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CHAPTER 1
 
Sitting in her favorite chair in the great room of the lodge, Liz gazed out the large window that wrapped around the outside deck of the lodge. The view from the window was breathtaking, and she never tired of simply sitting and watching as the natural beauty of the scene before her constantly changed and unfolded. She heard the cries of sea gulls circling overhead, diving and twisting as they rode the air currents looking for a tasty morsel of food that might be floating on the ocean’s surface.
The lodge and the adjacent spa were located about an hour north of San Francisco on the outskirts of the charming little town of Red Cedar. Perched nearly eighty feet above the ocean on a rocky point that jutted out into the ocean, it was a popular place for San Francisco residents to visit for some much-needed rest and relaxation. The great room where she was sitting contained a fully equipped kitchen at one end and a large wood-burning fireplace at the other end. One area of the great room contained comfortable upholstered chairs where guests could sit while enjoying the spectacular view and the surrounding scenery.
The section of the great room closest to the kitchen was furnished with a massive highly polished red cedar dining room table that had been hewn from a single slab of wood. The table easily accommodated twenty guests when the family style breakfast and evening meals were served. 
Sipping her morning coffee, she heard the roar of the ocean as the waves crashed against the cliff far below. She turned her head slightly and had a clear view of several of the ten cottages which surrounded the lodge and spa and were set back among the towering red cedar trees. The beautiful ancient trees had been the reason she and Joe had named the spa the Red Cedar Spa when they bought it. 
Joe had died almost a year earlier of a sudden heart attack, and now she was running the spa by herself with the help of her employees. Bertha was the manager, Zack was the handyman she relied on to keep things in working condition, and Sarah was the young woman who came daily to clean the cottages. Additionally, there were numerous employees that worked in the spa located just a few steps from the lodge. It was a lot of work, but she’d never regretted the day she and Joe decided to buy the spa. After he’d died, Jonah and Brittany, her two adult children, wanted her to sell it, telling her it was too much work for her to do alone. 
She had loved the rustic spa and the surrounding cottages from the first moment she’d visited them when she and her friend of many years, Judy Rasmussen, had spent a long “girls’ weekend” as guests at the spa. She smiled thinking back to what she’d thought when she first opened the door to their large cottage. When the brochure said “cottage,” I never expected something like this! 
Two king size beds were flanked by cedar chests used as nightstands. A large bathroom with a tiled shower was filled with numerous amenities from the spa. Each cottage had a view of the ocean on one side and the cedar forest on the other. Fluffy white towels and robes were neatly stacked on the marble counter for the guests to use.
She remembered overhearing the manager of the spa telling one of the employees that the then-owner of the spa was having financial problems and needed to sell the spa. When Liz returned to her home in the San Francisco area, she’d convinced Joe to sell his three auto dealerships in the city and start one in the small town of Red Cedar. The spa was located within the town boundaries, but the main business district was about a mile inland from the spa. It hadn’t been very hard to convince him that the stress that came from owning the dealerships would be gone, and it would greatly benefit his health. She told him it would also make his doctor happy, because he was very concerned about Joe’s health. His doctor had prescribed eight different types of pills for Joe’s high blood pressure, “bad” cholesterol, and for his constant battle with stress management. But even with the medication and a strict low calorie diet, the condition of his health remained guarded. 
Unfortunately, the move to a slower paced lifestyle in a rural area came too late for Joe. He’d been under extreme business pressure and stress for many years, and according to his cardiologist, his heart had suffered considerable damage. He died of a massive heart attack at his car agency in Red Cedar three years after they had moved to the area and purchased the spa.
Liz walked over to the kitchen counter and poured herself another cup of coffee as she reflected back on the events of the last year. Joe had used the services of a large law firm in San Francisco when they lived there. The attorney Joe worked with had handled the probate of his will, and one time when Liz was at the attorney’s office she’d met a senior partner in the firm who specialized in criminal law cases. Roger was a widower, and one day he asked her to join him for a cup of coffee. They’d gotten along well, had gone out together on several casual dates, and he’d even come to the spa to visit her several times. She had mixed feelings about him. Part of her was very attracted to him, but when he indicated he’d like to take their relationship to a level that was beyond friendship, she struggled with feelings of being disloyal to the memory of her wonderful marriage to Joe. Even though it had been nearly a year since Joe died, she didn’t know if she was ready to enter into the romantic type of relationship Roger was hinting at. They’d shared a few kisses, and she couldn’t deny that there was a strong physical chemistry between them. 
I know I’m going to have to make a decision fairly soon, and I think the answer is going to be yes, but I don’t have to decide today. Anyway, Judy’s coming up in a couple of days, and we’re going to try some of the new treatments the spa has started offering. I’m ready for a little pampering.
Little did she know what the future held for her and what an important part Roger was going to play in it.



CHAPTER 2
 
Liz’s reverie was broken by the sound of someone barging through the front door. She looked up and saw Bertha shaking and crying. “Bertha, what’s wrong?” Bertha was crying so hard she wasn’t able to answer.
Liz put her arm around her and led her to one of the chairs that surrounded the large cedar dining table. “What is it, Bertha? Has something bad happened?” 
Bertha gulped and said, “I was in my office when I got a call from Delores at the spa. She said Mrs. Nelson hadn’t checked in this morning for her 8:00 warm stone massage and asked if I would go over to cottage #6 and remind her of her appointment. I went over there and knocked on her cottage door several times. She never answered. You know I have the keys to all the cottages, and I keep them with me all the time, so I opened the door and saw her lying in bed. She wasn’t moving. When I walked over to her I realized she wasn’t breathing. She was dead.”
Liz’s hand flew up to her mouth. “Oh no! I can’t believe it! Does anyone else know?”
“No. I came directly here from her cottage. She was in cottage number six. I locked the door when I left. I didn’t know what else to do.”
“That was exactly the right thing to do,” Liz said, patting her hand. “Sit here for a minute and try to calm down. Did you notice anything out of place? Do you think she had a heart attack or something? I know the last few weeks have been very stressful for her what with Dave trying to win another term as mayor and the Red Cedar Tribune writing all those articles about him insinuating he was illegally skimming money from the city coffers. I didn’t see her when she checked in yesterday, but she seemed perfectly normal last night when she was here with the other guests for dinner. She said she’d loved her facial and massage treatments and was looking forward to having two more today and then going home after she had her last treatment this afternoon.”
“Liz, there was a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels on the nightstand next to her bed. Do you think maybe she mixed sleeping pills and alcohol and committed suicide? I just don’t know what to think,” Bertha said, her brown eyes large with fright against her pale complexion.
“Let me get you a cup of coffee. I really need to call Seth Williams and report this.” 
I don’t want to have anything to do with that lecherous obese stupid man, but I don’t have a choice. He is the chief of police and having the mayor’s wife found dead in one of my cottages is something he needs to know about immediately.
*****
“Red Cedar Police Department. How may I direct your call?” the young receptionist asked.
“I’d like to speak with Chief Williams. Please tell him Liz Lucas is calling,” she said, nervously twisting a strand of her auburn hair.
The receptionist put her on hold, and a few moments later she heard Seth’s oily voice. “Liz, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call? I’m hopin’ you’re gonna tell me yer finally goin’ to accept the long-standin’ dinner invitation I’ve been offerin’ for the last few months.”
When pigs fly, Liz thought. I need him to be on my side right now, so I better make nice. If word gets out that someone died here at the spa, it sure could be bad for business. I need to think about damage control, and Seth can provide that if I sweet talk him.
“I wish it was something enjoyable like that,” she said in a sultry honey-toned voice, “but actually Seth, I have a little problem out here at the spa and need you to come out here right away.”
“If it involves you, I’ll be there soon as I can. Wanna give me a head’s up what this is all about, pretty lady?”
“No. It can wait until you get here. Can you come in your personal car, not your patrol car? I really don’t want the guests to see a police car on the premises. It might upset them.”
“Sure can. Sounds interestin’. Keep in mind I’m real partial to black lace. See you in a few.”
Yuck. I can’t stand that smarmy man, and now I’m going to have to deal with him. 
She ended the call and turned to where Bertha was standing. “Bertha, you heard my conversation. Seth will be here in a few minutes. Why don’t you tell Sarah you’ll make the box lunches for the guests who can’t get into town for lunch because they’ve booked back-to-back treatments? That might help to take your mind off of what you just saw. I imagine Seth will want to take a statement from you, and I probably better go into town and tell the mayor that his wife is dead. Not something I really want to do. Go on into the kitchen and I’ll let you know when Seth gets here.”
She walked down the stairs to the lower level of the lodge where her personal living quarters were located. I need to get out of these pajamas and robe. Black lace? I don’t think so. Jeans and a sweater will work just fine. That man has a sick mind. Between the mayor and Seth, I am definitely not looking forward to the next few hours. And how am I going to keep the guests from finding out?



CHAPTER 3
 
Fifteen minutes later Seth came swaggering through the front door of the lodge, his thumbs hooked just inside his dark blue uniform pants that hung below a large belly which was threatening to pop the lower buttons of his blue uniform shirt. Gray, oily hair hung in tufts below a battered black police chief hat with a silver emblem inscribed “Red Cedar Police Chief.”
Liz couldn’t help but notice the big yellow stain on his shirt. “See yer lookin’ at that spot on my shirt,” Seth said. “Egg yolk slipped off my fork this mornin’ when I was havin’ my usual breakfast of ham and eggs at Gertie’s Diner. Jes’ one of those things that seems to happen all the time to me. Ya’ know what I mean?”
“Seth, thank you so much for coming out here on such short notice. I have a little problem, and I’m not real sure what to do about it. Please, follow me.”
“Ain’t seein’ any black lace on ya’. I’ll git ya’ some if ya’ like. I read the Victoria’s Secret catalogue from cover to cover every month. You’d look good in some of them things they got for sale.”
Ignoring Seth’s uncouth remarks, Liz walked out the door and almost tripped over what she privately called the “spa dog,” even though his name was Brandy Boy. A massive St. Bernard, weighing over one hundred sixty pounds, he was a favorite of the guests who visited the spa.
Although the original St. Bernard dogs were bred by Augustine monks as rescue dogs in the snowy and cold Swiss Alps, Brandy Boy had little interest in any type of task that involved physical activity. The previous owner who sold the spa to Joe and Liz had asked them to keep Brandy Body because he couldn’t take the big dog with him. Despite his seemingly constant slobbering and drooling, Liz had grown attached to the big loveable brown and white giant who spent most of his time sleeping on the porch. He rarely acknowledged anyone going in or out the door other than to open his eyes when it slammed.
Occasionally a guest wanted to take a hike on one of the many trails that led into the forest from the lodge. Liz always recommended that he or she take Brandy Boy along to act as an informal guide. Even though he was the easiest going dog in the world, he knew which trails were safe to travel and which ones weren’t. Many a guest had returned to the spa from their hike marveling that Brandy Boy had physically led the way and showed the guest which trail was the right one to take to return to the lodge.
Just like the famous rescue dogs in the Swiss Alps, the prior owner had equipped Brandy Body with a dog collar that had a small wooden cask attached to it. If a guest was in a cottage and wanted an after dinner brandy, he or she could call the lodge, and Brandy Boy would be dispatched to the cottage with the “rescue” brandy. When given the proper command, he even knew which cottage needed the delivery. Each cottage had a supply of dog treats that were to be given to Brandy Boy as a reward after he made his delivery. 
When they first bought the spa, Joe thought Brandy Boy was too big to sleep indoors, and he’d asked Zack, the handyman, to build a dog house for him. The huge dog house was located next to the lodge and at any given time you could find Brandy Boy either sleeping in his dog house or lolling around on the front porch of the lodge. Having the dog house near the lodge was an arrangement which worked out well for everyone. With his ancestors having come from the Swiss Alps, Brandy Boy was happy and content to stay outside in his dog house year round, regardless of any inclement weather conditions.
After nearly tripping over Brandy Boy, Liz and Seth walked past the large rustic spa building with flowers spilling out of containers on either side of the front door and down the steps. Each of the ten cottages located on the premises was a smaller version of the spa, constructed as log cabin type structures with bright colored flowers surrounding them. Liz wanted the spa and cottages to project a warm welcoming feeling for the spa guests when they came for their stay, each of them hoping to leave refreshed and rejuvenated. 
She stopped at a cottage with a brass #6 on the front door. “Seth, Dave Nelson’s wife, Barbara, is in here. Dave told her she’d worked so hard on his campaign he was giving her a two day stay at the spa as a thank you gift. He wanted her to come here, have some treatments, and relax. My manager found her this morning. She’s dead.”
“What the…?”
“I know, Bertha and I are as shocked as you are. I don’t know what happened.”
“Sheesh. I was jes’ with Dave and Barbara night before last at his victory party down at the Elks Lodge. Barbara seemed fine then. She was probably jes’ glad his girlfriend didn’t show up at the celebration. When did Barbara get here?”
“She checked in yesterday morning, had two spa treatments, and ate dinner at the lodge with the other guests last night.” Liz put her key in the lock and opened the door. They both stared at Barbara lying in the bed. Liz noticed the half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels on the nightstand that Bertha had told her about.
Seth walked over to Barbara. “Yup, she’s deader ‘n a doornail. Better call the coroner. Ain’t nothin’ no one can do fer her now.”
“Wait a minute. What kind of a vehicle will he come in? I really would like to avoid having to tell the other guests about this until we know more.”
“He drives a big white van. Looks kinda like a bread delivery truck. Guess it kinda is, if ya’ know what I mean. Ain’t much difference between deliverin’ a loaf of bread and deliverin’ dead bodies,” he said laughing obscenely. “Yer’ guests’ll just think someone’s deliverin’ somethin’ to you.”
Liz steeled herself not to comment on his insensitivity. This man is disgusting, she thought. Is he the best the city of Red Cedar can do? And what was that reference to Dave’s girlfriend all about?
“Go ahead and call him. How long do you think it will be before he can come out here?”
“Don’t know. I’ll call him now, and then I need to call Leroy, my deputy chief. Need to figure out what in the blazes happened out here, although it looks pretty obvious to me.” He punched in a number on his cell phone and she heard him say, “Wes, got a cold one out here at the Red Cedar Spa. Dave’s wife. How soon can ya’ be here?” He hung up and turned to Liz. “He’ll be here in about fifteen minutes. Give me a minute while I call Leroy, then I’ll need to ask ya’ some questions.” 
He spoke with Leroy who carried the ceremonial title of deputy chief, which had been bestowed on him by Seth in exchange for passing on a pay raise, but he was actually nothing more than a patrol deputy on the small six man Red Cedar police force. After talking to Leroy for a few minutes he turned to her. “Sorry, Liz, but he’s gonna have to drive a police car over here cuz his personal car broke down this mornin’ while he was drivin’ to work. No big surprise there. Dang thing’s been smokin’ like a chimney for the last two weeks.”
“Well, I guess that can’t be helped. Hopefully, the guests will be in town or having a spa treatment.”
Seth took a stubby pencil and a tattered notebook out of his shirt pocket. He flipped the notebook open to an empty page that appeared to have a catsup stain on it and asked Liz, “Who discovered the body?”
“My manager, Bertha.”
“Wouldja call her and tell her to get over here? Gonna need to get a statement from her. Ya’ said Barbara had two spa treatments yesterday. Need to talk to the people who gave her them treatments.”
Liz called Delores, the spa receptionist.  “This is Mrs. Lucas. Would you check the reservation book and tell me what treatments Barbara Nelson had yesterday?”
             She listened for a moment. “Are Gina and Cindy free, or are they busy with clients?” She waited while Delores checked the reservation book. “Good. Please ask both of them to come to cottage #6 immediately. I also want you to have them bring the spa registration form that Barbara Nelson filled out yesterday. Thanks.”
A few minutes later Bertha came to the cottage, still clearly shaken by the morning’s events. She was followed by Gina and Cindy who handed Liz the spa registration form for Barbara Nelson. 
“Good morning, Seth,” Bertha said.
“Hey, Bertha. Liz tells me you was the one who found Barbara. Need ya’ to tell me everything.” Bertha related to Seth essentially what she’d told Liz earlier.          
When it was obvious that Seth wasn’t going to ask Bertha any more questions, Liz said, “Bertha, you can go now. I think he’s through with you. I’ll stay here while he talks to Gina and Cindy and I also want to be here to find out what the coroner has to say about the cause of death.”
“Ladies,” Seth said to Gina and Cindy, “wanna know what kind of treatments Barbara had and if she seemed to be okay when you saw her yesterday.”
“I saw her yesterday morning at 10:00,” Cindy said. “She’d requested the stress-releasing massage. She was fine while she was with me and was feeling good when she left. She didn’t say or do anything that seemed unusual to me. There’s really nothing more I can tell you,” Cindy said
Seth turned to Gina. “How about you?”
“Pretty much like Cindy just said. I saw her at 3:00 yesterday afternoon. She had a facial and purchased some beauty products from the spa that I recommended. She was quiet during the facial, thanked me when I was finished, and left. Other than that, I don’t know anything about her.”
“Thank you ladies. You can go back to the spa now. If I got any more questions, I’ll get back to ya’, but I’m pretty sure I know what happened to her.”
He had just finished getting statements from Cindy and Gina when a white van drove up the narrow lane that led to the lodge and spa followed by a Red Cedar police car. They pulled to a stop next to cottage #6.
“Hey,” Seth said as they got out of their respective vehicles, “Wes, Leroy. Stiff’s in there. Got a statement from Liz and Bertha as well as the two wimmin who treated her at the spa yesterday. Leroy, you go in, and see what you can find. Probably better wear gloves, but there’s not much to dust. Maybe ya’ oughta do that Jack Daniels bottle in there. When you finish with it, take it back to the station. We oughta send a sample of the contents to the state police lab for testin’, but I reckon me and you might have to do a little testin’ of that Jack Daniels ourselves. Hate to let good booze go to waste, if ya’ know what I mean. Wes, like to know what ya’ think caused her death, but it seems purty black and white to me. Be willin’ to bet she decided to buy the farm when she found out Dave had the hots for Darcy. Whole town knows they’ve been getting’ it on. Maybe she jes’ found out. Decided to come out here and mix a little Black Jack with a handful of night-night pills and bingo, the deed is done.”
Who is this Darcy woman? Liz thought. I wonder if Barbara knew about the affair? And if she was going to commit suicide, why would she buy beauty products from the spa? Could Seth be right, that she came here to end her life? If that’s true, sure wish she’d gone to another spa. I don’t need this kind of publicity.
Liz took a couple of deep breaths and a few minutes later followed the men into the cottage. She walked over to the coroner and asked, “Wes, do you have any idea what caused her death?”
“No. There’s no sign of a struggle or foul play of any kind. Leroy quickly examined the door, and he said he didn’t see any signs of forcible entry or that the lock had been tampered with. I’ll know more after I do an autopsy on her. Maybe it’s like Seth thinks, that she took some sleeping pills and combined it with the alcohol, although I don’t see any prescription bottles. I understand she ate dinner at your lodge last night. Did you serve anything that might have caused her to suffer an allergic reaction? Sometimes a severe allergic reaction can lead to anaphylactic shock and death.”
“I don’t think so. I served the guests wine with several different kinds of cheeses and crackers. Dinner consisted of lamb chops baked in a wine sauce, broccoli with almonds, a rice pilaf, and an ice cream sundae with caramel sauce. When guests come to the spa they have to fill out a registration form and one of the things they’re asked is if they have any food allergies. I know people can have life threatening allergies to things like peanuts or shellfish, so I’m very careful to always check each guest’s registration form and make a note if they have any food allergies. Barbara wrote on her registration form that she wasn’t allergic to anything. The people who work in the spa also have each guest fill out a general health form, and one of the questions asked is if they’re allergic to any beauty products or chemical substances. According to what she filled out on her form, she wasn’t allergic to anything.”
“Well, we probably won’t know anything until I complete the autopsy tomorrow. I have another one I need to do today. Dave been told yet?”
“No. I wanted to wait until I talked to you. I’m planning on going to his insurance agency and telling him shortly.”
“Liz, be happy to do it for ya’, course you’d owe me somethin’ in return, if you know what I mean,” Seth said suggestively.
“No. Since it happened on my property, I should be the one to tell him.”
Wes took a gurney out of the back of the van and rolled it into the cottage. He and Leroy carefully transferred Barbara from the bed to the gurney and then pushed the gurney out to the van and loaded her body into it through the open rear doors. When they were finished, Wes drove back down the lane to the highway leading to town with Leroy following.
“I’ll be goin’ now, Liz,” Seth said. “Ain’t no more I can do ‘til I get the results of the autopsy from Wes. Nice seein’ ya’, and don’t forget about that invitation to dinner or my offer to get ya’ a little somethin’ from Victoria’s Secret.”
“Believe me, Seth, I won’t forget. Thanks for getting out here so fast.”
Liz looked around as he drove down the lane, thankful that it looked like no one had seen the police car or the unusual activity going on at cottage #6.
When she returned to the lodge, she called Bertha. “Would you please tell Sarah to clean up cottage #6?”



CHAPTER 4
 
Red Cedar was a small town and even though Liz had never been to Dave Nelson’s office, she knew that the office in the early 20th century building with the red awning and the words “Dave Nelson Insurance Agency” was his. On her way she passed Gertie’s Diner, known as the “in” place to find out the latest rumors about anything happening in the small town. People from as far away as San Francisco were known to come to Gertie’s for the rich chocolate malted milk shakes and thick juicy burgers.
            She smiled as she drove by the other shops that were owned by some of the more interesting and colorful townspeople of Red Cedar. There was the Custom Candle Shop, run by Nate, who had retired from his job working on the docks of San Francisco. Everyone who entered the shop was startled to see that it was owned by one of the biggest and hairiest men around with a smile that could light up a city block.
            Then there was Walt’s Western Shop, a wannabe cowboy shop owned by Walt, a former Chicago stock broker, who at age sixty decided to do what he’d always wanted to do – play like he was a cowboy. The shop was stocked with anything and everything a customer who had dreams of becoming a cowboy could want – from spurs to Stetson hats.
            When she passed Susie’s Hair Salon, she made a mental note to make an appointment to get her hair colored. At age fifty-two Liz was still a very attractive woman, short and full-figured, but her auburn hair had always been her best feature, even if she did need a little help from Susie to keep its deep rich color. Thick and lustrous, it framed her alabaster complexion and accentuated her sea green eyes and dark double fringed eyelashes.
            As she pulled into the diagonal parking space a few shops down from the Dave Nelson Insurance Agency, she noticed the sign for Red Cedar Antiques and Art and remembered that Barbara Nelson and her partner owned the shop. 
            When I finish with Dave, I need to go in there. I should tell her partner about Barbara before she finds out from someone else. 
            She took a deep breath and opened the door of her van. When she walked into the insurance agency, she was greeted by an older rail-thin stony-faced woman with pink rimmed eyeglasses on a chain perched on the end of her long nose. “May I help you?” the woman asked. The nameplate on her desk read, “Rosie.”
            “My name is Liz Lucas. I’d like to see Dave Nelson. I don’t have an appointment. This is a personal matter.”
            The woman looked Liz up and down. “Want to tell me what’s so personal? I’m his secretary. Been with him for twenty years. He’s not here, anyway. Took an early lunch like he does most days,” she harrumphed.
            “I’m afraid I have some bad news. His wife was found dead this morning. I’m the owner of the Red Cedar Spa, and Mrs. Nelson was a guest at the spa. Her body was discovered earlier this morning by one of my employees.”
            Rosie half stood up and then sat back down, obviously struggling to keep her composure. “I told him if he kept seeing…”
            “I’m sorry I didn’t understand you,” Liz said.
            “It was nothing. I didn’t mean to say anything. It doesn’t matter now, anyway.”
            “Could you tell me where I could find Mr. Nelson? I really don’t want him to find out about this from someone passing on a rumor made up of half-truths.”
            “Usually goes home at lunchtime. I’d knock real loud if I were you. May take him a little while to answer the door,” she said cryptically.
            “I’m not sure I know where he lives. Would you mind giving me his address?”
            “He lives two streets over. 417 Cedar Road. You can’t miss his house. It’s the big white one in the middle of the block with a grey roof. His silver colored Ford pickup truck will probably be in the driveway along with another car.”
            “Thank you,” Liz said as she left.
            That was weird. I think she said, “I told him if he kept seeing.” Wonder what that was all about.
            A few minutes later she parked her minivan on the street in front of Dave Nelson’s house. In addition to the Ford pickup truck, there was a red convertible in the driveway. She walked up the steps and rang the doorbell. When there was no response, Liz knocked as loud as she could, certain that someone must be in the house if there were two cars in the driveway. Finally she heard footsteps coming towards the door and a male voice asked, “Who is it?”
            “It’s Liz Lucas. I’m the owner of the Red Cedar Spa, and I need to speak to Dave Nelson about his wife.”
            “Just a moment,” the voice said. She stood waiting for several long minutes and then the front door was finally opened by the man she recognized as Dave Nelson from his campaign photos.
            “May I come in?” she asked.
            “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I don’t know where my manners are. What can I do for you, Mrs. Lucas?”
            “Mr. Nelson, I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, but Mrs. Nelson was found dead this morning at the Red Cedar Spa. She was discovered by my manager when she didn’t check in for her spa reservation.”
            He blinked several times and then staggered backwards, landing on a nearby couch. “Barbara dead? Are you sure it was her?”
            “Yes. She had dinner with the other guests and me at the lodge last night. She told us how happy she was with the spa gift you’d given her as a thank you for helping you win the election. After dinner was finished she retired to the cottage where she was staying. That’s where she was found.”
            “I can’t believe this. She was fine when she left yesterday morning. Do you know what she died from?”
            “No. The police chief and the coroner were out at the spa this morning. The coroner is going to do an autopsy tomorrow. I imagine we’ll know more then.”
            “Dave, what’s going on?” asked a female voice which came from an adjoining room.       Liz heard high heels clicking on the wooden hallway floor and turned her head just as a beautiful brunette woman walked into the living room.
            “I heard voices and wondered who was here.” She walked over to Liz and extended her hand. “Hi! I’m Darcy Martinez, the principal of Red Cedar High School. Dave has been helping me over at the high school by talking to some of our seniors about different occupations and careers they can pursue when they graduate. And you are?” 
            “I’m Liz Lucas, the owner of the Red Cedar Spa.”
            “Nice to meet you. I’ve been meaning to get out there one of these days and treat myself to a little rest and relaxation.” She looked at her watch. “Dave, I have to get back to school. Lunch break time is almost over. Is something wrong? You don’t look very good.”
            “Darcy, Barbara was found dead this morning at the Red Cedar Spa. They don’t know what she died from.”
            “Oh, honey, that’s terrible news. I’m so sorry. I hate to leave you at a moment like this, but I really do have to get back to the high school. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Lucas. Come by the high school some time. Maybe you could talk to some of the seniors,” she said as she walked out the front door.
            Honey? That’s weird. Dave doesn’t even seem aware she said it. His grief seems genuine.
            “Mr. Nelson, can I call someone for you? Or take you somewhere?”
            “Yes. Here’s my sister’s phone number. If you could call her, I’d appreciate it.”
            Liz punched the numbers into her cell phone and told his sister what had happened. “Mr. Nelson, she’ll be here in a few minutes. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
            “No. Thank you for taking the time to come to my home and tell me in person. I’ll be fine. It’s just such a shock.”
            “Stay where you are. I’ll let myself out. Again, I’m sorry.”



