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Chapter One

	 

	 

	 

	Gasping, she ran through the woods, low-hanging branches and leaves scratching at her face and skin. The nightgown she wore ripped, but she kept going, the crunch of leaves behind her following. As she ran faster, her vision spun, and she tripped on a protruding root. She fell, hitting her knee on a rock. Stabbing pain rocketed up her leg, but she stood and raced forward, dodging the grasping fingers that pulled at her gown. The darkness prevented her from seeing well. The only light came from the half-moon above. Desperate to find help, she screamed, but her voice faltered. A cackle sounded from behind her, and her terror pushed her faster and deeper into the trees.

	Tears streamed down her cheeks, and a sob escaped her throat. She tried again to scream, and the sound pierced the air, but the woods muffled her cry. A shadow encroached, elongated and black. Gnarled limbs appeared to reach for her, grabbing at her hair and body, their clawed grasp mere inches from her skin. The steps behind her picked up in speed, and she fought to breathe. Her lungs burned, her side ached, and her head swam. Her tongue felt like a dried piece of bread, and her next attempt at a scream was only a whisper.

	The rocks reached up like nails and tore at her feet, but she scrambled over them, tripping again over a cluster of vines. Dizziness hit her, and she blinked, trying to stay oriented, and the cackle came again, this time closer.

	Frantic, she made a desperate push and got back up. The sound of rushing water gave her a destination, and she ran toward it. It was the river. The river gave her a touchpoint. If she could get there, she could find her way. The wind blew her hair, the fast-moving sound of the water grew louder, and when she burst through a cluster of trees, it was there, the rapid current reflecting the moonlight.

	Relief gave her a thread of hope, and she turned toward the home she knew was nearby, when a massive force hit her from behind. The air left her lungs, her feet left the ground, and she was flung upward, her body flailing, and she hit the icy water hard with a shriek, just as everything went quiet and cold.


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	Detective Aaron Remalla studied his phone, wondering where to take the next turn. The farther he drove, the worse his cell phone connection became, and he cursed his partner. The woods were thick, and the roads were narrow, and despite his ability to handle the most violent of criminals, at this moment, nature seemed far more dangerous. He’d take a cabin within a thirty-minute drive of a decent restaurant any day, but this was different. He’d driven through a small town about twenty minutes earlier that he’d almost missed entirely if not for the gas station on the corner. He’d stopped to fill his tank, but had only filled it half-way when the creepy attendant with long, uncombed hair, dirty clothes, and stubbled face started to stare at him from the door to the station.

	His partner had told him the place was rustic, but Rem would obviously have to explain to him the definition of rustic. There was civilization rustic, and there was the movie Deliverance rustic, and this was borderline Deliverance.

	Coming to a fork in the road, he cursed again and pulled over to the side. He shook his cell phone, hoping for reception. He thought he was supposed to go right, but he couldn’t be sure. The house had to be close, but he had no desire to get lost. He’d rather face a gang of armed street thugs. Visions of being stranded and spending the night in his car made him break out in a cold sweat.

	He hit a button on his phone, hoping it would connect. He heard a click, and then nothing, and almost hung up, when he heard a static-filled “Hello?”

	Rem didn’t mince words. “What the hell have you gotten me into? Do you know I am driving through wilderness right now? A Bigfoot probably has me in his sights and he’s anticipating dinner. I thought you said this place was near humans?”

	More static, but he heard his name. “Rem? Where are you?” He recognized his partner’s voice.

	Rem groaned. “That’s why I’m calling you. Cell reception here sucks. I’m at the fork in the road. Which way do I go?”

	He heard a snort. “The one less traveled.”

	“What?”

	More static. “Go right.” His partner’s voice continued but Rem only heard bits and pieces. “house…across…mile…white post…right side.” Then the call cut off.

	“Shit.” Rem tossed the phone into the passenger seat and made a mental note to request a partner transfer when he got home.

	Feeling reasonably comfortable that he’d heard to go right at the fork, he put the car into drive and started to hit the gas. Then movement on his left caught his eye. Turning in his seat, he saw a woman walking down the side of the road.

	Frowning, he looked around. Where had she come from? He’d seen no houses, and the small town was a good distance away. More concerning is what she wore. It looked like a white dress, but the dirt on it gave it a beige, dingy color, and it was ripped at the hem. Her wet, tangled, long hair ran down her back, and she was barefoot.

	Rem knew trouble when he saw it. The day was warm but as the sun descended, a chilly breeze blew, and that dress was not suitable coverage. And considering the rocky ground, she should’ve been wearing shoes.

	He rolled his window down and stuck his head out. She’d passed his car and had not looked his way.

	“Ma’am, are you okay?”

	She did not acknowledge him but kept walking.

	“Ma’am?”

	Again, she ignored him and continued to walk.

	Rem huffed. He couldn’t leave this lady out in the middle of nowhere. Something was wrong, and all his cop instincts told him she needed help. He unbuckled his seat belt and grabbed his phone. He considered turning the car around but didn’t think driving up next to her would be smart. It might make her run if she was scared and thought he might hurt her.

	He popped the car door open and stepped out. Maybe if he called to her from the road, but kept his distance, she’d be less frightened of him. Standing and swiveling back to find her, he searched, but his mouth fell open when he didn’t see her.

	Scanning the road and trees, he took several steps down the pavement. “Ma’am?” he yelled. “Hello?”

	Nothing. The woman was gone. Had she walked into the woods? Had he scared her off when he’d left the car? Granted, he was wearing his favorite baggy and ripped jeans, his dark hair hung down to his shoulders, and his Metallica t-shirt didn’t scream policeman, but he figured compared to gas station guy, he couldn’t look that bad. He jogged slowly down to where he’d last seen her, checking the surroundings. Where was she? He called again, but there was no answer.

	A gust of wind blew, the branches swayed, and he listened, but didn’t hear anything, not even the sound of a bird. Everything seemed eerily quiet, except for the sound of the leaves rustled by the breeze. A shiver ran through him, and the hair on his neck stood on end. Imagining a Bigfoot hiding in the brush and watching him, he turned and ran back to his car, got in and locked the door.

	His heart racing, he started up the engine, offering a silent prayer of thanks when it turned over so that he could get out of there. He hit the gas and took the right fork.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	 

	Detective Gordon Daniels put the phone down, shaking his head.

	“Who was it?” His wife, Marjorie, entered the kitchen, putting on an earring. Her smooth blonde hair brushed her shoulders. “Rem?”

	Daniels chuckled. “He’s on the road and bitching up a storm. Thinks he’s lost.”

	Her earring secured, she smoothed her t-shirt. “You can’t be surprised. You didn’t exactly give him the full story.”

	“I hadn’t been here since I was a kid. I told him what I remembered.”

	“We’ve been here a week. You’ve had ample time to give him an update.”

	Daniels shrugged. “And ruin a perfectly good opportunity to get him away from the city for a bit?”

	She stood up on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. “You mean have him help you get this place out in the middle of nowhere cleaned up and sellable? Does he know that part?”

	“He knows I need to get it ready to put it on the market. I figure we can hammer out the rest of the details once he’s here.”

	“Uh-huh. Is he actually lost?”

	“Not really. He’s at the fork in the road.”

	“Where we took the wrong turn on the way in?”

	Daniels sighed. “We weren’t lost. I just wanted to get the lay of the land.”

	She frowned. “Sure you did. And J.P. wasn’t crying, he was just curious about how to make water come out of his eyes.”

	Daniels smiled and pulled her into his arms. “I think J.P. is curious about a lot of things.”

	She hugged him and rested her head in the hollow of his neck. “I’m sure. Like how to get fed, cleaned, and entertained. Not unlike his father.”

	“J.P. asleep?”

	She nodded against him.

	He rubbed his jaw against her hair. “Care to be entertained?”

	She squeezed his waist and laughed. “Rem will be here any minute.”

	“You’re a lot more confident than I am. I give him an hour, at best.”

	“If he’s at the fork, he’s just down the road.”

	“I know.”

	Smiling, she looked up. “I’m going to miss you.” She squeezed his arm. “And your sexy muscles.”

	Daniels kissed her forehead. “You’ve been looking forward to this trip for a while. It will be fun. You need to hang with the girls.” He flexed a bicep. “My muscles will still be here next week.”

	“They better be.” She rested her hands on his chest. “You’re sure about this? You think Rem will mind helping you with J.P. for the week?”

	“Mind? Nah. He’s looking forward to it. Plans to teach JP how to throw a curve ball and make a hot dog.”

	“He’s eleven months old.”

	“No time like the present.”

	“Well, if you need anything…”

	“We won’t need anything. We’ll be fine. Go on your girls’ trip and relax. Rem and I will get this place into shape, and I’ll get it on the market. I’ll meet you back home next week, with J.P. and Rem right behind me.”

	“You sure you can handle it?”

	Daniels rubbed her shoulders. “He’s my son, babe. Of course, I can handle it.”

	“I was talking about Rem.”

	He grinned and stepped back. “I’ve survived this long.”

	She opened the fridge and grabbed a bottled water. “How’s he been? Any better?”

	Daniels grabbed a banana from the counter. “Still has his moments, but he’s hanging strong.”

	“Good. After everything that’s happened, I was halfway wondering if he’d go off and become a mountain man somewhere.”

	“Rem?” asked Daniels. “He can barely handle a salad, hates sleeping bags, and jumps when he sees a bug larger than a fly. I don’t think mountaineering is in his future, much less leaving the comforts of home.”

	“He still seeing the shrink?”

	Daniels peeled the banana. “Up until the last month or two. Don’t think he’s seen him since.”

	She twisted the cap and drank some water. “As long as he’s still talking to you. When that stops, then I’ll worry.”

	“No need. I won’t let it get that far anyway. I can tell when he’s getting stressed, which he hates.”

	She reached over and took his hand. “Be careful he doesn’t bite.”

	“Oh, he bites, but so do I. I just need to be sure to talk to him when he’s not hungry. Then it might get ugly.”

	Marjorie nodded. “I know. That’s why I feed him so often. Have to make sure to keep you safe.”

	“And that’s why I love you.” He squeezed her fingers and took a bite of the banana.

	She checked her watch. “I should get going. I don’t want to leave too late. I don’t like driving around here at night. Feels spooky.”

	“You’re right. I don’t want you to rush. What time is your flight tomorrow?”

	“Bright and early. We leave at eight a.m.”

	“You’ll meet at the airport?”

	“I’ll meet Melanie there. We’ll have dinner tonight at the airport hotel and head out in the morning. We’ll meet the rest of the ladies when we get to Fort Lauderdale.”

	“It’ll be a blast.”

	The doorbell rang and Daniels heard a yell from the front. “Anybody there?” The bell rang again. “Daniels? Marjorie? Satan? Bigfoot?”

	“Guess who?” asked Daniels.

	“I think he found us.” She poked him in the arm. “There’s still time. You can leave him on the front porch.”

	Daniels put his banana down and headed toward the door. “I’d only find him babbling on the steps tomorrow morning. It’s not worth the cost of the straight jacket I’d have to buy.”

	“Good point.”

	Daniels reached the door and opened it. Rem stood on the other side, his long black hair disheveled and his face white. “Where the hell did you invite me? I’m halfway expecting the name of this place to have something to do with a Black Lagoon.”

	Marjorie joined Daniels at the door. “You’re close. We’re actually on the Black River.”

	Rem’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding?”

	Daniels swung the door wide. “Nope. She’s not. Come on in.”

	Rem stomped in, wearing hiking boots and carrying a backpack and duffel bag. He dropped them on the floor. “Were you aware of this, Marjorie? I expected more from you. You’re supposed to warn me when Daniels is keeping secrets.”

	“Sorry, Rem,” said Marjorie. “But I needed your help with J.P. I figure it was worth a few spiders and a potential Bigfoot sighting.” She raised a brow when he jumped and brushed something off his sleeve. “I hope I can still consider you a friend.”

	Rem glared. “You’re lucky I like you, and you’re cute. You, on the other hand,” he pointed at Daniels, “are not so attractive.”

	Daniels raised his hands in mock seriousness. “Ah, come on, partner. Consider it an adventure. It’s nice to get out in nature. Good for the soul. Besides, it’s not like we’re camping. We’ve got bathrooms and showers. How’s it any different than Lozano’s cabin?”

	“Adventure? We deal with enough adventure in our jobs. And Lozano’s cabin is half an hour from civilization. What’s wrong with a sandy beach and five-star service?”

	Daniels closed the door. “How about this? Once we get this place cleaned up and ready to sell, we’ll look online at some five-star resorts, then we can pretend we’re there.”

	“Online?” Rem shook his head. “How do you plan to look online when you have no Wi-Fi?”

	“Details,” said Daniels.

	Rem’s eyes widened. “Details? I was just kidding. Do you seriously not have Wi-Fi?”

	Marjorie patted Daniels chest. “I think that’s my cue. I need to hit the road.”

	Daniels hugged her and gave her a quick kiss. “You got everything?”

	“It’s all in the car. Just need my purse.”

	“You know where you’re going. Got your cell?” asked Daniels.

	“I got it,” said Marjorie, grabbing her purse from a chair beside the door.

	“What good is a cell out here?” said Rem. “Might as well use it as a paperweight.”

	Daniels ignored him. “Call me when you get to the airport.”

	“I will,” said Marjorie. “Call me if you need anything. Love you.”

	“We’re not going to need a thing,” said Daniels. “Rem and I are going to be fine, and so’s J.P. Love you, too.”

	“Take it easy, Rem,” Marjorie said as she opened the door to leave. “Try to have fun. Take care of J.P. and don’t let him catch too many fly balls or eat too many hot dogs.”

	Rem swiped at his pant leg. “I’ll try, but no promises. I see a creature or something with too many legs, it’s every man or baby for himself.”

	Marjorie bit back a smile, and Daniels shook his head. “I’ll walk you to the car.”

	“Keep an eye out for a woman in a white dress on the way out,” said Rem.

	Marjorie stopped, and Daniels looked back. “What?” he asked.

	Rem took his jacket off and shook it out. “I saw her near the fork. Tried to help her but she disappeared into the woods. Just goes to show how crazy this place is. God knows what she’s running from. The lady looked in distress, plus she was all wet, like she’d fallen in your Blue River.”

	“Black,” said Daniels.

	“Whatever,” said Rem.

	Marjorie shot a glance at Daniels. “Did you say a woman in white?” asked Marjorie.

	“On the road?” asked Daniels. “Near the fork?”

	Rem paused. “Did I stutter? Yeah. Just now. On the way in.” He narrowed his eyes. “What? Something wrong?”

	Marjorie held her chest. “Oh, my God. You saw the Lady of Black River.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	 

	Sheriff Gary Thompson perused the aisles and picked up a bag of chips and a can of nuts and tossed them in his cart. Needing a jug of water, he headed to the next aisle.

	“Finding everything you need, Sheriff?”

	Gary saw Denise Ford, the cashier, stop at the end of the aisle, and he smiled. “I’m good, Denise. Thanks.”

	She smiled back, and her teeth gleamed. Gary could never get over the brightness of her teeth. Maybe it was an L.A. thing. Her wavy dark hair ran down her back in smooth ringlets, and he watched her walk away, admiring her lean, but rounded frame.

	Denise was a transplant from Los Angeles. She’d moved to the small town of Dumont six months ago, claiming the need to get away from it all. Tom Belanger, a long-time resident, had rented her his cabin while he and his wife traveled. Tom had a few homes, and the one in Dumont had been in his family for almost a hundred years. He needed someone to keep an eye on it and keep it clean, and Denise seemed to fit the bill.

	Gary had not expected Denise to stay long, but she’d surprised him. She’d found work at the small grocery in town and had made some friends. She was, by far, one of the more attractive people in the area, and Gary had not failed to notice. But Denise kept to herself for the most part, preferring her own company. He’d invited her to the local bar once, not long after she’d arrived, but she’d declined. He’d gotten to know her at the grocery, though, and figured if she was interested, she’d let him know.

	Finding the water, he added it to his cart. Checking his list, he decided he had what he needed and headed to the counter. Denise met him there and grabbed the water.

	“You heading out on another hunt?” she asked. She swiped the water over the scanner.

	Gary chuckled. There were few secrets in Dumont.

	The bell over the front door tinkled, and Gary saw Tisha Dumont enter. Hunched over, she walked slowly, leaning on a wooden cane. Tisha was somewhere in the vicinity of a hundred years old if you believed the whispers in town. Her name was not a coincidence. Tisha’s grandfather had founded Dumont, and Tisha had spent a good part of her youth here. Her stories of the area were the only history they had, and they could only assume her memory was accurate. Tisha also had the dubious distinction of being the town gossip. If you wanted to know the latest and greatest about the good people of Dumont—although there weren’t many—Tisha was your gal.

	Seeing the sheriff, Tisha frowned, her wrinkles creasing deeper.

	Gary focused back on his groceries and tried to hide a sigh. Denise picked up the chips and rang them up.

	“Sheriff,” said Tisha, walking up to him.

	“Miss Tisha,” said Gary. “How are you today?”

	Tisha eyed Denise and studied Gary’s items. “You’re heading out on another one of those infernal ghost hunts, aren’t you? When are you going to realize that your job is to wrangle humans, not spirits? What exactly is our money paying for?”

	Gary caught Denise’s eye and he detected a slight smile, which she quickly dropped when Tisha frowned at her. “And how long are you going to hang out as a cashier, young lady? You should be swinging a baby on your hip by now. Plenty of eligible men in Dumont, don’t you think? Or are you too good for them?”

	Gary swiveled. “Now, Miss Tisha. Leave her be. Denise is doing just fine as she is. And God knows she’s better than the last cashier. Titus could barely count to ten, much less hit the button for it. Poor man now works down at the gas station which is a good thing as long as you can pump your own gas.”

	Tisha raised the brow over her right eye. “I bet you wouldn’t mind if you were her man, am I right, Sheriff? Maybe than you’d stay in town more often.”

	Gary bit his tongue and tried to redirect the conversation. “Now, Miss Tisha, you know I do my hunting on my own time. And I’m never far away. There are plenty of abandoned homes and old mining towns for me to investigate while still providing the good people of Dumont reliable policing. Besides, Dumont is not known for its high crime rate. This is a safe place all on its own.”

	“Then why do we need you?” asked Tisha. “If we’re so safe, maybe we should just rely on our prayer and leave it at that?”

	Denise rang up the last item. “Miss Tisha. You know we need Sheriff Thompson. We had a theft in here just the other day. The sheriff talked to the boy who stole the items, and I feel comfortable it won’t happen again.”

	“You mean Douglas Wilson?” Tisha scoffed. “That boy has the IQ of a mule. If you think he won’t try and steal some food again after he smokes more of that marijuana, then you are not as smart as you are pretty, Denise.”

	Denise shook her head, and Gary pulled out his credit card.

	“Is there anything else you need, Tish, before I head out?” asked Gary. “I assume you came here for a few things, and not just to speak to us?”

	Tisha narrowed her eyes. “Since I’m here, and lucky for you I am, I hope you’re aware of Big Billy. He’s back in the park. Camping there like some homeless person. Are you going to talk to him?”

	Gary wondered how to best extricate himself from this conversation. “Big Billy? He’s in town? That’s good to hear. I’ll go talk to him, but you know he’s harmless. He’s just wandering like usual. He won’t stay long.”

	“Harmless?” Tisha straightened as much as her back would allow. “He beat up Spencer. Gave him a black eye and a swollen lip. Billy should be in jail. Maybe if we had a decent sheriff, Billy would be behind bars instead of in the lying on the grass in the park.”

	Denise took his card and ran it. “Spencer said some crude things to Mary, who was only trying to serve him his meal. Mary told me Big Billy told him to behave himself, but Spencer ignored him. He’s lucky he didn’t get worse than a black eye.”

	“My grandson would never insult a woman, which makes me wonder if he was provoked.” Tisha glared at Denise.

	Denise jabbed the card toward Tisha. “Your grandson is a—”

	Gary put up a hand. “Okay. This is not going to help. I talked to Big Billy about what happened, and you know Spencer is not Sir Lancelot. Everyone went their separate ways and—”

	“Spencer was assaulted, and he should have pressed charges,” said Tisha. “But you talked him out of it.”

	Gary took his card from Denise and put it away. “You want to have every woman Spencer’s approached come out of the woodwork and tell what they think of him? Mary could have pressed charges just as easily.”

	Tisha shut her mouth.

	Gary nodded. “I didn’t think so. I advised him it was in his best interest to walk away and keep his hands to himself. And he did.” He picked up his bag of groceries. “I’ll talk to Billy about the park.”

	“Don’t take too much time out of your busy day,” said Tisha. She shook her head and the skin under her neck waddled. “And while you’re at it, make yourself useful and check out George Daniels’ place.”

	“George Daniels?” asked Gary.

	“He died last month,” said Denise.

	“Thank you, dear, for your remarkable insight,” said Tish, with a glance at Denise. “I’m aware of his death. I was at his funeral.” She eyed Gary. “His grandson is here. Gordon Daniels. Came up last week with his wife and son.”

	“So?” asked Gary, adjusting the hold on his groceries.

	“I met the wife,” said Denise. “She came in with the baby not long after they arrived. Nice lady. Cute kid. She told me they were newlyweds and she’s getting ready to go on a long overdue girls’ trip.”

	Tisha waved her cane. “That baby is almost a year. That says a lot.”

	Gary stifled a moan. “What would like me to do about it? Lecture them about premarital sex?” He bit his lip, knowing he shouldn’t let this woman get to him.

	Tisha sucked in a breath, but the angry outburst didn’t happen. “What I would like you to do is go talk to them. Rumor has it they’re going to sell George’s house.”

	“Is that a problem?” asked Gary.

	“Outsiders, that’s the problem,” said Tisha. “They sell it and before you know it more city people show up. We’ve got enough of them already.”

	“I don’t see many city people wanting to move to Dumont,” said Gary. “And I certainly can’t tell them what to do with their house.”

	Tisha set her jaw and stared. “You know about that house, Sheriff. I know you investigated it, just before they arrived. That property is cursed. You’ve heard the rumors and you know the history. It’s better that house be left alone or even torn down.”

	Gary set his groceries on the counter, recalling his exploration of George Daniels’ home just a few days prior to his grandson’s arrival. The locals loved to talk about it being haunted, and George’s reclusive lifestyle hadn’t helped.

	“What happened there twenty-five years ago is old news, Tisha,” said Gary. “People talk too much about ghosts around here. I investigated the home, and only because I wanted to put the rumors to rest. I heard a few strange sounds and there were a few bumps in the night, but certainly nothing that warranted the stories of a woman in white wandering the halls or the grounds. If you ask me, it’s all made up fairy tales. Stories of spooky women in white are more common than a new Stephen King book, and I don’t hold much stock in them. Neither should you.”

	Denise stepped out from the register and crossed her arms. “What happened twenty-five years ago? And what do you mean about a woman in white?” Her eyes widened.

	Tisha huffed and spoke to Denise. “You spend too much time in the Belanger’s house. No wonder you’re still alone.” Tisha poked her cane. “Black River runs through the grounds of the Daniels’ property. Twenty-Five years ago, Scarlet Hokans, a pretty girl much like you, went missing the summer before she went off to college. Her body was found on the shore of Black River, behind George Daniels’ home. All she had on was a white nightgown. The murderer was never found.”

	“How do you know she didn’t accidentally drown?” asked Gary.

	“Now I know why you chose not to work in the city. They don’t hire morons,” said Tisha. “She was wearing a white nightgown. Who swims in that, in the cold water? And don’t tell me she fell in either. No one walks around at night in a white night gown.”

	“She could have been in a boat and fell out,” said Gary.

	“No one could verify that, and I heard she hated the water. No one could explain what she would be doing on someone else’s property wearing some flimsy covering. Not to mention the cuts and bruises on her skin. That girl was running from something.” Tisha leaned on her cane, and Gary hoped she was tiring. For someone as old as Tisha, she had way more energy than Gary would have expected. “You know she was dating Billy back then.”

	“Big Billy?” asked Denise.

	Tisha nodded. “People wondered if he’d done something to her. He disappeared not long after her death. People talked about George Daniels’ too. What was Scarlet doing on his property?”

	Gary moaned and picked up his groceries. “This is old news, Miss Tisha. I think it’s time to move on; don’t you think? Ghosts or no ghosts. Nobody cares about Scarlet Hokans anymore. I doubt they even remember her.”

	Tisha tapped her cane on the ground. “I remember her. Don’t dishonor her memory, or you’ll stir up more than just a ghostly woman in white—who I’ve seen by the way.” She peered at Denise. “She’s been called the Lady of Black River. But I know it’s Scarlet, wandering, and waiting for someone to find her killer.”

	“Okay. That’s it for me,” said Gary. “Denise, you have my receipt?” He saw it in the bag. “Oh, never mind.”

	Denise didn’t answer, and her faraway look suggested she hadn’t heard him.

	“Denise?” he asked.

	She looked back, her eyes rounded. “I saw her, too.”

	“What?” asked Gary.

	Denise’s skin paled. “The woman in white. I went for a hike and I saw her. On the banks of Black River.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels pulled down a stack of books from the shelf on the wall. His fingers left impressions in the dust, and he grabbed the cloth and wiped them down. He couldn’t get over the amount of crap his grandfather had collected in the house over the years. Daniels had heard of the TV show called Hoarders and wondered if his grandfather had been featured at some point. Seeing the number of books, he hoped to sell them to a used bookstore and maybe get a little money in return.

	The books wiped, he put them in a box and reached for another stack. J.P. played in his playpen, biting on a rubber teething ring and smacking a large ball. Daniels had fed and changed him and hoped that J.P. could stay entertained while Daniels got some things done.

	Rem remained in his room. It was nearing eleven thirty and Daniels debated waking him. There was a whole other bookshelf for him to clean, plus the office to deal with, and Daniels hoped to get through both of them by the end of the day.

	Footsteps approached, and he turned to see Delia, the housekeeper, walking toward him. She had recently graduated from the local high school and did odd jobs in town and had occasionally cleaned the house for his grandfather. She’d shown up on the doorstep a few days ago, asking Daniels if he’d like her to stay on and help. Needing to save money for school, she’d offered to assist with the cleaning and packing, and he’d jumped at the offer. At the rate he was going, Daniels was going to need a full month to get this place into shape.

	Delia stood beside the shelf. “I cleaned the baby’s room and threw in load of laundry. You want me to help with the books?”

	Daniels smiled. Delia had an almost angelic quality, and her auburn hair and freckles reminded him of his late sister, Melinda. Although where Melinda had been loud and outgoing, Delia was the opposite. Quiet and introverted, she rarely spoke unless Daniels spoke first.

	Daniels put the books on the floor. “Actually, the bathroom needs to be cleaned. Would you mind doing that first? Then we can talk about the books.”

	“Sure. No problem.”

	“Thanks.”

	Delia headed toward the hall and disappeared around the corner.

	Daniels squatted next to the stack beside him and read the title of the book on top. Romeo and Juliet. Thinking back, he recalled his grandfather’s penchant for reading. Daniels remembered sitting next to him as a child, his grandfather reading a fairy tale to him. Those days were some of Daniels’ fondest memories. He and his sisters would visit in the summers, and they’d play in the woods all day, come back exhausted, and Granddad would feed them whatever they requested, which was usually mac-n-cheese or hamburgers.

	Opening the book, he thought back on those days, before the falling out, when his dad and granddad had stopped speaking, and they’d stopped visiting. Daniels sighed, remembering their last summer here. Doing the math, he realized it had been twenty-five years ago. He shook his head, wondering where the time had gone.

	J.P. gurgled and shrieked, pulling Daniels from his thoughts. He flipped through the book one last time, and was about to put it in the box, when a picture fell from a loose page, and fluttered to the floor.

	Daniels closed the book and picked up the picture, his heart thumping. Studying it, he couldn’t believe his eyes. It was a picture of him and his sisters, Melinda and Shelly, sitting on the bench on the back porch. Daniels, his short blonde hair sticking out and holding a popsicle, sat between them. Melinda smiled and Shelly had her usual bored look. She’d never liked coming to the cabin.

	Running his fingers over the old photo, his chest tightened, remembering his sister, Melinda, and suddenly missing her fiercely. It had been years since she’d died after a long illness when he was a teenager. They’d always been close, and when he’d lost her it had changed everything.

	Sitting back on his heels, he sighed, wondering what might have been if she’d lived, when a woman’s shriek and a man’s yelp pierced the silence. Daniels jumped up. J.P. continued to play, and Daniels ran to the hall and rounded the corner. He stopped when he saw his partner, his long hair askew and wearing only a pair of worn and holey sweatpants, lying on the threadbare carpet, his hand on his chest, and breathing hard.

	Delia came to the door of the bathroom, her face pale, and looking just as shocked.

	Daniels walked up. “Good morning, or should I say afternoon?”

	Rem sat up, eyeing Delia. “She scared the hell out of me.”

	“Maybe if you didn’t sleep all day, then I could tell you that this is Delia. She’s helping with the cleaning and packing. Delia,” he looked at the poor girl who held her stomach, “this is Aaron Remalla. He’ll be hanging out here for the week, being a general nuisance, but you’ll get used to it.”

	“Very funny,” said Rem, getting to his feet. Looking down at himself, he blanched. “Be right back.” He stood and disappeared into his room.

	“You might want to leave the bathroom for now,” said Daniels. “Let him do his thing first.”

	“Sure,” said Delia.

	Daniels heard a wail from down the hall. “Hold on. I’m coming.” He turned and headed back to the main room, wondering how he was going to get anything accomplished when he had to watch an almost one-year old and his son. He anticipated his son would be easier to handle.

	J.P. stood in the playpen, holding onto the side, his shrieking growing in volume.

	“Come here, big guy.” Daniels picked him up and held him, bouncing him up and down. “How you doing? You need someone to play with? Uncle Rem is just around the corner. Maybe you can keep him busy for me while I get some work done, huh?”

	A string of drool ran down J.P.’s chin, and Daniels grabbed the cloth from the couch and wiped his face. “Your teeth bothering you, buddy?”

	“I can help you out with him if you want.”

	Daniels turned to see Delia standing in the room.

	“I babysit in town. I can get you references.”

	Daniels opened his mouth to decline but reconsidered. If Delia could help watch J.P. while he and Rem went through his granddad’s things, it would be a big help. “How much do you charge?”

	She wrung her hands, looking nervous. “The Kleins pay me fifteen an hour.”

	“Not bad,” said Daniels. He thought about it. “You have experience with a teething one-year-old?”

	“The Kleins have a two and four-year-old. I figure that’s pretty close.” She told him about a few other couples she’d worked for in town and the ages of their children.

	Daniels nodded, wondering if Marjorie would mind.

	Rem’s voice traveled down the hall. “Hey, don’t you have any hot water in this place?”

	Daniels rolled his eyes, his doubts disappearing. “You’re hired.”

	 

	**

	 

	Standing at the kitchen counter, Daniels opened the jar of baby food as Rem emerged from the hallway, wearing clean clothes, and his wet hair combed back. Daniels had told Delia to take a lunch break and return later that afternoon to watch J.P.

	Rem headed into the kitchen, and J.P. sat in a highchair at the dining table, squishing a banana between his fingers.

	“Hey,” said Daniels.

	“Hey,” said Rem, opening the fridge. “You feeding J.P.?”

	Daniels scooped the baby food into a bowl. “No. I felt like eating squished squash and apple. I’m tired of regular food. It’s so solid.”

	Rem snorted.

	“Yes,” said Daniels. “I’m about to. There’s a coffee pot on the counter and grounds in the pantry.”

	Rem had pulled out some orange juice but put it back. “Thank you. At least you’ve maintained some connection to civilized society.”

	“Never mind about society. It’s more about my sanity. I didn’t need to hear you bitching about not having your usual gallon of coffee every morning.”

	Rem closed the fridge. “Language, Dad. You don’t want J.P.’s first word to shock his daycare friends.”

	“Too late,” said Daniels. “He’s already said his first four letter word.”

	Rem turned, his eyes wide. “Seriously?”

	“Marjorie heard him say ‘Mama’ last week.”

	Rem relaxed. “Good thing, considering. Was that his first word?” He shook his head. “I’d been trying him to get to say ‘Rem’ for the past month.”

	“And I’ve been working on ‘Dad.’ The jury’s still out though. I told Marjorie that until we both hear it, it doesn’t count.” He screwed the cap back on a baby food jar and put it back in the fridge.

	Rem dug through the pantry. “How’d she take that?”

	“Told me to get over it. Mum’s the word, whether I like it or not. But then I told her I may get first dibs on seeing him take his first step this week. She almost backed out of her trip.”

	“I bet.” Rem pulled out the coffee grounds. “Where are the filters?”

	“Cabinet, above the pot.” He swirled the baby food and grabbed a towel. J.P. banged on his tray and whined. “I’m comin’,” said Daniels. “He takes after his Uncle Rem when it comes to food.”

	Rem pulled out a filter. “At least I’m making a small impression.”

	“Lucky me,” said Daniels. He sat in front of the highchair. “You get some sleep?”

	Rem made a face and opened the grounds. “Not as well as I’d hoped. After hearing how I saw the neighborhood ghost lady yesterday, plus hearing you walk around last night, I just tossed and turned. And then when I finally did fall asleep, I had these crazy dreams.”

	Daniels gave J.P. a bite of food. “Walk around? I got up once to use the bathroom and change J.P. but then went back to bed.”

	“You sure about that? Maybe you sleepwalked, ’cause it sounded like you were pacing out there.”

	J.P. spit out half the food and kicked his legs. Daniels gathered the discarded food on the spoon and fed it back to J.P. “I think maybe you were dreaming more than you thought.”

	“Well, hearing about the lady in white didn’t help.” Rem added the grounds and filled the pot with water. “What the hell have you gotten me into? I thought we were going to relax, do a little fishing, go into town, meet the locals.” He shut the faucet off and poured the water, then flipped on the machine. “Instead, I’m in an old house in the middle of nowhere, with no Wi-Fi and minimal hot water, that looks like it could have been on an episode of Hoarders, with a ghost running around, and no town in sight.” He turned. “Please don’t tell me this Black River of yours is full of piranhas.”

	Daniels wiped J.P.’s mouth. “You’re in luck, partner. No piranhas.”

	“Wonderful.”

	“But watch out for the jellyfish.”

	Rem paled.

	“I’m kidding.” He scooped up more food. “And we do have hot water, it just takes a few minutes to warm up. And there is a town. You just didn’t see it on the way in. But I agree about the Hoarders thing.”

	Rem opened the fridge again. “Somehow I think you brought me up here on false pretenses.” He dug around, looking. “Please tell me you bought something I can eat?”

	“False pretenses? Who, me?”

	Rem popped his head out and raised a brow.

	“Well, maybe.” Daniels gave J.P. another mouthful of food. “Marjorie and I decided to sell this place. I want to get it cleaned up and hopefully on the market before we leave. She’s on her girls’ trip, and I didn’t want her to cancel, so I figured you wouldn’t mind helping me out. But we can still do all those things you mentioned.”

	“Uh-huh.” He stuck his head back in the fridge. “I hope you’re planning on feeding me then.”

	“I do. There are hot dogs in the drawer below the milk. Plus, some shredded cheese. The mustard’s in the side of the door and buns are on the counter. Thankfully, you’re easy to bribe.” He scraped more food off J.P.’s lips and chin with the spoon. “We can go into town later and you can shop to your heart’s content.”

	“You’re lucky I like you.”

	“No. I’m lucky you’re easy to please.” He eyed the worn hems on Rem’s jeans and his frayed t-shirt which sported the faded picture of a hedgehog. “If you kept up with the latest fashion trends, I’d be in the poorhouse.”

	Rem pulled out the dogs, cheese and mustard and put them on the counter. “That you would be. How much have you gotten done with the house?”

	“Not much. Started on the bookshelves and Marjorie got through a good portion of the main bedroom. I’m hoping to hit the office today. Then there’s the kitchen and living room, plus the two other bedrooms. And don’t get me started on the attic.”

	Rem chuckled. “Somehow I don’t see much fishing in our future. We’re going to do all this while watching the little dude?”

	“Delia will help with the dude. She’s coming back after lunch.” J.P. spit out more food, and Daniels gave him water from a sippy cup.

	“You could have told me about her. She scared the hell out of me. Thought I was seeing another ghost lady. You’re lucky I didn’t have an accident on your floor.”

	“The carpet’s old. It needs to be replaced anyway. It would have been fine.” He wiped J.P.’s fingers which were covered in banana.

	Rem prepped his hot dog. “How’d you sleep? You and Marjorie have any weird encounters?” He spied the microwave, placed the hot dog in it and turned it on. “I hope you’re aware that this house is spooky.”

	“Slept like babies, unless we weren’t sleeping.” Daniels smiled.

	“I bet,” said Rem. “I suspect you enjoyed some quiet time?”

	“We did. J.P. sleeps through the night, now. Thank God.”

	“No strange ladies in nightgowns walking around?”

	“None that I can recall.”

	“Guess I’m the lucky one. Let’s hope I’ve hit the quota on ghosts for the week.” The microwave dinged. “Now I just need to stop dreaming about getting chased through the woods at night, and then falling into the freezing river.” He shivered.

	Daniels stopped just as he was about to give J.P. another bite of food. “Excuse me?”

	Rem pulled out his hot dog. “I hope I’ve hit my quota on that too. Woke up sputtering and freezing cold.” He grabbed the cheese.

	J.P. reached for the spoon and grabbed it with his fingers. Food oozed through his fingers. Daniels barely noticed. “Was it a shadow chasing you?”

	Rem pulled out a bun from a bag on the counter. “Yeah. And I thought I kept hearing something.” He looked up. “What was it? It was a woman’s voice.”

	“Take this,” said Daniels. “She said ‘Take this.’”

	Rem pointed. “Yeah. That’s it.” His eyes widened. “How did you—?”

	Daniels put the spoon down and J.P. smacked at this tray with squash-filled fingers. “Because I had the same dream.”

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	 

	Rem pulled out another armful of clothing and dumped it on the floor. Muttering a curse under his breath, he coughed and waved his hand through the dust he’d stirred up. Daniels had finished with the books on the shelves in the living area and was finishing up with his grandfather’s bedroom. He’d given Rem the office. Rem had taken one look at it and cringed. A desk with old newspapers piled up on it sat between more stacks of magazines and file folders. The windows were so dirty that only a sliver of light from the sunny day could make it through the glass. Rem had opened the closet to see piles of clothes, some hanging, some folded, on shelves, almost filling it. Cardboard boxes took up the floor space.

	Daniels had given him a pile of large plastic bags, telling him to sort by trash, donation, or items worth selling, and Rem now had nine full bags; six for trash, two for donation, and one for selling, and he felt like he’d barely made a dent.

	At least the room was sunny. The room had a door that led onto the patio, and he’d propped it open. And he’d cleaned the windows. If he was going to work in here, he needed some natural light. 

	Digging through the clothes, he realized it was obvious most of them were worn or moth-eaten, and he didn’t even bother to go through all of them. He opened another bag and dumped them, and then set them aside for trash. Any reputable donation place would toss them out, too. He grabbed more clothes, got rid of them, and then decided to work on the boxes. He sat on the floor and grabbed the first one. The dust stirred, and he coughed again. Inside were more books and magazines. Honestly, who read this much? And why save magazines? Looking at the dates, he saw they were all from the eighties. He grabbed another bag, dumped them, and set them aside to be recycled, then put the books in the donation pile.

	He grabbed the next box, expecting more of the same, but this time was surprised to see board games. Curious, he pulled them out, inspecting them. He smiled when he saw an old Monopoly game, probably from the eighties. Then he pulled out Candyland, Chutes and Ladders, Clue, Trivial Pursuit, two Uno decks and several sets of playing cards. Reaching for the next game, he saw it was an old Checkers set, and he held it in his lap, remembering the last time he’d played. It had been with Jennie. He’d never been much of a board game player, but she’d insisted and had challenged him. He’d sat at the dining table at her place, prepared to soundly defeat her, but she’d kicked his butt, winning three games out of four.

	The memories swirling, he smiled, remembering better days, and he thought about what it might have been like if she were still here, and she’d come with him to the cabin. Would she and Marjorie have sat out on the porch and talked, while he and Daniels fished? Would they have played board games together, hiked in the woods, or gone for a brisk swim in the river?

	Sighing, he realized none of that would have happened since Daniels was selling, but it was still a nice thought. His mind wandering, reality returned when he realized those days were gone. There would be no walks in the woods or fun nights with friends, and no late-night skinny dips. Knowing he had to stop this train of thought or risk falling into a slide of grief, he put the game to the side, but couldn’t help but think of the last six months. Jennie had died over two years ago now, but the events of recent months had scraped open an old wound and he’d struggled to close it again. He’d seen a shrink and Daniels had done his best to help, but Rem knew only time would heal, and it hadn’t been long enough.

	Sitting there, lost in thought, he felt a brisk puff of cool air against his skin. His hair prickled, and he sat up. The air in the office had been musty, and there was no fan, but the open door had helped. The warm air outside though didn’t explain the chill, and the trees didn’t move, so there was little to no breeze. Rem had tried to open a window, but none of them would budge. Reaching out, he felt the chill. It was decidedly cooler in the room, so much that he could have worn a sweater.

	“What the hell?” he muttered. He almost yelled to Daniels when he sensed something. It wasn’t a touch, but more like a pressure, as if there was someone in the room with him, watching him.

	Every hair on his neck and arms stood on end. He didn’t move, and a nervous sweat broke out on his skin. He thought of the woman in white and envisioned her standing behind him. Fear curdled his stomach, and he didn’t budge. Something told him that if he turned, she’d be there—her face pale with cold, her eyes black with death, and her wet hair dripping. And then he had a worse thought. What if it was Jennie in the room, watching him, her face twisted in terror, her head bleeding and her eyes—

	His cell phone buzzed, and he yelped in fright, expelled a shaky breath, and turned, prepared to face the presence, but there was no one there. The room was empty.

	Holding his chest, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. You’re losing it, Remalla.

	The phone buzzed again, and he grabbed it. It was text messages from Jill. They’d dated after cracking the Makeup Artist case, but the events afterward had doomed their relationship. They’d both had too much baggage to overcome, but they’d stayed in touch, determined to stay friends. She’d been in Connecticut the last few months, and he’d remained at home, trying to put his life back together.

	He read the messages.

	 

	Hey. Thinking about you. 

	Did you make it to Daniels’ cabin?

	 

	Feeling calmer and a little silly, he texted back.

	 

	I made it. Pretty, but a little too remote for me. How’s CT? Making friends?

	 

	She’d told him little about her new-found discoveries about herself and her family since the revelations from six months earlier. But since they weren’t together anymore, he had no reason to pry. Plus, if she’d wanted to tell him, she knew she could. He’d told her as much.

	The phone buzzed with her reply.

	 

	Yes, actually. It’s been interesting. Maybe one day I’ll enlighten you. Not sure you’d believe me though.

	 

	He wondered about that comment and wrote back.

	 

	You’d be surprised what I might believe, considering what we’ve been through.

	 

	He put the phone down, and shaking off the weird vibes, he added the Checkers box to the pile of board games and moved them to the donation stack. He foresaw no game nights in his future, at least not with these games.

	 

	His phone buzzed, and he read her response.

	 

	I know. But there are some things that even you might question.

	Doesn’t matter though. Hope you have a good week. Don’t get into any trouble. Say hi to Daniels.

	 

	He chuckled. Don’t get into any trouble. He’d already seen a ghost, was having weird dreams, and thinking he was being watched. And it was only the first day. He responded.

	 

	I’ll try my best, but no promises. You stay out of trouble, too. Miss you.

	 

	He stopped and almost removed the last two words. The last thing he needed was to confuse their relationship. But it was true. He did miss her.

	Debating, he finally said screw it, and hit send. She could think whatever she wanted. It wasn’t like they were anywhere near each other to reconnect.

	 

	He pulled out the next box and sighed when he saw more books and magazines. He discarded the magazines and added the books to the donation pile. His phone buzzed and he read her message.

	 

	I miss you, too.

	 

	Smiling, he put the phone back in his pocket, thinking of the last time he’d seen her. He’d been sitting in a wheelchair on the hospital grounds, and she’d held his hand as tears ran down her face. His smile faded, thinking of the women he’d lost, and he thought again of that strange sensation in the room. It had been so strong. As a policeman, it was normal to develop a sixth sense. It had saved his life on many occasions. But this…well, this was well outside the bounds of what he’d experienced before, and he’d experienced a lot.

	Swiveling, he faced the room, eyeing the desk and what was left on it, and shook his head. Obviously, seeing that woman on the road had messed with his head, and he needed to get over it. Hopefully, a solid night of sleep would help.

	Seeing the box beside him that had held the board games, he checked to be sure he’d cleaned it out, and saw he’d missed one. He reached in and pulled it out. Reading the front of it, he froze. “Holy shit.”

	It was a Ouija board.

	He’d seen and heard of this thing before but had never actually played with one. His mother and grandmother had always warned him against it, telling him about drawing out spirits and conjuring evil. Just holding it, he felt a chill run up his arm.

	That odd feeling returned, and the sensation of building pressure grew. Holding the game, he braced himself, waiting to see what exactly he was picking up on. Standing slowly, his heart thumped, and he faced the room’s interior, as the air cooled and his hair raised.

	Seeing nothing, but determined to face this thing, he whispered. “Who the hell are you?”

	“Gordon Daniels.”

	He whirled at the sound of the voice from behind him, dropped the board, and clutched his chest.

	His partner stood at the door; his left eyebrow raised.

	“Dammit,” Rem yelled. “Stop that.”

	 

	**

	 

	Delia played with J.P. on the floor and eyed her cell phone nearby. J.P. was an active crawler and keeping up with him kept her busy, but her thoughts wandered to the upcoming weekend. Her boyfriend, Jake, would be in town, and she anxiously waited to hear from him. Her best friend, Chelsea, would be picking her up from the Daniels’ home soon and they would stop by Chelsea’s, change, and then make the hour drive to the nearest big city, where they could hit the clubs and do some dancing. Jake was planning to meet them there, provided he could leave school a little early.

	A big gob of drool spilled from J.P.’s mouth as he chased a ball on the floor. Delia grabbed the burp cloth and wiped it away. Between this job, and babysitting for the Kleins, plus helping at the corner drug, she would have a decent sum saved. But the holidays were just around the corner, so she had to account for that. Her plan was to make enough through the spring to start school at the local community college next fall. After a couple of years there, she hoped to transfer to Jake’s school, provided her plans worked out.

	J.P. grabbed the coffee table and pulled himself up, wobbling, but catching himself, and banged on the wood. He babbled and reached for an old magazine on the table. Grabbing hold of it, he crumpled the pages into his fists and tried to eat them. Delia managed to pull the magazine away, but not without it ripping in J.P.’s hands and J.P. shrieking at the loss. She hoped the magazine wasn’t important, but seeing its age, she doubted it.

	“How’s it going?” Mr. Daniels stuck his head out of the hallway. “He behaving himself?”

	“He wants to eat the magazine. And he’s mad I won’t let him.”

	Mr. Daniels smiled. “Yeah. He’s a big fan of periodicals. Loves to chew on the morning paper. You have his teething ring?”

	“Yes. It’s over there. I think he got bored with it.”

	“Figures. That’s his favorite, but I have others if he needs them. How’s his diaper?”

	“I just changed him. He should be fine.”

	He nodded. “You’re good at this.” He checked his watch. “It’s later than I thought. What time is your friend coming?”

	“Any time now. She’s actually late.”

	“Okay. We’ll wrap up. Let me go get my partner and we’ll take over with J.P. I put your money on the kitchen counter.”

	“Thanks.”

	“No. Thank you. You saved me today. I appreciate it. Can you come back on Monday?”

	J.P. squealed and fell back on his butt, still holding a piece of ripped magazine. “Sure. That would be fine. Same time?”

	“Yes.” He turned back toward the hall. “Be back in a sec.”

	Delia checked her phone, hopeful Jake had texted, and she hadn’t heard it, but there was nothing. Sighing, she watched J.P. slobber some more and wiped his face again. The kid was a walking drool machine.

	She heard a yelp and curse from the back and turned, wondering what was wrong. J.P. screeched again, crawled away, and she followed. J.P. headed toward a bag of crackers she’d left on the floor and grabbed it, trying to shove it in his mouth. She took it, broke off a piece of cracker and fed it to him.

	A male voice traveled from the hall. “This place is crazy. I think it’s haunted. That woman in white probably lived here. Did you consider that?”

	Mr. Daniels’ friend, Mr. Remalla, the man she’d scared that morning, entered the room, holding a rectangular, narrow box, his face pale, and his eyes wide.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Mr. Daniels, who was right behind him. “You just got spooked. You’re in a strange place. It happens.”

	“Why the hell does he have a Ouija board?” He held up the box.

	Mr. Daniels held out his hands. “I don’t know. He bought one for some reason. God knows how long he’s had it.”

	The friend pointed. “I think we should get out of here. There are too many ghosts hanging around. How much do you really know about your granddad? And who is that lady in white anyway? And why did she show herself to me?”

	Mr. Daniels picked up the magazine J.P. had ripped and leafed through it. “Probably because she knows a sucker when she sees one,” he mumbled, throwing the magazine in a trash bag.

	“What?” asked Mr. Remalla.

	Daniels turned and faced him. “Probably because she wants some traveler to see her. Otherwise, how else will her story continue to pass on down the line for years to come?”

	Delia fed J.P. another piece of cracker. “Most people think she’s Scarlet Hokans, wandering the riverbanks, looking for her murderer.”

	Both men stopped and looked at her.

	“Who?” asked Mr. Daniels.

	“Scarlet Hokans,” said Delia. “She was nineteen. Just graduated from the local high school. My dad went to school with her. They found her body on the banks of the river, on this property, I think. All she was wearing was a white night gown. Some suspect she drowned, but most believe she was murdered. Ever since, people report seeing her down by the river, or sometimes along the road to the river.”

	Mr. Remalla jabbed out a hand. “Well, that’s just great. A murder. On this property. That explains a lot.”

	“Would you relax?” said Mr. Daniels. He spoke to Delia. “How long ago was this?”

	Delia thought about it. “Twenty-five years, this summer, actually, if I have my dates right. I wasn’t born yet, but the whole town knows the story. Some people thought it was her boyfriend, Big Billy, who killed her, and some wondered if your grandfather had something to do with it. Even the crazy Brison sisters were suspects.”

	“Brison sisters?” asked Mr. Daniels.

	Delia nodded. “They’re your neighbors. Lived in Dumont for years. They supposedly read Scarlet’s fortune not long before she died. I heard they foretold her death, but Scarlet didn’t believe it.”

	“They read her fortune?” asked Mr. Remalla. He eyed the box in his hand, frowned, and put it on the couch.

	“Yes.” Delia wiped wet cracker drool from J.P.’s face. “They have a crystal ball and read palms and wear lots of scarves and jewelry. I went up to their house once, on a dare. They’ve got all sorts of crazy stuff hanging up in their home, and it smells like incense. They told me I would leave this town and go to school. I’d be successful but would lose someone close to me. It was kind of spooky, but funny too. Personally, I thought they were harmless. Just a little eccentric. I ended up getting a job out of it. I clean their house every month or so.” She fed J.P. another cracker, and he spit it out. “Anyway, I guess no one could prove anything. Scarlet’s murder, if that’s what it was, has never been solved.” She cleaned the soggy cracker off J.P.’s chin. “I guess she’ll keep wandering around until it is.”

	“Wonderful,” said Mr. Remalla. “I think I prefer a Bigfoot.”

	“We have those, too,” said Delia.

	Mr. Remalla waved a hand. “That’s it. I’m out. I think you need to sell this place as-is or burn it.”

	Mr. Daniels shook his head. “There are no Bigfoots, Rem, and there are no ghosts hanging around, okay? You’ve just got an active imagination. That’s all. Let’s get this place finished, and then we can leave, and you never have to see it again.”

	“You should talk to Sheriff Thompson,” said Delia. “He came here looking for ghosts, on one of his ghost hunts. Right before you and your wife arrived. He likes all that paranormal stuff. Rumor is he found one and took off running. That’s what I heard at least.”

	The friend’s jaw dropped. “And the fat lady just sang. You grab J.P. and I’ll grab the food. We can hit the road before it gets dark.”

	Mr. Daniels rolled his eyes. “You’re being silly.”

	“I’m the only one being sensible,” said Mr. Remalla. “I’m telling you there’s something going on here. Next thing you know, those crazy ladies next door are going to want to read your fortune.”

	“Nobody is reading anyone’s fortunes, okay? Get a hold of yourself.” Mr. Daniels walked over and picked up J.P. “You think I’d stay here with this little guy if it was dangerous?”

	The doorbell rang, and Delia stood, wiping the cracker crumbs off her pants. “That’s probably Chelsea.”

	Mr. Daniels’ friend walked to the door. “Just so long as it’s a living person.” He checked the peephole. “It’s questionable. It’s two elderly women. One with a walker. And one holding something. You know them?”

	“Why don’t you just open the door?” asked Mr. Daniels.

	Delia, expecting Chelsea, walked over and checked the peephole.

	“Speak of the devil,” she said, seeing Mr. Remalla’s face fall. “Sorry, bad terminology.” The doorbell rang again, and Delia heard the women’s voices carry. It sounded like they were arguing. “It’s the Brison sisters.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	 

	“You got to be kidding,” said Rem.

	“Nope. That’s them,” said Delia.

	“Come on, Rem. It’s two older ladies. You’ve dealt with drug dealers and killers.” Daniels walked over and handed J.P. to Rem. “I think you’re safe.”

	Rem took J.P. “I’m trained to handle bad guys, not bad ghosts, or women who might conjure them.”

	“Put on your big boy pants then,” said Daniels, “because you’re about to meet them.”

	Rem held J.P. on his hip and raised a hand. “Don’t you think—”

	Daniels opened the door, and two women stood at the entrance. One using a walker and wearing a purple scarf and long dress, and the other wearing pants and a heavy sweater and holding a basket. They both wore chunky rings and necklaces and their jewelry and silver hair sparkled in the setting sun.

	The woman with the sweater smiled. Daniels wondered how she wasn’t sweating through it since it was a warm day. “Why, hello, handsome.” She held the basket. “I hope we didn’t come at a bad time. I’m Celeste and this is my sister, Bella May. Thought we’d be neighborly and bring you some cookies.” Celeste looked past Daniels. “Look, sister. It’s a baby.” She walked in, passed Daniels, and headed straight for J.P., who was pulling on Rem’s long hair.

	Daniels stepped aside as Bella May followed, pushing her walker.

	“Uh, hi,” he said, raising a brow at Rem. “Nice to meet you. I’m George Daniels’ grandson, Gordon, and this is my partner, Aaron Remalla.”

	The sisters looked between them. “Partner?” said Bella May, the wrinkles around her eyes creasing.

