
I put my arm around Ruby’s shoulders. From where I was sitting, it was hard to imagine being eighty-six, but I bet she’d thought the same thing when she was my age. I vowed to embrace all the moments I was granted on this earth. I know a lot of young adults my age don’t think there’s anything to be learned from the senior segment of the population, but I, better than anyone, knew differently. 
 



Chapter 12
 
 
When we got home from Ruby’s, it was time to eat dinner and get ready to head back out to attend the PTA meeting. Being a parent is hard and time-consuming. I’d been running all day and still had metaphorical miles to cover. Luckily, Zak had prepared dinner, so all I had to do was get Digger settled in and then sit down with my family for a wonderful meal.
“How was your first day of school?” I asked no one in particular as I sampled Zak’s spaghetti amore.
“It was mostly fun,” Alex said. “I just have PE, social studies, and science at the middle school because I’m taking math, computer science, and literature and English composition at Zimmerman Academy, but I still had the best time. I even met a new friend.”
“Wonderful. And what’s this friend’s name?” I asked.
“Piz.”
“Piz?”
“His full name is Frankie Pizzano, but everyone calls him Piz. He’s in my science class. He’s pretty smart, so the teacher teamed us up. The curriculum is really nothing more than a repeat of what I’ve already learned at the boarding school, so I thought the class was going to be a total drag, but Piz is funny and nice. I think it’s going to be dope.”
Dope? I’d never heard Alex use street slang before. I hoped we hadn’t broken her.
“I’m glad you had a nice time. So Piz is in the seventh grade?”
“Eighth. I guess the school decided to put me in eighth-grade classes instead of seventh. It really doesn’t matter; I’m fine with whatever the school thinks is best, but I am a little worried about PE.”
“What’s wrong with PE?” I wondered.
“For one thing, the kids are all three years older than me, and I’m small for my age anyway. I’m afraid if we do any contact sports—or really any sports at all—I’m going to get clobbered.”
“Yeah, I could see that might be a problem. I guess I can speak to your counselor about an alternative.”
“I already have,” Alex informed me. “She agreed that a physical education class filled with eighth-grade students might not be the best idea. Because I’m not a full-time student, she decided she could waive the physical education requirement and I could select an elective instead, if you and Zak agree that’s okay.”
“Did you have an elective in mind?” I asked.
“I really want to be on the yearbook staff. I met a girl named Stephie who’s on the staff, and she told me it meets before school every Monday and Wednesday. Stephie is really nice, and I can see us being friends, so I’d really like to do it, but I’ll need an earlier ride on those days.”
“I think we can work that out,” I said. I glanced at Zak and he nodded his head. 
“You have PE second period, though, which is right in the middle of your day. What are you going to do for an hour?” 
“I’m going to be a student aide in the office. Their computer system is pretty antiquated, so I’m going to help them do a full backup and then reinstall everything with the software Zak is donating. When I’m finished with that, they’re going to have me give classes to the staff to help them learn the new system. I know that won’t take the entire semester, but the counselor seemed to think they could find other tasks for me to do.”
“I’ll bet.” I looked at Zak. “And you think this is a good idea?”
We’d brought Alex to Ashton Falls to provide her with both an age-appropriate environment and an accelerated learning environment. It sounded like the middle school planned to use her as free labor.
“For now. It will be good experience for Alex to install the new system, and teaching others to perform a task is always a challenge. We might take another look at her schedule when the next semester rolls around.”
I shrugged. “Okay. If Alex wants to do it and Zak thinks it’s a good idea I’m on board.” I turned to Pi. “How was your day, Pi?”
“Fine.”
I could see that was all I was going to get out of the sixteen-year-old, so I turned to Scooter.
“Why don’t you tell Zak about your day,” I suggested.
“I caught a snake.”
“You didn’t—” I began.
“I didn’t put it in no one’s desk. I let it go at the end of recess.”
I let out a long breath. “And what else did you do?” 
“Me and Tucker played baseball during lunch recess. We’re going to play on a team when soccer is over.”
“I think baseball is in the spring and soccer is over in November,” I informed the boy. “I believe there’s a winter basketball league between the two if you’re interested.”
“Then me and Tucker are going to play basketball. Miss Maxwell said I need to do afterschool sports to use up my energy.”
She probably wasn’t wrong. “Basketball will be fun. I always wanted to be on the high school team, but I was too short.”
“Me and Tucker are tall.”
“So what else did you do?” I asked.
Scooter was a talker, which in this case was nice because he managed to keep the conversation going until we had all completed our meals and the kids were sent to their individual rooms to read or complete any homework they’d been assigned.
“So how was your first day of school?” I asked Zak. I was clearing the table while he rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher.
“Really good. All the kids we’ve selected to begin the school year seemed interested in the curriculum we’ve prepared for each of them. Pi is a lot more advanced than any of the others in terms of computer programming and software development, but Dezil isn’t really all that far behind, and he seems eager to learn. I think they’re going to make a good team.”
“And the others?”
“Alex and Eve want to focus on working with Phyllis, and we’re working with the others to determine the best placement for them. We want all the kids to have exposure to all the subjects we’re teaching, but we also want them to be able to focus on what most interests them.”
I opened the refrigerator to replace the leftover food. Zak had made enough to feed an army.
“Did you have a chance to look into Mrs. Brown’s finances?” I asked.
“Actually, I did,” Zak answered as he began scrubbing out the pan he’d used to make the casserole. “Mrs. Brown wasn’t a rich woman, but prior to about a year ago she had a small savings account. Last December she withdrew five thousand dollars, and she withdrew additional five-thousand-dollar sums several times after that. As of this past May, her balance had dropped to zero.”
I frowned. “And you have no idea what she did with the money?”
“Nope. She took cash out on each occasion; there’s no way to track what she did with the money.”
“I spoke to Yolanda today. She told me Mrs. Brown listed her house for sale two months ago as a result of financial hardship. She was under the impression Mrs. Brown might have developed a gambling problem.”
Zak furrowed his brow. “I don’t know. I guess it’s possible she withdrew all her money and spontaneously gambled it all away, but there are other equally likely alternatives.”
“Such as?”
“Chronic spending, medical expenses, supporting a loved one; the list can be endless without more information. We can’t directly trace the money, but we can look at Mrs. Brown’s phone records and expenditures to see if we notice any patterns,” Zak suggested. “We can find out if she had any regular phone calls that coincided with the withdrawal of the money, or if she traveled on or around the days the withdrawals were made. If she did gamble it away, chances are she didn’t do so in Ashton Falls.”
“So we can search her credit card receipts for large gasoline purchases, hotel rooms, airline tickets?”
“Exactly.”
“You’re pretty sneaky, Zak Zimmerman.”
Zak just smiled.
I looked at the clock. “We need to be at the PTA meeting in thirty minutes, but let’s work on this when we come back. Maybe we’ll get lucky and stumble onto something.”
 
“It’s packed in here,” I said to Yolanda as we signed in at the registration table.
“Everyone comes out for the first meeting and signs up to be on the PTA. That way they can say they’re members, but by the second meeting of the school year we’ll be down to fifty percent attendance, and by the Halloween Carnival in October we’ll be down to twenty to thirty hardworking parents who are willing to put in the time and make the association a viable enterprise.”
“Wow, really?” I slapped a name tag on my chest. “There must be two hundred people here tonight and you’re telling me we’ll be whittled down to thirty in two months?”
“If history serves. I do hope we can encourage additional long-term members this year. The more money we raise for the school, the better education we can provide for our students. We almost had to cancel the sixth-grade trip last year due to lackluster fund-raising. If it wasn’t for Zak,” Yolanda smiled at the man standing beside me, “we would never have pulled it off.”
I looked at my husband. “You paid for the sixth-grade trip?”
“I donated the money to rebuild the playground, and they used the money they’d raised for that for the trip, plus some new computers for the computer lab.” 
Yolanda peeled the backing off Zak’s name tag and pressed it onto his chest.
I rolled my eyes. Zak certainly did seem to attract a lot of attention wherever we went. 
I placed my hand in Zak’s. “Let’s go find a seat before they’re all gone.”
I had to admit the meeting was a lot more interesting than I thought it would be. We heard from several teachers, who updated everyone on the new curriculum that had been handed down from the state. Mr. Bower gave a speech welcoming everyone and asking for the continued participation of all the parents in attendance. Yolanda outlined the fund-raising goals for the upcoming year and asked for suggestions as to the type of fund-raisers the PTA should sponsor. 
Somehow Zak ended up being voted vice president of the association and I was nominated to oversee the fund-raising committee while I was in the ladies’ room. I’m not really sure how that even happened, but in that moment I felt enthusiastic rather than overwhelmed. That would soon change, but for now I felt like Supermom, and that was a feeling I found I quite enjoyed.
 