CHAPTER 5
                                                      
Liz got out of her car and looked at the front of the Red Cedar Antiques and Art shop, surprised at not only how large it was, but at the caliber of the merchandise. The front window had a display of brightly colored pottery, Arts and Craft style furniture, stained glass lamps that looked to Liz’s untrained eye like real Tiffany lamps, and other decorative pieces, all beautifully arranged in a room setting.
            “Hi, may I help you with something?” the attractive blond woman asked Liz when she walked into the store.
            “I had no idea your shop had antiques of this quality. When I used to live in San Francisco, I loved to go to some of the antique shops and just look around. I fell in love with the Arts and Crafts style furniture and accessories. You have an incredible collection of them. Red Cedar is such a small town I’m amazed your shop can carry this caliber of merchandise. Do you have a lot of customers from the San Francisco area?”
            “Yes. We have quite a number of San Francisco clients. What most people don’t realize is there are a lot of ranches and old homes in this area that were built about the time the Arts and Crafts movement became popular in the early 20th century. That was the style of furniture and accessories the residents bought in those days. Many of the younger people who inherited the houses and the furniture want newer furnishings and we’ve developed a reputation for buying Arts and Crafts style furniture and accessories at fair prices. It works both ways. The sellers know we’re fair and the buyers know we have good quality merchandise. I guess you could say it’s a win-win for everyone.”
            “From what you’re saying, am I to understand that you’re one of the owners?”
            “Yes. My name is Linda Wright. I’m the co-owner of the shop along with my partner, Barbara Nelson.”
            “I’m Liz Lucas, the owner of the Red Cedar Spa. I’m afraid I have some bad news. Barbara Nelson’s body was discovered by my manager this morning in one of the cottages at the spa where she was staying. She was dead.”
            Linda’s face visibly paled and she sat down heavily in a nearby chair. “I can’t believe it. I just saw her night before last at Dave’s victory party, and she was fine. Do you have any idea what caused her death? To my knowledge she was in excellent health.”
            “No. The coroner found no marks on her body that would indicate any foul play. The lock on the door didn’t appear to have been tampered with. The police chief thinks maybe it was suicide. There was a bottle of Jack Daniels on the nightstand next to her bed.”
            “No, that just can’t be. Barbara hated hard liquor. The only thing she ever drank was wine and maybe on a special occasion, a glass of champagne. It is absolutely not possible that she would have taken her own life by drinking excessively. Is the coroner going to do an autopsy on her body?”
            “Yes. He said he couldn’t get to it today, but he’s scheduled it for tomorrow. Why do you ask?”
            “I can’t help but think she was murdered. Barbara was in perfect health and a very strong Catholic. She would never commit suicide. I have no idea why, but I think someone put the bottle there to make it look like it was suicide, but I’d bet every penny I have it wasn’t.”
            “Have you noticed anything strange about her in the last few days? Was she having problems? Did she share anything with you?”
            Linda looked down and suddenly seemed to develop an interest in her fingers, while avoiding eye contact with Liz. “What do you mean?” she asked.
            “Well, I’ve heard rumors that Dave was having an affair. That may be all it is, a rumor. I’m wondering if Barbara had heard the same.”
            “Nothing new there. Barbara had heard the rumors for a long time. This time it…”
            “You just said, ‘this time it.’ Are you implying that there had been other affairs before this one?”
            “Barbara learned long ago she would never be the only woman in Dave’s life. As I mentioned, she’s a very strong Catholic and she simply decided she would stay with him no matter what. She was sure he would never divorce her for his current ‘flavor of the month’ as Barbara called them. He always came back, repentant, and promising never to do it again. I think she really believed him when he made those kinds of promises to her. Plus, she liked being the mayor’s wife. In a town as small as Red Cedar that’s a pretty big deal.”
            “I can see how it would be. I know you haven’t had time to think about it, but will Barbara’s death have some adverse effect on your business? Can you run it by yourself without Barbara as your partner?”
            “Yes. The business is in my name. Barbara was a partner in name only, but because she was from a family whose roots go back to the founding fathers of this town, it was advantageous for me to bring her in as a partner. She knew everyone for miles around, plus she had great instincts and was very knowledgeable about the Arts and Crafts movement. I only know of one time when her knowledge was questioned.” She paused. “Never mind, forget I said that.” Whatever she was finding of interest in her fingers intensified.
            “Linda, I’m not trained in law enforcement, but from what you’re telling me you seem certain that Barbara didn’t commit suicide. For all we know, she may have died of natural causes, but you also told me she was in excellent health. If she didn’t commit suicide, and she was in excellent health and now she’s dead, that leaves one conclusion, that someone may have murdered her. If that’s true, the reputation of my spa is at stake. Please tell me what you know.”
            “I can’t see where this would have anything to do with her death, but a few weeks ago she bought a Tiffany style lamp from a man who inherited a ranch from his grandfather. It was in the ranch house. He needed money to maintain the ranch and sold us the lamp. His grandfather had told him several times that the lamp was an original Tiffany lamp. It was beautiful. Barbara was pretty knowledgeable about Tiffany lamps, and she agreed with the young man’s grandfather, that it was an original and the work on it was extraordinary. She bought it for $20,000 and called one of our clients in San Francisco who collected Tiffany items. He came up the shop and bought the lamp for $48,000. Naturally, we were thrilled. Matter of fact, I think that was one of those times we shared a glass of champagne to celebrate the sale, as it was one of our largest. Last week the buyer called and said he had the lamp appraised, and the appraiser told him it was not an authentic Tiffany lamp. Barbara told him the appraiser was wrong. He asked for his money back, and she refused because she was certain the lamp was authentic. He threatened to sue the shop.”
            “Has he?”
            “No.”
            “What do you think? Was it real or was it a fake?”
            “I’d put my money on Barbara. The buyer, his name is Henry, is not a wealthy man. He wears tattered clothes, drives a twenty year old car, and scrimps on everything so he can buy Tiffany pieces. It’s almost as if he’s obsessed with the objects. I can understand why if someone told him it was a fake, he’d be furious. That’s a lot of money to spend for something that’s not authentic.”
            “How did Barbara end the conversation with him?”
            “She asked him to give her the name of the appraiser, but he refused to tell her. She told him to have the appraiser call her after tomorrow, because she was going to a local spa for a couple of days. Barbara really wasn’t all that concerned about it. She told me that a lot of appraisers these days take a couple of classes in antiques and then call themselves appraisers. It’s not a closely regulated occupation. Henry just wanted someone to tell him it was an authentic Tiffany lamp, so Barbara was sure he’d gotten the appraisal from some individual who called himself an appraiser, but had no established credentials.”
            “Interesting. Does Henry seem like the type of man who could commit a crime?”
            “I’ve only met him once. He’s rather fanatical, but whether or not that means he’s capable of committing a crime, I don’t know. Why?”
            “Well, if it’s determined that Barbara was murdered, then I would be interested in knowing who might have had a motive for killing her, harsh as that sounds. This guy Henry might fit into that category.”
            “I see what you mean. I don’t think there’s anything else I can tell you. I’m going to close the shop and go home. I need to make some decisions about what I need to do now that Barbara is deceased.”
            “You’ve been very helpful, Linda. Here’s my card. Think about everything we’ve talked about, and if you remember something you think may be important in helping me understand how and why Barbara died, I’d really appreciate it if you would call me. Thanks, and again, I’m sorry for your loss.”



CHAPTER 6
 
On the drive back to the spa, Liz looked at the clock on the van’s dashboard and realized she’d have to hurry to get the appetizers and dinner made in time for the spa guests. She began to mentally plan what she could fix.
Thank heavens I always keep some appetizers in the freezer that I can heat up in a couple of minutes. Those onion bites and the cheese sausage balls I saved from last week will be perfect. People always love them. No one needs to know they came from the freezer. For dinner I can do a Caesar salad with a make-it-yourself kind of soft taco. I’ll fry some onions, peppers, and flap steak, and put it in bowls people can pass around. With cheese, chopped onions, sour cream, and avocado slices, the tacos will seem like the best gourmet Mexican food the guests have ever had. This is definitely a Mexican dinner, so the chocolate mousse I made yesterday with Mexican chocolate will finish it off. Think I’ll put a bowl of chopped cooked bacon on the table and the more adventurous ones can sprinkle some on their mousse. Topped with bacon, it’s one of my favorite things.
She had just gotten out of her van and was walking into the lodge when her cell phone began to ring. She looked at the screen and saw it was Roger. “Hi Roger. How are you?”
“Finishing up preparing for a trial I’ve got that starts tomorrow. It looks like it’s going to take up the next week or two, so if you don’t mind, I thought I’d come up tonight and spend the night. Do you have an empty cottage I can use? I know it’s short notice, but I really miss you.”
The thought of an empty cottage made her think of Barbara dying in cottage #6. “I’d love it if you could come up. I really would like to talk to you about some things that happened here today. Actually, it’s more in your area of expertise than mine.”
“Why don’t you fill me in now and I can think about them on the way up?”
She quickly told him everything that had happened beginning with when Bertha had burst through the door that morning and concluding with her visit to the antique shop.
“Good grief, Liz. I really don’t like this. The police chief sounds like a bumbling idiot. I’ll spend the night and leave early tomorrow morning. I can get out of here within the hour. What time do you serve dinner to the guests?”
“I usually have wine and appetizers at 6:30, and I serve dinner at 7:15. That gives them a little time to read or whatever after dinner. As you know, I don’t have a television in any of the cottages or in the main lodge, although I do have one in my living quarters. I want them to relax, and the grim news of the day that always seems to be on television sure doesn’t help put them in a relaxation mood.”
“That’s perfect. Plan on me for dinner, and I’ll see you about 6:00 unless the traffic gods are working against me.”
“Drive safely.”
*****
Promptly at 6:00 Liz’s cell phone rang. “Hi, Roger, where are you?” she asked, seeing his name pop on her cell phone screen.
“I’m driving up the lane. Just wanted you to know that I made it safe and sound and on time.”
While she was still on the phone with him, she walked to the front door of the lodge and opened it, stepping over Brandy Boy, who barely acknowledged her. She saw Roger’s dark blue Audi driving up the lane, pressed the end button on her phone, and waved to him. He parked in the lodge parking lot, got out of his car, and walked over to her, giving her a big hug. 
“What did I ever do to deserve that?” she asked, laughing. “Actually, I think I could get used to it. It’s nice to have a man around and particularly an attractive one.”
“Flattery will get you anywhere, ma’am. Keep it up,” he said. He opened the trunk of his car and took a small suitcase and bag from it. “Which cottage am I going to be in?” he asked as they walked into the lodge. Without giving it much thought, Liz made a sudden decision. 
“Actually, Roger, I think you can put your things downstairs  in my living quarters, if that’s all right with you,” she said shyly.
“All right with me? Are you kidding? I’ve been hoping against hope that someday this might happen. Are you sure?” he asked, cupping her chin in his hand and kissing her.
“Roger,” she said, pulling back and looking up at him. “I’ve never told you about my niggle. It’s kind of this thing I’ve had all my life and I pretty much listen to it. When I was a little kid it told me not to go down the driveway on my bike. I went anyway. The brake on my bike failed, and I crashed in the middle of the street. A car was racing down the street and came to a screeching halt just inches from me. If I’d listened to my little niggle that near tragedy would never have happened.
“When I was in high school I was the president of our church’s youth group and one day we went hiking in the mountains. I got separated from the rest of the group and came to a fork in the trail. I was hopelessly lost and didn’t know which way to go. It was late in the day and the weather was rapidly turning bad. If I’d had to spend the night alone in the mountains, I would have been in serious trouble. This thing I call a niggle told me to go down the trail on the left and I did. Sure enough, in a few minutes I saw the group I was with a little farther down the trail. I don’t know what would have happened to me if I’d gone down the other trail. I probably wouldn’t be here today. Anyway, the niggle is telling me that it would like you to stay with me tonight. Okay?”
“Oh yeah, Liz, oh yeah! I just hope this means what I think it does.”
“It does,” she said, looking down, her cheeks clearly becoming red.
“I want to make a promise to you. If at any time you want to renege on your decision, I’ll understand, and it will be fine with me. Okay?”
“Yes, but the niggle tells me I’m making the right decision. Anyway, I have to get dinner ready for the guests. We can talk after they leave and go back to their cottages. I’d like your thoughts on what I told you about earlier.”
“Better get a notepad,” Roger said. “I’ve got a lot to say on the subject and a lot of things I’d like you to do, because this bumbling idiot who calls himself the chief of police sure isn’t going to do them. If the autopsy report comes back that Barbara was murdered, you’ve got to find out who did it in order to protect the reputation of the spa. We’ll talk later. I’m going down and unpack. Is this going to be a problem for the guests, you know, me staying in your suite?”
“If it was the people from town then yes, it would be a problem. I’d definitely become the rumor of the moment at Gertie’s Diner, but here I don’t think the guests will even notice or, for that matter, even care. There’s no reason for them to know, and think about it this way, they’re only here for a couple of days. They really don’t care what the owner of the lodge and spa does in her personal life. Plus, because you’re here before they arrive at 6:30, they’ll have no idea what cottage you’re in. It will be our little secret,” she said.
“Well in that case I’ll make it a point to be back up here before they arrive. Sure don’t want to see your reputation tarnished because of me.”
She smiled at him, realizing once again how attractive he was. On someone else the grey that showed on his temples would signal the onset of an aging man, but Roger’s salt and pepper hair merely made him look distinguished. His sky blue eyes had permanent crinkle marks next to them from the smile he wore so easily, and she couldn’t deny that she was looking forward to becoming familiar with a body that definitely showed signs of being well taken care of.
“Back in a minute, sweetheart,” he said. “I need to get out of this courtroom suit and into something a little more comfortable.”
“I’d go with you, but I really need to get ready for my guests, and Roger, thanks for coming on such short notice.” 
“Actually, Liz, it’s probably better if you don’t come downstairs with me. We might be late for your guests, and that could be both embarrassing as well as bad for business.”
“You’re incorrigible!” she laughed, throwing a dish towel at him.



CHAPTER 7 
 
After dinner and when the last guest had left the lodge, Roger said, “Liz, I’ll be back in a minute. I made some notes concerning what I think you should do if it turns out that the woman who died in cottage #6 didn’t die of natural causes. They’re downstairs.”
            She took the last of the chocolate mousse bowls from the dinner table, rinsed them, and put them in the dishwasher. Bertha would be coming in to get the breakfast ready for the guests in the morning, but Liz didn’t want her to walk into the kitchen and find dirty dishes left from the evening meal. Liz treasured Bertha and knew that part of the success of the spa was due to the seamless way she handled everything associated with it. Liz had come to rely on her, but just as importantly, she considered her to be a friend.
            Liz always prepared a couple of different casseroles for Bertha to heat for the guests’ breakfast. When Bertha came to the lodge in the mornings she assembled a buffet style breakfast table for the guests, so they could help themselves to the casseroles as well as croissants, butter, jam, bagels, a large bowl of fresh fruit, and hot tea or coffee. Each morning, as Bertha turned to drive up the lane that led to the lodge, she stopped at the mailbox and picked up the San Francisco Chronicle and the Portland Tribune for the guests. They helped themselves to breakfast, and many stayed long after they’d eaten, reading the morning newspapers.
            She put the last of the dishes in the dishwasher and had just started it when Roger returned. “Why don’t you sit down, Liz. I brought you a notepad and a pen. I have some thoughts and ideas.”
            They sat at the large cedar dining room table, and Roger began to speak. “Let’s assume that the autopsy shows that the woman, I think you said her name was Barbara, died of natural causes. If that’s so, then you really don’t need to do anything. I’m sure it will be in the local newspaper, and you probably know the editor. I would call him and tell him how sorry you are this happened at the spa, and all that kind of feel-good stuff. However, if the report comes back that she didn’t die of natural causes, meaning that she was murdered, I think you should say you’re going to do everything you can to find out who murdered her. From what you’ve told me, that bumbling police chief is probably incapable of solving the crime, so it would only make sense for you to do everything you can to solve the crime and protect the reputation of the spa.”
            “Roger, do you really think Barbara could have been murdered? It just doesn’t seem possible for something like that to happen in our sleepy little town of Red Cedar.”
            “I don’t know, but after thirty years of practicing criminal law, not much surprises me. I want you to start thinking like one of the private investigators I use. I really wish I could be here to help you, but the trial I’m starting tomorrow has already been delayed twice, and there is no way the judge will grant another continuance.”
            “Okay, I’m ready. Shoot.”
            “I always approach a case from the standpoint of who has the most to gain if the person is dead. Usually the first person I look at is the spouse, if there is one. You told me there was a good chance Barbara’s spouse was having an affair. So I would start by asking myself if he would want to kill his wife, so he could be with the woman he was having an affair with. You also told me her husband had just been re-elected as mayor, and that there were some damaging accusations made against him during the election campaign. Who was his opponent? Was Barbara’s murder a vendetta possibly committed by someone wanting to get back at the husband by killing her? I’d take a long look at any relative or spouse of his opponent. I’d talk to the editor of the paper and ask him on what facts he based the accusations printed in the paper. Maybe the mayor had some hidden baggage and someone wanted to kill his wife because of that. Maybe the mayor knew something, and someone had threatened that if he didn’t keep quiet, his wife would be killed. I know it sounds like I’m talking about some real longshots here, but I’m looking for anything that might lead to identifying the killer. I’ve found that one thing always leads to another.”
            “I can’t believe someone would kill over a lost election.”
            “You’re being naïve. People will kill over anything and often do,” Roger said. “So at this point we’ve identified two possible suspects. Let’s start by taking a look at the antique store situation, which I find very interesting. Barbara’s partner doesn’t seem to have anything to gain by Barbara being dead if what she says is true about her being the money behind the shop and Barbara being what I would call the front woman. Barbara knew everybody in the area and was an expert in a specific style of antiques, but did Barbara’s partner tell you the truth? Perhaps Barbara and she both put in an equal amount of money, and if Barbara’s dead, she gets it all. Maybe they really were legal partners and the shop was in both of their names. I can help you with getting information about the ownership of the store. Sean, one of my private investigators, can do a computer search and easily find that kind of information.”
            “That would be great. I wouldn’t know how or where to begin.”
            “Trust me, it’s not that big a deal. City records would have all that information. It’s pretty easy to find those records. Let’s go on. Then there’s the antique guy who threatened to sue her over the Tiffany lamp. You should probably take a close look at him. Since he lives in San Francisco, I’ll have Sean look into that as well. Shouldn’t be too difficult. I imagine he’s well-known in the antique world. Sean can check out that angle.”
            “I’m totally new at this,” Liz said, “but the person I wondered about from the beginning is Darcy, the high school principal who was at Dave’s house when I went there. She’s the one Seth, the police chief, mentioned was having an affair with Dave. Maybe she wants to marry Dave. Don’t forget Linda, the antique store person, told me Barbara was a very strong Catholic and wouldn’t divorce Dave. I think Darcy should be investigated.”
            “Couldn’t agree more. Now you’re starting to think like a private eye. You told me once that Gertie’s Diner was the hotbed for rumors in town. You might want to go there and see if you can find out anything. If they were having an affair, someone there probably knows about it.”
            “I’ll go there tomorrow.”
            “You mentioned Barbara had a facial and a massage yesterday, and from what you told me, it sure didn’t sound like the police chief did a very thorough job of investigating that angle, although I think it’s kind of a stretch. I can’t come up with a motive either one of the spa employees might have had to kill Barbara, but believe me, I know for a fact that stranger things have happened.”
            “Judy’s coming up and we’d planned on getting some treatments. I think I’ll book a treatment with each of those two women, and it would be a very natural thing to talk about it, if, in fact, it turns out she was murdered. Roger, the thing that really scares me is the bad publicity the spa will get if she was murdered. I don’t know how I can get around that.”
            “You can’t, and that’s why you need to do everything you can to find out who killed Barbara if she was murdered. The faster you can do that, the less time the press will have to make a big deal of it.”
            “If she didn’t die of natural causes, I assume the coroner will be able to pin down the exact cause of death.”
            “Yes, he should be able to make that determination, but what if she died from a combination of sleeping pills and alcohol? That wouldn’t necessarily mean that she committed suicide, it just means that was the cause of death. Maybe someone slipped a foreign substance in something she drank or forced her to drink it. That’s where it gets difficult and interesting, and that’s why it’s important to find out who might have had a motive to kill her. Once you get a list of the people who might have had a motive for seeing her dead you’ll need to find out where each of those people was at the time she was murdered.”
            Liz nervously ran her fingers through her hair. “I have no idea how I can find out all the things you’ve just mentioned. I just hope that the coroner determines she died from natural causes.”
            “For your sake and the sake of the spa, I hope so too, but you need to be prepared for the alternative. Liz, people trust you and like you, and you’re one of those people who is very easy to talk to. I think that’s one reason you’ve made such a success of the spa. Just do what comes naturally. Talk to people. You’ll find out what you need to know in the natural flow of things. Anyway, enough about Barbara. I have to get up very early, and it’s time for bed. Have any second doubts?” he asked, taking her hand in his. 
            “No, I feel as sure about this as I have about anything in a long time.”
            “Good. Look at it this way. We’re two older people who, I believe, have come to care deeply about each other. Let’s see where it goes. This is new territory for both of us.”



CHAPTER 8
 
“Good morning, beautiful. I hope you slept as well as I did. Stay where you are,” Roger said as he swung his long legs out of bed and stood up. “It’s too early for you to get up, but I have to get on the road in case I hit some traffic going into the city. I’m hoping it’s early enough I can avoid it, and I could use a couple more hours of pre-trial work.”
“Absolutely not,” Liz answered. “I’m getting up and making you coffee. I made some sweet rolls for this morning’s guest breakfast, so you can take a couple of those on the road with you. I’ll even give you a bunch of napkins so you don’t spill on your go to court suit that you’ll be wearing.”
“If you insist. While you’re making coffee, I’ll shower and shave. There’s something else I want to tell you when you come back.”
A few minutes later she walked into the bathroom with a cup of coffee in each hand. Roger had wrapped a towel around his waist and stood in front of the mirror, shaving.
“I put your sweet rolls in a container, but I thought you’d probably want the coffee now. I also have a travel cup you can take with you for when you’re on the road. What did you want to tell me?”
“I was going to tell you last night, but I got sidetracked,” he said, looking over at her and smiling. He turned back to the mirror and resumed shaving. “I have a friend who trains guard dogs. The police buy their dogs from him as well as private individuals, particularly men who travel a lot and want to feel that their families are safe while they’re away. I called him yesterday afternoon after I talked to you. I told him I wanted to buy one as a gift for someone who had a large piece of property and a lot of people coming and going. I told him the dog had to be non-threatening unless the owner gave an appropriate command to the dog. I asked him if he currently had any dogs that fit that description, and he told me he had just completed training a dog that perfectly fit into that category. The dog is a nine month old large fawn colored male boxer. 
“My friend told me he’s so good with people that he’s been taking him home at night to play with his children, but he said the dog was trained to obey commands to attack or guard. He said the dog could take a two hundred fifty pound man to the ground in a matter of seconds and hold him there until the release command was given by the dog’s owner. He also said the dog’s deep growl alone was enough to stop most intruders. I asked him if a woman could handle the dog, and he said most of the people who bought that particular breed were women, because the breed isn’t as frightening looking as say a bull mastiff or a doberman pinscher.”
“I think I know where this is going,” Liz said.
“If you thought that my friend would be delivering a dog by the name of Winston to you, you’d be right. I know how much you love Brandy Boy, but let’s be honest, a guard dog he is not.” He turned away from the mirror and faced her again. “Liz, after I talked to you yesterday afternoon, I really became concerned for your personal safety given the somewhat remote location of the spa. This is a big piece of property with a lot of people coming and going. If the woman’s death isn’t murder, you’ll just have a nice guard dog for the property. If it was murder, you’ll have protection with you at all times. I’d really like you to take the dog with you everywhere you go. It sure would make me feel a lot better if you agree to accept my gift.”
“Actually I’ve been thinking about getting a guard dog. I agree that Brandy Boy is a wonderful dog, but guarding and protecting is not his thing. Since I’ve been living alone, I’m much more aware of the night sounds. Yes, I accept your gift, although I imagine it was pretty pricey. Thank you, Roger. Did you and your friend set up a time for me to meet Winston?”
“Yes. I know I was acting presumptively, but this is really important to me. I know I don’t have the right to insist that you do anything, but I was hoping against hope it would be okay with you. He told me he’d be here about noon today unless I called him and told him you’d refused the dog. He told me to tell you you’ll need a dog bed, a leash, and some dog food. He said Winston eats anything, so whatever kind of dog food you get will be fine. Winston is fully housebroken and trained not to chew on things other than his own toys, but he did suggest you might want to get a couple of chew toys, just in case.”
“Well, I was going to Gertie’s Diner this morning to see if I can learn anything at the local rumor mill, so I can get whatever I need when I’m in town. It’s been a few years since I’ve had an active dog. At least the spa property is fenced, other than the section where the cliff leads to the ocean, so I won’t have to worry about him running away.
“Liz, this dog will be better trained than probably any of our adult children. He not only is trained to protect and guard, but my friend makes sure that all of the other basic commands are covered in his training. About the only thing you’ll have to do is open your home and your heart to him.”
“It’s thawing. As you can probably tell, it’s definitely thawing,” she said smiling. “Well, didn’t know when I woke up a half hour ago I’d be looking forward to becoming a dog owner. Guess you just never know where the day is going to take you. By the way, you look great. If I was a juror, I’d definitely think the guy wasn’t guilty just because the way his attorney looks,” she said with a smile on her face and a twinkle in her eye.
“Thanks for the compliment, but it’s a little more complicated than that. I have to try and keep this guy out of prison for life.”
“Roger, is it ever hard for you? I mean, there must be times that you know in your heart of hearts the guy you’re defending is guilty. Isn’t that difficult for you?”
“No. From the time I graduated from law school and decided to go into criminal law to and through this moment, the one thing I’ve held sacred is that every person accused of a crime is not guilty unless proven so. It’s my job to make sure that no one proves my clients guilty, and over the last thirty years my track record is pretty good, but your question is one I get asked a lot. I’d love to stay, but I’ve got to get on the road.”
She walked him out to where his car was parked, noticing that the spa and all of the cabin lights were off. “Doesn’t look like I have any early birds this morning. Sometimes the guests who are really ‘Type A’s’ are already jogging this early in the morning. Personally, I like to break gently into the day. Good luck and I’ll call you tonight with the autopsy results.”
He put his suitcase and bag in the trunk and turned towards her, wrapping her in his arms. “Last night was one of the most special nights of my life. I won’t forget a moment of it. Thank you.” He kissed her and got in his car.
“Be safe,” she said, as he put the car in gear and began his drive back to the city.
Well, my life sure has turned upside down in the last twenty-four hours. Let’s see, a possible murder, a man who is suddenly more than just a good friend, and a new dog. Couldn’t have predicted this in a million years, but other than the murder, I sure like the other two.