	“You hear that, sister?” asked Celeste, her rosy cheeks dimpling. “They’re partners.” She held J.P.’s chubby fingers. “That’s a first for this town. Wait till Tisha hears.”

	“What does that mean?” asked Bella May. “You two trans?”

	Delia giggled.

	Celeste shook her head. “No, Bella. They’re gay.” She frowned. “Or is it queer?” She laughed and smacked Rem on the arm. “I can’t keep all these terms straight, can you?”

	Rem’s face fell, and he pulled a wad of hair from J.P.’s fist. “You want to take this, or should I?” he asked Daniels.

	Daniels chuckled. “Uhm, actually ladies, it’s none of the above. We’re partners, meaning detectives, from San Diego. My wife, Marjorie, left this morning for a girls’ trip and Rem, here, graciously agreed to come and help me watch J.P.”

	“Graciously,” muttered Rem. “That’s one word for it. More like lured.”

	“Detectives?” asked Celeste. “You hear that, Bella?”

	“I got my hearing aids in, sister. I heard it,” said Bella.

	“That’s cool. I didn’t know you were cops,” said Delia.

	Celeste turned. “Why, Delia Denton. Why are you hiding over there?”

	Delia stepped closer. “Hello, Miss Celeste. I’m helping Mr., or Detective Daniels, with the baby and doing some cleaning. I’m actually getting ready to go. Chelsea’s picking me up.”

	Bella scowled. “Chelsea Forrester? I don’t like that girl. Nothing but trouble.”

	Celeste played with J.P.’s toes, and he babbled. “Oh, Bella. Stop judging. She’s a kid. You sowed your wild oats when you were her age.”

	“There’s sowing your oats and there’s grinding your corn in every field along the road. That Chelsea knows all the oat and corn from Dumont to San Francisco.” She slid her walker in Delia’s direction. “You’d be advised to keep your distance.”

	“We’ve been friends since grade school, Miss Bella,” said Delia.

	“Leave her be, Bella,” said Celeste. “It’s none of your concern. You two going out tonight?” She asked Delia. “Having some fun?”

	Delia nodded. “Supposed to see Jake, too.”

	Celeste grinned. “Ooh. That Jake Turner. He’s a good lookin’ one, isn’t he? Kind of like these two.” She tipped her head toward Daniels and Rem. “You be careful though. Keep your wits about you. You still planning on comin’ to the house tomorrow, and cleaning? Bella’s room is an absolute mess.”

	“Yes. I’ll be there,” said Delia.

	Bella leaned on her walker. “My room’s fine, Celeste. I like it as it is. You just leave the closet alone, you got that? I don’t like my stuff disturbed.”

	“I know, Miss Bella,” said Delia.

	“You tell her that every time,” said Celeste. “The girl’s not soft in the head.” She spoke to Delia. “We’re taking our monthly trip into the city tomorrow, so we’ll be out, but you know your way around.”

	Delia nodded. “Yes. I’ll let myself in.”

	“Just put everything back where you found it,” said Bella. “Drives me nuts when I can’t find something.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” said Delia.

	“That’s your fault, sister,” said Celeste. “You can’t remember where you put your own underwear, which probably means you aren’t wearing any.”

	“Uhm, ladies,” said Daniels. “Did you bring something?” It was hard to ignore Rem’s look of desperation.

	Celeste patted J.P.’s head, and he babbled at her. “Sorry about that, detective, my sister and I tend to get into it. She can be a prickly pear sometimes and has lost most of her social graces.”

	Bella banged her walker on the ground. “I have not.”

	“I know how that feels,” said Daniels, eyeing Rem, who offered him a dirty look.

	Celeste held out the basket. “Despite her demeanor though, she makes a mean cookie. She made some chocolate chip for you. I hope you like sweets.”

	Rem’s demeanor shifted, and he handed J.P. to Daniels, who rolled his eyes. “I love ’em,” he said, taking the basket. “Chocolate chip are my favorite.”

	“Good-looking and good taste, too,” said Celeste. She winked at Rem and eyed Daniels wistfully. “If I were forty years younger.”

	“Well, you’re not, so stop leering at them, Celeste. You’re embarrassing yourself.” Bella rolled forward, turned toward her walker, lowered the seat, and sat. “I need to take a load off.”

	“I told you we could take your wheelchair,” said Celeste.

	“I don’t need that damn chair,” said Bella.

	Rem opened the basket and took a cookie. “They look delicious.” He took a bite.

	“What about you, Detective,” said Celeste to Daniels. “You care for one?”

	“He’s on a perpetual diet,” said Rem through a mouthful.

	“I’m watching my sugar,” said Daniels, “But thank you.”

	“That’s no problem, though,” said Rem, taking the basket. “They won’t go to waste.”

	Celeste chuckled. “I like a man with a hearty appetite, don’t you, Bella?” Bella didn’t answer. Celeste patted Rem’s arm. “You married detective? Your partner has a wife. Any lucky lady claimed you yet?”

	Rem’s cheeks paled, and he stopped chewing. Daniels watched him go still. He put the basket down and cleared his throat. “I just need some water. Excuse me for a second.” He turned and walked off.

	Celeste held her chest. “Oh, dear. Did I say something?”

	“You’re an idiot,” said Bella. “As usual, you speak before you think.”

	Daniels shifted J.P. on his hip and J.P. whined. “He’s fine. He’s just dealing with a few things.” J.P. put his head in the crook of Daniels’ neck and began to cry.

	“Now you upset the baby,” said Bella.

	Celeste offered her sister an exasperated look and spoke to Daniels. “You tell your partner I make a mean brownie and I’m going to bring him some. Nothing better than a good brownie for a broken heart.”

	Daniels smiled, and J.P. wailed when loud music interrupted. Daniels looked to see a car pull up and stop in the driveway. A pretty girl with dark brown hair bounced her head to the music before it went quiet and she opened the car door.

	“That’s Chelsea. I’ll get my purse,” said Delia.

	Chelsea got out of the car, wearing denim short shorts and a halter top with skinny straps tied behind her neck. The thin fabric just barely covered her ample breasts. Seeing the group at the front, she hesitated, and then walked up. “Hey. I’m Chelsea. Delia here?” she asked Daniels.

	“She’ll be out in a sec,” said Daniels. J.P. cried, and Daniels rubbed his back.

	“Hi, Chelsea,” said Celeste. “I hear you and Delia are going out tonight?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” said Chelsea, pulling on her halter.

	“Your parents know where you’re going?” asked Bella.

	Chelsea made a face at the older woman. “I’m over eighteen, ma’am. I don’t need my parents’ permission.”

	“Considering how you’re dressed, maybe you do,” said Bella.

	“Bella, stop being so damned cranky,” said Celeste.

	“I like what I’m wearing,” said Chelsea.

	“I think maybe you mean what you’re not wearing,” said Bella.

	Chelsea’s face clouded. “Listen you old woman—”

	“Okay,” said Daniels, raising a hand as J.P. cried harder. “I hate to interrupt this lively discussion, but I think I need to get my son here bathed and fed.”

	Celeste smacked Bella on the shoulder. “See what you’ve done? You’ve pissed off our handsome new neighbor. Between you and that sweet baby, that gel is barely hanging on to his pretty blonde hair.” She pulled on Daniels’ elbow and leaned in, whispering. “I cut hair, by the way, if you ever need a trim.”

	Bella ignored the hair comment. “I was tryin’ to piss her off,” she said, eyeing Chelsea. “Spoiled and ungrateful…” She paused. “I heard what you did with Big Billy. Making fun of him in the park. You should know better.”

	Chelsea crossed her arms. “He’s a vagrant. Why doesn’t he get a job?”

	Bella spat back. “I could ask you the same thing.”

	Daniels realized he was quickly losing control. A lock of hair fell forward and he brushed it back, figuring he probably did need a trim. J.P. wailed again.

	“Okay. I’m ready. Let’s go.” Delia walked out and over to Chelsea.

	Daniels sighed under his breath.

	Chelsea glared at Bella, but then spoke to Delia. “It’s about time. Come on.” The girls turned and headed to the car.

	J.P. let out another wail.

	“I think that’s our cue,” said Celeste. “Let’s let this poor man take care of his boy.” She went to Bella and helped her stand.

	“You need some help?” asked Daniels, wondering how he was going to assist Bella to her car while carrying a squalling baby. He wondered where Rem was.

	“I’m fine,” said Bella, standing and turning. She raised the seat and pushed the walker. “I’m not helpless.”

	“Just mean,” said Celeste. She walked with Bella to the door. “You tell your partner I hope I didn’t upset him, and about the brownies.”

	“I will,” said Daniels through J.P.’s cries. “And don’t worry. He’ll be fine. He’s tougher than he looks.”

	Celeste cackled. “I like you boys. You remind me of my younger days. When I was young and carefree, and not taking care of this battleax.”

	“Battleax?” said Bella. “You ain’t exactly a walk in the park. Least I don’t fart like a truck driver.”

	“You do. You just deny it and blame it on me.”

	“Thanks again for the cookies,” said Daniels, trying to soothe J.P. who wailed louder.

	Celeste and Bella made it out the door, and Celeste turned, her eyes widening. “Why don’t you two come for dinner? We’ll make you a nice meal and I can make the brownies.”

	“What?” asked Bella.

	“There’s no need to go to the trouble,” said Daniels. He cringed when J.P. shrieked in his ear and fought to get out of Daniels’ arms.

	“It’s no trouble,” said Celeste. “We rarely have guests. Most of the town folk think we’re witches. Plus, it will be a good break while you clean and pack up the house. We know how George never threw a thing away. How about on Monday? Around six?” She looked hopefully at him while Bella frowned.

	J.P. wailed. “Sure. We’ll be there,” said Daniels, already imagining his partner’s complaining.

	“Wonderful,” said Celeste. “We’re just down the road. First house on the right about a mile down. We’ll see you then.”

	“See you then.” Daniels waved, J.P. screamed, and he shut the door.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	 

	Billy Drucker sat under a large shade tree, peeled his apple, and tossed the skin into the grass. A warm breeze blew, and he relaxed against the trunk. A couple walked down the path, passed by, and seeing him, quickly moved to the far end.

	Billy tipped his dirty baseball cap. “How do?”

	The woman picked up her pace and pulled the man along with her. Billy chuckled.

	“How’s it going, Billy?”

	Billy looked over to see Sheriff Gary Thompson walking up the trail. “Hey, Sheriff.” He took a bite of his apple and chewed it.

	The sheriff sat beside him in the grass. “Nice day.”

	“Sure is.” Billy swallowed and peeled more of his apple. “Is this the visit where you tell me to leave?”

	The sheriff smiled. “It is.”

	“Faster than usual. Thought I had a couple more days.”

	“I bumped into Tisha at the store. Couldn’t avoid it.”

	Billy nodded. “Sweet Mrs. Dumont. She still mad about Spencer?”

	“As a hornet. Probably why you lost a couple of days.”

	“Guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

	“Nope.”

	They sat quietly while Billy ate his apple and the wind ruffled the leaves.

	“Your trailer nearby?” asked the sheriff.

	“Left it in a parking lot, not far from the trailhead.”

	The sheriff ran a blade of grass between his fingers. “How’s your mom? You seen her?”

	“Not yet. Thought I’d stop by though, before you ran me out of town. She doing okay?”

	“Her arthritis is getting to her. Been taking some pain pills.”

	Billy sighed. “Hate to hear that. She loves her knitting and running that sewing shop.”

	“Told me she’s teaching a class on embroidery. Has two students.”

	“She’s always loved teaching,” said Billy. “I still remember her teaching math at the high school. Everybody always wanted me to get the answers to her tests.”

	“I recall paying you once, for those answers.”

	“You weren’t the only one. How do you think I could afford all that candy?”

	The sheriff chuckled. “Those were good times.”

	Billy eyed his apple. “For the most part.” He took another bite.

	The sheriff tossed the blade of grass and pulled on another one. “You know you always come around this time of year, and to the same place.”

	Billy chewed. “You know why.”

	The sheriff twirled the grass around his finger. “It’s been twenty-five years.”

	“Still feels like yesterday.”

	The sheriff studied the sky. “Maybe it’s time to move on.”

	“I can’t move on.” Billy laid his head back on the tree. “I still consider her my responsibility.”

	“Technically, you’re still considered a suspect.”

	Billy nodded. “Probably should be.” The sheriff frowned, and Billy sighed. “I got drunk. Passed out. I was supposed to be with her the night she disappeared, but I wasn’t.”

	“I thought you two had broken up.”

	“We had. But we were getting back together.”

	The sheriff’s mouth fell open. “What for? You of all people knew what she was doing. She was trouble, and always looking for more of it. Until it caught up to her.”

	Billy ran his thumb over his apple. “Don’t talk poorly of the dead. Especially about her.”

	 The sheriff sat up. “I’ve always wondered what her hold was on you. She treated you like shit, but you never cared. She did what she wanted, hated this town, spoke badly of her family and cheated on you. Why in the hell did you keep coming back for more?”

	Billy tossed the remains of his apple into the grass. “Because I loved her.”

	The sheriff raised a brow. “Some people think you killed her.”

	Billy wiped his hands on his dirty jeans and stood. He picked up his backpack and threw it over his shoulder. Adjusting his ball cap, he squinted into the sun. “This town has a lot of secrets, and people can think what they want, but you and I both know that there are others who benefited from her death. Especially you.”

	The sheriff stood too. “I was just a kid, Billy.”

	“So was I, but that doesn’t excuse a thing. Not in my mind.” He took a deep breath, expelled it, and headed down the trail. “See you later, Sheriff.”

	 

	**

	 

	“I still can’t believe you agreed to have dinner with those two,” said Rem, hoisting a bag of trash into a pile in the garage.

	Daniels dragged another bag behind him and added it to the stack. “What did you want me to do? I had a screaming baby in my arms, two ladies waiting for an answer and you’d disappeared. Besides, how bad can it be? She’s making you brownies.”

	“That’s the only reason I’m going. Otherwise, I’d have left yesterday.” He stomped back into the house.

	Daniels groaned. He held his back and stretched. After the Brison sisters’ visit two days earlier, he’d fed and bathed J.P., and put him to bed. He and Rem had warmed a frozen pizza and had a couple of beers before going to sleep themselves. Rem had said little about Celeste’s unexpected question, and Daniels hadn’t pushed. He figured a good night’s sleep would help, and it had. They’d had no dreams and had accomplished a lot the next day, even while having to watch J.P. since Delia had other plans. The office and grandfather’s bedroom were done, and they’d gone through much of the kitchen, organizing and cleaning the cabinets and drawers.

	Daniels planned to start the attic today, although the morning had not gone as smoothly as the previous one. He’d slept fitfully after having another dream of running through the woods, away from something he couldn’t see, and when he’d woke in the night, he’d heard footsteps outside his door in the hallway.

	Certain it was Rem and wondering if he was having the same trouble sleeping, he’d gotten up and went out into the hall. But it had been quiet, and Rem’s door had been closed. Daniels decided Rem’s stories were getting to him and he’d gone back to bed. That morning, he’d said nothing to Rem. The last thing he needed was to add more fuel to the fire, although he had to admit, the house was giving him a creepy vibe too. But damned if he was going to tell Rem.

	After dumping the trash bag, he went back inside and saw Rem in the kitchen, making a sandwich. “You want one?” Rem asked.

	“Turkey, please. No hot dog.”

	“Comin’ up.”

	Daniels went in search of Delia and his son and found them in his bedroom. Delia held J.P., patting his back as he slept on her shoulder.

	Daniels smiled. “I’ll take him.” He carefully lifted J.P. and laid him in his playpen. He rolled on his belly but remained asleep. They quietly left the room, and Daniels closed the door. “He’s out like a light. He must have played hard.”

	Delia wiped some drool from her shirt. “I let him play in the grass outside. He explored the weeds and tried to gnaw on a few rocks. I think it tired him out.”

	“He loves the outdoors. It was a good idea to take him out in the yard.” He pointed. “We’re making sandwiches. You want one?”

	She checked her watch. “Actually, I brought my lunch. I’m supposed to call my boyfriend, so I think I’ll eat outside. Be back in an hour?”

	“Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon, since you’re babysitting tonight.”

	“You sure? I don’t mind coming back after lunch.”

	Daniels appreciated her work ethic. “It’s up to you. I’ll take the help, but if you need the time, let me know.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	They left the hallway, and Delia went out front and Daniels returned to the kitchen. Rem sat at the table eating and had left Daniels a sandwich on the counter.

	Daniels eyed Rem’s food. “Are you actually eating a turkey sandwich?”

	Rem munched on a chip. “Sure. Why not?”

	Daniels grabbed a water from the fridge. “I just figured you had a minimum preservative level requirement. It’s not like you to go below it.”

	“First time for everything.”

	Daniels grabbed his sandwich. “J.P.’s down for his nap. I figured we could hit the attic next.”

	Rem munched on his food. “Can’t wait. You realize I’m going to need a vacation from this vacation.”

	Daniels sighed. “Believe me. I hear you. Constantly.”

	Rem smiled. “I can, and will be, merciless.”

	“I know.”

	Rem shoved a pile of magazines and old newspapers away to make more room for Daniels. “We need to dump these, too.” He spied something on the table and pulled it out. “What’s this?” His brows rose. “Is that you?”

	Daniels leaned over. Rem held the picture of him and his sisters from the patio. “Yeah, it is.”

	“How old were you?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe five.”

	“Cute pic. I know that’s Shelly. Same frown. Is that Melinda?”

	Daniels nodded, chewing a bite of sandwich.

	Rem studied the photo. “I’ve never seen a picture of her.”

	“I have a few in a photo album, but there aren’t many. After she died, my parents threw everything of hers in boxes and sort of tried to act like everything was okay. They failed miserably.”

	“Doesn’t work very well, does it?” He put the picture back on the table. “Don’t lose that. You should frame it.”

	Daniels wiped his hands and thought of the closet at Rem’s with Jennie’s things. “And I wasn’t making any reference to you. I know you still have Jennie’s stuff, but I’d never compare you to my parents.”

	Rem sat back. “No. I know.” He picked up a chip. “You’ve never talked about her, Melinda’s, death much.” He ate a chip.

	Daniels started to take another bite of his sandwich but paused. “I told you she died.”

	“But not the details. God knows you know enough about me and my grief, but you don’t say anything about yours.” He eyed the picture. “You told me you were close. It must have been devastating.”

	Daniels gripped his sandwich, his thoughts drifting back in time. Melinda’s slow decline. His parent’s worry. The hospital visits. He’d been fifteen years old and watching his sister die had changed him and his family forever. “It wasn’t good.”

	“What did she die of? Was it a brain tumor?”

	“Yeah. Inoperable.”

	“Shit.”

	“I thought so.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	Daniels put his sandwich down. ‘It’s not your fault.”

	Rem sighed. “No. I just…I’ve been so consumed with own problems that I forget sometimes that I’m not the only one in the world grieving.”

	“It’s been twenty years. I’ve had a bit more time than you.” He reached over and grabbed a chip out of the bag on the table. Suddenly, he wanted to eat several.

	“Doesn’t mean you don’t still miss her.” Rem drank from his soda can. “Your family still hasn’t gotten over it if you ask me. When’s the last time you talked to Shelly?”

	Daniels wondered. “Almost a year. I called her when J.P. was born.”

	“A year?”

	“We don’t have much to say to each other. Besides, when we do talk, we just argue. She takes Dad’s side of things and never ceases to remind me of my failed obligations to my family. It gets old after a while.”

	“I know she wasn’t at the wedding, but she didn’t come with your parents to see J.P.? I thought she came to the christening.” He took a bite of his sandwich.

	“She was supposed to. Claimed she had a sudden work issue pop up. Was supposed to see him at some point, but she’s never made the effort.” He ate another chip. “I’m actually not complaining. I was dreading the whole visit anyway. Seeing Dad is one thing. But seeing Dad and Shelly together is a nightmare.”

	“Maybe that’s why I forgot. I recall getting drunk at your place after your parents left. Marjorie wasn’t thrilled with us.”

	“I think she wanted to get drunk too, but she was breastfeeding. Made her cranky.”

	“The lack of sleep didn’t help either.”

	“No. It didn’t.” Daniels recalled that evening. It had been such a relief when his mom and dad had gone home.

	Rem chewed his food, and Daniels picked up his sandwich and took a bite. “Let me ask you something,” Rem said through a mouthful. “If Melinda hadn’t died, you think you would have followed in your dad’s footsteps? Taken over the family business the way he’d wanted you too? You could be running a chain of hardware stores right now instead of chasing bad guys.” He reached over and grabbed a bottle of mustard on the table and squirted some on his plate. Then dipped a chip in it and ate it.

	“That’s disgusting,” said Daniels.

	“What? I like mustard.” He dipped another chip. “Would you have stayed?”

	Daniels swallowed, remembering the arguments with his father after Melinda had died. It had always been a given in the Daniels’ family that Gordon would take over the business his father had started. It had been ingrained in him since he’d been a child. But after Melinda’s death, Daniels began to think about his future and what he wanted. If his sister could die at such a young age, then so could anybody. Life had seemed so fragile and perilous, and he didn’t want to spend it negotiating the price of hammers and nails. He hadn’t had the guts to tell his dad though until college. By then, he was taking criminal justice classes, and knew he wanted to be a cop. He didn’t know why, because the pay was lousy and it could get you killed, but something about solving crimes and helping people in need had called to him.

	He’d told his father during his senior year. The damage it had done to their already fragile relationship had still not been repaired. He could still hear his father screaming at him, telling him what a disappointment he’d been, and how he was glad Melinda wasn’t alive, because she’d never have forgiven him.

	It had been one of the few times her name had been mentioned by either of his parents since Melinda had passed, and it had been the proverbial straw that broke Daniels’ back. He’d graduated, packed his bags, and left for California before the ink had dried on his diploma.

	Rem waved at him. “Hey. You there?”

	Daniels blinked. “Sorry. He shook his head. “Memories.”

	“Yeah. I get it.”

	Daniels rested an elbow on the table. “I guess it’s possible I could have gone on to hardware store glory, but somehow I doubt it. I think the crime-solving bug would have still hit, and Melinda would have encouraged me every step of the way.” A memory sparked of him sitting next to her in her bed, not long before she’d died, and she’d told him to never follow someone else’s dreams, but only his own. “I think she knew I’d never be happy in my father’s shoes.” His chest and his voice tightened, and that age-old grief resurfaced. “Damn. I miss her.”

	Rem nodded, his own eyes shiny. “This doesn’t bode well for me.” He sniffed and grabbed his napkin.

	Daniels cleared his throat and wiped at his eye. “I wish I could tell you it goes away, but it doesn’t. I can tell you that it gets easier. Time does heal, but the wound never fully closes.”

	“Yeah. I’m getting that.”

	“And it certainly doesn’t mean you can’t be happy. Or can’t find love again.”

	Rem chuckled softly and put his napkin down. “It’s not about finding it. It’s about wanting it. I’m not sure I do.”

	Daniels put down his sandwich. “It’s understandable. But that won’t last forever. You found Jill.”

	“And that turned out so well.”

	“It actually did. You two are still friends. You helped each other out during a difficult time. Don’t discount that.” He picked up his water. “Don’t give up, partner. You have no idea what could be waiting in the wings.”

	Rem hung his head. “Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I had it once and lost it. What if…?” He sighed and dropped his napkin. “I don’t want to go through that pain again.”

	Daniels grabbed a chip and dipped it in Rem’s mustard. “I suppose you could worry about that.” He ate the chip and grimaced. “My suspicions are confirmed. That’s horrible.”

	“You don’t know what you’re talking about. And it’s not just me. J.P. loves it, too.”

	“You fed. J.P. this?”

	“Of course.”

	Daniels moaned. “Remind me to ask for a transfer when we get back.”

	“No way. I’ve already made a note to ask for it myself.”

	“We’ll see who gets to Lozano first.”

	“I run faster than you.”

	“But Lozano likes me more.”

	Rem eyes widened. “Since when?”

	“Since I’m better with filling out reports. He prefers them with punctuation.”

	Rem huffed. “Crap. I’ll give you that.”

	Daniels took a sip of his water to help with the taste of the mustard-chip concoction and put the bottle down. “Consider something, Rem. You risk your life every day. Whoever you find will have to face your possible demise all the time. Plus, we both risk losing each other in this job. I don’t see either of us climbing into a hole and hiding from that.”

	Rem groaned and rubbed his face. “Why the hell do you always have to be so damned logical?”

	“Love involves risk, buddy. For everyone. So, you can choose to live alone, which is fine, if that’s what you want, but if it isn’t, I suggest you get over your fears. Doesn’t have to be today. But eventually.”

	Rem studied his plate, his sandwich unfinished. “Funny, isn’t it? How the women we’ve lost have shaped our lives?” He looked over, his eyes somber.

	Daniels thought of Melinda and Jennie. “Yeah. It has, hasn’t it? But I’d like to think it’s changed us for the better. Plus, they’re looking out for us. Keeping us on the straight and narrow.”

	Rem straightened and his shoulders relaxed. “Well, if that’s true, then Jennie’s got her work cut out for her. Between this haunted house, the lady in white, and now this crazy dinner, she’s going to be busy.”

	Daniels rolled his eyes. “This house is not haun—”

	A loud crash from the hallway made him jump. Rem swiveled in his seat. “What in the—”

	J.P. started to cry, and Daniels darted out of his seat, with Rem behind him. He ran down the hall and into his room, where J.P. sat up in his playpen, tears streaming down his face. “What is it, buddy? Come here.” Daniels picked him up and soothed him. “Sshhh. It’s okay.” He looked around the room but saw nothing out of place. “Rem?”

	Not seeing him, he walked out into the hall and over to Rem’s bedroom door, which stood open. Looking in, he saw Rem standing beside his bed, and bits of shattered glass on the floor. “What happened?”

	Rem pointed. “This glass. It got knocked over. It was beside the bed.”

	“Maybe the table’s uneven.”

	“It’s not just the glass. It’s that.” Rem cocked his head toward the closet. A portrait of a woman lay on the floor. Rem had found several paintings the day before and had left them stacked in the closet for Daniels to go through, but this one had somehow escaped.

	Holding J.P., Daniels walked over and swallowed. The woman in the painting sat on a bed, smiling demurely at the painter, running a brush through her dark hair, and wearing a long, white nightgown.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	 

	Rem checked his reflection in the mirror and smoothed his Jimmy Hendrix t-shirt. He hadn’t brought anything to wear for a dinner out with neighbors, and this would have to do. He could already see Daniels’ eyes roll. At least his jeans were clean and only had one hole in the pocket.

	Hearing J.P. squeal from the front, he tucked his long hair back and left the bathroom, glancing into his room on his way down the hall. He’d already told Daniels he was taking the other bedroom after what had happened with the portrait and broken glass. Rem had swept up the shards, and Daniels had picked up the picture, put it back in the closet and shut the door, acting like it was no big deal, but Rem had detected the slightest anxiety on Daniels’ face. Even his skeptical partner was beginning to think twice about his grandfather’s home.

	Rem had debated leaving, but Daniels had refused, telling him it would only be a few more days. Rem had caved, not wanting to leave Daniels and J.P. alone, but as the evening loomed and they were about to have dinner with those crazy sisters, he’d begun to wish he’d chosen differently. Those brownies better be good, he told himself.

	Walking into the main room, he saw Daniels talking to Delia as J.P. banged a pot on the floor.

	“You have my number if you need anything. Feed him in about thirty minutes, and then he’ll probably go down in about an hour. He’s bathed, so you don’t have to worry about that. Make sure his teddy bear is in the playpen with him, or he wakes up looking for it.”

	Delia nodded. “I got it. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”

	Daniels paused, looking at J.P. “If anything weird happens…”

	“Weird?” asked Delia.

	Rem waited to hear how Daniels would finish that sentence, but his partner appeared flummoxed. He stepped up. “If for any reason you feel uncomfortable, just call. We’re just down the road. It’s a big house, and we don’t want you to feel nervous about being here alone.”

	Delia looked between them. “Okay. But I’m sure it will be fine. The Klein’s house is supposedly haunted too, but that’s never bothered me.”

	Daniels’ jaw fell, and Rem shrugged. “All right, then,” said Rem. “Guess that clears that up.”

	“Just for the record, despite what the sheriff said, and the few odd things we’ve experienced, I don’t think it’s haunted,” said Daniels. “It’s just old.”

	Rem huffed. “So’s my Aunt Audrey, but she doesn’t break water glasses or run around in white dresses. Old doesn’t begin to explain this place.”

	Daniels held up his hand. “Okay. You’ve made your point. Let’s not freak out the babysitter right before we go to dinner.”

	“I’m fine. Really,” said Delia.

	“If you’re not, tell us,” said Rem. “Please.” He almost hoped she would.

	J.P. squealed again, and Daniels picked him up. “Okay, little guy. We won’t be gone long. You be good for Miss Delia, okay? No spit up or pooping outside your diaper.”

	“Wise advice for all of us,” said Rem. “Let’s hope the Brison sisters feel the same.”

	Delia giggled.

	A long stream of drool escaped J.P.’s mouth, and Daniels wiped J.P.’s face with a burp cloth. “He’s got a tooth coming in. If he gets fussy, his yellow teething ring helps.” He looked around. “It should be around here somewhere. You see it?”

	Rem scanned the room, and Delia checked the couch.

	“It’s not here,” said Rem.

	“You know what?” said Delia. “I took it outside with me this afternoon when I took J.P. out in the grass. I bet I left it out there.”

	“Rem, would you mind checking?” asked Daniels.

	Rem hesitated, looking out the window. The sun was still up, but close to setting, and long shadows created eerie shapes in the backyard. Seeing the patch of grass beyond the porch, he stared past it and saw only a thick expanse of trees.

	“Rem?” asked Daniels.

	Rem shot a thumb toward the window. “I’m not going out there by myself.”

	Daniels narrowed a flat stare at him. “Are you serious?”

	“I’ll go look,” said Delia, starting to walk.

	“No. You won’t. Here.” Daniels handed J.P. to her. “We’ll be right back.”

	Delia took J.P., who squealed again and patted her cheeks.

	Daniels scowled at Rem and opened the back door. “Come on, tough guy.”

	Rem walked out, with his eyes on the trees, and Daniels closed the door. A cool breeze made him shiver and Rem debated bringing his windbreaker to dinner. Daniels walked into the patch of grass. “I don’t believe you,” he said, looking for the teething ring.

	Keeping his eye on the woods, Rem joined him. “What’s so hard to believe? We’ve already had one crazy thing happen today, plus what I saw on the way in, and you heard what Delia said about Bigfoot. God knows what’s in these woods at night.”

	Daniels set his jaw. “She was willing to come out here by herself.”

	“And I was going to let her.”

	Daniels stomped around the grass. “I swear. I don’t know what’s going to kill me first. You, or me when I stab myself to death with a fork.”

	Rem stopped. “Kill you? I’m trying to save you. But if you choose to take yourself out, I’d suggest not using a fork. The tines are way too small, and you’ll end up with just a bunch of punctures in your chest.”

	Daniels straightened. “Would you shut up and help me look?”

	Rem grunted, and keeping an eye on his surroundings, checked the perimeter of the lawn. “I don’t see a teething ring. It’s not here.”

	“Well, it’s got to be somewhere. Maybe it’s farther out.” He walked into the trees.

	“Where the hell are you going?” Rem darted up behind Daniels, not wanting to be alone. The trees swayed in the wind and a nearby cricket chirped.

	“Would you calm down? Maybe they walked beyond the grass. Just look. It’s yellow. It can’t be hard to find.”

	Rem stuck behind Daniels but did his best to search for the teething ring. He heard something scramble up a tree and he jumped.

	“It’s a squirrel, you idiot,” said Daniels. “We tend to have a few of them around here.”

	Rem scowled. “Listen. You can insult me all you want, but you and I know—”

	“What I know is that we are going to be late,” said Daniels. “And the later we get there, the later we stay. So, get your butt in gear and help me—”

	A woman’s scream pierced the quiet. The wind died and the cricket stopped chirping. Daniels froze, and Rem felt the blood leave his face.

	“What the hell was that?” Rem whispered.

	Daniels narrowed his eyes, staring into the woods. “It came from down there.” He pointed and took off in a run into the trees.

	Rem’s heart skipped when he realized he would have to follow. “Shit. Wait.” He took off, sprinting after Daniels.

	He dodged branches and roots, thankful the sun had not completely set, but wondering what they would do when it did. It would be dark. Very dark. Rem had no intention of being out here alone, so he set his gaze on his partner’s back, determined to keep up.

	Daniels kept going, running hard and fast, and Rem hoped Daniels knew where he was going, because he didn’t. Breathing hard and starting to sweat, he heard the sound of rushing water, and within seconds, Daniels burst into a clearing, and Rem followed, seeing the murky, fast-moving water of the Black River.

	Daniels stopped, holding his side, and so did Rem. Trying to catch his breath, Rem saw what would normally be an idyllic setting, if it hadn’t been almost too dark to see it. Water babbled over a trail of mossy rocks adjacent to the quick-moving river, and large trees with heavy branches blanketed the banks. Thick roots protruded from the ground, and a turtle scampered into the water at their arrival.

	“That scream came from down here,” said Daniels. “You go that way. I’ll go this way.”

	“It could have come from anywhere,” said Rem. “It’s hard to tell.”

	“We should still look. Somebody may need help.” He took off upstream, staying close to the bank.

	“Ah, hell,” said Rem, wishing they’d gone to the Brison sisters’ home early. He’d be eating his brownie now and not cringing at the path downstream. The light was quickly fading, and trying not to think about hairy cryptids or ghosts in white gowns, Rem forced himself to move. Humming to himself to stay calm, he checked the water and the ground around him, seeing nothing and no one in distress. After a few minutes, he decided he’d had enough and turned around, anxious to return.

	A twig snapped, and he stopped, a cold finger of fear running up his back. “Daniels?” he called. “That you?”

	His skin prickled, and his hair stood up as another chilly breeze rustled the tree branches. The trees swayed, and Rem had the distinct feeling of not being alone. “Hello?”

	There was no answer. Rem’s heart was beating faster now than it had when he’d raced into the clearing. The light fading fast, he picked up his pace, and hearing another snap, he took off in a sprint. When his foot caught a root, he tumbled forward into a patch of weeds and vines tangled at the edge of the river. Hitting the ground hard, he cursed as water soaked his knees and hands. Pushing up, he swept back some overgrowth, and froze.

	“Rem?” He heard Daniels call his name. “Where are you?”

	Rem scrambled backward out of the mud and landed backwards on his butt.

	Daniels approached. “Rem? What are you doing?” He sighed. “Great. Now you’re going to have to change before we go to—” He stopped. “What’s the matter?”

	Rem tried to talk but the words wouldn’t come. He pointed toward the cluster of overgrowth.

	Daniels rolled his eyes and neared the area where Rem had fallen. “Don’t tell me.” He stepped into the overgrowth. “Is it a mons—?” He stilled, his face falling. Reaching down, he pulled aside a jumble of vines, revealing the woman’s body caught in the rocks on the bank and partially covered by the brush. Her pale skin reflected in the dim light of the remaining sun, her sightless eyes stared at nothing, and her mouth stood open in a silent scream. The white gown she wore bunched around her thighs, pushed higher by the current.

	Rem clambered to his feet, while Daniels stared in shock. “Damn it,” said Rem, his breath coming in gasps. “Why couldn’t it have been a Bigfoot?”

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels watched from the bank as the body was zipped into a bag and removed from the scene. The county coroner and forensics unit had showed an hour after the Dumont Sheriff, Gary Thompson, had arrived.

	Thompson and his two deputies held flashlights as two men carried the bag out of the woods. The deputies followed, lighting the way back to the road.

	Daniels and Rem had both grabbed their own flashlights after they’d raced back to the house to contact the sheriff. Delia had called the Brison sisters, letting them know Rem and Daniels would not make it to dinner and continued to watch J.P.

	Daniels heard the squawk of the sheriff’s walkie-talkie, and the sheriff’s response. “What are you thinking?” he asked Rem.

	“I’m thinking how much worse can this trip get,” said Rem, who sat on a flat piece of dirt, holding his flashlight toward the ground.

	Daniels sat next to him. “You thinking it’s slightly coincidental that a second woman in white washes up near the same spot in the river as the first one did exactly twenty-five years ago?”

	Rem scratched his head. “But why? Is this some crazy psycho that wants it to look like the first crime? Or…”

	“Or is it the same person?” asked Daniels. “Twenty-five years later? I think the psycho theory is more logical.”

	Thompson stopped talking and put his walkie-talkie away. Eyeing Daniels and Rem, he walked around the taped-off area where the body had been found and approached them. “Thanks for waiting. I know you two have had a long night.”

	“No problem, Sheriff. We’re happy to help in any way we can,” said Daniels. “You I.D. the body?”

	The sheriff took his hat off and wiped his brow. “Yeah. I know who she is. Chelsea Forrester.”

	Daniels jaw dropped. “What?”

	“Who’s that?” asked Rem.

	Daniels recalled Delia’s friend, in her short-shorts and halter, coming to pick up Delia the other day. “You’re kidding.”

	“I wish I was,” said the sheriff. “You know her?”

	“She came by the house the other day. Delia was babysitting for me and was going out with Chelsea later.” Daniels spoke to Rem. “You’d just walked away and didn’t see her.”

	“Shit,” said Rem. “She’s Delia’s friend?”

	Thompson pulled out a notebook. “You said Delia and Chelsea were going out?”

	“Yes. It was Saturday evening,” said Daniels. “Chelsea picked Delia up around six. They were going to meet Delia’s boyfriend…” Daniels snapped his fingers. “…Jake something.”

	“Jake Turner.” Thompson wrote in his notepad. “Coroner thinks she’s been dead about twenty-four hours. Which means she was alive yesterday.”

	“But dead last night,” said Rem. “And ended up in the river. In a white gown. That strike you as odd, Sheriff?”

	The sheriff closed his book. “You two know about Scarlet Hokans?”

	“Delia told us,” said Daniels. “Said her body washed up just like this one. Twenty-five years ago. Wearing the same thing.”

	The sheriff nodded. “Yeah. It did. Nobody ever proved it was a murder though.”

	Rem stood with his flashlight and wiped the dirt from his pants. “You thinking this was an accident?”

	“I guess that depends on what the coroner says.” The sheriff paused, his brow raising. “Rumor has it you two are detectives.”

	“Word travels fast around here,” said Daniels.

	“It’s a small town. People like to talk,” said the sheriff. “You two see anything tonight? Anything odd or suspicious?”

	Daniels stood, too. “We told you what we know. We were outside and heard a woman scream. We ran out here to see if someone needed help, and we found her.”

	“You just happened to run up on the body, out here?” asked the sheriff.

	“I was walking along the bank, and tripped,” said Rem. “That’s when I found her. But the only reason we came down here was the scream.”

	“The victim didn’t scream,” said the sheriff.

	“No kidding,” said Daniels. “But somebody did.”

	“You saying we’ve got someone else out here, screaming for help, other than our victim?” asked the sheriff.

	“I’m saying that’s why we found her. When someone screams, we check it out. Not wait for them to end up dead in the river,” said Daniels.

	The sheriff studied them. “And you end up finding a body instead.”

	Rem straightened. “You saying we had something to do with this?”

	The sheriff tapped his pencil on his notebook. “Just trying to get the facts.” He flipped the book open again. “I’m going to need your names and contact info.”

	Daniels shook his head but gave him the information, plus Captain Lozano’s name and number. The sheriff wrote it down. “How long you two been in town?” asked the sheriff.

	“Not long. The less time, the better,” said Rem.

	“Why’s that?” asked the sheriff.

	“Because you’re running a royal spook show around here.” Rem threw out a hand. “Ghosts in white, dead bodies, haunted houses. The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

	Daniels sighed. “What my partner here is trying to say, is that it’s an interesting town and we’ve had an interesting stay. We’re here because I inherited the home from my grandfather, George Daniels.”

	“I knew him,” said the sheriff. “Bit of a recluse. Didn’t get out much. Rumor was he wasn’t quite all there. Folks said he was going senile.”

	“Well, God knows the rumor mill is where you should get all your info, Sheriff. Must help with taking time to get to the truth,” said Daniels.

	The sheriff’s face fell. “I also heard you and your granddad were estranged and you haven’t been here since you were a kid?”

	Daniels narrowed his eyes. “Yes. It’s been a while.”

	“Guess the rumor mill is more accurate that you’d think.” The sheriff held eye contact with Daniels. The three stood silent with only the sound of the nearby rushing water.

	“Are we suspects?” asked Rem.

	The sheriff put his notebook in a back pocket. “I think you need to stay close until we learn what the coroner has to say. Once we know this isn’t a murder, you’re clear to go.”

	“We can go whenever the hell we want,” said Daniels. “Unless you plan to arrest us.”

	“And you better have more to go on then just a woman’s scream,” said Rem, his face flat. He shot a thumb at Daniels. “It’s his property. Nothing strange about him being on it.”

	The sheriff unhooked his flashlight and flipped it on. The beam of light joined the beams from Rem’s and Daniels’ flashlights. “I couldn’t care less if he’s on his own property, but I do have a problem with Chelsea Forrester winding up dead on it, right after you two show up.” He pointed. “Now, I’m not saying anything one way or another…”

	“Doesn’t sound that way to me,” said Rem.

	The sheriff’s brow furrowed. “…but as detectives, you must admit, it’s fishy. So don’t leave town.”

	“The only thing fishy around here,” said Rem, “is your police skills. Your deputies trounced right through the crime scene. If there’s any evidence to be found, it’s probably all over their shoes. And don’t tell me that in a small town like this, that you don’t have suspects up the wazoo. Especially when you’ve got two crazy palm-reading sisters that live right up the hill, and you, who apparently likes to ghost hunt on other people’s properties.” Rem bobbed his flashlight. “I’d be willing to bet the small shred of interest that I have left in this town, that if Daniels and I did a bit of our own investigating, we’d find a slew of oddballs who might have reason to take out Chelsea Forrester.”

	The sheriff stared, and Daniels suspected that if they had better light, he’d see the sheriff looking a little paler than before. “Maybe that’s not a bad idea,” said Daniels.

	“My suggestion is that you two stay out of it,” said the sheriff. “Before you end up in more trouble than it’s worth. If you didn’t do anything, then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

	“I’d like to think so,” said Daniels. “But I also don’t want to be the fall guy for someone this town might want to protect.” A drop of rain fell and hit Daniels’ cheek. He began to hear the splat of drops on the trees around him.

	“Great,” said Rem, holding out his hand and looking up as the rain fell harder. “When it rains, it pours.”

	The sheriff stood quietly. “If this is a murder, then I’ll find the person who did it. Friend or foe. I don’t play favorites.”

	“That’s good to hear,” said Daniels.

	“But I also have no problem arresting two out-of-town detectives, either. I don’t care who you are or who you know.”

	Rem and Daniels stood there as the rain fell harder. “As long as you do your job, Sheriff,” said Daniels, “I’ve got no problem with that. But if we need to, we’ll do ours, and hopefully, somewhere in between, the truth will emerge.” He wiped his wet face with his sleeve. “Isn’t that what we both want?”

	The sheriff’s eyes flicked between the two of them, as if gauging what to believe. “My advice to you is to just watch your backsides. If you had nothing to do with this, you’ll be cleared.”

	“And if we get involved?” asked Rem, squinting in the rain.

	“Like you said. It’s a small town,” said the sheriff, “with a slew of potential suspects. Best not to make them nervous.” He blinked in the rain, and his hat’s rim began to drip before he turned and walked away. The beam of his flashlight bobbed along the ground. “I’ll be in touch.”

	 

	**

	 

	Delia blew her nose, and Daniels handed her another tissue. Delia tossed the old tissue on the table and took the new one from Daniels. She wiped her tear-streaked cheeks.

	“I’m sorry, Delia,” said Daniels. “I know this is hard.” He used the towel around his neck to wipe his face. The rain had started to pour on their walk back, and he and Rem had gotten soaked.

	Delia sniffed. “Are you sure it was Chelsea?”

	Rem pushed his wet hair back and used his towel to blot it. “Sheriff said so. He seemed sure.”

	“Oh, God.” Delia sobbed. “How could it be possible? I just saw her the other day.”

	“When you guys went out? On Saturday?” asked Daniels.

	Delia nodded and dabbed her nose.

	Rem sighed. “Where did you guys go?”

	A tear rolled down Delia’s cheek, and she collected herself. “We went to Chelsea’s first. We hung out for a bit and had dinner. Jake finally called, and we agreed to meet at a bar in the city. It’s about an hour’s drive. We got there around nine o’clock and had drinks. Jake and I danced, and Chelsea flirted and danced with a few guys. No big deal.”

	Daniels eyed Rem. “Who were these guys she flirted with? Anybody she knew?”

	Delia shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. They seemed nice though.  Chelsea lost interest in one, and he left, and she hung out with the other guy the rest of the night.”

	“You know his name?” asked Rem.

	Delia frowned. “Uhm, Thomas, I think. I didn’t get a last name though.”

	“What time did you leave?” asked Daniels.

	“Jake and I left around two a.m. Chelsea stayed.”

	“Chelsea didn’t come home with you?” asked Rem.

	Fresh tears emerged, and Delia wiped them away. “No. Jake brought me home. Chelsea was having fun. She told me to go.” She sobbed. “Oh, God. Is this my fault?”

	Rem put a hand on her shoulder. “This isn’t your fault. We just want to follow Chelsea’s tracks. Did you talk to her after that?”

	Delia looked up; her eyes were puffy. “Yes. Yes, I did. I talked to her on Sunday.”

	“She’d made it home?” asked Daniels.

	Delia gripped her tissue. “I…I think so. She just said she was fine. Told me she’d had a good time. I’d assumed she was at home, but I guess it’s possible she could have still been with Thomas.”

	“But she didn’t sound unusual? Or out of character? She didn’t seem uncomfortable?”

	“No. Not at all. She even said she’d be around later that day if I wanted to hang out. I told her I couldn’t though. I…uh…had to work at the Brison’s and wanted to see Jake.” She paused, and her lip quivered. “What if I’d agreed to see her? Would she still be alive?”

	“Don’t do that to yourself, Delia,” said Daniels. “None of this is your fault.”

	Delia held her head and dabbed her eyes.

	“Is there anyone else around here she had an issue with?” asked Rem. “Anyone who might have wanted to hurt her?”

	Delia moaned. “I don’t know. Chelsea marched to her own drum. She’d been known to get on people’s nerves plenty of times, but I wouldn’t think anyone would want to kill her for it.”

	“Bella May Brison didn’t seem to like her very much,” said Daniels, recalling Bella’s comments when Chelsea had showed to pick up Delia. “She insinuated that Chelsea had…uh…a lot of experience with men.”

	Delia blotted her nose. “Bella May is tough and set in her ways. If you show too much skin, Bella thinks you’re a trollop and has said as much. But Chelsea never shirked away from her the way most kids did. She’d even get in her face. But Bella wasn’t exactly wrong. Chelsea didn’t always make good decisions, but she was always telling me you only live once.”

	“What was Bella saying about Chelsea and someone named Billy?” asked Daniels.

	Delia sniffed. “That’s Big Billy. He’s a drifter from Dumont. His grandmother owned the sewing shop in town until she died and now his mom runs it. He lived here through high school and then left after that other girl died – Scarlet. He’s the one who was dating her and was a suspect in her murder.” Delia flicked another tear away. “He disappeared for a while after her death, but now and then he shows up. People think he’s homeless. Some say he joined the military. Others think he’s got some secret life, and just shows up here when he feels like it.”

	“When did Chelsea see him?” asked Rem.

	“He showed up in the park last week. He typically does this time of year. Chelsea made a comment. Called him a vagrant. Told him to go get a job instead of wasting his life coming to Dumont.”

	“How did Bella May hear about it?” asked Daniels.

	“There’s no telling,” said Delia. “She’s friends with Tisha Dumont. Tisha knows everything.”

	“Who’s Tisha Dumont?” asked Rem. “Any relation to the town?”

	“Yes,” said Delia. “Her granddad founded it. She’s really old, but no one knows how old. Her sketchy grandson, Spencer, lives with her. Nobody likes either one of them, but if you want to know about anything or anyone in Dumont, Tisha’s the one to talk to.”

	“Why doesn’t anybody like them?” asked Daniels.

	“Because Tisha gets in everyone’s business and likes to tell everyone what to do, and Spencer, he’s just an asshole. He thinks because he’s Tisha’s grandkid, he can do anything.” Her eyes rounded. “He’s someone who might be of interest. Chelsea always made fun of him. He made a pass at her once, and she laughed at him.”

	“When was this?” asked Daniels.

	“The last time was a couple of months ago. But I’ll be honest, Spencer’s a bit forward with women. He doesn’t know how to keep his hands to himself. Chelsea’s not the only one who’s turned him down.”

	Daniels nodded. “He ever make a pass at you?”

	Delia bit her lip. “Yes. But I told him I was seeing Jake, and if he did it again, I’d let Jake know. He told me I wasn’t worth the effort, but he left me alone after that.”

	“Sounds like a nice guy,” said Rem. “Are there any normal people in this town, other than you?”

	Delia smiled sadly. “Denise is nice. She works at the grocery. I like her. She’s from L.A. though. Not a native.”

	“That explains a lot,” said Rem.

	“I think I saw her talking with Marjorie,” said Daniels, “when we went into town.”

	“She’s the cashier,” said Delia. “Rents a house outside of Dumont. Just showed up one day. I think the sheriff likes her. She’s pretty and there aren’t too many pretty ladies closer to his age in Dumont. I keep expecting her to leave. It doesn’t seem like her kind of town, but she’s still here. Spencer hit on her, too.”

	“Spencer gets around,” said Rem.

	“Anybody else you can think of, who might not like Chelsea?” asked Daniels.

	Delia crumpled the tissue.

	“Delia?” asked Daniels. “What is it?”

	“Just a rumor. I don’t know if it’s true.”

	“What rumor?” asked Rem. He shivered and wrapped his towel around his shoulders.

	Delia bit her lip again.

	“Delia, maybe it is just a rumor, but if it isn’t, it could be helpful in solving her murder,” said Daniels.

	Delia’s eyes widened. “So, you do think she was murdered? Like Scarlet?”

	Daniels glanced at Rem, who lifted a brow at him. “I’ll be honest with you, Delia,” said Daniels. “Based on what I saw tonight, and what my gut’s telling me, yes. I think she was murdered.”

	“If she drowned by accident, then I’ll go out in that forest all by myself, and taunt Bigfoot to come and get me,” said Rem.

	Fresh tears welled in Delia’s eyes. “Poor Chelsea.”

	Daniels patted her hand. “What’s the rumor, Delia?”

	Delia wiped her eyes and nose and expelled a breath. “Last year. Jake was at a party. I wasn’t there, but he told me about it. It was at one of the Dumont’s cottages. They own a few and rent them out in the summer. Spencer bought a bunch of alcohol and invited the entire senior class. He graduated a couple years ago, but he still throws parties. Jake went and said Chelsea showed too. She got drunk and made a spectacle of herself. Ended up shouting at Spencer and disappearing upstairs. Spencer followed her and they both came down soon after. Spencer was yelling at Chelsea, accusing her of stealing jewelry from one of the rooms. That’s when Sheriff Thompson and one of his deputies showed. They broke up the party and told everyone to go home. Spencer wouldn’t shut up though, and they made Chelsea empty her pockets. Jake said she had a necklace and a pair of diamond earrings. She said they were hers, but Spencer said they weren’t.”

	“What did the sheriff do?” asked Rem.

	“This is where I’m not sure what to think,” said Delia. “Jake said the party had cleared out by then. Most kids lived nearby and just walked home, but the deputy drove a few back.”

	“They all had to be underage,” said Rem.

	“They were, but most people look the other way. What else are we going to do out here? As long as no one gets hurt.”

	Rem sighed. “God knows I had a few wild parties in high school.”

	Delia shifted and sniffed. “Jake had to hang back because his friend was getting sick in the woods, and he was waiting for him. Said he saw the sheriff put Chelsea in the back of his patrol car, and sent Spencer home, saying he’d take care of it. Spencer left and then the sheriff took Chelsea out of the car. Chelsea was smiling and laughing, and the sheriff took her inside. They were in there about fifteen minutes, and when they left, Chelsea got in the front seat of the patrol car and the sheriff drove off. Jake waited the next day to see what had happened, but never heard anything. He asked Chelsea about it at school and Chelsea told him that the sheriff had just driven her home. Said the whole jewelry thing was a misunderstanding.”

	“Jake didn’t think it was?” asked Daniels.

	Delia shook her head. “Jake saw her take the jewelry out of her pocket.”

	Rem gripped his towel. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

	“What did Jake think?” asked Daniels. Water dripped down his neck and he dabbed at it with his towel.

	Delia’s face fell. “Chelsea told me once that older men turned her on. Jake had to wonder…”

	“Ah, man,” said Daniels. “He thinks she had sex with the sheriff?”

	“It’s just his guess. Chelsea would neither confirm nor deny it.” Delia dropped her crumpled tissue, and Daniels handed her another. She drew a shaky breath and held the tissue over her mouth.

	Daniels figured the poor girl had been through enough for the night. “Anything else we should know?”

	She shook her head.

	“Thanks for your help, Delia,” said Daniels. “What you’ve told us will help. I’ll drive you home.”

	Delia whispered. “I’m okay. I have my dad’s car.”

	“Nonsense,” said Rem. “You’ve got no business driving, especially in this weather. It’s late. I’ll watch J.P., and Daniels will take you back. If you need us to, we’ll pick you up next time you come over.”

	Delia cried some more. “Okay.”

	“Call your dad. Tell him to expect you,” said Daniels. “I don’t need him wondering why some strange man is dropping you off.”

	Delia nodded. “I’ll call him now.” Her chin quivered, and she held the tissue to her eyes. “I’m just going to wash my face. I’ll be right back.”

	She stood, and Daniels and Rem watched her disappear into the bathroom.

	“I’m proud of you,” said Daniels, pulling the towel off his neck. “Offering to watch J.P. You realize you’ll be in the house alone.”

	“And you realize you’ll be driving through the woods at night in the rain.” Rem shivered again and pulled his towel tighter around him. “No, thank you. Say hi to the lady in white as you drive by.”

	“Maybe if I’m lucky, I can stop and get a selfie with her.”

	Rem smirked and paused, tilting his head. “If what Jake says is true…”

	Daniels crossed his arms. “I know. The man investigating Chelsea’s death could also be her murderer.”

	“And could be looking to pin this thing on us. Hell,” Rem sighed and closed his eyes. “Is it time to go home yet?”

	“Not until the Bigfoot sings, partner.” Daniels eyed the outside. “And I’m not hearing any tunes.”

	“Sounds like we might have to stick our necks out,” said Rem, “before this town shows up with pitchforks at our door.”