Chapter 13
Thursday, September 10
 
 
What is there about children’s sports that brings out both the best and the worst in parents? While most of the spectators were cheering their children on in a supportive and positive manner, there were a few adults who seemed to find a certain type of glee in bad-mouthing both the referee and the other team. 
Talk about intense.
Zak and I had brought lawn chairs to sit in, but so far all I’d managed to do was pace up and down the sidelines cheering for Scooter when he did well and aching for him when he missed a play.
“Come on, buddy; you got this,” I yelled as he dribbled down the field. “Pass it to Johnny, pass it to Johnny, he’s wide open,” I screamed.
He didn’t pass it to Johnny.
I felt my heart sink to my knees when Scooter took the shot himself and missed.
The referee blew the whistle, indicating a break for the half, so I wandered back to where Zak was sitting with Alex. I was kind of surprised that Zak hadn’t been up pacing as well, but maybe he didn’t want to leave Alex sitting alone.
“Where’s Pi?” I wondered.
“Jeremy is here with Jessica and Rosalie,” Zak said, referring to Jeremy’s girlfriend and her daughter. “Apparently, he invited Pi to sit in with his band this weekend, and he went to talk to him to get the specifics.”
Zak handed me a bottle of water.
“Intense game,” he acknowledged.
I took a long drink. “Yeah. It’s really a close match. At this point it could go either way. I think our offense is better, but they definitely have the superior defense. It’s going to be hard to run up the score.”
“Scooter is doing pretty well,” Alex offered her opinion.
I smiled. “He is. He needs to learn to work with his team members a little better, but he’s fast and he has a strong kicking leg. Plus his stamina is unbeatable. I think he has a real future in the sport. Are you interested in any sports?” I asked Alex.
“Not really. I’m small for my age and not really very athletic. I used to be on the equestrian team at my old school, but I don’t think Ashton Falls has one. Besides, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be busy with school and my book, and the play Mrs. Reynolds asked me to participate in.”
“I need to get a rehearsal schedule so we can make sure we have everyone’s activities covered. Did Mrs. Reynolds happen to mention when rehearsals were going to begin?”
“When I spoke to her, she said she’d e-mail everyone, but she was shooting for mid-September. She did say the rehearsals would be in the evenings after her shop closed.”
“Maybe we should get a giant whiteboard to write down everyone’s schedules,” Zak suggested. “We can color code everyone’s activities so nothing gets forgotten.”
“Good idea,” I answered as I looked across the field to where Quinn Baltimore was speaking to another mother. I knew the game wouldn’t resume for at least another ten minutes, so I decided to go introduce myself and, in the process, see what I could find out about her new neighbor.
“I need to talk to Jeremiah’s mother for a minute,” I informed Zak and Alex. “I’ll be right back.”
Jeremiah Baltimore was a tall and lanky kid who looked like he’d do well on the soccer field but so far hadn’t really managed to find a way to coordinate his body with his intentions. In other words, he tended to trip and fall. A lot. I’d heard this was his first year playing the sport, so one could only hope he’d get better with time.
“Quinn,” I greeted the perfectly coiffed woman, who had been speaking to the team mom, “my name is Zoe Donovan. I’m Scooter Sherwood’s…” I paused. What was I really? I wasn’t his mother or even his legal guardian. 
“I know who you are.” Quinn saved me the effort of coming up with a label. “It’s nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand in greeting.
“Jeremiah seems to have made a lot of progress since the first day of practice,” I said politely.
“I’m afraid he’s a bit uncoordinated after his growth spurt over the summer, but he understands the mechanics of the game; now he just needs to get his body to cooperate with what his mind is telling it to do.”
I smiled. The woman seemed to have a good attitude about her son’s struggle.
“Scooter has come a long way as well. He’s a natural athlete who really just needs to master the strategy,” Quinn offered.
“Yeah, he’s coming along. It’s nice that Jeremiah and Scooter ended up on the same team. I believe they’re in the same class at the elementary school as well.”
“They are,” Quinn confirmed. “I understand you’re the room mother. You can count on me to help out in any way you need. I was room mother for Jeremiah’s class last year, so I know how much work it can be.”
“Thank you for offering to help. I really appreciate that.”
And I did. 
“I didn’t see you at the PTA meeting,” I commented. “Do you plan to join?”
“I’d love to be involved. In fact, I’d already spoken to Virginia Wilson about it and planned to attend last night’s meeting, but I’m afraid we had a situation at home that needed to be dealt with.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I hope everything’s okay.”
The woman’s smile turned to a scowl, but she assured me things were going to work themselves out.
“Are you good friends with Virginia?” I asked.
“I wouldn’t say good friends. I attend the same book club she does, and we chat from time to time. Virginia is dedicated, hardworking, and focused, and we get along to a point, but she can be pushy and opinionated and tries to group her friends into cliques. I like to enjoy the company of a wide variety of people.”
“I know what you mean. I happened to run into her the other day and all she could talk about was getting rid of Mrs. Brown. I kind of felt uncomfortable with the whole thing.”
“You heard what happened to Mrs. Brown,” Quinn offered. “I get the fact that the woman wasn’t all that good a cook, but I certainly didn’t feel her cooking was bad enough to kill her over it.”
“You think someone killed her because of her cooking?” I asked.
Quinn shrugged. “Honestly? Probably not. But to listen to Virginia, you’d think she was serving the kids rat poison. She did manage to get quite a few mothers on board to join in her witch hunt. It’s amazing how low people will stoop when they gang up and feed off one another.”
“Wow, I hope that isn’t what happened. The woman seemed to be nice enough, although I didn’t know her well. I understand you live in the same neighborhood as Mrs. Brown did.”
Quinn looked surprised that I knew that but answered anyway. “Yes, we moved in next door to her almost a year ago.”
“I spoke to one of her other neighbors, Yolanda Snyder, who seemed to think Mrs. Brown didn’t get along with her neighbors all that well. It occurred to me that it could have been a neighbor who killed her,” I fished.
Quinn frowned. “I’m not one to gossip, but Mrs. Brown was quiet and tended to keep to herself. Yolanda, on the other hand, likes to rule over the neighborhood like some sort of a warden. Jeremiah is about the best-behaved kid in town, but Yolanda still complained when he drew a hopscotch course on the sidewalk in front of our house when his six year old cousin came to visit. It was harmless enough. He drew it with chalk that would easily wash away. Yolanda had a fit about the aesthetic feel of the neighborhood and wouldn’t give it a rest until Jeremiah washed it off. When I first moved into the neighborhood it seemed like a good place to raise a child, but I’ve been having second thoughts since Yolanda moved in. When the family two doors down from me moved out and the house became available for rent, she managed to convince the property owner to rent to an older couple without children.”
I frowned. “That’s really kind of odd. Yolanda has three children of her own. You’d think she’d welcome other children to the neighborhood.”
“Yolanda’s children are kept busy in organized activities. I know they have piano lessons, Scouts, and other afterschool activities they participate in. And they went to camp over the summer. I’d hoped Jeremiah would have kids to play with over the summer, but our block was totally deserted.”
“It seems like Scooter and Jeremiah get along well. Jeremiah is welcome to come over to our house to hang out whenever we can arrange a time. Tucker comes over on a regular basis, so the three of them could all hang out together.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that.”
“It looks like the team is returning to the field. It was nice talking to you.”
 
All in all, it was a successful night. Scooter’s team won and he was responsible for two of the goals. Even Jeremiah managed to do well as a guard. I never realized how fun and invigorating kids’ sports could be.
“Does anyone have homework?” I asked when the five of us arrived back at the house.
“Not for the first week,” Scooter answered.
“I did mine earlier,” Alex said.
“Pi?” I asked.
“Done.”
“Can I watch television in my room for a while before bed?” Scooter asked.
“Shower and jammies first.”
“I’m going to go up to call Phyllis about my story,” Alex informed me.
“Yeah, and I have a date with Brooklyn,” Pi announced.
“You’re going out now?” I asked.
“Skype.”
“Oh. Okay, then, I’ll see you in the morning.”
In my experience, once Pi retired to his room he didn’t emerge until the next day.
“It looks like it’s just you and me,” I said to Zak.
He gathered me into his arms. “I guess it is getting late.”
It was eight o’clock.
“So, so late,” I agreed.
“Perhaps we should head upstairs.”
“Perhaps we should.”
 



Chapter 14
Friday, September 11
 
 
“I can’t believe how excited I am about football season,” I said to Ellie, who was sitting next to me in the high school auditorium while we waited for the kickoff to the season pep rally to begin. Zak, Phyllis, and Will had brought the students from Zimmerman Academy over for the event and were sitting in a group several rows in front of us. Zak had talked Dezil’s aunt into letting him join the varsity team, and both Pepper and Chad were members of the cheerleading squad. 
“Levi is about as pumped as I’ve ever seen him. I really think he expects to go undefeated this year now that Dezil is on board.”
“I was worried he might have an off year because all his best players graduated last spring,” I commented.
I waved at Pepper, who had filed out with the rest of her squad onto the wood floor of the large building. 
“He said the kids who came up from junior varsity are equally talented. He’s really optimistic,” Ellie informed me. She looked toward the group sitting several rows in front of us. “It looks like the kids are all getting along.”
“They seem to be,” I agreed. “Pi and Dezil seem to have bonded, and I’m pretty sure Pi and Brooke are toying with a flirtation. Pepper and Chad are getting along like two long-lost puppy siblings, and Alex and Eve seem to be getting along well in spite of the age difference. Dex, Abby, and Hacker have formed their own alliance, so I’m happy to say it doesn’t appear anyone feels left out.”
“And Phyllis and Will?” Ellie asked. “I couldn’t help but notice they’re sitting together.”
“Alex told me that Eve told her that Will has asked Phyllis out on a date for tomorrow.”
“Wow, we have a real senior romance in our midst.” Ellie grinned.
“I’m not sure I’d go that far quite yet, but I have to say that both of them seem like people who need someone special in their lives. I hope they can build something over time. They seem to have a lot in common.”
“Oh, here comes the pyramid.” Ellie pointed toward the front of the room, where the cheerleading squad was performing their first of several routines.
“Woo, woo,” I cheered as the squad executed a perfectly orchestrated routine before segueing directly into the next.
“Isn’t that Principal Bower over there with the lady with the long blond hair?” Ellie asked.
I looked where she was pointing. “That’s his wife.”
“Wife? She looks like she could be his daughter.”
“She used to be a first-grade teacher before they fell in love and got married. They had a baby a few months ago.”
“I don’t see a baby,” Ellie pointed out.
“They must have gotten a babysitter. It was nice of Bower to attend the event. I bet most of the kids who go to the high school came up through his elementary school. I’m sure they appreciate his support.”
“Do you still think he’s a suspect?” Ellie whispered in my ear.
“Maybe. I know the evidence shows otherwise, but I haven’t ruled him out. Oh, here comes the team.”
Ellie and I both clapped and whistled as Levi and his team filed into the auditorium. The guys certainly looked like they could win the war and take no prisoners. It made my heart glad when Levi decided to stay in Ashton Falls. This is his home and the young men gathered around him are his boys. It just wouldn’t have been the same if the high school had been forced to replace him.
“How did the PTA meeting go?” Ellie asked. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about it.”
“It went okay. Zak is going to be the vice president and I’m the chairperson for the fund-raising committee.”
“When are you going to have time to do that?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t.”
“Then why did you volunteer?”
“I didn’t. I went to the bathroom and when I came back it was a done deal.” 
Ellie laughed. “You really need to start timing your bathroom breaks a little better.”
“Tell me about it. I probably wouldn’t have volunteered, but it won’t be too bad. I have a lot of experience with fund-raising after being involved with the events committee all these years. It has to be easier to raise funds for a school than an entire town.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ellie cautioned.
“I think I was set up. Yolanda told me that Virginia Wilson had already told her I was interested in doing it before I even showed up at the meeting.”
“Sneaky.”
“Yeah, it was. Did you know Virginia had another baby?”
“No. When was this?” Ellie asked.
“I guess the baby must be about ten months old. I hadn’t seen Virginia in ages, so I guess it’s not so odd I hadn’t heard.”
“Speak of the devil,” Ellie said.
“Devil?”
Ellie glanced toward a side door, where Yolanda and Virginia were standing. They looked around and then crossed the room to find seats near the front of the auditorium.
“What are the odds that my three main suspects would all be in the room at the same time?” I whispered.
“Three?”
“Principal Bower, Yolanda, and Virginia.”
“I thought you said you no longer suspected Yolanda,” Ellie pointed out.
“That was before I found out she lived across the street from Mrs. Brown.”
Ellie frowned. “Really? I thought you said she was selling her property. Isn’t that a conflict of interest or something?”
“I think so, considering that she admitted she didn’t tell Mrs. Brown she’d recently moved into the neighborhood.”
“It looks like the cheer squad is coming back out,” Ellie commented. Levi had introduced his team while Ellie and I were chatting. It was a good thing we were sitting in the very back row, where there weren’t a lot of people to overhear us. “I heard the new principal for the high school is going to give a speech after the cheerleaders are done. Have you met him?”
“No, not yet. Have you?”
“Yeah. I came to the campus to pick Levi up from football practice one day and he introduced me. He seems like a nice guy. He must be in his midforties.”
“Has he lived in the area long?” 
“I think so. Levi said he worked as a teacher at the middle school until his wife died in childbirth about six years ago. After she passed he quit his job and moved up north, where he worked in an office of some sort. I guess he got sick of office work and decided to return to what he loved, so he applied for this job when he heard it was open. Levi seems to think he’ll fit in with the existing staff. Oh, here he is now.”
I gasped. The man who took the podium was the same one I’d met at the cemetery. The same man who had met Evelyn Brown on the third of every month.
“What happened to the baby?” I asked.
Ellie looked at me with a frown.
“The new principal. You said his wife died in childbirth. What happened to the baby?”
“Oh, he lived.”
“He’d be five now?”
“I guess so. I know he’s starting kindergarten this year. Why do you ask?”
“The new principal is the man I met in the cemetery. The one I told you about, who lost his wife and came to visit her once a month.”
“Wow, that’s quite a coincidence.”
“Is it?”
“What are you saying?” Ellie asked.
“I don’t know. I need to think.”
Trenton had sent me to the cemetery. He’d told me to speak to Mike Parks. He must have wanted me to find out about the man who visited with Mrs. Brown. He had a young son. I knew Mrs. Brown was obsessed with babies and young children. Could she have driven the man as crazy as she drove everyone else? 
Probably not. If she had, the man would have stopped coming to the cemetery when he knew she’d be there. But what if she didn’t know about the child until after he moved here? Ellie had said the man’s son was in kindergarten. What if he ran into Mrs. Brown when he came in to register his son for classes and, in true Mrs. Brown fashion, she began to obsess over him? Might the man have decided to get rid of the woman to make the school a safe place for his son?
Of course the timing was off to an extent. Mrs. Brown had been fired a month ago. I wondered when the new principal had moved to Ashton Falls.
“Do you know what the new principal’s name is?” I asked Ellie.
“Gordon Welch.”
“Do you know when Mr. Welch took the job with the high school?” 
“I don’t know for sure, but I know it was before Levi was offered the job at the college because he mentioned that at least the school had a new principal to deal with hiring a new coach if he decided to take the job.”
“So over a month ago.”
“Yeah, I guess. What’s going on in that head of yours?”
“I’m not sure.”
I bit my lip and considered the entire situation. Mr. Welch’s wife had died in childbirth six years ago. He’d buried her in Ashton Falls and then, at some point after that, moved with his son up north. He then began to come to Ashton Falls once a month to visit his wife’s grave. He ran into Mrs. Brown during one of those visits and they found comfort in each other’s presence. Mr. Welch told me they never spoke, so assuming he never brought his son with him, Mrs. Brown would have had no idea he had a child.
He took the job in Ashton Falls and went to the elementary school to register his son. He ran into Mrs. Brown, who recognized him. Once she found out about the son, she began to obsess over him, as she had been known to do. Mr. Welch spoke to Mr. Bower, who had been experiencing the same sort of thing since the birth of his own son, about the situation, and he finally realized the only thing to do was to fire her. 
Mrs. Brown had already arranged to use the kitchen to make the hamburger gravy for the Scouts, so Mr. Bower gave the new lunch lady the heads-up and she made herself scarce. At some point during her time on campus someone entered the kitchen, picked up a rolling pin, chased the woman onto the playground, and hit her with it.
Mr. Bower told Sheriff Salinger that he didn’t know she was on campus, but I didn’t believe that. He was the one who arranged for her to be there. He might have lied because he was the killer, but why would he kill her at that point? He’d already fired her. Unless of course the woman was harassing him at his home.
He might have lied because he was protecting someone else. Maybe a fellow principal in the area? Perhaps Principal Welch came to the elementary school on the day of the murder for some other reason. I remember the kindergarten teacher had been on campus earlier in the day because I had spoken to her and she’d told me she had seen Mrs. Brown lurking in the hallway. What if Mr. Welch had seen her as well? What if, after speaking to the kindergarten teacher, he had gone to the kitchen to find out why Mrs. Brown was on campus? What if she had said something that made him feel that his son’s safety was threatened? 
Of course there was one other option.
“I think I know who did it,” I said to Ellie.
“Who?’
“I need to call Salinger.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
Zak prepared macaroni and cheese in the Crock-Pot so we could enjoy a quick meal before heading to the first football game of the season. I was totally stoked to see how Levi’s new team was going to work out. He’d had such a successful season the previous year, it was going to be hard to top that. 
“Pass the salad,” Alex requested.
Pi passed it to her.
“That pep rally was tight,” Pi offered. “Maybe I should think about a sport.”
“I thought you wanted to concentrate on your music when you weren’t doing the cyber thing,” I commented.
“I do, but those cheerleaders are hot.”
“How come I didn’t get to go?” Scooter whined.
“Because you were still in school,” Zak answered. “Pi and Alex were done for the day.”
“How come I have to go to school longer than them?”
“You don’t. Normally. It’s just that Pi and Alex would usually be in the accelerated learning program at the Academy during the afternoon. Today the staff and students of Zimmerman Academy decided to go to the pep rally instead of holding classes,” Zak explained.
“Doesn’t sound like accelerated learning to me.”
I laughed. Scooter had a point.
“It’s going to be chilly once the sun goes down, so everyone needs to be sure to wear long pants and to grab a heavy sweatshirt or jacket,” I warned the kids. 
“Can we get snacks at the game?” Scooter asked.
“If you get hungry,” Zak agreed.
The three minors living with us headed upstairs to get ready, and Zak and I began to clean up the kitchen. Doing dishes had never been one of my favorite activities, but Zak and I had settled into a predictable routine that I found I quite enjoyed.
“Did Salinger ever call you back?” Zak asked.
“No, not yet. I heard there was a house fire out near the old sawmill that spread into the forest and he was out there, evacuating the people in the area in case the fire spread toward the housing development to the south. If I haven’t heard back I’ll try him again once we get to the high school. I’m going to head upstairs to check on the kittens and grab a jacket. Do you want me to get yours?”
“Yeah. I’ll take the dogs out while you do that. We should leave in about fifteen minutes.”
 