CHAPTER 9
 
“Hi, honey. Good to see you. What brings you to town this morning?” Gertie asked. Liz looked up from her menu and couldn’t help but smile. She thought if someone drew a caricature of a woman who owned a place called Gertie’s Diner, it would look exactly like the woman standing in front of her, from her dyed bottle blond hair worn in a beehive style that had been popular in the 1960’s, to her four inch high heels. She had a habit of chewing bubble gum and blowing big pink bubbles, but she was blessed with a heart as big as gold.  You only had to come to Gertie’s once, and from then on, you were her friend for life.
            “Heard there was a little excitement out at your spa yesterday. Seth and Leroy were telling everyone in hearin’ distance how Barbara Nelson bit the dust. Said she died from an overdose of sleeping pills and booze. Any truth to that?”
            “Gertie, that’s not a fact. Wes is doing the autopsy today, and as of now no one knows the exact cause of her death. They really shouldn’t have said anything, but I’m not surprised considering the source.”
            “You ain’t kiddin’ about that. Those two yokels don’t have enough smarts between them to get out of the rain. Seth was playin’ it up to the hilt when he was here. Everyone was hangin’ on every word the two of them said. I suppose it made ‘em feel real important, but it’s a fact we don’t have many suicides ‘round these parts. Makes me kinda’ wonder if those two bozos know what they’re jawin’ about. Seth said she did it cuz’ she found out Darcy and Dave were having an affair, but lawdy, everyone knows that’s not the first time Dave’s been visiting another henhouse. Beats me why she’d do it now. What do you think?”
            “I don’t have enough information to make a guess and until Wes releases the autopsy report, I think everyone should keep their opinions to themselves. If Dave was having an affair with Darcy do you think he wanted to leave Barbara and marry Darcy?”
            “From what I hear, and it’s only what I hear, Darcy would do anything to get Dave to marry her. She’s gettin’ a little long in the tooth to be very marriageable even if she is a looker, and the pickins’ are pretty slim ‘round here. Now it looks like she’ll get what she wants.”
            “To change the subject, the man who ran against Dave. Darn. I can never remember his name.”
            “Think you’d remember it cuz’ the handyman you got workin’ out at the spa’s his brother. Name’s Gene Harris. Kinda too bad he lost the election. That’s the third time he’s lost to Dave. Bound to make a body mad. Hear Zack was at his brother’s on election night, got drunk, and a coupla their friends had to keep him from going over to Dave’s victory party and beatin’ him up. Don’t know for sure. Just heard it. You know, I hear a lot of things in this ‘ol diner. Some true, and I’m sure some not.”
            “I didn’t know Gene and Zack were brothers. Zack does a great job for me. He’s been working at the spa ever since we bought it, and I’ve never had any problems with him.”
            “Like I said, never know for sure if what I’m hearin’ is true. Tell you one other little rumor I picked up on yesterday. Heard that Dave was going to sue Bart over at the Trib for libel because he wrote those editorials hintin’ that Dave was takin’ city funds. Course like everything else, don’t know what’s true. Always felt like Barbara was the one who kept Dave from actin’ up. We’ll see what happens now.”
            “Do you know if Dave’s going to have a funeral for her?”
            “Sakes alive, of course he is. Dave wouldn’t miss a chance to have all of Red Cedar pay homage to him, even if it was his wife that died. Yeah, there’s gonna be a big funeral at St. Isadore’s Catholic Church. That’s the church Barbara attended and then she’s going to be buried in the town cemetery. Gonna be a big reception at the Elks Lodge followin’ the burial. From what I’ve been hearin’ this mornin’, it’s gonna be a pretty big deal. Drove of Does is gonna’ prepare all the food.”
            “The Drove of Does? I’ve never heard that term. Who or what is it?”
            “Those are the wives of the Elks’ lodge members. It’s a woman’s organization that helps the lodge members when they have a party or a big event. We got a lot of Does around these parts. They kind of like belongin’ to somethin’, and the bartender over at the Lodge pours a mighty stiff drink. Course I’m sure the Does never imbibe,” she said, winking. “I’ve been jawin’ too long. What can I get you?”
            “I’d like a chocolate malted milk. Can’t justify a hamburger this early, but I don’t think there’s a special time for malted milks. They’re always good.”
            “Back in a sec, honey.” She and her high heels tottered off to the kitchen while Liz said a silent prayer that she wouldn’t fall on her way.
            Liz pulled her phone out of her purse to see if she’d had any calls. She had her head down looking at it when she heard a voice that made her want to retch. 
            “Well, lookee here. If it ain’t my lucky day. So little lady, got any black lace on today?” the fat jowly faced police chief asked as he tried to work his belly into the booth opposite of her.
            “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Seth. Have you heard anything from Wes about the results of the autopsy?”            
            “Nah, usually takes him a few hours for him to cut ‘em up. Think he gets his jollies from it, if you know what I mean,” Seth said in a suggestive voice. “Anyway, glad yer’ here. Gettin’ some reports that Zack Harris has been making noises ‘bout knockin’ Dave’s head around. Ya’ know anything about that?”
            “No. I didn’t even know until a little while ago that Gene and Zack were brothers. I don’t schedule the employees’ time off, but I think Bertha mentioned something about Zack taking a little vacation time before we got real busy during the summer season.  I haven’t seen him for several days.”
            “Well is that so? Guess I’ll have to keep an eye out fer him. By the way, jes’ got me a new Victoria’s Secret catalog delivered in the mail yesterday. Seen a coupla things that got yer name on ‘em and I circled ‘em. Uh-oh, Leroy jes’ stuck his head in the door. Probably lookin’ fer me. When I get them VC things, I’d like a private showin, if ya’ know what I mean.” As Seth tried to slide out of the booth, Liz wasn’t sure who was going to win the battle over Seth’s stomach, the table or him. Ultimately he won and was able to free himself and get out of the booth. “Be seein’ ya soon I hope, pretty lady,” the grossly obese police chief said, oblivious to how ridiculous he looked and acted.
            I feel like I need a shower after I’m around him. If it turns out Barbara didn’t die of natural causes, I’m definitely going to have to do whatever I can to clear the spa’s name. If Seth can’t get his belly out of a booth, I doubt if he could ever solve a murder, she thought.
 



CHAPTER 10
 
As Liz turned onto the lane that led to the lodge she noticed a large SUV turning in right behind her. She looked at the clock on her dashboard and realized it was almost noon. Uh-oh, she thought, I got carried away talking to Gertie and stayed too long at the diner. I’ll bet that SUV belongs to Roger’s friend. Don’t think Roger would be very happy with me if I’d blown the appointment, particularly after he went to so much trouble for me and the guy drove all the way up from San Francisco.
She pulled up to the lodge and couldn’t help but smile as she looked at the simple rustic building made of wood and glass standing before her. Brightly colored plants and tubs of blooming flowers stood in stark contrast to the green forest and blue Pacific Ocean in the background. 
There’s nowhere else in the world I would want to live, not that I’ve ever been anywhere else in the world. I remember how I used to tell Joe we needed to travel and visit some foreign countries. He always refused, using the excuse that he couldn’t leave his auto dealerships for that long. Now that I probably could go somewhere once in a while, I have absolutely no desire to leave here. Everything I want is here and now with the addition of Roger in my life, I have more of a reason to stay here. Even with Barbara’s death, I still think I’m one of the luckiest people in the world to be living right here in Red Cedar!
Lost in her momentary reverie, she hadn’t noticed that a man had gotten out of the SUV and was walking over to her van. She opened the door and greeted him. “Hi, I’m Liz Lucas. You must be Roger’s friend.”
The tall lanky man dressed in jeans and a leather jacket with his white hair tied in a ponytail smiled warmly at her, extended his hand, and said, “I’m Ed James, and I’ve brought you a new little friend. Well, actually he’s not so little. Are you ready to be introduced to him?”
“This was a huge surprise to me, but yes, I think I’m ready. I’ve never had a boxer before, so you’ll have to give me some guidelines on how to handle him.”
“His name is Winston. I’ve had him since he was eight weeks old. I don’t know if Roger told you, but I’ve been taking him home with me after work. My three boys love him, and they really wanted to keep him. My wife put her foot down, saying that five dogs were more than enough.”
“You have five dogs and three boys? Good grief, I don’t blame her. Should Winston and I meet out here or in the lodge?”
“Right here is fine. After you’re introduced we’ll go in the lodge. He’s completely housebroken and trained.” He walked over to the SUV and opened the rear door. “Winston, come.”
Liz’s breath caught in her throat as she looked at the beautiful boxer jumping out of the SUV. He had four white stocking feet and a blaze of white on his face, along with a full white collar. She bent down and put out her hand. Winston walked over to her, sat, and licked her hand. He held out his paw to her and they shook. She looked up at Ed. “He is just beautiful. I can’t believe he wanted to shake hands with me.”
“Along with training my dogs as guard and attack dogs, I like to teach them some tricks. Dogs like Winston look pretty threatening to children, so when a child can make them do tricks, they aren’t so afraid of them. Let’s go in the lodge. You can tell him to follow you.”
“Winston, follow,” Liz said. Winston stood next to Liz and walked into the lodge with them, ignoring Brandy Boy who was asleep on the porch. “Would you like a cup of coffee, Ed? I can make some in just a few minutes.”
“No thanks. I have a couple of other deliveries to make today, so I need to get back. I’ve written out a list of commands you can use for Winston. Roger mentioned you own the lodge and the spa. He said you had living quarters of your own below the lodge. Is that where you plan on having Winston sleep?”
“Yes. I put his bed down there, and I also bought another one. Do you think it would be all right if I put the other dog bed over there in the corner of the great room?” 
“Liz, let’s be honest. Winston is here because he’s primarily a guard dog who will be guarding you. Yes, he knows tricks, but that’s not why Roger wanted you to have him. He wanted to make sure you were protected at all times, however, if Winston isn’t with you, he can’t protect you. I can see from just driving in here that this property is an invitation to someone thinking about committing a crime. Anyone could enter this property.
“You have a fence, but it’s more of a fence that enhances the looks of the property rather than being a fence built for protection. I’m certain, given the nature of your business, that an electric fence is not an option, nor is a gate at the property entrance that would have to be unlocked. I’m also sure your guests need to feel free to come and go as they please, and it would probably frighten some of them if they had to pass through a locked gate. Quite frankly, living here on your own, I’m rather surprised there aren’t some types of security devices in place for your protection. Things like motion activated exterior floodlights or a video security camera would be something you might want to consider having installed.”
“When my husband was alive, I never thought about it. I have a handyman who’s here during the day, but at night there are just the guests and me. I suppose a deranged guest could stay here, but I’ve never had any problems. In all honesty, I have thought about getting a dog for protection, but I never got around to it. I’m sure you saw the St. Bernard asleep on the porch. Obviously he’s not much protection. I have to admit I’m glad Roger took care of it.”
“I don’t know what your relationship is with Roger, but he must care a great deal about you to buy one of the dogs I train. Believe me, they don’t come cheap. My business supports my family, and I have a reputation on the West Coast as being the number one trainer of guard dogs. I met Roger years ago when he needed me to testify as an expert witness in one of his cases. A woman had been attacked by a man’s dog and she was suing him. I was able to show that she had antagonized the dog and his client walked away from the lawsuit. Roger and I have been friends ever since. He’s a good man. He took the death of his wife pretty hard. In fact, it darned near destroyed him. Work was his salvation, but it looks like he may have found another salvation,” Ed said with a twinkle in his eye and an easy smile on his face.
“In all honesty, I don’t know any more than you do about what my relationship with Roger is, but I will tell you this, I like him a lot and yes, like you said, he is a good man. Thanks for telling me that.” She bent down and scratched Winston behind his ears. “Well, boy, it’s you and me. Brandy Boy’s here, but that doesn’t mean much. Say goodbye to Ed, and then I’ll give you the grand tour.”
“Winston, come,” Ed said, kneeling. “You take care of Liz. You’re a good boy, and I’m going to miss you. Stay.” He stood up and turned towards the door, but not before Liz saw that his eyes were a little too shiny. She was pretty certain it was from unshed tears.
“Ed, thanks for taking the time to deliver Winston to me. I promise he’ll have a good home, and I also promise we’ll pay you a visit in a few months.”
He walked down the steps to the SUV and gave her a half wave. Seconds later he was gone.
Liz spent the next hour showing Winston the lodge, her living quarters, the spa, the cottages, and ended where the lane met the highway. She’d glanced at the sheet of instructions Ed had given her. On it he’d written that if there was an area where she didn’t want Winston to go, she should use the words, “No go.” The only thing that had concerned her about Winston’s safety was the highway at the end of the lane. It was fairly busy and she was worried that Winston might go onto it and get hit by a car. When they reached the end of the lane, she turned to him, took his head in her hands and looked directly at him. “Winston, no go. No go.” She put her foot on the highway and repeated the command. He backed up, and she could swear he understood exactly what she was telling him and why she was telling him. They turned and began the short walk back to the lodge, a happy dog and a happy new dog owner. 
*****
Just before they reached the lodge, she heard the noise of a car engine coming from behind them on the lane, and she stepped to the side and stopped. “Winston, come. Sit.” Winston instantly sat and looked up at her expectantly, waiting for his next command.
“Hey, Mrs. Lucas. Got a new dog?”
She turned and looked at the man behind the wheel of the run-down rusted truck. It was Zack, and it was obvious from his appearance that he hadn’t paid any attention to his grooming for a couple of days. She didn’t know what he’d been doing during his short vacation, but it didn’t appear to be anything health-related. His hazel eyes were bloodshot, and he obviously hadn’t shaved for several days as there was far more than a five o’clock shadow on his face. His sandy colored hair looked like it hadn’t been washed for a long time, and his shirt was covered with food spots and what she suspected were beer stains.
“Hi Zack. How was your vacation? And yes, this is Winston. I just got him.”
“Scary looking, but he’s a beauty. As for my vacation? Not so good. Don’t know if you knew that my brother was the one who was running against Dave Nelson for mayor. He’s run twice before against Dave, and once again, he lost. Losing wouldn’t be so bad, but what’s tough is that he had to lose to that man. He’s as dirty as they come. Just can’t prove it. Got Bart over at the Red Cedar Trib to write a couple of pieces about Dave, but I just came from his office and he told me he won’t be writing any more articles. Something about getting sued by Dave for character assassination. Said he didn’t have any hard evidence that Dave had ever done anything wrong. Looks like that snake in the grass covered his tracks, that’s for sure.”
“I’m sorry your brother lost, but I really haven’t been involved in the city elections.”
“Well, I wouldn’t bother. It’s obvious people don’t think when they vote or worse yet, don’t even want to know the facts. Guy has so much dirt on him he’d need a case of bleach to get himself clean. Cheats on everything from his wife to his taxes. Understand his wife died in one of the cottages here. Too bad it wasn’t him.”
“Zack, that’s pretty harsh. I don’t think that’s something you want to say publicly! If someone hears you say that, they’re going to want to know where you were when she died, and right now we don’t even know what happened to her.”
“Seth says she called it quits ‘cuz of the affair that slimy husband of hers was having with Darcy Martinez and as far as where I was, I have no idea. Got to drinking a little too much on my vacation ‘cuz my brother lost the election, and things are a little hazy. I’m feeling much better today and ready to get back to work. Anything special you need me to do?”
“Can’t think of anything offhand, but you better check with Bertha.”
“Think I better start planting some flowers I bought before my vacation. I’ve got a bunch of empty pots I can get them going in, because in a few weeks all the ones we have next to the cottages and on the steps of the spa and lodge are going to need to be replaced.”
“Thanks Zack. That sounds good. I love the flowers. They’re a nice contrast to the forest and the ocean. Tourist season is just around the corner, and we’re always booked solid in the summer. See you later.”
“Think it’s a good thing you got a little protection for yourself with that dog. Strange things can happen at a place like this,” he said as he started the truck and drove it towards the lodge parking area.
That’s a weird thing to say. Wonder where he was during the night and in the early morning hours yesterday. Actually, I hope it won’t be necessary to find out. I’m hoping against hope Barbara died from natural causes. It sure would make my life and everyone else’s a lot easier if that was the case.



CHAPTER 11
 
“Okay, Winston. You’ve had the grand tour of your new home. The only thing I haven’t done is give you the tour of the van, but I think that can wait until we actually go somewhere. For now, why don’t you lie down and get comfortable while I check the messages on the answerphone.”
So it’s come to this. I must be getting old. I’m actually enjoying conversing with a dog.
Liz decided when she and Joe bought the lodge and spa that Bertha would handle the reservations for the cottages. After taking a reservation for a cottage, Bertha would transfer the guest to the spa receptionist who would set up their spa treatments. Liz hadn’t wanted to get bogged down taking these types of reservations. One of the main reasons she’d wanted to buy the lodge and spa was so she could cook the family style meals that were served to the guests. She’d always loved to cook and entertain and Joe had pridefully maintained that she was one of the reasons his car dealerships had been so successful. When they lived in the San Francisco area they’d entertained clients and friends weekly at her infamous dinner parties, and she’d always enjoyed it. The only difference at the spa was that every night there was a different cast of characters, all with a different story, a story she was a master at getting them to tell. Meeting the people, cooking, and making their stay at the Red Cedar Spa memorable was something she enjoyed every minute of the day. 
With almost all of the spa reservations and calls going through Bertha, she knew when she saw the blinking red light on the answerphone it meant a message had been left, and it was probably a personal one for her. She also knew it wasn’t her daughter, Brittany, or her son, Jonah, since they always called her on her cell phone. While she was of an older generation that still relied on land lines, her children definitely were not. Their cell phones were as much a part of them as their hands and feet.
She pressed the blinking button to listen to the message while she looked over and smiled at Winston who was fast asleep in his new bed, the stuffed toy she had dubbed Mr. Hedgehog, lying right next to his nose.
“Mrs. Lucas, this is Wes Anderson, the county coroner. I’m afraid I have some bad news. Barbara Nelson did not die of natural causes. It looks like murder, and due to the lack of any signs of a physical struggle or needle punctures indicating that something was injected into her body, my feeling is that she died from something she ate or drank. In other words, she was poisoned. I’m able to do some very basic testing for foreign substances in my lab, and I found no traces of the chemicals found in sleeping pills or the bourbon that was on her nightstand. However, she definitely had some type of a foreign substance in her body, but with my limited testing equipment, I don’t have the ability to determine exactly what the substance was that killed her.
“Like I said, I feel certain she was poisoned. I’ve sent a sample of her blood to the police lab in San Francisco. They usually get back to me pretty fast, so I’m hoping I’ll know something by tomorrow or the next day. The problem then becomes, while we may know what killed her, we won’t know who killed her or how the poisonous substance was introduced into her body. I don’t want to tell you how to run your business, Mrs. Lucas, but you don’t have to be a psychic to understand that having this happen at the Red Cedar Spa is not going to be good for your business. Word will be out shortly because I have to tell the police chief, and he suffers from a severe case of diarrhea of the mouth. Rather imagine it will be all over town in a few hours. As bumbling as he is, if he can solve it, and that’s a big if, it will probably be later rather than sooner. My advice is to see what you can find out on your own. If you have any questions, feel free to call me.”
Liz listened to the message for a second time, not fully comprehending what the coroner was saying. Stunned by the disclosure, she sat for a moment, trying to digest the enormity of what he had said. 
So Barbara was murdered. She didn’t die of natural causes, and she didn’t commit suicide. The coroner thinks she was poisoned but doesn’t know by what or by whom. Word will soon be all over town, and the spa will get a huge black eye unless I can find out who did it. I’ve never done anything like this, and I don’t know where to begin. About the only thing I have is my little niggle and Winston, but I have no idea if that will be enough. Uh-oh, I better find out if the coroner told Dave. If not, I better be the one to tell him. I’d hate for him to go into Gertie’s and find out from someone that the police chief had already been there and shot off his big mouth to anyone who would listen. Like Roger said, the spouse is usually the first suspect in a murder case.
She called Wes back. “Wes, this is Liz Lucas. I got your message. I have one question, well, actually two. Have you told Seth yet, and have you told Dave?” She listened and then said, “Would you do me a favor and wait about an hour before you tell Seth? I’d like to tell Dave myself, and I’d also like to ask him where he was from the time Barbara left the lodge after dinner at about 8:30 until the time when Bertha found her a little after 8:00 the next morning. It seems to me there’s almost a twelve hour time frame when anyone who is a possible suspect needs to account for their whereabouts. It sounds very strange to me to be using terms like suspects, but I guess I better get used to it if I’m going to solve the crime. By the way, I appreciate your words of advice about me trying to find out who did it, but I have to tell you this is completely new territory for me. Looking at something through the eyes of a private investigator is nothing I’ve ever done before, but it’s something I better try to do if I want to keep my spa’s reputation from having mud splattered all over it. When you get the results back from the police lab in San Francisco, I’d really like to know what they found out. Thanks a lot for telling me first about the autopsy results.”
After she ended the call she said, “Winston, come. Time for your first trip in the van. We need to go see Dave and tell him his wife was murdered. Just the visit I really want to make. Let’s go.” She picked up her purse and headed out the front door. As usual, Brandy Boy was sound asleep on the porch. He opened one eye when Liz closed the door, not bothering to acknowledge Winston.
“You’re a good rider, Winston,” she said a few minutes later. “I’d take you into Dave’s house with me, but I don’t think I’m in any danger from him. You stay in the van. This shouldn’t take long.”
She knocked on the front door, and this time it was quickly opened by Dave. “Hello, Liz. I hope you have a more pleasant reason to be here than you did yesterday. Please come in.” He looked past her and saw Winston standing on the front seat of the van. “New addition to the family, or have you always had him?”
She walked into the hallway. “A friend gave him to me today. He thought I needed a guard dog out at the spa.” She took a deep breath and said, “I wish this was purely a social visit, but I just had a call from Wes Anderson. The autopsy report indicates Barbara was murdered.”
She was curious as to what his reaction would be. He bent over as if he’d been punched in the stomach, and said stuttering, “BBaarbara wwwas mmmurdered. That can’t be. Wwhho would murder Barbara? WWhhy?” He stumbled to a nearby chair, sat down heavily, and put his head in his hands. “Are you certain?” he asked after a few moments, taking his hands away from his face and looking at her.
If he’s acting, he’s doing a very good job, but then again, I’ve never had to tell anyone their wife was murdered, so I really don’t know if this is a normal or abnormal reaction to hearing news like that.
“All I know is what Wes told me. He thinks she was poisoned. Wes said he had the necessary testing equipment to determine that she didn’t die from an overdose of alcohol or sleeping pills or a combination of the two. He couldn’t identify the substance used to poison her because his testing equipment is not state of the art. He didn’t see any needle marks on her body, so he assumed she ingested whatever it was orally. He sent a blood sample to the police lab in San Francisco and said he should hear something from them tomorrow or the next day.”
“Barbara didn’t take drugs of any kind. She wouldn’t even take aspirin. I really don’t understand this. Someone must have given her something, maybe hiding it in her food or whatever, but who or why?”
“I have no idea. It’s been my experience from the little I’ve had to do with the Red Cedar police chief that solving this case in a timely manner is not going to happen. Since her death occurred on my property, I’m going to ask a few questions of the people who knew her well. Sorry Dave, but any good detective would ask where you were between the hours of 8:30 night before last and 8:00 yesterday morning.”
“You’re kidding, right? This is ridiculous. I don’t have to answer that question. It’s none of your business,” he said angrily.
“Since it’s my reputation that’s on the line here, I’m definitely not kidding. If you don’t tell me, I may have to ask the state police to come in and investigate, and I don’t think either one of us wants that along with the bad publicity that will go with it. I wouldn’t think a recently re-elected mayor who might have thoughts of higher office would like that kind of publicity.”
He was quiet for a moment with a grim look on his face, seemingly deep in thought. “You met Darcy Martinez when you were here yesterday.” He looked down at his hands. “Barbara and I had an agreement. Over the years, we’d lost interest in each other. There just wasn’t anything there anymore. We had nothing in common. I was interested in politics. She was interested in antiques. Darcy shared my passion for politics, and in the last few months, we’ve been seeing one another. I was with her on the night in question, but let me make one thing crystal clear. I respected Barbara and almost put her on a pedestal. She knew about Darcy, but I was very careful to be discreet. I don’t think anyone in town even suspects that Darcy and I are seeing one another. As the principal of the high school, she had to protect her reputation as much as I had to as mayor.”
This man is living in a dream world. Gertie, the police chief, and everyone else in town seem to know about the affair. What is he thinking? 
“Thank you for sharing that with me. I know it must be painful to have to admit something like that, but sometimes in life these things happen. I won’t be the one to sully your reputation by telling people about it. I’ll leave you alone now. Stay where you are and I’ll let myself out. Oh, by the way, where does Darcy live?”
“Why? Are you going to check my story with her?”
“I’d like to know where she was during those hours. Given the circumstances, I’m sure you’ll agree that a prudent investigator would want to ask her that question.”
“Well, she’ll tell you the same thing I just told you. She lives in the apartments across the street from Lucky Boy Supermarket. Her apartment number is 201.”
Liz opened the front door and walked down the sidewalk to her van. Winston was wagging his tail, clearly glad she’d returned from possible harm’s way, safe and sound.
“Good job guarding the van, Winston. Good boy. I have to make one more stop, and then we’ll go home. When we get back to the lodge, I need to call Judy and confirm she’s coming up tomorrow. Also, I need to discuss everything that’s happened today with Roger. He’s going to want to know how I like you, which I really do, and I’d like to know how his trial is going.”
A few minutes later Liz pulled up to an attractive brick apartment building with white wooden shutters and brightly colored flower beds flanking the sidewalk that led to the large cedar entry doors. She turned to Winston. “Stay. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” She entered the building and saw the elevator a few feet down the hall. She took it to the second floor and made her way to apartment 201 which was only a few steps from the elevator. Liz heard music coming from inside the apartment. She knocked on the door, and a few moments later it was opened by Darcy.
She stood there looking at Liz, obviously trying to place her. After a moment she smiled with recognition and said, “Please come in. I met you yesterday at Dave’s home. You’re the owner of the Red Cedar Spa. I just left the high school. What can I do for you?”
Liz told her what the coroner had said. Darcy stood quietly for a moment, looking out the window, and then she began speaking. “I only met Barbara once, but she seemed very nice. Do you have any idea who might have killed her?”
“No, I wish I did. Since she died on my property, I definitely want to find out who did it. I don’t want to lose business because of this, and if the case isn’t solved quickly, there’s a very good chance I will. I’m visiting the people who might have known either her or Dave. You seem to be a good friend of his. I’m wondering where you were between the hours of 8:30 night before last and 8:00 yesterday morning.”
There was no mistaking the look of anger that flashed across Darcy’s face. “What makes you think I’d tell you that? You’re not part of law enforcement. There’s no reason for me to tell you.”
“Well, there actually is a reason. I just came from Dave’s home, and he said he spent the night with you. He told me he’d been seeing you. I think it’s rather obvious that you might have benefited if Barbara died. I understand she was a very strong Catholic and wouldn’t even consider a divorce. With her out of the way, you and Dave would be free to get married.”
“David said he spent the night with me? Is that true?” Darcy demanded.
“Yes. Like I said, I just came from Dave’s home, and he’s the one who told me.”
“I see. Well, if he told you that, I’ll confirm that yes, he was here all night on the night in question. We both left the apartment yesterday morning about 7:00. I like to get to the high school before the teachers or students arrive, and he likes to get to his insurance agency an hour or so before his clients start arriving for scheduled appointments. We were here all night. Neither one of us left the apartment that night, so it couldn’t have been either one of us who committed the crime.”
“Thank you, Darcy. I’m sure you can understand how anxious I am to find out who the killer is and have this unfortunate episode behind me. It’s getting very close to my busiest season, and if word gets out about this and people think there’s a killer on the loose at the spa, it could be a disaster for my business.”
“Yes. I understand your concerns. You seem like a nice person, and I wish I could help you, but I can’t. I know nothing more than what I just told you. From what I understand, Barbara and Dave haven’t been close for many years. Maybe she had a boyfriend. Those things happen, you know.”
“I hadn’t thought of that but maybe she did. Thanks for your help. This can’t be an easy time for you. I’m sure very few people know that Dave and Barbara have had a marriage of convenience only for a long time. It must be very difficult for you to have to stay in the shadows.”
“It is, but perhaps in a few months Dave and I can be seen together publicly. Maybe something good will come from something that is terribly bad. Isn’t it strange where life takes you?” she said wistfully.
“Yes it is. I wish you well, Darcy. Again, thanks.”
Good grief. These two must be living in la-la land if they think no one knows about their affair. And isn’t it convenient that Dave and Darcy backed up each other’s alibi. If one of them is the murderer, maybe they decided in advance to use each other as an alibi. Wow, that sounds real private eyeish. And Barbara having a boyfriend? No one’s mentioned that. If there was any truth to it I would have thought her partner at the antique store might have mentioned it. However, with Barbara being such a strong Catholic, I have a hard time thinking of her having a romantic affair outside of her marriage. Then again, you just never know about people.