	Daniels patted Rem on the shoulder. “Consider this. We might be on the verge of solving the mystery of this lady in white.”

	Rem’s eyebrow raised. “Why do you say that?”

	“Because my gut tells me that solving Chelsea’s murder will lead us to solving Scarlet’s. Why else throw Chelsea in the river, wearing a white gown? Whoever did this knows what happened to Scarlet. I’d bet my future selfie on it.”

	Rem shook his head. “I should have left your ass yesterday. I’d be hanging on my couch in dry clothes, watching a movie and having a stiff drink.”

	“No, you wouldn’t. You’d have turned back as soon as you got lost. Or once you heard about my plight as a suspected murderer.”

	Rem rubbed his face and groaned. “Do me a favor.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Next time you ask for a partner transfer, don’t let me talk you out of it.”

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	 

	Denise Ford rang up the last of her customer’s purchases and bagged the items, listening to her customer talk on the phone about the horrible news running through Dumont. Chelsea Forrester had been found dead on the banks of the Black River. It had been the talk all morning. Every customer had mentioned it, and Denise had joined them in their disbelief. She hadn’t lived in Dumont long, but it had been enough to know who Chelsea Forrester was.

	“Can you believe it, Martha?” asked the customer on her phone. Denise thought her name was Donna but couldn’t be sure. “They say she was wearing the same thing that girl Scarlet was wearing. I also heard she may have been strangled.”

	The customer listened to the response, and Denise took the offered card, and noted she’d been right. The name on the card was Donna Kent. She swiped it.

	“Are we really surprised, though?” asked Donna. “I mean we all know Chelsea was no saint. Girl probably got tangled up with another fella, who took it too far. She should have known better. And God knows what drugs she was doing.” 

	Denise returned the card and Donna signed without ever putting down her phone, grabbed her bag and left, still talking about Chelsea.

	Denise sighed, glad the store was empty. Leaning back against the counter, she recalled the last time she’d spoken to Chelsea. She’d come into the store a few times, usually with her friend Delia, but the last time had been the previous week. She’d been wearing a tight pair of jeans and a tube top that exposed her toned midriff. A boy had been with her and he’d been hanging all over her. She’d told him to get lost and give her some space, and the boy, looking like he’d lost his puppy, had left, telling her he’d meet her outside.

	Chelsea had rolled her eyes as he’d walked out, and had grabbed a bag of candy, a case of beer, and a package of condoms. She’d brought it up to the counter and had flashed Denise a fake ID. Denise already knew the girl was underage, and had rung up the candy and condoms, but slid the beer away.

	Chelsea had shot her a look. “Seriously?”

	“Seriously,” said Denise.

	“Fine,” Chelsea had said. “I’ll just get my boyfriend to buy it.”

	“That boy who just left is no older than you are,” said Denise.

	Chelsea had flashed an unflattering smile. “That is not my boyfriend.” Then she’d grabbed her bag and left.

	Denise, lost in the memory, shook her head, still in shock that Chelsea was dead. She wondered now who that boyfriend was.

	The bells over the door tinkled, pulling Denise out of her reverie. A man walked into the store. Tall, with long limbs and broad-shouldered, he had the physique of a football player. One of those wide-receiver types. He glanced over at her, paused for a moment, before he tipped his dirty baseball cap at her and moved down an aisle.

	Denise watched him, noting his weathered, stubbled face, tattered jeans, yellowed t-shirt, faded denim jacket and dusty cowboy boots. The man looked like he hadn’t stepped foot in a retail store in some time. He moved slowly down the aisles, infrequently stopping. Occasionally, he’d look up at her and then look away.

	“Can I help you find something?” she asked.

	He grabbed a package of cookies and some milk and came up to the counter. “You have any tobacco?”

	His eyes were a dark chocolate brown, and curls of dark, unkempt hair stuck out from his cap. He smiled at her. His clothes may have seen better days, but he was clean, and she thought she detected the scent of soap.

	“Behind me,” she said. “Which one?” He pointed at it, and she pulled it down.

	“I don’t think we’ve met,” he said. “You must be new to the town.”

	“Fairly,” she said. “You live around here? I don’t recognize you.”

	He offered a hand. “Occasionally, when I feel like it. The name’s Billy.”

	She raised a brow. “Big Billy?”

	He chuckled. “Some things will never change. But yeah, that’s me.”

	She shook his hand. “I’m Denise.”

	“Nice to meet you, Denise. Don’t get many pretty ladies around Dumont.” His cheeks colored slightly.

	Denise took her hand back. “Dumont has plenty of pretty ladies.”

	“Not under the age of sixty.”

	She rang up his cookies and milk. “Mary, over at the restaurant, is plenty pretty.”

	“She’s also taken.”

	“No, she’s not. She broke up with Matthew last month.”

	He paused. “Really?” He shrugged. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He pulled out his wallet. “Although, to be honest, you’re prettier.”

	Denise tried to change the subject. “You hungry?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Cookies and milk. You planning on going home, catching a movie and chilling on the couch?”

	He eyed his groceries. “Tempting, but no. They’re for my mom. They’re her favorites.” He pulled out some cash. “She owns the sewing shop down the street.”

	“Dora?” asked Denise. “Dora is your mom?”

	“Since my birth.”

	“She’s the sweetest lady. I took a knitting class with her. She’s very good.”

	“I know. You should see me crochet.”

	She chuckled and gave him his total. “I’ve heard about you. You used to live here?”

	“I did. Grew up in Dumont. Left after…well, after high school.” He waited for his change. “You know the sheriff, Gary Thompson?”

	“Yes. I do.”

	“We were classmates.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. Good thing we’re still friends, otherwise I’d have a slew of parking tickets.”

	She smiled again. “You live nearby?”

	Billy nodded. “I come and go. Have a motorhome, although I’m sure you’ve heard I’m homeless.”

	“That’s the rumor.”

	“There’s a lot of those in Dumont.”

	“I’ve noticed.” She gave him his change. “I suppose you heard the latest news?”

	His shoulders fell, and he set his jaw. “Yeah. I heard. Sheriff already called me, asking where I was last night.”

	Denise cocked her head. “What? Why?”

	He put his cash back in his wallet. “Because I dated Scarlet Hokans back in the day.”

	Denise remembered Tisha Dumont telling her the story about Scarlet. “The lady who drowned in the river twenty-five years ago?”

	Billy frowned. “Yeah. Same age and apparently a similar night gown. Gary’s dad was the sheriff back then, and he tried to pin it on me, but failed. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the details. I’m a legend around here, but not in a good way.”

	“I heard a few things. Like she’s the Lady of the Black River, who apparently haunts the town.”

	Billy opened his mouth to speak when the bells tinkled again. Two men walked in, both tall, but one blonde with gelled back hair and the other with long black hair, tied behind his neck. The blonde one carried a sleeping baby nestled in a sling across his chest. She recognized the man carrying the baby. He’d stopped in with his wife once before. She didn’t know the one with the dark hair, but something about him made her take notice.

	Billy glanced over. “We’ve got more newcomers in town than I thought. I guess it’s that time of year.”

	The blonde one waved at her and she waved back, and she couldn’t help but watch the dark-haired one. There weren’t many pretty men in Dumont either and he was a welcome addition. “That’s Gordon Daniels, George Daniels’ grandson. The rumor mill says he’s a detective. He inherited the house and plans to sell it.”

	“Well, I’ll be,” said Billy. “George Daniels’ grandkid.” Billy watched the two men as they walked through the store, deep in conversation. “Didn’t they find Chelsea on George’s property?”

	Denise held her breath. “I think they did.”

	The men picked up a few items and spoke some more.

	“Huh. Well. I guess I should go,” said Billy. “Mom will be wanting those cookies.” He grabbed his bag.

	“Tell Dora, ‘hi.’ I plan to take another class with her soon. You staying in town long?”

	Billy held the bag. “It’s probably better if I head out. It’s never good for me to stay here too long. Especially now, with a murder and all.”

	“You think she was murdered?”

	Billy adjusted his cap. “I don’t doubt it for a second, Denise.” He leaned in. “You be careful around here, okay?”

	Denise pulled his receipt. “What do you mean?”

	“Excuse me. Denise, is it?”

	Denise looked over to see Gordon Daniels standing at the counter, his child sleeping against his chest. “Sorry to bother you but do you have any more of those hot dogs you had the other day? My partner’s about to need a sedative.”

	The dark-haired one stomped over. “I don’t need a sedative, but I’m about to ask if there’s a dispensary in this town, because I don’t know how people can live around here without one.”

	Denise couldn’t help but smile and felt her cheeks warm at his approach. “We’re out of hot dogs. You bought all we had. I think we’ll get more tomorrow though.” She fidgeted with Billy’s receipt. “You want me to call you if we do?”

	Detective Daniels glanced between her and his friend while his friend complained. He shook his head. “You know. I apologize. I was in here the other day with my wife, but I didn’t introduce myself.” He put out his hand. “I’m Detective Gordon Daniels, and this unpleasant person is my partner, Detective Aaron Remalla, the hot dog lover.”

	Denise shook his hand. “I’m Denise Ford.”

	“Nice to meet you.” He glanced up at Billy, who stared back. Daniels’ brow furrowed. “Do I know you?”

	Billy crossed his arms. “Names Billy Drucker, otherwise known as Big Billy.”

	Remalla stopped complaining. “You’re Big Billy?”

	“My name precedes me,” said Billy. He looked at Detective Daniels. “You probably don’t remember, but I babysat you and your sisters once, years ago, when I was in high school.”

	The detective’s mouth opened. “That was you?”

	“It was.” Billy raised a hand. “Looks like you did well for yourself. Sorry to hear about your granddad.”

	“You babysat him?” asked Detective Remalla. “Was he as big a pain in the ass as he is now?”

	Detective Daniels scowled. “Please forgive him. He grew up with wolves.”

	Denise smiled.

	Detective Remalla glowered and gestured toward Billy. “I bet he knows what I’m talking about. This town is crazy, and we’re next on the hit list.” He eyed Billy. “From what we hear, you’ve been on that list yourself, and may still be on it.”

	Billy didn’t answer, but the look on his face made Denise wonder what he’d experienced.

	“I know that list well,” said Billy. “Probably too well, and if you’re on it now, then let me offer you some advice.” He hooked his grocery bag over his arm and leaned close to Daniels. “Do yourself a favor and get out now, while you still can.”

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels handed J.P. a carrot stick. He grabbed it with a chubby hand and bit down, drool running down his face.

	Rem made a face. “Carrots. Yuck. Poor kid.”

	J.P. gummed the carrot. 

	“I know. I’m a terrible parent,” said Daniels. “God forbid the child get some vitamin C. Although right now, I think it just feels good on his gums.”

	Rem glanced back toward the door of the restaurant. “Where is this guy?”

	“He’ll be here. He went to say hi to his mom. Besides, you need to be somewhere? Or are you anxious to get back to the house?”

	Rem shot him a look. “I don’t know if you’ve picked up on the scrutiny, but we’re getting some eyeballs on us. I don’t think the locals are picking up on our neighborly vibes.”

	“Since when do you have a neighborly vibe?”

	“Good point.”

	The waitress returned carrying two plates. “Here you go.”

	“Thanks, Mary,” said Daniels, taking his Cobb salad.

	Mary handed Rem a cheeseburger and fries.

	“You’re a lifesaver, Mary,” said Rem, taking the food. “That’s one thing about small towns. They have tasty diners.”

	Mary raised a brow. “Maybe you should try the burger first.” She cocked her head. “Does the little one need anything?”

	“How about some mac-n-cheese?” said Rem. “Something with some flavor.”

	“He’s fine,” said Daniels. “I think the hamburger and fries will be plenty.”

	Rem offered him a dirty look, and Mary half-smiled. “Okay. I’ll bring you some more coffee.”

	“Thanks,” said Rem.

	Daniels opened the bag beside him and pulled out a sippy cup and a bowl of cut-up strawberries. He put them both on J.P.’s tray and opened the strawberries. Rem took a bite of his burger and ate a fry. Picking up his fork, Daniels noticed a couple sitting a few tables over glance their way and then put their heads together to talk. Two ladies in the booth on the other side of Rem did the same. His partner was right. They were attracting attention. “I’m guessing we’re the talk of the town.”

	Rem swallowed his bite. “Well, you did have a dead woman wash up on your property not long after you arrived. I guess that makes you suspicious.”

	“Why do you keep saying ‘you’? I’m not the only one they’re staring at.” He added some dressing to his salad.

	“Because of that hamburger crack.” Rem picked up a fry. “You keep that up, and I’ll ditch your rear end and you can take on Kookyville all by yourself.”

	Daniels stabbed some salad. “How many scary movies have you watched? You honestly think they’re gonna let you out of here alive?” He took a bite of salad and watched Rem’s face pale. Forcing himself not to smile, he took a sip of water. “Relax. It’s just a small town. People talk. It’s no big deal.”

	Rem pointed a fry at him. “You heard what Billy said.”

	“I know what Billy said, but keep in mind, he’s been a target for years. People still think he had something to do with Scarlet’s death. He’s got reason to feel uncomfortable around here.”

	“And how do you know he didn’t have something to do with it?”

	Daniels shrugged. “I don’t.” He stabbed a tomato. “Which is why we should talk to him. Either way, we’ll get more information than we have now.”

	“I think we should listen and get the hell out of Dodge.” Rem sipped his coffee. “He basically said the same thing to the lady at the register. Denise.”

	Daniels fed J.P. a strawberry. “She was looking at you, by the way.”

	“Who?”

	Daniels shook his head. “Denise.” He wiped J.P.’s face with a napkin. “Some detective you are.”

	“No, she wasn’t.”

	“Yeah, she was. She basically asked for your number.”

	Rem’s mouth opened. “For the hot dogs.”

	“Maybe so, but not the hot dog you’re thinking of.”

	Rem’s face fell.

	“Come on, partner. Don’t play dumb with me. She’s your type. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice. You can spot a pretty lady within a hundred-mile radius.”

	Rem squirted ketchup on his plate and dunked a fry. “I don’t think pretty ladies are good for me right now.”

	Daniels nodded and poked at some lettuce with his fork. “Well, I’m taken, so you may want to reconsider.”

	“Don’t flatter yourself. Besides, you’re not pretty.”

	“Marjorie would disagree.”

	“Marjorie’s blinded by your supposed charm and humor. If she only knew the truth.”

	“Marjorie knows the goods when she sees them.” Daniels offered the sippy cup to J.P., who grabbed it and took a drink. “Anyway, it’s something to think about.”

	Rem dunked another fry in ketchup. “What? You want me to hit up the local grocer in Horrorville? She’s probably a vampire, looking for fresh blood.” He ate the fry.

	“Or, she’s a nice lady who you could have a cup of coffee and a chat with. Might be a good way to break the ice you’ve been skating on. You don’t have to marry her.”

	Rem sighed. “Maybe, but the way things are going around here, she may not want to take the risk. I think these people are either going to run us out of here or accuse us of murder.”

	“Which is why we should talk to Billy. He’s bound to know something that can help figure out what the hell is going on.”

	“Unless he’s the killer.” Rem took a bite of his burger.

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Let’s hear what he has to say first. We’ve interviewed enough suspects to gauge when someone’s guilty or not. We’ll have to trust our bullshit meter.” He took a bite of salad.

	Rem chewed and swallowed. “He babysat you?”

	Daniels nodded. “I’d forgotten until he mentioned it. I have a vague recollection of a teenage kid watching us one summer. I didn’t realize it was Billy.” He stared off in thought. “Huh.”

	“What is it?”

	“I just remembered my sister, Melinda, ogling him. She had a crush, and I teased her. She got so pissed.” He chuckled. “I forgot all about that.”

	“Little brothers. Such a pain in the ass.”

	“I’m sure she’d agree.” J.P. squealed, and Daniels smiled and handed him another strawberry.

	Mary approached. “It’s a fresh brew.” She poured it into Rem’s cup.

	“Thanks,” said Rem. “The burger’s good by the way.” He took another bite.

	“I’m glad someone thinks so.” She spoke to Daniels. “You need anything? More water?”

	“Please,” said Daniels.

	She turned and almost ran into Billy.

	“Hey, Mary,” said Billy, tipping his cap. “How are you?”

	“Billy.” Mary stopped. “You’re still in town?”

	“The gossip mill hasn’t filled you in? I went to see my mom.” He stepped back and smiled. “You look good.”

	Mary shook her head. “You always were a flirt. You heard about Matthew?”

	“I did. I’m sorry to hear about it.”

	“Liar. You want some coffee? You can take a seat anywhere.”

	Billy gestured toward Daniels and Rem. “I’m joining them.”

	Mary looked back. Daniels noticed several other patrons looking as well. “I’ll bring you a cup.”

	“Thanks.”

	Rem slid over, and Billy sat beside him. “How’s the burger?” Billy asked.

	“Pretty good,” said Rem.

	“That’s a first,” said Billy.

	“Rem’s palate is non-discriminating,” said Daniels.

	Rem dipped another fry. “Remember what I said about leaving you.”

	“It’s true you’re detectives?” asked Billy. “How long you been partners?”

	“Too long,” said Rem.

	“Yeah. We’re detectives. And he’s right. Too long,” said Daniels.

	J.P. kicked at his baby seat and sipped from his cup.

	“Cute kid,” said Billy. “You like being a dad?”

	“Best thing that ever happened to me,” said Daniels. “Watching him on my own though, is a chore, even with help.” J.P. grabbed a strawberry and squeezed it between his fingers before shoving it in his mouth. “I have great respect for single parents. I’ll be glad when my wife’s back.”

	They talked for a few minutes about Daniels and his family, and Billy filled them in on his high school years and his wanderings since. Rem finished his burger and pushed his plate back. “What do you think about Chelsea Forrester?” he asked.

	Billy was on his second cup of coffee and took a sip. “Damn strange.”

	“You knew her?” asked Daniels.

	“Not really,” said Billy. “Just by name and only from a distance. She yelled at me a few times. Liked to call me a vagrant. I didn’t pay her much attention. But maybe I should have.”

	“Why’s that?” asked Rem.

	“I don’t know. Maybe because in a lot of ways, from what I hear, she was like Scarlet.” He stared into his coffee. “I think too many years have passed, and I’ve gotten complacent about a few things. Looked the other way for too long. I guess I just didn’t expect something like this could happen again.” He watched J.P. smack at his tray. “Maybe I should have.”

	Daniels finished his salad and put his fork down. “Why would you expect someone else to die? Did you expect Scarlet to die?”

	Billy shook his head. “Hell, no. But I was a stupid kid. I knew Scarlet was doing stupid things, but I ignored it. I should have considered that maybe someone else wouldn’t be able to.”

	Rem traced the handle of his coffee mug. “Sounds like you’re blaming yourself.”

	“I sure as hell do,” said Billy, his voice somber. “I should have been with her that night, but I got pissed off and drunk instead, and never met up with her. And she wound up dead.”

	Rem sat back but didn’t answer.

	Daniels knew what Rem was thinking but spoke to Billy. “Like you said, you were just a kid. And if you’d been there, you may have wound up dead with her, or even been found guilty of her murder.” He relaxed against his seat. “I know it’s easier to blame yourself, but you can’t see the future, and you can’t know everything.” He eyed Rem. “Sometimes shit just happens.”

	“And then you die,” said Rem to no one.

	Billy glanced over. “Sounds like you know what I’m talking about.”

	Rem cleared his throat. “Just a little.” He sighed and sat forward. “You said Scarlet was doing things she shouldn’t have been. What exactly do you mean?”

	Mary stopped by the table and refreshed their coffees and water. “Want some pie? I’ve got apple.”

	Billy shook his head, and Daniels said no.

	“I’d love a piece,” said Rem.

	“Fair warning. It’s not homemade,” said Mary.

	“Then you better warm it and add ice cream,” said Daniels.

	Rem’s face brightened. “Oh, yeah.” He wiggled a finger at J.P. “If you’re lucky, little dude, maybe I’ll share.” He picked up a leftover fry from his plate. “But for the moment, maybe your dad will let you chomp on this.” He handed the fry to J.P. who took it.

	“On its way.” Mary took the empty plates but left the remaining fries.

	Daniels watched J.P. eat his fry with relish. “At least it’s not a chip dipped in mustard.” He spoke to Billy. “What was Scarlet up to that had you suspicious?”

	Billy reached over and took a fry, too. “She was a risk-taker. Did things just for shock value a lot of the time. She couldn’t wait to get out of this town. Kept talking about how she’d leave and never come back. Her family life wasn’t great. Her dad was a jerk and she constantly argued with her mom. At the time, I was more of a clean-cut kid. I played football, never had much interest in the drugs going around school. My vice was alcohol. She and I’d go up to Blossom Point in my clunker van, get drunk, make out or more, and stay out all night until the sheriff would come looking for us the next morning.”

	“Blossom Point?” asked Daniels. “Is that the overlook?”

	“Sure is,” said Billy. “I’m sure your granddad must have taken you. It’s in the trees but it opens up and you can see the valley and the river running below. Kids always go up there to make out and party. There are trails where you can walk and not be seen from the road.”

	“Sounds terrifying,” said Rem.

	“I wouldn’t walk ’em at night, although some people did,” said Billy. “Sometimes they did more than that.” He ate the fry.

	Rem shifted in his seat. “Sounds like you know something.”

	“What happens out there?” asked Daniels.

	Billy fiddled with his spoon. “One night, Scarlet and I went up. It was a school night, so it was quiet. We sat in the back of the van, watching the stars, and drinking some beers. It got late, and I told Scarlet we should head back, but she said no. She wanted to stay a little longer. We grabbed a blanket, and sat under a tree, and I remember she asked me if I loved her.” Billy paused. “I thought it was odd. Scarlet rarely talked about emotional stuff. She’d already told me that once high school was done and she took off for school, she’d likely never see me again.”

	“Sounds kinda harsh,” said Rem.

	“That was Scarlet for you. Anyway, I didn’t really answer her, but I asked her why she wanted to know. She just smiled and told me that maybe I should think twice, in case I did, because she’d only bring me heartbreak. Turns out she was right.” He added cream to his coffee and stirred. “Anyway, I wanted to ask her about it, but then we heard something in the woods.”

	Rem held his head. “Oh, boy. Here it comes. Our first Bigfoot sighting.”

	“I wish,” said Billy. “I’ve seen a few, though. Remind me to tell you.”

	Rem waved a hand. “No need.”

	“What did you hear?” asked Daniels.

	Billy’s face furrowed. “It was chanting, or some sort of humming. I heard it and was about to get the hell out of there when Scarlet smiled and jumped up. She grabbed my hand and said let’s go. I didn’t know what the hell she was doing, but I reluctantly went with her.”

	“Brave man,” said Rem.

	“We ran through the woods, barely able to see save for the moonlight, but she seemed comfortable with where she was going. I kept asking her to stop and go back, but she’d just laugh and kept running. I didn’t know what the hell to do. At that point, I was lost. I had no idea how to get back. Meanwhile, that chanting kept getting louder.”

	J.P. babbled after eating his fry and Daniels pulled out a bag of cut up turkey. He dropped some on the tray and J.P. reached for it, stuffing a piece in his mouth.

	“Finally, Scarlet slowed down and told me to be quiet. My heart was racing so fast, I thought I was going to pass out. Whoever was chanting was just beyond the trees. My imagination went nuts. By then, I was expecting ghosts, or yeah, maybe a cluster of Bigfoots. All I wanted to do was get the hell out of there. But Scarlet just grinned and tiptoed up behind a rock. I followed her, ready to defend myself if I needed to, but when I crouched low and looked through the trees, I saw people.”

	“People?” asked Daniels, holding some turkey for J.P.

	“People, in a circle, sitting and swaying. There was a small fire in the middle and a woman at the head of the circle, reciting something, and they all answered her. She picked up a bowl and banged on it, and the air vibrated with that humming sound. Since the full moon was out, I could make out who was there.”

	Rem leaned in, his face taut. “Who were they?”

	“Here’s your pie.”

	Rem startled, and Mary handed him the plate. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. I got you a few spoons in case you want to share.”

	Rem held his chest. “Thanks.” He took the plate. “Dig in if you two want some.” He glanced at J.P. “Ice cream coming up, junior.”

	“What people?” asked Daniels, as Mary walked away.

	Billy picked up one of the spoons and Rem took a bite of pie. “I saw Sheriff Thompson’s dad. He was the sheriff at the time. Celeste and Bella May Brison. Celeste was the one leading the chant. Two other women, one of which was a science teacher at the school and the other was an art teacher, my mom, and your grandfather.”

	Rem stopped mid-chew and waved his spoon at Daniels. “I knew there was something strange about your family.”

	Daniels wasn’t sure he heard right. “You saw my grandfather?”

	“Sitting in the circle. Yes,” said Billy. “I couldn’t believe my mom was there, too. We watched for a few minutes. Celeste kept up the chanting and ringing that bowl, then they all laid down on blankets, staring up at the stars. Then it went quiet. Scarlet grabbed a small rock and tossed it. It hit the sheriff in the gut, and he sat up and looked. We ducked down behind the rock and I thought that was it. He was going to find us and arrest us. But it went quiet again. Scarlet pulled me back, and we ran out of there and back to the van.”

	“You find out what the hell they were doing?” asked Daniels.

	“I asked Scarlet. She said it was some crazy ceremony they did once a month, but she wouldn’t tell me how she knew about it. The next morning, I confronted my mom and asked her.”

	Rem scooped up some ice cream with a bite of apple pie. “I bet she loved that. What did she say?”

	Billy helped himself to some ice cream. “She was mad. Wanted to know what I was doing out in the middle of the woods on a school night. I asked her what she was doing out there. Told me it was none of my business.”

	J.P. squealed, and Daniels grabbed a spoon and fed him some ice cream. J.P. grinned and smacked his hands together. “Just like your Uncle Rem,” said Daniels. “She ever tell you what was going on?” he asked Billy.

	“She mentioned it once after Scarlet died. Told me it was some sort of full moon ceremony. The Brison sisters would perform it every month and anybody was welcome, although most thought it was some sort of devil worship. She said that was nonsense though. She’d gone because Celeste Brison had invited her. She was curious and thought it would be interesting. Said she only went a few times though.”

	“You believe her?” asked Rem.

	“About the ceremony or how often she went?” asked Billy.

	“Both,” said Rem.

	 “I don’t know what to believe.” Billy took another bite of ice cream and put the spoon down. “I know now that my mom has a free spirit, so I get it why she might have gone. But what I don’t get is the sheriff or even your grandfather. What were they doing out there? The sheriff was no free spirit and he rarely had a kind word for the Brisons. And your granddad, from what I knew of him, was not the type of guy to even notice the moon, much less go to a ceremony for it.” He picked up his coffee. “You knew him better though. You think he’d do that?”

	Daniels wiped ice cream off J.P.’s chin. “I would have said no, but apparently I didn’t know him as well as I thought.”

	“You took that hot yoga class once, and that astrology course. Maybe the Daniels’ genes are a little more woo-woo than you thought,” said Rem.

	Daniels put the napkin down. “Maybe so.” Tapping his finger, he stared at the table.

	“What? That’s the thinking look,” said Rem. He nudged Billy. “Be prepared to be amazed.”

	Daniels shook his head. “I was just remembering, the summer my grandfather and dad had their falling out, and we stopped visiting.” He swiped at a crumb on the tablecloth. “I recall a phone call. My dad was yelling at my grandfather. Saying something about my granddad getting caught up in that perverse black magic bullshit. I had no idea what he meant.”

	“When was that?” asked Billy.

	“It would have been around the time Scarlet died,” said Daniels. “That summer.”

	“That can’t be good,” said Rem.

	“You never came back afterward?” asked Billy. “Sounds like me. I had to get out of town after Scarlet. I saw the looks I got from people who were supposed to be friends. The sheriff wanted to pin her death on me, but he couldn’t. Plus, I knew things about Scarlet nobody wanted me to tell. Didn’t have proof of any of it, so I kept it to myself. Didn’t stop someone from sending me a warning, though.”

	Daniels sat up. “What do you mean?”

	Rem made a face at a woman at a nearby table who was watching them, and Daniels saw her look away. “Are you sure it was even a murder?” he asked. “Maybe Scarlet drowned, and everyone’s up in arms over nothing.”

	Billy rested his elbows on the table, speaking quietly, apparently also aware of the attention they were getting. “Scarlet hated the water. There’s no way she drowned, at least not by accident.” He paused. “And the reason she knew about that ceremony? I think because the sheriff told her.”

	“The sheriff?” asked Daniels. “Why would he tell her?”

	Billy rubbed his temples and sighed. “Because I think she was sleeping with him.”

	Rem was about to take another bite of pie but stopped. “Excuse me?”

	Daniels leaned in. “You think Scarlet was sleeping with the sheriff, the father of the current sheriff?”

	Billy nodded. “That would be Doug Thompson. I had my suspicions, but I never came out and asked her and I can’t prove anything.”

	“Where is this guy? He still around?” asked Rem.

	“Died ten years ago. Lung cancer. His son, Gary, took over after that,” said Billy.

	“Sheriff Gary being the one that Chelsea Forrester could have slept with, according to Jake Turner,” said Rem. “Maybe this town needs to check out 1-800-cops for law enforcement.”

	Billy’s eyes widened. “Someone thinks Chelsea slept with Gary?”

	“It’s just a rumor,” said Daniels. “We don’t know what Jake saw, and neither does Jake.”

	“Still, it makes for some interesting table talk,” said Rem. “And potential theories.”

	“You said you got a warning?” asked Daniels. J.P. banged on his tray for more ice cream and Daniels scooped some up and fed him. “Last bite, buddy.”

	Billy nodded. “It was a month after Scarlet’s death. I’d been a mess, just wandering aimlessly, unsure what to do, but needing to do something. My mom wanted to help, but I just sat in my room, staring at the walls. I think I’d already made up my mind to leave, but just hadn’t mustered the energy to do it, until I finally pulled out my backpack from beneath the bed and found this creepy doll.” He rubbed his arms. “It had all these pins stuck in it and it looked like me. Still gives me the creeps thinking about it.”

	Daniels squirmed, and Rem put down his spoon, his face somber. “A creepy doll? Like a voodoo doll?”

	There was a booming rap on the table, and Rem jumped again.

	“Look who we have here,” said a loud voice. Daniels turned to see an elderly woman holding the cane she’d used to bang on the table. A younger man with a narrow frame, longish blonde hair, and narrowed eyes stood behind her. The woman’s wrinkled face glared down at them. “The town’s resident vagrant and suspected murderer, visiting with George Daniels’ nephew, on whose property the latest body was found. Imagine the coincidence.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	 

	Billy sat back. “Pleasure to see you, too, Miss Tisha. As usual, you’re in a delightful mood.” He raised a brow. “Spencer.”

	The man behind the old woman glared at Billy, and Billy glared back.

	Rem caught the looks of the patrons in the restaurant. This woman attracted attention, and he suspected she knew it. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

	“Lucky you,” said Billy. “But your luck’s run out. Detectives Gordon Daniels and Aaron Remalla, this is Tisha Dumont. Long-time resident and granddaughter of this fine town’s founder and your best source for fake news. And her asshole grandson, Spencer.”

	“Shut up, Billy,” said Spencer.

	“Considering your own reputation, you have some nerve talking to my grandson like that,” said Tisha.

	“If the shoe fits,” said Billy.

	J.P. babbled and drooled a mixture of strawberry and ice cream down his chin. Tisha eyed him and grimaced.

	“I’d like to say it’s nice meeting you, but I’m a lousy liar,” said Rem. “Is there something you need, or do you just want to stand there and bang your cane around some more?” asked Rem.

	“Perhaps you two should be less concerned about me and more concerned about the dead women who keep finding their way to your property,” said Tisha. “I always suspected George knew more about Scarlet’s death then he let on, and now I’m beginning to wonder what else he kept to himself.”

	Daniels sat back and narrowed his eyes. “Since you’re determined to butt into this conversation, what do you know about her death?”

	“Excuse me?” she asked.

	“It’s a good question,” said Rem. “You were around at the time and you’re one of the town elders. I’m guessing nothing gets past you. Surely you knew something about Scarlet and her activity. How well did you know George?”

	Her eyes widened. “If you think I’m going to stand here and be interrogated by two second-rate, out-of-town detectives who are potential suspects in a murder investigation, then you are mistaken.” She waved her cane and the loose skin on her arm jiggled.

	“Second-rate?” asked Rem.

	“I think my feelings are hurt,” said Daniels. “Is this the kind of welcome that all newcomers to Dumont can expect? Because frankly, I’m not impressed.”

	“Dead women tend to alter how we view our visitors,” said Tisha.

	Rem tossed his napkin on the table. “You can’t blame Dumont’s welcome on that. Somehow, I think this town has been freakshow central from day one.”

	“I heard you two found her body, after she’d been to your place two days before,” said Spencer, stepping forward. “Pretty coincidental if you ask me.”

	“Spencer, is it?” asked Daniels. “How about when we want your opinion, we’ll ask for it.”

	Billy chuckled and leaned back. “I have to say, it’s kind of nice not being the main suspect for once.”

	Tisha pointed her cane. “Nobody’s letting you off the hook, Billy Drucker. I know what you’re capable of, and you’ve done nothing to convince me that you didn’t have something to do with Scarlet’s death.”

	“Make up your mind,” said Rem. “Is it Billy here, or George, who killed Scarlet? Sounds like you suspect whoever suits you.” He rested an elbow on the table. “If J.P. here were walking, you’d probably accuse him of luring Chelsea into the woods.”

	Tisha drew herself up. “What an interesting choice of words, detective. Sounds like you might be familiar with luring young women.”

	“From what we’ve been hearing, maybe Spencer here has more experience with that,” said Rem. He eyed Spencer. “When’s the last time you saw Chelsea, Spencer?”

	Billy chuckled, and Spencer’s face turned red.

	“I didn’t touch her,” said Spencer.

	“I think you hit a nerve, partner,” said Daniels. “Did you like Chelsea, Spencer? Did you think she was pretty?”

	Tisha jabbed her cane into the ground. “That is enough. I will not allow you to talk to Spencer like that.”

	“Not too pleasant, is it?” asked Daniels. “Maybe you ought to consider that before you come barging up to us, accusing us of murder.”

	“It works both ways,” said Rem. “And believe me. We have more experience with this then you and your sheriff do. Trying to intimidate us only makes us mad.”

	“Your so-called experience only makes you more suspicious,” said Spencer. “It would be easy for you two to know how to get away with a murder.”

	Billy put his hands behind his head, smiling.

	“Okay, Spencer.” Rem shifted in his seat. “Here’s the deal.”

	“Oh, boy,” said Daniels, shaking his head. “Sorry, Spencer.”

	Rem continued. “Why don’t you shut the hell up about what you think you know. From what I hear, and I’ve only been in town three days, is that you are a smug, spoiled, and immature kid who gets his kicks disrespecting women. I’ve also heard you’ve had a few run-ins with Chelsea. Now if I’m the sheriff, who am I going to suspect? Two out-of-town, second-rate detectives who don’t know a damn thing about this town or the weirdos who live in it, or the local shit-for-brains, who gets rejected regularly, is protected by his old crone grandmother, and who the murder victim taunted, I’m guessing, probably more than once?”

	Spencer’s mouth dropped open, but nothing emerged.

	Tisha’s wrinkled cheeks lost even more color. “How dare you?”

	“You should see him at parties,” said Daniels.

	The table went quiet, and Rem noticed, so did the entire restaurant. Everyone appeared to be listening in. “Cat got your tongue, Spencer?”

	“Classic sign of a guilty person,” said Daniels. “Maybe we should talk to the sheriff.”

	Spencer finally moved and shot out a finger. “You two don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t hurt Chelsea. He’s your murderer.” He yelled at Billy. “I know what she said to you.”

	“If I killed everyone who called me homeless and told me to get a job, there’d be nobody left in this town,” said Billy.

	“She said more than that, and I saw the way you were watching her in the park,” said Spencer. “You can’t tell me you didn’t like looking at her.”

	“The girl barely wore any clothes. Every man looked at her, even the sheriff,” said Billy. “I’ll plead guilty to that, as I’m sure you would too.”

	“That is enough,” said Tisha, her voice erupting. “Spencer, go back to the car.”

	Spencer shot a glare at his grandmother. “What for? I didn’t do—”

	“Don’t talk back to me. Go,” said Tisha. “These men have nothing but ill intent for you and I don’t need you—”

	“…digging the hole any deeper for yourself than you already have,” said Rem.

	“You should respect your elders, Spencer, and head on out, before you make things worse,” said Daniels.

	Spencer set his jaw and looked between the three men at the table, his face turning redder, before he turned and stomped out.

	“See ya, Spencer,” said Billy, with a wave.

	Tisha glowered at them. “If you think you can intimidate or threaten me or Spencer, then you are wrong. I know this town, and I know the players in it. If you think I’m blind to the goings on around here, or who Scarlet and Chelsea were, or the secrets they kept, then you are mistaken. Don’t play me for a fool just because you think I’m old. Better men than you have played that game and failed. You’re not any better than them.” She stabbed a bony finger at Rem. “No matter how much you like to run your mouth.”

	Daniels stabbed a finger back. “If you know so much, then maybe you ought to be helping. Two women are dead, and by the looks of it, no one in this town gives a damn, unless they can come after the people they don’t like.” J.P. kicked at his baby seat and Daniels took off his bib and cleaned J.P.’s face and fingers. “So instead of riding your high horse in here and trying to throw your weight around, maybe you should talk to the sheriff and tell him what you know, even if it means telling the truth about your grandson.”

	Tisha stood there, leaning on her cane, her face stony.

	“He may be family, Tisha, but if there’s something you know about Spencer, then you need to say it,” said Rem. “No matter how hard it might be.”

	Tisha ground her cane into the floor and watched as Daniels removed J.P.’s tray table and sat J.P on his lap. “Don’t lecture me about family, detectives,” she said. “I know who Spencer is. And if he was capable of murder, I’d bring him in myself.” She reached out and ran a shaky finger over a curl on J.P.’s head. J.P. gurgled, reached out and grabbed her fingertip.

	“How do you know he’s not?” asked Rem.

	Tisha pulled her hand away from J.P. “Because I know other things, too. Things that make Spencer look like a lost schoolboy. And no matter what you may think of him, I’ll defend him to the end. Just like you would, detective.” Her dark eyes alert, she regarded Daniels, who bounced J.P. on his knee. “I suspect you’d do anything to protect this sweet child.” Her gaze traveled to J.P.

	Daniels stared up at her, and instinctively pulled J.P. closer. “You trying to tell me something?” His face darkened. “Because if you are in some way threatening—”

	Rem straightened, his own protective instincts kicking in. “I think Mrs. Dumont was just leaving,” He paused. “Right? Before things get uglier than she may want.”

	Billy sank into his seat and the rest of the restaurant seemed frozen in time, as they watched the interplay between the town’s most crotchety resident and its newcomers.

	Tisha stood for a moment, before she blinked, as if shaking off some unpleasant thought, and she banged her cane again. “Do yourselves a favor and get out of town. The sooner, the better. Dumont doesn’t have the patience for outsiders.” She eyed Billy. “The same goes for you, Billy Drucker.” She turned, and the patrons all shrank back and returned to their meals, as Tisha Dumont walked out of the restaurant.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels drove down the road, the trees whipping by. He took a turn and narrowly missed a squirrel running across the pavement. “Can you believe that woman? Did she actually try to scare us off? By threatening J.P.?”

	Rem eyed the speedometer. “I know you’re angry, but how about you slow it down a bit. The last thing we need is to get in an accident in these damn woods. I don’t think the locals would be in any hurry to help.”

	“Are you insinuating I’m a bad driver?” Daniels swerved to avoid a pothole.

	Rem gripped the hand rest. “No. I’m insinuating that you’re driving too fast. You’re pissed. That’s great if we’re chasing a perp down city streets, but not so great when we’re traveling the back roads outside of a town where nobody likes us. Plus, you’ve got J.P. in the car.”

	Daniels eyes flicked to Rem and then to the speedometer. “Fine. I’ll slow down.” He put an elbow on the window. It was open, and his hair blew in the breeze. “I’m just in shock.”  

	The car’s speed slowed, and Rem relaxed. “I don’t blame you. But keep in mind, she’s just an old lady. She’s had years of experience getting under people’s skin. We were getting under hers, and she knew how to retaliate. The lady knows how to get what she wants.”

	Daniels glanced into the back seat, where J.P. sat in his car seat. “How you doin’, buddy?”

	Rem turned around. J.P. sat behind him and was looking out the window and chewing on his plastic lion, drool running down his chin. “He’s looking pretty satisfied.” He turned back. “Unlike his dad.”

	Daniels frowned. “What do you think about Mrs. Dumont? Should we get out of town? I mean, what’s got her so riled that she’d insinuate harm to a child?”

	“She’s not going to hurt anyone. She can barely move. What’s she going to do? Use her cane to knock us down and run off with him on her scooter?”

	“She said she knows people.”

	“And she said it in front of the whole damn restaurant. If something were to happen, everybody heard her.”

	“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

	Rem shifted. “Nothing is going to happen to J.P. I know this town is weird, but nobody around here would go so far as to harm a child. I’m certain of that. But, if you’d feel better if we left, I sure as hell won’t stop you. That goes against what the sheriff told us, though. He wants us to stick close until he figures out what happened to Chelsea.”

	Daniels drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I just want to get the house cleaned up and on-the-market. Is that too much to ask?”

	“We can do that, too. Like you said, it’ll only take a few more days. Maybe by then, the sheriff can figure out that we had nothing to do with this, and we can leave Creepytown behind.”

	“It just sticks in my craw. This poor girl winds up dead, and nobody seems to want to figure out what’s really going on here. By everything we’ve seen, this has some connection to Scarlet.” He scowled. “Who, apparently, some people believe may have been killed by my grandfather. Just because he goes to some crazy ceremony doesn’t make him a murderer.”

	“Scarlet washed up on his property. And he’s also got a portrait of a woman in a white gown in his closet. And your dad stopped bringing you guys to visit because of some sort of black magic bullshit, which occurred right around the time Scarlet died.” Rem rolled his window down. “If you weren’t his grandson, would you consider that enough to make him a suspect?”

	Daniels slowed and took a right turn. “I’d need a hell of a lot more than just that.”

	“How much did you know about your grandfather? You hadn’t seen him in years. Everybody seems to think he was a recluse.”

	Daniels went quiet and stared out the window.

	“What is it? Is there something you’re not telling me?” J.P. babbled and Rem waited for an answer.

	“I came to see him once,” mumbled Daniels.

	Rem raised a brow. “You did? When?”

	Daniels rubbed his jaw. “After I left home. I stopped by here on the drive. I figured I’d honored my father’s wishes long enough. When I got here, though, it wasn’t what I expected.”

	“Why not?”

	“He’d changed. He was surly, seemed agitated. The house was a mess. His clothes were dirty. When he saw me, he looked confused. He knew my name, but when I talked to him about the past, it was like…I don’t know…like he didn’t want to talk about it. He refused to talk about dad, or what had caused the rift. I told him when I left that I’d like to stay in touch, but he’d hesitated, saying something about not wanting to go back. Some things were best left to memories.” Daniels paused. “At the time, I just thought he was referring to me, but now I’m not so sure.”

	“Like you said, none of that makes him a murderer.”

	“None of it excludes him either.” He paused. “I don’t know. Part of me was also hurt that all those years had passed, and he hadn’t made much effort to stay in touch. I know my dad didn’t make it easy. I’d hoped that by seeing him again, that maybe we would reconnect, but that didn’t happen.” He sighed. “The man I knew was gone, replaced by someone who seemed haunted and alone.”

	Rem grunted. “It was probably his house. The man likely never got a good night sleep.”

	Daniels looked over. “Haunted by what, though?”

	Rem rested his head back. “There are definitely secrets no one wants to talk about, and I doubt anyone is going to tell us. It will be up to the sheriff to figure it out.”

	“That’ll be helpful. The sheriff is one of the suspects,” said Daniels. “His dad, too, if we’re adding Scarlet into the mix.”

	“Don’t forget Spencer,” added Rem. “He’s also on the list, but you think that old woman is going to let anything happen to him? Not a snowball’s chance in hell.”

	Daniels shook his head. “And what about Billy? Did you believe him?”

	“He sounded pretty genuine. I didn’t pick up on any red flags, except for one thing Spencer said.”

	Daniels pointed. “I heard that too. Something about Chelsea saying something else to Billy, other than just the insults.”

	Rem shrugged. “Could be nothing. She may have just made fun of his clothes.”

	“Something tells me it was more than that.”

	“What does it matter? This isn’t our case. We’re here to relax, right? Enjoy some fresh air? Get away from it all?”

	“So much for that,” said Daniels.

	“The packing and cleaning don’t seem so bad after all.”

	Daniels steered around another pothole. “You and Billy were talking when I came out of the restroom after changing J.P. He say anything interesting?”

	Rem nodded. “I asked about the Dumonts. Wondered who Spencer’s parents were. It’s a sad story and may account for why Miss Dumont is so nasty.”

	“Does she descend from a long line of demons and hellhounds?”

	Rem chuckled. “No. She had a husband and two kids. Husband died when he ran his car off the road up near that overlook you and Billy mentioned, which is why you shouldn’t be speeding.”

	“Blossom Point?”

	“Yeah. It was assumed an accident, but who knows?”

	“People suspected murder?”

	Rem tucked back a piece of hair that had come loose from his hair tie. “Or suicide, which wouldn’t surprise me at all, considering. What’s more interesting is when it happened. Three months after Scarlet’s death.”

	“Of course.”

	“The son took off after school and never visits. The daughter left too, but came back pregnant, with no husband, and apparently a drug addict. Mrs. Dumont took her in, got her cleaned up, and Spencer was born. Daughter disappeared six months later, leaving Spencer behind. Then wound up dead two years later from an overdose.”

	“Shit.”

	“Yeah. Not good. I almost feel sorry for Miss Dumont.”

	“None of that excuses her treatment of us or anyone else, and it sure as hell doesn’t allow her to make threats against my child.”

	“I don’t disagree.” Rem watched the road, remembering his encounter with the lady in white, and feeling a little anxious. “Why do you think she wants us out of here so bad? What’s she so afraid we’re going to do?” 

	“We’re detectives. If she’s worried we’re going to stick our noses into this, and she thinks Spencer may have something to do with it, don’t you think she’d want us gone?”

	“If Spencer is guilty, then the sheriff could do just as much damage on his own.”

	“Unless she’s got something on the sheriff,” said Daniels. “That woman probably knows everybody’s secrets.”

	“I guess the big question to ask is who knows her secrets?” asked Rem. “She’s lived here so long; she probably has more than anybody else.”

	“Good point.” Daniels ran a hand down his tired face. “I don’t know, Rem. I think I just want to finish the house and get the hell out of Dumont.”

	“I hear ya, and I’m ready when you are.”

	J.P. shrieked and began to cry.

	Daniels glanced into the back. “What is it, bud? Did you drop your toy? It’s okay. We’re almost at the fork.”

	Rem swiveled and checked behind him. “I see it.” He reached for the plastic lion that had fallen behind his seat but couldn’t quite reach it. “Hold on, big fella.”

	“It’s fine,” said Daniels. “He can wail for a bit.”

	“Your ears are more used to it than mine.” Rem unbuckled and shifted, reaching for the toy. He picked it up. “Here you g—”

	Daniels cursed, the brakes engaged, and the car veered right. Rem flew forward, hit the dash, and almost fell into the well of the seat, just as the car hit something, and came to an abrupt stop.

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels blinked, his shoulder aching from the pull of the seat belt. J.P. wailed from the back, pulling Daniels out of his daze. Rem grimaced and moaned, his head against the glove compartment and sitting half out of his seat.

	Hearing his son shriek again, he finally snapped out of it. “Shit,” he said. Seeing he’d hit a tree, he put the car in park and turned off the engine. He unbuckled, and opened the door, moaning, but moving fast. He flew around the side and opened J.P.’s door. He appeared fine and was securely buckled, but tears ran down his cheeks as he cried. “It’s okay. You’re okay.” Seeing the plastic lion, he grabbed it and handed it to J.P. “Here you go. Hold onto this. I’ll be right back.” J.P. grabbed the toy and settled a bit.

	Daniels raced over to the front passenger side and threw the door open. “Rem?”

	Rem was attempting to push up. “I’m all right.” He moved slowly.

	Daniels tried to help. “You’re hurt.”

	“I’m okay. Just a little sore. Hit my head on the damn dash.”

	Daniels took his arm as Rem adjusted his weight and made it back into his seat. He held the side of his head, but Daniels didn’t see any blood. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”

	Rem cocked an eyebrow at him. “The hell you are. It’s an hour drive if you speed. And we don’t want that.”

	“Shit. I’m sorry. I…I…don’t know what…” Stammering, he remembered what he saw but couldn’t make sense of it. 

	Rem waved him off. “Don’t do that. I’ll be fine. God knows, I’ve been through worse. How’s J.P.?”

	Daniels checked the backseat. J.P. was chewing on his toy, his crying abating. “He’s fine. He was buckled in. Why the hell did you undo your seatbelt?”

	Rem rubbed his temple. “I was getting the toy. What the hell happened? Why’d you veer off?” He looked toward the front of the car and slowly slid out and stood, holding on to the door. “It doesn’t look too bad. Definitely have a dented bumper. Tree took the worst.” He held his head and squinted. “I hope we have some aspirin.”

	“Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe you should stay in the car.”

	Rem nodded. “I think I will. How are you? Any damage?” He slid back into the seat.

	Daniels rubbed his chest. “A few bruises. Nothing else.” He stared off down the road, then looked the other way, his heart thumping.

	“What is it?” asked Rem, massaging and stretching his shoulder. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

	Eyeing Rem and J.P. once more to ensure they were okay, he stepped away from the car and up to the side of the road, looking up and down the quiet stretch of pavement. There were no cars and it was quiet. He held his sore chest, trying to understand.

	Rem walked up next to him. “You okay? What’s wrong?”

	“I think you’re right.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Daniels waved his hand. “She walked out in front of me, Rem. Out of nowhere. She looked right at me, and I swerved to avoid her.”

	“Who?”

	Daniels swallowed, finding it hard to say. His skin prickled, and his hair stood on end. “Chelsea Forrester.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	 

	Sheriff Thompson sat at his desk, holding a cup of coffee, wishing he could go home. Although there had been little to do, it had been a long day. He’d already had three complaints that morning. Two about Big Billy. He’d been seen at the sewing shop and at the restaurant, and one about the detectives, also at the restaurant and having lunch with Billy.

	He suspected Tisha Dumont had something to do with the complaints and his suspicions were confirmed when she’d shuffled into the station about an hour earlier, wanting him to arrest Billy and escort the other two out of town.

	He’d done his best to remain cordial, but even he had his limits. If Tisha Dumont were fifty years younger, he felt certain she’d be the sheriff, running people off and preventing the disreputables from entering the city limits. From some dark part of his mind, he wondered why she didn’t end up dead in some river. He had no doubt that the targets of her wrath had considered putting her there.

	After telling Tisha that he had no authority to do anything she’d wanted and that he was a sheriff, not her enforcer, she’d threatened to run him out of town, too, and find a sheriff who could actually do something. He’d told her that when the good people of Dumont wanted him out, he’d go, but until then, she’d have to live with his failure as a law enforcement officer. Then she’d berated him about Chelsea Forrester, wondering why he hadn’t arrested Billy, when it was obvious he’d killed her, or why he didn’t at least bring the detectives in for questioning since the body had been found on the Daniels’ property. He’d calmly asked her to leave, telling her that he’d handle the investigation properly and not at her direction.

	She’d huffed, called him a few surly names, and had walked out, getting into a car with Spencer behind the wheel, and they’d driven off.

	Sipping a hot cup of coffee and enjoying his now quiet office, the sheriff tapped at an old file on his desk, thinking about the Dumonts, Billy, the detectives, his dad and even George Daniels. Even though the latter two were dead, he knew they’d had their issues. He’d hoped and planned to leave the past behind, but Chelsea Forrester’s death had forced his hand. Thinking about the last time he’d seen Chelsea, he cursed, when his deputy knocked and opened the door.

	“Hey, Branson,” said the sheriff, throwing a calm look on his face. “What’s up?”

	His deputy, who worked only when the sheriff needed him, waved a file. “We got the preliminary report from the coroner. Thought you’d like to see it.”

	The sheriff put his coffee down. “Bring it over.”

	Branson closed the door behind him and handed the file to the sheriff. “It’s pretty interesting.”

	“You already read it?”

	Branson’s face fell. “I did. I was curious.”

	The sheriff nodded. “You keep what you read to yourself, you got it? It gets out and I’ll know who it came from. And you can go back to pumping gas at the station with Titus.”

	“I understand.”

	The sheriff opened the file and began to skim over it.

	“They say she drowned,” said Branson.

	“I can read, Branson.”

	Branson went quiet, and the sheriff scanned the information. Chelsea Forrester had water in her lungs, abrasions on her arms, legs and feet, and scratches on her face. They’d taken blood for a toxicology report and swabbed her for DNA, but due to the water exposure, DNA evidence would likely have been washed away. There was no evidence of sexual assault and she’d been dead approximately twenty to twenty-two hours when she’d been found.

	“What do you think, Sheriff?” asked Branson. “Looks like she’d been running through the woods. Question is, how’d she end up in the water, and why?”

	The sheriff continued to scan the file, his review settling on the gown she wore. He held his breath. She’d been found wearing only a calf-length white night gown, sleeveless, with little blue flowers sewn along the hem. They’d examined the gown but had not found a label nor any evidence on it, probably because of the time spent in the water.

	The sheriff looked up, gazing at nothing.

	“Sheriff, did you catch something?” asked Branson. “Did you notice she wasn’t wearing any jewelry, although her mom swears Chelsea was wearing her favorite ring. I guess it could have been lost in the river.”

	“Shit,” said the sheriff, ignoring his deputy. He slid Chelsea’s file aside and opened the one below it, labeled Scarlet Hokans. He’d never looked at Scarlet’s report until that morning since Scarlet had already been dead for fifteen years when he’d taken over as sheriff, after his dad had died. In his mind, Scarlet had been the tragic victim of an accidental drowning, nothing more. At least, that’s what he chose to believe.

	He flipped through Scarlet’s file, seeing much of the same as Chelsea’s. Water in the lungs, no DNA, no sexual assault, contusions and abrasions on her body and no jewelry. Her toxicology report had come back with low levels of alcohol in her blood, but not enough to be considered drunk. Scanning another section, he saw that Scarlet’s parents had reported that Scarlet had always worn a silver bracelet given to her by her grandmother. It had been engraved with Scarlet’s name, but it was not found on her body. His heart rate picked up.

	He bypassed the rest and went straight to the section on the gown she’d been found in and read it. He sighed and held his head.

