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      Life is good for Melanie Hart. She enjoys her role of lone reporter for the Cloverton Gazette, a small-town newspaper in the midst of rural Illinois. She doesn't even mind much having her father as a boss.But when she's pulled off the coverage of the only murder investigation to come along in Cloverton since she started work there, she's more than a little upset. So when a friend suggests they team up to catch the killer, Melanie decides the idea makes sense.But in a small town where everyone knows everybody else's business, how does an inexperienced sleuth unearth a hidden killer? Especially, before the murderer learns he or she is being chased.
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   This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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   A wedding can be a glorious event. Anytime or anyplace, nuptials will often put a smile on a woman’s face.
 
   But not mine. I hate weddings. I’ve never seen one where the bride wasn’t a nervous wreck, the mother a walking zombie, and the groom little more than a second thought.
 
   Was that why I was in my present funk? I was headed to a wedding, to my best friend’s wedding. And I was running late.
 
   Now, almost at my destination, I wrestled my car around the corner at Main and Maple Streets like an Indy driver on steroids. Flooring the gas pedal, I flew past a startled Mabel Florent, who was taking out her trash. Next, I barreled onto Torrance Street, and halfway down the block, I stomped on my brakes, tires screeching, to turn into the parking lot of the Cloverton Methodist Church.
 
   Easing my Fiesta into a vacant space, I sank back in the seat and took in my surroundings. The church sat in gray splendor to my left. A rose bed lined up before the nose of my car. The parking lot was stuffed nearly to overflowing. I stepped outside, pulled in air, and admired the day. It was perfect weather for a wedding. Bright sunshine. Blue sky. Greening grass and….
 
   And that’s when the impossible happened. My gaze fell to an object among the roses.
 
   I blinked, momentarily wondering what the groom was doing stretched out in a rose bed? But a closer look brought the reality home. Obviously, Cordelia’s intended groom, Gary Pepper, was dead. Not only dead, but murdered. I could tell by the grimace on his face.
 
   My breathing quickened. My heart banged inside my chest. I wanted to scream but I couldn’t.
 
   Behind me, a car pulled into the parking lot. Its door banged shut. Footsteps drew near.
 
   What’s happened,” a man asked. “Are you ill?”
 
   Still unable to speak, I raised my hand and pointed a trembling finger at the body.
 
   “Oh,” he said, the one word coming out in a great whoosh. He wrapped his strong arms around me. He gripped me tightly to his chest. My fingers clutched at his lapels. And I silently vowed never to let go of them.
 
   “Here,” he said, releasing me a few seconds later. “Come. Sit down.” He led me to his car, opened the door, and steadied me. I sank down onto the seat. I gazed up at him, trying to figure out just who my helpmate was. Mid-twenties, tall, slender, I’d never seen the man before.
 
   “Do you have a cell phone with you?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. Licked my lips. “It’s inside my purse.”
 
   “Would you retrieve it for me, please?”
 
   I fished the phone free.
 
   He gently removed it from my outstretched hand. “You stay here. Take deep breaths. I’m calling the police.”
 
   The fellow’s fingers punched in numbers on the keypad. He drew even closer to the fallen man. Once connected with the county dispatcher, he gave him our location and described what we had found.
 
   “No, there’s no reason to rush,” he said a short time later. “I can’t find a pulse.”
 
   At hearing the finality of those words, I shivered. My mind, which had been numb until then, launched into overdrive.
 
   Gary Pepper, a man I’d known since childhood had been murdered. I shook my head. How could this have happened? And on this of all possible days. Then, my thoughts turned to Cordelia, waiting inside the church for a groom who would never come.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Within a few minutes of our call, the first cop arrived. Short and barrel chested, Lonny Day approached us with a frown on his broad brow. Day and I had attended high school together. “You’re going to know the victim,” I warned him. He nodded, grimly.
 
   Still, when his gaze took in the corpse, his mouth collapsed into an even thinner line. And at returning to us, his face was a little more washed out than it had been when he arrived.
 
   “Chief Gossford is going to want to interview you when he gets here,” Day told me.
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   I’m Melanie Hart, by the way. When not practically stumbling over dead bodies, I’m a reporter for the Cloverton Gazette. Few people have ever heard of me or of our newspaper.
 
   We cover a two-county area along the western edge of Illinois  — where the state’s border protrudes into the Iowa and Missouri state line like a pregnant belly. Our population on a good day might total forty thousand people, but I wouldn’t put money on that.
 
   My parking-lot savior turned out to be named Josh Devon. He told Day he’d traveled down from a Chicago suburb to attend the wedding. He was dark of hair and eye and had a deeply dimpled chin. Although he appeared to be about my age, he had a mature and confident air about him that I’d probably always lack.
 
   I’m sure if I’d been paying closer attention, I’d have thought the man handsome. But those kind of details didn’t interest me much then.
 
   After satisfying the cop’s questions, Josh and I were ushered toward the church. The building was a well maintained old thing constructed from gray, chiseled stone. The Gothic windows were framed with freshly painted white trim. A square bell tower rose high and proud beside the building’s wide, front door.
 
   “Before you get the wrong idea” Josh said, as we climbed the stone steps, “I don’t usually scoop strangers into my arms. Or at the very least, I insist on being introduced first.”
 
   I chuckled. “I’m glad to hear it, because I don’t normally tolerate such behavior, either.”
 
   “We’re on the same page, then?”
 
   I shrugged. “It works for me.”
 
   Of course, I didn’t tell him how much I appreciated his kindness. At the sight of the corpse, I’d definitely needed bracing up. I’d never come across a dead body before, and as far as I was concerned, I’d be happiest if I never ran into oneone again.
 
   Entering the sanctuary, Day gestured toward a pew where Josh and I obligingly sat. The sight I beheld nearly overwhelmed me. Large floral bouquets lined the center aisle. Even larger groupings of flowers filled the space immediately around the altar. The spring blooms in bright shades of yellow and pink made everything looked grandly festive and sadly at odds with the facts now to be faced.
 
   But apparently the bridal party had gotten whiff of the trouble headed their way. They stood in a ragged clump down front. Their faces drawn. Their troubled gaze following Day’s approach. Cordelia looked magnificent in a white, high-necked gown. But I found the concern playing across her strong features heartrending.
 
   Her father stood beside her. Day whispered a few short words to them both. Cordelia instantly collapsed into her father’s arms. I longed to comfort my friend, and I started to spring up to go to her. But Josh restrained me. “There’s already a crowd down there. Besides, it looks as though they’re going to get her out of here.”
 
   Casting a second glance down front, I saw Dr. Kirkwood approach and bark a few curt orders to the group. Soon, Cordelia was rushed down the aisle and out the door. All I could do was sit and watch them speed out of sight. I had to wait here for questioning.
 
   At the bridal party’s departure,  Officer Day looked at us with a deep wrinkle of displeasure carving into his forehead. “Absolutely no one else is to leave the church,” he barked. “You’re all witnesses to a murder. We need to question you. Learn what, if anything, you saw.” I shuddered.  Obviously, Day would have preferred it if even poor Cordelia had remained imprisoned with us.
 
   Possibly sensing my distress, Josh did his best to keep my mind occupied with chit-chat. We spoke of weather, jobs, our colleges, and what our years there meant to us.
 
   Sometime later, my neighbor, Bill Torman, interrupted our little confab to tell us coffee was on order in the church basement. Somewhere in his late fifties, I’d always found him a considerate man. And today was no exception.
 
   “Gossford’s arrived,” he said, “but it will be a while before he starts taking statements. They’re going over the grounds, looking for evidence, I guess. A crime scene crew is here. The coroner, too.”
 
   He gazed at me with a worried frown. “Are you going to be okay, Melanie?”
 
   “Of course. I come from sturdy stock.”
 
   “Good.” Relief lighted his blue eyes. “I can get on with my job, then? I need to share the news about the coffee.” He patted my hand and gave me an affectionate smile.
 
   After he left us, I turned to my new best friend. “Shall we grab some coffee?” Josh nodded, and I escorted him to the stairwell, where we led a procession of wedding guests to the basement. Once there, we each filled a cup with the steaming brew. The coffee spilled out dark and fragrant from the little black spigot near the bottom of the large, old-fashioned aluminum coffeemaker. I smiled. We had one just like it at work. It was ancient. As was this one. I could hardly believe either of them still worked.
 
   With cups filled now, Josh and I headed to a quiet corner. The room we walked through was a plain, open space with a couple of small additions along the far western side. Walls were a neutral beige. Banquet tables stood in three long rows. Folding chairs spaced along the tables provided hard, uncomfortable seating. It was a Spartan, utilitarian kind of place that relied on the neighborliness of the congregation for its warmth.  But there were few of those vibes present here on this day. People milled about, their faces grim.
 
   Josh seated himself at the end of one of the line of tables and asked, “Did you know Gary well?”
 
   I sat in the chair next to his. “You could say that. We grew up together. From childhood on he, Cordelia, and I were a tight-knit group.”
 
   Josh sipped his coffee and swallowed. “Have you any idea why someone would have wanted him dead?”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t imagine anyone wishing Gary ill. He was a quiet man who, as far as I knew, always went out of his way to avoid trouble.”
 
   “Well, someone obviously thought  they needed to kill him. Once police find the motive, they’ll be half-way home to nabbing the killer.” He nodded as though reassuring himself as to the certainty of his statement.
 
   I drew back and studied the man’s friendly face. “Are you a cop?”
 
   He laughed. “No, I’m an accountant.”
 
   And also a pleasant companion, I thought. “Are you here as a guest of the bride or of the groom?” Neither of my friends had ever mentioned Josh’s name before that I could remember.
 
   The man set his cup down and frowned. “Gary and I are… that is I guess I should say... we were cousins.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   Josh ducked his chin and nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   “I had no idea Gary had a cousin.”
 
   Josh wrapped both hands around his coffee cup. “I’m not surprised you’ve never heard of me. Our families had fallen out before I was born. In fact, I was amazed when I received an invitation to the wedding. Gary even wrote me a separate note, encouraging me to come.”
 
   “How kind of him.”
 
   Josh bit his lip and nodded. “It was. He said he thought it was time for our families to mend fences.”
 
   No chance of healing now, I thought. At least, not for Gary to see.
 
   At that moment, Ginger Black advanced on us. She was one of Cordelia’s cousins. She’d been drafted into service as Maid of Honor when Cordelia had decided to restrict her bridesmaids to family members. With copper hair, large hazel eyes, and delicate, even features, Ginger was what could be called a natural beauty. And the bridesmaid dress looked perfect on her. An achievement rarely accomplished.
 
   “Here,” she said, shoving a platter of food toward us and rolling her eyes. “I’m carting around the canapés.” She shrugged. “Somebody called the caterers and had some of the food for the reception brought over. It’s a good idea, I guess. It keeps a little of the wedding goodies from going to waste. Plus this gives me something to do to pass the time. Otherwise I’d go bonkers.”
 
   I stared at the platter. Shrimp and sliced ham and smoked salmon along with several types of cheeses had been lovingly arranged there. While everything looked tempting and smelled delicious, yet I couldn’t force myself to take a single bite. The memory of Gary’s dead body was too much with me.  Josh, too, passed up the offerings.
 
   “So who’s your friend?” Ginger asked, her eyes twinkling as she took my companion’s measure.
 
   I introduced them, explaining that Gary was a cousin from out of town.”
 
   “Really?” Ginger crooned. I tried not to let her flirtatious tone annoy me, reminding myself Ginger usually trilled sweetly whenever she got within a few feet of a handsome man.
 
   “Will wonders never end?” she exclaimed. “I never knew Gary had a cousin.”
 
   Finally, she managed to drag her gaze back to me. “So, I heard you found the body?”
 
   “Yes, but I’ve been told I’m not to discuss the details with anyone.”
 
   “Lucky you.”
 
   “How’s Cordelia?” I asked.
 
   “I haven’t had an update yet. But, as you saw, the doctor sped off with her, and he was muttering something about tranquilizers on the way out the door. My guess is she’s probably sound asleep by now.”
 
   I nodded. “That would be a good thing.”
 
   Ginger took a moment to survey the room. “Do you think the police will keep us here much longer? I mean, what can I tell them? I was cooped up inside the church. None of the bridal party saw anything. Seriously, what do they want from us?”
 
   “I’m sure Gossford will do his best to get through the room quickly.”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” Ginger said with a huff, “I’d like to get home before my feet swell any more than they already have. What was Cordelia thinking? These shoes are a beast.”
 
   “You could slip them off,” I suggested.
 
   “You might, maybe. But I certainly won’t.”
 
   “It was nice of you then,” Josh said with a smile, “to come round with the food.”
 
   Ginger inclined her head and placed a hand on her chest. “It was my pleasure” she purred. Then, she straightened and peered about the room, her eyes large. “Can you imagine? A murder in Cloverton? Poor Gossford will be having fits. Murder is so far out of his league.”
 
   “He’s always seemed highly competent to me.”
 
   Ginger leaned in close and whispered softly. “If Gossford can’t figure this murder out, I bet we can.” She straightened and gave me an encouraging smile.
 
   I took a deep breath, wondering if I’d misheard her.
 
   She punched my upper arm. “Oh, come on. Why not?”
 
   “And right after we scope out the killer, we can climb Mt. Everest, too.”
 
   “Are you saying we’re incapable of helping solve this mess?”
 
   I folded my arms over my chest. “Probably something like that, yes.”
 
   “Hey. You’re a reporter. You’ve got smarts. And I know every dirty secret in town.” Ginger faced Josh. “I hear more about the goings on here than any decent person should.”
 
   “Ginger owns the most popular beauty parlor in Cloverton,” I offered as explanation. “A lot of gossip gets spread there.”
 
   “You two can’t be serious?” Josh looked at us with wide eyes. “Surely, you aren’t planning on sticking your noses into police business?”
 
   “I don’t think so, no,” I said as I felt my cheeks flush. “Ginger’s just come up with another of her outlandish ideas.”
 
   She snorted. “You think about what I’m saying, Melanie.” And she returned her attention to Josh. “Times certainly could have been happier. But all that aside,” she laid her free hand on top of his, “Josh, it’s been very nice meeting you.”
 
   He gazed up at Ginger looking for all the world like a puppy who’d just found his master. “Likewise,” he muttered, a goofy smile playing across his strong, handsome face.
 
   Suddenly realizing the pair looked good together, I folded my arms over my chest and fumed.
 
   I’d found him first, I irrationally thought. But my reaction left me puzzled. I hadn’t been interested in a man romantically since my one and only dumped me two days short of college graduation.
 
   Besides I had no right to be jealous over Josh. One quick hug at the sight of a dead body does not a future build.
 
   But a little issue like knowing someone well never mattered to Ginger. Given another minute or two, she’d have Josh asking her out on a date. I could tell.
 
   Team up with Ginger? Solve a murder? I’d rather face a root canal.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   TWO
 
   I hadn't harbored any illusions that Cordelia would move beyond Gary’s death easily. Still, I was stunned at the state I found her in when I finally pulled my car in front of the family home. The house was old and large and lovely, its lawn dotted with ancient evergreens. The graceful turn-of-the-century structure spoke of a successful family, the kind of clan some might assume would never be touched by tragedy.
 
   But I knew better. Cordelia's older brother had died in a swimming accident. Her only male cousin had met his end in a fiery car crash. And now the love of Cordelia's life had been murdered. I sighed, stepped out of the car, and headed for the house.
 
   It was Cordelia’s beloved Aunt Bess who responded to my knock. Hair messed, dress rumpled, the attractive woman blinked yet managed to pull up a small smile. "Melanie, I'm so glad you've come."
 
   We fell into a brief hug.
 
   "I thought I’d get here sooner,” I said, before stepping through the doorway. “but Gossford had other plans. How’s Cordelia?”
 
   Bess grimaced. “I’ve never seen her like this. She just sits there. She won’t speak. She won’t eat. She refuses to take the pills the doctor left her. She’s practically barricaded herself inside her room.”
 
   “She’s still awake then?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. I think a few minutes ago her mother threatened to take a hammer to her. She’s that desperate to get Cordelia to lie down.”
 
   I sighed. “Cordelia can be a bit stubborn.”
 
   “The doctor said she needs sleep. Please beg her to get some.”
 
   “Do you think she’ll even see me?”
 
   “Who knows? But if anyone can get through to her right now, I suspect it's you. She’s in her bedroom. You know the way.”
 
   I seriously doubted Bess’ assessment of my skills. But I thanked her for her vote of confidence anyway.
 
   After pulling a deep breath, I mounted the old staircase with its dark paneling, and banister, and carpet. A long march down a short, dark hallway brought me to her closed bedroom door. After three quick raps failed to draw a reply, I called out, “Cordelia, it's Melanie. Please, may I come in?”
 
   Something in my words apparently got through to her, because Cordelia finally responded. Her voice was low. I had to strain to hear it. “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   I swallowed and took courage in hand. “I'm worried about you. I want to see you.” I endured another lengthy silence. Finally, my patience ended. I reached out, twisted the knob, and pushed the door open.
 
   “Cordelia?” I took a half-step inside the darkened room. She sat in an old rocker before the large bedroom window. The shade was drawn firmly down against the glare of the sinking sun.
 
   Her wedding dress lay draped across the large bed. It’s white finery, which had glowed charmingly inside the church, now looked dingy in the muted light of the darkened bedroom. Her hair sagged from its upswept bun. Loose tendrils drifted about her cheeks and neck. She wore an old, faded bathrobe. I assumed a new one lurked somewhere deep within her closed suitcases. They stood off in a corner, packed for a honeymoon which now would never happen.
 