CHAPTER 12
 
Fortunately it was one of the few nights of the year when there weren’t any guests staying in the cottages, so Liz didn’t have to rush home and fix appetizers and dinner for them. Knowing that no guests would be on the property, she was glad Winston would be with her. With everything that had happened in the last day and a half, she was no longer comfortable being by herself at the lodge during the night.
            “Okay boy, time for dinner,” Liz said as she pulled her van into the lodge’s parking lot. Winston’s ears went up, and as soon as she opened the door on the van, he ran up the steps to the front door of the lodge, waiting for her to open the door. A few minutes later he was hungrily eating the bowl of food Liz had put out for him. “Good grief, Winston. Ed didn’t tell me you were such a big eater. I’m glad he put the amount of the dog food you’re supposed to have on the instruction sheet, or I would have kept feeding you until you stopped eating! From what I’m seeing your tummy probably would have burst about that time.” He wagged his tail and continued eating.
            No doubt about it. This dog understands everything I’m saying!
            She suddenly remembered she hadn’t booked any spa treatments for Judy or herself for tomorrow. She looked at the kitchen clock and thought, Delores should still be at the spa.
            “Hi, Delores. It’s Mrs. Lucas. I want to book four spa appointments for tomorrow, two for me and two for a friend of mine, Judy Rasmussen. I’d like to book facials and massages with Cindy and Gina for both of us. I can have a massage while Judy’s having a facial, and then you can reverse them. I’m open on the times. If you have to stagger us, that’s fine too. Go ahead and check what’s available, and I’ll wait.” She doodled on the pad of paper next to the phone while she waited for Delores to come back on the line.
            “That’s great. So you booked me for a massage at 9:00 and Judy for a massage at 10:30 and facials at 2:00 and 3:00. Perfect. See you tomorrow.”
            She called Judy. “Hi, hope you’re still planning on coming up tomorrow, because I just booked our spa appointments.”
            “What time is my first appointment?” Judy asked.
            “You’re on for a massage at 10:30. You should be able to easily make it here by then. I have a massage at 9:00, so I’ll probably be over at the spa when you get here. I reserved cottage #1 for you. We didn’t have any guests today, so it should be ready for you when you get here. You can go to Bertha’s office in the lodge and get the key from her. Judy, do you have a few minutes? I’ve got a lot to tell you.”
            Liz filled Judy in on everything that had happened at the spa beginning with Bertha discovering Barbara’s body. She related her thinking about some of the possible suspects and finished by telling her Roger had gotten her a guard dog.
            “Liz, I haven’t met Roger yet, but he must really care for you if he got you a guard dog. Is this man becoming a person of interest in your life?”
            “Could be, Judy, could be. I like him a lot. I really do want you to meet him. He’s started coming up here quite often. In fact, he drove up last night and left early this morning. He had to get back in time for a big trial he has that started today.”
            “Wait a minute. The guy drove up from San Francisco the night before he’s starting a big trial just to see you, and then he gets you a guard dog that’s fully trained? Do you have any idea what dogs like that cost? I looked into buying one once, and we’re easily talking high four figures, maybe five. That doesn’t sound like a casual relationship to me. Want to tell me anything else?” she said with a teasing sound in her voice.
            “Nope, nothing else to tell. Anyway, I won’t be seeing him for the next few weeks because of his trial.”
            “If he came up the night before a big trial, I’d bet everything I own he’ll be back a lot sooner than you think. For whatever it’s worth, that’s my two cents on the subject. When I get there tomorrow I want to hear every detail about this murder. I’m sure you’ve already thought of this, but it probably won’t help your spa business when the word gets out.”
            “I’m well aware of that. The coroner told me I should try to solve the crime myself, because he doesn’t think much of the abilities of the chief of police.”
            “You’ve got to be kidding! You don’t know anything about private investigating, do you?”
            “Well, I’ve never done it before, but if it means the difference between losing the spa because of bad publicity and holding on to it, I’ll do everything I can to find the killer.”
            “I don’t know if I can be of any help in catching whoever did it, but count me in. Hate for my best friend to get knocked off while she’s trying to find the killer. Liz, I’ve got to tell you this sounds like something stranger than fiction. I’m really glad Roger got the dog for you. Maybe he had some kind of a premonition. Gotta go. Someone’s at the door. See you tomorrow!”
            “I don’t know how this is going to work out, Winston. Judy doesn’t know any more than I do about finding a killer, and it doesn’t sound like the chief of police could find one if it was right in front of him. Good grief. I can’t believe this is happening. Oh well, it’s always better to do something rather than nothing. Roger should be home by now. I’ll see if I can reach him. Anyway, I need to thank him for you.”
            Winston walked over to her and put his paw on her lap.
            Not only does this dog know what I’m saying, he knows the right thing to do. My life is turning into something beyond bizarre. Glad Brittany and Jonah aren’t around. They’d probably have me committed, and I’m not so sure they wouldn’t be right. 
            “I’m glad you could answer your phone, Roger. Are you at home or on the road?”
            “I’m home and have been for about an hour. We’re still picking the jury, and when it started to get late in the day, the judge decided not to call in another panel that late in the afternoon, so he dismissed us a little early. I’m just going over some of my trial notes for tomorrow. Now, tell me about your day.”
            “First of all, I’m in love with Winston, and I can’t thank you enough for giving him to me. He’s not only beautiful, but he’s the smartest dog I’ve ever been around. I absolutely positively believe he understands everything I say to him.”
            She stopped talking and held the receiver away from her ear. When he’d finally stopped laughing, she said, “Roger, you may not believe me, but just wait until you meet him, and you’ll understand then. Anyway, I need to talk to you about Barbara’s death. It turns out her death wasn’t from natural causes or suicide, and the coroner thinks she was poisoned. Let me start from the time you left, and I’ll fill you in.”
            She told him everything that had happened during the day beginning with Gertie and ending with her conversation with Darcy.
            “Liz, I completely agree with the coroner. From what I’ve heard, the police chief probably couldn’t find his hat if it was on his head. Yes, you probably are going to have to do what you can to find the killer. I just want you to be careful. Do you own a gun?”
            “I have one, but I haven’t used it in a long time. Joe fired an employee quite a few years ago, actually before we moved here, and the employee threatened him and insinuated that I could be in danger. Joe bought a gun for me, and he took me to a pistol range several times to practice. He wanted to make sure I could use it if I ever had to. Fortunately, I never had to. Why?”
            “When we get through with this call, I want you to get the gun and keep it with you. I know it’s a scary thought, but a killer was on your property as recently as two nights ago. The killer may be long gone, but using poison as a way to kill someone indicates to me it was premeditated, not an emotional spur of the moment killing. If someone goes to the trouble to plan a way to get the victim to take the poison, in my mind, that person is a lot more dangerous than someone who kills someone in the heat of the moment. Do you see what I’m saying?”
            “I do, and it doesn’t make me feel very good. I know where the gun is, and I still have the box of ammunition Joe gave me. It’s a semi-automatic pistol, and I actually got to be a pretty good shot with it, but like I said, that was a while ago.”
            “Trust me, Liz, it’s kind of like riding a bike. Once you have the gun in your hand, you’ll be good to go. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that. Keep it in your purse or on you or next to you when you’re in the lodge. Is Winston scary looking or what?”
            “He’s big enough that I think he definitely would frighten someone. Ed gave me a sheet of paper with written instructions. One of the paragraphs lists the commands to use for protection and guarding.”
            “I want you to memorize those and keep him with you everywhere you go from now on. So you’ve talked to Darcy and Dave, and they’re covering for each other.”
            “Yes, but I have a feeling they genuinely care about each other. I find it hard to believe that either one of them might be the killer.”
            “Maybe yes, maybe no. They both have a powerful motive for wanting to see Barbara dead. Very simple. If she’s dead, they can be together and ride happily off into the sunset. Most crimes are committed in the name of love, heat, lust, or call it whatever you want, and for that reason it’s the number one motive in murder cases. That’s why homicide investigators always look to the spouse or lover first. And from what you’ve found out about Barbara’s strong religious faith and lack of any factual basis for having a boyfriend, I wouldn’t spend much time looking for a boyfriend who might have been so angry with her he would kill her. Pretty far reach, if you ask me.”
            “I agree. Nothing anyone has told me points in that direction and don’t forget, this small town feeds on rumors. I think Gertie would have hinted at something like that if there was anything to it.”
            “What’s your gut feeling on this guy Zack who works for you? He certainly would know the lay of the land and how to get into the cottage, probably even if the door was locked. What he said to you was odd, and remember, he did say he couldn’t even tell you where he’d been.”
            “I think he could definitely qualify as a suspect. I guess the motive could be getting back at Dave by killing Barbara, but since everyone I’ve pretty much talked to knew that Dave and Darcy were having an affair, surely Zack would have known about it too. If Dave does want to marry Darcy, Zack would actually be helping Dave achieve his goal. He wants to harm Dave, not help him. It wouldn’t make a lot of sense.”
            “Possibly,” Roger said. “What about keys to the cottages? Which employees have them?”
            “Bertha and I are the only two who have keys to all the cottages. I don’t know if Zack does, but I wouldn’t be surprised, because he’s probably had to work in all of the cottages over the years. That’s a good question. He may be the only one who could have entered the cottage without being allowed in by Barbara.”
            “That’s true. So that means we have to figure out if Barbara knew the person who possibly entered her cottage. If it was Dave, she probably would have let him in. Do you know if she knew Darcy?”
            “When I talked to Darcy this afternoon, she mentioned she had met Barbara only once. From everything I’ve heard, Barbara knew about Dave’s affair with Darcy, so I can’t see her inviting Darcy in, but who knows?”
            “I had Sean find out everything he could about the Tiffany lamp buyer, Henry. His last name is Sanchez. He lives in a bad part of town in a run-down apartment building, but the rent is really reasonable which fits in with what you told me about his penny-pinching ways. He’s well-known in the antique world and as a matter of fact, has been in most of the shops in the last week or so with a picture of the disputed Tiffany lamp, asking people if they think it’s authentic. Evidently he’s become totally obsessed with the notion that he was duped into buying what he now believes is a fake. 
            “He’s not well liked and several of the terms used to describe him included ‘nut case,’ ‘wacko,’ and ‘a man angry at the world.’ I don’t think he can be ruled out as a possible suspect. He paid a lot of money for something he’s been told is a fake. Barbara had mentioned to him she was going to a local spa and even told him when she’d be returning. By process of elimination, he could deduce that it was the Red Cedar Spa. As far as knowing which cottage she was in, I suppose all one would have to do is look through the windows. He knew what she looked like. Seems to me people park their cars next to their cottage. He may have even staked her out beforehand to see what kind of a car she was driving. 
            “Who knows? If he’s as unbalanced as people indicated to Sean, it’s not that far of a stretch. What troubles me is her opening the door. Maybe she would feel safe enough in that environment to open the door without personally knowing who was standing on the other side, but I can’t see her willingly letting him in.”
            “Please thank Sean for me. Sounds like he’s a very good investigator.”
            “I’ll thank him and yes, he’s the best. He works full-time for me, and other attorneys are constantly trying to get him to work for them. He’s kind of a legend in his field. He also did some work verifying the ownership of the antique shop. The woman you met with, Linda, told you the truth. The shop is in her name only. Whenever anything is bought or sold, while Barbara may have conducted the transaction, the actual purchase or sale is in Linda’s name alone. Barbara’s role was to obtain antiques from the people in the surrounding area and help out Linda with her knowledge about Arts and Crafts antiques and decorative items. She must have been very good because there is no record of anyone suing the shop for misrepresenting the authenticity or value of an antique and that’s pretty rare.”
            “Oh Roger,” Liz sighed, “I don’t feel I’m any closer to finding out who the murderer is than I was before I talked to you. We’ve identified Darcy, Dave, Zack, and Henry as possible suspects, and there may be others we don’t even know about. Each of them seems to have a solid alibi or explanation of why they didn’t do it. It’s very frustrating.”
            “That’s true. I think I’ll have Sean pay a visit to Henry tomorrow and try to find out where he was during the time frame we think she was murdered and if anyone can back it up. Oh, one thing we haven’t talked about is the people who work at the spa. Have you had a chance to talk to the two women who did treatments on Barbara during the time she was at the spa?”
            “No. I think I told you Judy is driving up tomorrow and staying for a couple of days. I made reservations for us with the two women who did treatments on Barbara. I figured if there’s anything there, it would help if both of us saw them, and we can compare notes. Really, that’s about everything.”
            “One other person who comes to mind is the guy who ran against Dave. What was his name?”
            “Gene Harris. I don’t know much about him other than he’s run against Dave twice before. Why? Do you think he could have done it?”
            “Yes and no. He probably hates Dave, but I go back to what we talked about with his brother. If he killed Barbara, he’d ultimately be doing Dave a favor by freeing him to marry Darcy. One of the first things people do who are running for office is find out every piece of dirt they can about their opponent. I would bet everything that Gene knew about the affair.”
            “Well, we’re back to square one. A huge cast of characters with no one bolting into the lead at the moment. Tell you what. I had a busy day. I’m going to have a glass of wine, make some dinner, and fall into bed. I’ll call you tomorrow night after our spa treatments and let you know what I found out. I have a little time between my appointments, so I think I’ll go into town and talk to Bart. He’s the owner of the Red Cedar Tribune, the local paper. I’d like to see what he knows. I’ve met him a couple of times. He’s a nice guy.”
            “Okay, but I’m really serious about what we talked about earlier, Liz. People know you’re looking into this, and that could make it very dangerous for you. Remember what I told you about keeping your gun on you and Winston next to you. Will you do that for me?”
            “Yes. I promise. Good night and good luck in court tomorrow.”
            “Good night, sweetheart. Sweet dreams.”



CHAPTER 13
 
Liz felt a paw on her hand and opened her eyes to find Winston looking at her. “Need to go out, boy? You sure were quiet last night. Let me put on a robe.”
One of the features she liked best about the lodge was the soundproofing. Although no guests had spent the night in the cottages last night, even if they had, she wouldn’t have heard Bertha making and serving breakfast. She opened the door and let Winston out. Glancing at the clock, she saw she had about thirty minutes until her appointment for a massage at the spa. 
I wonder if I should take Winston. Seems kind of silly, but I promised Roger I wouldn’t go anywhere without him until this murder is solved. Better keep my promise. I’m sure Cindy will find that very strange. Oh well, it’s my sandbox, and I can play in it however I want.
Liz let Winston in and fed him. She wanted him to get used to eating in her apartment rather than in the big kitchen upstairs. That way she wouldn’t have to get dressed and talk to the guests until she was ready for the day. She didn’t think they’d be very impressed that the owner of the lodge and spa was feeding her dog while dressed in her bathrobe and slippers.
She quickly dressed and walked upstairs to get a cup of coffee before her appointment. “Morning, Liz. I was just going over the appointment book and not only is the spa completely full today, but the cottages are all booked as well. Did you ever hear anything from the coroner about Mrs. Nelson’s death?” Bertha asked.
“Yes. I’ve heard from the coroner. I’m sorry, I should have called you last night and told you about it.” She recounted what Wes had told her.
“I saw you with the dog yesterday and wondered if you’d heard something and felt you should have a dog here for protection. Given that it was murder, I think that was the right decision.”
“Actually Bertha, I wasn’t planning on buying Winston. A friend of mine was adamant that I should have him for protection, and he arranged to have Winston brought to me.”
“Well, however you got Winston, I think it was a good thing. This is kind of a scary place when no one’s around. I wonder if this is going to affect the reservations for the spa and the cottages. Do you think it’s going to be a problem for us?”
“It certainly could be. I’m going to do everything I can to see if I can discover who murdered Barbara even though I’ve never done anything like this before. Don’t worry, we’ll get through this.”
“I sure hope so, because I love working here, and it seems that it’s become kind of the ‘in’ thing for people from San Francisco. If I can help, let me know. Is it okay if I pet Winston?”
“Absolutely. Although he’s a trained guard dog, he’s really quite gentle, and I’d like you two to be friends.”
A few minutes later Bertha said, “Time for me to get back to work, but if you ever decide you need someone to watch him for a few days, I’d love to. We’ve got a big back yard. Keep it in mind.”
“I will and thanks, but I’m not anticipating going anywhere soon except over to the spa because it’s almost time for my appointment with Cindy. Oh, I almost forgot to tell you that my friend Judy Rasmussen will be here shortly. I told her to check in with you. Thanks, Bertha, for everything you do here.”
Liz took two pork loins out of the freezer, so she could make pork medallions with a white wine sauce for dinner along with glazed carrots, rice pilaf, salad, and for dessert, the all-time favorite of her son Jonah, mud pie. Whenever he came to visit, he had a standing request for mud pie.
Good, that’s out of the way, she thought. I can get dinner ready in a few minutes, and since none of the guests have been here before, I can use the sausage cheese balls and onion bits I have in the freezer for appetizers. They won’t know I served them earlier this week. After my massage, I’ll come back here and make three mud pies, so they’ll be ready for tonight. Easy peasy!
“Winston, come. It’s time for my spa appointment.” Together they walked over to the spa with Winston stopping every ten feet to smell all the wonderful smells of his new home.
“Good morning, Delores. I want you to meet my new friend, Winston.”
Winston held his paw up for Delores to shake. “Oh my gosh, Mrs. Lucas. That is the cutest trick I’ve ever seen. Did you teach him that?”
“No, I just got him yesterday as a present. His trainer taught him to do that when he meets people. I’m taking him into the treatment room with me. I hope Cindy isn’t allergic to dogs.”
“Not that I know of, but no one has ever brought a dog in here before. I know some of the guests bring their dogs and keep them in the cottages, but this is a first. Glad it’s you, because I’m not sure what I would tell someone if they asked if they could bring their dog with them into the treatment room.”
“Tell them it’s the owner’s prerogative,” she said, laughing as Winston and Liz followed Delores down a short hallway to one of the massage rooms. Every time Liz was at the spa, she was glad she’d spent the extra money needed to redesign it after she and Joe bought it. She’d always loved the sound of a fountain, and one of the walls in the reception room had a stone and copper wall fountain which emitted a continuous sound of falling water. Soft music played in the background and wide pastel upholstered chairs filled the reception area. One wall was mirrored with acrylic shelves showcasing skin care and beauty products that were available for the guests to purchase. 
Adjacent to the reception room was a locker room and dressing area with white fluffy towels, robes, and slippers. There were six sinks with a range of hair care and personal hygiene products displayed on acrylic trays for use by the spa patrons. All of the treatment rooms had a sound speaker for music. They were painted a soft dove gray with crisp white painted moldings and doorjambs. She’d decided not to have incense in the rooms, aware that some clients might be allergic to it. She wanted every guest to feel they were special and pampered when they left the spa, and from what she heard, they did. 
Bertha was in charge of hiring the people who worked at the spa. She was diligent about checking their references and making sure their licenses were up to date. Each new spa employee was not only given written instructions on what Liz expected of them as a spa employee, they were also given an indoctrination talk by Bertha. Bertha had set the bar high, and it was one of the main reasons that the spa had become extremely popular, many of the clients coming just for spa treatments and not staying in the cottages.
“Good morning, Mrs. Lucas. I see you have a new friend. May I pet him?”
“Absolutely, Cindy. I just got him yesterday, so I want him to become familiar with the property. I hope you don’t mind if he stays during the massage.”
“Not at all. I love dogs. I just wish I could have one in the apartment where I live, but it really wouldn’t be fair to leave a dog in it when I’m gone all day. Is there any place special you’d like me to concentrate on today?”
“No. I’d just like you to work out some of the kinks I’ve developed as I’ve gotten older. A traditional massage will be fine,” Liz said.
“Okay. Why don’t you turn over on your stomach, and I’ll start on your shoulders and neck. As I remember, that’s where you seem to store a lot of tension. Let me know if I’m hurting you.”
“Will do. Is this the type of massage that most people ask for?”
“Yes. It’s definitely the most popular one. Just a plain old traditional getting the kinks out type of treatment. A lot of people also like the warm stone massage. The heat loosens their muscles and seems to help in reducing tension. As a matter of fact, I was going to do one on that woman who died. She was scheduled for an appointment at 8:00 that morning. When she wasn’t here at the scheduled time, I asked Delores to call Bertha, and I think that’s how she was discovered.”
“Yes. You’re right. I only talked to her briefly at dinner. Did you and she talk much during your session?”
“Not really. She was pretty quiet. I’ve learned over the years that I’ve worked as a masseuse that there seem to be two types of clients. There are the ones who talk all the time they’re on the table and want to tell me their life story because I’m a captive audience, and there are the ones who come simply to have me release the tension from their bodies so they’ll feel better when they leave. I’d have to say she was in the latter category. Other than exchanging a few amenities when she first came in and thanking me when she left, I don’t believe we talked at all.”
“Well, I think I’ll be in the latter category for the rest of the session.”
An hour later, Liz thanked Cindy and told Winston to come. There were times when she wished people didn’t know she was the owner. She would have preferred to have worn her robe when she came to the spa from the lodge. That’s what most of the guests wore when they came from their cottages. To heck with it, she thought, next time I have a spa treatment I’m going to treat myself like a guest and wear a robe.
When they returned to the lodge she went into the kitchen, made three chocolate cookie crusts, baked them, and set them on cooling racks. Thirty minutes later, showered and dressed, she spooned toffee ice cream into them, filling the shells and put them in the freezer. 
Good, that’s out of the way. I can put the chocolate sauce on them later this afternoon and then whip the cream for the final layer of topping. I mean, who can resist chocolate sauce and ice cream? They’ll love it!
“Winston, we’re going into town. I want to talk to Bart over at the Tribune. Maybe he can shed some light on this mystery.”
The Red Cedar Tribune was located in one of the oldest buildings in Red Cedar. The lumber baron who had established Red Cedar in the late 19th century had built it as an office building. Over the years, it had passed through several different owners, and now it provided a home for the local newspaper. Bart Stevenson had a reputation as an editor who presented both sides of an issue in a fair and even-handed manner, and that’s why Liz was curious to speak with him about the mayor and his opponent. 
“Hi,” she said to the woman at the receptionist desk. “My name is Liz Lucas, and I’d like to speak with Bart Stevenson for a moment, if he’s free.”
“He’ll probably see you,” said the prim looking woman who looked like she belonged back in the 19th century with her hair tightly done up in a bun and her red and white striped blouse buttoned all the way to the top, “because it’s not quite deadline time for tomorrow’s paper, but he’s allergic to dogs, so you might want to put that big boy back in your car.”
“Of course. I’ll be back in a minute. Come, Winston.”
Glad she told me. Rather doubt I would have gotten much information from Bart if he was sneezing the whole time.     
When she returned, Bart Stevenson was standing next to the woman’s desk. “Liz, it’s been a long time. Please, come back to my office.” She followed him past several desks where people were feverishly working on their computers. The paper’s office was in Red Cedar, but it covered the news from Portland to San Francisco and was a must read with everyone’s morning coffee.
“Have a seat,” he said, closing the door. “What brings you here?”
“Bart, you probably have heard that Barbara Nelson was found dead in a cottage at my spa. The coroner told me late yesterday that she didn’t commit suicide, and she didn’t die of natural causes. That means she was murdered. There were no physical signs of trauma on her body, so he thinks she was poisoned. I don’t need to tell you what this could do to my business if it gets out. He also suggested that I look into it, because he doubted that the chief of police was capable of finding the killer. As far as people who could have a motive for seeing Barbara dead, I’ve come up with a few. I’d like to run them by you.”
She proceeded to tell him who she had met with and what had been said by each of them. “I don’t know much about Gene Harris, other than he ran against Dave in the election for mayor and was beaten by him. His brother is the handyman out at my spa. Is there anything you can tell me about him?”
He rubbed his hands together, deep in thought. “I got a phone call from someone last night who had heard Seth spouting off that Barbara was murdered, but I wanted to confirm it before I printed anything. You’ve just confirmed it, but I certainly understand why you’d like this to be solved ASAP. As far as Gene goes, I think he’s an honorable man. Sure, he can’t stand Dave, and probably for good reason. He had a political consultant see what he could find out about Dave and from what he told me, it looks like Dave may have done some things that aren’t exactly considered to be aboveboard. I even wrote a couple of editorials advocating that an investigation should be undertaken to see if there was any truth to the rumors about Dave’s malfeasance in office. 
“One of the claims was that Dave used his influence with the county to have the highway diverted a few miles from Red Cedar to benefit some people who ran cattle on that land. After that happened a lot of maximum donations from people who either worked at the ranches, or were relatives of the owners, made their way into Dave’s campaign fund. You can only give a maximum of $500 in a mayor’s race. 
“Gene asked my opinion as to what he should do with the information his investigator unearthed, and I told him to let it go. He simply didn’t have enough evidence for me to print it or for him to put it in writing in a campaign flyer. If Gene had put his suspicions in writing in the form of a political campaign hit piece, Dave would have sued Gene for everything he had. He’s not a wealthy man, and with two kids in high school he couldn’t afford to risk it.”
“Do you think Gene hated Dave enough to murder Barbara as a vendetta for Dave winning the election?”
“No. He hates Dave, no doubt about that, but what would he gain? Everyone knows that Darcy and Dave are seeing one another, and a lot of people know that Barbara was very active in the Catholic Church. It’s not much of a stretch to assume she wasn’t big on divorce, so if Gene killed her, he’d actually be doing Dave a favor by freeing him to marry Darcy. No,” he said, shaking his head, “I can’t see that happening.”
“Well, if that’s not a scenario that will work, can you think of anyone who might have a reason to murder Barbara?”
He stuck his thumbs in his red suspenders and walked over to the window. After a few moments, he turned to her and said, “You’ve mentioned several people you’ve talked to and outside of those I can’t think of anyone else who may have wanted to murder Barbara. Let me ask you this. Is there anyone who would want to see the spa get a bad reputation because someone was murdered while there as a guest? Do you have any enemies? Is someone at the spa disgruntled? Have you fired anyone recently?”
Liz was quiet for several moments and then answered, “Bart, I’ve never even considered that possibility. I don’t do the hiring. I’ll have to talk to Bertha, she’s the one who runs the spa, but no, I can’t think of anyone. Sure, the spa is becoming popular, and I’m certain there are other spas around that may be jealous of our success, but they’re far enough away that we’re not competing for the same clients. I’ll have to think about it.”
“I wish I could help you. I’m sorry I don’t have more time to spend with you, but I need to look over some articles before I okay them for tomorrow’s edition. If you find out anything more or want to talk to me, give me a call. I’m not going to put anything in the paper about Barbara being murdered right now. I will have to put in tomorrow’s edition that her body was found because it’s common talk around town, but out of deference to you, I’ll hold off for a day or so printing that she was murdered.”
“Bart, I really appreciate your seeing me on no notice and not printing immediately that Barbara’s death was a murder. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know. Again, thanks!”
“Anytime, and for you and your spa’s sake, I hope you find out who did this sooner rather than later.”
She left the building and walked to her van. “Okay, Winston. Back to the spa. Judy should be finished with her treatment by now, and I need to talk to Bertha.”



CHAPTER 14
                                                                 
When Liz returned to the lodge, Judy was waiting for her in the great room, dressed casually in jeans and a tee-shirt, her face free of make-up and her long black hair casually caught up in scrunchy. Tall and graceful, and even though she was in her early 50’s, she’d never lost the ability to turn everyone’s head whenever she entered a room. She and Judy met when their children were in preschool together. They’d remained close friends for all of the years in between.
When Judy was a young woman, she came to California lured by the film industry. In the small rural Kansas town where she grew up, she was the acknowledged beauty, but in California she was just one more beauty. Liz remembered Judy telling her about the moment she knew with certainty she’d never make it big in the movies. She was sitting in a movie director’s reception area getting ready to read for a part in a movie. Judy told her she’d looked around the room at the other women who were there to read for the part, and realized every woman in the room was just as beautiful as she was. She couldn’t handle another rejection and walked out. A few months later she married a movie producer and gave up any thoughts of trying to become a star. The marriage lasted only seven years, but Judy walked away from it with a large financial settlement.
She’d met an internet mogul from San Francisco a short time later, moved there, and married him. The marriage lasted ten years, and once again Judy managed to leave the marriage with a large divorce settlement. It probably hadn’t hurt that she’d caught husband number two in bed with their housekeeper. When she opened the bedroom door and found them in a compromising position, a light bulb went off in her head, and she knew her husband had fathered the housekeeper’s son. Something about the little boy’s appearance had always bothered her. Her husband and the little boy shared a striking resemblance to one another. She’d angrily confronted him, and he hadn’t denied it. A few days later he instructed his attorney to make sure the divorce settlement to her was generous. It may have been guilt money, but Judy felt he owed it to her. Since then there had been a number of men in her life, but not one special man. She had vowed to Liz that two marriages were enough. She made a promise to herself she would never marry again.
Liz walked over to where Judy was sitting looking out at the ocean. “Hey, lady, glad you could come up. How was your massage?” she said, giving Judy a big hug.
“It was great, but is this the guy Roger gave you? You didn’t tell me he was this big. I don’t think I’d ever worry about my safety if he was protecting me.”
“I don’t, now that I have him.” Liz turned to Winston, “Winston, I want you to meet Judy. Judy, this is Winston.”
Winston walked over to Judy, sat down next to her, and extended his paw as if to shake her hand. 
“Are you kidding me? This is about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. Does he do other tricks?” she asked, shaking his paw.
“He does, but I haven’t had time to go over them. Remember, I only got him yesterday, and my mind has been on a few other things.”
“I understand, and I want you to tell me everything, but first I have a question. Why did you name this place the Red Cedar Spa? I mean, I know there are a lot of red cedars in the area, but there are also a lot of other kinds of trees, why red cedar?”
“If you remember, after you and I first came here I went back to San Francisco and convinced Joe we needed to buy it. It was named ‘Spa By The Ocean’ at the time, and I kind of wanted a better name, something a little more descriptive. Anyway, I thought the forests around here were pretty spectacular, so I searched the Internet to find out what I could about them. I ran across the legend of the red cedar. It’s a Native American legend which describes the origins of the Western Red Cedar. According to what I found out, the legend talked about a generous older man who gave the people whatever they needed. When he died, the Great Spirit said a red cedar tree would grow and multiply where he was buried, and it would give the people what they needed, just as he had done. The trees would provide roots for baskets, bark for clothing, and wood for shelter. I’ve placed a piece of parchment paper in each of the cottages with the words of the legend written on it, and it concludes by saying ‘We hope the Red Cedar Spa will give you what you need.’”
“I’m impressed, Liz. Who would have thought that anyone who can cook like you do could also be so good at marketing? Nice job!”
“Thanks. Now that I’m looking at the potential for a lot of bad publicity, maybe it will help us keep the doors open. Anyway, I’m starving, and I’ll bet you are too. I’ll make some lunch for us, and I’ll tell you everything I’ve learned about the murder and the possible suspects.”
“I’d appreciate it, because I’m dying of curiosity, and I’m pretty hungry too. What are you offering?”
“Thought I’d fix a crab Louie salad. I haven’t had one in a while and it’s not something I serve at dinner. I’ve also got some sourdough bread that I’ll heat up, and that should be plenty.”
An hour later Judy sat back and said, “You’ve definitely had a few full days. I may have to move here just to make sure you’re not getting into any trouble. Seems like you have your hands full at the moment. Would you mind if I lived here permanently? You could cook all this fabulous food, and I could just sit and look at the ocean and pretend I know something about solving crimes, but I do love it here. What’s next on today’s agenda?”
“You know you’re always welcome here. As far as this afternoon’s agenda. I have a facial at 2:00, and you have one at 3:30. I took the earlier one so I could be back in plenty of time to get tonight’s dinner ready. We have a full house.”
“I’ll help. Just tell me what to do.”
“Thanks. I meant to ask you what you thought of your massage therapist this morning. She was the therapist who gave Barbara, the woman who was murdered, a massage the day she died.”
“I like her. I’m not real big on talking when I’m being worked on, but she gave a great massage and couldn’t have been nicer. I really don’t have much of anything to say about her.”
“Okay. I’d also like your opinion on the woman who’s going to be giving you your facial this afternoon. She gave a facial to Barbara the day she died.”
“Will do. Anything else I need to know or do?”
“Not that I can think of. Why don’t you go back to your cottage and relax until your facial, or feel free to stay here and look at the ocean. I need to talk to Bertha before I have my facial, and I don’t have much time. I promised Roger I’d take Winston with me everywhere I go for the time being, so he’ll be coming with me when I have my facial.”
“Like I said when I talked to you on the phone, any guy who gives a woman an expensive present like that is pretty serious about her.”
“Come on, Judy. He gave me a dog. It’s no big deal.”
“Yeah. Well, believe me, he spent as much on that dog as he would have spent on a very expensive diamond bracelet, and if he’d given you expensive jewelry I don’t think you’d be saying, ‘Come on, Judy’ in that tone of voice, would you?”
“Hadn’t thought about it that way. No I probably wouldn’t.”
“I think I’ve made my point,” she said walking over to the door. “What time is dinner?”
“Wine and appetizers are at 6:30. Dinner is served at 7:15. Why don’t you come around 6:00 or so, and we’ll have a chance to compare facials.”
“Consider it done. See you then. Bye, Winston.”
Winston gave a short bark at being acknowledged and raised one of his paws.
You have got to be kidding me. If the spa goes south, just might put him in the circus.