	“Sheriff? You okay? You look pale.”

	The sheriff reread the report, ensuring he wasn’t wrong. Scarlet Hokans had been found in a calf-length, sleeveless white night gown, with no label, and with little blue flowers on the hem.

	That’s when he closed the file and cursed again.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels opened the drawer and dug through it, dust circulating through the musty air. He was in the attic, starting the laborious task of cleaning out the mounds of boxes, trunks, and old furniture his grandfather had accumulated. The furniture stored would all have to be donated, but he had to clean out the drawers and shelves first. If they’d been in a normal town, Daniels would have considered a garage sale, but he discarded that idea quickly, since he doubted he’d have any customers. Plus, he didn’t want to spend any more time here than he had to, especially after the previous day.

	Rem still slept and Daniels let him, considering Rem’s injuries. After the accident, Daniels had driven home, the car still driving fine, despite the damage to the bumper. Once there, he’d gotten J.P. cleaned up and told Rem to rest and put some ice on his head. Then he’d called Marjorie, giving her a brief run-down, but blaming a deer instead of a ghost. After the call, they’d spent the rest of the day down by the riverbank, downstream from where Chelsea had been found. Daniels wanted to get out of the house and not think about what he’d seen.

	Rem had balked about going down to the river, but Daniels had grabbed a couple of fishing poles, and told him they could catch dinner. Rem remained suspicious but Daniels promised they’d be home before dark, and Rem had conceded. They’d brought a six-pack of beer and spent the rest of the afternoon letting J.P. play in the grass and casting out into the water. They didn’t catch anything, but after the events of the day, it was a welcome respite. It also allowed Daniels to keep an eye on Rem, and make sure he didn’t have any side effects from hitting his head.

	Pulling out a stack of old check stubs and deposit slips, he dumped them in a trash bag, thinking about Chelsea Forrester stepping in front of his car. It had happened so fast. They’d been close to home, and bam, there she was, stepping out of nowhere, and she’d been wearing that damn white gown. In a split second, she’d been standing in the road, looking at him, and then he’d hit the tree, and she was gone. Daniels shook his head, still trying to believe it.

	They’d gone to bed prepared to tackle the attic the next morning. Daniels had been up early, grabbed a bite and got J.P. up and fed. Delia had arrived soon after to watch J.P., although Daniels had told her not to worry about it. She’d insisted, though, needing to do something except think about Chelsea, and he’d accepted her help.

	He’d spent the last two hours tossing out mostly trash, and boxing more books, and finding strange odds and ends he had no idea why his grandfather had kept, like costume jewelry, boxes of candles, and even a trunk of old dresses. All Daniels could figure was that some of that stuff had belonged to his grandmother, who’d died before Daniels had been born, and his grandfather had just tossed it up here and forgotten about it.

	Dumping the remainder of check stubs and deposit slips that went back to the eighties and nineties that had been stored in a drawer of an old desk, Daniels opened an adjacent drawer, expecting to hit the year two thousand and after, when he saw a stack of letters. He pulled them out. They were all marked return-to-sender, and Daniels frowned when he realized they were addressed to him and his sisters. He opened them and sucked in a breath when he realized they were birthday cards. His grandfather had been sending them to him and his sisters through the years, and his father had returned them, all the way up to Daniels’ junior year of high school. Each card even had checks in them for twenty dollars that had never been deposited.

	Daniels held them, his hands shaking, wondering what could have caused such a deep rift that his father couldn’t give birthday cards to his own children from their grandparent. The anger welled up, and Daniels cursed his dad and his damned ego. Taking a breath to calm himself, he set the letters aside and saw a manila envelope in the drawer. Taking it out, he saw the familiar return to sender scrawl on the front, but also Daniels’ name and address. Daniels opened it and pulled out a small box and a piece of paper. He opened the box and saw a fishing lure. A memory flashed of fishing with his grandfather on the river near where he and Rem had been yesterday, and his grandfather using a fancy fishing lure. Daniels had admired it, and his grandfather had told him if he could catch dinner that night, he’d buy him one. Twenty minutes later, Daniels had hooked a twelve-inch trout.

	Daniels chuckled at the memory, and then recalled that that had been his last summer here before the fallout. He opened the note and read it, and his heart fell. Tears sprung to his eyes and one trickled down his cheek.

	Footsteps sounded on the steps and he heard them enter the attic, accompanied with a sigh. “What a beautiful way to start the morning.”

	Daniels wiped his face and sniffed.

	Rem walked up. “Good morning, if you want to call it that. At least I had my coffee, but by the looks of it, I’m going to need a lot mo…” He stopped and squatted. “What’s the matter? You okay?”

	Daniels took a shaky breath and tried to compose himself. “I found this.” He handed the note to Rem and showed him the lure. “From my grandfather. He sent this to me when Melinda died. Told me he wished he could have been there, knew how much I loved her, and was heartbroken for me and the family, and he was thinking of me. I never knew it. My father sent it back unopened.” He swallowed and shook his head. “Damn it. I had no idea. And now he’s dead. And I can’t even acknowledge his gift. I was on his mind that whole time, and I just thought he didn’t care.” He wiped another tear away. “God damn my dad.” He stood and dabbed his face with his sleeve, trying to pull it together.

	Standing, Rem took out the lure and held it, and read the note. “Why’d he send you a lure?”

	Pacing and holding back tears, Daniels told him the story of the trout.

	Rem put the lure back in the box. “You guys must have eaten well that night.”

	Daniels studied the floor, caught up in the memories. “You’d think, but I threw it back. I never liked killing the fish. Granddad thought I was nuts, but he didn’t care. I never caught many anyway.”

	“What about Melinda and Shelly? Did they fish?”

	“Melinda did sometimes, but not Shelly. Wouldn’t be caught dead with a fishing pole in her hand. Was more interested in her makeup and hair.”

	Rem smiled. He squatted back down and eyed the stack of birthday cards. “Looks like that’s not all that got returned.”

	“Can you believe it?” Daniels took a deep breath, feeling more composed, and realizing Rem’s questions had helped shift the conversation. But the regret bubbled up. “I should have made more of an effort with my granddad. After my last visit, I should have tried again. Shit. Why didn’t I?”

	“Don’t do that to yourself. You didn’t have all the information. You didn’t know about the letters, and by then, he’d already begun to decline. He may not have remembered any of it himself.”

	A rush of frustration reared up at the thought of what he and his grandfather had lost, and Daniels swiped at a pile of books he’d stacked, and the books went tumbling. “That’s not an excuse. I should have known better. I should have tried harder.”

	Rem folded the note and put it on the desk. “How many times have you told me that I’m not Superman, huh? That I don’t have superpowers and I can’t be there for everyone, every time. The same goes for you, partner. We wish we could go back and change the past, but we can’t. That doesn’t mean we have to kick ourselves in the ass every time we think about it. Give yourself a break. You were a kid. You did the best you could with what you knew at the time.” He picked up a book Daniels had knocked to the floor. “Your grandfather knew you didn’t get your gift, and the cards. He didn’t blame you for anything.”

	Daniels swiped at his face. “That doesn’t make me feel better.” He clenched his hands into fists. “If my father were here, I swear, I’d punch him.”

	“And what good would that do? It wouldn’t change anything. You two are already estranged, just like he was with his own father. If you ask me, the man’s suffering enough. He’s lost the two most important people in his life.”

	“He’s got Shelly and my mother.”

	“Something tells me that doesn’t offer much comfort.”

	Daniels ran a hand through his hair. “He made his bed.”

	“I know. I’m not making excuses for him. I just feel sorry for him. Seems like he had a great dad, and he’s got a great son, and he couldn’t manage to relate to either one of them. That’s sad.”

	Daniels expelled a gust of air. “I wish I knew what tore them apart. Up until that last summer, they seemed okay. They had their moments, but I can’t imagine what caused the rift.”

	“That ole black magic, whatever that is.” Rem picked up another book and began to restack them.

	Daniels walked up to a narrow window and stared out. “I can’t help but wonder…what if they’d never argued? What if they’d stayed close? Would that have helped when Melinda died? Would my grandfather have helped when I decided to walk away from the family business?”

	“It could have made it worse. They may have still ended up estranged because your granddad would have sided with you.”

	Daniels hung his head, wishing things could have been different. “What’s that saying?” He looked up. “You mentioned it yesterday.’

	Rem had gathered more books. “I think you mean, life sucks and…”

	“…and then you die. That’s the one.”

	“I can’t claim credit, but it works.” Rem stacked up some more books. “You feeling better, or do you want to knock these over, too?” He grabbed more and added them to the growing pile. “We can do this all day if it helps.”

	The anger faded, and Daniels allowed himself a soft smile. His partner could always manage to find a little humor in the darkest of times. He turned from the window. “I’m good for now. How’s your head?”

	“It’s still there.”

	“No headaches?”

	Rem tipped his head. “I think I’d rather talk about your messed-up family. I’m fine. Slept fine, too,” he paused, “well, except for another one of those crazy dreams.” He grabbed a box and started adding books. “I don’t think our second lady-in-white sighting helped.”

	“What dream?”

	“Running through the damn woods. Getting chased. Then I fell and something was there, but I couldn’t see it.” Rem straightened after adding a book. “I think I saw a shadow, and then I heard those same words, like we heard before.”

	“Take this,” said Daniels.

	Rem nodded. “Yeah. That’s it. I have no idea what the hell it means, but it’s damn weird.” He added more books. “How’d you sleep?”

	“Fine. J.P. too.”

	Rem looked around. “How much you get done?”

	“Loads, can’t you tell?”

	“This place is going to take the rest of the week.”

	Daniels shook off his reverie and studied the room. “Maybe not, if the two of us work on it. Thankfully, Delia is still willing to help, so that will give us more time.”

	Rem groaned. “Okay. How do you want to tackle this?”

	Daniels walked back to the desk. “I’ll finish here. How about you hit those boxes over there?”

	“Yay. More boxes.” Rem shot him a look. “You sure you’re okay? We can always go downstairs and hit the tequila. I know it’s early, but we can add it to some coffee.”

	“We do that, we’ll never finish. And after what happened yesterday, I say we knock this out before we have anymore encounters with mean old ladies or pale ghostly women.”

	“I hear—”

	A loud crash sounded from the other side of the room and Rem jumped and whirled. Daniels startled too. “What the hell was that?” asked Daniels.

	“Great. Now it’s a spooky attic? I should have known. This always happens in the movies.”

	Daniels headed toward the sound.

	“You sure you want to do that?” Rem held back.

	“It sounded like something metal.” Daniels looked to see what caused the noise. Nearing the other side of the attic, he saw a metal tin the size of a shoebox on the floor. “What the…?”

	Rem came up next to him. “Was that there before?”

	“No. It was up here.” He pointed at a cabinet.

	“How’d it get there?” asked Rem, his voice pitching higher.

	“I have no idea. It must have slid off.” He squatted and picked it up. It looked like an old faded lunchbox but didn’t have a handle. Daniels pried the lid open and it came off with a squeak.

	Rem spoke softly, his voice hesitant. “I swear if there’s bloody teeth in there, save yourself some time and call the asylum. Tell my mother I lost my marbles in your granddad’s attic.”

	“Not a problem, but since when did you have your marbles?” Daniels put the lid down. Inside the tin was an old photo, a used candle, an envelope and a small fabric bag with a strange symbol on it.

	“What the hell?” asked Rem.

	Daniels took out the faded picture. It looked like a yearbook photo of a young girl he didn’t recognize. 

	“Who’s that?”

	“No clue.” He opened the bag and pulled out a lock of hair, a red ribbon, and a piece of fabric. His heart thumped and his skin raised.

	“I’m officially freaked out,” said Rem. “What’s in that envelope?”

	Daniels put the bag down and picked up the envelope. Seeing what was in it, he dropped his jaw.

	“What is it?”

	Daniels pulled out two syringes, both capped, with clear fluid in each. On the side of each vial, written in thin black marker on a narrow white label, were the words ‘Take this.’

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	 

	Rem flew down the stairs and into the hallway. Daniels followed, holding the tin and the picture.

	“This is nuts,” said Rem. “I mean, what is that thing?” He pointed toward the tin Daniels held. “And who is that in the picture? And why are there two syringes with the exact words we’ve been dreaming about written on them? What was your grandfather doing?” He tossed out a hand. “I’m telling you, the longer we’re here, the crazier this gets.”

	They walked into the kitchen. “First of all,” said Daniels, setting the tin on the counter. “This stuff is old. God knows how long it’s been up there. He probably wouldn’t have even remembered it.”

	Rem narrowed his eyes. “Those syringes don’t look that old, but regardless of its age, that thing has a vibe to it I don’t like.”

	“A vibe?”

	“Don’t act like you don’t know what I mean. I saw your face. Combine that with the Ouija board I found and I’m thinking maybe that black magic crap is beginning to make sense.”

	Daniels shoulders fell. “I agree. It’s weird, but it’s not like we can do anything about it. Granddad is dead. I say we just put it aside and leave it. We’ll finish the attic and get the hell out of here.”

	“And the way that thing fell. That wasn’t an accident. Somebody wanted us to find it.”

	Daniels shook his head. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

	“Ahead of ourselves? Have you forgotten the things we’ve seen? That attic has been untouched for years, and it just happens to fall when we’re up there?”

	“Okay. It’s a little strange.”

	The back door opened, and Delia walked in, holding J.P. and Rem and Daniels went quiet.

	Delia stopped, looking between them. “Did I interrupt something? I can go back outside.”

	Daniels sighed. “No. You’re fine. Sorry about that. What did you need? How’s J.P.?”

	“He’s great. It’s a nice morning. I just needed to refill his sippy cup.” She held up the cup and J.P. reached for it.

	“I’ll get you some.” Daniels took it and refilled it with water.

	Delia bounced J.P. on her hip. “How’s the attic going?”

	Rem eyed Daniels. “Oh, just wonderful. All sorts of surprises up there.”

	“I can imagine,” said Delia. Her gaze fell on the counter. “What’s that?” She nodded toward the photo.

	“Found it upstairs,” said Daniels. “We didn’t know who it was.”

	Delia studied the picture, her face falling. “That’s Scarlet Hokans.”

	Rem went still, and Daniels held the sippy cup as the water overflowed the top.

	“What?” asked Rem, stepping closer.

	“Who?” asked Daniels, turning off the water and eyeing the photo. “You’re sure?”

	“Yes. That’s her senior photo. I’m sure of it. My dad showed me old newspaper clippings of her death, and they used that picture. It was also in the yearbook. My dad graduated with her, so I’ve seen it.”

	Rem and Daniels studied the picture, both tongue-tied. “Well, that’s enlightening,” said Rem.

	“It’s just a picture,” said Daniels. “It doesn’t mean anything.” He screwed the lid on and handed the sippy cup to Delia.

	“Said every defense attorney of every bad guy,” said Rem.

	Daniels picked up the picture, looking at it. “Delia, can I ask you something?”

	Delia handed the sippy cup to J.P. who sucked from it. “Sure.”

	“You were around before my grandfather died. How was he, at the end?” He put the photo down.

	J.P. squirmed, and Delia took the sippy cup and lowered him to the ground, where he crawled to a plastic ball. “I didn’t really see him that much. I’d come to clean usually once a month. But when I was here, he kept to himself. He mainly sat in that chair, reading, or sat outside.”

	“How was his health?” asked Daniels.

	“Did he take any medication, like shots, that you saw?” asked Rem.

	Delia fidgeted with the sippy cup. “Not that I noticed, but sometimes he sounded like he didn’t breathe too well. He’d get tired easily, which is why I think he didn’t move around much. Sometimes…well…he seemed confused.”

	“Confused?” asked Daniels.

	“I remember one time, he looked at me funny, and I think he didn’t know who I was. And a couple of other times, he called me by a different name. He called me Melinda.”

	Daniels sucked in a breath and gripped the counter. He hesitated. “Did he ever mention me, by chance?”

	“Don’t do this to yourself,” said Rem.

	“He did. Once,” said Delia. “It was another one of those odd moments. Not long before he died. I’d been cleaning the kitchen, and he came in holding a fishing pole, and told me he’d be down by the river, fishing with Gordy. Then he left. I didn’t know what he was talking about. But now I figure he meant you.”

	Daniels hung his head. “Yeah.”

	“When was the last time you saw him?” asked Rem.

	“I’d come to clean, but when I got here, he didn’t open the door. He rarely left, so I knew he had to be home. I went around the back and checked the river to see if he’d gone fishing but didn’t see him. I tried to call but he didn’t answer. It worried me, so I contacted the sheriff. He came out and found a way inside. Mr. Daniels was in his chair, a book on his lap. The sheriff said he’d been dead a couple of days.”

	Daniels took a shaky breath. “That’s how he would have wanted it. To go peacefully, in his chair, reading.”

	“I hope that’s how I go,” said Rem. “Only with the football game on TV and holding a beer.”

	“Thanks, Delia,” said Daniels. “I didn’t know you’d been the one to contact the sheriff. If it hadn’t been for you, he could have sat there for weeks.”

	Delia nodded. “He was a nice man.”

	Daniels eyes watered. “Yeah. He was.”

	Rem asked the obvious question. “Any idea why he’d have a picture of Scarlet?”

	“No. I don’t,” said Delia. “But he had a lot of things that didn’t make sense. It seemed every time I came to clean, the house had more stuff in it.”

	“I can believe that,” said Daniels. He straightened and seemed to shake off the sadness. “Chelsea never came around here, did she?”

	Rem perked up at the question. “You expecting to see a picture of her, too?”

	“Just curious,” said Daniels.

	“Only when I was around,” said Delia. “She came by once to pick me up, like she did before, and I was running behind, so she waited inside while I finished. Mr. Daniels didn’t like her though. Kept calling her Shelly.”

	Daniels’ eyes widened and he chuckled. “Man hadn’t lost all his marbles.” He cocked an eyebrow at Rem. “Unlike you.”

	Delia put the sippy cup on the counter and fidgeted with her fingers. J.P. chattered and smacked at the ball. “Can I ask you something? About Chelsea?”

	Rem eyed Daniels, who turned serious. “Sure,” said Daniels.

	Delia studied the floor. “She confided in me about something. I didn’t tell anybody because she asked me not to, but now I’m thinking I should.”

	“What’s that?” asked Rem.

	Delia hesitated. “She had recently started seeing someone. An older man.”

	Rem perked up. “Who?”

	“She wouldn’t tell me. Told me it would be scandalous if anybody knew. And they’d agreed to keep it a secret.”

	Daniels came around the kitchen counter. “You didn’t tell the sheriff?”

	“No.” Her eyes rounded. “I wanted to. I was going to call him today because I kept thinking that maybe this person killed her, and the sheriff should know, but then I talked to Jake last night.”

	Rem shook his head, not understanding. “Jake? What does Jake have to do with this?”

	“Jake’s big brother is friends with the sheriff’s deputy. His brother told Jake he’d talked to the deputy last night and the deputy told him that Chelsea was wearing the same kind of nightgown that Scarlet wore. White, sleeveless, with little blue flowers at the hem. So, there’s no way Chelsea’s older boyfriend could have done it. How would he have known about the nightgown?”

	Rem grunted, and Daniels sighed.

	“Am I doing the right thing?” asked Delia. She bit her lip in worry.

	J.P. crawled back over and pulled up on Rem’s leg. Rem leaned over and picked him up. “Hey, little dude. How are you this morning? Better than me and your dad, I hope.”

	“You should probably tell him, just to be safe,” said Daniels. He shrugged at Rem. “But I wouldn’t mention the nightgown, otherwise that deputy will get kicked to the curb.”

	“Hell, if she knows about it, how long do you think it will take before the whole town does?” asked Rem. J.P. reached for his sippy cup and Rem handed it to him.

	“Not our problem,” said Daniels. “None of it. Including Chelsea’s secret boyfriend.” He offered a flat stare, and Rem knew they were both thinking of the sheriff but didn’t want to mention it to Delia. “Let the sheriff handle it.”

	“You sure?” asked Delia. “I don’t want to get someone in trouble.”

	“I’m sure it’s fine,” said Daniels. “If—” The doorbell rang.

	Rem turned. “Oh, God. Who’s that? Please tell me it’s not those crazy sisters.”

	Daniels went to the door. “I’m afraid to look.” He glanced through the peephole and his face fell. “It’s the sheriff.”

	“What?” asked Delia. “Sheriff Thompson?” She wrung her hands again. “Do I have to tell him now?” She rubbed her head. “Could you tell him instead?”

	Daniels came over to Rem, took J.P. and handed him to Delia. “You know, that’s a great idea. Take J.P. and head outside. We’ll talk to the sheriff. If we need you, we’ll let you know.”

	Delia’s face softened. “You’re sure you don’t mind?” She took J.P. and his sippy cup.

	“Yes. Don’t worry about it.” Daniels walked her to the back door and opened it. “We’ll let you know how it goes.”

	“Thank you.” Delia walked out with J.P. and Daniels closed the door.

	“What are you doing?” asked Rem.

	Daniels walked to the kitchen and grabbed the tin and picture. He put the photo back in the tin and placed the tin on a bookshelf among the collection of knick-knacks that still needed to be boxed for donation. The doorbell rang again.

	Daniels walked to the entry. “The sheriff wants to talk? Then let’s talk.” He opened the door.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	 

	Sheriff Thompson rang the bell a second time and waited. He was getting ready to knock when Gordon Daniels opened the door. “Good morning, Sheriff.”

	The sheriff took off his hat. “Good morning.” He glanced inside and saw Daniels’ partner standing in the front room. “You mind if I come in?”

	Daniels swung the door wider. “Not at all.”

	The sheriff entered and noted the changes in the house. “You two have done a lot of work. I can actually see out the windows.”

	Daniels closed the door behind him. “We’ve been busy.”

	“You need any books or magazines, you’ve come to the right place,” said the partner. The sheriff recalled his name was Remalla. “You can have them all for free.”

	“Not much of a reader myself, but Linda Mayhill runs a little library out of her home. She might be interested.”

	“I think she’s gonna need a bigger house,” said Rem. “I was just going to make some coffee. Care for any?”

	“That would be great,” said the sheriff. “Thanks.”

	Rem nodded and went into the kitchen.

	“What can we do for you, Sheriff?” asked Daniels. “Any more information on the case?”

	The sheriff put his hat on the couch and scanned the room, looking for anything of interest. “Looks like Chelsea Forrester drowned, at least that’s the preliminary indication.”

	“I suppose that’s not surprising,” said Daniels.

	The sheriff walked to the window. “Probably won’t get much DNA, if any, due to the exposure. Still waiting for toxicology.” He saw Delia Denton sitting on a blanket outside playing with a baby. “That your boy?”

	Daniels walked up to the window. “Yes. That’s John Preston, but we call him J.P. Delia’s helping watch him while Rem and I get this place cleaned up.”

	The sheriff watched them play. “I hear you plan on selling?”

	Remalla filled a pot with water and added it to the coffee machine. “You know the gossip around town. Come on, Sheriff. Why are you asking questions you know the answer to?”

	“Because I’d rather hear it from you. The gossip mill is just that. Gossip.”

	Remalla added a filter and scooped some coffee grounds. “Something tells me you’ve been talking to Tisha Dumont.”

	Daniels cocked his head. “Lovely lady.”

	The sheriff smiled. “She does have her ways. She cursed me out yesterday for not running you two out of town.”

	“Is that why you’re here?” asked Daniels.

	“On the contrary, no. It’s not. Despite Mrs. Dumont’s dislike of you, she’s not my boss.”

	“Why does she hate us so much?” asked Remalla. “We don’t even know the woman.” He flipped on the machine.

	The sheriff walked toward the kitchen. “Tisha doesn’t like most people, but she certainly doesn’t like outsiders.” He looked around the kitchen. “And there’s been talk about George Daniels, and his past, and then Chelsea Forrester washes up on your property, just like Scarlet Hokans. It gives her and the town something to talk about.”

	“I’m glad we can offer them some entertainment,” said Remalla. He reached into a cupboard and pulled out some mugs.

	“They don’t have much else to do,” said the sheriff.

	“What about Billy? Is that why nobody likes him either?” asked Daniels.

	The sheriff turned to face Daniels. “Billy has a reputation problem he refuses to do anything about. In fact, I think he goes out of his way to make it worse.” He rested a hand on the counter. “And it doesn’t help when the three of you are sitting together in the local restaurant and confronting Mrs. Dumont.”

	“Confronting?” Daniels eyebrows rose. “If anyone was confronting anybody, it was her. She basically made a threat against my child. She’s lucky I didn’t kick her ass and that cane of hers out of the restaurant.”

	The sheriff nodded. “I get it. She can get under your skin, but she’d never hurt your boy. But what is interesting is that you would threaten harm to an old woman whose words are her only weapon.”

	Remalla put the mugs down with a thud. “Are you serious, Sheriff? That lady is like Godzilla. She walks around whipping her tail, breathing fire, and scaring people.” He paused. “You have kids? Someone you love?”

	The sheriff shifted. “I don’t have kids.”

	Remalla’s eyes narrowed. “If that bitchy woman threatened someone you cared for, don’t tell me you wouldn’t want to kick her ass. In fact, I suspect you’ve thought about doing it, more than once.”

	“But you didn’t actually do it now, did you?” asked Daniels. “Come on, Sheriff. You know there’s a difference.”

	The sheriff gripped his belt buckle. “Regardless of what I may or may not have thought about Tisha Dumont, I’m not the one living on the property where a woman’s body was found, nor where the former owner was a potential suspect in another woman’s murder. And especially when those two murders had similar characteristics.”

	Remalla stepped back from the counter and crossed his arms.

	Daniels straightened, his expression sober. “Are you seriously trying to make the case that my grandfather killed Scarlet Hokans and somehow concealed it for twenty-five years, so that I could come along, and do the same thing to Chelsea Forrester?” He swiped out a hand. “And for what purpose? Because I’m bored?”

	“You’re a detective,” said the sheriff. “I’m sure you’ve seen some strange things.”

	“I’m a father,” yelled Daniels. “I have an almost one-year-old in the backyard, a wife on a girls’ trip, and I just inherited a house from my likely senile, hoarding grandfather. I’m an experienced detective with a best friend and partner who came up here to help him clean up this mess, and then ends up having a body wash up on his property. Now I’m considered a suspect in a murder in a small town with crazy ghosts, mean old ladies, and stupid sheriffs.” He snorted in disbelief. “I don’t know about you, Rem, but I think our good sheriff here is just trying to cover up the real problems in Dumont.”

	Remalla pushed off from the counter he’d been leaning on while the coffee brewed. “I think you’ve got a point. I mean, if we’re going to paint a picture here based on the sheriff’s logic, let’s paint this one. George Daniels isn’t the only suspect around Loonytoontown.” Rem paused. “Your father was the sheriff before you, right?”

	The sheriff tensed. “He was.”

	“Hmm,” said Rem. “What if, and I’m just thinking out loud here, what if he killed Scarlet, because from what we hear, he and Scarlet may have shared a bit more time together than you may care to admit, and now you, his son, kills Chelsea because you’re his kid, so obviously you’ve got the killer genes. And since George Daniels’ grandson shows up in town, now you’ve got an easy fall guy.” He eyed Daniels. “Sound like a theory to you?”

	“Hell of a lot more logical one. Especially if Sheriff Thompson here wanted Chelsea dead,” said Daniels.

	The sheriff didn’t move, his heart thumping, and mind whirling. He spoke slowly. “You two know a lot more about this town then I realized. I guess I have Billy to thank for that.”

	“It’s amazing how small-town talk works both ways, isn’t it, Sheriff?” asked Remalla.

	The sheriff took a deliberate breath. “You two can come up with your theories all you want, but it doesn’t change mine."

	“If you’re going to arrest us, then do it,” said Daniels. “A good attorney will laugh you out of court and expose things you may not want exposed.”

	“Now who’s doing the threatening?” asked the sheriff.

	“We can give as good as we get,” said Remalla.

	The three men stood quietly in the kitchen as the coffee percolated. The sheriff took the time to consider his next question and looked around the room. He spied a bureau with shelves, seeing the various odds and ends stacked up. “You two planning to get rid of most of this stuff?”

	“We’d rather not pay for ten U-Hauls,” said Rem.

	“Maybe you should hold off for now,” said the sheriff. “Until I can get a search warrant.”

	Rem chuckled, and Daniels shook his head, and then laughed himself. “You want to go through all this stuff, have at it. I hope you’ve got a lot of man hours available.”

	“Maybe your deputy can help,” said Rem. “I hear he’s an up-and-comer.”

	“Feel free to do what you want, Sheriff,” said Daniels, stepping closer. “But consider something before you pull that trigger. You’ve contaminated your own potential crime scene.”

	The sheriff turned back. “You care to explain that?”

	Daniels shrugged. “I believe you helped yourself to some sort of paranormal investigation in this house before we arrived. Or at least that’s what you called it. Or were you here to do something else?”

	“How’d you even get in here, Sheriff?” asked Remalla. “Never mind trespassing. How about breaking and entering?”

	The sheriff erupted. “The back door was open. I didn’t…” He stopped and composed himself. “I didn’t break in. And George even told me I could check the place, after he was gone.”

	“I don’t think the permission of a senile old man or few ghost stories is going to hold much sway with a judge,” said Remalla. “But you’re welcome to try.”

	The sheriff drew himself up. “I know you two are big city detectives and you think you can easily come in here and intimidate a small-town sheriff, but your accusations don’t bother me one way or the other. And I won’t back down.”

	“Do what you got to do, sheriff,” said Daniels. “But we don’t back down either.”

	“Don’t tell me you don’t have other suspects,” said Rem. “This town’s crawling with them. We’re not even investigating, and I can already tell you should be checking out Spencer Dumont, and even Billy.”

	“Spencer was born three years after Scarlet’s death. I don’t think he killed her,” said the sheriff.

	“Nice deduction, but his grandfather’s car went off a cliff three months after her death. Maybe that’s not a coincidence,” said Daniels. “Maybe Spencer knows more than you realize, especially with a grandmother that seems to hold all the secrets about this town.”

	The sheriff glared. “Are you trying to insinuate that Tisha Dumont may have something to do with this?”

	“I wouldn’t put it past that woman to do whatever the hell she wants,” said Daniels. “There have been plenty of women who’ve influenced men to do stupid things.”

	“And as much as I like Billy,” said Remalla. “There’s more to his story. We already know about his connection to Scarlet, but what exactly was his relationship to Chelsea? Have you even bothered to check?”

	The sheriff felt his face warm. “I’ll check what needs to be checked. I know the secrets of this town better than you either of you and I know the people better. What I don’t know about is you two, and regardless of your attempted misdirection, everything was fine until you showed up.”

	“I’m not too sure about that, sheriff,” said Daniels. “I think there’s more up this town’s skirt than just a pair of Fruit-of-the-Looms.”

	The coffee machine beeped, and Rem grabbed a mug. “Looks like you’ve got some more investigating to do. I mean, that is your job, right?” He added coffee to the cup and held it out. “You want cream or sugar?”

	The sheriff fought the urge to tell Remalla what he could do with his coffee. “I’ve said what I had to say. I think I’ve got my questions answered.”

	“Glad we could help,” said Daniels, his face stony.

	“I’ll be talking to a judge about a search warrant.” The sheriff turned away from the kitchen and picked up his hat.

	“I’m guessin’ that’s a ‘no’ on the coffee,” said Remalla from behind him. “More for me then.”

	“You’ll understand if we keep packing,” said Daniels, walking him to the front. “We still have a lot to do.”

	“As long as you don’t mind us pulling it all out, when the time comes.” He reached the exit and turned.

	Daniels opened the door. “Have a nice day, Sheriff.”

	The sheriff eyed Daniels and then looked toward the kitchen at Remalla, who raised the mug at him, and took a sip. The sheriff turned and left.

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels watched through the peephole as the sheriff got in his car and drove off. Rem came out of the kitchen and sat at the dining table with his coffee. Daniels joined him.

	“I’d offer you a cup, but I figure you’re considering that tequila right about now,” said Rem.

	Daniels rubbed his head, his mind reeling. “You think he’ll get a search warrant?”

	“I’d be surprised. What’s his probable cause? But knowing this town, anything’s possible. I say let him have it if he does. They’ll be here till Christmas going through all this.”

	“That tin we found won’t be too helpful for our case.”

	Rem sipped more coffee. “What tin?”

	Daniels dropped his hand.

	Rem shrugged. “Guy was stupid enough to tell us he’s getting a search warrant. He should know better.”

	Daniels sat back. “Did you notice he told us he didn’t have kids…”

	“But he didn’t say anything about not loving someone. Yeah. I caught that. You think it could be a reference to Chelsea?”

	Daniels groaned. “I have no idea what to think. The guy could legitimately be doing his job and trying to find Chelsea’s, and maybe Scarlet’s killer. Or he could be the killer and trying to pin it on us.”

	“Or he’s protecting someone,” said Rem. “He’s been in this town all his life. Hard to put someone you know in jail.” He put his coffee down. “It’s easier to point the finger at a stranger.”

	“It can’t be that easy if you know they’re innocent.”

	“If he didn’t do it, it’s still easier to blame an out-of-town city boy instead of a friend, or the neighborhood Godzilla.”

	Daniels stared off, before shaking his head. “Well, until we actually get that warrant, we might as well get back to work, and get this place finished, and just hope it’s not for nothing.”

	“Like I said, if they come in and tear it all up, it’s not the end of the world. It can be fixed.”

	“That’s not the only thing to consider. We already found that tin. There’s a ton of shit left up there. What if there’s more to find that might not look too good if the sheriff were to find it first?”

	Rem tapped his finger on the table. “It’s a good thing I made some more coffee, because I’m gonna need it.” He stood. “Let’s go. If the sheriff really manages to get a warrant, then we need to get through that crap before he comes knocking.” Rem stopped at the stack of shelves. “And you need to get rid of that tin.”

	Daniels kneaded his shoulder. “What tin?”

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	 

	Billy opened the door to his small motorhome. He was still parked in the remote, wooded parking area a couple miles outside of Dumont and in front of a quiet, isolated trail. Closing the door behind him, he slid his jacket off and tossed it into a chair piled with other clothes. He’d spent the morning at his mom’s and the rest of the day on the trail, away from Dumont. His stay, so far, had been tumultuous, and he’d hoped to be gone by now, but Chelsea Forrester’s murder had brought up some old baggage, and he found it difficult to leave.

	His talk with the detectives the other day had stirred memories of Scarlet, and although she’d been dead twenty-five years, the loss still pained him. He sat at his small dining table, where the dish and fork he’d used that morning remained. Never one to be called tidy, he tended to clean when the impulse hit him, and it didn’t hit him often. Plates were piled in his sink, and he had laundry to do. He’d hoped to do some at his mom’s the next day, and maybe leave town afterward. Denise Ford popped in his mind. The pretty grocery cashier had caught his eye, too. Maybe he’d stop by again before he left and say hello.

	Sitting at the table, he thought about his stay. Chelsea Forrester crossing his path while he sat in the park flashed through his mind. She wasn’t much different than the rest of the high schoolers in town. He was an easy target for them, and he knew it, but it had never bothered him before. But Chelsea - something about her that day reminded him of Scarlet. Her mannerisms, her attitude, her boldness, and her lack of clothing. He wondered if Chelsea had shared more traits with Scarlet than just what Billy had observed. Was Chelsea a risk-taker? Was she over-confident in areas she should have left alone? Billy hadn’t put too much stock in it until the day Chelsea had walked by him, taunting him, saying that she knew what Billy had done, and nothing stayed secret in Dumont forever.

	At the time, Billy had let it go, but the more he’d thought of it, the more it had bothered him. After Scarlet’s death, he’d left town, but his demons had followed. He’d learned that trying to run from the past didn’t work. His relationship with Scarlet, his future plans, and his fragile mental health had all suffered his senior year, and when Scarlet died, he knew he bore responsibility. If he’d been braver, he might have prevented it. But he hadn’t.

	Feeling the mood swing coming on, he knew he had to shift his state, or he’d spiral down into a deep depression. He stood and went to the fridge. There wasn’t much in it, but he grabbed some orange juice, poured himself a glass, then dropped to the floor and did fifty pushups and fifty sit-ups. He’d learned that exercise helped when it came to holding off a downward swing. Starting to break a sweat, he downed his orange juice, then did fifty pullups on a bar he’d installed over his bathroom door and finished with fifty burpees.

	Now in a full sweat, he opened the fridge to get some more juice, but grabbed on to it when he swayed. A wave of dizziness hit him, and he held onto the wall for support. Blinking, he tried to shake it off when a sudden euphoria bloomed. His vision spinning, he closed his eyes, waiting for it to pass. Needing to sit, he took a few uncertain steps back to the dining table, and laughed when he wobbled slightly and barely made it to the chair. Sitting, he put his elbows on his knees and breathed deeply, but the floor began to morph into strange shapes. Staring, he smiled in amazement as his feet melted into the liquid metal of his motorhome. Fascinated, he reached out, his fingers melting too. The air became thick, and Billy could feel the pressure of it move against his skin, like syrup over pancakes. He marveled at the feel and began to giggle. He never giggled, but now he couldn’t stop. The warm air wrapped around him, and he sighed, feeling himself supported and weightless, and his body lifted and began to float. The sensations sped up and he laughed at his ability to move and twirl above his dining table. Everything felt soft and simple, and the mental precipice he’d hovered over moments before evaporated. He’d never felt so good or so free. Sighing, he stretched and swiveled, twisting in the air.

	Drifting that way for what felt like hours, he felt his weight return, and he drifted back into his seat, his body becoming solid, and wondered again what was happening to him. The floor morphed again, but this time its cool, watery nature turned hot, and Billy reared back, as the water became jets of fire. His feet burned, and he pulled them up, but then the table caught, and the fire grew. Billy jumped from his seat, his calm demeanor dissolving into fear, as the fire engulfed his trailer. He tried to smother it with a blanket, but the blanket caught and burned. Swatting at it with his hands, he screamed as his skin began to blister. The fire rose and Billy tried to run, but his feet wouldn’t move. They were caught in the syrupy floor, which sucked him down, refusing to free him.

	The heat burned, and his body shriveled, desperate for relief. He flailed, trying to get away, but the inferno doubled in size, his trailer disintegrating around him. Billy screamed, terrified and powerless, when the floor finally released him, and he scrambled for the exit, missing the stairs and falling hard on the ground. The fire followed, though, and the dirt beneath him caught and the flames reared up. Scurrying to find his footing, he clawed at the ground and managed to stand. He took off in a sprint, the fire in his hair and clothes, shrieking into the trees.

	 

	**

	 

	Linda Mayhill enjoyed the soft sound of the distant creek as she walked down the silent trail outside of town, pondering her latest donation of books. She walked alone, needing the time away. Estelle had provided her with her visiting stepdaughter’s collection of romance novels, and the covers alone were scandalous enough to have been put on the erotica shelf, if she had one. She didn’t know what Estelle was thinking, because Linda would never be able to display those books to her small group of readers. She could already see Tisha Dumont’s face. She’d set them to the side, figuring she could read them herself, under lock and key, of course. And as she enjoyed her quiet time, she tried to think of what to tell Estelle when the woman eventually inquired as to why the books she’d donated weren’t available in the library.

	A scream interrupted her thoughts, and Linda stopped, feeling anxious. Listening, she tried to stay calm. Being the only one around, she pulled out her cell, prepared to use it. The only car she’d seen in the area had been that old RV at the head of the trail. She knew it had belonged to Billy Drucker, but the man was harmless, or at least that’s what she thought. She walked faster, determined to get back to the road. Whoever made that scream had been close, and she didn’t want to be any closer.

	The scream came again, and fear curdled her belly. It had been much closer than she’d expected, and she realized it was coming from the direction she was headed. The question was, was someone being murdered or did someone need help? She picked up her speed, careful of her surroundings and ready to call for help. Reaching a break in the trees, she could see the end of the trail and Billy’s RV. It shook as if someone was jumping up and down inside. Debating what to do, she pulled up the sheriff’s number on her phone, when the RV’s door slammed open and Billy shot out, falling to the ground, screaming and his arms flailing. He swatted at himself, his face a mask of terror.

	“My, God,” said Linda, watching from the trees. “I knew it. The man’s on drugs.”

	Billy jumped up, pulling off his shirt, and ran, darting into the woods, still screaming. Linda ducked behind a tree, not wanting him to see her, and with shaky fingers, called the sheriff.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels awoke with a start, his heart racing. Blinking to orient himself, he sat up, taking a deep breath, and ran a hand through his hair. His skin slick with sweat, he pushed the sheets back and swung his legs to the side. The nightmare still echoed in his mind, and he took a sip of water from the glass on his nightstand. Eyeing the time, he saw it was almost four a.m. J.P. slept soundly in his playpen, making soft breathing sounds.

	Daniels closed his eyes, trying not to think of the dream, but failing. He’d been running in the woods, terrified. Something followed him, but he couldn’t see what it was. Everything around him seemed to morph into monstrous forms. Branches and twigs were fingers and arms, reaching out to grab him. His clothes ripped as he ran, and the fingers caught him, but he pulled away. The worst part was his search for J.P. He couldn’t find him. He’d shouted his son’s name to no effect. Had the thing chasing Daniels found J.P.? Breathing hard, his side aching and his lungs bursting, he flew into a clearing and saw the rushing river. Hearing the thing in the trees encroach, he shot down the bank, eager to find safety, but his foot caught, and he tripped. Landing hard on the water’s edge, he froze as the cold leached the strength from him, and unable to get up, he crawled forward, sinking deep into the mud. Desperate, he pushed and freed himself, landing in a soggy pile of leaves and vines, and that’s when he saw her. Marjorie. Lying dead on the riverbank, a white night gown twisted around her legs.

	That’s when he’d come awake with a jerk.

	He took another sip of his water and tried to relax. It’s just a dream, he told himself. Putting the glass down, he stared at the side table, reached over, and slid the drawer open. Taking a heavy breath, he reached in and removed the tin he and Rem had found in the attic. He’d meant to throw it away, but something held him back. At the last minute, he couldn’t do it, and he’d pulled it out of the trash and put it in the drawer beside his bed.

	Rem would balk if he’d known, so Daniels hadn’t told him, figuring he’d throw it out the next day. His heart still thudding, Daniels opened the tin. He left the envelope with the strange syringes inside but studied the picture of Scarlet Hokans and ran his fingers over the fabric bag. What were you doing with this stuff, Granddad? he asked himself. How did you know Scarlet?

	Not getting an answer, he put the picture back in the tin with the used candle and opened the fabric bag. He took out the lock of hair, the ribbon, and the piece of fabric. Something about the items made him shiver, but he couldn’t stop looking at them. He had the strange sensation that he should know what they were, but he didn’t. The room chilled and he shivered again. Holding the patch of fabric, his mind wandered, and he saw himself back down by the banks of the river, fishing with his grandfather. The air was crisp, the sun was warm, and his granddad smiled at him. The water rushed by, and Daniels felt the tug on the line. Reeling in the fish, his grandfather ran over, took the pole, and handed him the net. “Take this,” he said. Daniels resisted, wanting to keep the pole and bring in the fish, but his grandfather insisted. “Take this. Take this.” He forced the net at Daniels. Daniels held on, but his grandfather wouldn’t back off. “Take this,” he yelled at Daniels.

	Daniels sucked in a shocked breath, opening his eyes, seeing the bed and the tin laying on the sheets. Still holding the fabric, he saw the time. Four twenty a.m. He’d been sitting there for twenty minutes. The room was so cold; he put the items back in the bag, stood and grabbed his robe and threw it on. He pulled out the envelope with the syringes, seeing the writing on the side, and thinking of his grandfather yelling at him, Take this.

	Making a decision, he left the envelope with the syringes and candle in the tin and removed the picture and the fabric bag. He put the photo and bag in the pocket of his robe and slid the tin back in the drawer. Realizing he wouldn’t be getting any more sleep, he stood and pulled J.P.’s blanket back over him, wondering why it was so chilly in the room.

	The old wooden floors creaked with the sounds of footsteps outside his door. They traveled down the hall and Daniels figured Rem was up, using the restroom. Not wanting to disturb him, Daniels waited for the footsteps to retreat, signaling Rem’s return to his room, but they never came.

	Curious, Daniels walked to his door, hoping his partner wasn’t sick. He opened it, and stuck his head out, listening, but everything was quiet, including the bathroom. Stepping out, he frowned. The restroom door was open, and no one was inside it.

	He did a double check on J.P., ensuring he slept, and then walked out into the hall. After the portrait incident, Rem had moved into the farthest bedroom, and Daniels moved toward it, passing the other room Rem had left. Sticking his head in as he walked by, he saw nothing out of place, and kept going. Rem’s door was closed, and Daniels held his ear against it. He heard soft snoring.

	Shaking his head, he figured he’d heard Rem returning to his room instead of leaving it and left the hall and went into the kitchen. The sun had not yet ascended, but a soft nightlight illuminated the area, and Daniels started a pot of coffee, still thinking about that strange flashback with his grandfather. What the hell was the significance of the words Take this? Were those syringes some sort of medication his grandfather needed? And why were he and Rem dreaming about them?

	Finishing with the coffee and turning on the machine, he leaned back against the counter, thinking, when his gaze caught sight of a book on the dining table. Pushing up, he walked closer. He didn’t recall it being there when they’d gone to bed.

	Nearing it, his skin prickled when he realized it was a photo album. “What the hell?” he whispered to himself. He’d seen this album the previous afternoon when he’d come across it while he and Rem worked in the attic. He’d flipped through a few pages until Rem had told him not to get lost in the past and to hold onto it for later. He’d put it aside but had left it in the attic. He was sure of it. So why was it here now?

	Nervous and uncertain, Daniels sat at the table, almost afraid to touch it. Obviously, there had to be an explanation. Books didn’t just get up and walk themselves downstairs. A recent case came to mind where, in fact, books could move themselves, but he knew that had nothing to do with this. Carefully, he moved his fingers over the album, and opened it.

	The box he’d found in the attic had contained more than a few albums, and he recalled again setting it aside. He had to assume that Rem must have brought the album down. Feeling a little shaky, he flipped through the photos, feeling sillier by the second. It was pictures of him and his sisters at the lake and cabin. Some with his grandfather and some with his parents. His eyes had adjusted well enough to the light that he could see them, and he smiled at the memories, remembering happier times when his family wasn’t in tatters. Flipping to the last page, he almost closed the book, when he stopped on a photo. It was of him and his sisters, sitting on a log near the river’s edge. His smile fading, he studied the picture, feeling a chill move down his spine. Melinda sat on one end, her brown hair blowing in the wind, Shelly sat in the middle; a red ribbon tied in her hair, and Daniels sat beside her, wearing a shirt with the same pattern as the fabric from the bag in the tin.

	Time seemed to stop. A cold sweat broke out on Daniels’ skin and he swallowed, finally understanding. The items from the bag belonged to him and his siblings. Melinda’s hair, Shelley’s ribbon, and Daniels’ shirt. He sunk down in his seat; his mind unsettled. What the hell were you mixed up in, granddad? And how does that relate to Scarlet’s picture? None of it made sense.

	Closing the book, he considered that tequila shot that Rem kept mentioning when he heard a thunk on the floor behind him. Turning, he searched for the cause of the sound and saw something on the rug outside the kitchen entry.  His heart skipped when he stood and saw that it was J.P.’s missing yellow teething ring. It sat in the middle of the back hall that led to the garage, utility room, and the door to the attic. Reaching for it, the chill bumps doubled up on his skin. Where had it come from and how had it gotten there? Picking it up, he did a double-take when he saw the open attic door. Light from the stairwell beyond illuminated the doorframe and a scraping noise from above made him jump. It sounded like furniture moving in the attic. Instantly alert, Daniels went still, listening. His heartbeat already higher than normal, he felt it pick up some more when he thought he heard a footstep. Alarm bells rang in his head. Was someone in his house?

	After dropping the teething ring beside the photo album, he moved stealthily to the front door and checked it, but it was locked. A check of the back door confirmed the same. Nothing seemed disturbed and he told himself to calm down. Why would anyone break into his house and go into the attic?

	Taking quiet steps, he walked to the attic door and carefully pushed it open. He gave silent thanks that it didn’t squeak, and held his breath, thinking. Had they closed that door? Had they turned off the light? He thought they’d done both, but at this point, he questioned everything. He debated waking Rem. If he was going to confront an intruder, he’d appreciate the help, but his rationale laughed back. Did he honestly think someone was rummaging through his grandfather’s things while two detectives slept below, and leaving photo albums and teething rings out for Daniels to find?

	Deciding he was silly, he chuckled. Obviously, they’d left the door open, and the stairwell light on, and maybe even brought the album down without remembering. The teething ring must have fallen on the floor at some point and they’d just missed it. Prepared to flip the light off and close the door, he looked up and stopped when he saw that the small bulb at the top of the stairs inside the attic was also on.

	Shit. Adrenaline coursed through him, his breathing escalated, and he gripped the doorframe. It’s fine, Daniels, he said to calm himself. You guys left the lights on in the attic, too. He kept up the internal monologue, knowing that they hadn’t done any of it. They’d turned off all the lights, closed the door and left the album upstairs. But for some crazy reason, Daniels took the first step and slowly moved up, determined to find out what was going on. If someone was up there, one scream from him would bring his partner running, and Daniels had to believe he could handle himself if needed, especially with his son in the house.

	The word ghost flitted through his mind, and in some weird way, it comforted him. He figured if his granddad was poking around in his things, then he was cool with it. It was the flesh and blood intruder that had him worried.

	Taking deliberate steps, and careful to be quiet, he ascended the stairs, his gaze sharp and alert. Boxes came into view, and then various pieces of furniture he and Rem had arranged near the stairs, ready to be brought down. Nearing the top, he slowed, peered over the top of the banister, and scanned the room.

	His heart rate had tripled, and he tried to breathe slowly, not wanting to make any sound. Not seeing anything suspicious, he took the last steps to the top, getting a full view of the attic. The dim overhead light created murky shadows and the one narrow window in the room reflected the light and the remaining items in the room. He and Rem had only hit about a third of the attic the previous day but had left it with some semblance of organization. Rem had taken the back half and Daniels the front, and they’d tried to move everything into sections as they went through it. Although they had a lot left to do, it felt a little less cluttered.

	Daniels took a step into the room, beginning to feel like a fool, when something moved in the back of the attic where the minimal light from the bulb above him barely reached. Instinctively, he reached for his weapon, but realized he didn’t have it. Cursing, he stepped back, and saw the flashlight. It was sitting upright at the top of the stairs. He grabbed it and flipped it on.

	“Who’s there?” he yelled. “Come on out.” The flashlight shook in his hands.

	The figure didn’t move, and Daniels advanced, moving fast, prepared to conk the figure on the head with the flashlight, when it shifted and turned.

	Daniels stopped, frozen in the dim light. “Rem?”

	His partner, wearing a dark t-shirt and pajama pants, sat on an old chair with a box of clothes opened in front of him. Rem blinked and his eyes reflected the light. “Daniels?”

	Daniels lowered the flashlight and held his chest, his heart pounding. “Jesus. You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing up here? I thought you were asleep.”

	Rem shook his head, his eyes unfocused. “I, uh, I don’t know.” He held his head. “I had a dream.”

	Daniels moved closer. “Are you okay? You don’t look right.” Daniels put the flashlight down and pulled a chair up. He recalled listening at Rem’s door and hearing him snore. How had he gotten past him?

	Rem blinked some more. “How long have I been up here?”

	“I don’t know.” Daniels recalled his own lost time in his room. “What do you remember?” He could see a sheen of sweat on Rem’s skin.

	“I…uh…hell.” Rem rubbed his temples. “I woke up. I couldn’t sleep. I dreamed…I dreamed of Jennie.” He dropped his head. “Shit.”

	“Take your time.” Daniels thought of his dream and Marjorie.

	Rem took a deep breath. “She was dead in the water. I found her.” His voice shook.

	“It’s all right. It was just a dream.” Daniels recalled his own fear. “Was she wearing a white gown?”

	Rem looked up, his eyes haunted. “Yes.” He groaned. “I was searching for her. I couldn’t get to her.”

	Daniels thought of J.P. “I know.”

	“Then I woke up, and I came here.”

	Daniels frowned. “Why?” Daniels knew Rem would never want to come up here alone, and certainly not in the dark.

	Rem shook his head. “I couldn’t get the voice out of my mind.”

	“What voice?”

	“Her voice. Jennie’s voice. I heard her. I thought…I thought…she was up here.” He groaned again. “I’m so confused.”

	“Take a breath. You might have been sleep walking.”

	“No. I wasn’t. I remember hearing her. I wanted so bad to see her. It was like I had to go upstairs. I…I…had to come here. And this box…”

	Daniels looked over. “What about it?”

	“I swear she told me to open it.” Rem’s face paled more.

	“You want to lie down? You’re not looking too good.” Daniels reached out, but Rem pushed him away.

	“No. You don’t get it.”

	“Get what?”

	“The box. Did you see? I opened it.”

	Daniels glanced over. “It’s just a box of clothes.”

	“I found it. It was in there. I think…I think…Jennie was wearing it. She showed me.”

	Daniels wondered how long it would take an ambulance to get there if he called. “Rem, you’re not making any sense.”

	Rem pointed. “Look. It’s right there. Don’t you see?” His voice shook with emotion.

	Daniels turned. “Rem, there’s noth—” And then he saw it.

	Tossed over another box, where the dim light barely reached, its length trailing the floor, was a sleeveless white nightgown. Daniels, not sure he believed it, stood, grabbed the flashlight, and moved closer. Flipping on the light, he aimed the beam, and his stomach dropped when he saw the little blue flowers sewn into the hem.

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	 

	Rem picked at his scrambled eggs, moving them around the plate, but barely touching them. Not even the bacon had appealed to him. The coffee did though, and he took a sip of his second cup. He already knew this would be a multiple-pot day.

	J.P. sat in his chair, munching on his own eggs which Daniels fed him, along with some pieces of banana. Daniels had finished his breakfast and sipped from a green smoothie he’d made in the blender. He’d said little that morning, but neither had Rem, the events of the early morning still occupying their thoughts.

	“Not hungry?” asked Daniels.

	Rem put his fork down. “Not really, no.”

	“And I even made bacon.”

	“Sorry. Normally, bacon would shift me out of any mood, but not today.”

	Daniels nodded and handed J.P. some more banana. “You feeling any better?”

	Rem rubbed his head, still seeing Jennie’s face and hearing her voice. “You mean do I know where I am and what I’m doing? For the moment, yes. But God knows what another night in this place will do to me.”

	“You don’t remember going up into the attic?”

	“No. I just…” He closed his eyes. “I remember Jennie. She was standing there, but it was like a dream. I just followed. All I could think was that she was alive, and everything prior to now, and after her death, that was the dream.” He opened his eyes, feeling the heaviness in his eyelids. “And the next thing I remember is you, upstairs, sitting next to me, and that crazy night gown.”