   I cleared my throat. Cordelia glanced at me. Never had I seen so hopeless a look on my dear friend’s sweet face. I pulled a deep breath, wondering what I could possibly say to comfort this grieving woman. And though I wanted to do better, all I could come up with were the old, trite phrases everyone tosses out at times like these. “My dear friend. I’m so sorry for you loss.”
 
   Cordelia tossed her head. “You and everyone else. They are all of them, every last one of them, so very sorry. But what good does their sympathy do me? It can’t bring Gary back.”
 
   I crossed the room and knelt down beside her. “Cordelia, none of us wanted this for you.”
 
   “And what about Gary?” she protested. “Who is there to comfort him now?”
 
   I reached out and wrapped my hand about hers. “You’re right, Gary is beyond our help. And we’re outraged by that. Trust me. Your Mom, Dad, all of us, we loved him. We’d give anything to be able to tell him that now. Maybe it can’t help him. But for whatever it’s worth, Gary will be missed by a large number of people.”
 
   She nodded and ducked her head. “On some level, I think I know that.”
 
   “Then, please, since he’s not here, at least let us help you.”
 
   “There’s nothing you or anyone can do.” Fresh tears glistened in the corners of Cordelia’s eyes. She blinked rapidly to contain them.
 
   I pulled a small straight chair over next to the rocker and sat. “What about just letting us hold your hand. Or maybe we could offer you a shoulder to cry on?”
 
   She sighed. “If only it were that simple.” She dragged her gaze to mine. “Melanie, somebody murdered Gary. How am I to live with that? Someone stole his life. That big, sweet, dear man of mine is gone. And he was only twenty-five. Why would anyone do that?”
 
   “Gossford will figure that part out. He came to the church after you left and interviewed every one of us. All the wedding guests. You know Gossford, he's like a bulldog. He won't quit until he finds his man."
 
   My friend smiled sadly. “Mom said he’s coming here in the morning. I have no idea what to tell him.”
 
   “Just answer his questions. That’s all you need to do.” I rubbed her back.
 
   “What kind of questions?”
 
   “I don’t know, exactly. I suppose he'll want to know if Gary had any enemies. If he'd quarreled with anyone lately?”
 
   Cordelia’s head jerked backward. “With me?”
 
   “I doubt very much that Gossford suspects you. You were inside the church. You have bridesmaids for witnesses. Gossford's simply out there beating the bushes, looking for leads. He's on your side. I’m sure he wants very much to catch this killer.”
 
   “But I don't have anything to tell him. You knew Gary. He got along with everyone.”
 
   “Okay, then maybe Gossford will want to know if he had been stressed out over anything?”
 
   Cordelia sighed. Her face grew even more pale. "Nothing I know of.” She wrung her hands. “Oh, Melanie, what am I to do?”
 
   I rubbed her shoulder. “Worrying won’t help. Ginger thought you’d been sedated. I expected to find you asleep in bed.”
 
   “The doctor gave me some pills, but I haven't taken them.” She swung her gaze to the top of a crowded dresser. A little medicine bottle sat at one end. “I don’t want to sleep,” she protested. “Why would I? The man I loved best in the world is dead. I don’t want to shrug that off. I don’t want to selfishly tend to my needs.”
 
   “Cordelia, Gary wouldn’t want you making yourself sick. You know that. And you have days and days of grieving ahead. But to do that, you must first recover from the shock of Gary’s death. You're overwhelmed. You need sleep to face this ordeal.”
 
   My friend stared at me for a long moment. Finally she took a deep breath. “I’m so afraid I’ll forget him. I’m terrified that I’ll carry on with my life. That some day I’ll find another man and betray Gary for a new love. And my poor, dear Gary will remain locked in the cold ground without any future at all.” The tears came. They slid down her cheeks unchecked.
 
   “My dear,” I leaned over and wrapped my arms around her shaking shoulders, “you’re never going to forget Gary. No matter what the future brings, you’ll carry his memory close to your heart all your life.”
 
   Cordelia wiped her tears and nodded. “I’ll never, never forget him,” she vowed.
 
   “I know that.” I touched her arm. “Come on, let’s get you to bed. Then, we’ll send those pills down your throat. It's what Gary would want. We can talk more about all this tomorrow. For now, you need rest.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I finally reached home that night it was nearly six o’clock. Dad was preparing dinner. He stood at the island counter in his recently remodeled kitchen. Taffy, his cocker spaniel, had planted herself by his feet. The room’s walls were white, the windows large, the cabinets plentiful. His beloved copper pots and pans dangled from an overhead rack.
 
   The room stood in glaring contrast to the home’s overwhelmingly traditional exterior. Which boasted white clapboard siding, green wooden shutters, and third-floor dormers which overlooked a well-maintained front lawn. Either side of the graceful brick sidewalk, a pair of evergreens reached skyward. The place reminded me of the kind of house one might see on a 1950s TV show.
 
   The inside tended toward the traditional also. The living room contained a lovely, red-brick fireplace with a glistening white mantle. There were hardwood floors throughout. Scattered here and there, throw rugs provided carefully staged splashes of color in various rooms. The only other nod to modernity was the powder room located just off the kitchen. Dad had installed it to defray wear and tear to his aging knees.
 
   Now, I settled myself on a stool at the kitchen island and busied myself watching Dad work.
 
   “I’m sorry about Gary. He was a good man,” Dad said. He kept his gaze carefully focused on the task before him.
 
   I wasn't surprised Dad had already learned of Gary's death. As the owner and publisher of the Gazette, he usually kept an ear out for what was happening around town. He’d obviously been monitoring the police scanner this afternoon. I suspected he'd already heard more about the murder than I had.
 
   He glanced up at me. “So how's Cordelia holding up?”
 
   “How did you know I stopped by to check on her?”
 
   Dad smiled. “She and you are best friends. It's what best friends do  — help each other through difficult times.”
 
   I frowned at his words. “She’s not good.”
 
   “She’s young and strong. It won’t be easy, but she’ll recover. I hear you found the body?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And how are you?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ll survive.”
 
   He shook his head and sliced another section of tomato. “It couldn’t have been easy.”
 
   I watched Dad display his well-honed knife skills. He’d been chief cook and bottle washer in our two person family since Mom's death. I was four then and had very few memories of her today.
 
   “It was difficult. Stumbling across the corpse like that." I shivered. “I suspect that image is going to haunt me a long time.”
 
   Dad shot me a worried glance. “You do understand that you’re knee deep in this mess?”
 
   I sighed. “You’re right. Over the course of my life, I’ve spent a lot of time with those two people.” I swallowed hard.
 
   “Good, I’m glad you agree with me. That makes this next part easier.”
 
   I glanced back up at him. “What part?” Dad occasionally had a way of knocking my legs out from under me. I hoped this wasn’t going to be one of those moments. I’d endured about my limit of nasty shocks for the day.
 
   Dad released a long breath before answering. “I'm sorry, Melanie, but I'm pulling you off the murder story.”
 
   I blinked, almost disbelieving his words. "But if I don't write up the murder,” I protested, “who will?”
 
   Mine was a valid question. Not only was I the paper’s best reporter, I was its only one.
 
   “I’m on the assignment," Dad said, keeping his voice neutral. "I'm taking over the story.”
 
   My head jerked back. “You must be kidding.” I thought about and instantly dismissed protesting the fairness of his decision. Although he pursued fairness in life with a passion, it was doubtful he'd back off in my case.
 
   The look in Father's gray eyes softened. “If you think about it for a moment, I'm sure you'll understand where I’m coming from. You're too close to the murder to be objective. As you’ve pointed out Gary was one of your friends. You and Cordelia have spent almost more time together than we have.”
 
   “If you’re worried about my objectivity, you can do your usual tough editing job. Make me rewrite the story if I go over the top. You’ve cleaned up my work before. Why not this time?”
 
   “That's not good enough. I have to stay personally on top of this one.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   Dad ignored my question. “I’ve talked to Gossford. He’s already aware of how I want this handled.”
 
   I shook my head. “You can’t do this to me.”
 
   “Yes, I can. It’s already done.”
 
   I stamped my foot, wishing even as I did so that I’d outgrow that childish display of ill-humor. But when I’m vexed my foot takes on a life all its own.
 
   Dad scowled. "Dinner will be ready in half an hour."
 
   “You shouldn’t have bothered,” I snapped. I hugged my purse to my chest and blinked back tears. “I’m not the least bit hungry. If you want me, I'll be upstairs.”
 
   With that said, I stomped out of the room.
 
   I knew I was being silly. I was aware that deep down Gary’s death pained me more than any blow I’d ever felt. And that I strongly disliked whoever had robbed him of his life. But this was my first chance to cover a murder, and it hurt to have this story yanked out of my hands.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Some twenty minutes later, I emerged from the bathroom. Wrapped in my terry robe, my hair damp from the steaming waters of the shower, I opened the door to my bedroom and stepped inside. I loved spending time in my private lair. It was quiet, and cozy, and warm here.
 
   Drapes on both windows were drawn. The light spilling from the lamp reflected off the pink walls I’d favored since childhood. But the closet door hung open from when I’d stepped out of my wedding finery. I walked over and swung the door shut. I reveled in an orderly room.
 
   The recent shower hadn’t completely renewed my good humor. But at least I no longer wanted to murder dear old Dad. Speaking of the fellow, his voice now called out from the hallway below. “Someone named Josh Devon phoned while you were cleaning up. He wants you to ring him back.”
 
   Dad provided a number, and I committed the digits to memory. Gently, I closed the bedroom door and snatched up the cell phone from the dresser. As I punched in the number, my mind played back the exchange between Josh and Ginger in the church basement. I’d been a bit jealous then. Now I found myself grinning. Josh had elected to call me. He answered on the second ring.
 
   “Hey," he said. "Thanks for getting back to me so quickly.”
 
   I listened and smiled. He had a deep, baritone voice that I found wonderfully reassuring. I smoothed a wisp of hair back from my face. “No problem. But how on earth did you find me?” We were listed in the phone book under my father’s name only.
 
   “One of the benefits of small towns, I guess,” Josh responded. “I asked the woman at the front desk about you. And here I am."
 
   Intimate knowledge of our surroundings was a two-way street. I knew the local bed and breakfast Josh was calling from promoted itself as a weekend retreat for lovelorn couples. The inn promised to put a little romance back in the lives of visitors. And to that end, the wallpaper in all the rooms dripped with rosebuds. Also, every pillow in the place was edged in six-inch wide lace. I couldn’t think the inn would be terribly comfortable for a serious-minded accountant.
 
   As if he’d read my mind, Josh asked, “Would you consider taking part in a jail break with me? My treat?”
 
   "Maybe, how far do you want to run, and how long will we be gone?”
 
   “I thought we could grab a bite to eat somewhere local.”
 
   My thoughts turned to Father in the kitchen prepping another of his glorious meals, and I experienced a wish to get a little of my own back. "That sounds perfect," I said, smiling.
 
   “Good. Gary's best man, Tony Stepich, is coming with us. We hung out in the church basement for a while after you left.”
 
   If I said I wasn’t a little disappointed at the inclusion of Stepich in our little outing, I’d be lying. But I rallied. After all, men hadn’t exactly been a hot item in my life recently, nor was I looking to make them one. I didn't want to put myself back in a place to be hurt all over  again.
 
   This wasn’t a date, I reminded myself, just a friendly outing. “Inviting Stepich along is a good idea. He might be able to fill us in on Gary's final hours.”
 
   “I’m hoping he can tell me a few more facts about my cousin. Getting to know Gary and our family history was one of the reasons I came to the wedding. And I guess, it's still a pretty important part of my trip here. Even if Gary is gone.”
 
   “That's understandable," I said. "And commendable, too.”
 
   For my part, my motivation wasn't half so noble. Besides looking forward to spending more time with Josh, I couldn't help being curious about Gary’s murder. And now that I'd been pulled off the news story, I felt completely cut out of the information loop. Maybe spending time with Stepich tonight would give me access to facts as yet unknown. He’d been very close to Gary.
 
   After disconnecting, I jumped into a pair of jeans and slipped into a bangled T-shirt. It was warm enough outside that I decided to don sandals for the first time this spring. After using the dryer on my hair, I piled it on top of my head. I also spent a couple of extra minutes slipping in a surplus of bobby pins. I wanted to protect against the entire concoction tumbling down during dinner. I’d appeared disheveled enough in the church parking lot this afternoon. I didn’t want to repeat that trick tonight.
 
   Back downstairs, I found Father camped out in the living room in his favorite chair. The scent of a home-cooked meal wafted around us. I raised my chin and informed Dad I would be dining out with Josh. He didn't look terribly pleased.
 
   “Where are you going?” he demanded.
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. We haven’t decided yet.”
 
   His brow furrowed. “Melanie, what do you actually know about this fellow?”
 
   “Josh? He’s good. He helped me through a difficult time today. I don’t know how I would have recovered from the sight of Gary’s body if Josh hadn’t come along when he did.”
 
   “So he just turned up while you were standing in the parking lot?”
 
   “Yes. That’s about the size of it.” I decided to omit the part about his scooping me into his arms.
 
   After badgering me with several more questions, Dad, who was apparently enjoying his new role as drill sergeant, still didn’t look happy.
 
   Fair enough, I thought. I wasn’t pleased, either. I tossed him a smile and slithered out the front door.
 
   Just as my foot hit the porch, Josh pulled his car to the curb. Joining him, I found Tony Stepich seated in the front passenger seat. I clambered up into the back. As I reached out to close the car door behind me, I was surprised to see Dad watching us from the living room window.
 
   How odd, I thought. He hadn't overseen my departure like that since I was in high school. I raised a hand and waved farewell. With a somber face, he returned the gesture.
 
   "So where to," Josh asked, pulling my attention back to the here and now.
 
   "We went to Bella's Place for Gary's bachelor party," Stepich said. "The food was great."
 
   Josh caught my gaze in the rearview mirror. "Is that okay with you?"
 
   "It's fine,” I said. “If you turn left at the corner ahead and stay on Lafayette Street, the road will take you straight to the restaurant."
 
   Josh nodded and hit the gas. We shot off into the darkening night.
 
   A bank of clouds loomed off to our west. Lightning flickered in their upper reaches. Muted rumbles of thunder could be heard in the distance. We’d suffered a dry spring so far. I knew farmers would be eager for the rain. I only hoped the system would deliver a mild storm, not the kind that roars in with strong winds and damaging hail.
 
   As Josh drove, I watched the town flit past the car window. Mostly filled with old homes, Cloverton’s population hovered just under twenty thousand. Clapboard houses were the norm, most of them built around the turn of the last century. An outbreak of brick ranch houses had arisen during the fifties and sixties. But today’s recent McMansions had bypassed us completely.
 
   We were a quiet, gentle community where the biggest sport revolved around sticking our noses into each other’s business.
 
   Returning my attention to inside the car, I discovered Josh and Tony in the front seat swapping life stories. "You know, I grew up in New York City," Stepich announced. "I couldn't imagine living in an isolated spot like this one." He twisted his head sideways to get a better look at me. "No offense meant."
 
   "None taken,” I answered, barely managing to curb my wish to respond in kind. I’m sure I could have come up with a few well-chosen words about his home town, too. I sighed. “I know Cloverton's easier to put up with if you are raised here." 
 
   Living in Cloverton had been the biggest bone of contention between my college heartthrob and me. He’d informed me on breaking up that he’d find life in Cloverton to be like living in a snow globe — all shut off from the world and surrounded by drifting soap flakes. I would have laughed off his comment, except I understood the earnestness of his words.
 
   "Anyway,” Stepich rushed on, “my family runs an import-export business." He chuckled. "After college, I sort of moved right in."
 
   "Do you like the work?" Josh asked.
 
   "Yeah. The job's interesting. The operation isn’t the kind of thing that would ever go over in this burg, though."
 
   Somewhat offended on Cloverton’s behalf, I struggled to keep my tone neutral. "Well, of course we’re not exactly sitting next door to an ocean. That makes a difference, you must admit.”
 
   "You're not next door to nothing," Stepich answered. He turned toward Josh. "How about you? Do you think you could live in a small town like this?"
 
   "Actually, my mom was a Cloverton native," Josh said. "And I was already planning to stay on for a few days to get to know the area. Mother never talked much about the town she grew up in."
 
   "The sooner I’m back to New York, the better. I was planning to fly home tomorrow. But now with Gary’s murder, I’ll be staying for the funeral."
 
   "That's nice of you," I said.
 
   "It’s not all my choice," Stepich replied. "That old goat of a cop pretty much made it clear he expects me to hang around. That is until he says it’s okay to leave. Can you imagine? He actually delivered that dreaded ‘don’t leave town’ speech to me."
 
   "I'm sure Gary's parents will appreciate your staying on."
 
   “Yeah,  that's probably true. But you don’t know my dad. He expects me back home, pronto.”
 
   “No, I don’t,” I replied, although I thought his father was probably no more demanding than mine. Not considering the new version of Dad I’d dealt with tonight.
 
   Moving beyond Cloverton proper, we came to corn fields and the aging two-lane highway that carried traffic from the Interstate to town. Then, we rounded a curve and the bright lights of the popular restaurant came into view.
 
   "Guess we’re here?" Josh asked me, giving his head a nod toward a glowing neon sign signaling Bella's Place.
 
   “Yup. Well done. You’ve struck the target.”
 
   Part truck stop, part upscale restaurant, Bella’s Place was hardly ever without customers. On this Saturday night its densely-packed parking lot was stuffed full of semis, SUVs, vans, passenger cars, and subcompacts. Bella’s Place drew an interesting mix of locals, tourists, and truckers. The food was good, the ambiance upbeat.
 