CHAPTER 15
 
Liz knocked on the door marked “Manager” and entered the large office that overlooked the ocean. “Bertha, do you have a minute? I need to talk to you.”
“Of course. You sound like you’re serious, what is it?”
Liz told her about the conversation she’d had with Bart regarding the possibility that the spa was being targeted in connection with Barbara’s death. “You’re the one who does all the hiring and firing. Have you fired anyone recently or have there been any disgruntled employees that you can think of?”
Bertha was quiet for a few moments, deep in thought. “Liz, I can’t think of anyone who has been unhappy. There seems to be a genuine camaraderie among the employees at the spa and, believe it or not, I can’t remember ever having to fire anyone. You pay well, and the employees seem to love working here. Just to give you an example of the tight knit group we have, I just hired a facialist by the name of Gina. I think you briefly met her the other morning. She was the one who gave Barbara her facial prior to her death. Anyway, the day I hired her she was talking to a couple of the employees at the spa about finding a place to live, and two of them offered to let her share the cabin they were renting.”
“I thought that’s pretty much what you’d say. I was sure if there had been a problem, you would have alerted me to it. That’s interesting about Gina. I’m having a facial in a few minutes from her. I didn’t realize she was that new.”
“She is, and I’ve gotten very good feedback on her. I called the spa she’d been working at previously, and they gave her a glowing referral. They were sorry she’d left, but knew she was ready to move on to a bigger spa.”
“Well, I guess that’s a dead end. If you think of anything else, let me know.” She turned and was walking towards the door when Bertha called her back.
“Liz, there is something I meant to tell you. I’m sure it’s nothing, and with everything that’s happened over the last couple of days, it slipped my mind. I’m sorry.”
“I can certainly understand something slipping your mind. What is it?”
“When I came to work the morning I found Barbara, I noticed that the security lights weren’t working. They come on at 6:00 p.m. this time of year and stay on throughout the night and don’t go off until it’s fully light. I think this time of year they’re on until 7:00. That particular morning I came to the lodge a little early, because I had to take Hank to work since his car was in the shop. You know he works as the manager of the supermarket in town, and he wanted to be there about 6:30, so I probably got here about 6:40. Anyway, I noticed the security light we have as you turn off the highway onto the lane wasn’t on. Then when I drove up to the lodge parking lot, I noticed the spa and lodge security lights weren’t on either. I thought maybe a circuit breaker had blown. When Zack came back to work yesterday, the first thing I had him do was check on it, and sure enough, he had to trip one of the circuit breakers to restore the lights, and they’re working fine now. I don’t know how this fits in with anything, but as I said, I meant to tell you, but it slipped my mind.”
“Thanks, Bertha, now that you mention it, I do remember they weren’t on yesterday morning when a friend of mine left early. Interesting. It is strange, but I don’t see how it would play a part in Barbara’s death. I better go now, or I’m definitely going to be late for my appointment. See you later. Come on, Winston.”
*****
Delores reached down and scratched behind Winston’s ears and then stood up and escorted Liz to a room identical to the massage room she’d been in earlier and told her to lie down on the treatment bed, face up. There was a knock on the door and a young woman said, “Hello, Mrs. Lucas. It’s Gina, we met the other day.”
“It’s good to see you again. I hope you don’t mind that I brought my dog with me. I just got him yesterday, and I’m trying to acclimate him to his new surroundings.”
“No, that’s fine with me.” She knelt down and put her hand out to pet Winston. As she did so, they both heard a low growl coming from him. 
“Winston, no. I’m sorry, Gina. As I said, I just got him yesterday, and something must have spooked him.” She looked down at Winston who was as close to her as he could be without getting up on the table with her. “Easy boy, easy.”
“Don’t worry about it, Mrs. Lucas. Some people have a way with dogs. I don’t. They never seem to like me. It’s okay, I’m used to it. I need to ask you if you have any skin conditions I should be aware of.”
“No. My skin has never been a problem. I’ve had a few facials, but none recently.”
Gina mixed a compound and placed a soft mask over Liz’s eyes, examining her skin with the help of the light from a strong lamp. Liz felt Gina’s hands gently moving over her face.
“Your skin’s in very good condition. What I like to do with someone in your age group is a peel. It seems to work well. You may experience a little pinkness afterwards as well as a tingling sensation, but those will go away in a couple of days. Is it all right with you if I do that kind of a procedure?”
“Yes, that’s fine. I understand you’re living with two of the other women who work at the spa. How did you happen to come here? This spa is a little off the beaten track.”
“I like it here,” Gina said, stroking Liz’s face with soft pads soaked in a cleanser, “I live nearby in a small cabin with Stephanie and Nikki. I got my aesthetician’s license in Seattle and planned on practicing there, but my mother and I had a disagreement. Actually, I surprised her with a visit one weekend and found her in bed with my boyfriend, Scott, so I packed up and left the state. I really feel fortunate to work here. Among spa employees, you have the reputation as being the most selective about who you hire.”        
“Thanks, but how horrible for you! Your mother and your boyfriend? How long ago was that?”
“Over two years ago, but my mother called me last night,” she said with a catch in her voice, “to tell me she and Scott had gotten married. I’m still a little shaken up by it, and I have no idea how she got my cell phone number. Maybe she got it from Scott. I know the only reason she married him was to hurt me. She’s hated me ever since I can remember. My father left her when I was very young, and she always told me I reminded her of him, because I looked so much like him.” Her hand shook slightly as she applied gel to Liz’s face.
“Gina, I can’t imagine how painful that must have been. Do you have brothers or sisters?”
“No. I’m an only child. I don’t know what happened to my father. My mother and I were never close. Please don’t talk anymore because I need this gel to set. I’m going to put a heat lamp on you to dry it out a little faster. I’m also going to put some mitts on your hands and wrists. They have a warm moisturizer in them. Just relax. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Liz’s face was tingling, and she was very aware of heat coming from the lamp. She wanted to scratch her face, but figured that probably wasn’t a good idea. Plus, her hands were covered with the mitts. Her thoughts turned to Gina. 
How hard it must be for her. I can’t imagine a mother doing that to her child. Sounds like she had a miserable childhood. Who wouldn’t be upset by a phone call like that? I can understand why her hand was shaking when she applied the gel to my face. Liz drifted off for a few minutes and was awakened by a knock on the door and seconds later, the sound of the door opening.
“It’s Gina, Mrs. Lucas. How are you doing?”
“I’m fine, but my face feels itchy.”
“That’s perfectly normal. I’ll take off the gel and apply a soothing aloe product on it that will counter the effects from the peel. Your skin will soon feel like a newborn’s.” She gently removed the gel and applied the aloe based lotion. “I’ll be back shortly. Again, just relax.”
Whew, that feels a lot better, Liz thought. I can’t wait to see what my complexion looks like. 
Gina returned in a few minutes, removed the aloe lotion from Liz’s face, and the mitts from her hands. “I’m applying a moisturizer to your face. I like to close these sessions by massaging the neck and shoulders. Will that be all right?”
“Yes, go ahead.”
“All right, Mrs. Lucas, I’m finished,” she said a few minutes later.” I think you’ll be very happy with how you look. As I said earlier, you might be a little pink, and your face may feel a little prickly, but it should be gone by tomorrow.”
“Gina, I wish you well. I’m sorry for what you’ve gone through, but don’t judge all people by what your mother and Scott have done to you. There are a lot of really good people out there. Think about trying to find one of them, and I’m sure your life will be much better.”
When she got back to her apartment and went into the bathroom to take a shower, she noticed how pink her face was, but decided it was a healthy look. 
I don’t think I’ll need any makeup tonight other than a little mascara and lipstick.



CHAPTER 16
 
The appetizers were in the oven, the wine was uncorked, and the candles had been lit. The only things missing were Judy and the guests. Liz went downstairs, fed Winston, and came back upstairs just as Judy walked through the front door. 
“You look great,” Liz said. “Maybe a little pink, but Gina said I’d probably be that way for a day or so, so I guess you will be too.”
“I’m fine with the pink, just wish this itching would go away. I used a lot of the spa moisturizer you provided in the cottage. Maybe that will help. Do you have any aloe vera?”
“No, I’ve been meaning to tell Zack to plant some, but I keep forgetting. I need to do that. When we lived in San Francisco I had some right next to the back door, and I can’t tell you how many times I cut that plant and used it when I’d burn my hand on something I was cooking or the kids got sunburned. If we’re still itching tomorrow, I’ll go to the drug store in town and get some aloe vera gel. So what did you think of Gina?” she asked, handing Judy a glass of wine.
“I thought she was very good. My complexion looks like a newborn’s. She’s nice, but since you’re asking, I’ll be honest with you. I thought there was something a little off with her. It’s nothing I can put my finger on, just a sense.”
“I think I know why.” Liz told Judy about the conversation she’d had with Gina regarding her mother and Scott. She concluded by saying, “If that had happened to me and my mother had called me and told me that my boyfriend and she had gotten married, I’d probably be a little off, too.”
“I agree, and it certainly could be the reason I felt that way. Now, what can I do to help you tonight? I need to pay you back for the all this kind hospitality.”
“Just be your normal charming self and entertain everyone while I put the finishing touches on the meal. Everything’s ready to go, so it should be easy peasy.”
“No problem. That’s what I’m best at.”
*****
Liz closed the door after the last guest left and Judy was putting the last of the dishes in the dishwasher. “Judy, I need to let Winston out. It’s been awhile and I sure don’t want him to have an accident on this nice wooden floor. Winston, outside.”
When she and Winston returned, Judy said, “You mentioned the trainer who brought Winston to you also gave you a sheet of instructions. I’m curious what else he’s trained to do besides shake hands and act like a human being.”
“I’ve got it downstairs. Be right back.”
Liz handed Judy the sheet of paper that Ed had given her. Judy spent a few minutes looking at it and said, “I can’t believe any dog can do these things. That man must have spent hours working with him. I don’t want to try any of the things he can do since he’s your dog, but did you notice the warning signs he wrote, things that you should take note of if they happen?”
“No, as I told you, I haven’t had time to read it thoroughly. Why, did you find something interesting?”
“Well, let’s put it this way. I’m just glad he didn’t growl at me when he met me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“It says here that if Winston growls when he’s introduced to someone, you should be on alert. He’s been trained to warn you if there’s danger, particularly when it’s a social situation rather than a situation where physical force is necessary. Like I said, glad I wasn’t the target of a growl.” She looked over at Liz, who seemed to be deep in thought. “What are you thinking about?”
Liz was chewing on her lower lip, a habit Judy remembered meant she was concerned about something. “Judy, when I introduced Gina to Winston, Gina bent down to put her hand on Winston, and he growled. It was the first time I’d heard him growl. I was surprised and gave him a command to be quiet. Gina pulled back, saying that dogs generally didn’t like her. I can’t figure out what that was all about.” 
“I told you I thought something was off with her. Maybe Winston agrees with me. Keep it in mind because this Ed guy was very clear when he wrote that you should take notice if Winston growls in a social situation.”
“I don’t know where to go with this, but I just remembered something else. I was lying on the table in the room when Gina walked in. Winston immediately came over and stood next to me. Actually I think if I’d asked him to, he would have jumped up on the table to be close to me. It was almost as if he was protecting me, but from what? Gina?”
“I have no idea. I’m just telling you what it says on the instruction sheet Ed gave you. Anyway, I’ve had a long day. I had to get up early to make sure I wouldn’t get caught in traffic and miss my massage. I’m taking my itchy face and heading back to my cottage. See you in the morning. Have any plans for us tomorrow or are we just going to sit and watch the ocean all day?”
“No major plans. I’m going to call Roger after you leave and see what he found out about the Tiffany lamp guy. Other than that, I’m not sure what else I can do to try and find out who killed Barbara. I suppose I could talk to the possible suspects again, but I have a feeling I’m missing something. I’ve always had something I like to call a niggle. It’s like an inner voice telling me something. Obviously I can’t turn it on or off or control it, because if I could I wouldn’t have this feeling that I’m missing something. Maybe it will come to me during a dream tonight,” she said laughing as she opened the door for Judy. She turned to Winston, “Say good night to Judy.” 
“Woof,” he barked to Judy as she walked out the door grinning. “Love that dog,” she said to Liz over her shoulder. “Might just have to contact that guy about getting his brother or sister for me.”
*****
“Hi Liz, I’m glad you called. I tried calling you earlier, but you must not have had your cell phone on you. How is everything?” Roger asked.
“Before we talk about what’s going on in my life, I want to hear about your trial. What’s happening? Did you finish selecting the jury?”
“Yes. The prosecuting attorney will start presenting his case tomorrow. From what I’ve seen, I think it will take several days, and then I’ll be on with my witnesses. My two week estimate is going to be pretty close. Now tell me about your day.”
She spent the next few minutes filling him in on her meeting with Bart, her conversation with Bertha, her spa treatments, and Judy’s remarks about Winston. She ended by asking, “Was Sean able to find out anything about Henry Sanchez’s whereabouts on the night Barbara was murdered?”
“Yes, evidently our boy is a bit of a drinker and frequents a neighborhood bar near his home. Sean found out he was in the bar early on the evening of the murder but left about ten saying he had to go to a meeting. No one at the bar thought much about it because he’s such a strange bird, but without actually having him arrested and having to provide an alibi, I don’t think there’s much more we can do with him right now. However, I definitely still consider him a possible suspect.”
“From everything I’ve heard about him, he does seem sort of weird. Maybe he was meeting someone about some antique they wanted to sell him.”
“Could be. Liz, I want to talk to you some more about what Bart said. Can you think of anyone who would want to see the spa fail or who would want to harm you?”
“No. When Bart said that, I was really surprised. I can’t think of anyone I would consider as an enemy, and as for the spa, like I said earlier, I’m sure there are people who are jealous of our success, but we’re not really in competition with any other spa. There’s no other facility like ours for miles around, probably the closest one would be in San Francisco. That just doesn’t make sense.”
“All right. Let’s look at this from a different angle. Who would know how to trip the circuit breaker for the security lights? Zack, of course, but is there anyone else? Would any of the employees even know where the circuit breaker is located?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t think Bertha knows much about things like that, plus she’s the most loyal employee I have. As for the other spa employees, why would they? I’ve been told I pay better than any of the other spa owners, and they all seem to sincerely like working here. If something happened to the spa, they’d lose their jobs, so it’s certainly in their best interests to keep it going.”
“I agree with everything you’re saying, but two things concern me. First of all tripping the circuit breaker to the security lights. Evidently that was done the night Barbara was murdered. That’s a very odd coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidences. If someone didn’t want to be seen entering Barbara’s cottage, what better way than to get rid of the security lights?”
“The only person I can think of who would know how to do that is Zack, and we’ve already talked about how having Barbara dead would help Dave, and we agreed that Zack wouldn’t knowingly do anything to help him. I’m at a complete loss. What’s number two?”
“This thing with Winston. If Winston felt that Gina was a threat to you, I have to believe she is. I know that’s hard for you to believe, but knowing how thoroughly Ed trains his dogs, I think you need to find out more about her. Actually, I’m going to call Ed in the morning and tell him what happened. He might have some insight into it. I’ve got to do a little more trial preparation for tomorrow, so I’m going to have to sign off. Remember, I want you to keep your gun and Winston with you. Promise?”
“Yes, I promise, although it’s probably not too necessary tonight, because the cottages are full.”
“I’m glad to hear that, but since nothing is making a lot of sense right now, I’m not going to rely on a full house to keep you safe. Sleep well.”
“You too, and Roger, thanks for all your help and concern.”
“If I haven’t said it before, I’ll say it now. I really care about you, and I’m really concerned about this situation. Be safe.”



CHAPTER 17
 
It was a long, miserable night for Liz. Sleep eluded her as the fiery heat and itching on her face became more and more unbearable. She got up several times in the middle of the night to apply a moisturizer. Each time she looked in the mirror, her face seemed to be redder and getting bigger.     
Gina said I might have some redness, but this is ridiculous. I wonder how Judy’s doing.
In the morning, she waited until the guests had finished breakfast and then went upstairs to get some coffee. It was still too early to go over to Judy’s cottage or to the drug store. She got dressed and waited as the minutes slowly ticked by. 
At 9:00, Bertha walked into the kitchen where Liz was reading the morning paper for the third time.
“Liz, are you all right? Your face is really red!”
“If it’s any consolation, it feels as hot as it looks. I’m just waiting for the drug store to open, so I can go into town and get some aloe vera.”
“I wish you’d said something earlier. I have a tube of it in my desk. My hands bother me from to time, and it really seems to help, but before I get it, I need to talk to you.”
“Of course. What is it? You look worried.”
“I am. I just got a call from Delores over at the spa, and we might have a problem. Gina didn’t show up for work today, however her two roommates are at the spa, and the three of them always ride to work together. Delores asked them where Gina was, and they said they didn’t know, that she’d never come home last night. The problem is the spa is almost fully booked today. I have a friend who’s a retired facialist. I just called her and asked her if she could fill in for the day, and she said she’d be here in a few minutes, so I can cover today’s appointments, but I’m concerned about Gina. I thought you and I should talk to her roommates and see if we can find out anything from them. They’ll be here in a few minutes. They each have a little time to spare before their next appointments.”
“Thanks, Bertha. When I had my treatment from Gina yesterday she didn’t mention anything to me about not being able to come to work today. I don’t know what it could be.”
“I don’t either. Maybe I’m just spooked from Barbara’s death and the mystery of the security lights not being on, but I thought we should find out what we can. I’ll go get the aloe vera.”
She returned a few minutes later and handed it to Liz.
“Thanks,” she said, slathering the aloe vera on her face. “Oh, that feels so much better. Mind if I keep it until I can get some of my own?”
“Of course not. I don’t need it.” 
*****
The two massage therapists, Nikki and Stephanie, walked into the kitchen looking concerned. Before either Liz or Bertha could say a word Nikki asked, “Mrs. Lucas, what in the world has happened to your face?”
“Nikki, I have no idea. Gina said it would be a little pink and itchy, but this seems way beyond to me.”
“I’ve never seen anyone’s face look like that after a treatment.”
“I’m sure it will be fine, but that’s not why we asked you here,” Liz said. “Bertha and I are worried about Gina. You mentioned to Bertha that she didn’t come home last night. Is there anything you can tell me about her? Is that unusual?”
Nikki and Stephanie exchanged glances, and Liz could see they appeared to be reluctant to say anything about Gina. “Please, if Gina’s in trouble, I’d like to know. Bertha mentioned to me that she’s only been here for a week. Did either one of you know her before? What made you decide to ask her to share your cabin?”
Stephanie took a deep breath and began to speak. “No. We didn’t know her. When she was hired, she said she was going to have to find a place to live, and she asked me if I knew of anyone who needed a roommate. Nikki and I had talked about getting someone else to share the rent, and it seemed very natural to ask her to join us, so we did, and she moved in with us. Privately, after the first day or so, we wondered if we’d made the right decision. She seemed a little odd. It was nothing we could put our fingers on, but something didn’t seem to be quite right with her.”
“Did anything happen this week to reinforce that feeling?”
Once again they looked at each other and then Nikki began to speak. “Yes. She’d mentioned she was estranged from her mother. She actually said she hated her. A couple of days ago she mentioned that one of her clients looked exactly like her mother. I remember her laughing and saying her mother would get what was coming to her someday soon. I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I thought it was kind of strange.”
“I agree. I think that’s very weird. I wonder what she did mean,” Liz said. “Gina told me her mother had called night before last and told her that she and Gina’s old boyfriend had gotten married. Gina seemed quite shaken by it. Were either one of you there when she got the call?”
“We both were,” Stephanie said. “She was pretty hysterical after the call. I remember she threw her phone down on the floor and started crying and screaming. She kept saying how much she hated her mother. I think I said something about how her mother couldn’t hurt her because she lived so far away. I also told her she was the best facialist at the spa and how happy her clients were with their treatments. We tried to calm her down without much success. Finally she went into her bedroom and collapsed on her bed.”
Nikki interrupted her. “What really scared us, Mrs. Lucas, is that it was kind of like something inside of her just snapped. It’s as if whatever we’d sensed before had come undone. We heard her crying all night and saying over and over she wished her mother was dead. Steph and I even talked about suggesting she get some help, you know, like from a shrink.”
“Good grief. On one hand I feel very sorry for her, but on the other hand I really do find this frightening. How was she yesterday morning? I know she came to work yesterday, because she gave me a facial.”
“She seemed much better. I woke her up and took some toast and jam to her. She said she’d be ready to go to work in fifteen minutes, and she was. Actually, she seemed like a totally different person from the night before. I thought maybe she’d decided to accept the situation and move on. Now I don’t know.”
“What do you mean?” Bertha asked.
“We always met by the front door when the spa closed. The two of us waited for her for about twenty minutes yesterday after the spa closed. We thought it was kind of odd that she was late because she liked to get back to our cabin before it got dark. She’s really into herbs and plants and she liked to go out in the forest as soon as we got home and look for things. She usually returned when it got dark with a big sack full of stuff. I don’t know anything about them, but she seemed to be pretty knowledgeable. She said she sometimes used them in homemade formulas she made for her clients. There was no sign of her, so we left and went back to our cabin. She never came home last night.”
“Weren’t you concerned about that?” Liz asked.
“Not really. It’s not unusual for the employees to go into town to Eddie’s Place and have a few beers. Once in a while there’s an attraction between one of them and one of the guys in there, and they get together for the night.”
I’m not going to say anything about that kind of social activity. I’ll just come off looking like some old woman completely out of touch with current times and how the younger generation acts these days.
Liz looked at the kitchen clock. “You two need to get back to work pretty soon. Is there anything else you want to tell me? Do you know where Gina’s mother lives?”
“Yes,” Nikki answered. “One time Gina mentioned that she’d grown up in Bellingham, Washington. I think she said her mother still lived there and now so did Scott.”
“Thank you both. If you think of anything else, please let Bertha or me know.”
When they were gone, Liz turned to Bertha and said, “What do you think?”
“I don’t know. I’m going to post a job opening on our web site, because I have a feeling she isn’t coming back. I don’t know where she went or why, but even if she returned, I wouldn’t want her back. That kind of behavior is totally unprofessional, and if I ignored it, it would set a bad precedent for the rest of the staff.”
“I agree. As always, thanks.”
Bertha reached down and patted Winston. “Love this dog, Liz. He’s a keeper.” Winston responded to the attention he was getting by sitting up and lifting up his paw, as if to say, “Thank you for saying such nice things about me.”
“Couldn’t agree more. I’m off to see how Judy’s doing this morning and then into town to get some aloe vera. Winston, come.”
When Judy answered Liz’s knock on her door and opened it, the two of them spent a moment simply staring at each other in shock. The extreme redness and the swelling on their faces were identical.
“Quick. Come inside,” Judy said. “I don’t think either one of us should go out in public looking like this. I know Gina said I might be pink, but this isn’t pink. I’m verging on a dark red plum color, and as swollen as my face is, I probably look like one.”
“I brought you some aloe vera. It really helps the itching. I’ve had to keep my hands by my sides trying to control the urge to claw at my face. I wonder if something was wrong with whatever Gina put on us.”
“Don’t know. I was just getting ready to go over to the spa and ask her.”
“Unfortunately, you’re not going to be able to do that. Actually, there’s a little excitement going on at the spa at the moment.” She filled Judy in on her conversation with Nikki and Stephanie.
“Swell. Now we don’t even know what we can use to get rid of this. I’m going to call my daughter. She has a good friend who’s a facialist. Maybe she can find something out. I’ll come over to the lodge and tell you what she says after I talk to her and take a shower. Thanks for the aloe. We definitely need to get some more of this. I wonder if the spa sells it. If they do, we could avoid going into town and frightening people.”
“Good thought. I’ll call Delores and if they do, I’ll have someone from the spa bring it to us. See you later.”
*****
Liz returned to the lodge and dialed Roger’s number. She knew he’d want to know what was happening concerning her investigation into Barbara’s death. She fully expected to leave a message, certain court was already in session.
“Good morning Liz. How are you today?”
“Actually, I was ready to leave a voice mail. I thought you’d be in the courtroom doing your thing. I’ll just be a minute as I’m sure your time is limited. I think it’s a good thing you can’t come up for a week or so. I’m having a terrible reaction to the facial I had yesterday, and believe me, it’s made me look absolutely horrible, not to mention the extreme pain and burning sensation I’m having. Judy’s having the exact same reaction. I don’t think you’d even recognize me. My face is terribly swollen and red. As if that wasn’t enough, we’re having a bit of a crisis at the spa.”
She told Roger about the conversation she’d had with Nikki and Stephanie. 
He was quiet for a minute. “I have a dermatologist I use occasionally as an expert witness in court. Let me give him a call and see what he says. I’m in the hallway outside the courtroom, and I don’t know if I can get through to him before court starts, but if not, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. And about this Gina woman. She sounds deranged. I’m glad she’s not there. You don’t need someone like her working in the spa. Bertha is absolutely right about getting someone else to replace her. Uh-oh, gotta go. Looks like we’re going to start and don’t want to irritate the judge this early in the trial. Talk to you later.”