	“You don’t recall going through the box of clothes?”

	“There’s some vague recollection of digging through it, but it’s mostly a fog.” He pushed his plate back. “What about you? How’d you know I was up there?” Daniels had told him about his own dream, but not much else. After finding Rem upstairs, Daniels had encouraged him to come down, and had tried to get him to go back to bed, but Rem said no, and Daniels settled him on the couch instead. Rem dozed for a bit, still floating between two worlds, until the sun-brightened room woke him, and Daniels had offered him some coffee, and told him he was making breakfast.

	Daniels put down the rest of J.P.’s uneaten banana and eyed the yellow teething ring lying on the table. Daniels had told Rem how he’d found it. “I heard a noise. You’re lucky I didn’t have my gun. Scared the hell out of me.”

	“You didn’t bring your gun?”

	“What for? Did you?”

	“It’s in my suitcase.”

	Daniels smirked.

	“Don’t give me that look. You brought your gun to my Aunt Audrey’s birthday party at the assisted living center. What were you worried about? The bingo game being rigged?”

	Daniels took a sip of his coffee. “Yeah, well, they’re a suspicious group. I still think Audrey’s friend Bill threatened to cut me with his fork me if I didn’t bring him some french fries.”

	“You’d understand if you had to be on a sugar-free diet.”

	“I am on a sugar-free diet.”

	“Which is probably why you’re having nightmares.”

	“What’s your excuse then?” Daniels wiped J.P.’s face and removed the tray table.

	“Gee. I don’t know. Maybe it’s staying in the haunted house of a potential murderer, where we find odd tins with strange objects in them, and fancy white night gowns that match the ones women are murdered in.”

	“My grandfather didn’t kill anyone.” Daniels pulled J.P. out his chair set him on the ground and gave him his teething ring.

	“You sure about that, Chief? It’s looking a little like maybe Grandpa Daniels had some secrets up his sleeve.” Rem crumpled his napkin and put it on the table.

	Daniels’ face fell. “I’ll admit, there’s some strange stuff here, and a lot of questions unanswered.”

	“Strange stuff? That’s putting it mildly. How do you explain it? What was that stuff in the tin, and why is that nightgown up there?” He pointed toward the attic.

	Daniels eyed the table and drummed his fingers. “About that stuff in the tin. I think I know what it is.”

	Rem raised a brow. “What is it?”

	Daniels hesitated. “It belonged to us. It’s Melinda’s hair, Shelly’s ribbon, and a piece of my shirt. I recognized it when I saw a picture in that album.” He tipped his head toward the counter and Rem saw a book of photos. “You didn’t happen to bring that downstairs yesterday, did you?”

	Rem shook his head. “No. I didn’t.” He sat back. “Your grandfather has items in a tin that belonged to each of you? That’s creepy as hell.” Something bothered him about Daniels’ expression. “You did throw that stuff out yesterday, right?”

	Daniels shifted in his seat. “I wanted to…”

	“Ah, hell. You still have it?”

	“I put it in the drawer beside my bed.”

	“Are you serious?” Rem slid back from the table. “That stuff, whatever it is, has some kind of weird mojo on it, and I’ll be willing to bet that it’s responsible for our horrible dreams last night.”

	“It’s just stuff, Rem.” Daniels stood and picked up J.P.

	“It’s not just stuff, Daniels.” Rem stood, too. “Look, I get it. This is your grandfather’s home, and you have some attachment to it. You don’t want to believe that your relative could be a killer…”

	“He’s not a killer. Stop saying that.” Daniels put J.P. in his playpen. “You don’t know why he has any of this stuff. You’re just freaked out about ghosts, and it’s giving you nightmares.”

	“You’re damn right I’m freaked out about ghosts. This stay has been nothing but a freakshow since day one, and you’re going to stand there and act like it’s no big deal?”

	“Because it’s not a big deal,” said Daniels, handing J.P. a toy. “It’s just dreams, and a few weird items. That doesn’t make the man a murderer.”

	“Just dreams?” Rem shot out a hand. “And weird items? Maybe you’ve got a touch of George’s senility. Did you forget the ghost lady I saw on the way in? Or your sighting of Chelsea on the road, and almost getting us killed? Or how about the dead woman washing up in your backyard, or syringes with liquid in them that have the words take this on them, that we keep dreaming about? You want to call all of that no big deal?”

	Daniels swiveled; his eyes narrowed. “Yes. That’s exactly what I want to call it. Because that’s what it is. I know this town is weird, but I don’t care. Whatever is going on here, it’s none of our business. Maybe my grandfather did have a few strange things in this house, but none of it points to him being a murderer. And maybe our dreams are strange, but that’s likely more about your constant paranoia and belief that every noise this house makes has to do with a ghost. You can either take these things at face value, leave it alone, pack up and leave, which is what I’m trying to do, or you can make up crazy stories in your head, tell yourself that there’s an evil presence in the house, dream about your dead girlfriend showing you dead women’s clothes, and end up driving yourself nuts. And obviously, you’ve picked the latter.”

	Rem erupted. “How can you be so stupid? All the shit that’s happened, plus that dead woman you seem to think is no big deal, is found in the same spot where another woman died twenty-five years earlier? If this weren’t your family, you’d be all over this guy. You call me paranoid? I’m the only one making any sense around here. Even the sheriff is wondering what the hell is going on, and he’s stupider than you are.”

	Daniels’ face, already red, went redder. “The only stupid one around here is you, with your constant moaning and complaining. I thought it was hard enough with J.P. If I’d known I was going to have to deal with two babies, I’d have told Marjorie to stay.”

	Rem advanced. “I’m such a burden? Well then you can take your spooky house full of shit and shove it up your ass. I only came up here in the first place because I felt sorry for you.”

	Daniels’ shouted back. “Sorry for me? Well that’s one thing we can agree on, because there’s no one more deserving of pity than you.”

	Rem went still, his body tense, his chest rising and falling, and fighting the urge to punch his partner in the face. Some voice inside him told him to shut up, and it sounded like Jennie. That snapped him out of whatever rage had taken over and he cursed and turned away. He took a deep heavy breath and told himself to calm down.

	Several anxious seconds passed. Rem heard Daniels breathing hard from behind him. “Rem. I’m sorry.” He sounded just as desolate as Rem felt. “I don’t know what…what came over me.”

	Rem took another second to compose himself and turned back. “It’s my fault. I started it. I shouldn’t have called your grandfather a murderer, or you stupid.” He ran his hands through his hair, still wondering where the anger had come from. He and Daniels had argued before, but never like that. “I’m sorry.”

	Daniels’ shoulders fell. “I shouldn’t have said, you know, what I did about Jennie or—”

	“Forget it.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t have said what I said either.”

	Daniels returned to the dining table and sat. “What the hell is happening to us?”

	Rem joined him. “I don’t know. But it’s not good.”

	They sat quietly while J.P. babbled and played in his playpen.

	Rem’s heartbeat slowly returned to normal, and he tried to think clearly about their situation. “You realize if the sheriff shows and finds that gown and that tin, we might have some explaining to do?”

	Daniels rubbed his face and sat forward. “I know.”

	Rem nodded. “It’s your grandfather’s good name on the line, and yours, too, but I trust you. You just let me know how you want to handle it, and I’ll back you up.” He paused. “Even if it means I may lose my sanity in the meantime.”

	Daniels smiled softly. “I appreciate that.”

	“You’d do the same for me. Have, in fact.”

	The doorbell rang, and Daniels moaned.

	“I’ll get it,” said Rem. “It can’t be any worse than what we just experienced.” He stood and answered the door and saw Delia. “Good morning.”

	“Hi,” said Delia, coming in.

	“Hey, Delia. Thanks for coming over again,” said Daniels. “Rem and I should be done in a couple of days.” He grunted and mumbled. “If we make it that long.”

	“It’s no problem. I don’t mind watching J.P. at all.” She walked to the playpen and dropped her backpack. “Did you guys hear what happened in town?”

	Rem braced himself. “I’m afraid to ask.”

	“What is it?” asked Daniels, sitting up.

	“Big Billy’s in the hospital. They think he had some sort of drug overdose. They’re not sure he’s going to make it.”

	Rem looked at Daniels. “Drug trip? Are they sure?”

	“That’s what the sheriff said.”

	“Do you believe him?” asked Rem. “Has Billy been known to do drugs?”

	Delia shrugged. “Not that I’ve heard. Of course, if you listen to Tisha Dumont, he’s been a drug user from the start. It won’t be long before the whole town believes it.”

	“Ain’t that the truth,” said Rem.

	Delia opened her backpack and pulled out a stuffed tiger. “Look, J.P. I brought you something.” She leaned in and waved it at him, making tiger growls. J.P. squealed and reached for it.

	Daniels sat in his chair, his expression clouded, but his body rigid. 

	Rem spoke softly to prevent Delia from hearing. “You thinking this thing with Billy could be more than an overdose?” 

	Daniels nodded, and spoke low. “Seems pretty coincidental. He ends up in the hospital right after talking to us?”

	Rem shrugged. “Could be nothing.”

	“Or it could be something.” After a second, Daniels turned serious and shifted in his chair. “Delia, after Tisha Dumont, who’s got the most information about Dumont and the people in it?”

	Delia offered J.P. the tiger, and he took it with a shriek. “Probably the Brison sisters. They’ve been here almost as long as she has.”

	Daniels stood, his anxious face shifting to one of determination. “You still planning on backing me up?” he asked Rem.

	Rem knew that look. “You know I am.’

	“Delia,” said Daniels, “you mind staying with J.P. while Rem and I go out for a bit?”

	“That’s fine,” said Delia.

	Daniels raised a brow at Rem. “Then get showered. You and I are going to pay a visit to the Brison sisters.”

	 Rem stifled a moan. “Would you be mad if I was hoping you were going to say we could get some ice cream instead?”

	Daniels patted him on the shoulder. “It’s time to find out a little more about this town, partner.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	 

	Nurse Jackie Ipsom made her rounds, checking on her patients. The latest one was a man named Billy Drucker who’d been brought in the previous afternoon. She’d checked in on him an hour earlier. Reviewing his chart, she saw he’d been admitted while hallucinating and in and out of consciousness. Erratic blood pressure, rapid heartbeat, and labored breathing were only a few of his issues. The doctors had worked to stabilize him, but it had been a rough night. They’d finally settled him into a room on Jackie’s floor early that morning, but he was still exhibiting signs of distress. The doctors had not been able to identify what was causing the problems. The tests they’d done for a variety of drugs had all come back negative. They’d administered a few medications to help, but nothing had made a difference. All they could do was keep him hydrated, continue to monitor him, and hope he’d come out of it on his own.

	On her previous stop in his room, his mother, Dora Drucker, had been there, sitting by her son’s side, holding his hand. Jackie knew the poor lady had been up all night, terrified, and Jackie had suggested Dora take a break and get some coffee. Billy had remained unconscious, an oxygen mask on his face and machines monitoring his vitals. Dora had argued at first, but Jackie assured her she would keep an eye on him. Dora had finally agreed, saying she’d be back after she got cleaned up and something to eat.

	An hour later, Jackie paused in the hallway after visiting another patient, and flipped through a file on her tablet. After making some notes, she headed back down to Billy’s room to check on him. Opening the door, she stopped when she saw a woman standing by his bed. Her back was to Jackie and Jackie thought she saw the woman slide something into a small purse she was holding.

	“Can I help you, ma’am?” asked Jackie. Stopping at the rear of the bed, she saw Billy sleeping, and the woman beside him was older than his mother. She held a cane for support.

	The woman frowned and the wrinkles in her face creased deeper. “Do I look like I need help? Just because I’m old, doesn’t mean I’m helpless.”

	Jackie stiffened. “Are you family?”

	The woman leaned on her cane. “Hell, no, I’m not family. God forbid.”

	Jackie took a breath. She’d dealt with difficult friends and family members in the past and she’d learned that it was typically in response to worry and fear. “I’m sorry, but only family can visit at this time. You’re welcome to stay in the waiting room. It’s comfortable and I can keep you updated if something changes with his condition.”

	The woman grimaced. “If I want to sit in a waiting room, I’ll go home. Damn hospitals.” She turned and put her small bag under arm and used her cane to slowly walk toward the door.

	Jackie walked behind in case the woman needed assistance, although she doubted the woman would accept it. “His mother will be back soon. Should I let her know who stopped by?”

	The lady looked back in disapproval. “What the hell for? Dora doesn’t need to be bothered, and neither do I. Besides, he’ll be fine. Everybody worries too much.”

	The woman left the room, and Jackie watched her disappear down the hall, wondering who she was and why she’d visited. Despite the woman’s gruff nature, she’d sworn she’d see the slightest shine of tears in her eyes when Jackie had approached the bed. But whatever emotion had surfaced, vanished at Jackie’s arrival. 

	Dismissing the strange woman, Jackie returned to Billy’s bedside. She noted his vitals and replaced his IV bag, pleased to see that everything appeared normal. Maybe he’d finally passed the worst of it. She made some notes in her tablet, and was about to leave, when a slight shift in Billy’s breathing stopped her. Standing by his bedside, she waited. Within seconds, his eyelids fluttered, creased, and opened.

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels knocked on the door.

	“They know we’re coming?” asked Rem. He’d showered and changed into his customary faded jeans but wore a decent blue t-shirt with the American flag on it.

	“Delia called them. I didn’t want to just show up unannounced. She said they’d love for us to visit.”

	Rem shifted nervously. “I don’t know if I should be anxious or pleased.”

	“You’ve interviewed far worse than these two.”

	“I know, but I can handle the dregs of society. These two are weird. I don’t know how to read weird.”

	The door lock jiggled, and a dog started barking. “Now’s a good time to practice,” said Daniels, as the door opened. Celeste Brison stood at the entrance, a broad smile on her face, and her hair a decidedly pinker color than Daniels recalled. A small white dog bounced at her feet, barking at the two of them.

	“Well, hello, boys. Come on in,” said Celeste. “What a nice surprise.” She swung the door wide. “Be quiet, Whiskey.”

	The dog barked some more, and Daniels stepped inside. “Thank you. I hope you don’t mind the sudden notice.” Rem followed him in.

	“Are you kidding? Bella and I rarely get visitors. Everybody thinks we cast spells up here, or some such nonsense. Hush, Whiskey.” The dog quieted, and she closed the door behind them. She ran a hand through her wavy hair. “What do you think of the new color? Thought I’d try something new.”

	“It looks great,” said Daniels, trying to keep his expression flat as he eyed the front room. The walls were painted purple with green trim, and the wooden floors sported bright blue and yellow macramé rugs. Beads, not curtains, hung from the windows and door frames, and strange art, some of which depicted dark shapes and twisted faces, and others that looked like shattered rainbows with runny tootsie rolls decorated the walls. A pink couch sat against a wall, with two lamps on each end, each covered with a filmy pink scarf. Odd bunches of what looked like dried flowers hung upside down from various sections of the ceiling.

	Rem failed at hiding his expression, and Celeste laughed and smacked Rem on the back. “Not your ordinary husband-and-wife-with-two-kids living room, is it?” Rem opened his mouth to speak, but nothing emerged. “I know. It’s not entirely my taste, but Bella likes her color. You get used to it.”

	Rem eyed a painting with a twisted face and bulging eyes.

	“That’s called The Eyes of Truth. You like it?”

	“It’s different,” said Rem. “A little intense for my taste.”

	She laughed and stepped further into the room. “Bella hates it, but I prefer that over crazy runny rainbows.” She waved. “Come on in. Sister’s in the kitchen. Don’t mind Whiskey Cake here. He’s a pain-in-the-rear, but harmless.”

	Daniels followed her, the dog at his heels. Rem nudged him from behind. “I think we’re in some wacked out version of Candyland,” he whispered.

	“Would you rather be in the haunted house?” he whispered back.

	They entered the kitchen. Daniels smelled something cooking and was surprised to see a rather comfortable looking space. In the middle was a large wooden picnic table, with a big multi-colored tablecloth thrown over it. A big vase of flowers sat in the middle and there were cushions on the benches. The walls were a softer shade of purple and the trim was a neutral white. Shelves lined the far wall and were filled with dishes, cups, and bowls. Bella stood at the stove, her apron tied around her, and her silver hair loose but held back by a bandana. It had been up in a bun at their first visit, but now it trailed past her shoulders. Her walker sat in the corner, but she didn’t use it. Another set of dead flowers hung upside down in the room, along with a few other plants that Daniels didn’t recognize.

	“They’re here, sister,” said Celeste. “I hope your mood’s improved. You scare these boys off and you’ll hear it from me.” She pointed. “Whiskey. Go sit.” The dog ran over to a bed in the corner and laid down.

	Bella stirred something in a pot on the stove. “Oh, shut up, Celeste. The only thing that’s gonna scare these boys off will be your cooking.”

	Celeste’s jaw dropped. “My cooking? You know I cook better than you. My pot roast won the contest at the county fair.”

	“That was twenty years ago, you damn fool.” Bella kept stirring. Daniels stared at Rem, who looked as uncertain as Daniels felt. “Have a seat, fellas. Hope you’re hungry,” said Bella.

	“Oh, you didn’t have to cook for us,” said Daniels. “We’ve already eaten.”

	“You did. I didn’t,” said Rem, eyeing the stove. “What’s on the menu?”

	Celeste dropped her frown at her sister and pulled down some bowls. “Bella is making our grandmother’s world-famous split pea soup.”

	Rem’s face fell. “Pea?”

	Daniels smiled. “On second thought, that sounds delicious.”

	“Have a seat,” said Celeste. “And don’t worry, handsome.” She patted Rem’s shoulder. “You’re gonna love it. We’ve yet to set a bowl down that hasn’t come back empty.

	Daniels sat at the table, and Rem sat across from him. “If you say so,” said Rem. “I’ll be honest, though, I’m still thinking about those brownies you mentioned.”

	Celeste smiled. “You are, huh? I don’t blame you. They’re life changing. I’ll be honest. We took the ones we made for you the other night over to the Forrester’s. Poor people. I can’t imagine what they’re dealing with.” She went to the oven and flipped on the oven light. “But you’re in luck. I whipped up some of my banana nut biscuits. They’ll be done around the time you finish your soup. You’re gonna love ’em.”

	Rem rubbed his hands together, and Daniels rolled his eyes. “You’ve said the magic words,” said Daniels. “None for me, though.” He patted his stomach. “I’m watching my waistline.”

	“Aren’t we all?” asked Celeste with a wink.

	Daniels shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and Rem unsuccessfully hid a grin.

	“But don’t you worry either, good-lookin’,” said Celeste to Daniels. “I didn’t forget your health kick. I whipped up a spinach and apple protein shake just for you. You’re gonna think you’re eating ice cream, it’s so good.” She squeezed his bicep. “Plus, it’s great for those big muscles.”

	Daniels raised a brow. “You remembered that?”

	“Oh, honey. I don’t miss a beat. We may be older, but we got our wits. Bella can still recite the periodic table. Tell ’em, Bella.”

	Bella stirred. “Hydrogen, Helium, Lith—”

	Rem raised his hands. “That’s okay. We believe you.”

	Celeste cackled. “That gets ’em every time. Doesn’t it, sister?”

	Bella smirked. “Nobody wants to hear the periodic table anymore.”

	“Did they ever?” asked Rem. “I’d rather eat those dried flowers.” He pointed at the arrangement hanging above them.

	Celeste hooted. “Handsome and funny.” She winked at Rem. “We don’t get many of those in Dumont.” She laughed some more. “We’re lucky ladies today, sister.”

	“Oh, sit your horny ass down,” said Bella. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

	Celeste pulled out some silverware while Daniels shook his head at Rem. He began to question his decision to come here, but had to admit, if nothing else, these ladies were amusing.

	“Hell,” said Celeste. “If I can’t embarrass myself now, when can I?” She put the forks and spoons beside Rem and Daniels. “Life’s too short. Just ask the Forresters. Poor family.”

	Bella removed the spoon from the pot. “I don’t know why you feel so bad for them. That Chelsea was a troublemaker. Probably got herself into a mess she couldn’t get out of. The lessons of the past are wasted on youth.”

	Daniels regarded Rem. “What did you know about Chelsea, Bella?” He asked. “I know you didn’t seem so happy with her when you saw her the other day.”

	Bella took off her apron and hung it on a hook. “I don’t wish ill-will on anyone, but that girl was on a collision course. She should have known better.”

	Celeste made a tsk-tsk sound. “You don’t know anything about that, and it’s none of our business.”

	“The whole town probably knows about it. Who cares whose business it is?” asked Bella. “Bad enough it happened with that poor girl Scarlet. And now it happened again. History repeats itself. Just ask Billy Drucker.”

	Rem sat up and Daniels couldn’t help but ask. “What do you two know about Chelsea, Scarlet, and Billy?”

	Celeste sat next to Daniels. “You see what you started?” she asked. “You should keep your mouth shut. You’re upsetting our guests.”

	“It’s fine. You’re not upsetting us,” said Rem.

	“To be honest, it’s actually why we called,” said Daniels. “A lot has happened since we got here, not all of it understandable, and since you two seem to know the town, we wondered if we could ask you some questions.”

	Celeste made eye contact with her sister, who came over and sat next to Rem. Daniels noticed that Bella and Celeste shared the same deep blue eyes and had to guess these ladies had caught some male attention in their younger days. Bella leaned forward. “What’s happened?”

	The question caught Daniels off guard, but not Rem.

	“What hasn’t happened?” asked Rem. “Dumont has been nuttier than chunky peanut butter. Between seeing the lady in white, Chelsea’s body washing up, hearing about Scarlet, finding strange personal items in Daniels’ granddad’s house, screaming women, footsteps and moving portraits, I’d say we’re in the middle of some American Horror Story episode.”

	Celeste’s brow furrowed and Bella’s eyes widened. “You saw her? The Lady of Black River?” asked Bella.

	Rem nodded. “Hell, yeah. On my way in. I thought she was a hitchhiker who needed help.” He gestured at Daniels. “Then he saw Chelsea Forrester, wearing that damn night gown, on the road. Tell ’em.”

	Daniels felt strange admitting it. “I know it sounds crazy, but she stepped right in front of the car. I’m lucky I didn’t kill anybody. Rem hit his head, and I just hit a tree. Thankfully, it wasn’t worse.”

	“I saw the lady a few years back, down by the river,” said Bella. “She stood there, staring at me, her eyes dark and that wet hair hanging. About peed my granny pants.”

	“I remember that load of laundry,” said Celeste. “I think you did more than that.”

	Bella glared. “You want to go there, sister?”

	“Oh, relax. I’m just trying to lighten the mood.” She leaned in. “People have been seeing the lady of the river for years. The story is it’s Scarlet, still wandering and looking for her killer. But Chelsea Forrester? Out on the road? That’s a new one. Maybe she and Scarlet are teaming up.”

	“You two believe the two cases are connected?” asked Rem. Daniels listened as Rem’s investigative skills kicked into gear. Rem and Daniels knew they were related, but Rem wanted to see what the sisters knew.

	“Two women? Washing up in almost the same place? Wearing almost the same thing?” Bella stood. “Have to be.”

	“Not really,” said Celeste. “Scarlet’s location and what she was wearing wasn’t a secret.”

	“The details of the gown she wore was. Only the killer knew that,” said Rem.

	Bella went to the stove and stirred the pot. “Bring the bowls, Celeste. Soup’s ready.”

	Celeste stared, openmouthed. “You sound like you know something.”

	“Sister, the bowls,” said Bella.

	Celeste jumped up and picked up the bowls and brought them to Bella.

	“We heard through the mill that the gowns were the same,” said Daniels. “If our source is accurate.”

	Celeste put a bowl in front of Daniels as Bella filled another. “It’s that damn deputy Harold Branson, isn’t it?” asked Bella, shaking her head. “Don’t know why the sheriff relies on him. That boy’s leakier than an old hose.”

	Celeste put another bowl in front of Rem. “Eat up, boys. Don’t wait on us.” She grabbed bowls for her and Bella, and Bella filled them, too.

	Daniels took a sip. “Wow. That’s delicious.”

	Rem swirled his spoon. “That doesn’t bode well for me.”

	“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” said Daniels, taking another sip.

	Bella picked up a basket, sat, and put it on the table. “In case you want some bread for dipping.”

	Rem took a delicate sip, and his eyes slowly widened. “That is good.” He took a spoonful.

	Daniels reached for some bread. “Congratulations, ladies. You’re the first to successfully get him to eat a vegetable without complaint.”

	“I never thought I’d like something with the word ‘pea’ in it,” said Rem.

	Celeste grinned and sipped her soup. “Food is the way to a man’s heart. Few men have left here unhappy, right, sister?” She laughed and poked Bella’s arm.

	Bella pulled off a piece of bread from the basket. “Food is one way to leave ’em hanging, but not my favorite.”

	“Oooh, sister, you are on a run, aren’t you?” said Celeste. “I think you made him blush.” She glanced toward Rem. “Don’t mind her. She lost her filter years ago if she ever had one.”

	“Uhm,” said Rem, “back to Scarlet. Did you two know her?”

	“Yeah, we knew her,” said Bella. “Like Chelsea, she was nothin’ but trouble. Girl liked to play on the edge. She couldn’t wait to get out of this town. Wanted to get to the big city. Be an actress or some such nonsense. Problem was, she lacked the proper sense to prepare. Instead, she wreaked havoc in Dumont, thinking by wielding that ass of hers, she could get what she wanted.”

	“We know she was dating Billy Drucker,” said Daniels, dipping his bread in the soup. “What do you know about that?”

	“Poor boy,” said Celeste. “She put him through the wringer. I think in her own way she loved him, but she messed with him, too.”

	“Loved him?” asked Bella. “The only thing Scarlet loved was money and getting her hands on it.”

	“Money?” Rem held a spoonful of soup. “What did she need money for?”

	“Her big break. Her move. You go to the city, you need money. And her parents didn’t have much and they sure as shit weren’t going to give her any. So Scarlet made her own way.” Celeste took some bread from the basket. “That’s my theory, at least.”

	“Theory?” Bella sat up. “Girl was sleeping with the sheriff, and he was paying her to keep quiet about it. That’s one profession that pays well.”

	Daniels stopped mid-sip and lowered his spoon, remembering what Billy had told him and Rem. “She was sleeping with the sheriff? The current sheriff’s father, and getting paid for it?” He met Rem’s gaze.

	Celeste frowned. “Bella, you don’t know that for a fact.”

	“I got eyes and ears, don’t I?” asked Bella. “The sheriff was paying her to keep doing it. Not for silence, because the whole town suspected, and nobody had the balls to confront him. He took advantage of that girl. The only one in the dark was Billy, and he was only blinded by love, and likely a ton of Scarlet’s lies.”

	“You think the sheriff killed her?” asked Rem.

	Celeste shrugged. “That or Ed Hampton.”

	Daniels paused. “Ed Hampton?”

	“Tisha’s husband,” said Bella, between sips. “She never took his name.”

	“No surprise there,” said Rem.

	“Word is,” said Celeste, “Scarlet was sleeping with him too.”

	Rem picked up his napkin. “She did get around, didn’t she? You think that had something to do with why his car went off the road?”

	“You think she was blackmailing him?” asked Daniels. “Threatening to tell Tisha if he didn’t pay?”

	“Maybe,” said Celeste. “Tisha would have sent Ed packing. No question.”

	“My money’s on the sheriff,” said Rem. “He’d have the means, motive and experience.”

	Bella sipped her soup. “Billy’s not off the hook either. Celeste and I always wondered about him. What if he found out what Scarlet was doing? Did they get in a fight? Was it a crime of passion? She didn’t like the water, so maybe Billy tossed her in, just to scare her, and it went bad.”

	“Makes sense, especially now with Chelsea’s death. The sheriff and Ed are dead. Billy’s not.” Celeste stood. “What am I thinking? I forgot the iced tea. Sister, why didn’t you say something?”

	“It’s all this murder talk,” said Bella. “It’s the most scintillating conversation we’ve had in years.”

	“We talk,” said Celeste. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a pitcher.

	“About food and plants, and who died. Outside of that, you’re usually noddin’ off on the couch.”

	Rem sat forward. “Let’s get back to Billy. You think he would have killed Chelsea, too?”

	Celeste pulled down some glasses from the shelf. “Word is Chelsea knew some things. Threw them in Billy’s face more than once.”

	“That’s a big stretch to go from listening to some high school kid throwing threats around to killing her,” said Daniels. He took the offered glass from Celeste.

	“Depends on what she’s threatening,” said Bella. She took a glass and picked up the pitcher. “Don’t worry. No sugar added.” She poured some in Daniels’ glass, and then added some to the rest of the glasses.

	“Don’t worry, hon,” said Celeste to Rem. “I’ve got you covered.” She took down a jar and spoons and put them on the table. “I like mine sweet, too.” She grabbed a spoon and put two healthy dollops of sugar in her tea. Rem did the same.

	“I’m just saying,” said Bella. “If the two deaths are connected, Billy makes the most sense. He’s still alive.”

	Rem stirred the sugar in his tea. “I’m not sure I buy it. Billy doesn’t strike me as a killer. When we talked to him, he seemed genuine. I think he suspected about Scarlet’s extracurricular activities, but don’t think he really wanted to admit it. And Chelsea? He’d been putting up with her for a while. Why would he suddenly want to kill her?”

	“Maybe if Chelsea heard about Annie,” said Bella.

	Celeste hit her sister in the arm. “Sister, stop. You don’t know about any of that. Those are just whispers. Don’t give ’em more merit.”

	Daniels took a sip of his tea. It was crisp, cool and fresh, and he detected a hint of mint. “What whispers?”

	“Who’s Annie?” asked Rem.

	“Annie Dumont. Tisha’s girl and Spencer’s mom,” said Celeste. “Poor child.”

	Rem stopped stirring his tea and took a sip. His eyes widened. “That’s the best iced tea I’ve ever had.”

	Celeste smiled. “Just added a touch of love, hon.”

	“About Annie,” said Daniels. “And the tea is delicious, by the way, what’s the connection with Billy?”

	Celeste sighed. “Nobody knows for sure. There were rumors, but never any confirmation.”

	“Oh, just spill it, Celeste. We’ll be here all day.” Bella wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Some people believe Spencer could be Billy’s kid.”

	Daniels held his iced tea glass, and Rem raised a brow. “Are you serious?”

	“Now don’t go talkin’ about it. This town likes to make shit up and spread it around like fertilizer,” said Celeste. “I personally don’t believe it. But what is true is that Annie and Billy had some sort of involvement after Spencer was born. Billy had spiraled after Scarlet’s death. He’d left town but still came around to see his mom. Annie had disappeared too but came back knocked up. Did they get together outside of Dumont? Nobody knows. But once she had Spencer, Billy came around and they started hanging out. Tisha hated it, so Annie did it more. Annie and her mother were like oil and water. They never got along. Billy was fighting his own demons though, just like Annie. After a while, Annie and Billy both disappeared, and then word came that Annie had died.” Celeste shook her head. “That’s the only time I saw Tisha crack. She’d survived her husband, but Annie almost did her in.”

	“Now you’ve got three women dead around Billy,” said Bella. “But I’ll climb that limb and say it was just a coincidence. You’re the detectives around here. You be the judge.”

	Daniels swirled more bread in his soup. “You think that has something to do with what happened to Billy yesterday?”

	Celeste straightened. “What happened to Billy?”

	“He kill himself?” asked Bella.

	Celeste dropped her jaw. “Sister, stop.”

	Bella scooped up some soup on her spoon. “Would you honestly be surprised?”

	“No, he’s alive. He apparently had a drug overdose, according to Delia,” said Rem. “He’s in the hospital. From what we hear, he’s not in good shape.”

	“Well, I’ll be,” said Celeste.

	“Doesn’t surprise me. I figured the booze would take him first, though,” said Bella. She sipped some tea.

	Daniels nodded, thinking. “So, you two think Billy killed Scarlet, Chelsea and Annie?”

	“Annie was probably not intentional. Billy’s influence though, got her back on the bad stuff, and she just took it from there,” said Bella.

	“If this is so obvious, why is Sheriff Thompson sniffing around us? Why not just go after Billy?” asked Daniels.

	Celeste and Bella hesitated. “Oh, boys,” said Celeste. “You sure you want to go down this road? Maybe you should just take your handsome tails home and leave Dumont behind you. Shake the dust from this town off your shoes.”

	“Not that we don’t like good-lookin’ neighbors,” said Bella.

	“Believe me, I’ll be the first one in the car when he says go,” said Rem. “But our gut tells us there’s something going on around here, and Sheriff Gary has got a bug up his ass around us. My partner here would prefer not to let the good Daniels’ name get dragged through the mud, which the sheriff seems determined to do.” Rem sipped from his tea. “Plus, after what we’ve experienced in that house, we’re getting the distinct impression that someone is trying to tell us something. As much as I’d like to leave Amityville behind, we kind of want to get to the bottom of this mess before our friendly sheriff accuses us of murder.”

	“Murder?” Celeste chuckled. “You two?”

	“Shocking, isn’t it?” asked Daniels.

	Celeste tipped her head at the dog. “I’d trust you with Whiskey’s life, and that’s big, ’cause he can be a pain in the ass. I’ve wanted to kill him myself a few times.”

	The dog looked up at the sound of his name.

	“If you didn’t coddle him so damn much, he might be more bearable,” said Bella.

	Celeste narrowed her eyes. “I’m not the one that insists someone be with him every time he takes a shit because a predator might get him.”

	Bella shot out a hand. “You’ve seen those hawks. They’re big. They’d make Whiskey a snack between meals. At least I don’t massage his hips every time he takes a damn walk.”

	Celeste tossed her napkin on the table. “He needs it. He’s got bad joints. You want to pick him up every time he moves when he’s older?”

	“You already do that now. What’s the difference?” yelled Bella. “And let’s not forget what you feed him. He eats better than we do.”

	“He has a delicate stomach. You want him barfin’ in the house?” yelled Celeste.

	“Well, that’s stupid because he barfed in your bed last night,” Bella yelled back. “I heard you up and running the machine.”

	Celeste argued back. “That’s because you fed him the damn bacon. I told you not to feed ’im that. He has high cholesterol.”

	“Oh, for God’s sake…,” said Bella. The two women started arguing, and Whiskey watched the interplay from his bed. Daniels almost felt sorry for the dog.

	Rem waved his napkin. “Ladies…ladies…” The two women kept arguing until Rem stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled. The women stopped and stared. “Sorry,” said Rem. “I hate to interrupt, but we were talking about the sheriff?”

	The women huffed, still looking annoyed with each other.

	“Does the sheriff have some reason to go after me?” asked Daniels. “And not Billy?”

	“Fine.” Celeste pushed her soup back. “You want to tell him?”

	Bella glared at her sister for a moment before she looked back at Daniels. “Sheriff Gary’s father, the one sleeping with Scarlet, hated your grandfather, George.”

	“Why?” asked Daniels.

	“Because we think Scarlet with sleeping with George too.”

	Daniels gripped his spoon. “What?”

	“And?” asked Celeste. “Don’t leave out the best part.”

	Bella glared again but answered. “And so was I.”

	Rem coughed and choked on his soup.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	 

	Rem wiped his chin with his napkin. “Sorry about that.”

	Daniels stared, wide-eyed. “George slept with you?” He closed his eyes. “Sorry. That came out wrong. I didn’t mean it to sound surprising.”

	“We may be old and not up on the latest beauty tips, but Bella was, and still is, a looker, and I wasn’t hard on the eyes, either,” smiled Celeste. “We had our fun in those days. I preferred to look outside of this town. Bella, though, had the unfortunate problem of falling in love.”

	“Oh, please. Don’t get all sappy.” Bella played with her soup with her spoon. “We had a relationship and had some good times. That’s all. Let’s not make it a soap opera.”

	“Were you two together when I visited as a kid?” asked Daniels.

	Bella nodded. “We were.”

	“I don’t remember ever meeting you. Granddad never said anything.”

	“He didn’t want to. Neither of us did. We kept it under the radar. It was easy to do. He was next door. We could walk through the woods to see each other. Few people were aware.”

	“Why keep it a secret?” asked Rem.

	Celeste laughed. “Bella and I, we’ve always been a bit…outside of the box for this town. Back then, we’d started doing sacred ceremonies, out in the woods, usually at night.”

	Rem pointed. “The full moon ceremony? Out at Blossom Point. Billy told us that Scarlet took him once when they were up at the Point. They watched from the woods. Said it scared him to death.”

	“Figures,” said Bella. “I bet the sheriff told her about it.”

	“We did the full moon thing for a while. The town heard about it and most called it satanic, but some were curious and wanted to come. George came to a few for her.” Celeste nodded at Bella. “And the sheriff, well he came because he’d said he wanted to see what all the fuss was about. I think he just wanted to get in Bella’s pants.”

	“Damn fool,” said Bella. “Don’t know why he didn’t go for you instead.”

	“Because I made that separation potion,” said Celeste. “Worked like a charm. He didn’t want anything to do with me. You wouldn’t use it. You didn’t want to ward off George.”

	“That stuff smelled like onions,” said Bella.

	“Why do you think it worked?” joked Celeste.

	Rem helped himself to some more tea and sugar. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. Bella was hanging out with George but kept it secret. The sheriff liked you but obviously, you rejected him. And now you say George was sleeping with Scarlet?”

	Daniels rubbed his face. “I have to say, I’m a little confused.”

	“I didn’t know about Scarlet at first,” said Bella. “But I started to see signs that summer before she died. I think she figured she might be able to get some money out of George. I don’t think it lasted long. By then, the sheriff was pissed because I wouldn’t sleep with him, and I think he suspected I was seeing George. Scarlet may have told him she’d set her sights on George too.”

	“The sheriff was suddenly low man on the totem pole. He didn’t like it,” said Celeste. “But he wasn’t one to give up easy.” She patted Bella on her wrist. “We think he planned something.”

	“What did he plan?” asked Daniels.

	Bella sat back and finished her tea. Celeste gave her more. “I went up to the house one day,” said Bella. “I found George inside, glassy-eyed and confused. His hair and clothes were disheveled. There was a table set up in the main room. There was a Ouija board on it with candles.”

	“I found that board in one of the rooms,” said Rem.

	“We never did anything dark in our rituals, and never used a Ouija board,” said Bella. “I didn’t know what was going on."

	“Bella and I don’t mess with that stuff. We only deal with higher energies,” said Celeste.

	“This was different though,” said Bella. “It had a bad feel to it. There were items on the board, and I found a picture of Scarlet.”

	Daniels almost dropped his glass of tea. “Were the items a lock of hair, a ribbon and a piece of fabric?”

	Bella looked up, her face furrowed. “It’s been a while, but it sounds familiar.”

	“Bingo,” said Rem. “What did George tell you had happened?”

	Bella shook her head. “It was hard to get him to talk about it. But I finally got it out of him. He said Scarlet had come over and suggested the ritual. Told him it was some sort of protection ceremony for his grandchildren and for her. She set it up. He told her to stop but she’d ignored him. The next thing he knew, the candles were lit, the house was dark, and Scarlet was straddling him on the floor, chanting some crazy mantra.” Bella gripped her napkin. “I think she drugged him.”

	“Tell him the rest,” said Celeste.

	“I’m gettin’ there. Give me a second.” She took a sip of her tea. “I think I may need something stronger.”

	“I’ll get you some if you need it,” said Celeste.

	Bella sighed. “George told me your father walked in, during the ceremony.”

	Daniels felt the blood drain from his face. “My father?”

	Rem’s eyes rounded. “How the hell did he know?”

	“Take a guess.” Celeste stood and walked to a cabinet. She opened it and pulled out a bottle of bourbon. She added some to Bella’s tea. “We think the sheriff set the whole thing up. He offered Scarlet a little extra money to screw with George.”

	Rem fell back in his seat, and Daniels couldn’t believe it. “That’s the incident,” said Daniels. “That’s why we never visited again.”

	“It changed him,” said Bella. “George was never the same after that. He pulled away from everyone, including me.”

	“And Scarlet was dead a month later,” said Celeste.

	Daniels sat for a moment, trying to understand how an ugly prank had wrecked his family and taken his grandfather away.

	“You think George could have killed Scarlet?” asked Rem.

	“We had to wonder,” said Celeste. “That or the sheriff, if Scarlet threatened to tell.”

	“Well, shit,” said Rem. “That takes the wind out of your sails.” He tossed his napkin on the table. “You okay?” he asked Daniels, who’d remained quiet.

	Daniels sat in disbelief. “I don’t know what to say. I mean, George would have told my dad it was a set-up. It wasn’t like my grandfather to do crazy rituals. Why wouldn’t dad have believed him?”

	“I’m sure the shock of walking in on your father having sex with a nineteen-year old with a Ouija board out and your children’s personal items on it might be enough to cut that cord.” Rem sighed. “I’d sure as hell think twice if I caught you doing that.”

	“You’d think twice, but you’d at least talk to me to get an explanation.”

	“Maybe after I sent you to the asylum. Keep in mind, we’re talking about your dad, here. He’s not the most forgiving fellow.” Rem put his spoon down and pushed his empty bowl away.

	“Still,” Daniels. “It’s hard to believe.”

	A timer dinged. “Saved by the bell, gentlemen. I think it’s time to think of better things.” Celeste stood and found an oven mitt. She opened the oven and took out the biscuits. “They look perfect.”

	The aroma filled the kitchen, but Daniels barely noticed. Rem picked up the bourbon and added some to Daniels’ glass and his own. “I think we need it.”

	“Take as much as you need,” said Bella. “You can walk the trail back if you need to.”

	Rem took a drink of the tea and bourbon and handed Daniels his cup. Daniels took it and sipped on it, feeling the warmth of it bloom in his belly.

	“So you think the current sheriff is targeting Daniels because his father did the same? Could it be that ridiculous?” asked Rem.

	“If he’s trying to protect his dad, it might be worth it. You know what they say. Truth is stranger than fiction,” said Celeste. “It’s something to consider.”

	Rem sighed and swirled his tea. “Maybe. There’s a few other questions, namely about Chelsea’s murder,” said Rem. “Why make it similar to Scarlet? What would be the point?”

	“Chelsea wasn’t much different than Scarlet. I think that girl had an opportunistic streak as big as Scarlet’s. If she saw a chance to take advantage, I think she’d use it.” Celeste slid the biscuits off the cookie sheet. “They just need to cool.”

	“What do you think Chelsea knew?” asked Daniels. “And how did she know it?”

	Rem drank some more tea. “We heard she was messing around with Sheriff Gary. You think the sins of the father followed the son?”

	Celeste returned to her seat. “You heard about the jewelry incident?”

	“Delia told us,” said Daniels. He added more tea and took another sip. “What do you think happened?”

	“Not sure,” said Bella. “Although Sheriff Gary has never showed signs of being like his father doesn’t mean he isn’t. That apple might have fallen right next to the tree.”

	“Is it true he’s a paranormal investigator?” asked Rem.

	“Gary’s been hunting ghosts since he was out of high school. Apparently picked it up when he went to college,” said Celeste. “We went with him once, on one of his trips. We wanted to see what would happen. Didn’t see shit though. That’s a night of sleep I’ll never get back.”

	“I heard he went to George’s,” said Bella. “After George died.”

	“He did,” said Daniels. “I guess trespassing isn’t a thing if you’re the sheriff.”

	“Unless he was there for some other reason,” said Rem. “What if he knew about his dad and what his dad did. Maybe he thought George was hiding something incriminating.”

	“Like what?” asked Daniels.

	Rem pointed. “Like those creepy items from you and your siblings, and Scarlet’s picture. And the portrait and gown?”

	“Portraits and gowns?” asked Celeste, adding more tea and sugar to her glass.

	Rem settled back, glancing at Daniels. “Just more stuff that makes no sense.”

	“I heard George held onto everything,” said Celeste. “Which may explain why the sheriff is curious. Maybe he’s looking for something to prove George’s guilt to solve Scarlet’s case or he’s trying to protect his father.” She sat up; her eyes went wide. “Maybe that’s what Chelsea was up to. She knew something about his dad and Scarlet, and maybe George, and she was using it against the sheriff.”

	Bella stood. “Oh, for God’s sake, sister. You’ve been watching too much of that Young World and how the Restless Turns show.”

	“It’s As the World Turns and The Young and the Restless,” said Celeste.

	“Whatever.” Bella went to the shelves and grabbed some plates. “Maybe Gary was actually there to look for the Lady of Black River. George told him he’d seen her.” She put three biscuits on three plates and handed one to Rem and one to Celeste.

	“Excuse me, what?” asked Rem, taking the plate.

	Bella put her plate on the table and went to the fridge. “Yes. He’d been haunted by her for years. He saw her on the grounds and dreamed about her constantly.”

	Daniels swiveled. “He dreamed about her?”

	Bella pulled out a tumbler and closed the fridge. “Yup. Drove him nuts. The lack of sleep didn’t help with his confusion any.” She opened the cup and poured it into a blender.

	“Add some nutmeg,” said Celeste.

	“I know,” said Bella.

	Daniels offered Rem a knowing stare. Rem tapped at the table. “That’s just wonderful. We’ve had a few sweet dreams ourselves.”

	“Not surprised,” said Bella.

	“That house will it do it to you,” said Celeste. “Ever since that incident with George and Scarlet, it’s held a strange vibe, like it didn’t like what happened either.”

	“It’s part of the reason George and I broke up,” said Bella. “I couldn’t sleep there, and he refused to leave. Plus, after what happened with his family, he didn’t really recover.” She flipped on the blender.

	Daniels could only imagine his grandfather’s isolation. The man who’d brought so much happiness to his grandchildren had died a lonely and senile old man, haunted by his memories and the woman who’d died on his property.

	The blender went silent. Bella pulled a glass off the shelf and poured. She set a tall glass full of a green frothy liquid in front of Daniels. “Drink up, young man. You look like you need it.” She put the blender in the sink and sat back down.

	Rem took a bite of his warm biscuit. He sighed and closed his eyes. “I think I’m in love. Do one of you want to get married?”

	Celeste cackled. “We got one. Let’s see if we can get the other.”

	Daniels hesitated, not feeling hungry, but didn’t want to be rude. He took a drink of the spinach and apple concoction, then took another. “You’re right, Rem. If I weren’t married, I’d propose right now.”

	Celeste grinned. “Told ya you’d like it. That’s two for two, sister.”

	Rem took another bite of his biscuit, and Daniels savored his drink.

	“I’m still wondering, though,” said Daniels, between sips. “If the sheriff is being blackmailed by Chelsea, then where is Chelsea getting her information? The stuff with Scarlet happened years ago.”

	“That’s easy,” said Bella. “From Spencer.”

	Rem stopped in mid-chew. “From Spencer? I thought she hated Spencer.”

	“Maybe. Maybe not. But that wouldn’t stop her from sleeping with him,” said Celeste.

	Daniels put his glass down. “Hell, who isn’t sleeping around in this town?”

	After a pause, the sisters raised their hands, and so did Rem.

	Daniels rolled his eyes. “Outside of this table.”

	Rem put his hand down, but Celeste took a hold of it and pulled it over, and turned it palm up. “Let me see here, handsome. Bella and I read palms, and I’ve been wanting to read yours.”

	“Sister, get your hands off our guest. You know you’re supposed to ask permission first.”

	Celeste looked up at Rem. “You don’t mind, do you?”

	Rem shifted in his seat. “Just don’t tell me when or how I’m going to die. Let’s leave that to the man upstairs.”

	Bella smiled, and Celeste chuckled. “Don’t worry, sugar. I can only see so much, but I can tell you that you have a beautiful life line.” She traced her fingers over Rem’s hand, and Rem offered a helpless glance at Daniels, who shrugged.

	“And you have healthy appetites.” Celeste raised a brow at him. “A lady with you doesn’t leave dissatisfied.” 

	Rem smiled. “I try my best.”

	“I gave him a few pointers,” said Daniels.

	Rem’s face fell.

	“Oh,” she spoke softly, “your love line’s taken a beating, you poor man. I know now why you suffer the pain of a broken heart.” Rem deflated. “But take care, dear. All is not lost. The line breaks but then continues again. Stay alert because your future looks rosy.” She looked up, smiling. “You’ll fancy someone again one day.”

	“Tell my palm I think I’ve had all I can take,” said Rem.

	She studied some more and frowned. “Your job is dangerous. You’ve had some narrow escapes.”

	“That’s for sure,” said Daniels. “Please tell his palm I’ve had all I can take.”

	“You and me, both,” said Rem.

	Celeste continued to study his hand. “Be careful. And protect those around you. Your family line is strong, but it has a few cracks in it.”

	“Sounds like you’re reading my family line,” said Daniels. Celeste continued to probe Rem’s palm, and Rem looked like he needed help. “I think we were talking about Spencer and Chelsea,” said Daniels. “What makes you think they were sleeping together?”

	Celeste looked up. “Your hand is strong and you have powerful bonds to the people you love. Your loyalty is unmatched. It serves you well, especially as a detective. You always get your man, I suspect.” She let go of his hand, and Rem pulled it back.

	“I’ve been lucky,” said Rem. “He helps, too, when he’s not a smartass.” He nodded toward Daniels and cleared his throat when Celeste kept staring at him. “You were saying about Spencer and Chelsea?”

	Bella swatted Celeste. “Get the stars out of your eyes, sister. The one he’s going to fancy isn’t you, so stop drooling and pay attention.”

	Celeste blinked and frowned at her sister. “I wasn’t thinking of me, you silly woman. I was thinking of Denise Ford. I read her the other day, and saw she was going to meet an attractive handsome dark-haired man. I think it could be him.” She eyed Rem. “You meet Denise, yet? I think you two might hit it off.”

	“He didn’t come here to see a matchmaker, sister,” said Bella. “Get your damn head out of the clouds, or better said, out of your ass. The man asked you a question.”

	“I heard him. I’m not deaf,” said Celeste. “I just think it can’t hurt to tell him about Denise. Stop being such a hag.”

	“The only hag around here is you, and that pink hair of yours isn’t changing that.”

	Celeste touched her hair. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

	Daniels intervened. “Uh, ladies…”

	They looked at him.

	“Spencer and Chelsea?” asked Rem, rubbing his palm.

	Celeste huffed and Bella turned toward Daniels. “The only way Chelsea could know what she knows…or knew…is through Spencer, and the only reason he knows anything is because of Tisha.”

	“Tisha Dumont?” asked Daniels. “Why would she tell Spencer what she knows?”

	“And how does she even know it?” asked Rem.

	“Tisha?” asked Bella. “Tisha’s got eyes and ears everywhere, and she’s from here. People tell her things, and she’s not afraid to poke her nose in where it doesn’t belong. The only person close to her is Spencer, and he may look like a fool, and certainly acts like one, but he’s got the Dumont mind for strategy. If he wants to cause problems, he can. And he knows he can get away with it because of who he is.”

	“You ask me, Tisha created a monster,” said Celeste. “If Tisha knows who killed Scarlet, then so does Spencer. And if Chelsea got to Spencer, then there’s no telling what that girl knew.”

	“Then we can’t rule out Spencer either, in her death,” said Rem. “Assuming he knew the details about Scarlet, then he could have purposely made Chelsea’s death look similar.”

	“So could the sheriff, and so could Billy,” said Celeste. “The suspects are afoot. Isn’t that what Sherlock Holmes said?”

	“I think he said ‘the game is afoot’,” said Daniels.

	“Too bad he’s not here, because we could use him right now,” said Rem.

	“But why make it look similar?” asked Daniels. “Why not just kill Chelsea and be done with it? Why put her in a nightgown and throw her in a river in the same spot as Scarlet?” Daniels took a healthy gulp of his drink. “Something doesn’t make sense. I think we’re missing something.”

	“I know what we’re missing,” said Rem, helping himself to another biscuit. “Our sanity. We should have left La La Land in the dust by now.” He picked up the biscuit and bit into it.

	“The sheriff told us to stay put,” said Daniels. “And I still need to finish going through all of George’s stuff and packing it up. That job’s not going away. Ghost or no ghost, I can’t leave it the way it is.”

	“He gets that search warrant, and you may never leave,” said Rem, licking his fingers. “Your nature view could become metal bars.”

	Bella and Celeste sat up. “Search warrant? The sheriff?” asked Bella.

	“We told you the guy’s got it in for us, or else he’s desperate to get into that house before we go through it,” said Daniels.

	“Or he’s just doing his job,” said Bella. “If he really is clueless, he might think you have something to do with it.”

	“Clueless is a good word. Suits Dumont,” said Rem. “I say we finish the clean-up as soon as possible, and then book it on out of here. Sheriff or no sheriff. We’re not here to solve a crime,” said Rem. He took another bite.

	Daniels finished his shake and put the glass down. “No, we aren’t. But I just learned that my grandfather is a serious suspect in a murder I know he didn’t commit and was set up by a ruthless sheriff whose ugly prank took his family away from him. I may have sucked as his grandson growing up, but I don’t have to suck at it now.”

	“You didn’t suck as his grandson,” said Rem.

	“Regardless, I’ll do what I have to do to get not just his house clean, but also his reputation.”

	“Great,” said Rem. “So much for leaving the town of hidden skeletons. How do you plan to do that?”

	“I don’t know.” Daniels wiped his mouth with the napkin. “But we can start with Billy.”

	“Billy?” asked Rem.

	“Why Billy?” asked Celeste. She whispered. “You think he did it?”

	“I don’t know, but something tells me he knows something. He told us that after Scarlet died, and before he left town, that some weird voodoo doll was left under his bed, and now he has a supposed drug overdose.” Daniels laced his hands together. “That sounds to me like someone is trying to shut him up.”

	Bella eyed Celeste. “Sister, I think we’re in the middle of a full-blown unsolved mystery.”

	Celeste threw her hands up. “I love it. I’ve always wanted to be a part of something like this. What can we do to help?”

	Rem smirked. “In my experience, nothing. Better to stay on the sidelines, ladies. I’ve seen that look in his eye. When he gets a bug up his ass, he won’t stop until it’s out. And you don’t want to be caught in the crossfire when it does. It can be explosive.”

	Daniels shot a look at his partner. “Nice analogy.”

	“Hey, I’ve got first-hand experience.” Rem took the last bite of his biscuit and spoke while he chewed. “And I don’t want any harm to come to these nice sisters who know how to cook their asses off.” He swallowed. “And I still want to try those brownies.”

	“Oh, sugar.” Celeste winked at him. “From your lips to God’s ears. And I hear him talking in mine. I’ll make some tomorrow and bring them by. You won’t leave town before tasting a little bit of heaven.”

	“There is one thing you can help with,” said Daniels, “if you think you can brave the explosion.” He eyed Rem, who smiled.

	Celeste leaned close. “What is it?”

	“Don’t crowd the man, sister. It’s not like there’s a mob in here,” said Bella.