   "And just wait till you meet Bella," Stepich said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   In a conservative, rural area like this one, people usually try to blend in with their surroundings,  but Bella Gravits failed to view life that way.  Her bright red hair came straight out of a bottle. Her nails were long enough to make a Chinese emperor swoon. And her clothes recalled a more dramatic age. Bella was, in short, a widely recognized county landmark, who would remain so whether she owned this singular restaurant or not.
 
   She was also the fourth generation member of the Gioratelli family to run the business. The place had  begun life as a speakeasy during Prohibition. Local matrons had protested its operation then. One even went so far as to chain herself to a nearby tree. But the restaurant flourished anyway and moved on to become the popular eatery it was today.
 
   Go figure.
 
   "Well Melanie," Bella said as she studied my two companions, "Aren't you going to introduce us?" She hiked a sagging shawl onto her bony shoulder and gave my companions a welcoming grin.
 
   I did the honors. Bella in turn offered each man a hand. Her gaze fell on Stepich. She gave him an exaggerated wink. "I remember you from the bachelor party. That was some performance, my friend."
 
   His face flushed a vivid shade of red.
 
   Meanwhile, I wondered what kind of behavior had triggered that reaction?
 
   She turned to face Devon, her gaze giving him an intense once over. “I don’t remember seeing you around here before.”
 
   He laughed. “That’s probably because it’s my first visit to your fair eatery.”
 
   “Our treat then. Make sure you come again.”
 
   Bella raised a hand heavy with jewels and summoned her son to escort us to a table.
 
   Lots of people said Jimmy Gravits was a mirror image of the restaurant’s famous founder. Even at somewhere around forty, his barrel-chested build,  dark, curly hair, and strong facial features were all said to link him directly to his gin-running and liquor swilling great–great grandfather —  or so the old-timers said.
 
   “Good evening,” He crooned.. “Delighted you would join us for dinner.”
 
   With his dark looks and bad-boy attitude, I could almost picture this man making nice with a mobster or two. Not that there were any of those around  — not here. Guys like that, I suspected, had mostly transformed themselves into respectable businessmen. And I supposed they now looked much like this man.
 
   Our escort turned and led us us through the crowded  restaurant.  The place sported rustic decor with wooden tables and chairs and aged Chianti bottles stuffed with candles. The decorations managed to suggest the restaurant’s roadhouse origin. Still, the room’s ambiance was warm, the scents from the kitchen heady, and around us cutlery clinked comfortingly against china plates.
 
   Devon’s glance flitted across the room. “Where are all the truckers?”
 
   Not wanting to offend our host, I leaned in close. “They have a separate dining room behind this one. From what I hear, they prefer it that way. Keeps them away from the riff-raff like us. Plus, their orders take preference over ours.”
 
   Truckers were a boon to Bella’s business, and it was said she spared no effort to express her gratitude for their patronage.
 
   Our host seated us at a table with a flourish. He handed round the menus and told us our waitress would join us shortly. She arrived soon after we were seated and collected our drink orders.
 
   I opted for coffee. The guys went with beer. The young waitress gave us a nod. “Back in a jiffy.” Her blonde ponytail bounced along behind her as she scooted to the bar.
 
   Stepich glanced at each of us in turn. “The steaks here are outstanding. Juicy and thick.”
 
   Devon slapped his menu closed and stacked it on top of is companion’s. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   I don't know why I bothered to check my menu. I always ordered fried chicken at Bella’s. It was the one dish Dad had never mastered. He didn’t like fussing much with hot oil, while Bella made the best fried chicken to be had within a hundred miles.
 
   The drinks arrived. Our dinner orders went into the kitchen. We settled back in our chairs.
 
   “Bella’s quite the star, all right,” Devon said. His glance took in the room around us. “She seems a bit of an odd fit for a town like Cloverton.”
 
   I lifted my coffee cup and shared the family's claim to fame. “Apparently, drama runs in their blood. Bella's the great-granddaughter of the original owner, Jimmy Gioratelli. He was rumored to be a personal friend of Al Capone.”
 
   Wow," Stepich said. “Ties to Capone, no less. And the operation stayed in family hands for all these years? That's really something.”
 
   "It's not that rare. As you’ve probably heard, my father owns the newspaper. The Gazette was launched in the late 1850s. Dad and I are direct descendants from the founder. As a matter of fact many of the farmers here worked land bought by their ancestors back then as well."
 
   Stepich displayed a cocky grin. "Yeah, well we New Yorkers go back to the 1630s at least.
 
   Devon looked amused. "Early comers, are you? What about native Americans? I think they might predate you by a bit.”
 
   "Okay, I guess you have a point. My family didn't actually plant our feet on these shores until the early 1900s. But our arrival has served us well — especially me. After graduation I moved right into the family’s business. I’m a little like you,” he said, raising his glass in a salute to me.
 
   I felt my face flush. Being the only reporter in a shop owned by my father didn’t necessarily speak well for my journalistic skills. But someday, Dad expected me to take over the paper. My wish to do so was why I’d been so determined to move back home after college. Still, I had to believe the work I did at the newspaper was worthy. That was another reason being pulled off the murder story hurt so badly. I was missing out on an opportunity to prove myself.
 
   Thankfully, Josh and Stepich shifted to business discussions for a while. Then, our food showed up. We all tucked in. The chicken looked and tasted and smelled as good as ever, but I struggled with my appetite. Thoughts of Gary’s body among the roses kept flitting through my mind.
 
   Nearing the end of our meal, Josh paused with a forkful of beef halfway to his mouth. He studied Stepich. “So, can you think of any reason for Gary to have been killed?”
 
   I leaned forward in my chair, eager to hear the answer.
 
   Stepich fingered his beer glass briefly before responding. “I don’t have any ideas to explain what happened. Gary was one of the good guys. We teamed up in college. Stayed in touch all this time. I can’t believe someone as nice as Gary got himself murdered.”
 
   I dropped a French fry I’d been holding back onto my plate and wiped my finger with a napkin. “I can come up with a long list of candidates who might have deserved such a fate. But Gary certainly wouldn’t be among their number.”
 
   “I hear he was working in his father’s bank,” Josh said.
 
   “Yes,” I answered. “His dad was so proud. I guess in that way Gary and I were alike. We both felt committed to the family business. Still, I can’t see what working at a bank would have to do with being murdered.”
 
   “Could he have made enemies there?”
 
   I shrugged. “How would he do that?”
 
   Josh’s brows lowered. “Maybe he turned down a loan application? Denied somebody credit?”
 
   “Those are rather routine actions for a bank executive, and nobody seems to have wiped the others in those kinds of positions out.”
 
   Josh’s expression became even more perplexed. “Was there something in his personal life that might have ticked someone off?”
 
   “I doubt it,” I replied. “Gary was an honorable person. He treated everyone he met with respect.”
 
   Stepich spoke up. “Besides, the two of us were tight. If Gary was worried over something, he would have told me.”
 
   “Did he make friends easily?” Josh asked.
 
   I bit back a grin. “Are you planning to investigate Gary’s murder?”
 
   No wonder Josh hadn’t invited Ginger to this little session.
 
   Josh grinned. “Not at all. I’m just trying to figure out what went so wrong in Gary’s life that somebody killed him.”
 
   Stepich wiped his chin with his napkin before answering. “I don’t know about his friends here, so much. But he was good with the people at college. He almost never hacked anyone off. Plus, he kept a low profile and minded his own business.”
 
   “In short,” Josh chimed in, “Gary was a saint. Right?”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Stepich replied. “I’ve never met one.”
 
   Nearing the end of our outing now, I turned the conversation to my major interest. “Tell me," I said, leaning confidentially toward Stepich. "Do you know why Gary left the church so close to the start of the wedding?"
 
   “Yeah." Stepich signaled the waitress and pointed to his beer glass. "He got a phone call. After disconnecting, he took off nearly running down the aisle and out the door."
 
   I put down my napkin, eager to learn more. "Did he say what the caller wanted?"
 
   Stepich shook his head. "Gary said not one word to me. He just took the call and ran for the door at full tilt. Obviously, he was real hopped up over something. His face was beet red.”
 
   Josh returned his beer glass to the table. "You didn't try to stop him?"
 
   "Hey, I was his best man, not his mother. In hindsight, of course… I wish I had."
 
   "You have no idea who the caller was?" I asked.
 
   "Nope. As I said, Gary didn't say word one. He just left me standing there.”
 
   “What time did the call come in?” Josh asked.
 
   Stepich shrugged. “I never checked my watch. We got to the church way early. The call might have happened as soon as a half hour before the shindig was due to kick in.”
 
   "Was Gary nervous before the call?" I pressed.
 
   Stepich gave me a disbelieving look. "Well, sure. He was about to tie the knot, you know? Why wouldn't he be on edge? I can tell you I would be."
 
   I listened to this man's words and wondered how Gary, or at least the Gary I knew, could have selected Stepich as his best man?
 
   Still, even given that weakness, Gary as a murder victim made no sense to me.
 
   Maybe Ginger had been right. Maybe the two of us should do what we could to help unravel this mess.
 
   I’d seen Cordelia. She was reeling. Someone needed to hunt down the killer quickly. A speedy resolution to Gary’s death might help her move past her trauma, or at least that’s what I told myself. If Ginger and I could hurry along the investigation, maybe we should get involved. And what had earlier today seemed a lunatic idea, now appealed to me.
 
   I needed to get back in touch with Ginger, pronto.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   Ginger turned out to be as accessible as I’d hoped she'd be. Within twenty minutes of being dropped off home, I was at her place. She lived on Elm Street in a 1960s ranch house. Ginger might pursue dreams of conquering every available man, but when she turned her mind to the business aspects of life, she could be frighteningly practical.
 
   Now, she opened the front door of her home and welcomed me inside. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, but her hair still bore the marks of the special arrangement she’d had done up for the wedding. It had been elegant and gorgeous like the woman whose head it topped. But now parts of it had somehow slipped a bit sideways. A hymn to the trauma we’d endured on this frightful day, I ruefully thought.
 
   “Follow me,” she said as she lit out for the kitchen at a fast clip.
 
   The living room she led me through was modern and sleek and looked barely lived in. Everything in the room was useful and tasteful and appeared to have cost her top dollar. Colors were crisp. The atmosphere formal. Ushering me into the kitchen now, she nodded toward a chair, and I sat
 
   Copper highlights from the overhead lighting glinted off her messy tresses. Dark circles showed beneath her hazel eyes. I doubted she’d gotten any rest since I last saw her. But then for that matter, neither had I.
 
   “Just think,” she said, “if things had gone as planned tonight, we'd be dancing and dining and having a blast. Instead, we're moping around here.” She glanced about the space, her face a vision of distaste. She returned her attention to her duties and poured us each a coffee. “Anyway, what’s up?” she asked setting a mug in front of me.
 
   “I think you might have had a valid point earlier.”
 
   “About what?” Ginger asked, sinking into her seat.
 
   “About our investigating Gary’s murder.”
 
   Her face broke into a happy grin. Her expression was so infectious, I even found myself smiling in return.
 
   She lifted her coffee mug and toasted us. “Oh, goody. You and me working together. This is going to be a blast.”
 
   “That’s hardly how I’d describe it. Gary’s dead. There’s a killer on the loose. This is serious business we’re about to embark on.”
 
   My friend’s brows drew into a puzzled frown. “So, why the change of heart?”
 
   I expelled a lungful of air. “I stopped by Cordelia’s house on the way home from the church. She’s in a world of pain.”
 
   Ginger scoffed. “Yeah, tell me something I don’t already know.”
 
   “Then, when I had dinner with Josh and Tony Stepich tonight, I realized Gary’s death really does revolve around our world, the people we know. Gossford’s a good lawman….” Ginger opened her mouth to protest. I raised a hand to cut her off. “But as you noted, he’s at least thirty years older than we are. He doesn’t understand us or our friends or our ins and outs. Now, do you want to know what I learned?”
 
   She nodded. “Do I!”
 
   “Apparently, Stepich misbehaved somehow at the bachelor party.”
 
   Ginger stared at me in disbelief. “Now, there’s a news flash. Most men do. It’s what those things are for. Get men too near a wedding, and they need something to put them out of their misery.”
 
   I shrugged. I doubted it was that straight forward. “Anyway Stepich’s behavior was so extreme it captured Bella’s attention.”
 
   “Bella, huh? And you know this how?”
 
   “She made a comment at the restaurant tonight.”
 
   “So what did Tony do?”
 
   “Bella didn’t say. But Stepich’s face turned thirteen shades of red when she mentioned remembering him from the party.”
 
   “So you figure we need to find out what happened?”
 
   “It wouldn’t hurt. It might be nothing. On the other hand, if we uncovered something it would be more than we currently know.”
 
   Ginger gave me an appraising glance. “I’m friends with Julie Croft. She’s a waitress out at Bella’s. Julie might have a handle on what happened.”
 
   “Do you think she’d talk to us?”
 
   “She might. I’ll give her a call.” Ginger rose from the table, crossed the room, and pulled a phone book from a kitchen drawer. She dialed, listened briefly, then said, “Julie, how ya doing? Listen, I’ve got a question or two I’d like to drop on you. Could you possibly meet with me sometime tomorrow?”
 
   After a brief silence, Ginger flicked a glance my way. “In the morning? At Howies?” She looked askance at me.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay then. Ten’s fine?” Ginger’s gaze again sought mine.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Look, is it okay if I bring Melanie Hart along with me?”
 
   I held my breath.
 
   “Nah, she’s not looking for something to put in the newspaper. This is strictly between you and me and her.”
 
   Ginger turned to me and gave me a thumbs up.
 
   I assumed all systems were go and did a happy dance inside.
 
   “Good,” Ginger said, smiling. “We’ll see you tomorrow at Howies.”
 
   I sat back in my chair, impressed at how smoothly this effort had gone. Maybe Ginger and I had a chance at succeeding after all.
 
   “Anything else?” Ginger asked me as she slid the phone book back into the drawer.
 
   "Yes. I was wondering what you can tell me about Tony Stepich?”
 
   Ginger returned to the table and sat. “Like what?”
 
   "I don't know. Maybe what you think he's like. Why you think Gary chose the fellow for his best man? And whether you know if there was any trouble between them?"
 
   "Sheesh," she said, "I wasn’t expecting you to grill me."
 
   “It’s just that Stepich didn't seem like someone I'd expect Gary to hang around with.”
 
   "And what makes you think I know anything more than you do about the guy?"
 
   "You were a member of the wedding party. You spent more time with him than I did. I really only met Tony to talk to tonight."
 
   Ginger pursed her lips, then shoved her chin forward. “So why is everybody so down on Tony?”
 
   “I didn’t know they were.”
 
   "Gossford spent an awful lot of time with him when he was grilling us this afternoon at the church. You haven't heard anything from your end about that one, have you?"
 
   “From Gossford?” I shook my head. “Why would I?"
 
   “I thought you two were tight.”
 
   "In a way we are. He updates me on the local crime reports from his department," I said. "But he never offers me details in an on-going investigation. Especially now, when he’s hot on the trail of a killer.”
 
   “Is he?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hot on somebody’s tail?”
 
   “Ginger, that’s my point. Even if he were, he wouldn’t tell me.”
 
   “Whatever. But I'm still waiting for you to explain why you’re so interested in Tony.”
 
   “Well, for one thing," I said, "he's a stranger here. In order to rule him out as a suspect, we need to know more about him.”
 
   “He may be a stranger, but he's not the only one.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I shoved my coffee cup away from me. I’d had enough caffeine for one night.
 
   “It means look to the guy escorting you about town. You don’t know anything about Josh Devon or what he’s after, either. So why aren't you interrogating somebody about him?”
 
   “Oh for pity’s sake. Gary was dead before Josh even arrived at the church. I was standing there beside the body when I heard Josh’s car pull into the parking lot.”
 
   “For all you know.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Can you be certain Devon didn’t arrive earlier, kill Gary, then come back when you were conveniently standing there to witness his arrival? That’s what I’d do if I needed an alibi.
 
   I blinked and studied Ginger's face. The woman was possibly more devious than I’d thought. She'd certainly spotted an option I'd missed. I suppressed a scowl. I hated it when Ginger out-thought me. “You could be right,” I mumbled.
 
   “Darn straight, I could be,” she said with a wide grin.
 
   Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ginger's enthusiastic defense of Tony and wondering what lay behind her statement. I hoped my new partner wasn’t already convinced of Josh’s guilt — or hopelessly committed to Stepich’s innocence, either.
 
   But it wasn’t until I reached home that I remembered I’d forgotten to fill Ginger in on the last minute phone call Gary had received at the church. Little did I realize then, how large a part that call was to play in Ginger’s future.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Back home that night, I found Dad in the living room with the television on and his face buried in our competitor’s newspaper. Checking the contents of the Herald Times was a daily obsession for us. Published in Provincetown, the largest city anywhere near Cloverton, the newspaper covered events in ten surrounding counties, including our own.
 
   Although the Times didn’t write up all the stories our newspaper ran, they hit the big ones. We always checked their pages to be certain we hadn’t missed any important local happenings. Fortunately for us, that rarely occurred.
 
   But Dad and I knew the coverage of Gary’s murder would come out above the fold in tomorrow’s edition of the Times, while our story wouldn’t hit the streets until late Monday afternoon. It was one of the hazards of being a small-town newspaper that only published three times a week. Sometimes, we had to run the story a day or two later than our competition. But I knew Dad would work hard to flush out the details, including aspects that the Times would never make the effort to develop.
 
   “There’s strawberry crumble in the fridge,” Dad said, turning a page of the paper.
 
   “We ate at Bella’s, thanks. I couldn’t manage to get down another bite of food.”
 
   “I thought I heard the garage door earlier?”
 
   “You did,” I said. “After Josh dropped me off, I went back out to meet with Ginger.”
 