CHAPTER 18
 
Darlene had just left the lodge after delivering two bottles of aloe vera from the spa when Liz’s cell phone rang. She looked at the screen and saw it was Roger.
“Liz, I only have a moment, so I’ll be brief. I got in touch with the dermatologist I told you about earlier this morning. He said, based on what I told him, it sounds like you definitely are having a reaction to something contained in the gel that Gina applied to you when you had your facial. He told me you or the spa manager need to look at everything that’s in Gina’s treatment room cabinets. Call me back with a list of all the products, and if I don’t answer, leave a voice mail with the list of what you find in them. The doctor said it’s critical to do it immediately because you may need an antidote.”
“I’ll take care of it right now. Thanks.”
“Gotta go.”
She called Darlene and asked, “Is Gina’s treatment room being used by anyone?” She listened for a moment. “Good. I’m glad you thought to put Bertha’s friend in one of the other rooms. I’ll be coming in the back door in a couple of minutes and making a list of the different products she has stored in her cabinets. When I’m finished, I’ll leave by the back door, so don’t be concerned if you see lights on in her room or you hear some sounds. It will just be me. I won’t be long. Thanks.”
She walked over to the spa with Winston and entered through the back door. She took all of the jars and bottles out of the cabinets in Gina’s treatment room and began to make a list of them. When she was finished she returned them to the cabinets and left with the list of the products Gina used when she gave a facial to a client.
As soon as she got back to the lodge, she called Roger and left a voicemail message for him. “Roger, I’m sure you’re in trial. Here’s the list your doctor friend wanted. I don’t know a thing about any of them. I’ll have my cell phone with me if you want to get in touch with me. Please tell your friend thanks.” She then read the names off of the list she’d made when she inventoried the products Gina had stored in her treatment room cabinets.
When she was finished, she turned to Winston and said, “Winston, let’s go see Judy and see if she’s found out anything.”
“Come in,” Judy said when Liz knocked on her cottage door. “I just got off the phone with Tiffany, and I’m really getting concerned. I told her everything that had happened and how worried we were about what was happening to our faces. She told me she’d call her friend and get her opinion. I was just about to go to the lodge and get you because her friend said I need to get a list of everything that Gina used when giving a client a facial.”
“I’m ahead of you. Roger called a dermatologist he uses as an expert witness, and he said the same thing. I’ve already called Roger back and left a message on his phone with a list of the products Gina used. Here they are,” she said, handing the list to Judy.
“I have more to tell you,” Judy said, “but let me call her friend directly with this list and see what she says. She put on her reading glasses and punched numbers into her phone. “Hi, Lisa. Here’s the list of the products that were in the facialist’s storage cabinets.” She began reading them off. Liz could hear a scream at the other end of the line and Judy resumed talking. “Yes, I said phenol. It’s spelled p-h-e-n-o-l. Why? Is that not a good thing?” She was quiet for a moment, her eyes widening. “Lisa, are you sure?” She listened again. “Well, what can we do?”
A few minutes later she thanked Lisa, ended the call, and turned to Liz. “She said that phenol is also known as carbolic acid. Evidently it’s an extremely caustic substance, and it can cause severe blistering when applied to human skin. She said no aesthetician would ever use it on someone’s skin without the client’s knowledge and consent because it’s so dangerous and would very likely cause the exact reactions we’re having. She said to keep applying water on it, and that should help. She also said since we didn’t take it into our systems we should be okay and to use the aloe vera. It will probably take a couple of weeks for the redness and the swelling to completely disappear. Good grief, Liz, I’m having a hard time believing it was a mistake, since it happened to both of us.”
“I’m not quite there. I wonder if she inadvertently grabbed the phenol instead of something else. We may never know. What else did you want to tell me?”
“You know my daughter Tiffany is a psychologist, and she has a theory about all of this. I think it may be a very good theory, but I don’t know what to do about it.”
“You’re talking in riddles. What did she say?”
“Tiffany wonders if Gina deliberately prepared a gel that would cause the adverse reactions we’re having. Her thinking is that Gina hates her mother, and because we’re in the same age group as her mother, we became stand-ins for her mother.”
“That makes her sound even more unbalanced and dangerous.”
“Well, that might be true, but let’s get back to Tiffany’s theory. If it’s true, talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time! It reminds me of the time when I was in college walking back to my dorm after I’d been studying in the library one night. Some guy had taken his date home from a fraternity party after drinking too much beer and drove his car onto the sidewalk where I was walking. Fortunately, the car just tapped me, but it was enough to cause some huge bruises on my leg. That’s what I mean about being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe that’s what happened to us at the spa.”
“Judy, if she really is unbalanced and has mentally snapped, and since she mentioned several times she’d like to see her mother dead, I wonder if she’s going to Washington to try and kill her mother. I know it sounds pretty far-fetched, but the situation that seems to be developing may be a lot more dangerous than putting some acid solution on our faces. What do you think?”
Judy was quiet for a few moments. “I think you’re absolutely right. We probably should call the police department in the town where her mother lives and alert them of our suspicions. Maybe they can keep her mother’s house under surveillance and see if Gina shows up.”
“You’ve been watching too many crime shows on television,” Liz said. “Do you really think if we call the police department because of a suspicion we have, based on no firm facts, I might add, that they will assign one or two policemen to see if she shows up? Sorry, but I don’t see that happening. They’ll probably take the information down, and as soon as the phone call is completed, dismiss the whole thing as just another nut case call like they probably get every day. I know that’s what I’d think if I were them.”           
Liz began to feel a slight niggle in the back of her mind, that inner sense that only seemed to make itself known when it needed to really get her attention. 
“What is it, Liz? You’ve got a really funny look on your face.”
“Judy, I have no idea where this is coming from, but I have the strongest feeling that Gina is planning to kill her mother, and I have to stop her.”
“Are you kidding? What can you do from here? You didn’t like my idea of calling the police.”
“I have to do this. It’s my spa, and it’s already getting a black eye from Barbara’s death. All I need is for a spa employee to commit murder. I’m going to Washington, to Bellingham where her mother lives. Even if the police believed me, they’d still need my help to identify Gina. I can do that a lot easier than they can.”
“Are you crazy? How do you think you’d even find her? Washington’s a big state. Where would you start?”
“Well, first of all I need to get there. Roger has all kinds of sources he uses in his criminal law practice. I’m sure he could find out if she used a credit card for a plane trip or a rental car or maybe even a motel where she might be staying. I just can’t sit by and wait for something horrible to happen.”
“What about the murder you’re trying to solve here?”
“I’m at a dead end. I’ve talked to all the possible suspects, and I’m no closer to solving it than I was in the beginning. I’m going to go back to the lodge and get on the computer and see if I can buy an airline ticket to Seattle. Hopefully I can fly up from San Francisco this afternoon.”
“Well, when you make your reservation, make it for two. I’m going with you. I can’t let you go off half-cocked by yourself. Anyway, maybe I can at least protect your back side.”
“Right. The only two things that could protect my back side are my gun and Winston, and I can’t get either one of them on an airplane. Let’s go, I need to get on the computer and make our flight reservations.”



CHAPTER 19
 
“Judy, would you please check and see when we can get a flight out of San Francisco? I’d like to get on one this afternoon. I just had a thought, and I want to ask Stephanie about it. I shouldn’t be gone long.” Winston stood next to her, ready to follow.
Liz walked over to the spa and was glad to see that none of the guests were in the reception area. “Delores, is Stephanie available?”
“Good grief, Mrs. Lucas. When Stephanie and Nikki came back from the lodge, they mentioned that you were having a reaction to your facial, but I had no idea it would be that red and swollen. Anyway, Stephanie’s with a guest. Can I help you?”
“I don’t remember anyone mentioning that Gina had a car. Do you know if she did?”
“She didn’t have a car. That was one of the reasons she was so excited to room with Stephanie and Nikki. Stephanie has a car and could take her back and forth between their cabin and work. Why?”
“Well, if she didn’t go to the cabin last night, she must have gotten a ride from someone. Who leaves here around that time?”
“The other people here at the spa were working late last night because we were booked full and running behind schedule. Let me look at the book for a minute, and I should be able to tell you more.” She examined it, and after a moment she looked up. “Gina finished about 4:30 last night. Stephanie and Nikki didn’t finish until 5:00. Often the staff will leave through the back door, so they don’t have to encounter any guests. She may have left the spa that way, and that’s why I didn’t see her leave.”
Kelly mused aloud, “Well, if she didn’t ride with them, and the other staff members were still here, I wonder how she left the area.”
“You might want to check with Zack,” Delores said. “He parks in the lodge lot, and I have a direct view of it. I often see him leave about that time, although I don’t remember seeing him last night, however if I was making a reservation or a client was paying for their treatment, I wouldn’t be looking out the window.” She realized what she’d said and quickly went on, “Not that I look out the window all that much. I’ve just noticed him once in a while. I have so much to do keeping the reservations and taking people’s payments that I really don’t look out the window very often.”
Uh-huh, Liz thought. “Thanks Delores, I’ll go check with him.”
She left the spa and saw Zack working in the potting shed. She walked over to him and said, “Good morning, Zack. Are those the flowers you were talking about planting?”
“Yep. Mrs. Lucas, I probably shouldn’t be sayin’ anything, but do you know how red and swollen your face is?”
“Yes, Zack, believe me, I’m well aware of it and doing everything I can. Aloe vera and water have become my best friends. Anyway, tell me about the flowers.”
“They’re gonna look real good when I’m finished. I like to see a lot of color around the lodge and cottages. We’ve got so much green from the forest I think it makes a nice contrast.”
“Zack, do you know Gina, the young woman Bertha hired about a week ago?”
“Funny you should ask. I hadn’t met her until yesterday because, as you know, I was on a little vacation. I was getting ready to leave yesterday evening when she walked up to me and introduced herself. She was carrying a large tote bag and wanted to know if I could give her a ride into town. She said she was going to ride the bus to San Francisco and then fly up to Seattle. I asked if she was going to be gone long, and she said she didn’t know. She mentioned that a family member was having some problems and needed her. Why?”
“She didn’t tell anyone at the spa that she wouldn’t be at work today, and it’s causing some scheduling problems with some of our guests. How did she seem to you?”
“Well, Mrs. Lucas, I did a few drugs in my younger days, you know, like most of us did, and I remember thinking when I was talking to her that she was acting really strange. I wondered if she was on something, but I know Bertha is very careful about who she hires, so I had my doubts. I remember wondering to myself if Bertha had carefully checked Gina’s references.”
“So you took her to the bus depot in town?”
“Yep, I did indeed. Why? Did I do something wrong?”
“No, it’s just that everything about Gina seems to be quite strange. Thanks, Zack, I appreciate you telling me, and those flower pots are going to be beautiful. I know the guests will love them, and so will I!”
She walked back to the lodge and as soon as she entered, a very excited Judy said, “It was hard to find a flight for us. Guess there are a lot of graduations this weekend, and people are flying all over the place. Anyway, I was able to get us seats on a flight that leaves San Francisco at 6:30 tonight. That’s the best I could do, and we’re darned lucky I got those. I don’t need to go home. We can take my car directly to the airport, and depending on what happens, I can drive you back here when we return. I need to call Tiffany and tell her I’m going, and I need to pack a few things. We’ve got a couple of hours before we have to leave. I think I’ll go soak my face in ice water until we go.”
“That’s not a bad idea. I think I’ll do the same thing after I take care of a few things in the kitchen. I did find out something interesting.” She recounted her conversation with Zack. “I need to call Roger, and I know he’s not going to be very happy about us taking off for Washington, but I’m sure he can find out if Gina used her credit card for her airline ticket, rental car, or maybe even a motel. I’m hoping I’ll get his voice mail, and I won’t have to talk to him directly. I’ll just leave a message and call him after he’s had a chance to calm down. Oh, I need to ask Bertha if she’ll keep Winston. She offered to do it if I ever needed someone to keep him, so I don’t think that will be a problem. I’m hoping she can serve dinner for the next couple of nights, or if she can’t, she can probably have Sarah do it. She’s single, so I would imagine she could juggle it into her schedule. I’ll make a couple of casseroles and leave instructions. It should work out fine.”
“Okay. Plan on leaving from here about 3:00. By the time we drive to the airport, park the car in an outlying lot, and go through security, we should easily make it by 6:30, but we’ll still have a little wiggle room in case we run into traffic. Never knew I’d he headed to Seattle when I woke up this morning, but it’s kind of exciting. See you later.”
After Judy closed the door, Liz picked up the phone and sent a silent prayer to the phone gods that she’d get Roger’s voice mail. Shortly she heard the words she’d been praying for, “You have reached the voice mail of Roger Johnson. I’m not available to take your call. Please leave your message after the beep.”
“Hi, Roger. It’s Liz. I know this call is not going to please you, and I’m sorry. Judy and I are flying to Seattle tonight to see if we can stop Gina before she tries to do something terrible to her mother. You could help me by finding out if she used her credit card for anything and also if you have a way to find out if her mother is still living in Bellingham and if so, her address. Winston is staying with Bertha. Roger, I promise I won’t take any chances. Please try to understand, but I really have a niggle that I have to do this. If one of my employees does something bad to her mother, and she did say she wished her mother was dead, on top of the murder that occurred here, it could sink my spa business. I have to do this to protect the reputation of the spa which is the only investment I have. Here’s Gina’s personal identification information that I’ve taken from her personnel records here at the spa to help trace her credit card activity. I’ll call you later.”
Just as she began cooking her phone rang. She looked at the screen and saw that it was Roger. I know he’s going to try and talk me out of going. I’ll let him cool down for a couple of hours, and I’ll call him when I get to the airport. Maybe he will have found out the information I need by then. For the next few hours, she concentrated on getting everything ready for the guests’ dinners for the next few nights.
 



CHAPTER 20
 
The drive to the airport, parking, and security all went smoothly. They still had a half hour until their plane was scheduled to leave. “I need to call Roger. I’ve avoided talking to him all afternoon, and I can’t put it off any longer. I’m really dreading it. Wish me luck,” Liz said.
She punched in his number on her cell phone and took a deep breath. He answered on the first ring. “Hi Roger. I’m at the San Francisco airport, and I’ll be taking off in just a few minutes, so I can’t talk for long. I left a message on your voice mail earlier today. Did you have any luck?”
“Yes. I’ll get to that in a minute. I’m a little calmer now than I was when you first called, and while intellectually I understand what you’re doing, emotionally I don’t like it at all. Anyway, we can talk about that another time. First of all, my dermatologist friend said that phenol is the ingredient that probably did a number on your face. He said there’s not much you can do but put a lot of cool water on it, and he also said aloe vera would be fine and would probably help to  reduce the itching. Finally, he indicated that your face will gradually get back to normal, but it will probably take a couple of weeks.”
“Thanks. That’s exactly what Judy’s friend said who’s a facialist. I guess I’ll have to live with it, but at least I’m not going to die from it.”
“That’s one thing we can be thankful for. Okay, here’s what I’ve got for you. I called a friend of mine who’s with the San Francisco Police Department. He was able to trace Gina’s recent transactions on her credit card. She flew to Seattle on Alaska Airlines last night, rented a car, and checked into a motel located near the airport called the Day and Night Inn for two days. Her mother still lives in Bellingham, so I called a captain at the Bellingham Police Department and told him everything we know. I’ll give you her address in a minute. Does that help?”
“Very much. Thanks. Roger, I can tell from your voice you’re really angry and I’m sorry, but this is something I have to do to protect the reputation of my spa. I just have to do it. Please, try and understand.”
“Liz, I’m trying, I really am, but I’m so worried about you. Is this something you do a lot? Go off half-cocked? This is a side of you I haven’t seen before, and quite frankly, I’m not sure I like it. Gina sounds like she’s gone over the edge, and I’m concerned about your personal safety. Will you promise me you won’t do anything dangerous? Let the Bellingham Police Department take care of it. Please, for me.”
“I’ll be fine, Roger, and no, I’ve never done anything like this before. I’ll be home in a day or two, and we can put this behind us. Honest. I’ll call you tomorrow. Nite.”
After she hung up from talking to Roger, Liz turned to Judy and said, “Judy, when we get to Seattle we need to rent a car and find the closest motel to the Day and Night Inn. That’s where Gina’s staying. She made a reservation for two nights. We can stake out the motel in the morning and follow her to see what she’s up to.” 
*****
Liz wasn’t sure what Gina had planned, but her niggle told her to find Gina, follow her, and tell the police what she observed. She hoped they weren’t too late to stop her from whatever she was planning to do to her mother.
The next morning Liz woke Judy up before dawn. They hurriedly dressed, drove their rental car in the gentle rain to the nearby Day and Night Inn, parked in a remote area of the parking lot, and waited for Gina to leave the motel. 
Several hours later Liz roused Judy from her nap and said, “Look, there she is. I’m sure it’s her. She’s got a scarf wrapped around her head, and she’s wearing sunglasses. I mean, come on, you wouldn’t wear sunglasses when it’s raining unless you didn’t want to be recognized.
“I think you’re right. Let’s go.”
Gina drove to the nearby I-5 freeway and turned north. Judy followed, staying several car lengths behind her. On the north side of Seattle, Gina exited the freeway and drove into a Wal-Mart parking lot. Judy parked two rows behind her. Gina walked over to the entrance of the store and handed some money to a man who was sitting at a table under a sign that read, “Help Homeless Veterans.”
“Did you see her just give money to that man?” Judy asked. “I never would have thought she’d give money to some cause. That seems so out of character from what we know.”
“When I tipped her after my treatment she mentioned she gave half of her tips to homeless people. I remember thinking I hadn’t seen too many homeless people in Red Cedar and yes, I agree, it seems out of character.”
They followed her into the store. Both of them wore hooded plastic raincoats they’d purchased at the airport convenience store the night before. Their faces were still various shades of reddish purple, but far less noticeable with the raincoat hoods surrounding them.
“Liz, she’s looking at phones. Everyone her age has one. Why would she need a second one, and why would she come here to buy it? If she needed to buy one, she could have bought it much closer to the motel. That’s the only thing she’s buying. How strange.”
The two women hurried back to their car, unnoticed. They watched as Gina got in her car and reversed directions, driving south, back towards Seattle. She went past the Seattle off-ramps and exited the freeway close to the airport, not far from where they’d started out a couple of  hours earlier. After several turns, she parked her car in a hardware store parking lot. Judy stayed in the car while Liz followed Gina into the store. Gina paid for a box of large galvanized roofing nails and left. From there she drove to a nearby mall anchored by a large Sears store. Judy followed her to the small appliance department where she bought a pressure cooker. 
“Liz,” Judy said, when she returned to the car, “She just bought a heavy duty metal pressure cooker. So what is she going to do with a phone, roofing nails, and a pressure cooker? I can’t imagine what she wants them for.”
“Wait a minute. I think I remember reading something about those things being in the bomb that went off at the Boston Marathon. I wonder if she’s planning on doing something like that. Look. Now we’re in a light manufacturing area. What could she possibly want here? Uh-oh, I think she’s driving into that gun shop parking lot.” 
They looked at each other, both of them realizing that this could potentially be very dangerous for everyone. Guns killed and there could only be one reason Gina was buying something from a gun store. Liz followed her into the large store and pretended to be captivated by the photos on the wall of Weimaraner and Brittany hunting dogs working in fields with their owners. She was able to get close enough to eavesdrop on the conversation between the clerk and Gina. 
“May I help you?” the bearded grey-haired man in a red flannel shirt and jeans asked.
“Yes, I’d like to buy some gunpowder. I’m having a real problem with snails, and I read if you mix beer with gunpowder and put it in shallow dishes, they’ll crawl in and die. They’re eating all of my plants, and I don’t know anything about gunpowder. Do you have different kinds or strengths? I want the strongest I can get, so I don’t have to do this again.”
“That’s a new one on me,” he said laughing. “Yes, there are different strengths. Let me get you a can of our most potent gun powder. It comes in an eight pound container. That should be enough to take care of the little devils, but at least they’ll die happy. Me, if I’m ever in an accident, I want to get hit by a truck that’s loaded with beer,” he said, laughing.
Gina paid him and got back in her car. Liz discreetly followed her at a safe distance. “Judy, she bought eight pounds of their strongest gunpowder. You wouldn’t need gunpowder for a gun, but you would for a bomb. What would she know about a bomb? If it’s not that, I can’t imagine what she’s going to do with it.”
Once again she returned to the I-5 and headed north. Two hours later she exited the freeway a few miles south of Bellingham and parked in the lot of a fast food restaurant.
“Thank heavens,” Liz said. “I’m starving. Let’s drive-thru and order. That way we can park in the rear of the lot and be ready when she leaves. I’m not surprised she’s near Bellingham, I just can’t figure out what she has planned. Do you think I should call the Bellingham Police Department and tell them what we know?”
“Not yet. Let’s see what happens.”
Forty-five minutes later Gina left the restaurant, got in her car, drove a few blocks, and pulled into a large shopping mall anchored by a movie theater complex. She got out of her car and headed towards the movie complex.
“Park over there. We need to find out which movie she’s going to see.”
Liz overheard Gina tell the cashier that she wanted “One ticket for Midnight Charm.” They followed her into the theater and split up. Liz sat three rows behind Gina on the right, and Judy sat six rows back on Gina’s left, one seat over. She wanted to see if Gina was texting anyone. Gina sat quietly waiting for the movie to begin, eating a large box of popcorn. 
Two hours later the movie ended. Judy and Liz followed her as she strolled in and out of the shops in the attached mall and appeared to be killing time. She spent a long time in the Barnes & Noble bookstore, going from section to section, looking first at one book and then another. At 6:15 she began walking in the direction of the parking lot. She drove out of it at 6:30, and got back on the I-5 freeway. Ten minutes later she pulled off at a rest stop and parked at the far end, away from any cars. She opened the door on the passenger side of the car and inserted her key in the trunk, raising it. She made several trips back and forth, taking various objects from the trunk and putting them on the passenger seat and the floor.
“Judy, I’m glad you threw in those binoculars. Are you picking up anything?”
“Nothing new. She’s got a Sears bag, a sack from Wal-Mart, a sack from the hardware store, and an unidentified sack. Now she’s taking the big pressure cooker pot with the lid out of the bag. I can’t figure out why she’d have a pressure cooker. I remember my grandmother had one, and I don’t think I’ve seen one since.”
“I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Liz said. “I think I better call the police in a little while. Roger gave me the number when I talked to him last night, and Judy, here’s something I’ve been thinking about.”
“What?”
“Isn’t it coincidental that it looks like she’s planning to, and I hate to say it, kill her mother, and someone was murdered at the spa while she worked there? If your daughter’s theory is correct about using phenol on us because we remind her of her mother, do you think she killed Barbara because she was about her mother’s age? And something else occurred to me during the movie. 
“When Stephanie and Nikki came to talk to Bertha and me yesterday morning, one of them mentioned Gina had said that one of her clients really looked like her mother. They said she was laughing and saying her mother would get hers too. They didn’t know what she meant by that, but they thought it was kind of weird. She very well might have murdered Barbara, and now she plans on killing her mother.”



CHAPTER 21
 
“Take a seat,” Sgt. Driscoll of the Bellingham Police Department said to the men and women in uniform who stood in front of him in the squad room. 
“Here’s what we’ve got. There’s a woman, Gina Anders, who’s been traced to this general location from San Francisco. Looks like she wants to do a number on her mother. The captain got a call last night from a San Francisco policeman, and he passed the information on to us. Evidently this Anders woman worked as a facialist at some spa not too far from San Francisco and did a real number on the faces of a couple of older women. She smeared some type of caustic gel on their faces when she gave them a facial. The daughter of one of the victims is a psychologist, and she thinks this Anders woman was taking revenge out on the women because they’re around the age of her mother. That’s the background.”
“Sarge, what in the devil does some spa have to do with us?” Jim Armstrong, a rookie cop asked.
“Hang on, Armstrong, I’m getting there. Gina’s mother called her the night before she did a number on the women at the spa and told her she’d married Gina’s boyfriend. Her roommates told the spa owner that several times Gina said she wished her mother was dead. She hitched a ride with a spa employee to the Red Cedar bus depot and told him she was going to San Francisco and then flying to Seattle. We got her phone records and found out the call Gina received was placed from a number here in Bellingham. We traced it to her mother’s home. We also got Gina’s credit card records and found out she did fly to Seattle from San Francisco night before last. She rented a car and made reservations for two nights at the Day and Night Inn near SeaTac airport, but the trail’s gone cold since then. The captain said we were getting this a little later than he would have liked, but somehow it got lost in the shuffle. He’s put a high priority on it now.”
“Do you have any photos, Sarge?”
“Yeah, the spa scanned her photo from their employment records and sent it to us, but I imagine she’s in some type of disguise. We have the make and the license number of the car she rented. I’ve already sent out an APB to all the jurisdictions surrounding Bellingham. For their own safety, I’m going to have Anders’ mother and her boy toy husband removed from the house, but I want round the clock surveillance on the house. It looks like that’s where this Anders woman is headed. Since we can’t seem to locate her, I think we need to stake the house out in shifts. If she plans on doing something, it will probably be done at her mother’s home. It’s a pretty rough area, so a couple of under covers sitting in an unmarked car won’t be noticed. Here’s the information on the vehicle Anders is driving. Memorize it and let me know immediately if you see it.
“Rick, Louie, you take the first shift. Here’s the schedule and the address of the mother’s house. If something’s going down, I’d bet it’s going to happen in the next twenty-four hours. According to her roommates, it didn’t look like she took anything with her. They also were worried about her mental state. The spa employee who took her to the airport said she looked like she was on drugs or something. 
“There’s one other problem. The information the San Francisco police officer gave us was passed on to him by a criminal law attorney in one of the largest law firms in San Francisco. His girlfriend is one of the women this Gina did a number on. She and another woman who was at the spa with her flew to Seattle to see if they could find Gina. They knew they could ID her. We’ve been requested to keep an eye out for them as well. Here are their photos, but I guess their faces are dark reddish purple and swollen from what Gina did to them at the spa. You can probably ID them from that alone. From what I’m told, these two women don’t have a clue about what they’ve gotten themselves into. I just hope they don’t get in the way or get hurt. Any questions?”
“Yeah, what do you want us to do if any of them show up at the house?”
“Let me know immediately. I’ll make a decision on what action to take at that time.”
Several hours later Rick and Louie were drinking coffee from a big thermos jug, parked about half a block from Gina’s mother’s home, debating the Mariners’ chances of making it to the World Series. From their position, they could easily see if anyone entered the house as well as any cars traveling on the street.
“Louie,” Rick said, putting his coffee in the cup holder. “Check out that grey car. Can you make the plate?” 
“Yeah, that’s the one.” He called Sergeant Driscoll and told him they’d spotted the car Gina Anders was reportedly driving. While he was talking to the sergeant, he noticed another car not too far behind the grey car. “Sarge, looks like Gina’s being tailed, and from the looks of the two purple balloon faces in it, they must be the two broads you told us about. What do you want us to do about them?” 
“Watch both cars. Try to keep them in your sight. Gotta go, got another call.”
Two minutes later the sergeant called Rick back. “Believe it or not I just got a call from the two broads following Gina. I spoke with some woman named Liz. Turns out they’ve been tailing Gina all day, and from what she told me Gina’s purchased during the day, I think she might be planning to blow up her mother’s home. The items she purchased are clearly bomb-making materials including eight pounds of gunpowder. That’s enough to blow up the entire house and maybe a couple of others. Liz told me she remembered reading about the Boston Marathon Bomber and wondered if Gina was trying to make a bomb like those two psychos in Boston used. Bomb squad’s on its way. Here’s what the broads saw.” He related the conversation he’d just had with Liz, telling him what Gina had in her car.
“I told her I had boots already on the ground at the mother’s home, and that I wanted her and her friend to stay in their car and not go anywhere near Anders. Make sure they don’t. Don’t want to have to answer to a bunch of San Francisco mouthpieces and ambulance chasers from some fancy law firm. Call me when you know something.”
Rick listened to the sergeant. “Okay, Sarge, we’ll keep an eye on the two plum balloons. I know our shift has been over for awhile, but I think we’d both like to see how this is going to play out. We could probably use some more muscle. Have them stake out the south side of the house. We’ll follow this Gina broad and see what happens. FYI, Sarge, I got a bad feelin’ about this.”
“Me too. By the way,” Sergeant Driscoll said, “I just got confirmation that the mom and her boy toy were taken out of the house before you arrived. If what I think is going to happen, happens, they’re gonna be glad we got them out.”