	Celeste swatted Bella again. “Stop being so damn cranky. You know you want to know what’s goin’ on around here as much as I do. And these two fellas are actually trying to figure it out.”

	“No promises,” said Rem. “But we’ll see what we can do.”

	“Fine, then,” said Bella. “I suppose it’s worth a shot.” She put her napkin on the table. “What do you need?”

	Daniels rubbed his jaw and thought about it. “Who do you know around here that could embroider little blue flowers?”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	 

	 

	Billy Drucker blinked tired eyes and stared out the hospital window. His brain still fuzzy, he shut his eyes against the vision of flames and heat, shivering at the memory. His body ached and he moved in the bed, trying to get comfortable.

	A knock on the door pulled him out of his haze. “Come in,” he said.

	The door opened, and Gordon Daniels and his partner Remalla stood at the entrance. “You mind if we come in?” asked Daniels.

	“No. That’s fine,” said Billy.

	They entered and stopped at the foot of the bed. “How are you?” asked Remalla.

	Billy pushed up, his arms trembling. “I’ve been better, but at least I’m alive.” He sat back on his pillow. “You two stop by to say hi?”

	They regarded each other. “Actually,” said Remalla. “We heard what happened. We were curious to hear your side of the story.”

	Billy chuckled. “I can imagine what the town’s saying. They think I tried to set myself on fire?”

	Daniels brow furrowed. “Fire?”

	Billy shook his head. “Sorry. My brain’s not working yet. I mean drugs. They think I took drugs, right?”

	Remalla sat in the chair beside the bed. “The sheriff found you raving in the woods. Did you think you were on fire?”

	“The word is you tried to kill yourself or accidentally overdosed,” said Daniels.

	“Yeah,” said Billy. “That’s what mom told me. She’s furious. I told her to go home or work and get her mind off it. She was here all morning. The last thing she needs is to worry about me.” He looked between the two of them. “I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you boys were packing up and heading out of town.”

	“We decided to hang around for a bit,” said Remalla. “Catch up on the local Dumont happenings, and you Billy, are the latest happening.” He sat back. “If you did do drugs, then you can tell us and no judgement, other than it’s against the law and don’t do it again. But if you didn’t, well, we’d like to know how you ended up here.”

	Billy sighed. “I didn’t do any drugs. At least, not intentionally. I went to my trailer, thinking about heading out. I did a few exercises, trying to pull myself out of a slump, and got a glass of orange juice. Next thing I know, I’m floating.”

	“Floating?” asked Daniels.

	“Floating. Around the trailer. I felt relaxed, calm, peaceful. I felt like I could have picked up the trailer and walked around with it on my shoulders. I felt like Thor, until the fire started.”

	“What fire?” asked Remalla.

	“The one in my trailer. I saw it rear up. I tried to put it out but couldn’t. It kept getting bigger and bigger. The heat was blistering me. I couldn’t put it out.” Billy paused. “I think I was screaming. Then my clothes lighted up, and I think that’s when I bolted out of the trailer and went screaming into the woods. It’s a little fuzzy though, so I’m not sure.”

	Daniels leaned against the wall and put his hands in his pockets. “You think somebody spiked your orange juice?”

	“It’s the only explanation.” Billy rubbed his head. “From what the doc says, when they brought me in, they almost lost me. My heart rate and blood pressure wouldn’t settle. I was still hallucinating. They couldn’t figure out what I’d taken or what was causing it. I guess I’m lucky to be alive.”

	“Sounds like whoever spiked your OJ didn’t want you around,” said Remalla, “Or at least wanted you cognitively impaired.”

	“You mean they wanted me sent to some mental hospital?” asked Billy.

	“Maybe,” said Daniels. “The question is, why?”

	“If you’re telling the truth, and somebody did drug you, then who’s trying to shut you up?” asked Remalla.

	Billy stared at the ceiling. “It doesn’t make sense. I was getting ready to leave town.”

	“But you hadn’t,” said Daniels. “You were making somebody nervous.”

	“Was there something going on between you and Chelsea?” asked Remalla.

	Billy smiled. “Me and Chelsea? Are you serious? I had nothing to do with that girl.”

	“She said something to you, and not about being homeless,” said Daniels. “What did she know?”

	Billy didn’t answer.

	“Did it have something to do with you and Annie Dumont?” asked Remalla.

	Billy startled. “What the hell do you know about me and Annie?”

	Daniels shrugged. “This town talks. You know that.”

	“Word is, you two were friendly,” said Remalla. “Maybe very friendly.”

	Billy fiddled with his medical bracelet. “Let me guess. You heard I fathered Spencer.”

	Daniels lifted a brow. “Did you?”

	“No,” said Billy. “I’m not his father. Annie and I didn’t hook up until after she returned, already pregnant. From what she told me, Spencer’s dad was some drifter whose name she couldn’t even remember.”

	“You were friends?” asked Remalla. “Or were you more?”

	Billy pushed up. “You want to tell me why it matters? It happened years ago. What do you two care?”

	The two men eyed each other.

	“Dumont is growing on us,” said Daniels.

	“Call us curious,” said Remalla.

	“Plus, we don’t want to get the blame for Chelsea’s murder, which is somehow related to Scarlet’s.” Daniels straightened. “We’re tired of the secrets around here. My grandfather got pulled into this mess, and the sheriff seems more interested in accusing us instead of dealing with whatever is going on around here. So, before Rem and I run off into the sunset…”

	“…or get arrested,” added Remalla.

	“…we thought we’d do a little digging,” said Daniels, “and turn over a few of those rocks the people around here are so intent on burying.”

	“Be careful what you ask for,” said Billy.

	“Why?” asked Remalla. “What is everyone so afraid of?”

	Billy slumped in his bed. “It goes back a ways.”

	“Explain it to us,” said Daniels.

	Billy closed his eyes, and sighed, thinking back. “Annie and I, we sort of fit, but not in a good way. We were both fighting demons. I’d lost Scarlet, and she hated her mom, but had no choice but to rely on her. Her dad was dead, and they’d always been close. Annie knew the rumors about him sleeping with Scarlet and she’d heard the arguments between her parents. She’d seen her dad’s decline. I think that’s when she started on the drugs.”

	“Here in Dumont?” asked Daniels. “Somebody was supplying drugs?”

	“There were kids doing the typical drugs in high school. Mainly weed and X, but this was different. I never messed with any of it. I just got drunk. I didn’t know Annie then. She’d already graduated, but I think she got the stuff from her dad.”

	“Her Dad?” asked Remalla. “Her father was doing drugs? Tisha’s husband?”

	“That’s what I think. I think it started because he was trying to handle his depression. Annie told me he was always sad and could disappear for days in his room. I’ve dealt with that myself and I know the hole it can put you in. She suspected he drove his car off that road. He just couldn’t deal with it anymore.”

	“You mean his affair with Scarlet?” asked Remalla.

	“All of it,” said Billy. “I think Tisha found out and was going to kick him out. Annie was still home at the time, but she left not long after her dad died. She’d already been sneaking whatever her dad had been taking, but her usage was escalating. Her mom found out and told her to stop, but Annie left instead. Didn’t come back for three years.”

	“When she was pregnant with Spencer,” said Daniels.

	“Yeah,” said Billy. “I’d been in and out of town, and when I was here, we started to hang out. She told me about her dad and mom, and Spencer. Told me about the drugs, and how she’d cleaned herself up for Spencer. But then one day, she came over, and she was different. She’d taken something.”

	“Do you know what?” asked Remalla.

	Billy fiddled with the edge of a bed sheet. “No. I tried to talk to her, but she wouldn’t say. Said she’d been in an argument with her mom and decided she couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted to leave town with me.”

	“What about Spencer?” asked Daniels.

	“Tisha had done a number on Annie, telling her she’d never be a good mom, and that she needed to get her act together and stop hanging around losers like me. Annie never had much self-esteem and she believed her. Told me Spencer would be better off without her. I tried to tell her otherwise, but she wouldn’t listen.”

	“Did you go with her?” asked Remalla.

	“No. I got her calmed down, and she eventually went home, but it only got worse. She was off the wagon and making a spectacle of herself. The sheriff had to arrest her once, when she trashed the local bar, telling everyone that she knew things, and that she could bring the truth crashing down around them. He let her sleep it off in jail and released her the next morning. I went to pick her up, and something was wrong. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy, she was shivering, and her mind wouldn’t still. Kept saying ‘they’re coming for me.’ I didn’t know what to think. I asked the sheriff what had happened, and he just smiled. Said something about letting secrets lie, and maybe I better leave Dumont, or I’d end up like Annie.”

	“This was Sheriff Gary’s father?” asked Daniels.

	“Guy was an asshole, but I’d never had the guts to stand up to him. I was just a kid, but now I wish I had,” said Billy. “Maybe things would have been different.”

	“What happened after that?” asked Remalla.

	“I got the message,” said Billy. “I left town. My mom told me that Annie left too, not long after me. A year later, she was dead from an overdose.” Billy rubbed his eyes, his heart thudding.

	“I think Dumont’s more dangerous than the city. More people die here than any seedy hood we’ve patrolled,” said Rem.

	“What do you think happened in that jail cell?” asked Daniels. “Did the sheriff do something to Annie?”

	“He threatened her,” said Billy. “Scared the hell out of her. I don’t know. Whatever it was, it messed with her head.”

	“I find it hard to believe Tisha Dumont would put up with that,” said Daniels. “Drugs or no drugs.”

	“Oh, the sheriff and Tisha got into it a few times,” said Billy. “I don’t know the specifics, but they didn’t like each other.”

	Remalla stood. “Okay. So, Annie knows something. She says she’s going to spill the beans. The sheriff arrests her and threatens her, so he obviously knows what’s going on. Then Annie eventually winds up dead. A few years after Scarlet. Are they connected?”

	Daniels went quiet and studied Billy. “Do you know anything about Scarlet sleeping with my grandfather?”

	“Let’s not forget the good sheriff,” said Remalla. “He’s thigh-deep in this mess.”

	Billy swallowed. “Maybe.”

	Daniels tipped his head. “It’s a simple question. You do or you don’t. You said before you suspected that Scarlet slept with the sheriff, but something tells me it was more than just suspicion.”

	Billy ran a hand through his unkempt hair. “She may have made some poor choices.”

	“Poor choices?” asked Rem. He stepped closer to the bed. “I admire your determination to protect her memory, but it’s been twenty-five years. That girl caused a lot of harm in this town. I think it’s time to face the hard truth. Did she sleep with the sheriff, and George, and even Tisha’s husband?”

	“Yes,” Billy yelled. “But that doesn’t make her a bad person.”

	“Well, it doesn’t make her your best friend, either,” said Remalla.

	“Why are you so determined to blame everyone else but her?” asked Daniels.

	“Because she was a kid, damnit,” said Billy. “Just like me. And these monsters took advantage of her. They could have told her no. They could have helped, but instead they used her. Treated her like shit and then threw her out with the garbage when they were done with her.” He heaved a deep sigh. “She deserved better than that.”

	Daniels and Remalla went still. “We agree with you, Billy,” said Daniels. “But unfortunately, the world is a cruel place. When you ask for trouble, you typically get it.”

	Remalla stepped to the window and looked out. “Did Scarlet ever say anything to you about a ceremony or ritual she did with George Daniels? Something the sheriff set up?”

	Billy shifted again on the bed. “I don’t recall hearing anything like that. I know she’d been up at George’s place though. Told me she was helping him out. Talking to him. Reading to him. People said it was more, but I didn’t want to believe the rumors. Scarlet did have a kind streak in her most never acknowledged.”

	Daniels nodded. He paused for a moment before walking toward Rem. “What do you think?” he asked.

	Rem hesitated, before looking back at Billy. “What do you know about Chelsea and our current sheriff?”

	Billy moaned. “Nothing. I don’t know anything.”

	“Said the guilty man,” said Rem. “I’ve done too many interrogations to know that you’re lying like a dog on their owner’s pillow.”

	Daniels made a face. “Whose dog sleeps on their owner’s pillow?”

	“Didn’t you ever have a dog before?” asked Rem.

	“No,” said Daniels. “Dad wouldn’t let us have one.”

	Rem raised a finger. “We’re fixing that with J.P.”

	“No dog is sleeping on my pillow,” said Daniels.

	“We’ll see about that,” said Rem. He eyed Billy. “Back to Sheriff Gary and Chelsea. What’s the scoop, Billy?”

	“Oh, come on,” said Billy. “I don’t know. They weren’t sleeping together if that’s what you’re asking; I don’t care what the rumors are.”

	“How do you know?” asked Daniels.

	“Because I know Gary,” said Billy. “We were friends in high school. He knew who his father was and what he was doing. Gary swore he could never be like his dad.”

	“How do you know he kept his promise?” asked Remalla.

	“Because it’s Gary, for crap’s sake. The man can barely handle telling a lie, much less sleep with a teenager.”

	“You know what happened with the jewelry incident?” asked Daniels. “Where Chelsea disappeared with Gary into a house after Spencer accused Chelsea of stealing jewelry?”

	Billy rubbed his head as a headache flared. “Oh, please. Gary didn’t sleep with her. He was trying to talk to her. The girl was messed up.”

	“Messed up how?” asked Daniels. “What did Gary tell you?”

	Billy groaned and massaged his neck.

	“Come on, Billy,” said Remalla.

	“Fine,” said Billy. “Spencer gave the jewelry to Chelsea. According the Gary, after everyone left the party, he went back inside the house with Chelsea and confronted her about it. She said it was a gift from Spencer. Gary didn’t believe her, but then Chelsea said she was sleeping with Spencer. She’d threatened to break it off and Spencer got angry and accused her of stealing. Gary wasn’t sure what to think. He made Chelsea give him the jewelry and Gary returned it and made sure Chelsea got home safe. Tisha Dumont was furious, but Spencer refused to press charges.”

	Daniels shoulders fell. “So, everybody thinks the sheriff slept with Chelsea because of this one stupid incident, when Chelsea was actually sleeping with Spencer?” He shook his head. “This whole mess is based on nothing but innuendo and rumors.”

	“Why bring Chelsea into the house alone?” asked Rem. “The sheriff should have known better. He should have guessed that people would talk.”

	“Because…,” Billy paused.

	“Because why?” asked Daniels.

	“Because Chelsea was on something,” said Billy. “That’s what he told me anyway. Said he could see it in her eyes. He asked her about it, but she denied it. He said he told her to wait in the car. He wanted to go check the house to look for drugs, but she followed him inside.”

	“I guess the guy’s never heard of handcuffs,” said Rem.

	“He wasn’t going to handcuff Chelsea Forrester,” said Billy.

	“In hindsight, perhaps it would have been wise,” said Daniels.

	“He didn’t find any drugs in the house but didn’t really get a chance to look because of Chelsea. She was giggling and way too friendly, but he talked to her and that’s when she told him about Spencer and the jewelry.”

	“Did he ask her about the drugs? That might have helped,” said Daniels.

	Billy stared off. “He did ask her about the drugs. He’s not a complete idiot.”

	“That’s something at least,” said Remalla. “What did she say?”

	Billy took a deep breath, his body weary with fatigue. “Gary said she blamed Spencer. Said he could hook her up whenever she wanted.”

	“That’s nice,” said Daniels. “Did he go talk to Spencer?”

	“Are you kidding?” asked Billy with a smirk. “Accuse Tisha Dumont’s grandson of peddling drugs? I think he’d rather be run out of town by a mob with flaming torches.”

	Remalla held a flat stare. “Dumont’s the place for it.”

	Daniels spoke to Rem. “That’s great. Spencer’s handing out drugs to Chelsea and God knows who else and the sheriff looks the other way because he’s scared of an old woman with a cane.”

	“Give the guy some slack,” said Rem. “She is pretty scary.”

	Daniels rubbed his face with a groan. “I still don’t get it. Why try to ward off Billy? What does he know that’s got somebody riled up enough to scare him out of town and almost overdose him? What is the common denominator here between Scarlet and Chelsea?

	“Don’t forget Annie,” said Remalla. “She’s got a role in this, too.”

	Billy’s brain hurt, but despite his aches and pains, he made an assumption. “It’s got to be the drugs. I know they took them. Maybe they think I know who supplied them.”

	“You mean to Annie and Chelsea?” asked Daniels.

	“And Scarlet.” He closed his eyes, remembering. “She did ’em, too. She was just better at hiding it. I assumed the sheriff was supplying her, and then once, I picked her up from George’s and I saw that faraway look in her eye.”

	Daniels tensed and faced Billy. “What are you saying?”

	Billy hesitated, but answered. “I’m pretty sure she’d either taken them with, or stolen them from, your granddad.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels pulled up to the small sewing shop and parked the car. He paused before opening the door and stared out the windshield.

	Rem waited. “You know, just because Billy suspected Scarlet took drugs with or from your grandfather doesn’t make it true.”

	Daniels tapped the steering wheel. “Something tells me Billy’s observations have some merit.”

	“Maybe when it comes to Scarlet, but not your granddad.”

	“He was a lonely man, Rem. Maybe he wasn’t taking them at the time, but after the estrangement? Would you have blamed him? And what if Scarlet offered it? That’s probably what she used to manipulate him into that crazy ritual my dad walked in on.” He sighed. “There’s no telling what kind of mess he was in.”

	“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” said Rem. “Maybe he did the take drugs and maybe he didn’t. If it was just recreational, big deal. Doesn’t mean he was hooked.”

	“Still…” Daniels wondered about the secrets his grandfather went to the grave with. He ran his fingers into his hair.

	“Listen, I can tell that mind of yours is working overdrive. You need to chill out and take it easy.” Rem shifted in his seat. “How about this? We drive out of Weirdoville right now. Leave it all behind. The house. The crap. The ghosts. All of it. We’ll pick up J.P. and just drive to the nearest normal town and hotel we can find. Get something to eat, go take a walk where no one’s wearing something white and skimpy, and take a dip in the pool, and pretend we were never here.” He grinned. “How’s that sound?”

	Daniels rubbed his jaw and looked over. “If being a detective doesn’t work out, you could always be a comedian.” Rem’s grin disappeared and Daniels couldn’t help but chuckle. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, and I hear you. I’ll try and lighten up.” He sighed, and pointed at the small shop he’d parked in front of. “We should probably go in before she thinks we’re casing the joint.”

	“Well, I tried,” said Rem, shaking his head. He eyed the store. “She’s probably not here.” He unbuckled his seat belt. “Billy said she may have gone home.”

	“Then why is there an Open sign in the window?” asked Daniels. He unbuckled and opened the door.

	Rem got out. “Oh, good catch.”

	“It’s called the powers of observation. You should try it some time.” Daniels shut the car door and stepped onto the sidewalk.

	“I’ll keep that in mind, Grasshopper,” said Rem. He joined Daniels outside the door. “You know this is a long shot at best. What are the odds that she’s going to have any info about those blue flowers?”

	“Probably slim, but the Brisons said if anyone would know, it’s Dora. Did you get a close look at that gown?”

	Rem grimaced. “No, actually. I didn’t feel the need.”

	Daniels pulled out his cell and found a photo. He zoomed in. “This is not a commercially mass-produced night gown. Look at it. These are delicate features. It looks hand-sewn.”

	“You took a picture of it?”

	“It’s kind of hard to show it to someone without a picture,” said Daniels.

	“That will look great when the sheriff confiscates your phone.”

	“I sent the pic to you, too, in an email.” Rem’s face fell, and Daniels smiled. “I thought you wanted to go down together, partner.”

	“It was just a figure of speech.” Rem followed Daniels to the entrance. “You going to tell Dora Drucker about the gown?”

	“I think the existence of the gown is better kept to ourselves. If she asks, we’ll tell her it was an item we found in George’s things.”

	“Okay. Let’s go talk to her.”

	Daniels opened the door and he and Rem went inside. A little bell tinkled, and the door closed behind them. The store was empty of people but bins of yarn and sewing materials surrounded them. Mannequins wearing crafted scarves, hats and sweaters sat idly on countertops. Two tables with chairs sat in front of a register. Daniels approached the counter and rang the bell on top of it. “Hello? Anyone here?”

	“I’m coming,” said a female voice from the back. “One minute.”

	A few seconds passed and a petite woman with short black hair and round eyes came out from the back. She wore readers and took them off when she saw Daniels and Remalla. “How can I help you?” Her eyes were red and shiny.

	“Dora Drucker?” asked Daniels. “Billy’s mother?”

	Her eyes widened. “Who’s asking?”

	Daniels introduced himself and Rem. “We just talked to Billy in the hospital. He said you might be here.”

	She nodded. “I couldn’t settle down. After what happened, I didn’t sleep at all, but the thought of going home didn’t appeal. I always feel comforted when I come to the shop. Gets my mind off things.”

	“Makes sense,” said Rem. “He seems to be doing well though. We heard it was touch-and-go there for a while.”

	“It was.” She rubbed her arms and held her elbows. “Billy’s hopeful they’ll release him tomorrow, but I’m not so sure.”

	Daniels raised a brow. “Why do you say that?”

	She sighed. “Because I think he’s still hallucinating. I’d been there all night, and I’d stepped out for a bit just to clear my head and get some coffee. When I came back, the nurse told me he’d had a visitor and that Billy had come around after the visitor left. When I asked about it, Billy told me he swore it was Tisha Dumont, and that she’d given him something in his IV.” She shook her head. “Those drugs are obviously still in his system.”

	“Tisha Dumont?” asked Rem. “In Billy’s room?”

	“It’s crazy,” said Dora. “Tisha wouldn’t step within ten miles of Billy’s room.”

	Daniels wondered about that. “What do you think happened to him?”

	Dora crossed her arms. “He’s not a drug user, if that’s what you’re asking.”

	“No, ma’am, we’re not,” said Rem. “But if he isn’t, then how did he get drugged?”

	She cocked an eyebrow at them. “You two seem awfully curious about my son. Any reason why?”

	Daniels gave her a quick explanation of who he and Rem were, why they were in town and meeting Billy. “If Billy was targeted, we’d like to know, because it might help us to figure out what’s going on around here.”

	She eyed them, gauging the truth. “Dumont is not a town that spills its secrets, gentlemen. Billy got stuck in the middle of something he should have avoided. I told him time and time again that Scarlet was trouble, and so was Annie, but he wouldn’t listen.” She held the bridge of her nose. “But I guess I can’t blame him too much. He can dig himself a deep hole sometimes, and it can be difficult to get him out.” She looked up, her eyes weary. “I should know. It runs in the family.”

	“He said something about depression,” said Daniels. “Is that what you mean?”

	Dora nodded. “Yes. That whole mess with Scarlet set him off, and he’s never fully pulled himself out of it. Thankfully, his booze intake has decreased significantly, but I worry about him when he takes off and disappears. I’m afraid that one day he’ll never come back.” She stared off. “I just wish he could find someone, settle down, and give me some grandkids. Is that too much to ask?”

	“I don’t think so,” said Rem. “My mother tells me the same thing.”

	“You suffer from depression?” asked Dora.

	Rem shook his head. “Not clinically, no. But I’ve been down some of those holes. It can be an ugly place to be.”

	“But you pulled yourself out,” said Daniels. “Billy will too. He seemed pretty clear-headed when we talked to him.”

	“I hope so,” said Dora. Her eyes welled, and she sniffed. “It scared me to death.”

	Daniels and Rem paused while she collected herself. “Mrs. Drucker…,” said Rem.

	“Dora, please,” she said.

	“Dora,” said Rem. “You’ve been in this town a while. Do you know anything about someone supplying drugs in Dumont?”

	“And not your typical ones,” said Daniels, “like marijuana or ecstasy, but something different.”

	Dora studied them and walked around the counter. “Do you mind if we sit? It’s been a long twenty-four hours.” She took a seat at one of the tables, and Daniels and Rem joined her. Dora put her elbows on the table and rubbed her temples.

	“Are you okay?” asked Rem. “If you want us to come back…”

	She waved her hand. “No. I’m fine. Just thinking.” She took a deep breath and sat back. “I’ve always wondered about that question myself. I used to teach at the high school. I knew the drug users. The kids who’d go to the city and get their weed, but I suspected there was more going on, and it was not about the kids.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Daniels.

	“I consider myself an educated woman. I know I live in a small town, but I’m not stupid. I knew Scarlet was a troubled girl, but I always wondered what she really knew about Dumont, and if that’s what got her killed.”

	“I think that’s a valid point,” said Daniels, “considering what we’ve learned.”

	“What about Chelsea Forrester?” asked Rem.  “You think the same about her?”

	Dora chuckled. “I think that girl may have been worse. She lived in the age of technology. Her reach was far greater than Scarlet’s ever was. One post or tweet could bring a lot of attention in the wrong places.”

	“You think she was threatening someone?” asked Daniels.

	Dora shrugged. “I have no idea. But she’d have been the type to do it. Girl was smart and stupid at the same time. It’s a dangerous combination.”

	“You said you thought there was more going on,” said Daniels. “What do you mean?”

	Dora tapped on the table and seemed lost in thought. “Several years back, when I was still teaching and Billy was in high school, a freshman, I think, I had a bad episode. I’ve dealt with depression myself, but I’ve managed it better with time. Back then though, it hit me hard. I’d just gotten divorced from Billy’s dad and money was tight and I spiraled. I had a hard time making it to work. Took a lot of time off. Almost got fired. Poor Billy had to fend for himself for a while. He was playing baseball at the time, and I managed to pull myself together and go to one of his games. I was sitting on the bleachers, barely aware of what was going on, when Tisha Dumont sat next to me.”

	“This lady keeps popping up, doesn’t she?” asked Rem.

	“Unfortunately, yes,” she said. “We were friendly back then, before Scarlet died. She asked me how I was, and I told her. Being in this town, it wasn’t like she didn’t already know. She opened her purse and handed me a small bag of what looked like dried oregano. I immediately suspected it was pot, but she told me it wasn’t. She told me Ed took it and it seemed to help him with his mood swings. I took the bag, and she told me to be careful with it. Too much or too often could cause an overreaction, or even addiction. A large dose could even be fatal.”

	Rem leaned forward. “Tisha Dumont offered you drugs?”

	“She wouldn’t call them drugs. She said it was medicine and completely natural, and if used responsibly, would cause no harm or aftereffects. But then she said something even weirder.”

	Daniels leaned in with Rem. “What could be weirder than that?”

	“She took a vial out of her purse. Some sort of clear liquid. Said the medicine could have different effects on different people, and if I suspected I’d taken too much, there was a short window of time where I could take the liquid to counteract the effects. After that window, I might be too impaired to even know how to use it. She couldn’t tell me what that window of time was, but she said the sooner, the better.”

	Rem narrowed his eyes. “Tisha Dumont offered you a medicine to counteract your depression and then gave you some sort of antidote in case you used too much, because it could kill you?” He scratched his head. “Doesn’t sound like a medication I’d want to take.”

	“She swore by it,” said Dora. “I took the bag and vial and brought it home. I never took it though. Something about it seemed wrong.”

	“Did you keep it?” asked Daniels, hopeful she might still have it.

	“No. I threw it away. I didn’t want it around the house with Billy.” Dora sighed. “To this day, I don’t know what it was. And Tisha and I haven’t spoken of it since.”

	“Interesting,” said Rem. He sat back in his seat. “You think this is the mystery drug everyone’s trying to protect?” he asked Daniels.

	“You mean mystery medicine?” asked Daniels. Rem smirked. Daniels spoke to Dora. “You ever mention this to the sheriff?”

	Dora chuckled. “Oh, hell, no. That man probably took it himself or would if you’d offered it to him.”

	“What about Sheriff Gary, his son? Ever mention it to him?” asked Rem.

	“What for?” asked Dora. “It was years ago. And Gary’s more interested in ghost hunting and drinking beer. He’s never been one to delve too deeply into something, especially if his father had a hand in it.”

	Daniels nodded. “Yeah. I can see that.” He eyed Rem. “The mystery deepens.”

	Rem rapped his knuckles on the table. “And we haven’t even got to the good stuff yet. Show her the picture.”

	“Picture?” asked Dora.

	Daniels accessed his phone and zoomed in on the small blue flowers on the hem on the nightgown they’d found in the attic. “We were wondering if you could tell us about these flowers. They look hand sewn.”

	Dora put her readers back on and studied the picture. “They are. Nice work, too. Intricate.”

	“I don’t suppose you know anyone around here who might have sewn it?” asked Rem.

	She squinted and gave the phone back. “Not around here. I teach an embroidery class, but they’re all beginners. I could do it, but that’s not my work.”

	“This wouldn’t have been recent,” said Daniels. “I’m guessing maybe twenty, or twenty-five years ago.”

	“Oh,” said Dora, “well then, my mom would be the one to talk to. She owned the shop back then. But she passed about twelve years ago.”

	“Could she have done it?” asked Daniels.

	Dora shrugged. “Maybe. She took consignment pieces in her spare time. She certainly had the talent for it. She taught classes, too. Like me.”

	“Is there any way to know if this is her work, or if she had a student who might have done it?” asked Rem.

	“I know it’s a long shot,” said Daniels.

	“Maybe not,” said Dora. “My mother was meticulous. Kept crazy good records. I still have her old boxes. I can do some digging for you and see if I can find anything.”

	“We’d owe you, Dora,” said Rem.

	“We’d appreciate it. It could help go a long way in figuring out what’s going on around here,” said Daniels.

	“I don’t mind at all,” said Dora. “It will help take my mind off things. I won’t get around to it until tomorrow though. I’m going to get some rest tonight. I think I need it.”

	“You bet. Thank you,” said Rem.

	Daniels phone buzzed with a text notification. He pulled out his cell, read it, smiled, and texted back.

	“Anything important?” asked Rem.

	“No,” said Daniels. “Not for Dora, at least.” He stood. “We’ve taken plenty of your time.”

	Rem pulled a card out of his pocket. “My number’s on the card. Just give us a call if you find something, or even if you don’t.”

	Dora took the card. “I will. I shouldn’t take me too long to find if it’s there.”

	“Thanks again. Hope Billy gets better soon,” said Daniels.

	“Me, too,” said Dora.

	They said their goodbyes, and Daniels followed Rem out the door.

	Rem stood on the sidewalk. “You think her mother’s records are that good that she can find out if someone embroidered little blue flowers over twenty years ago?”

	“Let’s hope,” said Daniels. “If she can’t, then we may have gone as far as we can on this case.”

	Rem glanced over and nodded his head. “Sheriff’s office is just across the street. We could tell him what we know.”

	Daniels widened his eyes. “You’re unusually optimistic. I doubt he’d be interested. He’d probably think we’re making it up to distract him from that search warrant.”

	“Probably.” Rem paused. “What about Tisha Dumont?”

	“You seriously think she’s going to tell us anything useful?”

	Rem leaned against a post. “Nobody’s ever put the pressure on her. Maybe if somebody did, she’d crack.”

	“Good point. It might be worth pursuing, but right now, you’ve got an errand to run.”

	Rem straightened. “Errand? What errand?”

	Daniels held out his phone. “The text I got. It’s from Denise Ford. Your hot dogs are in.”

	“My hot dogs?”

	“At the grocery. Remember? We asked her to let us know when they came in.”

	“You asked her. Not me.”

	Daniels sat on a bench on the sidewalk. “You wanted hot dogs. They’re here. The grocery’s just a few doors down. I’ll wait here.”

	Rem dropped his jaw. “You’ll wait here? What for? You feeling tired, or…” He smirked. “I see what’s goin’ on here. You want me to go talk to Denise.”

	Daniels smiled. “Your palm said you’d meet someone.”

	“No. Denise’s palm said she’d meet someone.”

	“Exactly.”

	Rem crossed his arms.

	“Oh, come on,” said Daniels. “What can it hurt? She’s pretty, and for some crazy reason, she likes you. Go talk to her. Buy some hot dogs. Take her for coffee. I’ll hang here and watch the car.”

	Rem raised a brow. “You’ll watch the car? Does Dumont suddenly have a rash of car theft?”

	“Not that I know of, but why take the chance?”

	Rem hesitated.

	“We’re not getting any younger here, partner,” said Daniels.

	Rem shook his head. “Whatever. I’ll humor you and get the dogs. But I’m not planning on any coffee.”

	“Got to start somewhere.”

	“And you think Dumont and Denise Ford is the best place? All I want to do is get out of Nutsoland.”

	“Which is why it’s perfect. No worries about commitment. You can dip your toes and then get out. Unless, of course, you like her, and then you can visit on a regular basis.”

	“She’d have to be Princess Grace for that to happen.”

	Daniels leaned back. “One way to find out.”

	Rem stared, his brows lowered. “One package of hot dogs. Anything else you want while I’m in there wooing the lovely lady of Dumont?”

	“Grab some apples if they have some.”

	“Fine.” He turned and headed down the sidewalk.

	Daniels yelled after him. “And if you’re going to be a while, text me. I can come pick you up later in case you get lucky.”

	Rem didn’t answer but tossed him a hand gesture that said everything.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	 

	 

	Rem approached the front door of the grocery and stopped, debating his next move. He couldn’t deny Denise was an attractive woman, and seemed friendly, but old memories of pain and loss resurfaced, and he sighed. Get it together, Remalla, he said to himself. Daniels is right. You can’t live like a hermit forever. Besides, he was only buying hot dogs. It didn’t have to be more than that.

	He opened the door and walked in but didn’t see anyone. No one was at the register behind the counter. Figures, he thought. She’s not even here.

	Taking his time, he went into the produce section and picked up some apples and then found the section for the hot dogs. He stopped when he heard voices, and peered down the dairy aisle.

	Tisha Dumont stood beside Denise, holding a small carton of milk. “I don’t understand how you can have two percent and whole, but you don’t have skim milk,” said Tisha. “What kind of grocery is this? You know I always buy the skim.”

	Denise searched through the available milk. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Dumont. I don’t see any. I’ll check with Terrance and see if we have any coming in.”

	Tisha banged her cane. “This is simply outrageous. How long have I been a customer here? I do not understand how you can possibly forget to buy skim milk.”

	“I’ll call Terrance and see what I can find out.”

	“And what good would that possibly do? Why isn’t he here in the first place? He owns the damn store.” She slammed the carton she held back on the shelf.

	“He was here earlier, ma’am. I came in about an hour ago.”

	“He should still be here,” said Tisha. “Obviously, you have no ability to help me.”

	Rem observed the exchange. As tempting as it was to leave and let Denise handle her unpleasant customer, he also wanted to confront Tisha Dumont. He wondered if skim milk would be such a big deal if he mentioned Dumont’s drug problem.

	“I’ll talk to Terrance and let you know when we’ll have some,” said Denise. “I’ll call now.”

	“You don’t seem to understand, you dim-witted woman. I want the milk today, not tomorrow. Now I’m beginning to understand why you came to Dumont. You obviously don’t have the brains to hold down a real job.”

	Denise went quiet and that made up Rem’s mind. Holding the bag of apples, he headed down the dairy aisle. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the town’s resident cranky pants.”

	Tisha looked behind Denise, and Denise turned, her face somber. Tisha glared at Rem. “And if it isn’t the town’s resident murder suspect.” She wore spectacles and she lowered them. “Where’s your friend? Is he casing the store?” She eyed Denise. “You probably should get your rear end back behind the register. They’re probably stealing food. Maybe then you could do something of benefit.”

	Denise’s shoulders fell, and Rem saw her set her jaw.

	Rem stopped beside Denise. “You know, Mrs. Dumont, it’s rare to find a woman of your stature and importance that could do so much good but be such a royal pain-in-the-ass.” He nodded at Denise. “She’s been nothing but kind to you, and it’s not her fault you don’t have your damn skim milk. Yell at Terrance for his lousy ordering skills. I had to wait for my hot dogs, and guess what, I’m still alive. So, how about you get over yourself and either complain to the right person or buy some damn two-percent. But for the love of God, do us and the whole town a favor, and get off your high horse.”

	Tisha’s eyes widened, and her jaw fell. “Do you know who you are talking to?”

	“I have a pretty good idea,” said Rem, “but I can’t repeat it in front of Denise.”

	Denise hid a shocked smile, and Tisha’s eyes narrowed further. “You think I haven’t dealt with name-calling and ugly, ill-mannered people in my life? Look at you.” She waved a veiny hand. “You walk in here, looking like one of those stupid teenagers from high school, with your long hair and disgusting clothes, who don’t know their ass from their elbow, acting like you know me.” She pointed a bony finger. “But you’re just as stupid as they are. And you’re about to find that out.”

	Rem looked at himself. “Disgusting clothes? These are my best jeans, and I like this t-shirt.” He tucked his hair back. “And don’t even start about my hair.”

	“I like your hair,” said Denise.

	“Thank you,” said Rem.

	“You’re just as pathetic as he is,” said Tisha. “The both of you could benefit from a good slap in the face and a dose of maturity.”

	“Slap in the face?” asked Rem. “Maturity? Are you supposed to be the mature one in this scenario?”

	She banged her cane again. “I’ll be talking to the sheriff about this. You and your partner will be out of this town by tomorrow, if I have any say in it, unless you end up in jail.”

	Rem considered his response and chose to pull the trigger. “While you’re talking to the sheriff, why don’t you tell him about Dumont’s little drug trade. I hear it’s a lively one, and that you know all about it.”

	She’d started to turn but froze.

	“Drug trade?” asked Denise. “In Dumont?”

	Tisha slowly turned back, her face losing its color. “How dare you make an accusation like that against me.”

	“You’re not denying it,” said Rem.

	Her glare became menacing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“I think you do,” said Rem. “I think this whole damn town knows about it, but nobody’s got the cajones to deal with it. And now you’ve got three dead women on your hands.”

	Tisha went quiet, and Rem could almost see her wheels turning.

	“Three?” asked Denise.

	“Scarlet, Chelsea…and Annie,” said Rem.

	Tisha stared, and her knuckles turned white from her grip on her cane. “Don’t you dare say her name. You don’t know a thing about my daughter.”

	Rem took a step closer to Tisha, using his experience as a detective to intimidate. “That’s the thing, Tisha. You’ve been using secrets to ward off the truth, but what you should know by now is that secrets eventually come out. Dumont can cower to you, but it’s begging to be rid of you, too, and that’s where you’re weak. People are talking, Tisha. How do you think I know about the drugs? How do you think I know that Scarlet was taking them? And how much do you want to bet that Chelsea found out about them from Spencer and threatened the wrong person? The secrets will only stay secret for so long. All it takes is the right person to come along and expose them.” Rem held her gaze and he could see the rage in her eyes. If her cane could fire bullets, he’d be dead.

	“I’m going straight to the sheriff with this horrific accusation,” said Tisha, her voice breathless. “You think you’re Dumont’s savior?” Her eyebrow raised. “Think again, cowboy. This town doesn’t want to be saved. Especially by two unwelcome, unpleasant relatives of a senile old fool.” She took her own step forward. “You want to mess with me? Take your best shot. I know more about dealing with troublemakers like you than you know about hardened criminals. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m weak.”

	 Rem tipped his head. “And don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m going away. I’m tenacious. Ask my partner.”

	Tisha stood, unmoving, before breaking the stare. She turned and walked away. “I’ll be back with the sheriff.”

	Rem watched her retreat down the aisle. “Take your time. I still have to get my hot dogs.”

	Tisha Dumont didn’t acknowledge him, made it to the end of the aisle and disappeared.

	Rem shook his head. “She’s one tough cookie, isn’t she?”

	Denise’s mouth hung open. “I can’t believe you did that.”

	Rem half-expected Tisha to round the corner, guns blazing, but the store remained quiet. “Yeah, well. She pissed me off. Lady needs to be put in her place.” He rubbed his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t have thrown the drug stuff at her, but what the hell, might as well live on the edge.”

	“You honestly think Dumont has some sort of drug activity?” asked Denise.

	“I know it does. And I think Mrs. Dumont knows it, too.”

	“You think she’s involved? Is she the mastermind?” asked Denise, her eyes wide.

	Rem couldn’t help but chuckle. “Well, I don’t think this is a Breaking Bad scenario, but my bet is she knows more than she’s telling. She’s protecting someone.”

	“I can’t believe this,” said Denise.

	“I know. I probably shouldn’t be involving you in this, so it’s better if you keep this incident to yourself.”

	Denise laughed. “You just insulted Tisha Dumont and accused her and Dumont of peddling drugs. This will be front page news after Tisha gets done with it. I’m the least of your worries.”

	Rem groaned. “Wonderful. It’s a good thing Daniels doesn’t plan on sticking around. I don’t think he’d be getting many Christmas party invitations this year.”

	“Tell him to expect coal in his stocking,” said Denise.

	“I will. I may put some in there anyway for bringing me here.” They stood for a moment, and Rem eyed the time and the apples. “I guess I should get those hot dogs.”

	“I’ll get them. It’s the least I can do. I’ll meet you at the register,” said Denise. “One package, or two?”

	“Thanks. One is fine…on second thought, make it two.” He patted his stomach. “I’m thinking it’s a three-dog night.”

	Denise smiled and disappeared down the aisle. Rem headed up to the register, checking the surroundings. He still half-expected Mrs. Dumont to come at him, pulling a sword from that cane of hers and slashing him in half.

	Nothing happened though, and Denise returned, holding the two packages of hot dogs. “Anything else?”

	“I think I’ve handled all I can today, thanks,” said Rem, grabbing his wallet.

	Denise rang up the dogs and apples. “I want to thank you for helping me out. I know the only reason you confronted Tisha is because of the milk situation.”

	Rem pulled out a credit card. “You should fix that by the way. Nobody drinks whole milk anymore, and two-percent is just so…two-percent. Skim is the only milk any respectable person would be caught dead drinking nowadays.”

	“Who knew?” asked Denise, taking his card. “I’ll make sure Terrance doesn’t make that mistake again.”

	“Good thing.”

	She swiped his card. “Did you hear about Billy Drucker?”

	Rem nodded. “Yeah. I did. Daniels and I went to see him today.”

	“You did? Is he okay?”

	“He seems to be doing fine. He should be getting out of the hospital soon.”

	“Good. I sent him some flowers. Everyone’s been talking about it, and they haven’t been nice. I feel sorry for him. I don’t understand why everybody is so mean.”

	“What people don’t understand, people tend to mock, or there’s some phrase to that effect.”

	She handed him his card and receipt. “You’re definitely not the typical Dumontonian. I guess neither is Billy. No wonder nobody likes you.”

	“Dumontonian?” Rem asked. “Thank God, I’m not. Don’t think I’d survive very long. Probably end up in the river in a white night gown.”

	Denise frowned.

	“Sorry. Bad joke.” He picked up his bag.

	She paused. “Would you like to get a drink with me tomorrow?”

	Rem stopped at the register. A weird flutter of anxiety traveled through him. “A drink?” There had been a time when a pretty woman asking him out would have been thrilling.

	“I get off tomorrow at six. I could meet you at the diner. Nothing fancy, of course. It is Dumont, after all.”

	The flutter hit his chest and he told himself to relax. It was just a drink.

	“It’s okay if you don’t want to. I just thought it would be nice to talk to someone not from Dumont.” She stared at the countertop and fiddled with the corner of the register. “It’s been a while since I’ve done that.”

	Rem swallowed and ignored his discomfort. He had to get off this horse. “A drink would be nice. Six o’clock tomorrow, at the diner?”

	She looked up and smiled. “Yes.”

	“I can’t promise I’ll stay long. Daniels and I have a lot left to do.”

	“No problem. There’s no time commitment required.” Her cheeks colored.

	“Okay. I’ll see you then.” He waved the receipt.

	“See you then.”

	Rem nodded, and turned to leave when the door opened, and the sheriff entered. Rem stopped. “Ah, hell.”

	The sheriff saw Rem and came up to the register. “Denise,” he said.

	“Hi, Sheriff,” said Denise.

	“Didn’t take her long, did it?” asked Rem.

	“No, it didn’t,” said the sheriff. “She called me. Wants to make a complaint. Said you accosted her.”

	Rem laughed. “She wishes.”

	“That’s ridiculous,” said Denise. “He didn’t touch her. I saw the whole thing.”

	“Nevertheless, I need to take you in,” said the sheriff.

	Rem could barely hold back a guffaw. “Are you kidding?”

	“You accosted the town’s leading member. I can’t let that pass.” The sheriff gripped his belt buckle. “Let’s go.”

	Rem’s mind whirled. There was no way in hell he was going with the sheriff to jail. Especially when that sheriff was a potential murderer. “Denise?”

	She came out from behind the counter. “Yes?”

	Rem shifted his hold on the bag. “Would you do me a favor and text Daniels? Tell him to come pick me up. I could use his assistance.”

	“That won’t help,” said the sheriff.

	Denise pulled out her phone and started texting.

	“Listen, Sheriff,” said Rem. “I get it. I pissed off Tisha Dumont and she complained, but you should have heard the way she was talking to Denise. She was horrible and rude, and somebody had to say something.”

	The sheriff sighed. “You should know that Tisha is not one to bow down to anyone. What exactly did you say to her?”

	Rem moaned and debated his answer. Should he tell the sheriff what he knew? “She didn’t tell you?”

	“She just said you’d verbally accosted her, making vicious and false accusations about her reputation and she was scared for her safety. Said you got in her face.”

	“He never touched her,” said Denise. “And she was just as ugly to him.”

	“I think this is just a big misunderstanding,” said Rem. “She’s angry and she hates me and Daniels. She wants us out of town, but we haven’t left yet. I don’t back down to her, and she knows you’ll do whatever she wants.”

	“I don’t do whatever she wants,” said the sheriff.

	“She wants you to bring me to jail. Have me sit in a cell overnight, so I learn my lesson, right?” Rem waited for an answer.

	The sheriff looked between him and Denise. “You say he didn’t touch her?” he asked Denise.

	“No,” said Denise. “He defended me. And he just told her what he thought of her. Isn’t that what you wish you could do?”

	The sheriff gripped his belt buckle. “I have to keep the peace in this town. That’s my job.”

	“Then maybe you should arrest her,” said Rem. “It will save you some time.”

	The front door opened, and Daniels walked in. He eyed the three of them. “All you had to do was get the hot dogs,” he said to Rem.

	Rem held out the bag. “I’m tryin’.”

	“Your partner here accosted Mrs. Dumont,” said the sheriff. “I need to bring him in.”

	Daniels raised a brow. “It’s about time somebody accosted her.”

	“There you see,” said Rem. “I have a defense.”

	“Just because she deserves it, doesn’t make it right,” said the sheriff.

	Daniels spoke to Rem. “What did you do?”

	Rem shrugged. “I basically told her I didn’t like her and may have mentioned she had some connection to drugs in this town. That’s it.” 

	Daniels regarded the sheriff. “What’s wrong? He just told her the truth. No crime against that.”

	“Drugs? Tisha? In Dumont? What the hell is the matter with you?” asked the sheriff.

	“It was a fair question, and she didn’t deny it,” said Denise.

	Rem raised a hand. “See? I have a witness.”

	“There you go. Case closed,” said Daniels. “Can I take him and his hot dogs home now?”

	“You can’t make an accusation like that without explaining yourself,” said the sheriff. “I’ll take you over, and we’ll talk about it.”

	Daniels faced the sheriff. “Unless you plan to make an arrest, he doesn’t have to go anywhere with you.”

	Rem spoke to Denise. “He loves to get all lawyerly.”

	“You just accused Tisha Dumont of having drug connections in Dumont, and you don’t want to clarify that?” asked the sheriff.

	Daniels spoke to Rem. “You want to take this?”

	Rem tipped his head. “He’s all yours, because I’m not getting anywhere.”

	Daniels swiveled back. “Dumont has a drug problem, Sheriff. And I suspect you know that and have been burying your head in the sand because of people like Tisha Dumont and your father, but three women are dead because of it. Now, you can try and blame us for Chelsea’s murder, but the truth is, that girl knew more than you realized, and she used it. And it got her killed. The only question is, how much did you know and do nothing about?”

	The sheriff’s face lost its color.

	Rem raised the bag. “That’s pretty much what I said to Tisha Dumont. Is that so bad?”

	No one said a word, until Denise spoke. “Sheriff, if you’re going to take Remalla to jail because of Tisha’s complaint, then you’ll need to arrest Tisha, too.”

	The sheriff’s face furrowed. “Excuse me?”

	Denise put her hands on her hips. “I’d like to file a complaint. Tisha Dumont accosted me in the dairy aisle.”

	“Oh, hell,” said the sheriff.

	Rem smiled at Denise who smiled back.

	“Looks like you’re going to have a full jail cell tonight, Sheriff,” said Daniels.

	“Maybe Tisha and I can play some cards and hang out,” said Rem. “Get to know each other. She’d love that.”

	The sheriff huffed and cursed. “You two get the hell out of here. Now.”

	Rem relaxed. “Thanks, Sheriff. You won’t regret it. Except for the drug stuff though. You might regret that.”

	The sheriff yelled. “I said get out of here. Before I change my mind.”

	“Come on, partner,” said Daniels. “You’ve caused enough damage for one day.”

	“See you, tomorrow, Denise. Thanks for the back-up.” Rem gave her a wave and followed Daniels out the door.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels warmed some split pea soup on the stove. Celeste Brison had insisted on taking some leftovers before they’d left, and it was an easy dinner. After a busy day, and their confrontation with the sheriff, they’d returned to the house. He’d sent Delia home, and Rem had jumped into the shower. J.P. banged against the coffee table. He’d pulled himself up and was reaching for a toy that was just out of reach. Daniels watched him, expecting any day now that his son would take his first step, and he didn’t want to miss it.

	He’d been talking to Marjorie earlier outside the sewing shop before Denise’s text about Rem had interrupted the call. Marjorie was having a great time, but was missing him and J.P. He’d told her a little about the events of the week but had left out the body being found on his property. He wanted her to have fun and not worry, and there would be plenty of time to fill her in when she returned.

	Rem emerged from the bathroom, wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, and ruffling his long, wet hair with a towel. “Smells good in here. You heating the soup?”

	“Yup. Be ready in a second. “You want to help J.P. with his toy? He’s about to have a conniption fit.”

	“Oh, sure.” Rem tossed the towel on the sofa, went to the table, and slid the toy closer to J.P., who grabbed it eagerly and stuck it in his mouth, gnawing on it. “Chew away, little man,” said Rem.

	The timer dinged, and Daniels turned to get some bowls and pull the bread out of the toaster.

	“Daniels,” said Rem.

	Daniels slid the bread onto a plate. “One sec.”

	“No. Look.”

	Daniels swiveled and saw J.P. standing away from the table, wobbling on his two feet, his toy in one hand. Daniels froze, holding the bread, as if moving would knock his son over. Rem stood rooted to his own spot. “Don’t move,” said Daniels.

	“I’m not,” whispered Rem.

	Daniels watched with eager anticipation. J.P. stood there, still wobbling, and smiling at Rem, took two steps toward him unaided, before teetering and falling back on his behind.

	Rem’s jaw fell. Daniels couldn’t believe it.

	“Oh, my God. Did you see that?” asked Rem.

	Daniels put the plate of bread down and walked out of the kitchen. “He just walked.” Daniels scooped up J.P. in his arms. “You just walked, my man.” He bounced him up and down. “Good job. I knew you were an advanced child.”

	“He stepped toward me,” said Rem. “The kid is definitely advanced.”

	“You were probably just curious, weren’t you?” asked Daniels. “Uncle Rem is a little weird. Most people walk away from him.”

	Rem rolled his eyes. “J.P. knows who gives him his mustard chips. I’m thinking he’s the brains of the organization.”

	“Takes after his father,” said Daniels.

	“I said brains, not bonehead.”

	Daniels smirked, and J.P. babbled and smacked at his cheeks. “C’mon, my little walker. Time for dinner.” Daniels kissed him on the cheek, sat him in his highchair and handed him a sippy cup. “Marjorie’s going to hate that she missed that.”

	“Don’t tell her until she’s back, or she’ll grab the next flight out.”

	“I know. She probably would.” Daniels headed into the kitchen.

	“It’s about time something good happened around here.” Rem went to the fridge and grabbed a beer. “You want one?”

	“Please.” Daniels filled a small bowl with soup and brought it to J.P. “Help yourself to the soup. Bread’s warm.” He picked up a spoonful for J.P. and blew on it.

	Rem sat down with a bowl and the plate of bread. “You want me to get you some?”

	“I’ll get it in a second. I’ll feed him first.” Daniels fed J.P. who ate eagerly.

	“Too bad we don’t have champagne. We could pop some to celebrate his first steps.”

	“You hate champagne,” said Daniels.

	“I could fake it, for J.P.” Rem stirred his soup. “We do have tequila though.” He scooped a spoonful. “After everything we’ve been through, I think a shot of tequila might be in order.”

	“I’m inclined to agree with you,” said Daniels. “After your encounter with Mrs. Dumont, I wouldn’t be surprised if she and her cronies showed up to escort us to the city limits.” He fed J.P. another spoonful.

	“She was definitely pissed but she was already pissed when I showed. You should have seen her talk to Denise. The lady has a mean streak that would stack up against any death row inmate.”

	Daniels used the spoon to scrape up some soup that had dribbled to J.P.’s chin. “I’ve been wondering about something. You remember what Dora said, about Billy hallucinating this morning?”

	Rem pulled off a piece of bread. “Yeah.”

	“What if he wasn’t hallucinating?”

	Rem held his spoon. “You’re thinking Tisha Dumont was there, at Billy’s bedside?”

	“Dora said Billy thought she put something in his IV.” Daniels straightened, and wiped J.P.’s mouth. “Dora also said that at that baseball game years ago, Tisha gave her a vial of liquid to counteract the effects of the medicine. What if that’s what Tisha gave Billy?”

	Rem sat up. “You think Tisha saved Billy’s life?”

	“Billy apparently woke up not long after. You think that’s a coincidence?” Daniels stirred the soup and gave J.P. another bite.

	“If that’s true, then why?” asked Rem. “Why would she show up and give him the whatever…the antidote, unless—”

	Daniels pointed the spoon. “Unless she knew he’d been drugged.”

	“You think Tisha drugged Billy?”

	Daniels shrugged. “Maybe. Or Spencer did.”

	“And she was trying to rectify the damage. If Billy died…”

	“Then whoever drugged him would be a murderer.”

	“Huh.” Rem bit into his bread. “It’s an interesting theory. Spencer doesn’t like Billy, that’s for sure. Maybe he wanted to teach him a lesson.”

	“And dosed him too much. Dora said it affected people differently.”

	“And if Tisha gave him the cure without anyone around, no one would be the wiser.”

	Daniels fed J.P. another bite. “We could tell the sheriff. Think he would take it seriously? If somebody put something in Billy’s orange juice, it should still be there.”

	Rem chuckled. “Are you kidding? How much you want to bet that O.J. is down the drain by now. The sheriff protects Mrs. Dumont. As much as he hates her, he’s equally as scared of her. Besides, we have no proof. Even if we did find the tainted O.J., he’d probably still blame Billy. And Mrs. Dumont will deny everything and call us liars. All we’ve got is a twenty-plus-year-old story from Billy’s mother, Billy’s memories, and a spooky nightgown upstairs in the attic. Not to mention that tin of stuff.” He stopped, holding his spoon. “Hey…” His eyes rounded.