   Dad lowered the newspaper and scowled at me. “Melanie, what are you up to? You and Ginger have never palled around much. And going to her place at this time of night is unheard of.”
 
   “Nothing’s going on. We just wanted to get together. Hold each other’s hands. Gary’s death was a shock for both of us. Plus, we’re both worried about Cordelia.
 
   Lying to Dad was unfamiliar territory for me. But then, I told myself, Dad had never played jailer before, either.
 
   “Hmm,” he said, giving the paper a shake. “Just remember there’s a murderer on the loose, who, for all we know, just might be willing to kill again.”
 
   Taffy, lying beside his feet, emitted a heavy sigh and shifted her head onto his right shoe.
 
   “You can’t possibly suspect Ginger,” I said.
 
   “Probably not. But what do you know about those two young men you went out with tonight?”
 
   “Dad, I can’t stay locked up in my room until Gary’s murder is solved.”
 
   He scowled. “You would if I had my way.”
 
   I crossed to his chair and kissed the top of his head. My father was, without a doubt, being an overprotective dude, but he meant well. I offered him a fond good night and headed for the stairs.
 
   “You’re turning in already?”
 
   “Yes. I’m bushed.” My answer wasn't too far from the truth.
 
   But once upstairs, I whipped out my cell phone and punched the speed dial for a highly familiar phone number. Alan Larkin was a sheriff's deputy, who’d been locally grown and raised right along with me. We’d been moderately good buddies on the school playground from first grade on. And he had, for the past couple years, served as my deep-throated snitch in the sheriff’s department.
 
   As I drifted into a fitful sleep, I wondered if those feelings of faith in my fellow man could ever be restored?Once connected, he immediately agreed to my request to meet up with him tomorrow.
 
   Finally, the last of my tasks completed for the day, I sat down on my bed. The memory of Gary’s body stretched out among the roses immediately popped into my head.
 
   Ultimately, I wound up curled up in a ball on the bed, sobbing quietly into my pillow. Gary was dead. Cordelia was overcome with grief. This wasn't, I thought, the way their lives were supposed to go. And as I mourned for them, I was also aware that a large part of my faith in the goodness of the world and of the people around me had been shattered as well.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
   The next morning, Ginger managed to beat me to the restaurant. My elderly neighbor, Mrs. Cray, had asked me to drop a jar of jam off at her son’s house. While there, his wife had cornered me for a bit of a talk. I couldn’t blame her. Locked home with three kids under five, her life had to be a bit short on adult conversation.
 
   Now, scrambling in through the door at Howies, I found Ginger perched in a booth just beyond the front door.
 
   Since it was a Sunday, the scent of bacon and sausage mingled with the more typical aroma of burger and fries. Howie’s on Sundays served a killer breakfast buffet. And seats in the house were at their usual premium for the affair. Children and parents, elderly groups and youthful folks were all stuffed into the restaurant. Their babbling voices filled the room with happy noise.
 
   “Am I late?” I asked, as I slid into the booth across from Ginger.
 
   “Nah, more like you’re disgustingly early.”
 
   I shrugged off my shoulder bag and slid it onto the seat and glanced at my watch. I could hardly believe the time. It was five minutes before we were to meet. “You’re ahead of me. So why are you giving me guff?”
 
   “Yeah, I know. All being early means is that we’re both compulsive types. Don’t tell anyone.” She lifted her coffee cup and took a quick sip.
 
   “Have you ordered?”
 
   She scowled. “Are you kidding? I’m not eating this stuff. It’s carb heaven. I’m fine with coffee. How about you?”
 
   I felt my tummy emit a low, rumbling growl, and ignored it. “I’ll wait for Julie.”
 
   Ginger glanced over at the doorway. “Huh, looks like that’s not going to take long.”
 
   I twisted my head and caught sight of a woman looking to be somewhere in her mid thirties approaching our table. She had large hair, puffy eyes, and a beaten down expression. She also looked like she’d burned both ends of her candle last night.
 
   So much for waiting tables at Bella’s Place, I thought.
 
   “Hi,” she said, sliding into the seat beside Ginger. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”
 
   Ginger grunted. “We’re just grateful you were willing to turn out for us at all. I hope we haven’t shortchanged you on sleep.”
 
   She shook her head and shot us a smile. “No foul. I pull the late shift at Bella’s. I’m also raising two sons who love to hop out of bed before the sun gets up. My nights are always short.”
 
   Ginger grunted in apparent sympathy and double checked that we knew each other. I confirmed that, if nothing else, we had seen each other around town.
 
   “You want breakfast?” Ginger asked.
 
   “No thanks. I made the boys waffles this morning.”
 
   My stomach set up another protest, which I did my utmost to ignore. If neither Julie or Ginger were ordering, I’d be darned if I’d scarf down any food in front of them. And I deeply regretted having told Dad I'd catch breakfast out.  He’d been making French toast at the time.
 
   Our waitress joined us at the table. Julie and I requested two coffees. 
 
   The server gave us a disgusted glance. Then she marched off to fill our request.
 
   I made a mental note to leave the woman a generous tip. It wasn’t her fault we weren’t eating.
 
   “So,” Julie said, “what’s this meeting about? It’s not time for another class reunion, is it?”
 
   Ginger laughed. “Fortunately no. The last one must have aged me ten years. I mean did you see Dolores Bettner?”
 
   Our last reunion had been our first and had been well attended. I remembered seeing Dolores, too. The sight had been memorable and scary. She must have aged twenty years in the past five.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a shame,” Julie said. “I can’t believe how young her husband looks.”
 
   “Anyway, what we’d like to know is,” Ginger continued, “did you work Gary Pepper’s bachelor party?”
 
   “That was Thursday night, right?” Julie asked, glancing my way.
 
   “It was.”
 
   “Nope. I have Thursday nights off. I understand it was well attended though, and I heard that a good time was had by all.”
 
   Ginger gave Julie a knowing look. “Maybe a little extra good time was had by my friend, Tony Stepich?”
 
   Julie grimaced. “I wouldn’t know. As I said. I wasn’t there.”
 
   “You didn’t hear any gossip from those who were working the event?” I asked.
 
   Julie shook her head. “Candy Collins handled that one almost by herself. She’s off on a vacation. Left Friday morning. So I’ve not heard any details. I know the bar tab was hefty. But that’s all I can say with any certainty.”
 
   “Will you keep an ear out?” Ginger asked. “Cordelia would appreciate it.”
 
   “Cordelia?” Julie’s face darkened. “What’s this all about? Is the party tied in somehow to Gary’s murder? I don’t want to get involved in anything dangerous here. I’ve got my boys to think of. And Candy has a daughter. She’s not going to want to risk putting Becky in harm’s way.”
 
   “Nah,” Ginger responded. “It’s just Cordelia is a little upset. Apparently she heard some silly story or other about the party. We thought you could maybe put her worries to rest.”
 
   I sat back amazed. When it came to lying, Ginger had me beat and then some.
 
   Julie sighed. “I’d do anything to help Cordelia. You know I would.”
 
   I cast a quick glance at Ginger, but she kept her gaze carefully averted from mine.
 
   What, I wondered, were we getting ourselves into? Lying to friends? Chasing down rumors? Tracking a possible killer?
 
   Still, I remained committed to our goal. Even if this session had come to nothing. I had my appointment with Larkin this afternoon. He heard a lot of gossip from all over the county. There was a good chance he’d have the scoop. If he couldn’t provide answers, when I stopped off at Cordelia’s place afterward, I could pump her little brother about the party. I was nearly certain that at his age he’d have tracked down something on the proceedings.
 
   But, as they say, hope springs eternal and often for no good reason at all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mid-afternoon Sunday, I eased my car off a gravel road and onto a patch of neglected ground five miles east of Cloverton. This spot was the hidey-hole where Deputy Allen Larkin and I exchanged confidences.
 
   I winced internally as my little Fiesta bounced over the uneven ground located along County Road 341 East. Once upon a time, this square patch of grass had served as a farmer’s barnyard. The house had long since vanished, probably pulled down to shave a bit of money from the property tax bill. Ditto apparently for the barn.
 
   But a decaying shed still stood near an ancient fir-tree, giving testament to the fact that some family in time long gone had called this little plot of ground home.
 
   I found Larkin’s car hidden behind the sagging shed. It was unusual for us to meet during daylight hours. The sheriff would hardly approve of our sessions. Certainly, Larkin would not fare well if it became publicly known he was meeting with me. I wouldn’t care to face the sheriff’s anger, either. Hence our near obsession to hide ourselves as best we could.
 
   I had also avoided mentioning this session to Ginger. The way I saw this, Larkin was more tied into my job as reporter than my role as Ginger’s partner in crime. A part of me knew I was fudging, but I absolutely refused to share my trade secrets with anyone outside the profession. Even my father didn’t know about Larkin.
 
   After switching off my engine, I looked up to discover the deputy standing outside his squad car. He squinted in the bright sunlight, his sandy locks tossed by a brisk, northerly wind.
 
   Larkin was a tall, lean man, who in turns could be deathly serious or wildly funny. His face was too long, maybe, to be handsome. And his nose was maybe a bit too large for the rest of his face, but his eyes were a deep, penetrating blue. And I knew a lot of local women who considered them the perfect color to grace their bedrooms.
 
   At this particular moment, those eyes were twinkling merrily at me.
 
   I took a deep breath and exited my car. I never knew what kind of tack the man might take with me next. He’d always gotten great pleasure in keeping me just a bit off-balance. But his attitude didn’t cost me anything, and his information was always solid.
 
   “Ah,” he said now with that wicked grin of his, “Like the swallows, you’ve returned to me.”
 
   I pulled a face. “What are you babbling on about?”
 
   “Well, last I heard, you were wrapped up in some stranger’s arms.”
 
   “Sheesh, I guess gossip reigns supreme in small towns.” I couldn’t imagine how he’d heard about me and Josh. “Plus, if I ever find a dead body again, I could do worse than to have Josh Devon around. For your information, it was his steady hand that pulled me out of my hysterics. He’s also, by the way, one very nice guy.”
 
   Larkin gazed at me steadily. “That's my problem, then. I have bad timing. I’m never around when you need me.”
 
   I swallowed. “Whatever.”
 
   I sometimes suspected Larkin would like us to be much closer than we were. But as far as I was concerned, it was a suggestion doomed to failure. A news reporter and a sheriff’s deputy were like fire and ice — an impossible mix. Besides, Larkin had always been something of a bad boy when it came to women. And if rumors were true, he still was one.
 
   A slow smile spread across Larkin’s face. “Come on.” He motioned to his car. “Let’s get ourselves in out of this wind.”
 
   I didn’t argue. Last night's storm had ushered in a cold front. The temperature difference between yesterday and today had to be at least thirty degrees.
 
   Larkin swung the car door open. I scurried onto the passenger seat. After he’d closed the door, he crossed in front to the driver’s side. Finally, he slid behind the steering wheel and asked, “So what can I do for you this time?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m chasing rumors.”
 
   “Not about the murder, I hope. ’Cause I got to tell you, I’m not in the loop. The Cloverton Police are handling the case. They’re not likely to share what they know with any of us on the sheriff’s payroll. Besides even if I possessed facts from their investigation, you’d get nothing out of me. It’s police business.”
 
   “I’m not after information on the murder. At least not directly. I can see how you’d be protective of information like that. I’ve just heard this odd comment. I thought maybe you’d caught a reference or two on the subject around town.”
 
   As a reporter I'd quickly learned that cops were better at scooping up and passing along stray stories than little old ladies armed with knitting needles.
 
   Larkin blinked. “Odd comment?”
 
   “Yeah. It was something Bella Gravits said.”
 
   Larkin folded his arms and looked at me expectantly. He didn’t like Bella much, although I had no idea why she was in disfavor with him.
 
   “So what rumor are you pursuing?"
 
   “I had dinner at her restaurant last night, and she made a point of teasing a fellow about his behavior at Gary's bachelor party.”
 
   “Which guy?"
 
   "His name is Tony Stepich. He was Gary's best man."
 
   “So why were you having dinner with him?”
 
   “It was Devon’s idea.”
 
   “He’s the fellow who wrapped himself around you in the parking lot, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Larkin frowned. “So what were you three up to?”
 
   What was with this guy? He sounded just like Dad. “Nothing much. We were just being neighborly. I wanted to thank Devon for his good deed in the parking lot and the two of us thought Stepich, being on his own here also, might like to tag along.”
 
   “So you were only being thoughtful? I got that right?”
 
   “Listen, what we were doing there doesn’t matter. What matters is that Bella took one look at Stepich and remembered him from Gary’s bachelor party.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So don’t you think he must have done something rather spectacular to be remembered by Bella like that?”
 
   “And you think his behavior might tie in with why Gary was murdered?”
 
   I squirmed under the weight of Larkin’s penetrating stare. “I don’t know, maybe. But that doesn’t mean I’m looking for information on Gary’s death. I just wondered what had happened and if you knew. I thought I might be able to help Cordelia if something ever surfaced about the event. That’s all. She’s been through enough, If I can shield her from anymore trauma, I feel duty bound to try.”
 
   Larkin sighed. “As much as I might dislike the woman, the fact is Bella’s excellent at what she does. Remembering customers is part of her job description. Trust me, if something is important to the health of her restaurant, you can bet she’s going to remember it. You’ve gotta understand. Bella would sell her soul for a nickel. And that son of hers is worse than she is.”
 
   “But,” I protested, “it was the way she delivered the line, and the fact that Stepich’s face turned thirteen shades of red when hearing it.”
 
   “So maybe Stepich got a little blotto and made a fool out of himself. These things happen. And if that kind of behavior became the motive for a murder, it would be the first time ever. Lots of men make fools of themselves at these things. In some ways it’s what those kinds of parties are for.  But few men are killed for it. That is unless they’re married.”
 
   I elected to overlook the sarcasm. "Then, you haven't heard any rumors about the party?”
 
   Larkin shook his head. "Melanie, what are you up to? You're not poking your nose into an active murder investigation, are you? 'Cause if you are, I'm here to warn you off. There's a killer on the loose. I don't want you to become a target. Nor do I want to have to lock you up for interfering in a murder investigation."
 
   "Please, you don’t need to go over protective on me. Dad’s already beaten you to it.”
 
   He chuckled. “I hear he’s pulled you off the murder story.”
 
   "Oh swell, does the whole town know?"
 
   “Among some of us, it’s common knowledge, yeah. I always suspected there was a reason I liked your father. I think you should be glad he’s on top of this thing.”
 
   I felt my face flush. "Look, will you keep an ear tuned for rumors about Stepich for me or not?"
 
   "I’m taking a pass this time, Melanie. I don't want you anywhere near this murder investigation. I kinda like you, and I’d like you to stay alive for a while. Maybe even watch you start a family of your own someday.”
 
   My jaw dropped. This was the first time Larkin had ever denied me anything. I felt a flash of bitter anger shoot through me. "All right,” I said in a huff. “I guess we're done here."
 
   "For today, yeah. I agree."
 
   I glared at the man and jerked the car door open, stepping outside into the brisk, chill wind.
 
   All my life, I’d thought the phrase seeing red was little more than words, but at that instant I learned the reality behind the saying.
 
   Giving myself a shake, I climbed into my car and fired up the engine. I revved the motor a couple of times trying to make a statement.
 
   The nerve of the guy.
 
   If I hadn’t been certain I’d need his help again sometime in the future, I’d have terminated our relationship right there and then. Slamming the accelerator all the way to the floorboard, I sped away, tires spinning. In my rearview mirror, I watched with satisfaction as my wheels flung dirt and clumps of bright green grass onto Larkin’s windshield.
 
   Take that, I thought.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I returned to Cloverton, I’d at least calmed down enough to handle my next task. I intended to stop at Cordelia’s house to check on her progress. I found her still shut up in her bedroom and still seated in her rocking chair. But at least today, the window shade was up, and her makeup had been applied.
 
   She glanced over at me. “What’s it like out there?” Her gaze returned to the view beyond the window.
 
   “There’s a nasty wind, and last night’s storm cooled things off. It feels more like March than late April. But as you can see the sun is shining. I’m even willing to escort you around the grounds if you’d like to venture outside.”
 
   “Thanks, but I can wait.”
 
   I slipped out of my jacket and laid it and my purse on the neatly made bed. “How are you, then?”
 
   Something close to a smile slipped onto her face. “Grateful. Thanks to your advice, I managed to get some sleep last night. I think it’s helped.”
 
   I silently agreed. At least her color was better today. I pulled the desk chair up next to her rocker. “Is there any talk yet of the funeral?”
 
   Cordelia frowned. “The police haven’t said yet when they’ll release the body. I have been informed, though, that you found… ah… Gary.” She shivered. “I’m so sorry. That must have been an awful ordeal for you to go through.”
 
   “It wasn’t easy, but I’m a tough old bird. I’ll live.”
 
   “I’m not sure I will. The police chief stopped by this morning. As you suggested, he wanted to know if I could think of anyone who had a reason to kill Gary. What could I say? Everybody loved him.”
 
   “I know. I’ve wrestled with that question too, but I still haven’t come up with anything that makes sense. Somewhere out there, though, there must be a reason.”
 
   My friend lifted her chin belligerently. “I can’t think what it is.”
 
   “I understand. But how much do you know about Tony Stepich?”
 
   Cordelia looked at me aghast. “Tony? You can’t seriously think he murdered Gary. They were fast friends. Had been since college. Gary almost took a job in New York City just because of his friendship with Tony.”
 
   “That may be true. But you still haven’t told me what you think of the man.”
 
   My friend shook her head. “Melanie, please, don't do this. Gary’s dead. I don’t want to think about who killed him. That’s the sheriff’s job. Let’s drop this discussion. Okay? Besides, what’s your beef with Tony?”
 