As it does every year for the first home game of the season, half the town of Ashton Falls had come out to the football field to cheer on the team. Luckily, Ellie had gotten to the field early and saved us all seats. Of course as soon as Pi found Brooklyn he announced that he was going to sit with her, and then Alex asked if she could sit with Phyllis and Eve while they cheered on Chad and Pepper, which left Ellie, Zak, Scooter, and me.
“Can I sit with Tucker?” Scooter asked. “It’s going to be boring with just you guys.”
I looked at Zak. 
“I’ll take Scooter to see if we can track down Tucker, but save both seats just in case we aren’t successful.”
“And then there were two,” I said to Ellie.
“I never did get any dinner,” Ellie commented. “I think I might go to the snack bar. Do you want anything?”
“No, I’m fine. I’ll save the seats,” I offered.
Which is exactly what I did until I saw my new number-one suspect standing alone near the far edge of the track surrounding the field. I knew the likelihood of our seats being available when I returned were slim to none, but I saw the chance I’d been looking for and decided to take it.
“What are you doing over here all by yourself?” I asked when I’d run around the back of the bleachers and around to the field.
“Looking for a friend. I thought finding her would be a lot easier, but it’s packed.”
“You here by yourself?” I asked.
“Yeah. My husband is home with the kids. As ironic as it may seem, I love sports, but he isn’t into them in the least. Where’s your crew?”
“The snack bar,” I simplified. “I guess you heard they have a new suspect in Mrs. Brown’s death,” I fished.
“They do? Who?”
“I don’t have all the details, but it seems Mrs. Brown has a history of obsessing over other people’s babies. It looks like one of the protective mamas got fed up with all the inappropriate attention and killed her.”
“I wouldn’t wish an untimely death on anyone, but that woman gave me the creeps.”
“So she was obsessing over your little one as well?” I asked.
“She was, and we weren’t even friends. I made the mistake of bringing the baby in when I was on campus to register Artie and she happened to be there. She immediately started giving me unwanted advice. She even looked up my address in the school records and began sending me letters about all the things I should watch for when raising an infant. It totally freaked me out.”
“So you killed her.”
“What? I didn’t kill her.”
I frowned. “I saw you at the school the day Mrs. Brown died.”
“Yes, I was there. Several parents were there, including you.”
Virginia had me there.
“If you didn’t kill her, who did?” I asked.
She paused to think about it. “I don’t know for certain, but if you want my opinion, I think it was Yolanda.”
“Yolanda? Why?”
“Mrs. Brown found a family to buy her house on her own. Yolanda was furious that she was going to be cut out of the deal. Plus Yolanda wanted to choose her own neighbors, and the family Mrs. Brown chose wasn’t to her liking at all. I know Yolanda was at the school that day. Maybe you should talk to her.”
“I will.”
After I finished speaking to Virginia I called Salinger, and this time he picked up. I filled him in on everything I had learned that day and he promised to head over to the football field. He instructed me to stay put, which I promised to do.
I didn’t.
It wasn’t that I intended to disregard Salinger’s direction; it was more that I saw Yolanda in the crowd and decided to waylay her in case she decided to leave. My big mistake was in letting Virginia go. How was I to know she’d call and warn Yolanda when she was the one who gave her up in the first place?
By the time I made my way over to the place where I’d seen Yolanda, she was gone. I searched the crowd until I recognized her up on the hill behind the football field. She was obviously headed into the forest. She’d probably decided it was safest to head out that way and then double back in case Salinger was waiting for her in the parking lot. I took off running as fast as I could. I was certainly getting my workout in today. 
“Yolanda, wait,” I yelled when I was still too far away to grab her. That turned out to be a dumb move because she took off running. She wasn’t as fast as me, but she wasn’t exactly old and feeble either. I picked up my pace and flung myself at her. I grabbed her from behind, causing the two of us to roll down the hill end over end. I hung on for dear life, hoping I could find a way to stop our momentum before we reached the bottom of the hill. On my way up the hill I’d noticed a huge mud puddle that had been created by the sprinklers on the grass on the field.
Unfortunately, we didn’t stop rolling until we both hit the slime. The entire football stadium began to whistle and cheer as Yolanda and I wrestled around in the mud.
“Are you crazy?” Yolanda yelled. “You could have killed me.”
“Hey, you didn’t have to run. Why did you do it?” I asked as I fought to maintain the upper hand.
“I didn’t mean to.” Yolanda flung a handful of black muck into my face. “I just went to the school to talk to her. Things got out of control.”
“I should say so,” I shot back as I grabbed her around the legs, causing her to fall backward into the muck. “The woman is dead.”
The entire stadium continued to cheer like we were some planned sideshow.
“I busted my butt looking for the perfect family to buy her house and she goes and makes a deal with some farm hicks from the valley with five undisciplined sons. Can you imagine? The family would have totally ruined the neighborhood, but she said they wanted the house and she was anxious to sell. I had to do something, so I dug deep and found this totally wonderful family to make an offer for even more money than the hicks had promised.”
Yolanda pulled my hair, which made me fall even farther into the mud.
“So why kill her?” I said as I threw my body against hers in an effort to pin her down.
“I went to the school to tell her about the new offer, but she said she’d already promised the first family and didn’t want to go back on her agreement. I’m afraid I lost it. I threatened her with the rolling pin and she took off through the back door. I have no idea why I followed her. I was just so mad.”
Salinger walked up while we were talking. He’d heard enough. He pulled me off the top of her and then pulled her to her feet. He cuffed her and led her away as the crowd, still watching, went wild with cheers and catcalls.
My impulse was to flip them off, but I remembered the kids, so I took a bow instead and followed Salinger to his squad car.
“Mrs. Brown had a button from a man’s dress shirt in her hand,” I commented as Salinger ushered Yolanda into the backseat. “Was it yours?”
“No, it was Principal Bower’s. He tried to stop Mrs. Brown when she first ran out the back door. He must have been out on the playground having a smoke. He grabbed her, but she managed to get away. I guess she pulled the button off his shirt at that point. I came barreling out the door after her and hit her with the rolling pin as soon as I caught up with her.”
“So Principal Bower knew you had killed Mrs. Brown?” I verified.
“He saw the whole thing. He was shocked at first, but I guess she had been harassing him for months, so he understood how I could be driven to violence. I begged him not to tell and he said he wouldn’t. I went home and he went back to his office. We figured that with all of the rain the body wouldn’t be found for quite a while, and no one would ever figure out what happened.”
I looked at Salinger. “Principal Bower is the one who suggested that I check out the new playground equipment. He must have wanted me to find the body before some random kid happened by.”
“I’ll pick him up after I deal with Mrs. Snyder.”
 
Later that evening, after I had washed the mud out of my hair and changed into my pj’s, I sat on the bed next to Zak. The kids were all settled in their own rooms, so we took advantage of the quiet to share a bottle of wine and watch a movie. I was actually pretty sore after my mud-wrestling match. Maybe I wasn’t in as good shape as I thought. Of course it could have been the roll down the hill that did me in. 
“So we made it through the first week of school.” I held up my glass in a toast.
“Barely.” Zak laughed. “I thought I was going to die when I saw you rolling down that hill with Yolanda.”
“I guess it was pretty funny. The way everyone was cheering and whistling, I think they must have figured it was part of the pregame festivities.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re okay. Yolanda seems like she’d be the type to fight dirty. I still can’t believe she killed Mrs. Brown over a real estate transaction.”
“I actually feel kind of bad about the whole thing. Both Yolanda and Principal Bower have families and are active members of the community. I don’t suppose he’ll be looking at too stiff a penalty, but I’d be surprised if he doesn’t end up being fired from his job for covering up a murder and lying to Salinger. I wonder who’s going to take over for him next week.”
“I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” Zak pulled me back into his arms as he leaned into the pillows, which were stacked against the headboard. “For now, how about we talk about something else?”
“Like the kids?”
“Like us. As much as I’m loving our new life, I do realize we need some alone time. I’ve been asked to attend a conference in San Diego at the end of the month. It’s really just a long weekend. I hoped you would want to go with me. Maybe we can rent a house on the beach for a few days.”
“Sounds fantastic, but what about the kids?”
“I spoke to Levi and Ellie and they’ve assured me they’d be happy to stay here with the dogs and the kids, but it also occurred to me that it might be worth having a conversation about hiring some help.”
“What kind of help?” I asked.
“Someone to help with transportation for the kids and maybe some of the errands. Alex is going to start rehearsals for the play soon and Scooter has soccer through November. The kids are all on different school schedules, and now that my new software has launched, I’m going to have to attend out-of-town meetings and conferences from time to time. It would be nice if you could go with me. I thought we could hire someone to help out during the week and stay at the house when we have to be away for a few days.”
“Do you have anyone in mind?” I asked.
“Not yet. I just thought we should enter into a discussion about the subject. We have a lot going on and a lot of different things to juggle. It seems it would be helpful to have a third arm.”
I smiled. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to put out a few feelers. I do want to have time to spend at the Zoo, and I still have my obligation to the events committee. Now that Yolanda is going to be serving time for killing Mrs. Brown, I bet you’ll be promoted to PTA president.”
Zak frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Do you ever wonder if we made a mistake taking on three kids and a brand-new school on top of everything else we have going on?” I asked.
“No. Do you?”
I thought about it. “Not at all. So talk to me about this beach house we’ll be renting. Will it have a private hot tub?”
“If you want a hot tub, it will have a hot tub,” Zak assured me.
“And a nice big bed?”
Zak kissed my neck. “Not too big. I wouldn’t want you to get lost.”
“I’m not worried.” I kissed Zak on the lips. “I’m sure you’ll always find me.”
 