	Daniels nodded. “Those syringes in the tin. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

	“That they’re a couple of doses of the antidote? Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m thinking.” His shoulders fell. “Does that confirm that George was taking this medicine, too?”

	Daniels dabbed J.P.’s soup-smeared face with a napkin. “Seems that way.” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s not as bad as it sounds. If he was losing his mental faculties, maybe these drugs were helping.”

	“Or hurting,” said Rem. “There’s no telling.”

	Daniels shook his head and put the spoon down. “The man was stuck in this house by himself, probably aware of his decline, and taking some sort of medication to escape from it all.” He rubbed his head. “I hate knowing that.”

	“The question is…,” said Rem, “…who supplied him? Somebody was aware enough of his issues to actually label the syringes with ‘take this,’ which I’m assuming was in case he forgot what it was for.”

	“Or, he took enough of this medicine to actually need the antidote frequently, and somebody didn’t want him to overdose.” Daniels put the spoon down and sat back. “Where’s that beer?”

	“Right there,” said Rem.

	Daniels grabbed it and took a healthy swig.

	“Just let me know when you’re ready for the tequila.”

	Daniels took another sip. “As much as I’m tempted, I know if we break the seal on that bottle, we’ll get drunk.”

	“Is there a problem with that?”

	“Yes. We can’t have you hungover. You have a date tomorrow. You need to look your best. Not like you just stepped out a distillery after pulling an all-nighter. Getting you this far was hard enough. We don’t want to scare Denise away.”

	“We’re meeting for drinks. That’s it. Let’s not turn this into a love story. Besides…”

	“Besides, what?” Daniels handed J.P. a cracker from a bag on the table and stood to get some soup for himself.

	“I’m wondering if I should back out.” Rem stirred his soup.

	“Back out? What for? The lady threatened to file a complaint against Tisha Dumont for you. That won’t win her any favors. The least you can do is buy her a drink.”

	Rem studied his bowl. “I guess.”

	Daniels helped himself to some soup and sat at the table. “You’re freaking out, is that it?”

	Rem peered over at him. “Maybe.”

	“You’ll be fine. Don’t sweat it. Just relax. You know how to charm a lady’s socks off, plus a lot more. How do you think you met Jennie? By just sitting on the sidelines?”

	Rem swirled some bread in his soup. “I got nervous, you know, when she asked me out.”

	“She asked you? You left that part out.”

	“She did. I was going to leave. She took the bull by the horns, so to speak.”

	“Good for her. I think she may be a keeper.”

	Rem sighed and put his spoon down. “I don’t want a keeper, okay?”

	Daniels paused, the steam rising from his bowl, and considered how to respond. “I think you’re letting your thoughts get the better of you. The past is the past. Leave it alone and focus on the here and now. Like you said, it’s not a love story. Just consider it as having a drink with a friend and have some fun. God knows, you’ve got to be tired of seeing my sorry mug all the time.”

	Rem smiled softly. “You got that right.” He ran his hands into his hair. “Sorry. I’m just…I don’t know…anxious. I think I am stuck in the past. Sometimes, I’m excited about starting something new, but then, when the opportunity shows itself, I want to run for the hills. Something flares up, and I remember…well…what happened.” He closed his eyes. “Will I ever get past this, or am I destined to sit in a shrink’s chair for the rest of my life?”

	“You may end up in a shrink’s chair, but not because of Jennie. It’ll be from all your other issues.”

	Rem moaned and opened his eyes. “That’s the truth.”

	“It takes time, and sometimes a little shove, but once you’re out there, and you realize there’s no boogeyman, you’ll wonder what took so long.” He took a sip of his soup. “And if I have to be the one to give you that shove, then I’m happy to do it.” He scooped up another spoonful. “You’re too good of a guy to let some lucky lady go without you. I won’t allow it, and neither should you.” He picked up some bread. “Now finish your soup and relax. Maybe we can have one shot of tequila later. But just one.”

	Rem exhaled a deep breath. “Okay. I hear you. I’ll go.”

	“Damn straight. Keep in mind, too, that Denise is the least of your problems. After what happened today, all eyes will be on you and her in the diner. You might be able to sell tickets.”

	Rem picked up his spoon. “Wonderful. That should be fun.”

	“Actually, since you’re meeting with her, maybe you can talk to her about what she knows about Dumont. Maybe she can give you a little insight. Being a grocery clerk, she’s bound to have heard a few things.”

	Rem lowered his spoon. “You want me to interrogate her?”

	“Not interrogate. Talk to her. After the incident today, it should easy. She’ll likely have tons of questions.”

	“Does it matter? We still don’t have anything to go on, unless Dora Drucker finds some info on those flowers, which is unlikely. At what point do we actually finish this house and get out of the horror called Dumont?”

	Daniels leaned back in his seat. “If Dora gets nothing, and assuming Denise doesn’t tell you she witnessed Chelsea’s murder…or overheard the confession of the killer…”

	“Don’t get your hopes up.”

	“…then we’ll pack up what we need and head out. We can try and finish the attic tomorrow. Then we’ll load up the car. I’ll make arrangements for the other stuff to get donated or dumped.”

	“What about the sheriff?

	“I think the sheriff is full of crap.” He looked at J.P. who was sucking on his split pea and soggy cracker-covered fingers. “If he was going to get a search warrant, he would have. He didn’t say anything to us this afternoon. And we can’t sit around here forever waiting for him to get forensics back on Chelsea. Unless he plans to arrest us, we’re out of here.”

	“What about that gown? And those syringes? And Scarlet’s picture? You dumping them?”

	Daniels fed J.P. another spoonful of soup. “Right now, they are safely tucked away.”

	“Where did you put them?”

	Daniels smiled. “I didn’t visit this house every summer and not learn a few secrets.” He stood and walked to the rug in the entry. He lifted it.

	Rem stood and came over. “What? You have a secret hiding place?”

	“Where do you think I put my secret stash of candy and little green army men?” He kneeled and pulled up a loose floorboard. “I had to sneak them when my sisters were outside.” Underneath the board was a dark hole. Daniels reached inside and pulled out a box. “I put the gown and tin in here. If Sheriff Gary showed with a warrant, he’d never find a thing.”

	“Well, look at you. Anything else down there?” He peered over the hole. “No dead bodies?”

	“Funny.” Daniels put the box back, returned the board and flipped the rug back over. “But if you need to hide one, you know where to put it.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.”

	They went back to the table and sat. J.P. smacked at his tray, and Daniels gave him another cracker.

	“What if he was looking for drugs?” asked Rem, taking a swig of beer.

	“Who?”

	“The sheriff. When he came here to look for ghosts. Or threatened the search warrant. Maybe he thinks George was hiding drugs here.”

	“He didn’t act like he knew anything about drugs when we mentioned it today.”

	“You think that’s the truth?” asked Rem. “Or is he hiding Dumont’s secrets like everyone else?” He pointed his spoon. “If George had those syringes, then obviously he had the drugs, but we didn’t find any.”

	“Not yet, anyway. We haven’t finished going through his stuff. But if the sheriff thinks there are drugs here, and he’s right, then let’s hope we find them before he does.”

	“Or, he already found them when he did his ghost hunt. Took ’em home and got comfortable.”

	“Or he’s being honest and knows nothing.” Daniels took a bite of bread.

	“Hell.” Rem massaged his neck. “This whole thing is giving me a headache. Is it time for that tequila yet?”

	Daniels asked the obvious question. “Will it help you sleep tonight or make it worse?”

	Rem hesitated and his face paled. “I was trying not to think about that. The last thing I need is to wake up in the attic again. Or have more nightmares.”

	“I hear you. Last night was creepy enough. You want to camp out in my room? There’s a pull-out couch.”

	Rem chuckled. “Has it come to that? I can’t sleep in my own room?”

	“It’s up to you.”

	Rem shook his head. “No. I’m a big boy. If I can handle my date tomorrow, I can sure handle sleeping in my own room. Ghosts be damned.” He looked up at the ceiling. “You hear that ghosts? I want to sleep tonight. No nightmares and no creepy discoveries. I promise, once we’re out of here, you can have the place to yourself, and scare the hell out of anyone you want. Especially Sheriff Gary. Consider him a moving target.”

	Daniels drank some beer. “I’m sure that will work.”

	“It better, or you’re going to be minus one partner, and you can have that drink with Denise tomorrow.”

	“Perish the thought.”

	Rem raised a brow. “Let’s not use the word ‘perish’ until we’re out of Dumont, okay? I’ll feel better.”

	“You worried?”

	“We’ve basically informed the whole town that we’re on to them. If somebody went after Billy, don’t you think they might come after us?”

	“Billy is one thing. To be honest, I think somebody just tried to scare him and got carried away. But we’re two detectives from San Diego with an eleven-month-old. It’s a little different. Besides, like you said. We have no evidence. Once we’re out of town, who cares?”

	“We’re not out of town yet.”

	Daniels gripped his beer and handed J.P. a piece of cracker. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

	“I hope you’re right.” Rem slid out of his seat. “You ready for that drink, because I’m cracking the tequila.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels left his bedroom after having a long hot shower and changing into some clean clothes. Walking down the hall, he saw Rem’s closed door. He stopped and knocked. “You almost ready? You better not be backing out.”

	Rem spoke from inside the room. “I’m comin’. Be out in a sec.”

	“You got my shirt?”

	“I got it.”

	Daniels left the hall and went into the kitchen. Delia sat with J.P. at the table, feeding him applesauce. “Thanks for waiting, Delia. How’s he doing?”

	She held out a spoonful, and J.P. pushed it away with a whine. “He’s a little fussy. Didn’t have much of a nap today. I think he’s tired.”

	“I’m sure he is. I’ll put him down early tonight. Thanks again for hanging out today. Rem and I got a lot done. I think after tomorrow, we’ll be finished, at least for phase one.”

	Delia put the spoon down and wiped J.P.’s messy face. “I’m glad I can help. I’ll miss the little guy after you leave.” She ruffled J.P.’s hair.

	“I know. He sort of grows on you, doesn’t he?”

	“He does. You need me tomorrow?”

	Daniels thought about what remained. During a rainy morning and afternoon, he and Rem had gone through the rest of the attic, but they still had a little left to finish. “If you’re available. Maybe around ten o’clock?” He pulled out some cash from his pocket and handed it to her.

	“Sure.” She picked up her purse from the couch and put the money in it. “Thanks.”

	He walked her to the door. “You’ve been a lifesaver. J.P. will miss you, too, when we leave.”

	“Maybe one day, I’ll move to San Diego. And I can babysit.”

	“You do, then look us up. We’d love to see you, and so would J.P.” 

	“Maybe one day.” She smiled and walked out with a wave. “See you in the morning.”

	“See you. Be careful driving. The roads are probably still wet.”

	“I will.”

	He watched until she drove off and shut the door. J.P. whined and shrieked.

	“Okay, buddy. I’m coming.” He went over, took J.P. out of his seat, and held him. He smelled of apples and a wet diaper. “You need a bath. How’s that sound? Then you can have some tasty squash and chicken. And an early bedtime.” He tugged on J.P.’s shirt. “And if you’re really good maybe we’ll call mom and you can babble at her before you hit the hay. What do you say, little man?”

	A door opened and closed, and Rem walked into the front room, wearing worn, but clean jeans, and Daniels’ navy blue, collared shirt. He was clean-shaven, his hair was pulled back with a tie, and he wore blue sneakers. “What do you think?” he asked. “This is as good as it’s gonna get, because I didn’t pack for dating.”

	Daniels nodded. “You look very handsome, young man.”

	Rem rolled his eyes. “Where are the car keys?”

	“On the table.” He shifted J.P. on his hip. “You got your wallet?”

	“What am I, a sixteen-year-old?” He felt his back pocket. “Oh, hell.”

	“Exactly.”

	Rem disappeared and returned. “Okay.”

	“You know where you’re going?”

	“I hope so. I’m going to look stupid if I get lost, especially now. The sun’s going down.”

	“Call me, if you do.”

	“With the cell reception around here? Only if I’m lucky.”

	“Maybe you will be,” Daniels grinned.

	“Would you stop? It’s only a drink. I’ll probably be back in an hour.”

	“I hope not. At least make the effort.”

	Rem adjusted his collar. “No promises.”

	“You better go, or you’ll be late. No stopping for ladies in white dresses.”

	Rem’s face fell. “You’re not helping.”

	“Would you relax? It will be fine. You won’t get lost, you won’t see a ghost, and I suspect, you might have a nice time.”

	“We’ll see about that.” Rem grabbed the keys from the table. “Wish me luck.”

	“You don’t need luck. Just rely on that Remalla charm. There’s a ton of it. You just need to remember how to use it.”

	Rem opened the door. “I’ll do my best. I’ll call you when I’m on my way back. Hopefully, the phone will behave.”

	“Have fun.”

	“You, too. Enjoy your quiet time.”

	“Oh, I intend to. Once J.P.’s down, I’m going to have a glass of wine and call my wife.”

	Rem’s brow rose. “Don’t talk dirty in front of J.P. You’ll scar him for life.”

	“Good advice. See you later.”

	Rem headed to the car. “See you.” He got in and drove off.

	Daniels closed the door, listening to the quiet, until J.P. shrieked and pushed to get down. Daniels adjusted his hold on his wiggly son. “Let’s go get that bath.”

	 

	**

	 

	Rem made it to the diner right on time, pleased he hadn’t gotten lost, nor seen any ladies in white. Standing outside the door, he took a deep breath, told himself again that it was just a drink, and although the self-doubt flared, he went inside. The diner was half-full, and there was a momentary pause as all eyes seemed to stop on him. He considered smiling and taking a bow when he saw Denise wave from a back booth. Ignoring the looks, he walked over and slid in across from her. “Hi.”

	“Hi. Glad you could make it,” she said.

	Rem admired her long-sleeved, red blouse. The top two buttons were open, and she wore a pretty silver necklace with a blue stone. Her dark, smooth hair fell in soft waves to her shoulders, and she smelled nice. “Driving here in a town I’m not that familiar with? Thankfully, the sun wasn’t completely down, or I might still be out there, driving aimlessly in some field.”

	“I know. It takes some getting used to. There are no streetlights like we rely on in the city. When it’s dark, it’s dark.”

	Rem eyed the restaurant crowd. Everyone seemed to be glancing their way but acting like they weren’t. “I think we’re drawing some attention.” There were two glasses of water on the table, and he drank from his.

	She glanced back. “I don’t know if you realize it, but you and your friend are the talk of the town.”

	“We are?” asked Rem. “I thought that award went to Billy.”

	“It did, until you accused Tisha Dumont and the town of dealing in drugs.”

	Rem put the water glass down. “I didn’t exactly say dealing drugs.”

	“I think it was implied.”

	Rem shrugged. “So be it. Maybe it’s about time somebody ruffled some feathers around here.”

	“I think you successfully accomplished that.”

	Rem smiled at a woman giving him side-eye. “You okay with it? I’d say we could go somewhere else, but I think this is it for the Dumont hospitality industry.”

	“I think you’re right, but I don’t mind if you don’t. They’ll get bored after a bit.”

	Mary came over with some menus. She eyed Rem. “Welcome back. You certainly know how to stir up the crowd.” She gave them menus. “Hey, Denise.”

	“Hey, Mary. Thanks.” Denise took a menu. “Actually, I think I know what I want.”

	Rem looked up. His nervousness had affected his appetite, and he hoped she wasn’t wanting a big meal. They’d talked about having drinks, but he’d expected they would probably eat. “What’s that?”

	She leaned in. “Let’s really get ’em talking. You want to share a hot fudge sundae and some fries?”

	“With a couple of coffees?” he asked.

	“Sounds perfect,” said Denise. She handed her menu back to Mary.

	His stomach suddenly rumbled. “A lady after my own heart. Who knew I’d find her in Dumont?”

	Denise smiled, and Rem gave his menu to Mary.

	“Hot fudge sundae, fries and two coffees, coming up.” Mary wrote it down and left.

	They sat for a moment, getting comfortable with the attention.

	“How’s it going with the house?” she asked.

	“It’s going pretty well. We got lots done today. We have to donate and throw away a bunch of stuff. We’ll have to figure that out tomorrow, and then Daniels will have to find a real estate agent at some point.”

	“He doesn’t want to stay here? Gee. I wonder why? It’s such a warm and welcoming town.”

	Rem chuckled. “You seem to do pretty well. They like you.”

	“It’s taken some time. It didn’t happen overnight.”

	“How’d you end up in Dumont? Obviously, you’re not from around here.”

	They spent the next several minutes talking about Denise’s background. She’d been married, and then divorced. Her verbally abusive husband had made the separation difficult and the divorce worse. Her family had been against her leaving her husband, and Denise had decided to uproot herself for a bit. She’d gone to stay with her sister but had left soon after. A friend of hers knew someone who needed a house sitter in Dumont, and Denise had agreed to help. She’d been here ever since but didn’t plan to stay forever. She’d been thinking about where to go next.

	Rem gave her his basic bio about his family and being a detective, and how he’d been close to marriage, but it hadn’t worked out. He didn’t want to go into it any more than that. Telling someone new that your girlfriend had died always attracted that look of pity that he hated. He talked to her a little about George Daniels, but she hadn’t known him, only heard about him.

	The sundae and fries arrived, and they enjoyed their coffees. Rem relaxed and realized Daniels was right. The boogeyman didn’t show, and Denise was good company. There weren’t fireworks, but she was easy to laugh, and seemed to enjoy his humor. His attempts at digging for info about Dumont proved fruitless. She had not witnessed a murder or a confession, other than Chelsea Forrester telling her she’d been dating an older man, which Rem assumed referred to either Spencer or the sheriff. That left Dora Drucker as their only hope for more info, and he hadn’t heard from her, so his hopes dwindled.

	Denise had been right about the other customers as they seemed to lose interest as the night continued. They finished their sundae, and Rem considered leaving, but they ordered another coffee instead. He was grateful he’d managed a good night sleep the night before because his caffeine intake was going to keep him wide awake for a while.

	As they talked about their favorite food, Mary refilled their coffees when a hush came over the room. Curious, Rem and Denise looked over and Rem saw Billy Drucker walk in and sit at the bar.

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels got J.P. bathed and changed and let him crawl around for a bit before feeding him. Sitting on the couch, watching J.P. chase after his toy frog, he yawned again. He had not been a hundred percent honest with Rem. He did call Marjorie, but only left her a message. He suspected she would be out with friends, so he gave her a quick account of what they’d accomplished, told her he and J.P. loved her and would see her in a couple of days. Then he planned to rest. Rem had slept well but he had not. The memory of his dream the previous night surfaced, and he wished he could forget it. It had been like the others, only in this one, instead of being chased through the woods by some unseen menace, he was searching for J.P. He’d been frantic: the limbs of the trees clawing at his skin and clothes and screaming J.P.’s name. J.P.’s cry echoed through the dark, but Daniels couldn’t find him. Then he’d broken into a clearing and found the fast-moving river. Terror seized him when he feared J.P. had fallen into the water. He’d run up and down the bank, desperate, when he’d tripped and fallen into that same pile of decaying leaves and vines. Only this time it wasn’t Marjorie’s body he’d found; it was Rem’s, his eyes open and mouth gaping. He’d come fully awake and sat up in the bed, his skin clammy, his body shivering and breathing hard. He’d been awake ever since.

	Choosing not to tell Rem, he’d done his best not to appear tired, but Rem had picked up on his fatigue. Daniels had just said it had been a long week and it was catching up to him. If he’d told him the truth, he doubted Rem would have made it to his date with Denise. His partner would probably be on the road home.

	Daniels laid his head back against the sofa, thinking he would give J.P. a few more minutes before feeding him, when the doorbell rang.

	He sat up, wondering who would be stopping by. Keeping an eye on J.P., he went to the door and saw Celeste Brison outside the peephole. He opened it.

	“Hi, handsome,” said Celeste. She held a paper bag with handles.

	“Celeste?” he asked. “How are you?”

	“Better than a June Bug in summer. I’m sorry to stop by at dinnertime, but I wanted to drop this off.” She raised the bag. “Bella wanted to come but her hip’s flaring up. Better she stayed home so I didn’t have to listen to her bitch.”

	He took the bag. “What’s this?”

	“I told your pretty partner that he couldn’t leave Dumont without a little taste of heaven. I made those brownies for him. I would have come by earlier, but I was waiting for them to cool.”

	“You didn’t have to do that.”

	“It’s no bother at all. And don’t worry. I didn’t forget about you. I threw in some of that spinach and apple smoothie for you. Just keep it in the fridge and stick in it in a blender before you drink it.”

	“That’s very sweet. Thank you. We ate your leftover soup yesterday when we got home. J.P. loved it.”

	Celeste smiled. “Happy to hear it. Good food for a growing boy. How’s he doing?”

	“He’s great. He’s keeping me busy. He missed his nap, so he’s a little cranky today.”

	Celeste laughed. “I know how that feels. I get bitchier than a hungry coyote when I don’t get my beauty sleep.” She looked closer. “You look like you could use some yourself.”

	Daniels nodded. “I didn’t sleep great last night.”

	“Then drink up on that smoothie. It might help. That or some warm milk. My mama would swear by warm milk before bed.”

	“I’ll try it. Thanks.”

	She peered around him. “Where’s that good-lookin’ partner of yours?”

	“He’s on a date.”

	Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding?” She held up a hand. “Don’t tell me. Is it Denise?”

	“It is.”

	She hooted and slapped his arm. “I knew it. I told you she was going to meet a handsome man. Wait till I tell sister.”

	“Well, they’re just meeting for drinks,” said Daniels. He wondered if he should have said anything but then realized the whole town likely knew about it by now.

	“Maybe it’s just a drink, but don’t be surprised. Love is in the air.” She laughed and hooted again.

	Daniels was glad Rem wasn’t around because he’d have sunk into his shell and made a quick exit. “I guess we’ll see.” He didn’t feel the need to say much more. “Thanks so much for the food. Rem is going to love the brownies. I suspect he’ll have them for breakfast.”

	She smiled. “You know what they say. Life is short. Eat dessert first. That’s my motto at least.”

	“I think Rem would agree.”

	She tossed out her hand. “Well. Listen. I won’t keep you. I just wanted to stop by with the food. You enjoy your night and get some rest. And if you have the time, we’d love to have you back for dinner before you leave town.”

	“That’s very nice, but I’ll have to see. We’ve got a lot left to do and short time to do it. Can I let you know?”

	“Of course, hon. No worries. I bet you’re ready to get back to the big city.”

	“We are, although Dumont’s hospitality has been…memorable.”

	She snorted. “I bet. You two are something else. Too bad you’re not staying. Dumont could use a couple of young whippersnappers like you and your partner.”

	“I think your opinion might be in the minority.”

	“Oh, poo.” She waved a hand. “Who cares what people think?” She pushed back a tendril of her pinkish hair. “You go get some rest, and I’ll be on my way. Let me and Bella know if you’re up for dinner.”

	“Thank you, Celeste. I will. Have a good night.”

	“You too, handsome. Say hi to that partner of yours. I look forward to hearing one day about his and Denice’s babies.” Turning away, she smiled and laughed.

	“I’ll make sure to tell him that. Good night.” She walked away and he shut the door.

	 

	**

	 

	“Look at that,” said Denise. “Everyone is staring at him. Poor man can’t get any peace. And after everything he’s been through.”

	“I’m surprised he’s here,” said Rem. “He must have left the hospital this morning.”

	Denise made a sigh and put her hand on Rem’s wrist. “We should invite him over.”

	“You think?”

	“I hate seeing him sit there by himself. Somebody ought to be neighborly. Do you mind?”

	“Not at all,” said Rem. “I think it’s a good idea. The town will have oodles to talk about tomorrow.”

	“I’ll be right back.” She slid out of the booth, and Rem watched her walk up to Billy. It was not the way he thought the night would go, but what the hell.

	Billy talked and Denise smiled. Billy looked his way and Rem waved him over. He shook his head and stood, and the hush fell again as he walked over with Denise.

	Rem noticed that Billy cleaned up well. His combed-back, dark hair looked freshly cut, and he wore pressed jeans, a chocolate brown collared shirt, and cowboy boots. The shirt fit him well and emphasized his broad shoulders. Rem detected the faint scent of cologne.

	Billy hesitated. “I really don’t have to join you. I’m fine at the bar.”

	Rem moved further into the booth, and Denise sat. “Don’t be silly,” said Rem. “We’re just talking and having some coffee. Sit and relax.”

	“He’s right,” said Denise. “Have a seat.”

	Billy slid in next to Rem. “You’re sure?”

	Rem winked at a woman at a nearby table, who looked away abruptly. “Actually, it’s kind of fun. I doubt these people have had this much excitement since the crops were harvested.”

	“Do they harvest crops in Dumont?” asked Denise.

	“I have no idea,” said Rem. He waved at Mary, who came over and got Billy’s order. Billy thanked her and Rem had to ask the obvious. “You look good for a man who just got out of the hospital.”

	“You sure do,” said Denise.

	Billy smiled. “Thank you, Denise. Comin’ from a pretty lady like you, that means a lot.”

	Denise smiled again.

	Billy drank the water Mary had brought him. “No. I decided to take mom out for a decent meal tonight. I needed to get out of town for a bit and so did she. She’s been sitting by my bedside and having to listen to the ugly rumors around town. There’s a nice place the next town over. We went early because she’s busy going through some boxes or something. We just got back. I didn’t feel like going to my trailer, so I stopped in here. I knew I’d cause a stir, but what’s new? I’m used to it by now.”

	“Boxes, huh?” asked Rem. At least he knew that Dora was looking.

	“That was nice of you,” said Denise. “You must be tired, especially after what you’ve been through.”

	“You’d think, but I feel strangely energized. The thought of just sitting around didn’t sit well. I wanted to get out.”

	“I suspect you’ll be leaving town soon,” said Denise.

	“I suspect.” He paused and played with a napkin on the table.

	Denise picked up the conversation, and Rem watched as she and Billy talked. There was a natural ease and flow and he detected the slightest blush to Denice’s cheeks when Billy made her laugh. Mary brought Billy’s drink with a piece of pie, and Denise and Billy barely broke stride. He almost chuckled to himself. The growing attraction between the two was impossible to miss, and he began to feel like the proverbial third wheel. Not that he minded. The two of them made sense. Denise had met her dark-haired man, but it wasn’t Rem. It was Billy.

	He wondered how to extricate himself from the conversation when his phone rang. It was the perfect opportunity. “I need to take this. You mind if I slide out?”

	“No problem.” Billy stood, and Rem left the booth.

	“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

	Denise and Billy went right back to talking, and Rem answered the phone as he left the diner. “Hello?”

	“Detective Remalla? It’s Dora Drucker.”

	“Dora? How are you?”

	Dora preceded to tell him about her progress. She’d looked through almost all of her mother’s boxes before taking a break to have dinner with Billy. She had one box left and was about to go through it but wanted to call and let him know before it got too late.

	“Thanks, Mrs. Drucker,” he said. “I appreciate that. You can call me later. I should be up for a while.”

	She said she would, and they hung up. “Well, it was a long shot,” Rem said to himself. He put the phone back in his pocket, returned to the diner, and walked up to the table.

	Billy started to slide out, but Rem stopped him. “No need. I’ve got to go.”

	“Nothing serious, I hope?” asked Denise.

	“No. Nothing serious, but I’ve got an early morning.” He pulled out his wallet and put some money on the table. “Thanks for a fantastic sundae, good fries and great company. You two stay and enjoy the rest of the evening.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Billy. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

	Rem fought not to smile. “You didn’t interrupt a thing. Denise and I were just having a coffee. It’s good to talk to a non-Dumontonian.”

	She smiled. “I had a nice time.”

	“Me, too,” said Rem. “Relax and have fun. Hopefully, I’ll see you two again before Daniels and I head home.”

	“I hope so,” said Denise. “Have a good night.”

	“You, too. See you, Billy.”

	“See you,” said Billy.

	Rem left as Denise and Billy picked up their conversation. He couldn’t help but chuckle. He’d been so nervous about meeting Denise, and she’d ended up hanging out with Billy. Life was funny sometimes.

	He got in the car and headed out. When he felt certain he was on the right road and headed in the correct direction, he called Daniels, who answered on the first ring.

	“There is a God. I can hear you,” said Rem.

	“How was your date?” asked Daniels.

	“Fine, but funny. I’ll fill you in when I get there.”

	“Now I’m curious. Did you use that Remalla charm?”

	“Apparently, it’s lost its luster. I need more practice.”

	“I’m afraid to ask.”

	“It all worked out for the best. I’ll be home in about twenty minutes. By the way, I talked to Dora Drucker. She hasn’t had any luck yet finding anything, but she’s still looking.”

	“Figures. At least we tried. Before I forget, Celeste Brison stopped by. She left you some brownies. They’re in the kitchen.”

	“Brownies?” Rem perked up. “I may not have hit the love lottery, but the food lottery is going gangbusters.”

	“I thought you’d like that. Listen, J.P.’s been fussy tonight. I’m trying to put him down, so be quiet when you come in.”

	“Will do. See you in a few.”

	Daniels hung up and so did Rem.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels tossed the phone on the sofa after talking to Rem and went to his bedroom to check on J.P. He’d been hard to settle down, but finally seemed to be falling asleep. Daniels left the light off and watched J.P. in his playpen. Still restless, J.P. wiggled and fussed a bit. Daniels stayed with him and patted his back for a few minutes until J.P. relaxed and quieted. Confident his son slept, he straightened and couldn’t help but think of that damn dream. He double checked the door that led out to the patio and it was locked. Calm down, he said to himself. It was just a dream. Ensuring J.P. slept, he rubbed his tired eyes, walked to the door, and stepped out. Leaving it cracked, he went into the hall, and stood for a few seconds listening. J.P. stayed silent but a thud from one of the rooms made Daniels jump.

	He stayed where he was, hoping the sound hadn’t disturbed his son, but J.P. didn’t fuss. Wondering where the noise had come from, he stepped down the hall, passing the first bedroom where Rem had originally slept, and went to the second bedroom. He cracked the door and flipped on the light. The bed was unmade and Rem’s clothes were on the floor. Daniels smirked. If something had fallen in here, he’d certainly have no way of knowing. He backed out and closed the door.

	The noise still bugged him though, and he went back to the first bedroom and entered. It was dark and he turned on the light. His heart thumped when he saw the portrait of the woman lying on the floor.

	What in the hell? He stepped inside. It was the same portrait Rem had found before. Daniels distinctly recalled putting that portrait in the closet. He looked over, and the closet door was open. Had Rem come in and moved it? Was this his attempt to mess with Daniels?

	Rem had set Daniels up a few times with the occasional practical joke, but Daniels knew Rem wouldn’t take it this far. Taking tentative steps, he approached the picture, seeing the pretty lady in the white nightgown, sitting on the side of the bed, brushing her long hair. His heart thumped harder, and he squatted, looking at it closely. Narrowing his eyes, he studied the woman and noticed the gown she wore.

	He reached out to touch it. “What in the—"

	A door slammed and he whirled, almost falling over. Jumping up, he ran back out into the hall. The door to his room was closed and he noticed a definite chill in the air. He darted over, opened it, and felt a cool breeze in the dark room. Frowning and stepping inside, a breeze ruffled his hair, and his stomach clenched. He turned on the lamp just as the breeze caught the bedroom door and slammed it shut again. Daniels stood frozen in horror. The patio door from his room to the porch was open, and J.P. was gone.

	 

	**

	 

	Rem entered the quiet house, making as little noise as possible. He didn’t hear or see Daniels and figured he was putting J.P. to sleep. He dropped the keys on the front table and immediately went to the kitchen. He saw the covered plate and pulled off the foil. About a dozen brownies sat in all their glory. “Oh, yeah,” he said, and grabbed a brownie. He took a bite and sighed in deep satisfaction. Celeste was right. Straight from heaven. He grabbed a cup and poured some milk from the fridge. Standing in the kitchen, he savored the brownie. Daniels didn’t emerge, but he hadn’t heard any crying from J.P.

	After finishing the brownie, he drained the milk. Before leaving the kitchen, he took another brownie from the plate and headed to his room, ready to get into his sweatpants, relax, and maybe have another shot of that tequila. Seeing Daniels’ closed door, he walked quietly, but stopped when he saw the door to the first bedroom standing open. It had stayed closed ever since that weird incident with the portrait and no one had gone in there since. Feeling a little nervous, and taking a bite of his second brownie, he stepped slowly over to the bedroom, and peered inside. The light was on and he went still when he saw the portrait lying on the ground. Eyeing Daniels’ door, he debated pounding on it, but didn’t want to wake J.P.

	Get it together. It’s just a portrait. Maybe Daniels pulled it out for some reason. He almost left the room, but something compelled him to go inside. I’ll just put it back in the closet, he said to himself. Taking a breath, he put the remains of his brownie on a side table, wiped his hands on his jeans, and approached the portrait. The woman stared back at him, sitting with that Mona Lisa smile on her face while she brushed her hair, and wore that gown. “God,” he said aloud. “You give me the heebie-jeebies.” Reaching for it, he stopped, noticing a feature he’d missed before. He kneeled, looking closer. “Son-of-bitch. Look at that,” he said. Little blue flowers were sewn on the hem of the woman’s gown. How had he and Daniels missed it before? Rem stared at the woman. Who was she? He studied her face, and then his gaze fell on the initials of the artist in the bottom right hand corner. His heart fell and his stomach dropped. “Holy shit.”

	His phone rang, and he almost fell over like a stunned rabbit. His hands shaking and cursing, he answered, wondering where Daniels was. He had to show him what he’d found. “Hello?”

	“Detective Remalla? It’s Dora. I think I found something that might help you.”

	Rem tried to think. His throat was so dry, it was hard to speak. “What?”

	“In that last box, my mother had a notecard on a project she’d been working on with a student. She’d been teaching someone to embroider blue flowers.”

	Rem swallowed and eyed the initials on the portrait. CB stood out in white letters barely noticeable in the corner. “Let me take a guess. Is it Celeste Brison?”

	Dora paused. “No. But you’re close. It was Bella May.”

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels raced through the dark woods, frantic and terrified. He’d grabbed a flashlight from his room, and the beam bounced over the leafy ground and swaying tree limbs. “J.P.” he yelled. “J.P.”

	He heard a cry and raced deeper into the trees. His fear overtook him, and tears sprang into his eyes. Where was his son? Who would take him, and why? He screamed J.P.’s name again and ran faster, dodging heavy roots and low-hanging branches, the smaller ones ripping at his clothes and face. The sounds of the river grew louder, and he no longer heard J.P. but kept yelling for him. He burst out into a clearing and the river ran fast in front of him, the fast-moving current created from the day’s rainstorms thundering in his ears. God, please, he said to himself, let me find my son. Jogging up and down the bank, he searched desperately for what seemed like agonizing hours, the flashlight beam bouncing over the rocks and mud. He thought he heard another cry, and turned and ran, but his foot caught on a root and he fell forward into the mud. The flashlight fell out of his grip but remained on. He scrabbled up, and got to his knees, breathing hard and gasping for breath. Reaching for the flashlight, he stopped when two legs stepped into the beam of the light. His heart thudded so hard, he thought he might have a heart attack. Squinting in the dim light, he looked up, and saw Bella May Brison.

	 

	**

	 

	Rem thanked Dora and hung up. He stood, left the room, and softly knocked on Daniels door. “Daniels?” There was no answer. “Daniels?” he said again. Not hearing a response, a shiver ran through him, and he turned the knob and went inside. He stopped when he saw the door to the porch standing open. A chilly breeze blew into the room. Swinging the bedroom door wide. Rem saw that Daniels wasn’t there, and neither was J.P. 

	Rem ran over to the porch door and looked out but saw nothing. “Daniels?” he yelled but heard no response. “Daniels?” he yelled louder. Something was wrong. Daniels had been putting J.P. down when Rem had talked to him. He wouldn’t have taken him outside. Feeling dread twist up his spine, Rem closed the door and sprinted into his room. He got down on his knees and pulled out his suitcase from beneath the bed. He unzipped a pocket, pulled out his gun. After ensuring it was loaded and ready to use, he slipped it into the waistband in the back of his jeans.

	Standing, he grabbed his phone, ready to call the sheriff and go searching for his partner and J.P., when a wave of dizziness hit him. Grabbing onto the side of his bed, he shook his head. The dizziness passed, and he headed out of the room. Another wave hit him, this one bigger than the first. Falling to his knees, he moaned and dropped the phone. His stomach gurgled, and he went to all fours. A cold sweat broke out on his skin, and he sucked in some air, feeling shaky. He tried to think. What is happening to me? Trying to stand, he failed when his knees buckled. Everything swirled, and he felt slightly giddy. He put his head to the ground as everything turned and twisted. Biting his lip, he heard a door open and close. He shut his eyes against the sickening movement. “Daniels?” He managed to look up with unfocused eyes.

	A woman stood in front of him, but he couldn’t see well enough to know who it was. She came closer and squatted beside him. “Hello, handsome,” she said.

	Rem groaned, and recognized Celeste Brison.

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels pushed himself up and stood. The river rushed along beside him, and he screamed. “Where is my son?”

	Bella May smiled, the only illumination coming from the beam of light from his flashlight. She took a step toward him. “He’s fine, Detective. I’m not a complete monster.”

	A surge of relief rushed through him, followed by fury. “Tell me where he is. Now.”

	“In due time. This has to play out as I see fit or it won’t work. The sheriff is stupid, but not that dumb. I can’t give him any help.”

	Daniels curled his fingers into fists. “If you’ve hurt J.P., there’s no force alive that will keep me from ripping your heart out.”

	Bella didn’t move. “That’s one ceremony I’ve always been curious about, but never tried. Maybe one day.”

	She moved closer, and Daniels could see her better. She wore hiking boots, waders and a wind breaker, and showed no indication of having a painful hip, or any other physical difficulties.

	She noticed his appraisal. “I’m not so frail as most think. My plants work wonders. If you two hadn’t poked around so much, maybe I would have told you more about it. But that won’t happen now.” She shook her head. “Too bad it has to end like this.”

	“Where the hell is my son? Where is J.P.?”

	Bella raised a hand. “Relax. The sheriff will find him tomorrow, safe and sound, and he’ll be returned to his mama. They’ll mourn your loss, and your partner’s, but they’ll move on.”

	Daniels told himself to stay calm. He had to think. “What are you doing, Bella?”

	“You haven’t figured it out by now? I’m protecting myself and Celeste. You think we’ve continued our work around here just by acting like two little old frail women? It takes time to build a business and do it in a way that most don’t suspect you, or what you do. And to keep those who do know scared and meek, and eager for your product. I can’t let that stop just because George Daniels’ nosy grandson keeps sticking his nose in my business.”

	Daniels tried to control his breathing. He had to keep her talking and get her to take him to J.P. “You’ve been growing the drugs in Dumont? For all this time?”

	“Well, the product has morphed over the years, and I’ve had a few hiccups. It didn’t help when Tisha’s husband drove his car over a cliff. He was my supplier back then. Kept his mouth shut and was well-paid for it. The man wasn’t good at much else. After he died, Tisha blamed me, and the medicine he was taking for the depression, but let’s be honest. He was hooked on it, married to her, carrying on with Scarlet, and still depressed. It was just a matter of time before he ended it all. I warned Tisha to keep her mouth shut. Told her that it wasn’t just Ed she had to worry about. Annie was hooked, too.  But Annie got careless. After Ed’s supply ran out, she came looking for more. I told her it was just medicine and it was better if she stopped. She left Dumont not long after Ed’s death, looking for more drugs. Poor girl. You know what happened after that.”

	Daniels tried to make sense of it all. “What about the sheriff back then? Did he know?”

	She grinned. “One of my better customers. I could rely on him to help with the business and give him a nice cut. We worked well together, until that stupid Scarlet came around. Then he started acting dumb. She got her claws into George too.”

	Daniels grit his teeth. “What did my grandfather have to do with this? He’d have never gone along with it.”

	Her grin faded. “You’re right. George was a good man. I want you to know that I did love him. That much was true.” She crossed her arms. “He didn’t know a thing, until Scarlet, who got her drugs through the sheriff, started sniffing around George. I’d been giving George a little medicine, just enough to help with the aches and pains, and his energy levels, until that bitch Scarlet informed him what it really was, and what I was doing with it. He was furious and he threatened me. Told me to stop it or he’d go to the authorities. That’s when I had to handle him.” She narrowed his eyes. “The truth, detective, is that it wasn’t Scarlet who set him up and destroyed your family. It was me.”

	Daniels fingers clenched harder until his nails dug into his skin, and his chest constricted with disgust. “You set my grandfather up? You called my father?”

	“It worked well. I drugged George just enough that he thought I was Scarlet. I dressed like her and told him that’s who I was. The sheriff helped, and your grandfather kept his mouth shut after that. You three brats never came around again, and I made sure he had a steady supply. He wasn’t quite the same afterward. Maybe it was the dosage I gave him. His intake increased over the years, and I had to be sure he didn’t take too much, so I gave him a little insurance, in case he overdosed. That was the last thing I needed.”

	Daniels ire rose. This woman had taken his grandfather away from him and now his son. “Where is J.P.?” He stepped toward her.

	“You better calm down.” She held up a palm.

	Daniels ignored her. “Where is he?” He advanced, and Bella started to run when he grabbed her by the arm, and she fought to get away. “This ends tonight. Everything,” he yelled. She pushed against him, and he yanked her close. “Tell me where J.P. is.” Something cold and sharp stung his belly, and his free hand grabbed his stomach. Looking down, he saw a syringe in Bella’s hand.

	She held it up, and he realized she’d injected him with something. “You shouldn’t have underestimated me. Don’t you get that by now?”

	Daniels still gripped her arm. “What did…did you…give me?” His vision swam, and his knees wobbled.

	Bella pulled away from him. “Why, some medicine, dear. Just take it easy. It’s going to feel good soon, until it doesn’t. Just depends, of course. Poor Billy. He had a bad episode. Lucky for him, though, he had a benefactor.”

	Daniels shook his head, but the dizziness worsened, his knees gave way, and he fell to the ground. Everything turned upside down, and he dug his fingers into the dirt. He cried out for help as Bella’s body shifted and morphed into blobs, and then returned to normal. Daniels fell on his side and curled up, shivering. “Where’s my son?” He spoke in a whisper. “Please…” He reached out, grasping at the air. “Get Rem. Where’s Rem?”

	He had a vague sense of her kneeling beside him and felt a hand in his hair, brushing it back from his face. He tried to push it away but failed.

	“It’s okay,” he heard. “Celeste is taking care of your partner. She’ll be here shortly. Just rest and it will all be over soon.”

	Daniels moaned as a sharp pain sliced through his gut. He thought of Rem and J.P. and tried to scream, but his mouth and body wouldn’t work, and all he could do was cry.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	 

	 

	Rem giggled. He had no idea why, but it just emerged, and once he started, he couldn’t stop. “What are you doing here?” he managed to ask between his laughter.

	“Oh, sugar. It’s a long story.” Celeste sat beside him. “How you feeling?”

	Rem held his head. “Everything’s spinning.” He giggled again.

	“I tried not to put too much in the brownies, but you know, it really is just a guess. How much did you eat?”

	Rem held his breath as his belly cramped and he didn’t giggle anymore. “One. No. One and a half.”

	“That should be a decent enough dose. At least for my purposes. You should feel comfortable for a while, but at some point, you might hallucinate. I just need to keep you incapacitated for a bit, until, well, the end. At least I didn’t have to dose you myself. I brought some, just in case.” She patted a purse she held.

	The cramp in his stomach faded, and Rem fought another round of giggles. “The end? What end? Are you…you…going to kill me, Celeste?” He rested his face into the floor and laughed.

	Celeste went quiet, and Rem felt something move against his back and remembered his gun. He searched for it, but it was gone. He peered at Celeste and giggled when he saw her holding it.

	“I’m sorry, sugar. I hate this because I really like you.” She reached and picked up his cell phone. “I’ll take this, too.”

	Rem managed to put some words together that he thought made sense. “You’re going to shoot me?”

	Celeste smiled and shook her head. “No, hon. I’m not good at that stuff. Bella is. I just need to bring her the gun.”

	Rem moaned and held his stomach. “Where’s Daniels and J.P.?”

	She put his gun and cell in the purse she carried. “Down by the river, at least that handsome partner of yours is. I have to bring the gun to Bella so…” She bit her lip.

	Rem grimaced and found some strength to speak. “You’re going to shoot him, aren’t you? With my gun? And then you’re going to come back and shoot me?” He started giggling again. He held his head and tried to stop.

	“You’re a smart man, which is too bad. If you weren’t, none of this would be happening.” She sighed. “That’s what got Scarlet into trouble, too. She thought she could expose us.”

	Rem fought to stay coherent. “You killed Scarlet and Chelsea.”

	“Of course we did. Although it wasn’t intentional. Not at first, at least.” Rem blinked and saw her sit back against the wall. “Bella’s waiting but I want you to know what happened. Someone should know.”

	“Telling a dying man is fitting,” Rem whispered with a shaky breath. He rolled into a fetal position and felt a trickle of sweat roll down his face.

	Celeste continued. “Scarlet knew what was going on. That stupid sheriff told her. She threatened me and Bella. Wanted a big pile of money. Bella told her to meet us at the house late one night. She came, overconfident and greedy, and we acted all scared and weak. We gave her the money, and something to drink. Stupid girl thought we would partner with her. It didn’t take long before the medicine kicked in.”

	“Medicine?” Rem giggled. “That’s funny.”

	“We gave her something different. We thought she’d just lose consciousness and we’d take back the money and dump her somewhere, and make it look like an overdose, but she started acting crazy. Was seeing things and crying. She started pulling off her clothes and got stark naked in front of us. Started yelling at us to cover her, that she needed protection. She dug into a trunk and pulled out this nightgown. My mama had made one for each of us—me and Bella. Well, Scarlet put it on and ran out of the house. We couldn’t stop her. She ran through the woods, screaming something was after her. I’d never seen anything like it. We chased her down to the river and she stopped, looking confused and terrified. For a second, she hesitated, and then Bella ran at Scarlet, hit her hard, and shoved her straight into the water. The poor girl screamed and flailed in the river, and then went under.”

	Rem grit his teeth, trying to stop his mind from swirling. He heard Celeste and saw strange images in his mind. He imagined Scarlet screaming and everything shifting around her. Trees becoming angry demons, grasping with clawed hands. Roots lifting into serpents, hissing and spitting at her. He shut his eyes tightly, trying to stop the movie in his mind. He heard himself speak. “What about Chelsea?” His stomach cramped up again and he clenched his jaw in pain.

	“That girl was just a pure accident.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “How you doin’?”

	Rem trembled and gripped the floor. “Just peachy.”

	“Good. Just checkin,’” He saw her check her watch. “I’ve got a few more minutes. Bella can’t blame me for wanting to hold off, especially with you. I like your partner, but there’s just somethin’ about you. It’s a damn shame what happened to your lady.”

	Rem took a shallow breath. “You know?”

	“Bella and I did our homework. We had to figure out who we were dealing with.” She paused. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Chelsea. She found Scarlet’s things.” She shook him. “Stay with me now.”

	“I’m trying.”

	“Good.” She rested her hands on her knees. “You know that day Delia was supposed to clean our house when we were in the city? Well that damn girl came and did a quick cleaning, but then left early to go see Jake. Chelsea knew Delia’s plans, and I guess Delia had mentioned the key, and Chelsea decided she was bored, and came in our house after Delia had left. Can you believe that? Chelsea did some snooping and found Scarlet’s bracelet. I told Bella to throw that thing away, but she didn’t. Old fool.” She huffed. “We came home and guess who’s sitting in our kitchen, looking like that damn cat that swallowed a mouse, or is it a bird? Anyway, don’t these stupid girls learn? If she’d taken that bracelet to the sheriff, Bella and I would be in jail right now.” She laughed. “Instead, she made her bed.”

	Rem coughed. “You killed her.”

	“We had to. Bella agreed to pay her, acted all scared and frail, and disappeared into the back room, I distracted Chelsea, and Bella hit her with the syringe. Chelsea dropped like a stone, but she wasn’t dead. I figured she would be soon, considering the dose Bella gave her, and I figured we’d bury her, but Bella said it would cause too much searching. She came up with the idea to put Chelsea in the other gown and drop her in the river. She’d wash up like Scarlet, and everyone would be in a tizzy and Billy would be the obvious suspect, and if he wasn’t, we could make it look like Spencer was guilty. Nobody would ever suspect us.”

	Rem closed his eyes against another wicked wave of dizziness and tried to talk, but he only babbled like J.P. or at least that’s what it sounded like to him.

	“The gown?” asked Celeste. “That’s a good question. No wonder you’re a detective. Like I said, our mama, God rest her soul, make those pretty, white gowns for both me and Bella. Scarlet wore one of them into the river. About a year after her death, Bella wanted to replace it. Isn’t that stupid? I mean who cares about a stupid nightgown, but I couldn’t talk her out of it. She took some lessons and made a new one all by herself. She was proud of it. I even painted her picture in it, and she gave it to George. Ridiculous woman even left the gown at his place. She’d worn it for him at some point. By then, nobody was talking about Scarlet anymore, but sister was still a stupid, lovesick fool.” She smacked Rem in the shoulder. “That’s when we knew we were in trouble when you mentioned that gown and portrait. Shit. We were sweating bullets after you left yesterday. It was just a matter of time before you two put it together.”

	Rem’s body began to tingle, and he reached for Celeste. “You have to help me.”

	Celeste turned somber. “I’m so sorry, hon. I wish I could, but right now, I got to go. But don’t worry. It won’t hurt at all. I’ll make sure you don’t feel a thing.”

	Rem rolled into a ball with a moan. He managed to speak a few words. “Please. Don’t hurt Daniels or J.P.”

	She ran her fingers over his cheek. “J.P. will be fine. He’s just a baby. But you and your partner, well, I hate to say it, but by this time tomorrow, the sheriff will be investigating your horrific murder-suicide. You killed your partner and then yourself. Due to your terrible grief. It will be shocking, but it’s Dumont. Everyone will move on.” She stood and hooked her purse over her shoulder. “Bye, sugar.”

	“No.” He pushed against the floor but couldn’t get up. Sweat poured off his face, and his clothes felt sopping wet. Peering up at her, he shrank back when she suddenly changed shape and morphed into a hideous, headless body. The opening at her neck enlarged and grew, until it was twice its size. It twisted toward Rem, her neck now a deep chasm, and fell to the ground and wiggled toward him, like a deformed snake.  Rem shrank back, whimpering.

	He heard her speak. “The hallucinations are kicking in. I should go. I need to give Bella time to get back here and…well…you know.”

	“No,” pleaded Rem. “Don’t. Please.”

	“It’s been fun, handsome.” He heard footsteps walk away and then nothing. 

	 

	**

	 

	The hard ground and rocks dug into Daniels’ cheek, but he barely had the strength to lift his head. He had enough awareness to know that Bella still sat with him, and she was waiting. He tried to remember what for, but all he could think of was J.P. “Take me to my son. Please.” His voice sounded raspy, and the river almost washed the sound away. His body quivered and his head hurt.

	“I told you. He’s fine. Besides, you couldn’t walk if you tried.”

	Anger flared, and Daniels reached out for her, but she scooted away. “You keep doing that, I’m going to have to give you more medicine.”

	Daniels groaned as a cramp tore through him. Maybe he could convince her of his weakness. If she used frailty to her advantage, then so could he. He curled up tighter into a ball and moaned louder, not all of it feigned. An unexpected laugh escaped him, and he suddenly felt giddy.

	“There you go. Now you’re starting to relax.” He sensed her closeness. “If you eased up a bit, you might actually enjoy it.”

	He laughed again and tried to talk to her. “You’re going to kill me.” He didn’t know if he was stating it or asking it. “You going to throw me in the river?” He blinked against his swirling vision. A blade of grass transformed into a butterfly and flew away. “Pretty,” he heard himself mumble.

	“I think we’ve had enough death in the river, don’t you?” She cackled. “No. We’ve got something different in store for you. I just need your partner’s gun. I found it when I went through your things yesterday after you left our place and went into town. Celeste should be here shortly with it.” She paused. “I hope your partner enjoyed the brownies.”

	Daniels sucked in a breath and something in his chest twisted. Gun? Brownies? It was hard to put his thoughts together, but it finally clicked. “You spiked the brownies?”

	“Sure did, and your drink, but you didn’t drink it, so I had to go to plan B. Once this is over, we’ll put J.P., back in his playpen and dump the brownies and drink. They’ll find you and your partner dead. Terrible tragedy.”

	Daniels dug his fingers into the ground as another blade of grass turned into a snake and slithered away. “You’re going to shoot me.”

	“I’m not. Your partner is, or at least that’s what the sheriff will think. Remalla turned the gun on himself after killing you.”

	Daniels wanted to hurl himself at this woman and rip her throat out. A sudden lightness enveloped him and for a moment, he thought he was floating. “It won’t work.”

	“Yes. It will. Your partner’s been grievin’. It was just a matter of time before he snapped.” She checked her watch. “Where the hell is she? Shit. She’s probably talking your partner’s head off. I think she has a crush. Damn starry-eyed fool. I told her she should shoot him, but she said she couldn’t do it, so I guess I get to do the dirty work.” She wiped her hands on her waders. “Guess it doesn’t matter though. I’ll have to return the gun anyway, after I shoot you. Might as well shoot him then. It all works out in the end, don’t you think?”

	Daniels curled up again as his muscles seized up, and he cried out. He forced himself to breathe, but then the lightness returned. Resting his forehead on the ground, he closed his eyes, trying to figure a way out of this.

	 

	**

	 

	The deformed snake slithered toward him, and Rem scrambled back, frantic, until his back hit the wall. “Go away,” he begged, and shut his eyes. The room still moved and swirled, but nothing happened. He opened his eyes, and the serpent was gone. Crying out in relief, he fell forward onto his stomach. He couldn’t get a grip on his emotions, wanting to cry and laugh at the same time. Breathing hard, he tried to move, but his arms and legs wouldn’t listen. Nothing seemed to work. A sob erupted and he screamed into the floor. He had to help Daniels, or they were both going to die.

	“Rem.”

	Rem’s sob turned into another giggle. Now he was hearing things. It sounded like a woman calling his name.

	“Rem.”

	He moaned. His thoughts were a jumbled pile of useless words. He closed and opened his eyes, scared to see the serpent again. “Help.” It was all he could manage to say.

	“Rem.” The whispered voice came again, and he forced himself to lift his head. It felt as heavy as a gold brick, but it moved, and he saw her. He blinked, knowing he was hallucinating. A woman stood in front of him, wearing a white nightgown. Her wet hair hung past her shoulders and her eyes were dark. “Rem,” she said again, reaching out to him.