   “I’m not sure. We went out to dinner last night. Something about the guy just didn’t sit right with me.”
 
   “He has a big city attitude, that’s all. New Yorkers don't have to be quite so careful about fitting in as do those of us who live in small towns. They’re allowed to be a little larger than life. Nobody cares in a city.”
 
   “You call it attitude. But I was awfully close to thinking him rude.”
 
   Cordelia sighed. “Is it always going to be like this?
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “The police chief grilling me about enemies? You questioning me about Gary’s friends? My family looking at me like I might blow away in the next puff of wind?”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. But I have to believe life will get better. As they say, time heals.”
 
   “Then I wish time would speed up for me. I’m in so much pain.”
 
   I took her hand in mine. “If it helps, I doubt you'll see Gossford again. And I promise to keep my lip zipped. I’ve been thoughtless. Forgive me?”
 
   “There’s absolutely nothing for me to forgive you for. If I feel at all better today, it’s because of you.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush. “You’re giving me too much credit. But as to your family, I’m sure they’ll breathe a whole lot easier when they see you sleeping and eating normally again.”
 
   “So more time, then?”
 
   Knowing how worried Cordelia was about staying loyal to Gary’s memory, I decided to shift the subject. “Speaking of your parents, how are they?”
 
   “They’re okay.”
 
   “And Zach?”
 
   Her baby brother was a change-of-life baby who’d been spoiled nearly to ruin by Cordelia and her folks. On top of that, he'd idolized Gary.
 
   Cordelia’s brows contracted into a worried frown. “Would you do me a favor? Look Zach up on your way out. Give him a bucking up? Mom and Dad are swell. But a fresh voice and face might help.”
 
   “Of course. I’ll do whatever I can.”
 
   “Thank you.” Cordelia pulled a deep breath. “I talked to Gary’s folks this morning. They told me even though the wedding didn’t happen, they’ll always consider me their daughter.” Light from the window glinted off fresh tears which now pooled in her gray eyes.
 
   “They’re good people,” I offered.
 
   “Yes, which makes all of this even more terrible. They lost a son. I lost a man who would have been my husband.” Cordelia glanced about the room. “I was supposed to be off on my honeymoon today. Switzerland. That’s where Gary was taking me.”
 
   “Oh, dear heart.” I pulled her to me.
 
   And as I sat there holding her, I thought of all the uncomfortable facts I’d learned since Gary’s death. The questionable bachelor party. The last minute phone call. My dislike of Stepich. Even Ginger's suspicions of Josh. The items were all eating at me. And they were all things I couldn’t possibly discuss with Cordelia.
 
   She didn't want to know, and she was probably better off for keeping out of the fray. But I missed our easy give and take on life. Before Gary’s death, there’d been nothing we couldn’t discuss.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After parting with Cordelia, I found Zach hunkered down in the downstairs family room. Nearly twelve, he was beginning to show signs of the tall man I was sure he’d one day become. But for the present he was merely plump and awkward and tending toward spots. He sat before his game player, lost in the world of Spider-Man, whose image was swinging its way on a game-player screen before him.
 
   “Hey.” I said. “How’s it going?”
 
   Zach raised a questioning eyebrow. “What’s it to you?”
 
   Ah, children, I thought. Zach was sometimes enough of a stinker to make me glad I was an only child. Still, he’d suffered a loss. He had to be hurting, too.
 
   “I’m just checking in. You lost a potential brother-in-law in this mess. I thought I’d stop for a minute to see how you’re doing. Do you think you can put up with a little kindness from your sister’s best friend?”
 
   Zach dipped his head for a brief moment. “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   “So?”
 
   He pulled his gaze up to mine. “So what?”
 
   I shook my head in frustration. “How are you?”
 
   He treated me to a half smile. “I’m okay.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it. May I sit down?”
 
   Zack flicked his gaze back to Spider-Man. “Ah… sure. Why not?”
 
   “I won’t take long. I promise.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   I perched on the edge of the sofa and tucked my hands between my knees. Zach remained tightly focused on the screen. The super hero returned to his antics, swinging his way through dark, mean streets.
 
   “I think your sister’s a little better today.”
 
   Josh smiled slightly. “That’s good.”
 
   “She might like to hear those words from you.”
 
   Silence reigned for a brief moment.
 
   “Hello, Zach,” I tried again. “Would you at least think about going up to see her? She’s worried sick about you. I’m here now because she asked me to track you down.”
 
   His face flushed. I hoped I hadn’t been too heavy-handed with the child. What did I know about youthful egos? “Did the police chief talk to you this morning?”
 
   Zach’s head bobbed up and down. “That dude’s spooky.” Zach shot me a glance out of the corner of his eye. “But it was a waste of time. I don’t know anything. I didn’t talk to Gary at all yesterday.”
 
   “But you were an usher, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “That means you had to be at the church early?”
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Were Gary and Tony there already?"
 
   "Sure. They were down front."
 
   "Then you saw Gary leave the building?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "Did he speak to you on his way out?"
 
   "Nope." Zach’s head jerked my way, his eyes round. “Gossford asked me about all this stuff, too. What's with that? Are you pumping me for a news story? I sure hope not. I don't want my name mentioned in the newspaper. Not in a story about Gary, I don’t.”
 
   "No, I'm sorry if I gave you that impression. I'm just curious, that's all."
 
   Zach retreated back to the safety of his video game and said over his shoulder, “Well, you’re a reporter. I suppose you’re naturally nosy."
 
   I stifled a giggle. The kid obviously had me figured out. “How about the bachelor party? Do you have any idea of how that went?”
 
   The expression on Zach's face told me he thought I was probably only mildly intelligent. “I wasn't old enough to go. I wasn’t even invited." His tone suggested he was still miffed at his fate.
 
   "Have you heard any stories about it? Any tales of guests behaving badly?”
 
   Zach's head jerked my direction, his eyes large, his expression showing an intense, sudden interest in our conversation. "No, why? What happened?"
 
   I raised my hands in frustration. "I don't know that anything did. I just wondered if you'd heard any stray gossip. That's all."
 
   "Huh." His gaze shot back to the game. He was obviously fls a know-nothing woman, a waste of good oxygen, if you will.
 
   I sat there a moment, watching the boy's face as he continued to put his hero through his paces. Then, admitting defeat, I rose to leave.
 
   "Go see your sister," I said on my way out the door.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, head bobbing up and down. “I will.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   Preparing to depart from Cordelia’s house that day, I summed up our gains, and felt Ginger and I had made none. Despite our best efforts, we hadn’t dredged up a single fact to help us make sense of Gary's death.
 
   Larkin had blown me off. Cordelia wasn't interested in my questions, and Zach probably thought I was dumber than Spiderman’s big toe. On top of that, Candy Collins, the missing waitress, remained a no show. So movement on that front was stalled as well. I rammed my key into its slot, fired up the car, and pointed its nose toward home.
 
   When I arrived there, I found Dad prepping dinner in the kitchen. He'd become head chef and bottle washer of our two-person household after mom died. Being so young then, I could barely remember her now. What few memories I recalled were fuzzy. I also suspected that I might have invented them to cover the void left after her death.
 
   At least I knew her photos were real. From them I'd learned she’d been a tiny woman, and from the looks she cast on my father in those pictures, I suspected she’d obviously adored Dad.
 
   That was not an unusual condition. Even nearing sixty, Father was still an extremely handsome man. Over the years I’d seen lots of women send longing glances his way.
 
   Behind me, the refrigerator motor ticked on. Dad glanced up from his work. “Everything okay with you?”
 
   “Sure.” I rescued a carrot stick from beneath his knife. “Has Gossford coughed up anything new on the murder for tomorrow's edition?”
 
   Dad frowned. “Not yet.”
 
   I understood his discomfort. Writing up the murder story had to be job one with him, and I doubted he'd be shy about pushing Gossford to give him something new. I wondered if there was nothing to be had, or if the chief was strategically withholding information?
 
   “I’ve put together a decent profile on Gary,” Dad said, pushing the chopped carrots aside and attacking a stalk of celery. “His teachers and friends at work all talked to me. Even his father gave me a few good quotes.”
 
   “Our readers will appreciate your taking the extra time to dig into Gary’s life.”
 
   While I wasn’t certain of my journalistic abilities, I’d never had any doubts about Dad’s. When the need arose, he could write his way around any story that came up. It had been that way as long as I’d had anything to do with the paper. All of our subscribers trusted Dad’s reporting.
 
   "None of that will help a thing, though,” he now complained, “if I can't come up with a new angle on the murder investigation for tomorrow’s paper."
 
   "Gossford will come through. He's never left us floundering for facts before."
 
   "Probably. At least I'll know by noon tomorrow." Dad laid his knife down. “So back to this Josh Devon you ran off with last night. What’s his story?”
 
   I bristled at his question. “Since when have you started keeping tabs on me?”
 
   “Melanie, would you humor your old man, please?”
 
   “Wow. This is so not like you.”
 
   Dad gave me an exasperated shrug. “There’s been a murder, Melanie. Everything and everyone tied to this crime concerns me. Especially if they come within five-hundred miles of you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You’ve already pulled me off the news story. What’s next? House arrest?”
 
   Dad grinned and resumed chopping. “If I thought I could get away with it, yes.”
 
   “Ha, ha.”
 
   Taffy looked up at me and whined. Heaven only knew what she thought was going on.
 
   “Just humor an old man, please,” Dad said, “and tell me about the guy.”
 
   I expelled a lungful of air. “His first name’s Josh. He and Tony Stepich and I had dinner at Bella’s Place.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “Why? I guess because Josh thought I might want to dine with him. He doesn't know anyone here but me. Maybe he didn’t want to eat dinner alone. What's the big deal?"
 
   A part of me thought I knew what lay behind Dad's push for information. When I came home from college unmarried, Dad went ahead and picked out my future mate. Hugh Jennings taught history at the high school. He was a nice, dependable, and safe candidate for marriage. Only neither one of us cared the slightest for each other. And I couldn’t see that changing. Meanwhile, Dad kept a wary eye posted for anyone who might upset his plans.
 
   Talk about a control freak.
 
   “This Josh, then,” Dad said, “he was one of Gary's college friends?"
 
   “No, Josh was Gary’s cousin.”
 
   Dad’s head jerked up from his work, his eyes large. “He's Rose’s son?”
 
   “I guess so. He never mentioned his mother’s name. But you went to school with both the sisters, didn't you?”
 
   "Yes.” Dad studied his knife. “Yes, I did. Violet was in the same class with me. I knew both the girls. But I'm surprised Josh came to the wedding. Or even that he was invited. As far as I knew the sisters hadn’t spoken to each other in decades.”
 
   Trust Dad to know details like that. “Josh and Gary planned to use the wedding to end the estrangement,” I said. “Josh's mother died recently. He thought it was time to move on. He doesn’t even know what started the feud.”
 
   I must have said something right, because I saw Dad's jaw line soften. "You might want to invite him over for dinner one night. I can tell him all about the girls and how they fell out."
 
   “Would you do that? I know Josh would be so grateful.”
 
   “Sure. What's the benefit of living in a small town, if I can't provide the next generation with a bit of family history?”
 
   I leaned over the cutting board and kissed his cheek. We might not see eye to eye on potential marriage plans, or this news story, or the state of my freedom, but I couldn’t doubt my father's good heart.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The distress call from Cordelia didn’t come in until a little past eight that night. Dad and I were in the living room giving our competitor's newspaper a second once over.
 
   “Melanie,” Cordelia demanded when I picked up the receiver, “what does Gossford think he's doing?”
 
   I blinked. “I’m sorry, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Gossford’s hauled Ginger in for questioning. What I want to know is… why?"
 
   I closed my eyes. Ginger arrested? Could this have anything to do with that last-minute phone call at the church? I couldn’t see how. As far as I knew, Gossford knew nothing about the call.
 
   I took in a deep breath and considered my options. No need to share my concern over the phone call to Josh at the church. Cordelia wouldn’t want to know. Besides, why worry her. “What makes you think I have information about this?” I asked, stalling for time.
 
   “Because you’re so tight with that dratted police chief.”
 
   "Cordelia," I responded, "all I do is collect news from Gossford. We are not personal friends. Cops mostly dislike journalists. We need each other, yes, but after we do our duty by each other we usually keep our distance. There are some exceptions, but not many."
 
   "Then, call him up as a reporter and demand to know what he's doing with Ginger. You're a news hound. Tree him, shake him loose, wring some answers from the obnoxious man."
 
   I shook my head in disbelief and tried to wrap my mind around Ginger being suspected of anything. “When did all this happen?”
 
   “Not very long ago. Gossford just showed up at my uncle's place and hauled her off. No explanations. No by your leave. I didn’t know he could do that.”
 
   “Well, since it's happened, I guess he can.”
 
   “That’s crazy,” Cordelia countered. “Ginger could never kill anyone. She won't even go after a spider. She never could.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said. “I doubt Gossford thinks she killed anyone. I’m sure what’s more likely is that he suspects she knows something that can be helpful to his investigation."
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed I now had Dad’s full attention.
 
   "Besides," I continued, "Ginger was a bridesmaid. She was with you in the church when Gary was killed, right? She has you and the entire bridal party as an alibi.”
 
   There was a long silence from the other end of the line. Finally, Cordelia said, “It might not be quite that simple.”
 
   My stomach clenched. “Why not?”
 
   “Because Ginger arrived at the church with only fifteen minutes to spare. Worse yet, she wasn’t even dressed. She was carrying her dress on a hanger. I was so mad I could have throttled her right there in front of everyone. Of course, now, after Gary’s death, my anger seems terribly unimportant. But the unpleasant fact remains that if Gary died thirty minutes before the wedding, then Ginger can’t be ruled out as a suspect.”
 
   I suppressed a groan. Why couldn’t anything ever be simple? “And Gossford didn't tell you what he wanted with Ginger?”
 
   "No. As I said, he offered us not a word. Or at least, that's what Uncle Frank said."
 
   "You weren't there when Gossford grabbed her?"
 
   "No I'm here, at home. Still in my bedroom, actually."
 
   "Has your family hired a lawyer to represent Ginger?" I certainly hoped so. Ginger might not think to ask for one.
 
   "I'm not sure. I heard Dad tell Frank to call someone. It might have been a lawyer."
 
   "Well, check that out for me, please. If it hasn't been done, make certain someone sees to it. Other than that, I don't know what to say."
 
   "That's it?" Cordelia asked, her words dripping with disbelief. "That's all you're going to do for her? Melanie, this is Ginger we’re talking about."
 
   I sighed. "That's all I can do. As I've said, I don't have any special clout with Gossford.”
 
   I replaced the receiver in the cradle and wondered what this meant to Ginger’s and my efforts at investigation? I’d said I couldn’t see Ginger as a killer, and I’d meant it. Surely Gossford would question her and let her go. She’d be home by morning, I reassured myself.
 
   Then, I delivered the news to Dad.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
   The next morning, just after waking from too little sleep, I grabbed my cell phone and called Ginger. I was dying to know how her interrogation had gone. I’d stewed most of the night. I couldn’t stop myself from worrying if she’d been arrested or if Gossford had listened to her story and cut her loose.
 
   I assumed any change in her status would result in a phone call from someone. An occurrence which had not happened during the night, I reminded myself. Now alarm bells clanged as I wondered why no one had called me?
 
   After six separate unanswered efforts to reach Ginger, I started in on Cordelia. Same deal. The phone rang on and on, without any response.
 
   I reminded myself that Ginger, Cordelia, and her folks had been through a difficult night. They were probably still in bed, sleeping. And, as worried as I was, I still couldn’t conceive of Ginger being charged with Gary’s murder.
 
   At last, I gave up trying to contact then and proceeded with my usual morning ritual. Eventually, showered, dressed, and supposedly ready to face the day, I made my way downstairs.
 
   A note on the kitchen table informed me Dad had left for the newspaper office. That didn’t surprise me; he had a murder story to write. No doubt, he was excited to start his day.
 
   I slugged down a glass of orange juice and poured some Wheaties into a bowl.
 
   Then, unable to silence my conscience and curiosity, I grabbed up my cell phone and made the call I probably should have placed hours earlier. My connection rang through to Gossford’s direct line.
 
   “Good morning, Melanie,” the police chief said upon answering. Like the rest of the world, the man apparently delighted in having caller ID. "If you're phoning about Gary's murder, I'm under strict orders to feed whatever information I have to your father."
 
   "Yes. I already know that, sir.”
 
   I heard myself spit out ‘sir’ and nearly gagged. But since I was trying to make points with the man, the title seemed a good idea. But trust me, humble isn’t my favorite slice of the pie.
 
   "This is about something else, then?" Gossford asked.
 
   "Yes, I wanted to be certain you'd picked up the same information I recently stumbled across.”
 
   "Really? What have you learned?"
 
   "It comes from Tony Stepich. He was Gary’s best man?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve spoken with him.”
 
   “Ah... we were out to dinner together Saturday night, and he just happened to mention that Gary received a phone call shortly before the wedding was to begin."
 
   No way did I want Gossford knowing I’d been pumping the man for information at the time.
 
   "Yeah, I pried that little gem out of the man too. In the church basement, right after I spoke with you and Devon.”
 
   I clenched my teeth. Gossford already knew about the phone call? First, I’d appeared humble, now, dumb. But I plowed on. "I'm relieved to hear it. I thought you probably had, but this morning I woke up thinking about assumptions and how they can mess up a person."
 
   He chuckled. "I appreciate you're reaching out to me. That's all, then?"
 
   "Yes, unless, you’re willing to tell me if Ginger’s still in custody?”
 