Interactive Reader Portal: If you’ve been reading the story chronologically, read chapter 3 of Zimmerman Academy now by clicking on Zim3. If you waited to read Zimmerman Academy as a separate short story, continue on to chapter 1 at this point. If you prefer to skip the chapters narrated by Phyllis, continue on to the recipes.
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Chapter 1
Friday, September 4
 
Welcoming the Girls
 
Looking back, I knew in my gut that my life was about to change forever. As an intentionally isolated individual who had spent the past sixty-two years avoiding the complicated emotional entanglements that seem to come standard with interpersonal relationships, I found that I was a lot more nervous than I wanted to admit. I guess the first time I really let the effects of my actions sink in was the day the girls arrived. As I stood stoically in my living room, waiting for Armageddon to rain down, I felt the life I had built to that point slowly slipping away.  
 
“Oh, lord, what have I done?” I asked my cat, Charlotte.
Charlotte wound her body around my legs in a circle eight pattern as I looked out the window. What made me think I could take responsibility for three teenage girls? Was I crazy? 
Apparently. 
When Zak talked to me about helping him with the Zimmerman Academy, I’m afraid I let sixty-two years of loneliness burst forth in an orgasmic eruption of helpfulness. 
“Sure, I’d love to help you oversee development,” I said aloud. “You want me to be the principal? It would be a dream come true. Help out with the teaching during this first year of transition? Absolutely.” I looked down at Charlotte. “Whatever was I thinking?” 
Charlotte stopped her journey through my legs and jumped up onto the table next to where I was standing. She knew she was not allowed on the table, but she also knew I was so far into my tirade that I wouldn’t pay her the least bit of attention. 
“I know I didn’t have to offer to lodge the girls,” I admitted. “It just seemed to make sense at the time. We do have a lot of extra bedrooms in this big, empty house.”
Charlotte greeted my rant with a yawn, followed by a look of derision. 
“Fat lot of help you are.” I sighed. “Do you think it’s too late to back out?”
Charlotte rolled her eyes. Or at least I imagined she’d roll her eyes if cats could actually perform such a task.
I looked out the window to the yard I’d so painstakingly nurtured. It was a lot of work, but my flower garden gave me such a deep feeling of serenity and contentment. I’d always wanted a cottage-style house despite the fact that I’d settled in the mountains. When I’d first seen the large two-story structure, which was so different from the log houses that populated the area, I knew I’d found the home I’d always dreamed of. The garden hadn’t grown up overnight. It had taken years of love and nurturing to coax the seedlings into large and healthy plants. Over the years I’d found that gardening in an alpine environment can be challenging at the least. 
I turned away from the window and looked around the room. I decided the baby grand piano really could use a good dusting even though I’d dusted that morning. I thought about heading toward the cleaning supply closet to look for a dust cloth, but I realized the girls wouldn’t care about imaginary dust. I glanced at the clock. It was seven minutes after four. Hadn’t Zak said they’d be here at four?
Charlotte jumped from the table to the windowsill and meowed. I looked out the spotlessly clean window just in time to see the large white van as it rolled to the curb. 
Just breathe.
I took one last look at the surgically clean room and turned toward Charlotte. “They’re here. Are you ready?” 
Charlotte took one look at the crew that was piling out of the van, jumped off the windowsill, and took off up the stairs.
Traitor.
I took a deep breath and looked down at the pencil skirt I’d worn with sensible shoes and a white silk blouse. If there was ever an outfit that was all wrong for meeting a group of teenage girls for the first time this was it. 
God, Phyllis, you are such an old maid. They’re going to hate you.
As Zak helped the girls unload their things, I looked in the hallway mirror and considered the woman I’d become. Where had the years gone? It seemed like only yesterday that Bobby Davenport had asked me out on the one and only date I’d ever been asked on. I’d had a crush on the guy for over a year and couldn’t believe he had actually noticed me. I remember that it felt like I was swimming in a pool of desire and excitement when he smiled at me. Which is why I’d, quite illogically, turned him down. 
I’d used the pretext of having a history exam to study for, but I knew in my heart that wasn’t true. At the time I don’t remember making a conscious decision never to date, fall in love, or marry. In that moment all I’d really decided was that I was too scared to go on that date. I remember wondering how I’d gotten to be an elderly twenty-one years old without ever having been kissed. Everyone else I knew was well versed in the art of lovemaking by the time they’d reached their third decade, but me? I’d buried my face in a book, ignored the world, and missed my one and only chance at normal. 
I touched my hand to the slight wrinkling around my eyes. I hadn’t even noticed that my skin had begun to sag. It felt as if it had happened in a heartbeat. One moment I was a young and vibrant academic with a bright future ahead of her and the next I was an old woman living with a cantankerous cat.  
“It’s never too late for a new beginning,” I coached myself as I tucked a lock of gray hair into a serviceable bun. “No need to fret about what could, would, and should have been. Today I will turn the page and begin a new chapter.”
I ran a hand over the surface of the spotless coffee table one last time before I headed to the front door and opened it wide. 
“Zak, Zoe.” I held out my arms to the couple I’d grown to care for deeply. “I’m so happy you finally made it.”
“Sorry we’re late,” Zoe said as she hugged me as soon as she arrived at the front door. “The traffic was a bear.” 
“I can imagine it would be, given the holiday.”
“Phyllis King, this is Eve, Pepper, and Brooklyn,” Zoe introduced with enthusiasm. 
I greeted each of the girls in turn. 
Eve Lambert was tall and thin, with brown eyes and straight brown hair that hung to her shoulders. The youngest of the group at fourteen, she was shy yet polite and always seemed to say all the right things, but her inner light didn’t quite reach her eyes. I knew in a minute that Eve was a younger version of myself. Her breeding was too engrained into her personality to allow her to appear bored even though it was obvious she was bored. I’m certain she was counting down the minutes until she could retire to her room and dive back into the book she was clutching in one hand.
Prudence “Pepper” Pepperton was a tiny little thing who reminded me a lot of Zoe. She had dark curly hair and blue eyes that danced when she spoke. Pepper was the middle “child” at fifteen. Based on the way she was jumping around with more energy and enthusiasm than could be contained in one body, I was confident in going out on a limb and thinking she was going to be the ice breaker and cheerleader of the group. When I was fifteen I would have found Pepper’s enthusiasm exhausting, but now I found myself somewhat enchanted by the elflike girl who ruthlessly abused the English language as she talked a mile a minute about anything and everything.  
Blond-haired, blue-eyed Brooklyn Banks was the girl I’d always secretly longed to be. At sixteen she was beautiful and sophisticated, with a natural confidence that stated to the world that she knew what she wanted and knew how to get it. I could never have pulled off the Brooklyn attitude when I was her age, even if I’d been half as beautiful as she. She too looked bored, but unlike Eve, who wanted to dive into a book, I suspected Brooklyn wanted to dive into the boyfriend she’d been forced to leave behind when she’d been kicked out of her last school for smoking in the dorm. 
I stepped aside and invited everyone inside as Zoe competed with Pepper for airtime. Zak brought in the luggage as Pepper and Zoe talked a mile a minute, but to be honest, I wouldn’t remember a thing either of them said. I smiled as was expected, and I’m sure I was able to string together comprehensible sentences, but I really couldn’t remember ever being as nervous as I was at meeting the trio of young women I was about to share my life with. 
“Let me show you to your rooms so you can get settled in before dinner,” I offered after the luggage had been deposited in my entryway. 
Suddenly my house felt full. I hadn’t lived with anyone, other than a series of feline companions, since I’d moved out of my parents’ house to attend college. I’d had a few opportunities along the way to share my life with a roommate, but I’d always liked the quiet. Not that I hadn’t had friends. During my sixty-two years I’ve shared my life with many wonderful people. But in all that time, I’ve never shared my life with anyone who was really mine.
Zak and Zoe followed behind the girls as I escorted my new housemates to the rooms I had chosen for them. Each of the three bedrooms I’d selected was large and nicely decorated. Each room had both a bed and sitting area, and each had a private bath. 
“I don’t do pink,” Brooklyn informed me when I opened the door to a bedroom with a pink duvet, pink curtains, and a white sofa. 
“I like pink,” Pepper offered.
“Very well, then, Pepper, this shall be your room,” I decided.
Pepper trotted inside and jumped up on the bed, squealing in delight when she noticed the clawfoot tub in the corner. She hopped off the bed and ran across the room to the tub, which she immediately climbed into to check it out for a comfortable fit.
“Dinner will be at seven. I hope you like pork roast.”
“I love all food,” Pepper assured me.
I smiled and took a breath. One down, two to go. 
Zak delivered Pepper’s luggage to her room while Zoe, Brooklyn, and Eve followed me down the hall. I opened the door to the room I had at one time converted into an office and library but had since converted back into a bedroom. The conversion of the room was complete other than the fact that I hadn’t had the opportunity to remove all the books from the shelves. 
“Bookshelves.” Eve gasped. “Lots and lots of bookshelves, packed with all these lovely books. Can this room be mine?”
Brooklyn shrugged. “Fine by me.”
Eve walked directly over to the wall that was lined with dark cherry wood shelving. I’d seen the love in her eyes when she’d spotted my rare book collection. I felt some of the tension leave my body, only to return when Eve informed me that she was a vegetarian. I almost panicked until I realized I had both a salad and vegetables to go with the pork roast, as well as whole grain bread I’d picked up that morning from the bakery. My mind immediately turned to other vegetarian options. Perhaps I’d try the new recipe I’d recently found for spinach ravioli lasagna, or maybe even the eggplant casserole I’d recently tried at a friend’s house. Two down and only one to go. 
The last room was the largest of the three. It was nicely furnished and spacious, but the truly amazing thing about it was the walk-in closet with satin-lined drawers, shoe racks, and a rotating clothing rod. When I noticed Brooklyn’s look of boredom turn into one of elation, I knew deep inside that things were going to be all right. 
“Do you have any dietary restrictions?” I asked as Brooklyn twirled around in the middle of the huge closet.
“I don’t eat carbs.”
“No carbs. Got it. Is there anything else I should know?”
Brooklyn stopped twirling and looked at me. “I haven’t had a mother for a very long time; I don’t need mothering.”
“Don’t have a mother? But I just recently spoke to your mother.”
“I didn’t mean literally; I just mean that I’m sixteen and have lived away from home since I was very young. I’ve attended boarding school during the academic year and camp during the summer since I was six. I’m used to taking care of myself and making my own decisions.”
“I see.”
Brooklyn must have noticed my look of concern because she quickly followed up with, “Look, I’m not going to be a problem. I promise. It’s actually very nice of you to allow me to stay here after I was kicked out of my old school. I just wanted to let you know that I don’t need a lot of active parenting.”
“All right,” I said. “I can respect that, and as long as you follow the house rules and do well in your classes I’ll try to give you some space.”
“Awesome. I’m going to need to find a local doctor. Can you recommend one?”
“Are you ill?” I asked.
“Birth control.”
“Oh.” I know I blushed, which I found embarrassing; a woman of my age should be able to discuss birth control without turning red. 
God, Phyllis, you are such a child. 
After I assured Brooklyn I would get her a list of gynecologists in the area, I left the girls to unpack. Once I’d taken a few deep breaths to steady my pounding heart, I said my good-byes to Zak and Zoe and headed toward the kitchen to check on the meal I’d prepared. I like to cook but rarely do with only myself to feed. It would be nice to have mouths to feed on a regular basis, even if two of them had adopted restricted diets. 
I rechecked the oven for what must have been the tenth time that day. The meat looked moist and tender, as I’d hoped it would be. Eve, I decided, was going to miss out on something wonderful.
I put the potatoes on to boil and decided to head into the formal dining room to set the table. I’m not certain why I’d purchased such a large table when I’d bought and furnished the house. I rarely entertained and certainly never fed enough people to even begin to fill each of the twelve hardwood chairs. I planned to set one end of the table to create a more intimate dining experience. 
After wiping down the dust-free surface I turned toward the antique hutch I’d bought at an estate sale and considered which place settings to use. This was a special occasion. Perhaps I should use Mama’s china. And then again, I didn’t want to have the girls feeling awkward by making a fuss. Perhaps the everyday dishes would be fine. 
“Can I help?” Pepper asked as she entered the room through the kitchen.
“I’m trying to decide which dishes to use for our dinner.”
“Does it matter?”
“No,” I admitted. “I suppose it doesn’t.” I held up two dinner plates. “Which shall it be?”
“The ivory with the small blue flowers.”
“There are linens in that drawer behind you. Why don’t you pick out some placemats and napkins and I’ll fetch the silverware.”
Pepper chatted about the food at the last school she’d attended while we worked together to set a beautiful table for our first meal together. When the table was ready she followed me into the kitchen, where she continued to ramble on about various subjects while I prepared the vegetables. Pepper informed me that she too liked to cook, which she proved by preparing a colorful salad while I saw to the beverages. I found I rather liked preparing a meal alongside another person. 
“I really love your house,” Pepper complimented. “When Mr. Zimmerman pulled up to the front and I saw those blue shutters and all those beautiful flowers I knew I was going to be happy here.”
“I’m so glad you like it. I’ve always liked to garden. Perhaps you’d like to help me when you have some free time.”
“I’d like that.”
“Tell me about yourself,” I urged.
“I’m not sure what there is to tell. My full name is Prudence Partridge Pepperton. It’s a mouthful, I know. When I was a baby my nanny began calling me Pepper and it stuck. My father is the only one who ever calls me Prudence.”
“And your mom?” I asked.
“She’s dead. She committed suicide last winter, after my father left her for one of his creations.”
I frowned. “Creations?”
“My father is a plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills.”
“I see.” Pepper’s announcement didn’t quite fit with her airy tone of voice. At first I thought she was pulling my leg, but the tension around her eyes said otherwise.
“I am so sorry,” I replied. “I really had no idea. That must have been an incredibly difficult time for you.”
Pepper shrugged. “Yeah. I guess.”
She looked away, struggling, I think, to maintain her composure. 
“And why did you decide to attend Zimmerman Academy?” I changed the subject.
“I didn’t decide. My father did. He left my mom, and then he didn’t want me.”
“Oh, I’m sure that isn’t true.” I couldn’t imagine a parent not wanting his child.
“No, it is,” Pepper assured me in a very matter-of-fact tone. “When my mom told me that my dad had taken off with one of his creations, I thought there would be a messy custody battle over me, but my father sat me down and told me that he had a new wife and a new life and he thought I’d be better off staying with my mother. I thought he’d visit, but he never did.”
I put my hand to my heart to try to keep it from breaking.
“After Mom died I had no choice but to go stay with my father,” Pepper continued. “I thought he would be happy to see me, but I could tell I was cramping his style. He knows Mr. Zimmerman somehow, and when he found out about the Academy, he asked if I could attend as a boarder. Mr. Zimmerman said he was thrilled to have me, so here I am.”
“Well, I am thrilled to have you as well.” I offered her my warmest smile. “I think the five of us are going to have a wonderful time this year.”
“Five of us?” Pepper asked.
“You and me, Brooklyn, Eve, and Charlotte.”
“Charlotte? I haven’t met her.”
“Charlotte is my cat. She decided to hide, but I’m sure she’ll make an appearance once she gets used to all the commotion.”
Pepper smiled. “I always wanted a pet. My father isn’t a fan of pet dander, so I was never allowed to have one. Do you think Charlotte would want to sleep with me?”
“Honestly,” I replied, “probably not. She’s an old cat and set in her ways.”
Pepper’s smile faded just a bit.
“But perhaps Zoe can find a younger cat for you. She runs a shelter, you know.”
Pepper grinned. “Really? A cat of my own?”
“I can’t promise that you’ll be able to take it with you when you leave here, but as far as I’m concerned, the cat can be yours while you’re here.” 
Was I crazy? Charlotte was going to have kittens. Not literally. She was too old for kittens, but I could guarantee she’d throw a diva kitty tantrum.
“Of course you must promise to take care of it,” I added. “Having a pet of your own is a big responsibility.”
Pepper ran across the room and wrapped her thin arms around my waist. She hugged me harder than I’d ever been hugged, and I felt my heart warm in a way it never had in all the years I’d resided on this planet. I hugged Pepper back and thanked the universe for the momentary insanity that had brought Pepper and the others into my life. 
“I’ll take care of all her needs. I promise,” Pepper assured me.
I smiled. “It’s late today, but we can call Zoe tomorrow to see what she has available.”
 