	He didn’t understand, and some small bit of remaining logic told him it was the Lady of Black River. “Jennie?” Instinctively, he knew it wasn’t her, but in his addled mind, that’s who it became.

	“Rem,” the vision said again. She stepped forward, and Rem could see her dripping gown and the little blue flowers at the hem.

	He reached out with a trembling hand. “Please.”

	“Take this,” she said.

	“Jennie, don’t go.” The giggles wanted to come again, but he screamed at them to go away. A sob erupted. “Help me,” he pleaded toward the woman in white.

	“Take this,” she whispered, before slowly fading from sight.

	“No,” Rem yelled and fought to stop her, but she was gone. Another vicious cramp hit him, and he sucked in a breath and held his stomach, but the pain helped to clear his head. He swallowed and tried to think. The words ‘take this’ echoed in his mind and he remembered. The tin. The syringes. Beneath the floor. Rem looked and realized the vision had been right over the rug that hid Daniels’ secret compartment. He was only feet from it.

	Feeling some hope, Rem pushed on the ground. He had to keep it together and get to that box. Everything in his body hurt, but he thought of Daniels and J.P. and Celeste who had his gun and was on her way to kill his partner.

	With an enormous amount of will, he used his elbows and knees to drag himself across the floor. The sweat poured off of him like he’d been sprinting in the heat for miles, and he shook like one of those infomercial shake weights. The rug morphed into some sort of ugly, snarling animal, and Rem shut his eyes against the fear. “It’s not real,” he told himself. “It’s not real.” He pushed through the terror, sobbing most of the way there. He got to the rug, the snarling vision vanished, and he shoved the rug back.

	He had to stop to catch his breath, but lying on the floor, he felt around for the grooves in the wood. Not finding them, he almost gave up, but the thought of J.P. losing his dad made him keep going. Finding a groove, he laughed out loud, and then started giggling again, and began to sing. The words of the song had something to do with a wizard in a place called Oz and a yellow road, but none of it made sense. He had no idea why he was singing about a wizard, but he couldn’t stop. Giggling and singing, he dislodged the board, and then yanked out a few more.

	Rolling, he peered into the hole and saw the box. Groaning, he bit his lip and tried not to scream when the box grew arms and reached for him. Rem refused to pull back. Let the box take him, he thought, but he would get the tin first. Reaching in, he cursed as the arms grabbed at him, pulling him into the hole. He screamed again but held onto the box and pulled it free. The box fell sideways onto the floor, and Rem laughed in delight at beating the clutching arms. “I hate you, arms,” he yelled. “I win.” He giggled again and went back to singing about the yellow road.

	His singing turned to crying and he held his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” He didn’t know who he was saying it too, but he needed to say it. The sobs faded again and through his tears, he saw the open box, and grabbed at it, desperate and terrified, shaking it. The tin fell out and Rem fought the sudden urge to throw it. It was dangerous. Something inside it would hurt him. He sucked in a moan, fighting the pain of another cramp, and told himself to be brave.

	“Open it,” he heard someone say. He wasn’t sure if it was him or the woman in white. Everything blurred into one big kaleidoscope of images and shapes. Holding the tin in his hands, he felt weary, and something told him he didn’t have much time.

	His limbs growing heavier, he clutched at the tin, his fingers digging into the edges of the lid. The top popped off, and Rem screeched when a flurry of roaches ran out. He flailed, brushing them away.

	“They’re not real.” A woman’s voice echoed in his head and he whimpered. The soft voice spoke again. “They’re not real.”

	The roaches dissipated, and Rem blinked heavy lids. Knowing his time was short, he lifted a tree-trunk arm and dug a hand into the tin, discarding what he didn’t want, and pulled out a syringe.

	Crying in relief, he somehow managed the delicate task of removing the cap, and another crazy giggle emerged and disappeared. His hands shaking, his body shivering, and his head swimming, he held the syringe. “Hold on, Daniels. I’m coming,” he whispered, and he plunged the needle into his leg.

	 


Chapter Thirty

	 

	 

	 

	Bella stood from her perch beside Daniels. “There you are. Where the hell have you been? I was about to start a campfire.”

	Daniels heard Celeste’s voice. “Don’t rush me. This isn’t easy, you know. I like him.”

	“He still alive?” asked Bella.

	“Yes. He ate a couple brownies. He’s writhin’ on the floor and seeing monsters. He’s not going anywhere.”

	“Good. Did you get it?”

	Daniels forced himself to focus and blinked watery eyes. Celeste handed Bella a gun from her purse.

	“Here it is,” said Celeste. “He went straight for it, like you said.”

	“It worked perfectly then.” Bella held the gun. “I love it when a plan comes together.”

	“Sister, are you quoting Hannibal from the A-Team?”

	“Sure am. I liked that show.” She fit her palm over the handle of the gun. “Now I know why he says it.”

	Daniels closed his eyes when he saw the gun morph into a slithering snail. He grunted and thought of J.P. and Rem. “Don’t do this.”

	“You can’t stop me,” said Bella.

	Daniels scrambled for a response. “You think the lady of the river is haunting you now? That won’t compare to what I’ll do to you after I’m dead. I’ll haunt you every waking hour and terrorize you in your sleep.” He didn’t know if he was making any sense. The floating sensation grew, and he began to wonder if he could fly.

	“Ha,” said Bella. “You think Scarlet and Chelsea haven’t already tried that? I’m doing just fine.” She shifted the gun in her hand.

	“Sister, wait,” said Celeste. “Maybe we should reconsider.”

	“Are you out of your mind?” asked Bella. “What do you want to do? Go home and hope they forgive us?”

	“What if he does haunt us? His partner, too?”

	“I swear, sister. If I didn’t love you, I’d consider shooting you myself. Nobody’s haunting anybody.”

	“You remember what happened to Ed and what he said? Kept telling us Scarlet haunted his dreams and wouldn’t let him alone. George, too. I think we need to be careful.”

	Bella lowered the gun. “What do you want to do, install a ghost alarm system? I don’t know about you, but I’d rather deal with his ghost than spend the rest of my life in prison.”

	“I’m just sayin’, we’re getting in a little over our heads here.”

	“And now is the time to bring it up? Right before I’m about to shoot him? What has gotten into you?

	“You don’t have to get so cranky about it. It’s just something to think about. You and I have both seen Scarlet’s ghost more than once, and he even said he saw Chelsea.”

	Bella snorted. “I think you’ve been sampling too much of the product, sister. Maybe I need to cut you off.”

	“Who the hell are you to cut me off? If it wasn’t for me, you’d be stuck in that damn wheelchair.”

	“And if it wasn’t for me, you’d look like that old witch from Snow White.”

	The two women started arguing as Daniels hovered over the forest floor. He reached out, sighing and giggling, wondering how he’d found a magic carpet and if he could keep it. J.P. would love riding on it.

	The thought of J.P. brought him back to stark reality, and he fell, hitting the ground hard. Rage returned, and he wanted to bellow, but his vocal cords locked up. The women’s voices turned to shrieks, and he held his ears against the noise. J.P. Where was J.P.? Where was Rem? He got his hands beneath him and pushed up, intent on killing the person who’d taken his son.

	“Sister, he’s getting up,” said Celeste.

	“Get behind me,” said Bella.

	“How is he getting up? How much did you give him?” asked Celeste.

	“Enough. You know it’s different for everyone. This is perfect. It’ll look just like his partner shot him.”

	Daniels got to his feet and wobbled. Bella raised the weapon.

	“Where is J.P.?” Daniels fought to stay upright. His muscles shook, but some strange power enveloped him. He felt like superman on steroids. “Tell me or I will kill you.”

	Bella cocked the gun and aimed. “Apologies, sugar. I’m sorry to say it, but it’s time to say goodbye.”

	 

	**

	 

	Rem ran through the woods, still unstable, but his muscles were at least responding. After injecting himself, the effects were almost immediate. His head cleared and the visions stopped. It took his body a little longer, but he didn’t have time to wait. He’d grabbed the second syringe and slid it into his pocket, swiped a knife from the kitchen, feeling better with at least some kind of weapon, found a flashlight by the back door, and sprinted out of the house. His muscles still weak, he almost tripped and fell, but caught himself. Not sure where to go, he headed straight for the river, hoping, and praying he’d find Daniels in time.

	He dodged branches, roots, and vines, and slowed when he heard rushing water. He kept the beam down, not wanting to expose his location. His vision blurred for a moment and he stopped and held onto a tree. Sweat poured down his back and a chill moved through him, but he couldn’t stop. Pulling it together, he headed down the bank, moving upstream, in the direction of the Brison house.

	His heart racing, and breathing hard, he jogged along the river, desperate and fearful that he was too late, when he saw a beam of light and heard a voice. He ducked back down into the trees and turned off his flashlight. Stealthily, he moved closer, grateful for the sound of the water to hide his footfalls on the brush. Hearing two voices become louder, he crouched low and squatted. Celeste and Bella May stood along the bank of the river, arguing. Shifting, he peered around a shrub, and held his breath when he saw Daniels, standing, and looking like was about to fall over. 

	Bella said something, raised the gun, and aimed it.

	 

	**

	 

	A bellow sounded from the woods, and Daniels crouched down, a horrific wail echoing in his ears. Something dark and twisted emerged and catapulted itself at the women. The gun discharged, and he yelped at the noise, but the thing didn’t stop. It hit the women, who shrieked, and the sound reverberated in Daniels’ ears. Celeste was thrown backward and fell into the river. She scrambled for the edge, clawing at the slippery vines. “Sister,” she yelled.

	Knocked hard into a tree, Bella fell, and slumped forward. The black shape took the gun and held it on Bella.

	“Help, sister,” yelled Celeste, but the strong current drug her out and down the river. She shrieked, and Daniels held his ears against the noise. The black mass holding the gun snarled and aimed the weapon on Bella.

	Daniels shook his head, trying to understand. Nothing the figure said made any sense. His mind returned to J.P. Where was J.P.?

	Bella stood, holding her head, and spoke to him. “You want to know where your son is?”

	Daniels curled his fingers into fists. The figure snarled at him. “Where is he?” Daniels asked.

	She smiled and pointed at the figure, who transformed into the shape of a wolf. “He has him. He took him, and he’s going to eat him.”

	Something primal tore through Daniels’ core, and with his own shout of fury, he launched himself at the wolf.

	 

	**

	 

	Rem held the gun on Bella May, and shouted at Daniels, but his partner sneered at him. “Daniels, it’s me, Rem.”

	Bella spoke, and Rem yelled at her to shut up but broke out in a chill when his partner winced and showed no recognition of him. He held out a hand. “It’s the drugs—” It was all he could get out before Daniels shot forward and tackled him, knocking him backward. His back hit a knotty root and his head smacked a rock. The gun flew out of his hand. Briefly stunned, Rem knew he was in trouble when Daniels straddled him, holding his neck, and screaming at him to give J.P. back.

	“Daniels,” said Rem, his voice breaking as Daniels squeezed his throat. “It’s Rem. Please.”

	“Give me my son.” His face contorted and he squeezed harder.

	Rem, terrified and struggling to breathe, realized he would have to fight to survive. He let go of Daniels’ wrist and dug his hand through the dirt. He found a small rock, and as his partner cut off his airway, he swung it hard, hitting Daniels in the side of the head.

	His partner grunted and fell sideways. Rem took advantage and shoved Daniels back. He got up on his feet and looked for Bella May but didn’t see her or the gun. He tried again with Daniels, who’d also jumped up and faced Rem. “Listen to me,” he said, his voice rough, his heart thumping and trying to catch his breath. “It’s the drugs. I didn’t take J.P.”

	At the sound of his son’s name, Daniels rushed at him again. Rem narrowly dodged him, and kicked out, knocking Daniels to his knees. Of the two of them, Rem had the advantage of swiftness and agility, but Daniels had the brawn. If he successfully pinned Rem again, Rem didn’t know if he’d escape a second time. He’d have to get Daniels subdued enough to inject him and hope he didn’t get killed or seriously injured in the process. Reaching behind his back, he felt the knife still secured in his belt. He tried not to think about having to hurt his partner.

	Daniels sprung up and swiveled.

	“How come you get all the energy on this stuff, huh?” Rem asked. “I could barely move.” Daniels shook his head and for a moment, Rem hoped he’d reached him. “You there? You know it’s me?”

	“J.P. Where’s my son?”

	“I can help you find him.” He talked soothingly. “I think I know where he is.” He held out a hand. “Take it easy. I have something that can help you.” He patted his pocket, feeling the syringe.

	“You have him. You took him.” Daniels blinked through the hair hanging in his eyes and the sweat running down his face. “Give him back to me.”

	“Please. Just sit.” Rem prayed he was getting through. “Let me help. We’ll find him together.”

	Daniels stared, and Rem was reminded of Frankenstein’s monster, looking lost and confused after the harsh rejection of the villagers.

	“I lost him,” said Daniels. “He’s gone.” Tears sprang into his eyes. “I can’t find him.”

	“It’s okay,” said Rem. “He’s okay. I promise. We’ll find him.”

	Daniels held his stomach as tears slipped down his cheeks. “Rem?”

	Relief washed over Rem. “It’s me. Can you see me?”

	“Rem? Where’s Rem?”

	Rem shivered. “I’m right here, buddy. Let me help.” He took a step closer. Maybe he could inject Daniels in this more docile state.

	Daniels’ face clouded and his confused look returned to a snarl. “Did you kill him too?”

	Oh, shit. Rem braced when Daniels launched himself again and hooked an arm around Rem’s midsection. Rem didn’t go down, but instead Daniels threw him against a tree and punched him the stomach. The brunt of the assault shocked Rem, but then he shifted into survival mode. Daniels drew back his arm to hit Rem again, but Rem grabbed it and punched Daniels instead. Daniels barely moved. It was like slugging a tree-trunk. Daniels got a hand on Rem’s throat and attempted to hit Rem in the face, but Rem slugged his partner again—this time in the ribs. Daniels doubled over but still held Rem against the tree, his arms encircling his midsection. Rem elbowed his partner in the back, and Daniels released him. Rem jumped away but quickly turned, preparing for another assault, only to see Daniels holding the knife, a sick look of satisfaction on his face.

	Rem cursed and felt behind him. The knife from his belt was gone. His mind whirled. If he didn’t stop Daniels, they were both going to die out in these damned woods. He hoped the drugs would begin to sap Daniels’ strength, the way they’d done to him, but his partner only seemed to be getting stronger, and angrier.

	Rem eyed the knife. “Why couldn’t this shit knock you out like it did me?” Still recovering from his own effects of the drug, his hands shook, and his body felt heavy. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold up against his partner.

	Daniels waved the knife. “You killed my son. You killed Rem.”

	Rem took a shuddered breath. “No, I didn’t. They’re both okay. Let me take you to them. They’re alive and well.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“No. I’m not.”

	Daniels lifted the side of his lip. “I’m going to kill you.”

	Rem softened his voice. “Please, Daniels. It’s me. It’s Rem.” He barely had time to move when Daniels came at him again. Rem swiveled and dodged the knife, and Daniels missed him, but turned back, breathing hard and waving the knife.

	Sweat ran down Rem’s face, and he tried to think logically. There had to be a way to inject Daniels before Daniels stabbed him to death. Slowly, he moved his hand to his pocket, and pulled out the syringe. Daniels watched him but made no reaction. Rem popped off the cap. The short delay allowed him to catch his breath, and he made a small plea to the big man upstairs that his plan would work.

	“You’re right,” Rem said, “about the whole thing. I killed them both. They’re dead, just like you’re about to be.”

	Daniels’ face drained of color, and enraged, he rushed at Rem, the knife out. Rem waited until Daniels was almost on him, then he shifted his balance into Daniels, knocked the knife out and away, and brought his knee right into Daniels’ groin. He heard a low grunt, Daniels expelled a gust of air, and he went down like a dead man.

	Rem wobbled and almost collapsed but stayed upright. “Sorry, partner. That hurt me more than it hurt you.” He held up the syringe and plunged it into his partner’s ass. “Now, chill out.”

	He injected the serum, tossed the syringe, and stepped back. A wave of dizziness hit him, and he stumbled. Something wet ran down his arm. Touching it, he felt something warm and sticky, drew his hand back and saw the blood. Hell, he thought. Wobbling again, he sat on a rock, trying to clear his head. If Daniels came at him now, it would be over.

	Letting go of the knife, Daniels groaned into the ground. Holding his privates, he turned on his side; his face shriveled in pain. He made a few curses that made even Rem wince.

	Rem, his heart rate slowing, but shaky with adrenaline, held his bloody arm. “You back among the living?”

	Daniels buried his face into the ground and moaned. “What hit me?”

	“It’s called a Remalla. Worse than a Mack truck.”

	Daniels put his trembling hand on the ground and tried to push up. “And uglier than his crazy Aunt Charla.”

	“That’s hitting below the belt.” Rem breathed a sigh of relief. His partner was back. “How you feeling?”

	Daniels held his head and a trickle of blood ran down his temple. “I’m still seeing things, but I think I know who I am.” He bit his lip in pain.

	“You know who I am? That’s the big question.”

	Daniels dropped his hand and got to his knees with a moan. He cracked open an eye. “Jesus. What happened to you?”

	Rem looked down at himself. He was covered in leaves, dirt, and mud. His hair hung in his face, his shirt, or rather Daniels’ shirt, was ripped and torn, and his jeans were wet and had a new hole at the knee. “What? Something wrong?”

	Daniels’ face fell. “I thought you were a wolf.”

	“Could be worse, I guess. Better than a burly bunny rabbit.”

	“What’d you give me?” Daniels asked, rubbing his butt.

	“Take a wild guess.”

	His eyes narrowed. “The syringe.”

	“Bingo. You win five dollars. You can collect it later. If you’re lucky.”

	“Thank heavens for bad dreams.” He took a slow breath, put his hands on the ground and forced himself up slowly. He held onto a tree for support. “You okay?”

	Rem’s head ached, his back hurt, his muscles shook from exertion and his arm was bleeding. “Doin’ great.”

	Daniels’ tensed. “J.P.” He pushed off from the tree, his face furrowed. “Where’s Bella and Celeste?”

	“Celeste went into the river. Bella disappeared with my gun when we started fighting. Probably panicked when her plan fell apart and her sister washed away. Good thing because she could have shot us instead. My guess? She went to her place and is planning a quick getaway. Probably where J.P is.”

	Moving gingerly, Daniels got to the flashlight and picked it up. “We’ve got to go.”

	“I know.” Rem tried to stand but moaned.

	“Come on.” Daniels grabbed him by the arm and Rem winced and gasped.

	Daniels pulled his hand back. His fingers were covered in blood.

	“It’s not as bad as it looks,” said Rem. His vision swum from the pain.

	Daniels squatted next to him. “How do you know what it looks like? You can’t see it.”

	“I’m making an educated guess.”

	Daniels squatted beside him, found a tear in the seam of Rem’s sleeve and ripped it off. “You can keep the shirt.”

	“Gee. Thanks,” said Rem.

	Daniels wiped the blood with the fabric and used the flashlight to see. “You’ve got a nice gash in your arm. You need stitches.” He wrapped the remains of the sleeve around Rem’s bicep. “Did I do that?”

	“You’ve got a wicked right slash.” Rem winced again when Daniels tightened the pressure. “Ouch.”

	“Sorry. Not for the treatment, but for hurting you.”

	“It’s okay. You thought I was a wolf who ate your kid. Besides, I hit you in the head with a rock and kicked you in the family jewels. Apologies to Marjorie.”

	Daniels finished and straightened. “We’ll get you to a hospital, but first, we’ve got to find J.P.” He held out a hand and Rem took it. Daniels helped him up. “If she’s hurt him…” His eyes shimmered with anger and fear.

	“He’s going to be okay.” Rem smacked his partner on the arm. “Let’s go get your son.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels ran through the woods toward the Brisons’. The flashlight guided him, and he stopped at a rocky trail that led up and away from the river.

	Rem jogged up behind him. “Maybe this is the trail Bella mentioned before, that leads to your granddad’s place.”

	“Let’s hope,” said Daniels. “It can’t be much farther.” He kept going, thinking of J.P. and praying his son was okay.

	They ran a few more minutes until Daniels saw a glimmer of light ahead of him. “There. I think that’s the house.”

	Rem followed as the light grew brighter and Daniels could make out the roof. He stopped again just outside the property, seeing a garden and the back windows of the home. The shades were drawn but light from inside shown around their edges.

	Rem rested against a tree, breathing hard. “Anything?”

	“Nothing. No movement.” He remembered the dog. “Don’t forget Whiskey. He sees us, he’s going to start barking.”

	“You got the knife?”

	Daniels shot a look at Rem. “You want me to kill the dog?”

	Rem grimaced. “No. I don’t want you to kill the dog. I just want to be sure you have the knife.”

	Daniels patted the blade in his waistband. “I have the knife.”

	“Good. Because I don’t.

	Daniels eyed his partner. “How hard did you hit your head?”

	“Hard enough to let the man who thought I was a wolf carry the knife.”

	“Don’t worry. You’re safe.” Daniels watched the windows.

	“Just don’t hurt the dog.”

	Daniels rolled his eyes. “I’m not gonna kill the dog.” Not seeing any movement, Daniels decided to go for the back door. “You ready?”

	“As Aunt Charla puttin’ on her makeup.”

	Daniels stayed low and ran out of the woods. He made it to the garden, dodged a few shrubs, and came up to the side of the house. He stopped next to the back door. Rem came up and flattened against the house on the other side.

	Daniels half-expected the dog to bark, but everything stayed quiet, other than the sound of their breathing. He waited for a few more silent moments to pass before he nodded at Rem, and Rem nodded back. He hooked a finger into the handle on the screen door and slowly pulled it open. It creaked and he stopped, and then pulled again, until Rem grabbed it and held it.

	Daniels turned the knob on the back door, and it opened. Slowly, he edged the door inward, listening. Hearing nothing, he pushed the door enough to peer around the side. He saw a hallway, but nothing else.

	Pulling back, he whispered. “Nothing.” Then gestured with his hands that he would go one way and Rem another. Rem nodded back.

	All too aware that Bella had Rem’s gun, Daniels stayed sharp. This woman had his child, and he wouldn’t stop until he caught her and found J.P. He slipped inside, staying close to the wall. Rem entered, preventing the screen from slamming shut, and moved to the opposite wall.

	Quietly, they moved in different directions. Daniels passed a bedroom and peered inside. The bed was made, the curtains drawn and the room dark. Opening the door wide, he checked the room, but it was empty. He kept going and stopped at the edge of the kitchen. Looking around the corner, he saw the spot where they’d had lunch the other day. The stove was spotless, the table clear, and those dried flowers and plants still hung from the ceiling. He wondered now if they served a more sinister purpose.

	He stepped into the kitchen. The light was on, and he felt exposed, but kept moving, his senses hyper-aware. After moving through the kitchen, he saw the front room and front door. He had to push through a curtain of hanging beads, and he held them to prevent them from rattling together, but a few escaped and he held his breath when they clinked against each other.

	Gently letting go of the beads, he felt a rising wave of panic when he considered that Bella may have left and taken J.P. Moving faster into the room, he told himself she wouldn’t do that and walked to the front windows. He looked outside, but it was dark. He couldn’t tell if her car was out front or not.

	Footsteps came up from behind and he whirled, reaching for the knife when he saw Rem. Holding his chest, he shot a glare at his partner.

	Rem held up his hands. “Just me,” he whispered. “Anything?”

	“Nothing,” he whispered back. “Not even the dog.” His panic grew. “What if—” A wail sounded and echoed through the house. It was the distinct sound of a baby’s cry…his baby’s cry. “J.P.,” he yelled, moving back into the front room. “J.P.” He turned, hearing the wail dissipate, then come again. “Where is it coming from?”

	Rem stood still, listening, and when the cry came again, he turned, listened again, and walked to a door just inside the entry and opened it.

	Daniels came up next to him. “It’s just a closet.” The cry grew louder. “Damn it. Where is he?”

	Rem dug through the items hanging from a bar and shoved them aside. “Daniels.”

	Daniels stepped close and saw a door. He ducked beneath the bar, opened it, and saw a stairwell heading down. J.P. shrieked from below. He shot down the stairs, not caring if he were to run into Bella and the gun. He had to get to his son. The stairs turned in circles and came to a stop in front of another door. Daniels tried it but it was locked. The loud wails originated from just beyond the door. Daniels slammed his palm against it. “J.P. I’m coming.” He turned to slam his body into it when Rem stopped him.

	“Wait.” He ran his hand along the top of the door frame. “Never hurts to check.” He stopped and pulled down a key. “Easier on your shoulder.” He stuck it in the lock and opened the door.

	Daniels darted into a dimly lighted room. Wooden shelves lined the walls and were stacked throughout a small area. Hundreds of glass jars filled with liquid and powders sat atop them. Daniels ran between two stacks of shelving. “J.P.,” he yelled again. He got to the end of the aisle and found himself in an open space. A big box lined with blankets sat in the corner and J.P. stood on the edge, holding the side and sobbing.

	Daniels put the flashlight down and grabbed his son. Holding him in his arms, he hugged him close, tears surfacing and running down his face. “Thank God,” he said. “Thank God.” He ran his hands over him, ensuring he was unharmed.

	“How is he?” asked Rem from beside him. “He okay?” His eyes scanned the area, checking their surroundings. He took the knife out of Daniels’ waistband and held it, his eyes alert.

	Daniels kissed J.P.’s cheek, feeling the hot tears on his lips. “He’s okay.” He bounced him to try and soothe him. “Sshh. I got you.”

	J.P. quieted but still cried. He buried his face in Daniels’ neck, and Daniels rocked him. “I got you, buddy. Sshh.” He rubbed his son’s back.

	“I think we need to get out of here,” said Rem.

	Daniels composed himself. They weren’t out of danger yet. “Right behind you.”

	Rem took the lead and headed back toward the aisle where they came from when laughter permeated the chamber and bounced against the walls. Rem went still, and Daniels stopped behind him, holding J.P. against his chest. 

	Bella stepped from a different aisle, holding the gun on them. She’d changed into jeans and a sweater, looking like she was about to go into town for some shopping. “How sweet. I love a good reunion.”

	Rem held the knife, and she waved the gun. “Sorry, sugar, but I think mine is more effective.”

	Daniels gripped J.P. tighter. “Let us out of here. I’ve got a child. He’s just a baby.”

	Bella grinned. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt him, and I won’t. You two on the other hand, are a different story.” She aimed the gun at Rem and her expression hardened. “You threw Celeste into the river.”

	Rem held out the knife. “She should have moved out of the way. Maybe if she hadn’t drugged me and you weren’t about to kill Daniels, she’d be alive.” He stepped away from Daniels. “Who’s the guilty party now?”

	As much as he hated it, Daniels returned to the box and put J.P. back in it. J.P. started screaming again but Daniels couldn’t risk his son’s life if Bella started firing. His heart breaking at J.P.’s cries, he turned and faced Bella, but stayed in front of the box. “What is it you plan to do? Shoot us and disappear? I think it’s too late for the murder-suicide plan.”

	She shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s still your partner’s gun. I can shoot you both, stick the gun in his hand, and shoot you again. I’ll put the kid back at your place, and before the sheriff wraps his head around it all, I’ll be sittin’ on a beach, drinking one of those fancy drinks with the umbrella in it.”

	“They’ll know, Bella,” said Rem, his eyes focused on the gun. “All of this will be confiscated. And your little business will be over.”

	“Haven’t you ever heard of starting over?” She waved the gun toward Daniels. “All I need is the right soil and the right climate. It wouldn’t take long. Besides, if I leave you both down here, shut the door and lock it, they might never find you.” She nodded toward J.P. “That boy’s poor mama will find him all alone, and think her husband deserted her. Poor thing.”

	Daniels thought through their options and came to the uncomfortable conclusion that they didn’t have many. He hated to admit it, but Bella was right. If she shot him and Rem dead in this room, nobody might find them for months, or even years. They had to get to the gun.

	“Bella,” Rem stepped forward, but stopped when she aimed the gun back at him.

	“Stop right there,” she said. “I haven’t made it this far, hon, by being swayed by good-lookin’ men.” She cocked the trigger. “My mama made that mistake, but not me.”

	“You loved George,” said Daniels, trying to think of any way to distract her.

	“Not enough to let him destroy me,” she said.

	“You’re killing two cops. They won’t stop looking,” said Rem.

	“Everyone stops looking, eventually.” She took a deep breath. “You two want to say goodbye?”

	Daniels realized one of them would have to rush her, and hope not to get shot, but the odds were high that he would take a bullet, but at least it would save the other. Rem took another step, and Daniels intuitively knew that’s what Rem was about to do. He’d sacrifice himself to keep his partner, and J.P.’s father, alive.

	Another wave of terror welled up inside Daniels, different from the panic of losing J.P., but just as intense. “Rem, don’t.”

	Rem took another step, and Bella straightened her arm. Daniels braced himself and raised a hand. “No.”

	An eerie pressure filled the room, and a gust of air chilled it. A movement and the soft scrape of a footstep made Bella pause and swivel her head toward the sound. Daniels stared in shock as a figure in white stepped out from the shadows of the aisles.

	“Bella,” it whispered. It was a woman. Her voice, deep and raspy, but ethereal, echoed through the chamber.

	Rem froze, and Daniels stepped back and bumped against the side of the box. His son continued to cry and hiccupped through his sobs.

	The woman stepped toward Bella, wearing her white, sleeveless, wet nightgown. Her dripping hair ran down her back and water dripped onto the floor where she stood.

	Bella paled and swiveled the gun toward the figure emerging from the aisle. Her jaw dropped open, and the gun shook in her hand. “Scarlet,” she said. “No. You’re dead.”

	“Bella,” said the figure again. She walked closer, unfazed by the weapon.

	The room turned ice cold, and Rem moved back, his eyed wide. He lowered the knife.

	Bella’s voice shook. “You’re not real.”

	A second woman materialized next to Scarlet, wearing the same gown, and dripping heavy wet drops onto the floor. Daniels’ skin prickled, his hair raised and he forced himself to breathe. He blinked, certain his mind was playing tricks on him, but he was sure the second woman was Chelsea Forrester.

	“No,” said Bella. “You’re not real. Stay away from me.” She backed up, gun raised. “You’re both dead.”

	The women advanced. “Bella,” they both whispered, their spectral voices bouncing off the walls and filling the room. Chelsea’s mouth curved up in an ugly grin. “It’s time to take your medicine.” They walked closer, their bare feet leaving wet footprints trailing behind them.

	Bella screamed, shut her eyes, and started shooting. Rem sprinted forward and grabbed the gun as Bella fired erratically. Daniels turned and covered J.P., shielding him from the gunshots.

	Bella kept firing until she ran out of bullets. Daniels looked back. The women were gone, and he saw Rem wrestling Bella. Stronger than she looked, she flailed and fought against him, but he gripped her wrist and she dropped the gun. Rem winced when she grabbed at his injured arm, but he got behind her and put her in a chokehold. Screaming, she kicked and scratched until the pressure on her neck stopped her, and she slowed and went limp in his arms.

	Breathless and sweating, Rem let her go and laid her on the ground, and then slowly sank to the floor himself.

	His heart thudding, Daniels picked up J.P. and held him. J.P. sobbed into his neck, and Daniels went to Rem and squatted beside him. He took Bella’s pulse, and felt a steady, but weak heartbeat. “She’s out.” He patted J.P. to soothe him. “You okay?”

	Rem’s face was pale in the dim light. “Never been better.” His eyes darted around the room. “Tell me you saw them.”

	Daniels nodded. “I saw them.”

	Rem relaxed. “Thank God. I was worried that drug was kicking in again.”

	“You weren’t hallucinating, although I doubt anybody else will see it that way.” Daniels could see the blood dripping down Rem’s arm. “You’re bleeding.”

	Rem swallowed. “It’s nothing. Just need a few beers and I’ll be fine.”

	Daniels nodded, but suspected his partner needed medical attention. “You ready to get out of here?”

	Rem lifted his head. “What’s your hurry? This town’s growing on me.” He shifted, held his arm and groaned. “You hungry? I could go for a burger.”

	“How about we call the sheriff and stop at the hospital first, and then we’ll see.”

	“No brownies, though.”

	Daniels rubbed J.P.’s back, who was starting to quiet. “No brownies. I promise.” He held out a hand. “C’mon, partner.”

	Rem gripped his palm, and Daniels helped him up.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	 

	 

	Daniels added a box to the back of his car, and Rem handed him a suitcase. “Is that it?” asked Daniels.

	“For this car it is. I can add some more to mine, but thankfully, there isn’t much left.”

	Daniels slid the suitcase in and closed the hatch. “Good.”

	Marjorie came out, holding J.P. “I’m going to feed him before we go.”

	“Sounds good. We’ve still got a few more things to load,” said Daniels. She nodded and went inside.

	It had been three days since their encounter with Bella and Celeste. Rem and Daniels had finally been given the clearance to go back into Daniels’ house once the state police had been through it. The Brison home was a different story. It remained a crime scene while the police continued to investigate the property.

	Rem rubbed his bandaged arm. After contacting the sheriff, it had been a long night of providing statements and answering questions, while J.P. slept in Daniels arms. Bella had been taken into custody and the sheriff had started a search for Celeste. He’d also sent Daniels and Rem to the hospital. The doctors didn’t find any lasting damage from the drugs they’d been given, but Rem ended up with twenty-eight stitches in his arm. They were told to follow up with their own doctors once they returned home. Marjorie had flown back the next day, cutting her trip a day short.

	“Your arm sore?” asked Daniels.

	Rem moved it. “Considering you almost cut it off, it’s not bad.”

	Daniels rubbed his groin. “At least you can piss without pain.”

	Rem grimaced. “Still hurts?”

	“Still hurts. Still want to complain about the arm?”

	“I take it back.”

	“I thought so.”

	Hearing a car, Daniels turned to the see the sheriff pull up into the driveway. “Looks like we have a visitor.”

	“How nice. Let’s hope he’s not serving a search warrant.”

	Daniels chuckled.

	The sheriff parked and stepped out of his vehicle.

	“Afternoon, Sheriff,” said Daniels.

	“Sheriff,” said Rem.

	Sheriff Gary eyed the two other vehicles and walked up. “Afternoon. Looks like you’re getting ready to go.”

	“We’re close,” said Daniels. “Probably head out within the hour.”

	The sheriff nodded. “How’s your boy?”

	“J.P. is fine. His mom came home, and he’s his usual self,” said Daniels.

	“Good. Glad to hear it,” said the sheriff.

	“Any luck finding Celeste?” asked Rem. “We haven’t heard anything.”

	The sheriff took his hat off. “Not yet. I got teams out searching. At this point, it’s probably a recovery instead of a rescue.”

	“Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” said Rem. “Those ladies weren’t as fragile as they made out to be.”

	“Yeah, well,” said the sheriff. “It’s hard to fight a river, especially a fast-moving one. I don’t care how strong you are unless she was a strong swimmer and the cold didn’t get to her.”

	“Maybe,” said Daniels. “How’s Bella?”

	“At the county jail,” said the sheriff. “They’re arraigning her today. I suspect bail will be high.”

	“They still going through the house?” asked Daniels.

	The sheriff shook his head. “It’s unbelievable what they found there. Those rooms go back a ways. They had a full kitchen down below. God knows how much product they shipped out over the years.”

	“There’s no way Dumont was their main customer,” said Rem.

	“Oh, no. It wasn’t. Maybe at first but they branched out over the years. Those once a month trips they were taking were likely drug runs to the bigger cities around here. They were probably one of the bigger suppliers.” The sheriff ran his fingers over the brim of his hat. “What’s amazing is how long they got away with it and what they were growing in that garden. State police aren’t even sure what it is. They’ve tried to question Bella, but she’s not talking.”

	“I bet she isn’t. She’ll play the frail card for as long as she can,” said Daniels.

	“They’ll expect you two to testify, if it goes to court,” said the sheriff.

	“And we’ll be there with bells on,” said Rem. “That lady needs to do time.”

	“You two having any aftereffects from what they gave you?” asked the sheriff.

	“No. Feel okay,” said Daniels.

	“I’ve wanted to kick some ass in Dumont,” said Rem. “Because you can’t tell me people didn’t know what was going on around here, but I don’t blame that on the drugs,” said Rem.

	The sheriff studied his hat. “I know. I can’t avoid the blame on that either. I suspected that my dad had a hand in something sticky. I even suspected he knew more about Scarlet’s death than he let on, but I looked the other way. That’s on me.”

	“It’s not easy standing up to your dad, especially when you’re a kid,” said Daniels.

	“I could have made different choices after he died and when I took over as sheriff, but I let other people’s opinions sway me. That was my mistake.”

	“How is the lovely Mrs. Dumont?” asked Rem. “Bet she loved it when you turned up at her doorstep.”

	The sheriff smiled softly. “She wasn’t too happy. Tried her best to threaten me, but I held up. Told her what was at stake. She’s agreed to testify against Bella to avoid jail time.”

	“That lady ought to be in jail herself. She knew what was going on,” said Daniels.

	“She did, but she admitted to saving Billy when she realized he’d been drugged, and according to her, she stayed quiet because Bella and Celeste threatened Spencer. Said he’d end up like his grandfather if she didn’t keep her mouth shut.”

	“Meanwhile, she’s getting a steady supply of her medicine,” said Rem. “Along with anybody else in the town who wanted some.” He crossed his arms. “Quite the little gig they had going on around here.”

	“What about Billy?” asked Daniels. “Did Bella say anything about drugging him?”

	“She mentioned trying to scare him off. Said she’d left a spooky doll in his house after Scarlet died. But wouldn’t admit to the poison. She’s trying to blame Spencer.”

	“I bet she is,” said Rem. “How’s Billy handling everything?”

	“I think he’s doing just fine,” said the sheriff. “He and Denise have hit it off from what I hear. They went into the city this weekend.”

	“That ole Remalla charm,” said Daniels. “Needs a little work.”

	Rem frowned. “It’s rusty, but not gone. Besides, I can take credit for getting them together. Somebody ought to be happy after a week of hell in Bizarro World.”

	The sheriff looked between the two of them. “I know we, or should I say I, didn’t make your stay too comfortable. I’ll admit, I had my suspicions about you two, especially after Chelsea turned up dead. When I came up to do my ghost investigation, I did have an ulterior motive. I was looking for drugs. I knew something was going on, but nobody was talking, and I couldn’t prove a thing. I wondered if George was taking the same stuff that was going around. But if there were any drugs, I suspect Bella and Celeste found and took them before I ever arrived. At the time though, I had to wonder if you had some involvement.”

	“We wondered the same about you, especially after we heard about your encounter with Chelsea,” said Daniels.

	The sheriff wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief from his pocket. “That girl. I should have known better. I was trying to help and instead, I shifted the suspicion back on me. Not my brightest move.”

	“You’re a small-town sheriff,” said Rem, “where the worst crime is usually speeding or smoking a joint. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Besides, you can take credit for cracking one of the biggest drug rings this side of San Diego.”

	“I don’t want credit. My father helped create it.” The sheriff sighed. “And I’m culpable, too. How could I not be? If I’d tried harder, maybe Chelsea would still be alive.” He hung his head.

	Daniels nodded. “You did what you could with what you knew at the time. Now you know better, so you’ll do better. But I think Dumont’s days as a drug source are over. You can safely go back to your speeders and paranormal hobbies and be just fine.”

	“God. I hope so,” said the sheriff. “I thought small towns were supposed to be friendly and welcoming. It’s what I’d hoped for when I took this job.”

	“Tell that to Tisha Dumont,” said Rem.

	“Be glad you don’t work in the big city. Unfortunately, we deal with this crap all the time,” said Daniels. He cocked an eyebrow at Rem. “Why do we do that?”

	“For the money and the women,” said Rem. “And the occasional, if not rare, attention.”

	“That’s right,” said Daniels. “I forgot.”

	The sheriff put his hat back on. “I think you’re correct. Dumont is more my speed, at least it should be now. I talked to your Captain Lozano.”

	“Did you tell him we’d be late getting back?” asked Rem. “We’ve been a little busy.”

	“I’ll leave that to you, but he couldn’t sing your praises high enough. Said you boys were two of his best, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised you broke up a drug ring on your time off.”

	“Probably said trouble follows us like a lost dog,” said Daniels.

	“He did, in fact,” said the sheriff. “Nice man.” He hooked a thumb in his belt buckle. “Well, I won’t take any more of your time. I just wanted to come by and tell you what I knew and offer my apologies for any unpleasantness I may have caused. Hope you two have a good trip home.”

	“Thanks, Sheriff. We appreciate it,” said Daniels.

	“You still plan on selling?” asked the sheriff.

	“Yes. I’ve got people coming tomorrow to pick up donations and trash. Delia will meet them for me. Then I’ll get the house cleaned and I’ll be back up soon to meet with a realtor.” Daniels put a hand on Rem’s shoulder. “I’m sure Rem would love to join me.”

	Rem shoved Daniel’s hand off him. “You can take that trip and—"

	Daniels raised a palm. “All right. I get the point.”

	The sheriff smiled. “I think you’d find our hospitality much improved.”

	Rem smirked. “It’s not the hospitality. It’s the ghosts. I’ve seen enough for a lifetime.”

	“Ghosts?” asked the sheriff. “Where? You got a lead I can follow?”

	Daniels cleared his throat. “I think the ghosts around here will be scarce from now on. Maybe they’ve found their peace.”

	“Maybe. But I don’t want to stick around to find out,” said Rem.

	“You see any, you let me know. I’ll check it out.” The sheriff waved. “I’ll head on back. Let you finish your packing.”

	“Thanks, Sheriff,” said Daniels. “You take care.”

	“Say ‘hi’ to Mrs. Dumont for me,” said Rem.

	The sheriff smiled, returned to his car, and drove off.

	“I guess that does it for Dumont and our little getaway,” said Daniels.

	“Good riddance,” said Rem.

	Daniels phone rang, and he answered it. It was Lozano. He turned away and spoke low to his captain for a minute, giving him a quick update, then hung up and turned back.

	“Something secret?” asked Rem.

	“You’re not gonna believe it.”

	“What?”

	Daniels groaned. “That was my mom. Uncle Phil died. He left her his house. She wants me to help clean and sell it.”

	Rem’s jaw dropped.

	“It’s not far from here, actually.” Daniels pointed. “A little town called Pottersville.” He grinned. “You want to help me out?”

	Rem’s eyes glared back at him. “If you think for one second that I’m—” He stopped. “Wait a minute. You don’t have an Uncle Phil.”

	“And Pottersville is from that movie…” He snapped his fingers.

	“It’s a Wonderful Life,” said Rem. He pointed. “You were about to lose a partner.”

	“That’s okay. I’d find a new one.”

	“Not one who puts up with you.”

	Daniels shrugged. “You got a point. Guess I’m stuck.” He shot out a thumb. “Come on. Let’s get a bite before we go. You hungry? Marjorie made some brownies.”

	Rem stopped in mid-step.

	Daniels chuckled. “Just kidding. But we’ve got some delicious veggie cakes if you want one.”

	Rem scowled. “Next time I babysit J.P., he’s getting chips with ketchup.” He started walking. “And I’m dressing up as a wolf for Halloween, with big snarly teeth. I hope you pee your pants.”

	“I’ll look forward to it.” Daniels smiled and patted Rem on the back. “Come on, partner. Let’s get you to try a veggie cake. You’re gonna love it.”

	“Can I put some mustard on it?”

	Daniels groaned.
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	“I’m telling you, it was an accident. She fell and hit her head. Must have slipped on the stairs.”

	Detective Aaron Remalla shook his head. Going into a third hour of questioning, his head pounded. “That’s not what the evidence shows, Marcus.” He sat forward in his seat. “You know more than you’re saying. Your girlfriend’s head was caved in and you had specks of blood on your shirt. Neighbors have heard you argue in the past and they’ve seen bruises on your girlfriend’s face. It doesn’t add up.” He splayed out his hands. “Just tell us the truth, and this will go a lot easier on you.”

	Marcus groaned and held his head. “I’m telling you. This is all a big misunderstanding. I didn’t kill her. I didn’t touch her.”

	“I don’t believe you, Marcus.” Remalla pointed. “We’re canvasing the neighborhood and searching the area, and your apartment. You better hope they don’t find something that implicates you.”

	“There’s nothing to find. I swear,” yelled Marcus. “Why won’t you believe me?”

	Rem sighed with impatience. “Your record, for one thing. You have a history of domestic abuse. You want me to go over it again? This isn’t the first time you’ve roughed someone up, only this time you escalated to murder.” He leaned in. “Just tell me. She got in your face and you lost it. That temper of yours exploded and you decided to show her who was in charge, only it got out of hand.” He squinted. “Nobody likes men who beat up women. Your crimes have caught up to you and it’s time to pay the piper.”

	“You’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t touch her. I swear.”

	Remalla groaned and checked the clock on the wall. “It’s been a long day, Marcus, and I’d like to go home. But if you want to draw this out, then we can. I got no problem sitting in here and hanging out with you all night if we have to.”

	“Why can’t I leave? I didn’t do anything.”

	“Maybe after you tell us the truth, then we can talk, but right now, something isn’t adding up, and I think you know what it is.”

	Marcus dropped his head. “It was an accident.”

	The door to the interrogation room opened and Remalla’s partner, Detective Gordon Daniels stepped inside the room. His normally pressed pants and jacket looked rumpled, but his blonde hair remained perfectly gelled back. Rem wondered how he managed to keep it that way after grinding days like today.

	“Bad news, Marcus,” said Daniels. “Looks like they found the murder weapon. Your bloody golf club. Hidden in a trunk in your storage shed. You really should learn how to hide things better.”

	Marcus’ eyes widened.

	Remalla whistled. “Oh, dear, Marcus. That’s not good.”

	“That’s not mine,” said Marcus.

	Daniels tipped his head. “Well, you better hope that’s not your girlfriend’s blood on the club, and your fingerprints aren’t on it, cause if they are, you’re going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

	Marcus’ face crumpled and he held his head.

	“Care to tell us what really happened?” asked Remalla. “Before the evidence tells us instead?”

	Daniels put his hands on his hips and waited. “Any day now.”

	Marcus moaned and Rem thought he heard a sob. “I didn’t mean to do it. I swear it was just an accident.”

	Rem raised a brow at Daniels. “You hit her with the club?”

	Marcus hugged himself. “She just made me so damn mad. I didn’t mean to swing it so hard. She just needed to learn her place, and then she fell down the damn stairs.” He moaned again and started to cry.

	Rem almost moaned, too. “Okay. Now we’re getting somewhere.” He slid a notepad and pencil over to Marcus. “I need you to write it down. Tell us exactly what happened. From the beginning.”

	 

	**

	 

	Daniels sat at his desk and stared at his computer monitor. It had been a long damn day and he couldn’t wait to get home, hop in a shower and get some sleep. He eyed his partner who sat at his own desk across from him, looking just as weary. His long, dark shoulder-length hair was tied back with a band, but sections had come loose and hung his face. His eyes were red with fatigue and he leaned back and rubbed them.

	“Tired?” asked Daniels.

	“Does the grinch hate Christmas?” asked Rem.

	“I hear you.”

	Rem sat up. He wore a Bruce Lee t-shirt which sported a coffee stain after one of the many cups Rem had drunk that day had spilled and he hadn’t bothered to clean it. “You think Lozano will let us finish these reports in the morning? Marcus isn’t going anywhere.”

	Daniels eyed his captain’s office. The window shade was open and Lozano was meeting with Titus and Georgios, two other detectives in the Robbery/Homicide division, and they appeared to be having a lively discussion. Daniels shook his head. He and Rem’s history with Titus and Georgios had always been rocky. While respectful of each other as colleagues, they hadn’t always gotten along. “Cap’s currently occupied,” said Daniels. “Maybe we can sneak out, and deal with his wrath tomorrow if he wants the reports tonight.”

	Rem turned to look. “What the hell are they talking about in there?”

	Georgios’ voice raised, although Daniels couldn’t make out what he was saying. “They caught those liquor store robberies down on the south side last week. From what I hear, they haven’t made much progress.”

	Rem frowned. “Didn’t the cashier get shot at the last robbery?”

	Daniels nodded. “He did. Died this morning. Their robberies just became a murder investigation. No wonder they’re frustrated.”

	The voices from the office rose, and Titus, his face red, stood, pointing at Georgios. Georgios stood, too, yelling at Titus.

	“What the hell is going on in there?” asked Rem.

	Lozano stood also, yelling at both men, and Georgios faced the captain, and yelled something at him.

	“It’s not good, whatever it is,” said Daniels.

	The arguing continued and Rem and Daniels watched as Georgios walked up to Titus and shoved him.

	“Whoa,” said Rem.

	Lozano pointed and yelled again, but Georgios turned, yanked the door open, and stormed out of the office. “You piece of shit,” he screamed. “I thought you were my partner.”

	Titus was right behind him. “You’re losing it. I can’t work with you like this.”

	Georgios whirled on him. “You can’t work with me? I’ve been dragging your ass around for months, and now you’re blaming me for this mess?”

	Lozano followed them out. “Both of you get back in here. We’re not done.” His voice boomed through the squad room. Rem and Daniels were the only two left in it at that moment. Rem slunk in his seat, and Daniels picked up a pen and pretended to look busy.

	Georgios exploded. “You can take your office, my stupid as shit partner, and your crappy captain skills, and go fuck yourself with all of it. I’ve had enough.”

	“Georgios!” yelled Lozano. “You step out that door, and your career is over.”

	Titus took a step forward. “Come on, man. Something’s wrong. This isn’t like you. Maybe you should talk to someone.”

	Georgios’ dark skin went darker and he pointed at Titus. “I don’t need your, or anyone else’s help. This has been a shitshow from the beginning, and the only reason it’s held together this long, has been because of me.” The creases in his forehead deepened. “And now you’re both going to stab me in the back.” He sneered. “This is the thanks I get? After all the long hours and hard work, and sweat and blood I’ve put in?”

	“Nobody is blaming you for anything,” yelled Lozano. His rumpled jacket looked just as wrinkled as Daniels’ and he jabbed out a hand. “But you flying off the handle doesn’t help anything. Now get back in my office.”

	“No,” said Georgios. “I’m done. I’m pissed and I hate you both.”

	Titus tried again. “What’s gotten into you? Whatever it is, we can figure it out. None of this is worth your job, or our partnership.”

	“I don’t want to figure it out,” screamed Georgios. “I’m not the issue here. You are. You both are. In fact…” He reached inside his jacket, pulled his weapon and pointed it at Titus. “Maybe it’s time I listened and did something about it.”

	Rem and Daniels jumped from their seats and Lozano and Titus went still.

	“I could take care of you right now,” said Georgios, his hand with the gun shaking. “Then maybe I can get a good night’s sleep.” He blinked several times and a trickle of sweat ran down his cheek.

	Titus raised his hands. “Take it easy.”

	Rem eyed Daniels and Daniels, who was only steps away from Georgios, put his hand near his own gun on his waistband.

	Rem took a step away from his desk, his hands in view. “Hey, Georgios,” he said, his voice calm. “What are you doing?”

	Lozano quieted his voice. “Put the gun down, Georgios.”

	Georgios looked between the men in the squad room. Sweat poured off of him and he seemed confused. “You don’t understand.” He waved the gun.

	Daniels took a step closer.

	“What don’t we understand?” asked Titus, his eyes rounded.

	“I can’t…I can’t…” Georgios shook his head. “I can’t think.”

	“Just take it easy,” said Rem. “It’s nothing that can’t be fixed.”

	Georgios swiveled toward Rem, the gun following. “You shut up. You don’t know what’s going on.” He aimed his weapon. “You and Daniels think you know everything. Like you’re shit on toast. Well, I’m sick of it.”

	Daniels stepped a little closer, his gaze on Rem, who tried to keep Georgios talking.

	“Shit on toast doesn’t sound to appetizing,” said Rem. “Personally, I’m more of a jelly or peanut butter guy myself.” He took another step from his desk, his hands still out. “Why don’t we go get something to eat? We’re all tired. It’s been a long day. I think we just need to chill out.” He tipped his head. “What do you say?”

	“Put the gun down, partner,” said Titus. “You don’t want to do this. Let me help you.”

	Georgios whirled back toward Titus. “I’ll do whatever I damn well please.” He briefly squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them. “If I could just think in peace.”

	“Listen to your partner,” said Lozano. “Put the gun away and we’ll talk.”

	Georgios acted like he hadn’t heard Lozano. “I’ll do what I should have done a week ago, when these damn voices started.” The gun wobbled in his grip, and Georgios’ voice trembled. “If I’d done this sooner, and then you would all understand.” He eyed Titus. “You want all the recognition, partner? Well, you got it. I can’t take it anymore.” He raised the weapon and put it toward his head.

	“No,” yelled Titus.

	“Georgios, stop,” yelled Lozano, stepping forward.

	“Don’t.” Rem ran forward and Daniels tackled Georgios, grabbing at the weapon and pushing it away just as it discharged. A loud boom rocked the room, and Daniels shoved Georgios down on the ground. Titus jumped on top of Georgios along with Daniels, and Georgios struggled and fought beneath them. Rem grabbed for the gun still in Georgios’ hand and held it down, trying to pull it from Georgios’ grip.

	Georgios grunted and cursed, but Daniels and Titus grabbed at his arms, pulling them back. Rem dislodged the gun and held it, while Titus pulled out his cuffs and managed to secure them on Georgios’ wrists while Daniels did his best to control him.

	Rem handed the gun to Lozano and helped Daniels hold Georgios down. He fought and screamed until the handcuffs clicked on and then went quiet, as if all his anger had dissolved, and went slack against the floor.

	Daniels, breathing hard, stood along with Rem as Titus sat beside his partner. “You two okay?” he asked Rem and Lozano, his heart thumping. He swept his no longer perfectly gelled hair back with his fingers.

	“Fine,” said Rem, looking pale.

	Lozano watched his men, and tucked Georgios’ gun in his waistband.

	“What the hell happened here?” asked Rem.

	Georgios whimpered, put his forehead on the floor, and began to sob.

	“I wish I knew,” said Lozano, his face grim. “I wish I knew.”

	 

	 

	 


Copyright © 2020 by J. T. Bishop

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

	 

	Eudoran Press LLC

	6009 W. Parker Rd. Su. 149, #205

	Dallas, TX  75093

	www.jtbishopauthor.com

	 

	Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	 

	Author Photos by Nick Bishop and Mayza Clark Photography

	Book Editing by P. Creeden and G. Enstam

	Cover Design by designbetibup33

	 

	 

	Fourth Strike/ J.T. Bishop -- 1st ed.

	ISBN 978-1-7325531-6-3

	 

	 

	 

	 


cover1.jpeg
J. T. BISHOP

H AN
RIVER

DON'TDENY THE DEAD