CHAPTER 22
 
Earlier, when she was at the rest stop, Gina had spent almost half an hour assembling the things she’d taken from the trunk of her car. She was ready for payback time. She parked her rental car about a block from her mother’s house. 
It was twilight and normally the street lights would have been on, but the city workers tended to put new bulbs in street lights that were located in safer neighborhoods, and the streets in this neighborhood were usually on the tail end of their list. It was rapidly getting dark. 
“Doesn’t look like any lights are on in the house even though their cars are out in front,” Rick said. “Probably wanted the perp to think they were still in there. I can see our backup down the street. Wait, the perp’s getting out of her car. Darn. The two plum balloons just got out of their car, too. Okay, Louie, you take the two balloons, and I’ll take the perp.”
They radioed for the backups to follow them. Gina was so intent on blending into the shadows she never noticed the men or Judy and Liz. She carried the Sears sack by its handles. Large trees cast long, dark shadows, making it difficult to see Gina, who was dressed in black. Rick and Louie struggled to keep all three women in sight as darkness rapidly fell. All of them moved from tree to tree, hiding behind first one tree and then another. Fortunately the Sears sack that Gina carried was white, so it acted as a beacon in the darkness. 
When she got close to her mother’s home, Gina stepped between it and the neighbor’s house and entered her mother’s unfenced back yard. She ran up the steps leading to the raised deck, took the pressure cooker out of the Sears sack, and set it on the deck.
Louie nodded to Rick. Both had their guns drawn as they crept close to where she was standing. However, before they were able to take Gina into custody, Liz and Judy suddenly bolted into the backyard and started running towards Gina to try and stop her from doing whatever it was she had in mind. The two of them were forcibly intercepted by Louie who shouted at Liz and Judy to stay back. “Don’t move!” 
Gina heard Louie’s shout, whirled, and took off, but Rick was faster. He caught up with her, slammed her against the house, pulled her hands behind her back, and handcuffed her. The two backup officers arrived within moments and surrounded Gina. Liz and Judy stared in disbelief, not realizing how dangerous the situation they’d placed themselves in had been.
Rick was talking on his handheld police radio with Sergeant Driscoll. “We’ve got the perp and the two plum balloons. Looks like she may have made a bomb and put it in some kind of metal container. It’s sitting on the outside deck in the back of the house. When’s the bomb squad gonna get here? Don’t know how much time we have!” 
He turned to Louie and the other men. “Bomb squad’s on its way and more backup too. Sarge said to get out of here in case it’s set to go off momentarily.”
Rick yelled at Judy and Liz to run as fast as they could away from the house. Louie and Rick raced towards the front yard, half pulling and half dragging Gina. Loud sirens filled the air. Tires squealed on the street as the bomb squad truck pulled to the curb. Four men wearing heavy bomb protection gear got out of the truck along with a big German shepherd dog.
“It’s on the deck in back,” Louie yelled to the bomb squad, as they raced to the rear of the house. He turned to Gina and pointed his gun at her. “When’s it set to go off?”
“You’d like to know wouldn’t you, fuzz? If I were you, I’d say goodbye to your friends ‘cuz they’re on their way to meet their maker.” She turned to Judy and Liz. “Look at you. You’re just like my mother, only now you’re even uglier than she is.” She laughed maniacally.
One of the bomb squad members, who was carefully inspecting the makeshift pressure cooker bomb, cried out, “Evacuate the neighborhood. There’s enough gunpowder in here to blow it to kingdom come.”
“Louie, go on. I’ll get the perp and the plum balloons out of here,” Rick yelled. Louie and the other men began frantically knocking on the doors of nearby homes, urging the residents to leave immediately, that there was a bomb threat.
Just then one of the bomb squad members screamed from the back yard of the house. “Take cover. The bomb’s on an automatic timer, and we can’t disarm it. It’s going to blow any second.”
Seconds later a huge blast came from the rear of the house. A massive fireball shot up in the air as the house exploded. The members of the bomb squad had instinctively run away from the explosion, years of training kicking in. Even so, all of them were blown to the ground by the blast and suffered minor burns and injuries.
Rick yelled into his radio. “Officers down. Get ambulances here ASAP.”
Three more police cars raced up, and a few minutes later they were joined by several ambulances and fire trucks. Whirling blue and red lights were everywhere, lighting up the area. The police put yellow tape up at both ends of the street and blocked it off to all traffic and pedestrians. Officers yelled into bullhorns telling people to evacuate their homes immediately.
After what seemed like an eternity, the firemen got a handle on the blaze, and the remains of the house could be seen. The injured bomb squad members were rushed to the hospital by ambulances, sirens blaring. Rick had called Animal Control, and the bomb squad dog was on his way to a veterinarian for emergency treatment. 
When the firemen had the situation under control, several backup members of the bomb squad went to the rear of the house to determine if there was any risk of further explosions. A few minutes later, one of them returned and said to Rick, “You can let the people back in their homes. Apparently she didn’t know what she was doing, and that’s a good thing. It looks like there were enough explosives in the bomb to blow up the neighborhood, but from what we can tell, the bomb sort of fizzled and didn’t go off with its full force.”
A policeman began shouting through a bullhorn. “It’s safe to go back to your homes. The danger is over.” A steady stream of residents began making their way back to their homes, several stopping to thank the police and stare in disbelief at the destroyed house.
Rick was on his cell phone with Sergeant Driscoll. “It’s over. The house is still smoldering, and it’s a total loss. Fire Department has it under control and mop-up’s begun. The backup bomb squad guys said she didn’t know what she was doing, and that turned out to be a lucky break for everyone. Four of our bomb squad guys have been taken to the hospital, but they should be okay. The dog is going to be fine. We’re bringing Gina in. What about her mother and the guy?”
He listened and said, “I think it’s probably a good thing they don’t see one another. We’re on our way. Want us to do anything with the two purple balloons? Just a sec. I’ll get her.” He walked over to where Judy and Liz were standing and handed Liz his phone. “Sergeant Driscoll wants to talk to you.”  
“This is Liz Lucas.” She listened to the sergeant for a few minutes. “Well, I began to wonder if she was planning on making a bomb when I saw what she was buying. Like I told you earlier, I remember reading about ingredients like that after the Boston Marathon bomb attack. The more I thought about it, I decided I better call you. I’m glad we were able to help.”
“Liz, why did you come all the way up here to Washington from California and do this?” Sergeant Driscoll asked.
She took a deep breath. “I know it’s going to sound strange, but I had what I call a niggle, a feeling, that I should come. It was pretty insistent. It niggled me where to park our car in the motel lot, so we could see Gina coming out and could follow her.”
Sergeant Driscoll was quiet for a few moments. “I usually don’t believe in that kind of stuff, but in this case, I’m going to have to. Tell you what. If you ever need a reference for your niggle, use me. And I may be calling you to help us in the future with some dead end unsolved cold cases. Thanks again!”
“Sergeant, there was a woman murdered at the spa I own in California. The woman who died was staying in one of the guest cottages, and according to the coroner, was poisoned.  I have reason to believe that Gina might have been the one to poison her. When you question her, would you see what you can find out about that? I’d really appreciate it, because I’ve talked to everyone else who might be a possible suspect, and I’m not connecting the dots.”
“Happy to. I’ll let you know what I find out.”
Rick and Louie drove to the police station with Gina in the back seat guarded by a policeman who sat next to her. She was booked for attempted murder, illegal possession of bomb-making materials, arson, and a host of other charges. Even with a good attorney, Gina was headed to prison for a long time.



CHAPTER 23
 
“Judy, let’s get a bottle of wine and go back to the motel. I’m exhausted. We can fly home tomorrow. 
“That sounds wonderful. I know I’m a little shaky, and I know I was as close to dying tonight as I’ve ever been, but I’ve never felt so alive. This was absolutely the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me. You mentioned something about a niggle when you were talking to the sergeant. What was that all about?”
“Well, it’s kind of a little voice in my head that tells me things. It’s been talking to me since I was a kid. It tells me things like, ‘Lock the car door, or don’t eat that.’ I can’t help but listen to it, and I usually do what it says. It told me to wake you up early this morning and where to park in the motel lot so we could watch for Gina. I’m wondering if I have a little ESP, you know, some kind of an extra sensory perception thing.”
“What other things have you noticed?”
“Once when we were living in San Francisco, I decided to take a class on ESP. The instructor told us to bring a metal spoon to the second class. He asked each of us in the class to take our spoon and try to bend it with one finger by simply concentrating on bending it. Well, guess what? I was the only one in the class who could bend it. I bent the poor spoon almost in half with just one finger. Maybe I do have some sort of extrasensory power going on. I really don’t understand how it works, but it does. When I was younger I thought everyone probably had a niggle that told them what to do or not do. Kind of like a conscience. But over time I’ve come to realize that it seems to be kind of unique to me.”
“I sure don’t have any perceptive powers. If I did, and if a voice had told me not to marry either one of my husbands, I would have listened and saved myself a lot of grief.”
“I’m kind of fascinated by the niggle now that all this has happened. I think I’ll take it a little more seriously from now on.”
“Okay, but promise me one thing. I want to be part of your next adventure. Who knows? You may be starting a whole new career by helping the police with unsolved crimes.”
“Right now I’m so tired and wrung out, all I want to do is have a glass of wine, get some sleep, and go home tomorrow.”
“Me too!”
*****
“Roger, it’s over. The police have Gina in custody, and there’s a good chance that she’s the one who murdered Barbara. When they interrogate her, they’re going to ask her about Barbara’s death. There’s nothing we can do here, so Judy and I will be flying into San Francisco tomorrow morning.”
“I’m just glad to hear your voice. Promise me you’ll never do anything like this again. I’m glad I didn’t have to put on my case today, because I think my client would have been convicted if I had. I definitely wasn’t on my game. All I could think about was you and the danger you were in. Please, please, no more, or I may have to give up being a criminal law attorney.
She laughed and said, “Roger, if it helps, I have no intention of doing something like this again. Matter of fact, I was pretty terrified.”
“Give me your flight information, and I’ll pick you up at the airport. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so I don’t have to be in court.”
“Roger, are you sure you want to see me like this? It’s not a pretty sight.”
“Liz, I don’t care what you look like. I just want to make sure that you’re okay. I’ll drive you back to the spa and spend the night. See you tomorrow at the airport.”



CHAPTER 24
                              
“I’m so glad to see you. I can’t believe it’s only been a couple of days. So much has happened,” Liz said to Roger when she reached the bottom of the escalator at the San Francisco airport. “I want you to meet my good friend Judy Rasmussen.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Judy. Let me take a look at both of you.” He was clearly dismayed by their reddish, purple, and swollen faces. “Well, from what you told me, maybe the swelling has gone down a little, and you’re not really looking like plums, but watermelons wouldn’t be too far off. How are you feeling?”
Liz answered for both of them. “I think the worst is over. I don’t feel quite as itchy, but my skin still flakes off if I don’t slop on a lot of moisturizer or aloe vera. I guess this is just going to take some time. I’m so glad we found Gina, and no one else will have to go through this.”
“Liz, Roger, I need to get home. Tiffany was going to stop by and feed Alex, my cat, but I imagine he’s really missing me by now. I was gone a little longer than I planned. Liz, I’ll talk to you later. You sure know how to provide someone with an interesting time when they come to visit you!” she said, laughing as she walked away, trying to ignore the stares of the people she passed.
“Roger, you won’t believe what I found out just a few minutes ago,” Liz said as they walked out the door to the short term parking lot. “I called Sergeant Driscoll at the Bellingham Police Department to see if he’d found out anything from Gina about Barbara’s death. Evidently it’s like she’s mentally snapped. She kept talking about how the police couldn’t arrest her, because she gave money to homeless people and all kinds of strange things. She rambled on and on in a completely irrational manner. During her irrational rambling she admitted she’d killed Barbara.”
“Did you find out how she did it?”
“It’s kind of hazy, but from what the sergeant told me, she said she’d made a tea and laced it with juice from the roots of a plant called Water Hemlock. Sergeant Driscoll was curious and looked it up on the internet. Evidently it’s one of the most poisonous plants found on earth and has an almost immediate effect on the heart and breathing and causes a quick death. That fits in with what I learned yesterday evening from Wes, the coroner. He told me that the San Francisco crime lab results indicated Barbara’s blood sample had shown traces of something called Water Hemlock. He was familiar with hemlock, but not water hemlock and was getting ready to do some research on it. Anyway, the sergeant also told me she was rambling about finding the circuit breaker at the lodge and was able to turn the security lights off. Then she went over to Barbara’s cottage after she’d returned from dinner at the lodge and told Barbara she’d forgotten to give her the soothing tea she always gave her clients. That’s all I know.”
“Well,” he said, as he turned north on the freeway towards Red Cedar, “that explains about the security lights. She didn’t want to be seen going into Barbara’s cottage.”
“Yes, and her roommates said she often stayed out late looking for plants and herbs in the forest near their cabin and often used them for treating her clients. She must have found the water hemlock plant there and then made it into a poisonous tea. Wes said he’d found traces of honey and because it was sweet, Barbara probably never suspected there was anything wrong with it.”
“Okay, I can go along with all that, but why kill Barbara? From what you’ve told me, she’d only met Barbara the one time, when she gave her a facial that afternoon.”
“That’s true, but remember what she did to Judy and me because we evidently reminded her of her mother. I learned from her roommates she mentioned that one of her clients had looked exactly like her mother. She must have been referring to Barbara when she made that statement. I imagine when she saw Barbara, something snapped, and it only got worse after she got the phone call from her mother. That must be when she decided in her twisted mind to kill her mother.”
“What a bizarre turn of events. How are you going to handle the publicity when this breaks?”
“I’m going to call Bart over at the Red Cedar Tribune and tell him what I’ve found out. He’s a very fair newspaperman, and I’ll tell him that as soon as there was even a hint one of our employees had murdered Barbara, I went to Washington to find her. I think I can put a pretty good spin on it, and publicity-wise, the spa will come out okay.”
They pulled into the lodge parking lot. “It is so good to be home. I can’t wait to see Winston. I wonder if he missed me.”
“I’m sure he did, and he’s not the only one. Sweetheart, I’ve been miserable the last couple of days.”
Good grief, she thought. He’s called me sweetheart a couple of times now. He must really care for me. Wow. That just popped out of him like it was natural. I know I must look like I just stepped out of a science fiction horror film. Return of the Giant Plum or something like that. I like him more than I care to admit, and from what he just called me, “Sweetheart,” it sounds like he’s not going to be leaving me, because I went off “half-cocked,” and I look like a watermelon.
“Liz, I’m not Jewish, but there’s a wonderful Yiddish word my mother used to say to me. She learned it from one of her closest friends who was Jewish. I can still hear her telling me, ‘Roger, that was a mitzvah.’ Loosely translated, it means a good deed. So, Liz, you did a mitzvah for Gina’s mother.”
“That’s lovely, Roger, thank you. I’ll remember that.”
They walked inside the lodge and went downstairs to her apartment. He closed the door behind him and said, “Come here. I’m not going to kiss you or anything, at least not for a few days, but I want to hug you. And I do wish you’d hurry with this healing process. When you’re up to it, I’d like to resume where we left off last time.”
“Oh, Roger,” she said stepping into his embrace. “I can’t think of anything that would make me happier. Matter of fact, I have an idea. Close your eyes.”
She walked over to a nearby drawer, pulled out a brown paper bag, and with a pair of scissors cut two eyes and a nose in it, and then slipped it over her head. She took Roger’s hand and said, “Okay, Roger, you can open your eyes now.” She took him by the hand and led him down the hall to her bedroom, laughing, enjoying life.
“Why don’t we just resume right now?”
Winston would have to wait.



Recipes!
There's a surprise following the recipes.
JONAH'S MUD PIE  
Ingredients:
1 ½ quarts of ice cream (I like caramel or butter pecan)
½ cup Nabisco chocolate wafers, made into crumbs
1/3 cup melted butter
9 oz. jar fudge sauce
¾ cup whipped cream
Directions:
Preheat oven to 375 degrees
Mix together butter and chocolate cookie crumbs. Press into 9” pie plate to make a crust. Bake in oven for 8 minutes. Remove from oven and cool on rack.
When crust is cool, spoon ice cream into it and smooth with the back of a spoon. The ice cream layer should be about 2 inches thick. Put in freezer for two hours or more. Take out of freezer and spread the jar of room temperature fudge sauce over the ice cream. Return to freezer for two hours or more. Take out of freezer and smooth whipped cream on top. Put back in freezer and when ready to serve, remove from freezer, cut into pie shaped wedges and serve.
 
PORK MEDALLIONS WITH WINE SAUCE
Ingredients:
1 large garlic clove
1 tbsp. chopped fresh rosemary
1 tbsp. chopped fresh sage
3 tbsp. olive oil
1 lb. pork tenderloin, cut into ¾  inch thick medallions
Salt and pepper to taste
¼ cup white or red wine (I’ve used both – whatever is on hand)
¼ cup chicken broth
Directions:
Smash the garlic clove with the flat side of a knife, remove papery covering, and roughly chop. Combine rosemary, sage, and garlic on cutting board and finely chop. (If fresh rosemary and sage aren’t available, you can use dry Italian seasoning.) 
In a 12 inch skillet, heat 2 tbsp. olive oil over high heat. While the oil heats up, season both sides of the medallions with salt and pepper. Wait until a drop of water sizzles when dropped in the oil, then place medallions in the pan in a single layer and cook on each side for 1 ½ minutes. (Doesn’t seem long enough, but trust me, it is.) Transfer the medallions to a plate to rest or put in a warming oven.
Add remaining 1 tbsp. olive oil to the pan. Add garlic, herb mixture, white wine, chicken broth and any juices the pork has released on the plate. Boil the mixture for 1 ½ minutes. Spoon the sauce over the pork and serve. NOTE: I like to serve it over rice or noodles.
 
ONION BITES
Ingredients:
1 stick unsalted butter
½ cup finely chopped onion
1/8 tsp. kosher salt
1/8 tsp. pepper
4 oz. cream cheese
1/3  cup firmly packed grated Jarlsberg cheese
3 tbsp. dehydrated minced onions
3 tbsp. chopped fresh chives
2 large egg whites
¾ lb. challah bread (You can substitute either Hawaiian or brioche bread) crusts removed and cut into ¾ inch cubes
Directions:
Preheat oven to 350 degrees.
Heat 1 tablespoon of butter in small skillet over medium heat. Add fresh onion, salt, pepper, and cook about 4 minutes.
Put cream cheese, Jarlsberg, and dehydrated onions in top of a double boiler set over water. Cook on low heat until melted, stirring constantly. Remove from heat and add onions, remaining 7 tablespoons of butter, and chives. Mix well.
Beat egg whites until stiff peaks form. Fold ¼ of egg whites into cheese mixture and combine. Fold in remaining egg whites. Dip bread cubes, one at a time, into cheese mixture and place on parchment paper lined baking sheet. Bake until puffs are golden brown, about 15 minutes.
NOTE: You can freeze the puffs on a baking sheet and transfer to a container. Take from the freezer and bake as directed, without thawing.
 
MEXICAN CHOCOLATE MOUSSE
Ingredients:
4 oz. bittersweet chocolate, roughly chopped
4 oz. semisweet chocolate, roughly chopped
4 oz. Mexican chocolate, roughly chopped (I like Iberra)
2 eggs
2 tbsp. brown sugar
2 tsp. vanilla
2 tsp. Amaretto (optional)
Pinch of salt
4 strips of bacon, cooked and crumbled
1 ½ cups heavy cream, heated to boiling over medium heat
Directions:
Put all ingredients except cream and bacon in blender and blend on high for 30 seconds. With blender running, pour in hot cream and blend for 1 minute.
Pour mixture into individual serving dishes. Refrigerate until set, about an hour. Sprinkle bacon on before serving or let diners may help themselves.
 
HOT SAUSAGE GOODIES
Ingredients:
1 package Jimmy Dean hot sausage at room temperature
8 oz. sharp cheddar cheese, grated
½ tsp. salt
¼ tsp. sage
2 ½ cups Bisquick
Directions:
Preheat oven to 325 degrees.
Mix all ingredients together and roll into balls. Freeze on a cookie sheet. When frozen, bake for 25 minutes or can be put into container until ready to bake. Keep frozen. NOTE: Sometimes I have a dish of mustard out for dipping.
*****
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CHAPTER 1
A New Beginning
It was the first week of March and Spring was just around the corner, eager to burst forth and bless everyone with life and warmth once more. A beaming sun and blue skies dotted with white fluffy clouds greeted all those who had assembled. Smiles abounded, and even those who were grouchy couldn't help flashing their pearly or not so pearly whites. 
The organization catered to those who needed someone "to listen" to them in their moment of crises, and in the long run steer them away, tactfully, from committing suicide. It had been in existence for decades, tucked away in a quaint house in a leafy neighborhood in the suburbs. What these callers didn't realize was that loneliness was killing them, slowly and softly.

Those who called the helpline came from all walks of life and over the decades the clientele included shop owners, taxi-drivers, cashiers, celebrities, office clerks, fast food workers, engineers, nurses, waiters, waitresses, CEO's, customer service reps, truckers, actors, actresses, loaders, baggage handlers, authors, directors, producers, janitors, warehouse workers, journalists, secretaries, bookkeepers, teachers, maids, pilots, maintenance people, lawyers, hoteliers, government officials, pimps, hookers, bankers, ex-convicts etc.
Twice a year the organization would hold a get-together where the Chairman would host a feast for the volunteers who were educated, compassionate, eclectic, enthusiastic and inspiring. The Chairman was a wise and generous man revered for his wisdom, both, from a monetary and spiritual angle. He wanted to share his secrets, "real secrets of life", with them. 
There are principles and then there are tactics or techniques. Principles are few and far in-between whereas tactics range in the hundreds or thousands. He wanted to share his life-transforming principles (and a few techniques), the best of the best, with these good Samaritans; they deserved it. The possibilities were limitless once the foundation was laid.
The chairman had a handsome forehead, deep-set eyes, lush eyebrows, an aquiline nose and a head covered with silvery-white hair. The volunteers could invite their family and friends, and the event was always a memorable one. 
The post lunch session was the most precious part of the day. By then everyone had melted into each other and the gathering resembled one big, complete, happy family. The Q&A session would begin where they could ask the Chairman absolutely anything. No topic was deemed inappropriate or juvenile, and they were free to go in any direction. The volunteers came from all walks of life and despite vast differences, both economic and social, they all shared a common thirst for love, money and happiness. Yet, at times, the intensity of that thirst seemed to get in the way of everything they yearned for.
 
CHAPTER 2
What do you want?
“So what's the first question going to be?” asked the chairman, as he smiled magnanimously. 
“How do we make money? Lots of it?” asked one man.
“Yeah, that's a good one. We’re not happy living like this," said an older man. "A fat bank balance is always welcome.” 
“Anything else other than money?” asked the chairman, with a twinkle in his eye.
“Ooh, ooh, and happiness at all times,” said a young woman.
“Yeah, and a stress free life,” said an elderly lady.
“All three if possible,” said one girl.
“That would be asking for too much, I guess,” said a young guy.
“So money, happiness and a stress free life are your top three wishes for the year. That’s doable, although there are far more interesting challenges in life,” said the chairman.
“We’ve had enough challenges. There's so much pain and suffering even amongst the educated. A few on top shittin' on the rest of us,” said a man, in a slightly frustrated tone.
“That’s understandable, so let’s start with money,” said the chairman. "Before we start, wouldn't it be nice to know the personality traits that the rich possess?"
"We already know that. They're smart and intelligent and come from rich backgrounds…," an impetuous young man retorted before he was cut off by an older man.
"We're here to listen and learn from him. I think there's more to it than meets the eye. Yes, we'd like to know the personality traits the rich possess," said the old man, sounding a little irritated.
"They're not smart, not intelligent, not rich, not lucky, not talented, not beautiful, not privileged, not confident, not achievers, not the most popular, not likely to succeed, been laughed at the most and have failed more than most," said the chairman, much to the astonishment of all those gathered.
"That gives us so much hope," said a young man. "You just described me perfectly." 
"That means you'll be rich, happy and stress free," a middle aged woman chimed in.
All of a sudden the mood changed. There might be a chance after all, everyone thought. Something deep within them stirred. Really? Was it really true that most rich people came from such wretched backgrounds? Wow, who would have thought?
"If that's the case then what about the things we see on TV and read in the papers?" asked a young woman, still not convinced.
"The media gives people what they want. If they portrayed boring people who wore boring clothes and drove old, ugly cars and lived in modest homes then no one would watch the TV or read the papers anymore," said the chairman.
"Makes a lot of sense," a young woman said. The rest nodded in agreement.
"Moving on, does anyone know the First Law of the Universe?" asked the chairman. He scanned everyone's faces, waiting for an answer. When none came forth he replied.
"Whatever you want will be yours!"
 "Then how come we don't get what we want?" a young man shot back.
"Well, when I asked you what the first law of the universe was, you didn't reply," said the chairman with a smile. "Then how do you expect to get what you want?"
"Also, when you ask for something there's a lack of clarity. Because of this lack of knowledge and lack of clarity, you ask feebly, and you get a feeble response, which, as we all know is not what you wanted, but you got what you deserved.
"The first law of the universe is also the deadliest law of the universe. It's a double edged sword.  Exercise caution - for the cosmos will indulge your every whim and fancy."
"So let's get right to it," said the chairman.
 
 
CHAPTER 3
Plugging Massive Energy Leaks
“Before we can even begin to talk about money or anything that we aspire for in life, it’s best to understand one simple fact - your ability to create is directly proportional to the energy resources at your disposal,” said the chairman.
"In many cases the readiness to forge ahead exists, but the chains that bind you are still in place. So it's best to begin by taking a look at what's holding you back, break free from them, and then begin marching on the path to prosperity.
“Most (99%) are stuck in a low energy realm and hence your ability to live the life of your dreams remains a dream. 
“Are you aware of the fact - that not only are you in a dream state while you sleep, you’re also in a dream state while you are awake. It’s one big continuous dream,” said the chairman.
“How come we’re dreaming/sleeping while we’re awake?” asked one guy, scratching his head as he shifted around awkwardly.
“How many of you daydream during the day?” asked the chairman.
“All of us do that,” said one man.
“And how many of you brood or get melancholy?” asked the chairman. “When I say brood, I mean to ‘blame, complain and criticize’, which happens to be the single biggest pastime you engage in.”
“This tape that whirrs in your head for ever and ever until you go to sleep, exhausted,” said the chairman. “You see, more than 80 percent of the waking state is spent either day dreaming or brooding i.e. thinking about the past or the future. 
"Only the remainder is spent doing something fruitful; this is when you are fully awake and not leaking any energy,” the chairman said and then asked, “How many of you blame, complain and criticize on an hourly basis?”
Everyone raised their hands, except for a young man up who had been busy daydreaming.
“Now, how many of you are infatuated with celebrities? How many of you dream of marrying them or hanging out with them?” asked the chairman.
The daydreamer suddenly realized that everyone had raised their hands and raised his hand slowly, so that no one would notice. Everyone noticed.
“Infatuation sucks you bone dry on a daily basis, beware,” warned the chairman. “When you daydream you are projecting the future and when you are blaming and complaining (tape whirring) you are projecting the past. 
"So even when your eyes are wide open, your awareness 'is zero', since you are busy day dreaming(future) or brooding(past), hence the dream continues even when you are awake,” said the chairman. 
"Is dreaming at night a good thing?” a young girl asked innocently.
“There are two things that happen while sleeping and it's important to make a distinction. When you are just about to wake up, you get flashes which last for a very short time and are normally forgotten by the time you are fully awake,” said the chairman. These flashes are helpful, they are symbols i.e. coded information that comes in the form of an image along with an emotion, and they point you in the right direction.
"Nature by default is very lazy or super-efficient, call it what you may, so it always tries to do things using the least amount of energy in the shortest possible time period.
“Dreams on the other hand go on for a much longer duration and are a massive energy leak. They take on two forms. In most cases you dream of things that happened to you during the day – as is. The second form also replays the same information, but in the form of symbols and emotions, so you feel that something new is being revealed but it's the very same thing.
"For example, you run into a person you dislike and later on that night you dream of a snake that symbolizes the dread and dislike all rolled into one.
"These dreams go on for a very long period of time whereas when it comes to intuition it only takes a matter of seconds. So dreams violate nature's law of 'doing things quickly by expending the least amount of energy.'
“Once you stop daydreaming and brooding during the day, you will have no dreams during the night, and when you do get an intuitive flash you’ll remember it much more easily. You’ll wake up fresh and with lots of energy,” said the chairman.
“I thought dreams were good stuff. Isn’t that what life is about, living your dreams?” asked one man.
“Yeah, me too,” said a young gal, perplexed.
"A daydream is a desire," said the chairman, "a desire for a better life. How long does it take for desire to take birth? Nanoseconds? So why do you need to dream or daydream for hours on end?
"Once you have a desire, 'Act'. It's the fastest way to accomplish your desires. Once you focus on accomplishing the task at hand inspiration flows freely and abundantly, you progress towards your goals with lightning speed and the end result is bliss.
"Instead, what do you do? You daydream. Stop dreaming and Act on your desires. Your inability to act is the single, biggest reason for failure. Take that first step immediately. 
“Watching a one hour movie on the big screen is a tiring process," said the chairman. "Now imagine how tiring an eight or ten hour movie can be? This is what you do every day - you mindlessly project the past or the future and blissfully forget about the present.
“This is how disease and lifelong sickness enter your body because your body is barely able to replenish itself while you sleep.
“With all this happening, awareness goes for a toss. You dream and brood even more of the 'good life' or the lack of it, and the cycle repeats itself for eternities - your dream state continues unabated,” said the chairman.
“Nize explanation,” said a young gun.
“Yeah, it does make a lot of sense,” said a woman. The rest nodded their heads - none more vigorously than the young man awoken from his daydream.
 
 
Chapter 4
Empty Yourself First
"Ok, let's move on," said the chairman as he gazed around the room. "Does anyone know the most important instruction one has to keep in mind if one has to move forward in life?” asked the chairman, with a quizzical look on his face.
Everyone stared straight back at him, barely moving a muscle physically or mentally.
“Empty yourself, empty yourself of your memories, your conditioning. Your inability to let go of the past poisons your body,” the chairman proclaimed.