Later that evening I decided to stop in to say good night to Eve. I’d actually managed to discover a fair amount of information about the other two girls, but Eve had been characteristically quiet for most of the evening. I felt that, more than any of the others, I understood Eve. I too was the type to use my words frugally when in a new social situation, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have anything to say or that I didn’t want to feel included.
I knocked on Eve’s door. The light was still on, so I knew she was still awake.
“Come in,” she called.
I slowly opened the door. Eve was curled up in the big chair near the small wood stove with a book.
“I just wanted to say good night and to make sure you didn’t need anything before I retire for the evening.”
“Thank you. I’m fine.”
I smiled. I really didn’t know what else to say, so I began to close the door.
“I love your book collection,” she added. “I hope it’s okay that I borrowed one.”
“Of course.” I opened the door wider and stepped inside the room. “Please feel free to read anything you like. I was concerned at first that I should box them up because I was going to have boarders.”
“Oh, no. Don’t do that. Having a room filled with books is having a room filled with friends.”
“I’ve always felt the same way. Not everyone understands the fact that many of the characters I’ve grown to love truly feel like people I know. What are you reading this evening?”
“The Perks of Being a Wallflower.”
“I haven’t read that. Are you enjoying it?”
“I am. I actually just started it, but so far so good. What are you reading?”
Eve and I spent the next thirty minutes talking about my favorite subject: books. Although decades separated us in years, I found we’d read and enjoyed many of the same stories. 
“I should be heading to bed,” I said with a yawn. “I did want to ask if there was anything you needed, or anything I should know about you other than the fact that you’re vegetarian.”
Eve looked down at her book, but I could tell that she hadn’t gone back to reading. “Not really.”
“What made you decide to attend Zimmerman Academy?”
“I didn’t decide. Attending the Academy was a deal that my court-appointed shrink and my public defender made with the district attorney to get me out of juvie.”
I couldn’t have been more shocked if she’d told me she had just arrived from an alien planet. I was beginning to regret my decision not to read the background information Zak had given me on each of the girls more thoroughly until after I met them. I didn’t want to have what I read affect my first impressions of them.
“You were in juvie?”
“Yeah. I thought you knew.”
“For what?”
“I put my stepdad in the hospital.”
“Was it self-defense?” I had to ask.
“Not according to the judge. He said that adding sedatives to the scumbag’s whiskey in the hope of rendering him unconscious didn’t fall into the category of defending myself. It was the judge’s opinion that I should have gone to an adult I trusted rather than taking action on my own. Of course to this point in my life I’ve never met an adult I trusted enough to share such a big secret.” 
I frowned. “Did your stepfather abuse you?”
“Every time he drank, and I have the scars to prove it.” Eve stopped and looked at me. Her voice softened just a bit. “I didn’t mean to actually hurt him; I just wanted to make him pass out. My friend gave me the idea to use the sedatives, so I tracked some down and began adding them to his whiskey. It really seemed to help. Every time he drank he’d fall asleep before he could get nasty. What I didn’t know was that the drug I used builds up in your system over time, and he eventually overdosed. He’s okay now and back at home, and I know I should feel bad about what I did, but all I actually feel is relieved that my plan succeeded in getting me out of the house.”
I found that I was at a loss for words.
“Don’t worry. I’m not dangerous,” Eve promised me. “I just did a stupid thing.”
“I’m not worried,” I assured the girl. “I’m glad it worked out for you to come to Ashton Falls. You’ll be safe here.”
Eve looked down at her book again, but I felt as if we’d made a connection. At least I hoped we had. She, more than the others, seemed to need the kind of environment Zak and I hoped to provide at the Academy. 
As I walked toward my room, I had to marvel at the set of circumstances that had landed me as housemother to a sexually active sixteen-year-old, an all-but-orphaned fifteen-year-old, and a fourteen-year-old client of the juvenile justice system. 
I entered my room and began my nightly ritual. Charlotte curled up on my pillow as I began removing my makeup and moisturizing my skin. My mother, God rest her soul, had drilled into my head the importance of a proper cleansing and moisturizing ritual when I was still a young woman. She’d taught me a structured routine that I follow to this day.
“I will admit that the day has held its share of surprises,” I began as Charlotte watched me go through the predictable steps of the process. 
“Still, I have high hopes that the girls and I will do just fine. Pepper talks a mile a minute, so I know none of us will ever have to suffer the agony of awkward silence when she’s around,” I said aloud, confident that Charlotte actually was listening to my chatter. 
“And, although Eve has a tragic past, I’m choosing to leave it in the past. You know, she really is quite interesting, and we like many of the same authors. She’s read so many of the classics. I know we’ll never lack for books to discuss.”
I slipped a flannel nightgown over my head and then began sorting the clothes I had removed. I hung those that could be worn again on hangers and separated those that needed laundering into differing baskets for the laundry service. 
“Brooklyn may prove to be a challenge in the long run,” I informed Charlotte as I unwound my bun and began brushing my waist-length hair. “We’ll have to see how things go. It is a bit odd that she’s more experienced with boys and dating than I am. I hope I’ll instinctively know how to handle any situations that may arise on that front.”
After I brushed my hair one hundred times I fashioned it into a long braid that hung down my back.
“I think all the girls are both nervous and excited to begin classes next week. The transitional school Zak has organized for this year will accommodate ten students, five girls and five boys between the ages of twelve and sixteen, with the exception of Alex, who, as you know, is just ten. Three of them will be attending the middle school in the mornings and the other seven will attend the high school. Just the thought of high school fills me with terror, but I think our girls will do just fine.”
Charlotte yawned. She appeared to be communicating that she had bored with my chatter. I ignored her.
“I find myself optimistic about the future. We’re being offered not only the opportunity to spend more time with people we already love but the chance to bring wonderful new acquaintances into our lives as well.”
I straightened the bathroom and headed back toward the sleeping area. 
“Do you think I should dress up or down for my first day at the Academy?”
“Meow.”
“Yes. That’s what I thought as well.”
After I was satisfied that I had done everything I needed to do to prepare myself for bed, I set to preparing the room. I worked my way around the area, straightening already perfectly straight books and knickknacks before opening my window just a quarter of an inch. 
“I’m excited for the meet and greet Zak and Zoe are hosting tomorrow. I think it was such a good idea to provide an informal setting where everyone can get to know one another before classes begin. I would think that having an informal social event before the beginning of the school year will ease first-day jitters for students and staff alike. Of course most of the staff already know one another, but it will be nice to give Mr. Danner, the new teacher of mathematics, a chance to get to know everyone else. He’s a widower, you know.”
Charlotte tilted her head as she watched me.
“I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not true. I don’t have a crush on Mr. Danner. Yes, he’s very good-looking, and we seem to share a lot of interests in common, but he’s five years younger than I am. Besides, his wife hasn’t been gone all that long. I’m sure the last thing he’s interested in doing is dating a sixty-two-year-old virgin.”
Charlotte rolled over onto her back. I sat down on the side of the bed and gave her stomach a scratch as I pictured the new math teacher. He did have a nice smile, and the creases in the corners of his eyes turned upward, indicating that he smiled a lot. And really, if you think about it, a five-year age difference wasn’t all that insurmountable once you passed the half-century mark.
“I’m just being a silly old woman.” I stood up. “A man with Mr. Danner’s looks and experience would never be interested in a dried-up old prune like me.”
I set my ridiculous fantasies aside and continued with my nightly rituals. After stacking the extra pillows on my white tufted chaise, I poured myself a cup of tea from the warming pot I’d already brought up and added a splash of brandy. I then slid between my 1500-thread count sheets and settled in. 
“Are you ready?”
Charlotte indicated that she was.
After placing my reading glasses on the tip of my nose, I adjusted the light and opened the hardcover book I’d chosen from the bookcase. Charlotte crawled into my lap and began to purr as I began to read aloud. Reading aloud to Charlotte was an activity we both enjoyed immensely, and it was a rare occasion when we missed this ritual at the end of the day. Tonight I’d chosen to once again begin the story of Emma by Jane Austin. Emma had spunk. I liked that.
 
Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or vex her.
 
I paused and contemplated the sentence. Could a life with little to vex or distress truly be a life worth living? I smiled as I continued with the story. I had a feeling that my controlled and efficient life was about to get a whole lot more complicated, and for the first time I realized that I couldn’t wait to see how it all turned out. 
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Chapter 2
Tuesday, September 8
 
The First Day of School
 
Having been involved in academia for most of my life, first as a student and then as a teacher, I’ve experienced the energy of the first day of school on many occasions. I will say that despite this familiarity with the rituals surrounding such an event, my first official day as a teacher at Zimmerman Academy was both as grand and as terrifying as any I had ever experienced. I have found that it is these seemingly routine events that, when captured in time, become the memories you cherish for a lifetime.
 
“What do you think?” I asked Charlotte.
“Meow.”
I’d dressed conservatively in a shin-length gray skirt with a matching jacket and an ivory-colored blouse. By the look on Charlotte’s face, she was more concerned about her breakfast than my attire. I studied my image in the full-length mirror. I doubted I’d win any beauty contests, but I’d done all right. I was certain the students wouldn’t care if I showed up in a gunnysack, but I did want to look my best for my first day working with Mr. Danner. 
I fluffed the pillows on the bed one last time as I looked around the room. Everything was in order, which meant that the only thing left was to head downstairs and face the girls. We’d settled into a comfortable companionship over the past few days, but I knew it was important not to let on how very nervous I actually was. Charlotte followed me down the stairs and into the kitchen, where she headed straight to her empty bowl.
“Salmon or tuna?” I held up two cans of the gourmet cat food I bought for Charlotte.
“Meow.”
“Salmon it is.” I forked the chunky meal from the can and into her dish. “I’m going to be away for a good part of the day today,” I explained to my feline friend. “I know it makes you angry when you are left alone, but do try to behave yourself.”
Charlotte ignored me, but I expected nothing more. I’d spoiled Charlotte horribly since she was a kitten, and the fact that she ruled the house was something we both understood as true. 
I had turned my back to make a pot of coffee when I heard a hiss, followed by a growl. Annabelle must have decided to join us.
“Do you think Charlotte will ever like Annabelle?” a concerned-looking Pepper asked as she walked into the room with the small cat Zoe had helped us pick out.
“I’m not certain she will ever actually like her, but I’m sure she will grow to tolerate her,” I answered honestly. “Your hair looks nice today.”
“Thanks.” Pepper fed Annabelle and then poured herself a glass of milk. “I wanted to do something fun for my first day. Should I make some eggs for us all?”
“Eve doesn’t eat eggs,” I reminded Pepper, “and Brooklyn doesn’t eat breakfast, but I wouldn’t mind some eggs if you are making some for yourself.”
That earned me a huge grin. I found that Pepper was the easiest of the girls to understand and communicate with, and she seemed to really enjoy doing things for others. 
“Did you enjoy your evening with Chad?” I asked. Chad and Pepper had really hit it off when they met at the meet and greet, and he had asked Pepper to attend a movie the previous evening. Because Chad’s parents were going along I decided the outing would be harmless and encouraged her to go. I did so want the girls to have plenty of friends to ease the jitters I’d always associated with the first day at a new school. 
“We had a really good time. Chad is superfunny, and he likes action flicks almost as much as I do. Mr. Carson invited me to go bowling with them on Thursday night. Would that be okay?”
“You like to bowl?” I asked as Pepper poured a bowl of beaten eggs into a hot pan.
“Sure. It’s a lot of fun. I’ve only been a few times and I’m afraid I’m pretty bad at it, but Chad said he didn’t care. He’s going to give me some pointers. His family plays in the family league. Can you imagine being close enough to your family to bowl with them once a week?”
I couldn’t, but it sounded nice.
“I’ll speak to Chad’s father, but as long as it is all right with him it is fine with me,” I answered.
“You aren’t going out with Chad again?” Brooklyn asked when she wandered into the kitchen just as our discussion was wrapping up.
“I am. Why?”
“He’s just so…” Brooklyn paused as she poured herself a cup of coffee.
“Perky,” Pepper supplied.
“Exactly.”
“What’s wrong with perky?” Pepper asked.
“It’s exhausting. Chad talks more than you do. I really don’t know how the two of you work out who’ll talk when.”
Pepper shrugged. “We manage.”
“And bowling? Really? Since when is bowling an accepted pastime?”
“Don’t be tiresome,” I scolded Brooklyn. “Bowling may not be your cup of tea, but Pepper seems to enjoy it, so don’t ruin it for her.”
Brooklyn sighed. “You’re right.” She turned to Pepper. “I’m sorry. I tend to be bitchy before I’ve had at least two cups of coffee.”
“Would you like some eggs?” Pepper held up the pan of eggs she was scrambling.
Brooklyn looked like she might vomit. I certainly hoped it wasn’t too late for those birth control pills she’d requested.
“Is the flaxseed gone?” Eve asked when she joined us and began preparing a bowl of whole grain cereal, which I knew she’d top with fruit and soy milk.
“It may be,” I answered. “Add it to the list and I will stop at the market this afternoon. If anyone else wants anything specific now would be the time to write it down.”
“We’re out of nonfat yogurt,” Brooklyn commented.
“Add it to the list,” I instructed. 
“Is that what you’re wearing today?” Brooklyn looked at me as she jotted yogurt on the list.
Suddenly I felt like a self-conscious child again as I looked down at my outfit. “I planned to.”
Brooklyn frowned. “I don’t mean to be rude, but don’t you want to fit in?”
“Fit in?”
“To the twenty-first century. You have such nice features. Your hair is gorgeous, your skin is flawless, and you have an almost perfect facial ratio.”
“Facial ratio?”
“You’re a babe,” Pepper supplied.
“You just need a little makeup and some less stodgy clothing and you’ll have Mr. Danner drooling all over himself,” Brooklyn declared.
“Mr. Danner? What makes you think I’m interested in Mr. Danner?”
All three girls rolled their eyes. 
“How about it, girls?” Brooklyn asked. “Should we help Ms. King out?”
Pepper and Eve agreed they should.
“Oh, I don’t know. I do have a certain reputation to uphold.”
“Nonsense.” Brooklyn took me by the arm as all three teenagers in my life escorted me back up the stairs. Brooklyn worked on my makeup and Eve took my hair down from its serviceable bun and brushed it out, while Pepper rummaged through my closet. The transformation from old maid to modern-day woman, amazingly enough, took only minutes.
“Wow,” I said as I looked again in the full-length mirror. 
My makeup was lightly yet expertly applied, my conservative skirt and blouse had been replaced by dress slacks and a soft cashmere sweater that made me look professional yet approachable, and the conservative bun I’d worn for most of my sixty-two years had been replaced by soft curls trailing down my back that had been pulled back in a large clip at the back of my neck. I looked at least ten years younger.
“Wow is right,” Brooklyn agreed. “You look beautiful.”
I smiled. “Thank you. All of you.”
I could see the three teens were proud of what they had accomplished. It really was an amazing transformation. I almost didn’t feel like myself.
“We’d better go,” Eve said. “I wouldn’t want to be late.”
After Pepper and I made sure Charlotte and Annabelle were settled, the three girls and I gathered backpacks and supplies and headed out to the garage where I kept Lizzy, my 1955 Cadillac. 
“You’ve heard about the hole in the ozone layer,” Eve scolded as she surveyed the car my father left me. 
“I am aware of the fragile nature of our environment and I don’t often take Lizzy out for a spin, but my father used to take me to school in this car and I’ve taken myself to school in it on the first day of the new school year every year since he passed and left it to me. It is a tradition.”
“Well, I love it.” Pepper hopped into the front seat before any of the other girls had a chance to respond.
“It’s a convertible,” Brooklyn commented.
“Yes, dear. It is a nice morning, so I thought we’d arrive for our first day in style.” 
“I spent twenty minutes getting my hair just so. Riding in that thing is going to destroy everything I worked so hard to accomplish. Why can’t we take your Volvo?”
“Because it is the first day of school,” I insisted. “I always take Lizzy on the first day of school.”
Brooklyn just looked at me.
“We can put the top up if that helps.”
Brooklyn climbed into the backseat as I raised the top. 
I looked at Eve, who was still staring at Lizzy like she was going to singlehandedly prove to be responsible for the downfall of mankind.
“It’s just for today,” I encouraged. 
Eve shrugged and climbed in beside Brooklyn.
I slowly backed out of the driveway. 
“So how exactly is this going to work?” Pepper asked.
“You will each attend classes at the public high school in the morning. I will pick you up after third period and we will all head into town, where Mr. Zimmerman has rented a building to temporarily house the Zimmerman Academy. Mr. Zimmerman, Mr. Danner, and I, along with some part-time staff, will provide additional classes catered to your individual needs.”
“What about clubs and afterschool activities?” Brooklyn asked.
“We will try to accommodate any extracurricular activities you might have,” I promised. “I know Dezil plans to join the football team. Is there something in particular you are interested in?”
“Nothing particular, but I like to keep my options open. You never know when a hot guy is going to ask you to hang.”
“I want to be a cheerleader,” Pepper stated.
“You’d be a wonderful cheerleader, with all your energy. I’m sure Mr. Denton can tell you how to go about trying out. How about you, Eve? Are there any afterschool activities you might be interested in?”
“I’d like to be on the school newspaper, if they have one.”
“I’m certain they do. I believe there is a new staff adviser this year. Be sure to ask about it when you pick up your schedule.”
I pulled into the parking lot. Normally, I’d just be dropping the girls off, but I wanted to be certain they received their class schedules without any problems, so I pulled into a parking space.
“You don’t need to come in,” Brooklyn announced when she realized I was parking.
“Are you sure?”
“We’re sure,” Eve answered.
Pepper opened the passenger side door and the three girls climbed out. 
“We’ll meet you in front of the school after third period,” Brooklyn declared, slamming the door behind her.
I watched as the girls walked toward the entrance. I hoped they’d have wonderful first days. They seemed so confident and unaffected by their new situation. I was nervous for them, but they didn’t seem nervous at all. I realized I could learn something from these remarkable young women. 
After I dropped the girls off I continued on to the building that would house the Academy temporarily. Zak, Will, and I planned to have a staff meeting to discuss the division of labor for the first few weeks of school. Zak was going to teach a seminar in technology, Will planned to teach several accelerated math classes, and I was to handle literature and composition. While all of the students would be scheduled into all of the core subjects in any given week, Zak wanted to tailor each student’s curriculum to their own interests and needes. 
Pi, Dezil, Abby, Dex, and Hacker had been admitted to the program based primarily on their strength in the area of technology, while Alex, Brooklyn, Pepper, Eve, and Chad showed overall intelligence in a number of subjects. Both Alex and Eve shared my love of literature and writing, so my plan was to spend extra time with the two of them in that area.
I took a deep breath after pulling up in front of the Academy. It was one thing to let the girls “sex me up,” but it was another to walk into a building where two of my male peers were waiting. Suddenly I was very sorry Zoe had been otherwise detained. Another female to divert the attention from the sweater I was suddenly convinced hugged my body much too snuggly would have been welcome indeed. 
No guts, no glory, I whispered to myself.
I opened the door and prepared to exit Lizzy.
“This your car?” Will Danner suddenly appeared beside me. 
“Yes. This is Lizzy.”
This is Lizzy? Smooth, Phyllis
“She’s really fantastic. I love old cars, especially old Caddies. Are you the original owner?”
“My father was.”
Will ran his hand slowly over the fender, as if he were making love to it.
I felt my heart beat in my chest as I imagined his hand doing that to my body.
“I’d be happy to let you drive her if you’d like,” I offered. “After the meeting of course.”
Will’s face lit up. “Really? I’d love to take her for a spin. But maybe when we have more time to really take a drive. Are you free on Saturday?”
Was I free on Saturday? Now there was a loaded question if ever I’d heard one. 
I knew I should say no. I was nothing more than a silly old woman with a crush on a younger man. Whatever was I thinking?
“I believe I am free on Saturday,” I found myself saying, almost against my will.
“Excellent. We can drive around the lake. I’ll bring a picnic. I found this awesome little spot near some seasonal falls the last time I was visiting the area. They’ll be little more than a trickle at this time of year but still beautiful.”
“Sounds nice.”
“Wear something casual. Shorts or jeans. And sturdy shoes. We might want to do some hiking.”
Shorts or jeans? I was going to need to go shopping.
 