   “No, Melanie, she isn’t. I released her early this morning.”
 
   I let go of a breath I hadn’t even known I’d been holding. “Oh, I’m so relieved.”
 
   Talk about sounding unprofessional. Serious-minded reporters never gushed like that.
 
   "You tell your dad to give me a call,” Gossford answered. “I've got some interesting stuff for him."
 
   "I suspect his will be the next phone call you get, sir.”
 
   Sir again? I wondered. Had I no self-respect left, at all?
 
   After we disconnected, I sat on my stool and chewed over our exchange along with my Wheaties. From the tone of Gossford's voice, I suspected he was making progress in the case.
 
   That prospect cheered me. I couldn't wait to have the murder solved and the killer locked up in jail. But I squirmed anew, wondering if the killer would turn out to be someone I knew... or even, possibly, Ginger?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The newspaper office I walked into about thirty minutes later certainly couldn’t be called a beehive of activity. Even with a murder story taking center stage, our rooms looked their usual, dull, understated selves.
 
   Occupying the first floor of an old building on Main Street, the offices had existed here since the newspaper’s founding under Isaac Hart. But although our place of operation had remained fixed, time had wrought a huge number of other differences.
 
   Our staff had been whittled down over the years to just four people. Betty McCracken was office manager and general drudge. Lillian Whitcomb sold ads. Dad, of course, was General Manager and Editor, and served as ad man when the need arose. I held the lofty positions of reporter, photographer, and doer-of-other-assignments that Father or anyone else sent my way.
 
   But I wasn’t the only one. All of us were gladly willing to do whatever it took to get out the Gazette.
 
   And where giant presses behind our offices once would have rumbled to life, now the operation was purely electronic on our end. We wrote our stories on computers, assembled those stories electronically onto mocked up computer pages, and then the whole was sent off to be printed in a city miles distant.
 
   I glanced to my left and saw Dad hard at work, his ear glued to the phone and a happy smile plastered across his winsome face. I suspected he relished returning to his reportorial roots. And I wondered how many times he’d had to literally sit on his hands to prevent them from ripping stories out of my grasp and taking them over himself? I suspected the answer to that question would be far higher than I’d ever thought.
 
   “Morning Melanie,” Betty offered. She sat behind the front counter keying data into the computer. Somewhere in her middle forties, She’d been with the Gazette since Dad had hired her straight out of high school. Although no one would ever call her beautiful, she had pleasant features. She also had salt-and-pepper hair, a husband who adored her, and three sons who would probably knock the blocks off the shoulders of anyone who didn’t think her the prettiest woman alive.
 
   She served as our first line of defense at the paper, the first person customers met when walking through the old building’s wide front door. Some days, I didn't envy her that role.
 
   “Morning, Betty,” I said. "Anything new over the weekend… beyond the murder that is?”
 
   Betty offered her condolences on the death of my friend. Then she turned her attention to a small notebook next to her elbow. Betty scanned the answering machine for messages the first thing each morning. “Coach Burdock called from the high school. The awards banquet is Thursday night at seven. He was hoping for coverage, of course.
 
   “You bet.” I made a mental note to add the assignment to my daily planner.
 
   I spent a lot of nights running around, snapping photos and jotting down names to fill our pages. Doing so provided the tasty tidbits that helped keep our little paper well read. For the most part, people were delighted to see their names and faces featured in the Gazette. And when our coverage involved their children or grandchildren, their satisfaction with us rose even higher.
 
   The grumbles usually only came when the names were fed to us by the police. The residents being listed in the police column hated it. The other half, who were able to read about the arrests in the comfort of their living rooms, adored the updates. Speeding tickets. Loud noise complaints. Barking dogs. That was the stuff that mostly came our way from the police blotter. But there were also the occasional bar brawls and domestic disputes to write up.
 
   After picking my mail from its slot, I made my way to my office. We each had one, except Betty, although she did in fact have the reception area all to herself. Otherwise the offices were plain. White walls and trim. Nothing fancy. This was a work environment, not a place designed to impress anyone. What money the paper brought in from ads went into salaries not into our surroundings, which seemed to please all of us just fine.
 
   I slipped my purse from my shoulder and slid it to the side of my desk, a darkened oak affair that had probably existed in this exact same spot in this exact same room since it had been purchased sometime in the late eighteen hundreds.
 
   After firing up my computer, I checked my email. Our city’s two funeral homes had sent over the most recent obits. I copied and pasted the details onto a blank electronic page and began manipulating the information to fit our publishing format. I did the same for hospital admissions and dismissals.
 
   Next I checked with the state police. Their newsline had a report of a minor traffic accident in the northwest corner of the county. I called the public relations department of a nearby hospital to get the condition of the driver. But he’d merely been treated and released. All the above information got typed up into a small story and saved on our computer system. Later, Dad would pull my accident story and the obits and paste them up on the newspaper pages electronically.
 
   The above was all routine and part of what I did each and every day we published. Only on this day, I kept shooting sideways glances at my father, wondering what juicy stuff he was ferreting out on the murder investigation. Our office walls were part windows, and we could all see each other from our desks.
 
   When I checked him this time, he was leaning over his keyboard, studying intently whatever words he’d just keyed in.
 
   A twinge of envy shot through me.
 
   “That’s a sight I like to see… a woman hard at work,” a male voice said.
 
   I pulled my gaze away from the view of my dad’s contented face and directed it to my office doorway. Jimmy Gravits stood there, his dark, hooded eyes, evaluating me and my setting.
 
   “Hi,” I said. “Thanks for the compliment, but I can’t imagine there’s a harder working woman than your mother.”
 
   Jimmy smiled, but it didn’t manage to reach his eyes. “Just ask the dear old gal, she’ll repeat your sentiment word for word.”
 
   “That’s funny.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s Bella. A laugh a minute.”
 
   “Do you have some news for me?”
 
   He stepped backwards, his hands pointing to his chest. “Who me? News?”
 
   I couldn’t remember a single time when Jimmy had come by our offices — let alone stopped in to chat with me. “I thought maybe this was an official visit. Maybe you wanted me to type up a press release for the restaurant?”
 
   “Nah,” he smiled and this time the move seemed to be genuine. “I stopped in to check next week’s ads. That’s all.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it. Dad likes our advertisers to proof the copy. Was everything okay?”
 
   Bella was a good customer. She ran an ad for the restaurant in each of our three weekly editions. Not that I’d let their advertising dollars dictate my news coverage. Dad had always stressed keeping editorial decisions separate from thoughts of advertising buys.
 
   “Yeah” Jimmy answered. “They was good. They usually are.”
 
   “I would hope so. I know our staff works hard to keep things up to snuff.”
 
   I couldn’t help noticing how different Gravits looked away from the restaurant. There he always looked official. Dark suit. Slicked down hair. A professional greeting plastered on his singular mug. Here he looked much less sure of himself.
 
   I didn’t know the man well. He had nearly twenty years on me. And I’d never seen him around town. He seemed to be always at the restaurant.
 
   “That’s a shame what happened to Gary,” he said.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “How’s Cordelia doing?”
 
   “It’s difficult for her, but she’ll be fine.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I told Mom.” He paused for a moment to catch a breath. “Do they have a handle yet on who did this dreadful deed?”
 
   Why did everyone assume I had inside knowledge?
 
   “Not that I’ve heard,” I answered, mildly.
 
   “I suppose Gossford will play his investigation close to his vest.”
 
   I picked up my pen and wondered where this conversation was going. “I suspect you’re right.”
 
   “Mom’s upset.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Yeah, she was real cut up. Gary had his bachelor party out at our place last week.”
 
   “So I’ve heard.”
 
   “Really? Somebody told you about that?”
 
   “I knew it was scheduled, although I don’t know any details about what went on there.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Do you know something I don’t?”
 
   Gravits shuffled, looked almost ready to flee. “Nah, sorry. I keep my nose well out of the rumor mill.”
 
   I studied the man. Somewhere well past forty. Still living with his mother. Not part of the community, yet interacting with its residents daily A bootlegger for an ancestor who’d had an alleged tie to Al Capone. Bella for a mom. I wondered what sort of life he lived out there, sandwiched between Cloverton and the Interstate highway? Where did he go for his fun? Who held his hand when he was down?
 
   “Well,” he said as he nodded his head at me. “It’s been good talking to you.”
 
   “Yes, you too.”
 
   “You’ll keep us all posted on the murder, right…  in the paper?”
 
   I nodded. “My Dad will. He’s covering the investigation.”
 
   “Is that right?” Jimmy’s head bobbed up and down. “And won’t that be a treat. He’s a good writer, your dad.”
 
   For a minute I considered throwing my pen at Gravits. But then my temper cooled, and I returned to my duties.
 
   After another five minute, my phone rang. What was it with interruptions today? I wondered, as I reached out and snagged the receiver.
 
   “Melanie, it’s Ginger. Do you think we could do lunch?”
 
   “Ginger," I exclaimed, my heart soaring. "I'm so glad to hear your voice. I’ve been so worried about you. Are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Turns out Gossford ultimately had to spring me. Boy, was he one disappointed dude."
 
   "That's a relief. I mean that you’re free, not that Gossford’s glum.”
 
   “Well, his sorrow pleases me no end, I’ll tell you. And what about lunch?” she reminded me.
 
   I checked my assignment sheet. “Just your luck. I’m available. But could you do me a favor?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "The murder story is coming out in today's edition. How about we meet at one rather than noon. I'd like to be around in case something comes up and extra hands are needed to square things around so the paper can be sent out."
 
   "Sure. I’ll have to reschedule one of my appointments. But she’s an agreeable old gal. One is fine. If not I’ll call you back."
 
   "What do you have a taste for?”
 
   “How about Howies?”
 
   I groaned internally. Another round of rich food. I'd need to hit the gym for sure this week, an activity that ranked right up there with my visiting a home for the criminally insane.
 
   "Howie's it is," I said.
 
   “See ya,” Ginger responded and rang off.
 
   After I'd disconnected, I sat at my desk, still anxious for this woman whom I often found full of such extreme contradictions.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I needn't have worried about our meeting the paper's deadline. It came and went without so much as a frown from any of us. And after Dad had sent the edition off to the printers, I accessed our computer files and pulled up his murder story to read. I don’t mean to sound biased, here, but the piece was amazing.
 
   Dad had covered everything but with a great deal of style and class at the same time. The latest update on the murder investigation was there. As was the piece highlighting Gary’s early years. Dad had also put together a nice commentary on the community's grief over the loss of such a fine young man.
 
   After reading through the entire work, I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in my chair. I’d have never been able to write-up Gary's death with Dad’s combination of grit and compassion. I vowed one day, after order had been restored to our world, I would return to this piece and study it closely in hopes that I might absorb a bit of Dad’s skill with words.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   I glanced up.
 
   Dad leaned against the door jamb. "Will it do?"
 
   "I have tears in my eyes."
 
   He frowned. "You don't think I was overly sentimental, do you?"
 
   "Dad, you've hit a winner."
 
   The phrase was his favorite comment when I’d done something that pleased him. He smiled.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   I discovered Ginger seated in a booth just a few steps inside the front door of Howies. Her face was drawn. Her mouth drooped. It looked as though someone had filled in the area beneath her eyes with charcoal.
 
   I slid into the booth opposite her. She offered me a weak smile. “So how was your morning?” she asked. “Have you come down from the high of writing up a murder?”
 
   How could I answer that question, I wondered. Finally I decided honesty would work best. I tossed up my hands. “Not guilty. Dad wrote up the murder. He claimed I was too close to the victim to do it.”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “Nope, truth be told, at first I felt cheated, but on second thought I don't believe I would have enjoyed working a story up on Gary’s murder. Dad was right. I knew the victim too well. Handling that assignment would have undone me.”
 
   "Huh." She shook her head. “I figured you’d be all over that piece.”
 
   I plastered a smile on my face. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But it was better handled this way. Dad did a stellar job. He brought the scope of our community’s loss home in a way I never could.”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Still, I look forward to reading his story.”
 
   The waitress arrived at our table. She poured us each coffee. "What are you two having today?" she asked, gifting us with her megawatt smile.
 
   I’d forgotten that for some people this was just an ordinary Monday filled with sunshine and promise. Death and murder was something they’d read about in the newspaper tonight. I counted them as lucky.
 
   Ginger and I both opted for burgers and a basket of fries. Ginger’s order spoke clearly to me of her mental condition. The only food I’d ever seen her consume before involved green frilly, leaves with dressing served strictly on the side. Occasionally, a few slivers of grilled chicken was allowed into the mix, but even that came rarely. My surprise must have shown on my face.
 
   "I’m hungry. Okay?” she grumbled.
 
   “Hey, knock yourself out.”
 
   “I intend to. Nothing like a night in jail to trigger a girl’s appetite.”
 
   I settled a napkin on my lap. "How did you and Gossford get along?"
 
   Ginger made a sour face. "You mean that charming man who hauled me off like a criminal in the dark of night?"
 
   "Yes, him. How did it go?"
 
   She shook her head. "All of that drama for such a small point."
 
   "What point. What was he after?"
 
   Ginger shot her gaze about the room before answering. "Well, it seems Gary received a phone call before he was killed.”
 
   “Yes. I know about that.”
 
   Ginger’s head reared up. “You do?”
 
   “Stepich told Josh and me about the call at dinner Saturday night.”
 
   Her brows contracted. “And you never mentioned this fact to me?”
 
   “I never thought to pass the information along. Okay? How was I to know you’d be arrested before I spoke to you again?”
 
   “Some way for a partner to behave. I thought we’d agreed to work together on Gary’s murder. What else are you holding back on me?”
 
   “Nothing. The phone call just slipped my mind. That’s all.”
 
   Ginger shot me a disbelieving glance. “Well, anyway, Gossford told me the call came from my cell phone and hammered me about it all night long. Wanted to know what the call had been about. Wanted to know why I’d made it. Chapter and verse, and a few questions I can’t even remember, thank my lucky stars.”
 
   “Ginger,” I thundered. “What have you been playing at. Talk about withholding information. Between us, you’re obviously the star. That call came from your phone?”
 
   Ginger’s face reddened. “You don’t think I actually made the call do you?”
 
   “I don’t know. Are you telling me you didn’t?”
 
   “Absolutely, I did not call Gary. Not then. Probably not for a week before, either. What do you take me for, a murderer?”
 
   “Then how do you explain the call having come from your phone?”
 
   “Look, someone stole my cell phone.”
 
   “It was stolen? When?”
 
   “I noticed it missing sometime after the rehearsal dinner Friday night.” She shook her head in frustration. “But try telling that to the police."
 
   "Gossford didn't believe you?"
 
   Ginger sighed. "I'm not really sure. He didn't lock me up, but he gave me one heck of a tough time."
 
   "Where was the rehearsal dinner held?"
 
   "Over at the steakhouse in Webster. They have a nice room there. It’s a good place for a small, private affair.”
 
   “Wow.” I leaned back, stunned. “Are you telling me someone in the wedding party swiped your phone?”
 
   “How would I know? One minute it was in my bag and the next time I went to get it, the thing was missing. That’s all I know.”
 
   “Was Stepich there?”
 
   “Would you get off his case, please?”
 
   “Are you two an item?” I pressed.
 
   Ginger laughed dismissively. “I hardly think so. He’s not too keen on small town anything. Including women. Or hadn’t you noticed?”
 
   But her comment didn’t quite pass my internal lie detector. Maybe they weren't dating, but a connection between them had to exist. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was lying. I leaned over the table and lowered my voice. “If there’s nothing going on between you, then why did you defend him so vigorously the last time his name came up?
 
   "Because he's an outsider," she shot back. "Because he's on his own here. It makes him an easy target. Admit it, you'd rather he was the one who'd killed Gary than it be one of our friends. It's easier to see a stranger marched off to jail. It wouldn’t hurt as much to think of them doing hard time."
 
   I inwardly groaned. I absolutely hated it when Ginger made sense.
 
   "And you didn't like it too well," she continued, "when I pointed out that your friend Josh was drifting along in the same outsider boat." Ginger lifted her coffee cup from the table. "How is he, by the way?”
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Josh."
 
   "He's just fine," I snapped.
 
   Our waitress appeared with our food. She gave us each a pleasant smile and lowered our platters to the table.
 
   Ravenous, I picked up my juicy burger. “Look. Let’s not fight, okay? Especially not over two men we barely know.
 
   “I’m okay with that if you are.”
 
   “Then, why don’t we meet at the rose bed in front of the church after work tonight?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Check the place out. Search for clues. See if we can figure out how someone could have killed Gary within plain view of the church.”
 
   “Hmm.” Ginger dipped her French fry into a tub of ketchup. “That’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “Thank you. But are you on?”
 
   “Sure, what do we have to lose?”
 
   Attagirl. I’d make a sleuth out of her yet.
 
   That, of course, was completely ignoring the fact that this whole investigation was Ginger’s idea from the beginning. “So what did you want to discuss with me?” I asked.
 
   Ginger glanced up from her food. “I don’t follow.”
 
   “You called this meeting. What was on your mind?”
 
   “Oh,” she said, “I just wanted you to comfort me. It’s no fun, being suspected of murder.”
 
   “Ginger, I want you to know I don’t suspect you of killing anyone.”
 
   She blinked rapidly. “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m certain you're innocent, and before this is over, Gossford will be too.”
 
   “Thanks.” Ginger shoved a French fry in her mouth and chewed and swallowed. “Ugh. I needed that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After lunch I’d little more than returned to my office when my phone rang. I reached out and snagged the receiver. “Melanie Hart.”
 
   “The same Melanie I sat through two years of high school French with?” a male voice asked.
 
   “Maybe,” I said, struggling to name the man.
 