“Remember how you said 'That would be asking for too much',” as he pointed to our dear daydreamer, now almost fully awake. "That’s what I’m talking about, there’s too much memory, too much baggage, too much conditioning that keeps you chained to the same spot.
"Before I go on I would like to add that we're specifically talking about your conditioning, your superstitions, your warped view of the world etc. We're not talking about erasing good memories."
"Why is memory the culprit?" asked an elderly woman.
"How many of you have seen 'the walking dead'?" asked the chairman.
"What do you mean by 'the walking dead'?" asked a middle aged man.
"Those who have suffered a set-back in the past and are emotionally scarred by it, to the extent that the incident controls them for the rest of their lives and they can't go past it," said the chairman. 
"My aunt suffered a terrible tragedy, she's alive but only physically," remarked a young girl.
"So how many of you belong to this group called 'the walking dead'?" asked the chairman.
A few hands went up. The Chairman waited some more. A few more hands went up. He waited some more and after a while almost all the hands were up.
"Yes, you there young man, haven't you experienced an emotional setback that tore through your heart like a hurricane?" asked the chairman.
The young man thought for a moment. He had suffered more than a few setbacks that had numbed his senses to the point of no return - frozen like a glacier. At that moment he began to realize the gravity of his situation. He raised his hand slowly.
"Well, that's the story of humanity. All of us are shackled to our past, our memories hold us hostage until awareness sets in and begins to untangle the emotional knots," said the chairman.   
“Just the sheer weight of your memories keeps you rooted to one spot forever," said the chairman. "It leads to resistance and resistance leads to failure. 99.9% of your thoughts are just outpourings of your memory (energy) that bubbles up and expresses itself.”
"How do we get out of this self-marinating pickle?" asked an elderly gentleman.
"Good question," said the chairman. "Periodic use is the best form of maintenance. The more active you are, the healthier your body is. If you were to rest all day in order to preserve your body, you would shrivel up and die. 
"It's the same with memory - keep it active and it gets stronger and stronger. Stop using it and its gets weaker and weaker until it is forgotten due to inactivity. 
"So you're saying that the key is - to forget bad memories?" said a woman.
"Yes," replied the chairman. "And how do we do that?" she asked.
"There is an indirect way which works pretty well," said the chairman. "Your body is a chemical factory and when these chemicals are at optimum levels life is bliss. One example of such a chemical is glucose.
The body is the staircase, the roof is paradise. Once you reach paradise, the staircase is of little use, but to reach paradise, you need all the help the staircase (body) can offer.
"When life is blissful you automatically focus on 'the present and the pleasant' rather than 'the past and the unpleasant'. To be in a state of bliss your body must be in a position to maintain these chemicals at optimum levels day in and day out. The moment there is an imbalance 'the past and the unpleasant' take control of your mind. 
”For that you need three things - good food, sound sleep and vigorous exercise. If you screw up in any one area then life will turn ugly. It sounds beguilingly simple but it's not. Many have perished when this simple yet delicate balance has been disturbed.  
"Sleep and exercise are for free. If you want to get out of the muck you're wallowing in, then a large part of your budget will be spent on quality food - skip this and all bets are off. You'll be amazed at how much money you'll spend on quality food when you get started.  
"For those who say that they have no time for sleep and exercise, the simple answer is - focus on 20% of your tasks (the most important ones) and the rest will eventually take care of themselves.
"It's hard to work on the 20% because you have to use your brain. So people choose to do the remaining 80% which is repetitive and requires almost no cerebral activity.
"Good food, sound sleep and vigorous exercise will set off a chain reaction that will result in bliss, and this bliss will ensure that you remain in the here and now and live a great life, free from the burden of the past, free from your memories that have haunted and imprisoned you for so long."  
"I've always bought cheap, unhealthy, processed food to lower my grocery bills. I never realized my foolishness until now," said a young man.
"A lot of us know about sleep and exercise but never really cared about food, and never really understood how intimately it's tied to success and well-being," said another.
"I really want to get out of this 'walking dead' club as soon as possible. I didn’t even know I was a member until you brought this whole memory stuff up," said a young woman.
"Well, as we go deeper you'll begin to realize that moving up the ladder is not tough or difficult, it's tricky. A sound foundation and common sense will take you far; there's nothing complicated about it," said the chairman.
“Ok, so let's move on. Back in the day and to some extent even today, in some parts of the world, couples are matched sexually based on the group they belong to - a dog, horse or elephant,” said the chairman.
The young were smiling and the old were blushing. What had sex got to do with money, everyone wondered? And the chairman went on to explain 'resistance' in more detail, once he had obtained assurances from his audience that they would do their best to empty themselves of their memories and their conditioning.
 
 
CHAPTER 5
Resistance Explained
In some parts of the world men and women are divided into 3 distinct groups, namely – dog, horse and elephant. Now, in the wild elephants don’t ride horses, and dogs are not enamored with horses either. However, when it comes to human beings plenty of examples exist where such mismatches can be observed, if one cares to pay a little attention.
When the resistance of the source (man) is equal to the resistance of the load (woman) then the maximum amount of energy/power flows, and everyone is happy. When resistances match, then everything is in “harmony” or “in resonance”.
The source and the load must always be matched, as closely as possible, for maximum energy/power transfer to take place. This law of the universe is a fundamental law (Impedance/ Resistance Matching) that covers all engineering disciplines. Failure to follow this law always ends in a fiasco.
The universe offers no resistance to the flow of energy. It can transmit infinite amounts of energy, instantaneously. However, most of us have very high amounts of resistance (when it comes to embracing change and accepting new ideas and possibilities). 
If you have built up a lot of resistance (primarily stored as memories, most of which are of no use) you will obstruct the flow of energy. So in this case the universe is the elephant and you are a housefly. The universe wants to and has the resources to give you so much, but you've made yourself so small that the resistance is too much. So you get a little. 
Ultimately, you will be surrounded by people who have more or less the same energy/resistance levels (as yours), hence dogs are with dogs, horses with horses and elephants with elephants.  
Ultimately, the lower the resistance the better your growth prospects!
"So how do we lower our resistance?" asked a middle-aged man.
"Great question," replied the chairman.
“A human baby is born with very poor eyesight, it is almost blind. It relies more on touch and sound during the first few weeks of its life.
“When it opens its eyes, light streams in. The brain senses this, resulting in a rush of neural activity. New pathways are formed rapidly that result in good eyesight. Here’s the important point,” emphasized the chairman.
“The only thing a baby does to develop its eyesight is - open its eyes.
“This act of ‘opening up’ plays a critical role in helping you lower your resistance. The universe does the rest. The universe is just a mirror - whatever vibe you emit is reflected back to you. The openness of your heart and mind will break down your walls of resistance. 
"Every ugly duckling has the ability to turn into a beautiful swan, if you just let go of the resistance; it'll happen sooner rather than later. So how many of you now understand the concept of resistance?” the chairman asked.
Everyone nodded a yes.
“Ok, so let’s try something out,” said the chairman.
“You can be at two places at the same time,” said the chairman, much to everyone’s astonishment. They all looked at each other not knowing what to say.
"That's bull freaking shit," said one man.
"Well, that's resistance for you right there. I'm not here to change your beliefs, but wouldn't it better if you investigated the matter further rather than dismissing it so abruptly?" asked the chairman.
“So this is for real?” asked another.
“Yes,” said the chairman.
“Nice. We could all work two jobs at once and no one would know,” said a senior gentleman. “Woooohoooooooo,” all of them screamed out loud. 
“But if that’s the case, then why doesn’t everyone do it?” asked one guy, with a puzzled look on his face.
“There was a man sitting on the bank of a river who was hypnotized (plugged into the matrix) by the upside-down reflection of a tree, shimmering in the crystal clear water. He took it for reality. Someone tapped him on the shoulder and told him that the tree was right behind him and upright," said the chairman. "He turned around, saw it and then immediately turned his head back towards the reflection, happy that everything was the same once more.”
“Always remember that the world is upside down. Your external senses will mesmerize you until you wake up. Till then one mirage after the next will be taken for reality.”
"Is sex bad?" asked a young man. 
“My grandmother used to say - don’t talk about sex at the dinner table or you’ll get a pregnant pause,” the chairman replied. “The world has moved on. No, sex is not bad, but excessive sex will result in a wretched life," replied the chairman.
"Very interesting," remarked one woman. 
"Yeah, and the old ones are as horny as the young," added a young gal, who was known for her outspokenness, much to the embarrassment of the older folk, most of whom went beet red.
"That's a good topic for a Ph.D thesis," chuckled the chairman, as he deftly maneuvered the topic in another direction. "So let's move on to the next big topic that sucks the life out of you."
 
 
CHAPTER 6
Sin, a Wretched Invention
“There is no such thing as ‘sin’," said the chairman. "The whole concept of retribution and heaven and hell is a figment of your imagination. Sin gives birth to guilt, and guilt kills you. It literally snuffs the life out of your being. You do something and someone says you have sinned and you will be punished. 
“This guilt gets buried deep within your bosom and never lets you live freely. You expect to be punished for as long as you live because this guilty memory haunts you forever. Any surprises as to why most humans are like dodos that became extinct because they couldn’t fly?” exclaimed the chairman.
He waited for an answer. The chairman possessed the limitless patience that teachers and bosses often lack: people need plenty of time to hear a question and answer it. 
“Any clue as to why most humans are like dodos that became extinct because they couldn’t fly?” the chairman repeated.
“Escuse me, shir,” said a toothless old man. “What does a dodo and flying have to do with the money you promised to talk about?”
The chairman’s poise was momentarily ruffled by the old man’s question. 
After a pause, he reached down and withdrew a large-denomination bill from his pocket, which he slowly folded into a paper airplane. He tossed it gently into the air, and after a respectable flight, the green bill landed on the floor near a young gal’s feet.
“Money can fly,” said the chairman. “The dodo couldn’t.” 
The crowd chuckled. The toothless man cackled that his money flew, all right, into the hands of the income tax and bill collectors.
Before all the laughter had subsided the chairman resumed, “If you don’t start living, then you’re headed for dododum. In the Dodo world, one dumb Dodo told the rest that flying was a sin, and anyone who flew would be cursed to a life of hell once they died.
“Well, when the hunters came the birds were rooted to the ground, not because they couldn’t fly, but because of the guilt that imprisoned them, because some idiot dodo proclaimed that flying was sinful,” said the chairman.
“I’ve never heard of a better example,” said one gal, giggling.
"Human dodos abound, the world is full of them, and to make things worse - they love to hear the sound of their own voice. So their mouths are open like open gutters 24/7," said the chairman.
Between giggles, a young girl glanced at the paper airplane on the floor.
“Can you give us an example of imaginary sin?” a young man asked earnestly, and wondered if someone was going to pick up the money.
“If you don’t fast during certain times of the year you are labelled a sinner," said the chairman. "Those who 'fast' think that some foreign entity will shower them with blessings and welcome them with open arms.
“Even though you refuse to accept the concept of fasting and put up a brave front, internally it's eating you up. You tell yourself you are a sinner. To hell with it you say; you’ve committed so many sins that you might as well embrace hell with all guns blazing. In this way you condemn yourself to a living hell right here and right now. If you do not conform to the dodoisms of society, then you are gifted with the ultimate status symbol – there walks a sinner. 
"The irony of the situation is that when you condemn someone else you are committing a sin - which is nothing but the absence of goodness. At that moment you are spewing venom, which you thought you were never capable of.
"There's nothing right or wrong about fasting. If it suits your spiritual path then embrace it by all means. But coercing, castigating or rebuking others regarding something they cannot 'relate to' nor are 'comfortable with' causes a lot of harm to both parties," said the chairman. 
"So evil is the absence of goodness?" asked a young woman.
"Yes, in the heat of the moment when you lose your sanity because of a lack of awareness you become a sinner," said the chairman.     
“Are non-vegetarians sinners?” asked an elderly lady, with a worried look on her face.
“That’s a good question,” said one girl.
“Hmm… ok here goes,” said the chairman. 
“If there is one sin then here it is – emitting a negative thought. It does the only thing it can - it comes back and bites you,” said the chairman.
“Billions of vegetarians spew billions of negative thoughts on a daily basis and a few even harbor thoughts of killing, looting and plundering on a global scale (if their interests are harmed),” said the chairman.
“In many cases, vegetarians wholeheartedly endorse murderous decisions taken by those who represent them. In this way both vegetarians and non-vegetarians kill hundreds, maybe thousands in conflicts, skirmishes and wars that take place on a daily basis,” said the chairman.
“So both are on the same level, slightly above that of animals. Animals walk around naked, you have clothes on - internally both are looking to survive not thrive. You think that turning into a vegetarian makes you ‘spiritual’ automatically. How smoothly you delude yourself!”
“Lottsa things are beginning to take on a whole new meaning,” said one man.
“Looks like we have much bigger issues to deal with,” said an elderly gentleman.
“Your thoughts are diametrically opposite to ours,” opined one woman.
“Since sin doesn’t exist, we can party a lot harder from now on,” said a young guy. Everyone screamed: “Wooohooooooooooooooooo.”
“So what you're saying is that we can commit a crime and get away with it?” asked an elderly gentleman.
“Good question. Since there’s no retribution, it’s a free ride, right?” asked one gal.  
“Well, it’s not that simple,” said the chairman. “When you commit a crime your conscience gets jolted. This jolt results in the formation of a negative imprint, which gets added to your memory bank, which is already overflowing with billions of such imprints. 
“These imprints give out a certain type of energy just like a magnet. This magnetic force attracts you to people, places and things vibrating at the same energy level. You can steal a piece of paper, a pen, a book or money from a bank; it’s all the same. 
“So if you lie or steal, no matter how small or how big, it gets registered, and this attracts you to liars and thieves. They might be from the ghetto or they might be wearing skirts and suits, but the undeniable fact is - ‘like attracts like’.
"Another way of looking at it is - your conscience is the software and your memory is the database. When "an act" involves an emotion then the result of that act gets added to the database. The bigger the database the harder life gets. In other words, keep your emotions in check and travel light. You'll go fast and you'll go far and you'll be happy.   
“So it's back again to the memory and its back again to the most important saying of all time – empty yourself of your memories, for the reason your life is the same as your parents or differs very marginally is because the same memory patterns bring forth the same experiences.”
“So what you're telling us is that there’s no entity sittin' in heaven doling out bouquets and brickbats?” clarified an old man.
“That’s right,” said the chairman.
“I’ve been terrorized into submission by my folks who keep telling me that I’ll end up in hell if I sin,” said a young gal, her cheeks pink with guilt.
“I’ve never believed in any of this worship stuff,” said one guy. “Every time I’d ask a question they’d frighten me by telling me that bad things happen to those who ask too many questions.”
“So to recap, you are bleeding precious energy because you daydream, blame, complain and criticize, because of infatuation, because you are weighed down by useless memories, because of sin and guilt (if not a lot then a little). Sin is a figment of your imagination that never had anything to stand on but survived for so long because you energized it with fear
that sprouted from your being,” said the chairman.
"Women are good when it comes to all of this. Their bullshit detector is far better than a man's. They've always been the protector whereas man has always been the provider. You put bullshit on a man's plate, he'll eat it and then say - Well, that tasted kinda funny.
Everyone burst out laughing.
"Learn from women, you'll prosper tremendously," said the chairman
*****
Once, three beautiful birds landed on the front lawn of a house. The lady of the house was busy with her daily chores when she nonchalantly looked up and saw these heavenly creatures. She went up to them and almost let out a shriek when the first bird said: “My name is Love.”
The second bird said: “My name is Success,” and the third bird said: “My name is Wealth.”
The lady could scarcely believe her good fortune. She invited all of them in, but Love told her, that she could only choose one of them.
She went running in and called her husband. Soon, there was an animated discussion, about which bird was to be let in. The fight was for Success and Wealth, neither wanted Love.
A little while later, their eight year old daughter came out and saw the birds. Since her parents were unable to come to a decision, they asked her to choose. The little girl didn’t know what Success or Wealth meant, so she chose Love.
As soon as Love flew into the house, Success and Wealth too flew into the house. This left the parents perplexed. Love had conveniently forgotten to mention, that if it was chosen, then Success and Wealth had no option but to follow it, wherever it went.
*****
 
 
CHAPTER 7
Nothing can Kill You!
The chairman looked over at the paper plane made of money that still lay unclaimed on the floor. No one had dared pick it up. Maybe they were afraid of being labelled as greedy. Just when the chairman was going to reach down for it, the young gal retrieved it for him. He thanked her as he pocketed the money.
 
“So, how many of you are afraid of death?” asked the chairman.
 
All of them raised their hands.
 
“Why?” asked the chairman.
 
“It's game over once we’re dead, ain’t no fun in that,” said one man.
 
“Here’s a scientific fact that science does not know yet: you are immortal, you will never die or in other words - nothing can kill you, because
you are the essence,” said the chairman.
 
“Howz that possible?” asked an elderly gentleman, who flashed a toothless grin.
 
*****
A day is equivalent to a lifetime enveloped in 24 hours. A day and a lifetime are like two gears, made of the same material, have teeth, and rotate in a circular fashion. They differ in size - not in function. Hence, you are born every day. 
 
When you sleep, you don't sleep, your body sleeps. When you die, you don't die, your body dies. The sun doesn't rise in the east and set in the west. The sun always is just as pure awareness always is. Don't let the rising and setting blindside you. Just like the sun - You are Pure Awareness and Awareness always Is. Don't let small things like birth and death fool you!
*****
"Once you were a baby, is that baby still around?" asked the chairman.
 
"No," said the elderly gentleman.
 
"Are you still here?" asked the chairman.
 
"Damn right I am," he replied, as everyone burst out laughing.
"Once you were a teenager, is that teenager still around? Once you were a young man, is that young man still around? Once you were a middle aged man, is that middle aged man still around?" asked the chairman. "None of them are around, but you're still here, aren't you?"
 
"Yeah," said the elderly gentleman.
 
"So you take up all these forms that are eventually discarded, but the "you" still remains, this ever-present awareness that is witness to everything that is happening," said the chairman. "The witness always was, is and always will be." 
 
“So why are we not aware of this fact?” asked the senior gentleman.
 
“You hit the nail on the head," said the chairman. "It’s all ‘bout awareness. All of you sleep with your eyes wide open during the day so there’s ‘very little to no awareness’ even when you are awake. With such low levels of awareness there is very little difference between you and an animal. 
 
“This imaginary fear of death keeps you rooted to the same spot, every decision you take is centered around your safety, your security. You might not be aware of it, but deep down its playing on your ignorance (that you are unaware of your immortality) all the time.
 
“When you die you don’t die, it's not game over, it's just break-time. Tired of this existence, tired of playing the game of life, you take a breather and then get back on court with renewed energy,” said the chairman.
 
“Death is a figment of your imagination. The fear of death sucks out enormous amounts of energy from you on a daily basis. This stunts your growth and you live life half-dead. Many diseases and bodily pain in life are on account of this fear manifesting itself in myriad forms.
 
“You walk around thinking that someone or something will harm you or your family; the funny thing is – those who surround you also walk around thinking that you’ll stick it into them at any moment. 
 
“If you want to tattoo one thing then let it be this – Death is the ultimate illusion,” said the chairman. “It’s back to the concepts of ‘Empty yourself of your memories, your past conditionings and bring down this wall of resistance that has come up on account of your memories.
 
“When you try to reason, you are standing on the foundation of your memories, for without the support of your memories you cannot reason, so such a method of learning is faulty. In Latin - to educate means to draw from within, not to shove from outside.  Eternal truths bubble up from deep within and point you in the right direction,” said the chairman.
 
“These eternal truths are diametrically opposite to the memories you carry with you, for the simple reason that your memories are formed with the help of the five senses. Your senses can decode a very limited portion of the frequency/energy spectrum and are inadequate to say the least.
 
“If you blow a dog whistle, the dog can hear it, but you can’t,” said the chairman. “That’s how unreliable your ears are. An x-ray machine can see through objects, but your eyes can’t, that’s how unreliable your eyes are.
 
“So educate yourself from the 'inside out' not from the 'outside in',” said the chairman.   
 
“This is deep shit if you ask me,” said one man, convinced but still a little tentative.
 
“Yeah, we take ourselves way too seriously,” said another, grinning mischievously.
 
“We’re beginning to understand how much time, energy and resources we waste fearing death, when we could instead enjoy life and live life in the here and now,” said an elderly lady.
 
"When a person is about to be hanged to death, when a soldier begins running towards death in the battlefield, when someone with unrequited love and crushed heart finally takes that first step (after all those years of self-imposed incarceration), instead of fear, there is a smile on the face," said the chairman.
 
"Not a smile that represents madness but a smile brought about by a realization that everything that can be taken has been taken, and in spite of everything being taken - nothing has been or can be taken, that the word "to take" itself is a fallacy, born out of the limitation of language - a bastard offering of intelligence (not intellect) that will never be able to put even the faintest brilliance of 'the essence/ the source' into word, that only sound, guttural sound, from the very depths of the human soul, even with all its infiniteness, can do, only limited justice, to the infinite energy that lies dormant within the very depths of your Self, that realization takes birth. 
 
"That to finally overcome the illusion of illusions, the biggest illusion that exists - Death, either physical, emotional or mental - that death does not exist, and is a figment of your imagination - unlocks a million nuclear reactions, bursting and overflowing with energy, like a mischievous child who is unable to fathom weariness, stress or fatigue, and smiles at them, because the child knows, because the child has not yet lost its awareness."
 
This was followed by a round of silence, a silence that was deep, peaceful and oddly nourishing. It was customary for people to start hyperventilating when the topic of death raised its ugly head - the one thing that everyone hated, vehemently and passionately. Death needed to be killed by all means, and if they could they would. All of sudden they realized that death was but an illusion, that reality was different, that their sense organs were playing this elaborate game of hide and seek that kept them imprisoned in fear of death all through life - when the simple truth is - death does not exist!
 
"Before I move on, I'd like to quickly talk about your financial blueprint that controls your ability to earn. It can be changed but many people find it impossible to do so," said the chairman.
 
"Why is that?" asked an impatient young man before the chairman could finish.
 
"Beneath that blueprint is another blueprint and beneath that another one, until you reach the 'blueprint of all blueprints'," said the chairman.
 
Everyone waited with baited breath for the chairman to blurt out this big secret; most looked like dogs with their tongues hanging out, waiting for the ball to be thrown, so that they could pounce on it before anyone else could get to it.
 
"Just like computers have only two states - 0 and 1, human beings too have only two states - will this hurt me (will I die) or will this help me (will I survive)?" said the chairman.
 
"Everything is a reflection of everything. It's not surprising that computers have only two states because those (we humans) who gave birth to computers too have only two states.
 
"Your external reality is a projection of your internal energy.
 
"The supreme priority of the organism (you) is survival, and the organism will do anything and everything in its power to ensure its safety.
 
"If the opportunity to make money arises then the organism will do everything in its power to prevent that from happening because making money "involves risks," and why put your sweet ass on the line when everything seems fine right now?
 
"If you start putting your rump on the line then the organism activates your memory banks, puts it into overdrive, and in no time your mind is overflowing with horrific scenarios (all of them imaginary) of what would happen if you attempted to do something out of the ordinary. This is the organism's way of telling you that if you do something different then life might tear you another asshole, which is rather unnecessary, because the one you have right now seems to be functioning quite normally. 
 
"Your stress levels, cholesterol levels and blood pressure shoot straight through the roof. All of sudden something as simple as breathing becomes difficult; some gasp, some hyperventilate and some start sweating like little piglets. You run to the fridge, grab a can of soda, a big piece of cake, plonk on the sofa, turn on the TV and everything is back to where it always was - being a couch potato.
 
“How do we overcome this fear?” asked a young woman.
 
“It's a good question. I'm glad you asked," said the chairman.
 
“This fear of 'will I die' arises from a fear of the unknown - because of a lack of knowledge, not worldly knowledge but spiritual knowledge. This is the root cause of any and every fear, this state of not knowing is what keeps you imprisoned. The moment you know the answer i.e. when you grow bigger than your problems, this fear disappears."
 
"How do we find out the answer(s)?" asked an old man.
 
"Another good question," said the chairman. "By listening, not to the outer world but to your inner voice that has all the answers (if you ask questions), which is why the Latin word 'educate' means to draw from within - not to shove from outside." 
 
"This brings us to another interesting topic - negativity," said the chairman.
 
"People are not negative as the case is made out to be; your 'being' tricks you into believing there is danger (when in many cases there is no danger) and paints a situation negative. It is constantly evaluating in 1s (It's safe) and 0's (It's not safe), and the result of this evaluation is what makes people negative. Ironically, negativity prolongs your longevity. You live long - but have you truly lived is the big question."
 
"Is there a way out?" asked a worried young woman.
 
"Of course," boomed the chairman, which sent strong ripples of positive energy out into the room. This lifted everyone's spirit once more. "We'll discuss it shortly." 
 
"For now, remember that this "blueprint of blueprints - this 0 and 1" controls everything - from your financial destiny to your social life to your culinary choices to the type of games you play."  
“So to recap - you are bleeding precious energy because you daydream, blame, complain and criticize, because you are infatuated, because you are weighed down by useless memories, because of sin and guilt, and the fear of death, since you are unaware of a higher and supreme truth that you are immortal, that you can never die, that nothing can kill you.”
 
 
CHAPTER 8
The Turnaround
“Are you now able to understand why the vast majority will never be rich?” asked the chairman, as he studied their faces intently.
“Also, you now begin to realize why most are popping along in life, one pill after the other,” said the chairman, wistfully.
"Yeah, we always thought that money was about business, socializing and marrying into rich families," said one man. "Looks like we’re gonna have to reassess our plans.”
“Now I know why higher education is meaningless, they never mention any of this,” said one gal in frustration.
“Why talk about higher education? Schools fill children with so much crap nowadays,” added a young man.
“Makes sense to me, I got hammered in school and look what happened to me,” another guy chimed in. 
“Looks like we’re all sailing in the same boat,” said an older gentleman.
The chairman listened intently to the spirited dialogue he had triggered.
“Consciously or not, our school system’s purpose is to train students to do a job they dislike, and ironically expect them to give it their all,” said a young guy. “You know, so much schooling is completing tasks that one has no aptitude or heart for, or tasks that are simply academic. And after 12 years of this bullshit, students refuse to embrace a challenge unless there's drudgery, senseless repetition and insanity involved.”
“Which is why more and more people are home schooling children nowadays,” said one gal.
“I guess that’s why those who drop out of school end up smarter; lesser conditioning leads to lesser memories which gives you the freedom to come up with original thoughts,” said a woman with a wry smile.
“The little ones are precious. If the early years are filled with fear, doubt, criticism and anger, then all efforts to turn a new leaf are met with stiff resistance,” said the chairman. 
“This leads to a hunger, a hunger to be validated, to be appreciated, to be loved, the bigger the hunger the bigger the malediction for megalomania.”
“This hunger drives you wayward as you push for name, fame and recognition; you are searching for the “affection and appreciation” you never got when you were little.”  
“You run roughshod over all the blessings and miracles waiting for you, if only you had slowed down and embraced them, what a beautiful life this would have been!”
“I’m now beginning to understand why most people are so afraid of life. The fear, the guilt, the conditioning, the memories… ugh,” said an elderly lady, shaking her head in disgust.
“I just want to take this bag of poop I’ve been carrying all my life and throw it in the ocean,” said another.
“We’ve been driving with the hand brake on, burning precious energy on nothing,” said a senior gentleman. 
“And most people don’t even know where the hand-brake is,” uttered another.
“I like where this is going,” said one man, with a smile so big that you could have walked right into it.
“Me too, it’s the exact opposite of what we’ve been taught so far,” beamed another.
“Looks like we’ve been making the wrong dickcisions for a long time,” said a young guy.
"But how do we begin if we have very little or nothing to start the journey?" asked a distraught young woman.
“To attain fulfillment one has to start with fulfillment,
and
contentment, is being in a state of fulfillment at all times," said the chairman smiling.
"You make it sound so easy," she said giggling.
“I say we take a pledge that from this moment on we’re gonna LIVE, and not leak and creak our way through life, and no more fear or guilt, screw that crap,” said one man, as he put his hand out.
Everyone put their hand out and yelled: “YEAH.”
"Can anyone tell me what you guys just did?" asked the chairman. They shook their heads in the negative.
"You changed your attitude, and the right attitude is priceless.
"We'll now discuss something so simple yet so profound that the sooner you embrace it, the faster your fortunes will turn around. It's ancient but timeless, and it's the most precious thing I possess when it comes to making money, it's called - Actionless Action."
Other thought provoking, life changing chapters include - Mother's Special Recipe for Success, Reverse Engineering your Deepest Fear, Be Very Selfish & Don't Forget the 'F' Word, Living in the Now, The Secret of the Billion Bits, The Essence and a Big Surprise at the very end.
Further Reading - Chapters 9 to 16
To read more, kindly click this link. Thank you.
http://www.vivekrajanvivek.com
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