“It’s been quite a day,” I said to Charlotte later that evening as I prepared for bed. 
“All of the girls seemed to enjoy their first day of school.” I massaged night cream into my skin after I’d washed off the makeup Brooklyn had applied that morning. 
“It looks as if Eve is going to be welcome on the newspaper staff, and it seems Levi managed to pull some strings to get Pepper included on the cheerleading team.” I slipped a flannel nightgown over my head and then began sorting the clothes I had removed. 
“It seems Chad is a cheerleader. I don’t remember them having male cheerleaders when I was in school, but I guess it is now all the rage to have a coed squad.”
Charlotte didn’t say anything, but I could tell she was bored with my chatter.
“I wonder if I should ask the girls to help me get ready every morning. I have to admit their effort with my appearance had quite an impact, judging by the number of compliments I received today.”
Charlotte continued to ignore me. The ungrateful beast.
“I’ve decided to make more of an effort with my appearance. I even stopped by that boutique Zoe assured me carries the best-quality cosmetics and stocked up on everything I might need.”
Charlotte jumped up onto the counter in an effort to get my attention. I shooed her down. 
“I couldn’t help but notice Mr. Danner noticing me today.” I smeared a nourishing balm onto my lips. “I even have a date with him on Saturday.”
Charlotte swatted at the hem of my nightgown.
“I know what you are thinking,” I added after I had decided I had done all I could with my face and removed the scarf from my hair. 
“You think I am getting ahead of myself.” I began the first of my one hundred brush strokes. “You think Mr. Danner was simply being cordial today when he asked to sit with me during lunch, and he was just being neighborly when he asked me out on a picnic on Saturday.”
Charlotte yawned.
“I know you are probably right, but it’s nice to feel like someone—anyone—might notice how nice I looked. It’s been such a long time since I have felt like anything other than a stodgy old maid.”
I finished brushing my hair and began to braid it. “I agreed to house the girls because I believed I could help them, but so far it seems it is they who are helping me. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this alive. Between you and me, I actually felt visible today.”
Charlotte rolled over onto her back in a feeble attempt to divert my attention away from my monologue.
I ignored her. 
“I won’t go so far as to say desirable. Oh, hell, I will say desirable. Today, for the first time in at least forty years, I felt desirable. Is that sinful of me?”
Charlotte rolled back over and meowed. She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind, then trotted out of the bathroom and into the adjoining bedroom. 
“What would you know? You’re a cat.” 
I followed Charlotte into my bedroom and began the task of straightening already perfectly straight books and knickknacks before opening my window just a quarter of an inch. 
“I wonder if I should invite Mr. Danner to attend Sunday supper,” I asked Charlotte as I stacked the extra pillows on my white tufted chaise.
“He did ask me to join him on Saturday, so I would simply be returning the invitation. It’s the polite thing to do. Besides, he is new in town, and I imagine he would welcome a home-cooked meal.”
Charlotte jumped up onto the bed.
“It wouldn’t be as if I were asking him on a date. I mean, the girls will be here. No, it most definitely won’t be a date, any more than our drive on Saturday is a date.” I poured myself a cup of tea from the warming pot I’d brought up, then added a splash of brandy. 
“I wonder if Mr. Danner would enjoy a nice roast beef with roasted vegetables. My mother taught me how to make a delicious roast with carrots and potatoes.”
I squeezed a dollop of creamy lotion onto my hands and rubbed gently.
“And it has been a while since I had the occasion to make a chocolate cake. Men enjoy chocolate cakes. I know that for a fact,” I informed Charlotte before I slid between my 1500-thread count sheets and settled in. 
“Are you ready?”
Charlotte indicated that she was.
After placing my reading glasses on the tip of my nose, I adjusted the light and opened the hardcover book I’d chosen from the bookcase. Charlotte crawled into my lap and began to purr as I began to read aloud. Tonight we were reading Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë. I opened the book to the bookmark. I was about to begin when Charlotte swatted at the page, causing it to turn. I decided to begin at that point. I had read the book so many times it didn’t really matter. That’s the thing about favorite novels; they become a part of your history as much as anything else you experience becomes a part of your history. 
 
It does good to no woman to be flattered [by a man] who does not intend to marry her; and it is madness in all women to let a secret love kindle within them, which, if unreturned and unknown, must devour the life that feeds it; and, if discovered and responded to, must lead, ignis-fatuus-like, into miry wilds whence there is no extrication.
 
“Are you trying to tell me something?” I asked Charlotte.
Charlotte began to purr.
“I’m not looking to marry Mr. Danner.”
Charlotte tucked her head up under my chin. She often did this, I imagine, as a gesture of apology. 
“You really are the most opinionated cat.” I set the book aside and gathered Charlotte into my arms. “But I love you. Don’t worry; your spot next to me in this bed is safe. I’m really nothing more than a silly old woman with schoolgirl fantasies.”
 
Reader Portal: To return to the main story, click on Zoe2, or continue on to Chapter 3 if reading as a short story.
 
#Zoe2

 



Chapter 3
Saturday September, 12
 
The First Date
 
How is it that a person can live to the ripe old age of sixty-two before having a first date? Am I crazy to believe that perhaps it is not too late for such things? I suppose there comes a point when your time has passed and you should simply accept what life has served as the only offerings you are destined to sample. Not that I am complaining. I’ve lived a full life. A purposeful life. My time on this earth has not been wasted. Still, there are times I wonder at the things that might have been. 
 
“Oh, my.” I stood sideways in front of my full-length mirror and considered my rear. The girls had helped me pick out a pair of jeans—the first I’ve ever owned—for my picnic with Mr. Danner. When I’d tried them on in the store the lighting had been dim, so I hadn’t realized how truly form-fitting they were.
“I don’t think I can wear these,” I said to Charlotte. 
My diva cat yawned and then rolled over, a clear indication that she didn’t care about my jeans or my rear.
I pulled the bright plum tank top the girls had selected for me over my head and then layered it with the matching cardigan I had insisted on. The sweater hung down to my hips, providing a bit of a barrier between my denim-clad sit-upon and the general public’s judging eyes. 
“I just don’t know,” I debated. I turned to Charlotte. “What do you think?”
Charlotte hopped off the bed and headed toward the doorway. 
The ingrate.
I opened the door to release my traitor of a beast at the same time Pepper was walking past on her way toward the study, where the girls were watching television.
“Wow,” she said. “You look great. And so different.”
“Different good or different bad?” I wondered.
“Definitely different good. You look young and carefree and approachable.”
“I don’t normally look approachable?” I asked.
Pepper screwed up her face. I could tell she didn’t want to hurt my feelings, but she didn’t want to lie either. 
She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the hallway. “Let’s show the others.”
Part of me wanted to retreat to my room and slip into a pair of sturdy wool slacks and a proper dress blouse, but the rest wanted to see what the others thought, so I let Pepper pull me down the hall and into the study, where Brooklyn and Eve were watching a reality show.
“So what do you think?” Pepper asked after she’d escorted me into the room.
“Wow, you look great,” Brooklyn answered right away. I liked the fact that she didn’t have to take her time to come up with a reply. It made her compliment seem more sincere.
“You really do look great,” Eve added. “Those jeans fit you perfectly.”
“Are you sure they aren’t too tight?”
“Tight?” Brooklyn said. “If anything, they’re a little loose, but you wanted the relaxed-fit jeans, so relaxed fit is what we got.”
“And the color of the tank and sweater set matches your complexion perfectly,” Eve added. “You look beautiful, although we’ll need to do something about your hair.”
“What’s wrong with my hair?” I put a hand to my long locks, which I’d braided down my back.
“You’re going driving in a convertible, so you had the right idea with the braid, but we need to do something softer like a French braid,” Pepper mused.
“Maybe a fishtail,” Brooklyn suggested.
“A fishtail?” I asked.
“Or a loose five strand,” Pepper said with enthusiasm.
I looked at Eve. She nodded her agreement.
“Okay, I guess we can try a fishtail or a five strand,” I said with caution.
“And your makeup. It’s all wrong.” Brooklyn got up from her chair. She clicked off the television. “Come with me and we’ll get you fixed up.”
Brooklyn took my hand and led me back down the hall to my bedroom. 
“I did it the way you showed me,” I complained as she sat me down in front of my vanity.
“You did it the way I showed you to do it for work,” Brooklyn corrected. “You need something brighter for a picnic with your special guy.”
“Mr. Danner is not my special guy,” I countered. “He is simply a man with whom I work who shares a similar interest in classic cars.”
All three girls rolled their eyes.
“This really isn’t a date,” I tried once again.
Brooklyn ignored my statement and began sorting through my makeup case. “Do you have mauve?”
“Mauve what?” I asked.
“Eyeshadow.”
“No. Only the gray and the taupe.”
Brooklyn stood up from her squatting position. “I have mauve. What time will Mr. Danner be here?”
“At eleven.”
Brooklyn looked at the others. “That should be enough time, but we’ll need to hurry. You guys get started on the hair and I’ll run to my room and get the supplies we’ll need.”
Supplies? Who knew a casual drive followed by a completely platonic picnic could require so much preparation? Brooklyn fixed my makeup while Pepper and Eve fixed my hair. By the time Will showed up thirty minutes later I’d been assured by all three girls that I looked the bomb. 
“Right on time,” I greeted Mr. Danner upon opening my front door.
He was dressed in faded jeans, a Serenity High School sweatshirt, and newer-looking running shoes. 
“You look nice,” Mr. Danner complimented. “Is that a new sweater?”
“It is. I’m glad you like it.” I blushed.
“Purple is one of my favorite colors. Are you ready?”
“I am. Come on in. I’ll just say good-bye to the girls and then we can be on our way. It’s such a lovely day for a drive. In fact, I can’t remember when the weather has been more perfect.”
“I have the things we’ll need for our picnic in my car. Should I grab them now?” Mr. Danner asked.
“We can drive around to the front and transfer everything once we get Lizzy. Did you think to bring a blanket? It is always a good idea to bring a blanket.”
 