   “This is Don Treadway,” he said. “Do you by any chance happen to remember me?”
 
   “Sure I do.” I struggled to come up with a face to go with the name.
 
   “If it helps, we also had fourth period English together with Ms. Jones.”
 
   A small light bulb popped on in my brain. “Oh right, that Donny.”
 
   How could I have forgotten him? Unruly hair, pock-marked face, thick glasses, a pocket protector. He’d been a poor, lost soul, hopelessly in love with Cordelia. Of course, he hadn’t a chance of achieving that dream. But he'd never stopped trying.
 
   “Actually,” he said, “I go by the name Don now, rather than Donny.”
 
   “Got you. I’m making note of said fact even as we speak. But how can I help you?”
 
   I figured he’d called to take out a newspaper subscription. Many former Cloverton residents moved away only to discover that they harbored a love for this tiny burg and the doings of its residents. That surprising longing was living proof, I’d always thought, that absence really could make the heart grow fonder.
 
   “I’ve just learned about poor Gary’s death,” Treadway said. “I’m calling to see how Cordelia’s doing.”
 
   Oh, good grief. Did he believe, that with Gary out of the way, he might have a chance with Cordelia? He couldn’t still be interested in a woman who’d never showed the slightest interest in return?
 
   “You’re still close with her, right?” he asked when I’d failed to respond.
 
   I shook myself free of my speculations. “Yes…. Yes, I am.”
 
   “So how is she doing?”
 
   “How do you think she’s doing? She’s devastated. Gary was the love of her life.”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “I know.”
 
   “Listen, is there something I can do for you? If not, I’ve got a job to get back to.”
 
   “I was wondering about the funeral.”
 
   “Gary’s?”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “As far as I am aware, a date hasn’t been set yet.”
 
   “Could you call me when it is? I’d like to come.”
 
   The nerve of the man. He expected me to call him personally? “The obit will be available in the online edition as soon as I receive the information.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll monitor the paper online, then. My subscription copy of the Gazette might arrive too late. I’d hate to miss the service. Could you give me the online url, please?”
 
   Grudgingly, I responded to his request.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “Thank you. That should work.”
 
   Even though I was anxious to be rid of the man, I suddenly found myself asking, “Where are you living now?” Life can be tough when a person is born nosy.
 
   “I have an apartment just west of Chicago. It provides me with a short commute to Helmont Lab, where I am employed.”
 
   “You’re a physicist?” I was stunned. The Helmont was a nationally recognized research lab. From what I’d heard, people working there had to hold many advanced degrees in fields far beyond my understanding. Upon second consideration I decided his profession shouldn’t have surprised me. Treadway might have been a social disaster in high school, but I knew even then that he possessed an incredible brain. In fact the teachers hardly let anyone forget the fact.
 
   “Are you married?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. No one’s managed to snag me yet.”
 
   Yeah, right. Like millions of women had volunteered for that honor. I stifled a snort. “I’ll see you at the service then?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be there. No doubt about it.”
 
   I shook my head. Treadway might qualify as a genius. But I suspected he was delusional when it came to his chances of winning Cordelia over.
 
   Somehow, I found that thought comforting.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   At seven that evening, Ginger and I stood before the rose bed, rain pouring down on our heads and shoulders. My shoes were wet. My hair dripping. And when I cast a glance at Ginger, she looked as miserable as I felt.
 
   “Geesh,” Ginger said. “Since this outing was your idea, the least you could have done was bring along an umbrella for us.”
 
   My spine stiffened. “Me? What are you, helpless?”
 
   “Oh, sure. Push the problem back on my shoulders.”
 
   Personally, I’d have appreciated having anything at all on my shoulders, especially if it kept the rain off. “Maybe I should start keeping an umbrella in my car,” I mumbled sourly.
 
   “There’s a thought. Too bad it didn’t occur to you about twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “Back then,” I said, taking care to keep my voice level, “I didn’t know it was supposed to rain tonight.”
 
   Ginger shrugged. “Anyway, we’re here now. Maybe we should just see what can be seen or do you want to come back later? Like after the rain stops.”
 
   “I most emphatically do not want to return to this spot again.”
 
   And in unspoken unison, we inched closer to the rose bed. Ginger readied herself to take another step. Reaching out a hand, I restrained her. “Don’t trample the crime scene tape, okay?”
 
   “Geesh, what do you take me for? An idiot. Everybody knows the police frown on anyone violating their sacred ground. Trust me. I do not want to be hauled in to the police station a second time.”
 
   “Sorry, I was out of line.”
 
   “Thank you for giving me some credit, anyway.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” I wiped rain from my face. “So what do you think. See anything in there that tells you who killed Gary?”
 
   “All I see are puddles of water. You got something else in mind?”
 
   “How about stretching yourself to see beyond the puddles?”
 
   “Okay. Here’s what’s there, then. Rose bushes with a few dripping leaves, plus some rosebuds smothered with rainwater.”
 
   “How about things hanging on the thorns? Maybe a thread or a hair?”
 
   “Like maybe we’d have to climb beyond the police tape to see anything that small. Besides, what would a thread or hair tell us? Without access to a crime lab, there’s no way for us to have things like that analyzed.”
 
   I sighed. “If you didn’t want to search for anything, why did you come along?”
 
   “If I’d known it was going to rain, I wouldn’t have.”
 
   I decided to shift the subject. “Look around, anyway. What question about Gary’s death most haunts you by what you see here?”
 
   Ginger lifted her wet hair off her neck. “I guess that would be why anyone would kill someone out in the open like this?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” I said. “That’s it exactly.”
 
   Ginger continued on. “I mean, they risked being seen in the middle of a murder by anyone pulling into the parking lot or stepping out of the church. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So how about Gary was killed elsewhere and his body dumped in among the roses after the fact?”
 
   “How would that work?”
 
   I turned to face by companion, a smile of victory on my face.  “We know that after receiving the call, Gary came running out of the church. Let’s say the killer was waiting for him in a car. Gary hops in. The killer drives off with him to a place where poor Gary is strangled out of sight of anyone. Then the murderer drives back here and dumps the body among the roses? I know there’s still a risk of being spotted, but it takes less time to spill a body from a car than to strangle a person. Besides, maybe the killer angled the car, so no one would see Gary being dumped out the door.”
 
   “I suppose that could work. But there’s absolutely no proof to support your theory.”
 
   “Then, let’s go look for some. I’ll drive.”
 
   “You want us to get in your car and out of the rain?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That’s the best suggestion you’ve had all night.” Ginger turned and took off at a clip I couldn’t match. Upon reaching it, she practically dove inside the car.
 
   Joining her, I snatched an old blanket from the back seat and offered Ginger one end, while I used the other. Together, we mopped ourselves off as best we could.
 
   Halfway through drying herself, Ginger lifted the blanket to her nose and sniffed suspiciously. “This thing could do with a washing. Do you know that?”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s here for when I have to take the dog places.”
 
   “Somehow, I think I’d already figured that part out.”
 
   “Would you rather still be dripping with rain?”
 
   “No,” Ginger answered. “This is good for now.”
 
   After we finished mopping ourselves off, I returned the blanket to the back seat and made a mental note to run it through the washer when I got home.
 
   “So what’s next?” Ginger asked.
 
   “How about we take a drive around the neighborhood? Look for a spot where someone could commit a murder without being seen?”
 
   “It’s your gas. Let’s go for it.”
 
   I fired up the car, turned on the heater to chase away the chill from our wet clothes, and backed out of the parking space. Reaching the street, I turned left, driving slowly so as not to miss spotting a convenient hiding place. “How far away from the church do you think the killer would have driven before killing Gary?”
 
   “Probably not far. The guests were due to start arriving anytime.”
 
   “Right. Keep an eye peeled for bushes or trees or sheds or something, anything a car could be hidden behind.”
 
   But after circling four blocks, we’d failed to find anything like a hiding place.
 
   “What about the alleys?” Ginger asked.
 
   “Good idea.” I turned down the first one we came across. Easing my vehicle over the bumpy path, we saw sheds and garages and trees, but none were close enough together to give an effective cover. It wasn’t until we were halfway down the fifth alley that Ginger yelled, “Stop.”
 
   I did as commanded, her voice sufficiently abrupt as to have caused my heart to leap into my mouth. “What?” I asked, panting. “What do you see?”
 
   “There.” Ginger raised her hand and pointed to my left. I turned and looked and found myself staring at a solid hedge. Twisting back the other way, I noticed the view from the house on the other side was blocked by a large, old carriage house.
 
   “This spot could work,” I said.
 
   “Darn skippy,” Ginger answered, “but look how long it took us to find this place. The killer wouldn’t have had this much time to waste.”
 
   “Maybe the murderer scoped out the hideaway beforehand?”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “The killer knew the time and place for the wedding. It would have been simple work to drive around a day or two earlier to discover this place. Then on the wedding day, he or she could have picked up Gary and come straight here.”
 
   Ginger shuddered. “That’s darn cold-blooded.”
 
   “Pretty much, yes. This murder was obviously carefully planned.”
 
   “Who could have hated Gary that much?”
 
   “Beats me. That’s what we’re going to have to figure out, if we want to help to the police.”
 
   “Maybe we’ve tackled too big a gorilla?”
 
   “Hey,” I said. “This investigation wasn’t my idea.”
 
   “Too true.”
 
   “Seen enough?”
 
   Ginger nodded. I eased the gas pedal toward the floorboard and listened to gravel crunch beneath the tires. We moved on, leaving the alley and its probable murder site behind us. As I drove, I decided it was time for me to ask my all important but touchy question.
 
   “Ginger.” I cleared my throat.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ah... why did you arrive at the church so late the day of the wedding?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You heard me. You’ve never filled me in on why you were late. I mean that seems a little callous on your cousin’s wedding day. Cordelia told me you scared her half to death.”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t because I murdered Gary,” Ginger snapped.
 
   “I never said you did.”
 
   Ginger sighed and said, “You can blame Lucinda Breese. She’s been a client since day one…  and always on Saturdays. I tried to cancel her appointment, and she threatened to take her business elsewhere. I wasn’t worried on that score. I’m never short of customers. We keep three chairs filled in my shop at all times, but, well, Lucinda has been so loyal for so long that I just had to work her in... even though it nearly made me late to the wedding.”
 
   “Hmm, I think you were more considerate than I would have been.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? You run around anywhere at any time to cover any event within two counties. I’d never let myself get dragged around by my nose as much as you do.”
 
   “That’s entirely due to the nature of my job,” I said, enunciating carefully so I didn’t let my displeasure show.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After my outing with Ginger, I returned home tired, damp, and grumbling to myself about rain in particular and life in general. But the news that Josh had called while I was out, gave me an immediate lift.
 
   "Hi there," a friendly male voice said when I returned his call. "What have you been up to? I tried to reach you earlier."
 
   “Yes, so Dad informed me. I was off with a friend running a little errand. Nothing major. So what’s cooking?”
 
   "I was hoping you’d join me for some after-dinner coffee."
 
   "I'd love to."
 
   "I'll pick you up in ten?"
 
   "Perfect."
 
   I slipped on dry clothes, tossed on a fresh coat of lipstick, and waved a hairdryer over my locks. But all that was easy compared to the task ahead: getting past the newly installed dragon downstairs.
 
   "So where are you off to?" Dad asked. Taffy was curled up in his lap. Dad stroked her head while studying me.
 
   "Out for coffee,” I responded.
 
   "With whom?"
 
   "Oh, honestly Dad. You need to take a step back. I'm a grown, intelligent woman. I can take care of myself."
 
   "You're presuming killers appreciate intelligence. They don't. They think on a whole different level than we do."
 
   "That might be. But I'm not hanging around the house until someone's caught. I'm just not.”
 
   A deep, red flush of anger started at Dad’s neck and quickly mounted higher.
 
   I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek in an attempt to make up for my open rebellion. Then, I made a quick dash for the door.
 
   While I stood on the curb out front, my promise to invite Ginger along the next time Josh asked me out returned to me. I could have made the call. I had my cell phone in my purse. But somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to carry through on the agreement.
 
   With a nod to my uneasy conscience, I promised to include her the next time we went out.
 
   Fortunately just then, I spied Josh's SUV roaring down the block toward me. He pulled up to the curb. I climbed inside.
 
   "Greetings," he said. "Where to?"
 
   "I can’t think of much open this time of night except the local burger joint. At least their coffee is good."
 
   "Okay, which way do I go?"
 
   I fed him instructions, and we were soon underway.
 
   “Your father’s articles today were very well done.”
 
   “Thank you. My dad’s an exceptional writer.”
 
   “I especially appreciated the piece on Gary’s background. I feel I know him better now.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll be sure to tell him.”
 
   I glanced out the window and watched the familiar landscape roll by.
 
   “Remember Ginger?” I asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Gossford took her in for questioning last night.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It seems that call Gary got came from Ginger's cell phone.”
 
   Josh whistled. “That doesn't sound good. Do the police suspect she’s the killer?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Apparently her cell phone was stolen Friday night. So she couldn’t have made the call.”
 
   “That’s a help. At least they can track down a cell phone.”
 
   “Right.” I’d seen that kind of thing done in crime dramas on TV.
 
   “It’s too bad she didn’t know how to search out the place for herself,” Josh added. “She could have saved herself some grief.”
 
   “Turn right here on Lark Street,” I said. After Josh rounded the corner, I added, “I thought only police could do that.”
 
   “Not so. A friend of mine lost his phone. There are directions on the Web to track it down using GPS.”
 
   “Huh.” I filed the information away. It never hurts to be well informed. And who knows? I’d misplaced my phone a time or two. But if that were possible, I wondered why the cops hadn’t found Ginger’s missing phone yet?”
 
   Gary pulled into the parking lot at Howies. On entering the restaurant, we found it nearly empty. A cluster of teens sat in one corner downing fries and cola. An elderly woman sat tapping on the keyboard of her laptop near the window. A group of young adults in the middle of the room were trading stories and sharing laughs. The aroma of beef and onions lingered in the air from the dinner hour. The bright overhead lighting emphasized the whiteness of the restaurant walls.
 
   “You go ahead and grab a table," Josh said. "I'll pick up the coffees.
 
   I chose a spot a decent distance away from everyone else. And within a very few minutes Josh joined me. He slid two cups onto the table and took a seat opposite me. He fished a couple of packets of sweetener and dry cream from his shirt pocket. He grinned. "I wasn't sure what you took in your coffee."
 
   I smiled in return. "Black's fine. But thank you for the options."
 
   "Your welcome." He removed the lid from his cup and blew across the rim.
 
   “How’s life treating you at the bed and breakfast?” I asked, trying to picture Josh relaxing among all that lace.
 
   “I sleep just fine once I turn the lights out.”
 
   I laughed. “It actually does an excellent business.”
 
   “Just not with many single people, right?”
 
   “Correct. So other than counting rosebuds what have you been up to today? Has Cloverton offered you any clues to your past?" I took a sip of coffee. Which was rich, and strong, and hot.
 
   "I began my day at the high school. Studied the yearbooks there. Looked through the pictures of Mom and her sister. Noted what clubs she had been in and such.”
 
   “You didn’t know all this stuff already?”
 
   Josh scowled. "Mom never talked much about herself, and she never referred to Cloverton.”
 
   “My Dad went to school with your mom and Violet. He’d like you to come to dinner. He’s willing to share his stories about the sisters.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “I’d like that very much.”
 
   "And after you finished up at the high school?" I prompted.
 
   "I went to the library. Prowled through the local history section. Learned Mom's family arrived here early and stayed late. Nothing earth shattering but it was all interesting to a son who knows almost nothing of his mom’s background. Then, after lunch, I drove out to Cloverton Lake. It's pretty out there."
 
   “Yes, it is. But it’s not just the lake. The whole of Cloverton is pretty to me.”
 
   “You’re right. Maybe that’s why this town seems such an odd setting for a murder.”
 
   I appreciated the compliment on our little village. “I keep wondering who the murderer is, and I’m also half afraid of finding out. Ginger accused me of wanting the killer to be an outsider. Someone I don’t know.”
 
   “I could understand that.”
 
   I caught a blur of movement out of the corner of my eye and glanced over to find Alan Larkin approaching our table. I swallowed back a groan. How like him to interrupt us, I thought. He noticed that I’d spotted him and offered me one of his wry grins.
 
   "Hi there,” he said, when he reached our table. “What are you two up to?" He put down his tray and extended a hand toward Josh. “Alan Larkin,” he said, “and you are?”
 
   “Josh Devon.”
 
   “Mind if I join you?”
 
   I was just about to offer up a negative reply when Larkin cut me off with a smile. “Thank you. It’s very kind of you to include me.” He seated himself between us.
 
   Beneath the table, my foot slammed the floor
 
   "From a distance," Larkin continued, "you two looked lost in deep conversation. What kind of plots have you been hatching?” He picked up a fry and popped it into his mouth.
 
   "Ah…” I offered up and then stopped. Somehow I was reluctant to fill him in on what Josh and I were doing here.
 
   But Josh smiled at Larkin over his coffee. "We’ve been speculating about who killed Gary Pepper.”
 
   Larkin nodded. “There’s probably plenty of people doing that tonight. Newspaper story just coming out today and all. By the way, that was some piece your daddy put together.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, resisting the urge to snarl.
 
   Larkin shot me a meaningful glance. "And speculating on murders is fine as long as that’s all it is — speculation.”
 
   I shifted in my seat and told myself Larkin couldn’t possibly know about my activities with Ginger. No way.
 
   "Murder investigations are best left to the professionals," he said, looking at me with his eyebrows raised.
 
   My stomach banged into my toes.
 
   "Ah, Alan is a deputy sheriff," I explained for Josh’s benefit.
 