“Who said old dogs can’t learn new tricks?” I said to Charlotte that evening as I prepared for bed. “I wore jeans for the first time, I pulled off a five-strand braid, and after all these years, I finally went on a date. Sort of,” I qualified as I gently wiped the makeup from my face with a gentle cleanser. 
“I mean, it wasn’t really a date. Even I know that. Mr. Danner’s wife has only been gone for a year and he is still in mourning. But it felt like a date from where I was sitting. He picked me up at my door even though we took my car. He drove, and when we arrived at the falls he opened my door. He even took my hand as we crossed the rocks to the spot he had picked out for us to dine.”
Charlotte jumped up onto the counter.
“I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking he took my hand because he was concerned that someone of my advanced age might slip and break an ankle. But it wasn’t like that. It was more a gesture of chivalry than an attempt to prevent an old lady from falling.”
Charlotte batted my tube of eyeliner onto the floor, then pounced on it from her vantage point on the counter.
“I’m not a lovesick teenager. I realize that what Mr. Danner and I have, and most likely all we’ll ever have, is a friendship. But it was still nice to have someone make an effort to see to my needs.”
I patted my face dry, then added a thick and moist night cream.
“Did you know that, although Mr. Danner is a professor of theoretical mathematics, he has read most of the classics? And his knowledge of historical events is really quite exhaustive. It seemed obvious to me as we spoke that the man has enjoyed a well-rounded education. That’s so important. Don’t you think?”
I pulled my flannel nightgown over my head and then sat down to unbraid my hair. 
“I find that I am very much looking forward to getting to know the man better. I asked Mr. Danner if he would like to join us for Sunday supper, but he said he had other plans for tomorrow.”
Charlotte decided to attack my feet, in an attempt, I am sure, to get my attention and hurry me up.
“Stop that, you silly cat. I’ll be ready when I’m ready. You know I need to brush and then braid my hair.”
Charlotte gave up and headed into the bedroom.
I fixed my hair and followed her. 
“If you had stayed and let me finish, you would have heard me tell you that, although Mr. Danner can’t come to supper this Sunday, he did say that he would love to come on another evening. Perhaps the following week.”
I shooed Charlotte off the bed so I could remove the pillows and set them aside. I opened the window a quarter of an inch, then went to the bookshelf to pick out the story we would share that evening. 
“Perhaps we should shake things up a bit. We’ve been reading the classics, but how about a romance? A steamy romance.”
“Meow.”
“Oh, not too steamy.”
I continued to thumb through the books on the shelf. There were so many wonderful choices, it was hard to pick just one.
“How about A Rose in Winter by Kathleen Woodiwiss?”
Charlotte began to purr, and I took that as consent.
“Tonight we will begin at the beginning,” I informed Charlotte before I poured myself a cup of tea with a splash of brandy.
“This really is one of my favorites,” I said as I slid between my 1500-thread count sheets and settled in. 
“Are you ready?”
Charlotte indicated that she was.
After placing my reading glasses on the edge of my nose, I adjusted the light and opened the book. Charlotte crawled into my lap and began to purr as I began to read aloud from the introduction by Kathleen Woodiwiss. 
 
“A crimson bloom in winter’s snow,
Born out of time, like a maiden’s woe,
Spawned in a season when the chill winds blow.”
 
I paused and looked at Charlotte. “It’s so nice to begin with a poem.” 
Charlotte purred all the louder.
“And it is so romantic.”
I touched my hand to my lips.
“When we arrived back at the house Mr. Danner leaned over, and I thought he might kiss me,” I confessed.
Charlotte patted my cheek with her paw.
“Of course he was only leaning over to grab his wallet, which he’d left in the glove box. Still, in that moment I thought that I might let him, should he try.”
I set the book aside and gathered Charlotte to my chest. Maybe one day my lips would know the touch of another’s, but that day was not today. I let the steady rhythm of Charlotte’s purr soothe my soul as I ran my hands through her thick fur. The love of a cat might not be the same as the love of a man, but for today it was enough. 
 
 



Recipes for Hopscotch Homicide



Recipes by Kathi
Geometry Party Mix
Apple Cranberry Crisp
Sloppy Joe Mac and Cheese
Steak and Baked Potato Soup
 



Recipes by Readers
Broccoli Strawberry Salad – contributed by Vivian Shane
Eggplant Casserole – contributed by Janel Flynn
Crockpot Macaroni and Cheese – contributed by Joyce Moser
Spaghetti Amore – submitted by Pamela Curran
Baked Ziti – submitted by Joyce Aiken
Spinach Ravioli Lasagna – submitted by Kay Hutcherson
 



Geometry Party Mix
 
Ellie brought a party mix to the Zimmerman Academy meet and greet. She tried to find as many shapes as she could track down. This party mix can be made with a variety of ingredients. Here are some examples:
 
Cheez-It crackers or Wheat Thin crackers or Chex cereal – square 
Bugles – cone 
Cheerios cereal or Ritz crackers– round
Oyster crackers – hexagon
Cheese Balls – sphere
Pretzel sticks or Cheetos – cylindrical
Doritos – triangle
Tortilla strips – rectangle 
 
 



Apple Cranberry Crisp
 
Ingredients:
 
2 lbs. Granny Smith apples, peeled, cored, and sliced
¾ cup cranberries
½ cup white sugar
2 tbs. cinnamon
1 tsp. ground nutmeg
⅓ cup rolled oats (oatmeal)
⅓ cup flour
½ cup brown sugar
¼ cup butter
½ cup chopped pecans
 
 
Mix together apples, cranberries, white sugar, cinnamon, and nutmeg.
Layer evenly in greased 8-inch baking pan.
Combine oats, flour, and brown sugar. Cut in butter until crumbly. Add pecans.
Sprinkle over apples.
Bake in preheated oven at 375 degrees for 40–50 minutes or until apples are tender.
Serve with vanilla ice cream. 
 



Sloppy Joe Mac and Cheese
Ingredients:
 
1 lb. lean ground beef
1 cup water
8 oz. tomato sauce
6 oz. tomato paste
1 pkg. Sloppy Joe mix
Kraft (or any brand) macaroni and cheese, made according to directions
 
 
Brown and crumble ground beef; season if desired. 
Add water, tomato sauce, tomato paste, and Sloppy Joe mix.
Bring to boil and simmer.
Make macaroni and cheese according to directions on box (you will need 4 tbs. butter and ¼ cup milk for Kraft).
Add macaroni and cheese to ground beef mixture. 
 



Steak and Baked Potato Soup
Ingredients:
 
1 lb. beef tenderloin, cut into small pieces
1 cup chopped onion
1 tsp. salt
4 cups cubed potatoes (can use cubed hash browns)
4 cups beef broth
1 cup steak sauce (mild or spicy)
2 tsp. chili powder
1 tsp. cayenne pepper
 
Garnish:
 
1 carton sour cream 
1 cup cheddar cheese, grated
1 cup bacon, fried and crumbled
 
 
 
In large pan sauté beef, onion, and salt in oil until steak is cooked through.
Stir in potatoes, broth, steak sauce, and spices. 
Bring to a boil. Reduce heat and simmer until potatoes are tender.
Spoon into serving bowls and garnish with sour cream, cheese, and bacon pieces
 



Broccoli Strawberry Salad
Submitted by Vivian Shane
 
Easy yet delicious; great for a light lunch, or serve with a grilled steak and Texas toast for a heartier dinner.
 
Ingredients:
 
8 cups fresh broccoli florets
8 oz. Colby-Jack cheese, cut into ½-inch cubes
1 cup mayonnaise
2 tbs. sugar
1 tsp. cider vinegar
2 cups fresh strawberries, quartered
¼ cup sliced almonds, toasted
 
 
Mix together broccoli and cubed cheese in a serving bowl. In a small bowl whisk the mayo, sugar, and vinegar together. Pour over broccoli/cheese mixture and toss to coat. Gently stir in strawberries and sprinkle with the almonds. Serve immediately.
 
 



Eggplant Casserole
Submitted by Janel Flynn
 
This recipe was handed down from a great-grandma. Bless her soul. Nice “healthy” comfort food recipe. I personally like pepper jack instead of American cheese.
 
Ingredients:
 
1 med. eggplant, peeled and cubed
1 small onion, chopped
1 can cream of mushroom soup
½ cup mayo
1 cup grated American cheese
½ cup Pepperidge Farm dressing mix
 
Cook eggplant and onion in salted water until tender. Drain and mash; add soup and mayo and ½ cup cheese. Put into 2-qt. casserole dish and use remaining cheese and dressing mix on top. Bake at 350 degrees until bubbly. 
 
Serves 6
 



Crock-Pot Macaroni & Cheese
Submitted by Joyce Moser
 
Ingredients:
 
1 16-oz. box macaroni (I use Barilla)
3 cans evaporated milk (I use Carnation)
1 egg
2 cups shredded Colby jack cheese
2 cups shredded cheddar cheese
1 8-oz. box Velveeta, cut in 1–2-inch cubes (exact size does not matter)
1 stick butter, sliced
 
 
Bring at least 4 quarts of water to a boil, then add the macaroni, cooking until al dente.  Stir often to keep it from sticking to the bottom of the pan.
 
Drain water off macaroni, then pour hot macaroni into a large Crock-Pot.  (I like to use a liner to make cleanup much easier!)
 
Stir in 2½ cans of evaporated milk.
 
Use the leftover ½ can of milk to stir in the egg. This will help ensure the egg doesn’t start cooking before the other ingredients.
 
Next stir the milk and egg combination into the macaroni.
 
Quickly add the shredded cheeses, then the cubed Velveeta; best stirred with a large spoon. 
 
Last, stir in the butter.
 
Cook for approximately 4 hours on low for a delicious dish!  (To speed things up a little bit, I have cooked it on high for the first hour, then on low for two hours.)
 



Spaghetti Amore
Submitted by Pamela Curran
 
Ingredients:
 
1 lb. ground turkey
½ cup chopped onion
¼ cup chopped green pepper
Dash of oregano
1 cup cream of mushroom soup, 98% fat-free
1 can tomato soup
1 soup can water
1 cup shredded cheese (cheddar or a mix)
½ lb. spaghetti, cooked and drained 
 
 
Lightly brown in 2 tbs. shortening turkey, onion, green pepper, and oregano.
Add soups and water.
Blend in ½ cup shredded cheese and spaghetti.
Top with ½ cup of cheese.
 
Place in 3-quart casserole dish.
 
Bake 30 minutes at 350 degrees.
 
Keep in refrigerator and bake for 40 minutes at 350 degrees. 
 
Also good made the day before serving.
 



Baked Ziti
Submitted by Joyce Aiken
 
My good friend brought this to us when I was recovering from surgery nine years ago. Her son had thrown all this together and they liked it. Because I don't make my own spaghetti sauce from scratch we like it too.
 
1 lb. ziti, cooked and drained 
1 30-oz. jar spaghetti sauce
1 lb. meatballs, precooked, thawed, and crumbled
1 cup + ½ cup mozzarella cheese, shredded
1 lb. ricotta cheese
⅓ cup Parmesan cheese, grated
1 egg
½ tsp. ground pepper
 
Mix pasta, 3 cups of the spaghetti sauce, crumbled meatballs, and 1 cup mozzarella in a large bowl.
 
In another bowl combine the ricotta, Parmesan, egg, and pepper.
 
Spray a 9 x 13–inch pan with Pam.
 
Spread half of the pasta mixture into the bottom of the pan.
 
Top with all the ricotta mix, spreading into as even a layer as you can. Top with remaining pasta mix.
 
Pour the rest of the spaghetti sauce over this and sprinkle the other ½ cup mozzarella over all.
 
Bake about 35 minutes at 350 degrees or until the casserole starts to bubble around the edges.
 



Spinach Ravioli Lasagna
Submitted by Kay Hutcherson
 
My mother-in-law loves lasagna and I’m not a fan of ground beef, so I fiddled around with vegetarian recipes till I found something workable. I’ve also used ½ pepper jack/½ mozzarella cheese and like that for a change too.
 
Ingredients:
 
24 oz. (large) jar tomato pasta sauce
2 lbs. (bag) frozen raviolis (spinach)
2 cups (large bag) shredded mozzarella cheese 
½ cup grated Parmigiano-Reggiano (or Parmesan)
 
Preheat oven to 400 degrees.
 
Pour enough pasta sauce in a 9 x 9 baking dish to cover the bottom.
 
Add ⅓ of the ravioli in an even layer and top with more sauce and cheese. Repeat the layers two more times, ending with the remaining mozzarella. 
 
Top with the Parmigiano-Reggiano and cover with foil.
 
Place in the oven and bake for 45 minutes. 
 
Remove the foil and allow to cook uncovered 15 minutes more, until the cheese is bubbly and golden brown.
 
Remove from oven and let stand for 10 minutes. Serve warm.
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Kathi Daley Books Group Page – https://www.facebook.com/groups/569578823146850/
 
Kathi Daley Books Birthday Club- get a book on your birthday - https://www.facebook.com/groups/1040638412628912/

 
Kathi Daley Recipe Exchange - https://www.facebook.com/groups/752806778126428/

 
Webpage - www.kathidaley.com

 
E-mail - kathidaley@kathidaley.com

 
Recipe Submission E-mail – kathidaleyrecipes@kathidaley.com

 
Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7278377.Kathi_Daley
 
Twitter at Kathi Daley@kathidaley - https://twitter.com/kathidaley

 
Tumblr - http://kathidaleybooks.tumblr.com/
 
Amazon Author Page - http://www.amazon.com/Kathi-Daley/e/B00F3BOX4K/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1418237358&sr=8-2-ent

 
Pinterest - http://www.pinterest.com/kathidaley/
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