   "A deputy sheriff who is someday planning to run for sheriff," Larkin added as he offered up a decidedly political-looking smile.
 
   My jaw dropped. This was the first I'd heard this idea mentioned. Heaven knew he’d never get my vote. If Larkin won election as sheriff, I’d lose my favorite snitch.
 
   "So what do you do?" Larkin asked Josh.
 
   “I’m an accountant with a manufacturing firm.”
 
   “But you live up around Chicago?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   Larkin took a big bite of his hamburger. He chewed, swallowed, and grinned.
 
   I shook my head and wished someone would save me from this male, chest banging stuff. Apes and their mating calls had never much impressed me. Then I reminded myself that if Larkin wanted to bang his chest over someone, the lady was very unlikely to be me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   By the time Gary’s funeral was held news on the murder investigation had ground to an irritating halt. Dad moaned nonstop over the lack of fresh information coming out of Gossford’s office but he made do with what little there was as best he could.
 
   Meanwhile, Ginger and I were having as little luck as Gossford at finding new avenues to pursue. The waitress from Gary’s bachelor party was still nowhere to be found. Our calls to her went unanswered. Friends and family denied having seen her. On another front,  Ginger and I had both tried our hands at using GPS to track her cell phone but had come up empty-handed. We figured whoever had grabbed the phone had destroyed it after placing the call that lured Gary to his death. In short, we had no idea what to tackle next in our effort to track the killer.
 
   And now the funeral had come and gone and his mourners had gathered at the Pepper home after the service. I stood before the coffee maker in the dining room. The place was packed. Nearly all of Cloverton had turned out along with his college friends to mourn their loss. Sipping coffee, I  studied their faces. Most were familiar to me although there were also some I’d not seen before.
 
   It was one of the latter that now walked up beside me. “It’s good to see you again,” the man said, offering me a hand.
 
   I studied the incredibly handsome face gazing at me. “I’m sorry, but do I know you?” He work a dark, well-tailored suit with the perfectly matched tie. Dark hair, pale skin, electric-blue eyes, and a sturdy chin. None of his features looked familiar to me.
 
   “I’m Don Treadway,” he said with a comfortable smile. His hand closed around mine. His flesh was warm, his grip firm.
 
   Since starting to work news, I like to think I’ve cultivated an excellent poker face. Not showing my surprise or anger come in handy when dealing with sensitive sources. But this time, I was pretty sure my shock was on open display for all to see. I wondered where this man’s acne, inch-thick glasses, and pocket protector had gone?
 
   “It was kind of you to come,” I managed to get out.
 
   “I couldn’t let Cordelia down. Or Gary’s folks either. I told you I’d be here.
 
   His concern for Gary’s parents didn’t fool me. This man was here to see Cordelia.
 
   “So, what have you been up to since high school?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve graduated from a few schools here and there. MIT, Berkeley, University of Chicago, all in my march to chalk up post-graduate degrees.”
 
   His listing of universities read like the Who’s Who of the academic world. Of course, I wasn’t surprised. He’d said he was employed at one of the most a prestigious physics labs in the nation. “I’d ask you what you’re working on now,” I offered, “but I’m sure it’s so involved that I wouldn’t understand a word of your explanation..”
 
   “No offense meant, but that probably is true.” He smoothed his perfect tie.
 
   Ugh.
 
   Still, I had to give him points for effort. I couldn’t imagine the will power it must have taken to transform himself from our high school disaster of a Donny to this suave, impressive man.
 
   Then again, maybe his ego would be his final undoing. The only thing I felt certain of was that Donny would make a run at my dear, dear friend. Then, I wondered why I found that thought depressing?
 
   “We’ll be seeing more of you, I assume?” I asked.
 
   “It’s highly likely,” he said.
 
   I watched him drift away and point himself at a another person from our high school class.
 
   “Who is that?” Ginger asked, her gaze glued on Treadway’s departing back.
 
   I filled her in.
 
   “You’re lying,” she protested.
 
   “Nope. Not a bit.”
 
   “Geesh. I never knew anyone could clean up that well. Where’s he living now?”
 
   I explained his academic and employment history and provided her with his current address.
 
   Ginger’s eyes grew even larger. “It was nice of him to come to the funeral, then. Were he and Gary tight in high school?”
 
   “No, I’m pretty sure they weren’t. Don’t you remember Donny’s huge and never-ending crush on Cordelia?”
 
   “Wowzie. Cordelia should take a gander at him now.”
 
   “I think that’s the point of his being here – to give Cordelia a chance to feast her eyes on him.”
 
   “You’re kidding me. After all these years?”
 
   “He’s apparently unmarried.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I asked him.”
 
   “Yikes.”
 
   Josh joined us, his large brown eyes taking all of Ginger in with one quick glance.
 
   “Hello, there,” she said..
 
   Josh grinned and nodded at her. “It’s a decent turn out. Don’t you think?”
 
   “Of course it would be” I said. “Gary was widely respected here.”
 
   Ginger sighed. “I only wish they’d find his killer. I can’t shake the feeling I’m still a suspect.”
 
   “How’d that come out with Gossford over your missing cell phone?” Josh asked.
 
   “Not word one, is how. I never dreamed he could be so tight lipped.” Ginger set her plate down on the table and reached for a coffee cup to fill.
 
   “He hasn’t charged you,” I reassured her. “That has to count for something.”
 
   Ginger huffed. “Doesn’t mean much, if you ask me. I feel as though I could jump out of my skin any minute now.”
 
   “It will come out all right,” Josh said. “Besides, the suspense has to end before too long. It’s a small town. How many suspects can there be?”
 
   “One too many if you ask me,” Ginger offered with a worried smile. “And worse yet, everybody knows he pulled me in for questioning. I bet I’m the subject of half of the conversations going on here today.”
 
   “I seriously doubt that,” I responded.
 
   “You’re only saying that to cheer me up. But thanks anyway.” Ginger’s eye apparently caught sight of Stepich on the far side of the room. “Later,” she said, scurrying off in his direction.
 
   “Did you see that large spray of flowers at the funeral?” Gary asked. “The one off to the left of the casket.”
 
   “How could I miss it. It put most of ours to shame.” I grabbed a pepper slice and proceeded to nibble on it.
 
   “It came from Bella and her son.”
 
   I blinked. “You checked the name on the card?”
 
   “I had to know.”
 
   “That is odd, isn’t it?” I went for a slice of carrot this time. “I never knew Gary was  tight with either Bella or Jimmy.”
 
   “I’d say they must have thought highly of him.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “Maybe it was all your father’s stories. He’s done an awfully good job of chronicling Gary’s life. I never met him, yet though your father’s articles I feel I know him rather well. I get the feeling the whole community lost someone special with Gary’s death.”
 
   “Thank you. Again.”
 
   Josh glanced about the room. “Is he here?”
 
   “Yes. He’s in standing in the corner talking to Mrs. Pepper now.”
 
   “The distinguished looking gentleman?”
 
   “That’s him. And thanks for the compliment, but he’d appreciate your observation about his writing best. Dad’s not the least bit concerned with his looks.”
 
   “Has he ever said anything more about inviting me over for dinner?”
 
   “Not recently. I tell you what. Let’s go over and talk to him now.”
 
   I grabbed Josh’s arm and pulled him off in my father’s direction.
 
   So that’s how, later that night, Dad and Josh and I sat down in our dining room to generous portions of beef Wellington. My father made the pastry for the dish in advance, wrapped it around the beef, and then froze the whole, enabling him to produce the impressive dish for our dining pleasure even in the middle of the week. That’s how good a chef my dad was.
 
   Josh shot an appreciative glance my way. “Thank you, that was delicious,” he said, wiping his mouth with the cloth napkin.
 
   We were seated in the dining room. Silver glistened. Linens were white and crisp.
 
   I laughed. “I’m not responsible for this incredible meal. Dad’s the cook in this house.”
 
   “Really,” Josh’s head swung toward Father. “Everything was delicious, sir.”
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Beaming, Dad sat back mother in his chair. “And for dessert, would you care to hear stories about your?
 
   “I’d be absolutely delighted to, thank you.”
 
   Father looked so pleased. He absolutely adored telling stories. He’d be going on about this meal for weeks to come.
 
   “Your mom was the prettier and younger of the two sisters,” he told Josh. “But it was your Aunt Violet that won the heart of the man who had come between them.”
 
   “Uncle Vince?” Josh asked.
 
   “One and the same. So that’s how Gary’s mom stayed in Cloverton and married Vince, while your mom, Rose, went on to college and eventually married your dad.”
 
   “Are you telling me this family feud was over a high school crush?”
 
   “Well, not exactly a crush, perhaps. Remember, your aunt went on to marry the man. And one should never discount the power of first love. Not of your aunt’s nor of your mother’s.”
 
   “Maybe we’re talking about different generations here,” Josh replied, crumpling his napkin into a ball.
 
   “Perhaps, but then how do you explain the allure of Romeo and Juliet to me?”
 
   “I’m an accountant. I’ve never read that play.”
 
   Dad smiled. “I think you’d like it. I doubt your heart is as immune to young love as you are projecting it to be.”
 
   A flush crept up Josh’s neck.
 
   “So who’s up for some real desert?” I received an enthusiastic response all round. “Good. I’ve heard there’s a blueberry pie waiting for us in the kitchen. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll fetch it in.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night, up in my room, my mind kept returning to Treadway. He’d come down for the funeral, as promised. And as I’d suspected he would, he’d chased Cordelia about the dining room. He was a young, accomplished adult still chasing his adolescent fantasy.
 
   It seemed to me that his obsession provided him with an excellent motive to have murdered Gary. In fact, the longer I thought about the man, the better I liked him for the killer.
 
   I rolled over in bed and grabbed my cell phone.
 
   “Ginger,” I said, when she answered on the second ring.
 
   Her voice was groggy. “Who is this?”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Melanie. Have I woken you?”
 
   “Do you have any idea what time it is?”
 
   I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. “Ooops. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was so late.”
 
   Ginger sighed. “So what do you want.”
 
   “I should let you go back to sleep.”
 
   “No, now that I’m up, spit out whatever it is that has you so riled up, please.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about Treadway.”
 
   “Who hasn’t?”
 
   “No, I don’t mean like that. Even you must have noticed that he has eyes only for Cordelia.”
 
   “So?”
 
   I elected to give up on pointing out the obvious to Ginger. “So… what do you think of him as Gary’s killer?”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “Because Cordelia has become  — or maybe always was — an obsession with him. Think of how much he’s changed. What if he’s only undergone such pains in hopes of winning over Cordelia? She may have rejected him in high school, but Treadway isn’t the same man today.”
 
   “So he believes all he needs to do is show himself to Cordelia, and she’ll swoon all over him?”
 
   “You saw him at Gary’s funeral today. He did his very best to place himself before her.”
 
   “He’s supposed to be a bright man, isn’t he? To risk his career, everything he’s gained by killing a man is way beyond stupid.”
 
   “As well as brilliant, I suspect Treadway’s also vain.”
 
   “That could work, I suppose. He might think knocking Gary off would clear his path to the woman of his dreams, I guess. But that’s sick thinking. So how do we check this latest theory of yours?”
 
   “I’m not sure how yet, but we need to start by figuring out whether Treadway was in town on the day Gary died.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She yawned. “Leave it to me. I’ll ask around. Goodnight.”
 
   After she’d disconnected, I hung up, pounded my pillow, and endured another long, sleepless night.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   At the office the next morning, I sat at my desk still obsessed over Treadway’s fixation with Cordelia. Ginger believed she had sources to scope out the information we needed on the man. But I felt duty bound to come up with a little on my own.
 
   But how? Treadway didn’t live locally. I didn’t know any of his friends. And from what I information I had tracked down, his family had moved away from Cloverton at least a decade ago.
 
   I leaned forward and fired up my computer and pulled up our high school reunion list. A lovely woman had handled the hard work of organizing the affair, but Dad and I had volunteered to keep the data on our news office computers so we could send the invitations out on our dime. It was my personal contribution to the reunion committee’s effort.
 
   Scrolling through the screen, I found Treadway’s name complete with home address and telephone number.
 
   Yes!
 
   Now I needed to figure out a way to make use of this information. I thought about using a reverse telephone directory. The listings were by house numbers and not names. With it I could scope out phone numbers for Treadway’s neighbors. Ginger and I could call them. But to what purpose? We could hardly ask if they knew if their neighbor came down to Cloverton recently and killed a friend of ours?
 
   People would hang up on us and possibly phone their police department to scream about these strange women calling them with strange questions. Maybe it would be better if we drove up to Chicago. Visited Treadway’s neighborhood. Showed our faces while we asked our questions.
 
   We’d need a cover.
 
   I shook my head. The idea couldn’t possibly to work. I couldn’t think of any excuse that could cover our bizarre set of questions.
 
   I rubbed my forehead in response to the nagging signs of a blossoming headache.
 
   My phone rang. I scooped up the receiver. Ginger’s voice greeted me from the other end of the line. “Treadway was in Cloverton last weekend,” she announced without preamble.
 
   “How in heaven’s name could you have learned that fact this quickly?”
 
   “It was dead simple. I called my beautician buddies. They called all their friends who work at motels, and voilà. Treadway was spotted at the Happy Traveler Inn over in Hammitsville. He arrived Thursday night and didn’t check out until Sunday morning.”
 
   “That’s amazing.”
 
   “I’m good, huh?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Yeah. But it wasn’t really my doing. It’s called networking. You should try it some time.”
 
   I do, I thought. I just work with a different set of contacts.
 
   I put my elbow on my desk and cradled my aching forehead in my hand. “This saves us a lot of phone work.” I managed to spit out, although the effort cost me. I know it’s petty of me, but it killed me to think that Ginger had outperformed me – again.
 
   “So what’s next?” she asked.
 
   I lifted my head and gave her question some thought. “Since Treadway was in Cloverton the weekend of the wedding, the next step is to see if we can figure out exactly where he went. Did he sneak up close to you to lift your cell phone? Was his car was seen anywhere near the church? I’d be even more encouraged if we could place his car in that alley where we think Gary was killed.”
 
   “I’ll get back to my gal. She, or rather, her friend at the motel, might have seen Treadway’s car. If so, she may remember its make. I can’t think of a way to help you with the alley, though.”
 
   “What about his license plate number? Would she have that?”
 
   “I’ll ask.”
 
   “Why don’t we get together after supper tonight?”
 
   “At your place?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Dad would be all over that. He’d listen to every word we said and ground me for life.”
 
   “Dearie,” Ginger responded, “You need a place of your own.”
 
   “The idea has merit, but the simple truth is. I can’t cook.”
 
   “There’s always peanut butter and jelly and bread.”
 
   “Do you have any idea of what kind of food I dine on around here?”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. Your dad’s supposed to be good in the kitchen.”
 
   “Good doesn’t come close.”
 
   “How about you team up with Bella’s son? He’s worked in a restaurant all his life. I bet he could whip up a tasty dish or two.”
 
   “Right. That’s such an appealing thought.”
 
   Ginger laughed. “My place then? Say seven-ish?”
 
   I checked the calendar. Luckily, I didn’t have anything that needed to be covered for the paper. That didn’t surprise me. Friday night’s were usually free. “Seven it is,” I told my fellow crime fighter.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I arrived at Ginger’s house right on time that night. She opened the door for me and then ushered me to the kitchen. “Sorry about the mess,” she said as we trooped through the living room. “The cleaning lady was a no show today.”
 
   I wondered if that was why Ginger had suggested holding this session at our house? I glanced around. Her home looked perfectly fine to me. And I was used to living with my father’s extremely high standards. So I knew clean when I saw it.
 
   But her tables gleamed. Her pillows were fluffed. I couldn’t spot a speck of dust on anything. From everything I could see, the place was sleek and trim just like its owner. And believe me, I took a good, hard gander.
 
   Arriving in the kitchen, Ginger nodded me toward the table. She proceeded on to the counter where a coffeemaker was emitting a fragrant scent. “Black no sugar?” she asked. She dragged a pair of coffee mugs from the overhead cabinet.
 
   “Perfect,” I said.
 
   “Sorry about the lack of snacks, but as I said, my slacks are getting tight.”
 
   “You’ll hear no argument from me.”
 
   Ginger trotted over with two coffee mugs, steam billowing from their tops. “Thank you.” I lifted the vessel and blew across its rim. “So did you learn anything about more about Treadway’s movements this afternoon?”
 
   “Yeah.” Ginger pulled out a chair and joined me. “Your idea about the license plate panned out. The gal had made note of it, Treadway being a handsome stranger and all.” Ginger fed the number to me. “What are you going to do with the information?”
 
   I withdrew a pen and small notebook from my bag and scribbled the precious number down. “I have a friend in law enforcement. I’ll run the plate past him.” I slipped my reporter’s equipment back inside my purse. “Cops spend a lot of time tracking what cars are parked where and when. Maybe my guy spotted Treadway’s vehicle around town sometime during the weekend.”
 
   Ginger nodded with satisfaction. “See? I knew you were tight with Gossford.”
 
   I scoffed. “My man isn’t Gossford. This fellow is with the county. He’s a hands on cop, who spends his shift driving local roads and keeping crime down.”
 
   “Huh. I figured you for hanging out with bigger players than that.”
 
   “You’d be surprised how good a contact he is for me. Patrolmen know a lot about what’s happening on their turf, and this guy covers the entire county. He keeps his nose to the ground.”
 
   “You think he can help us?”
 
   “I can ask. The odds are long but at least we have a source to check. He’ll keep us from having to resort to a Ouija Board. For the moment, at least.”
 
   “So who is this cop friend of yours?”
 
   “Sorry, I can’t tell you. He insists on anonymity. And for a very good reason. His boss would have his hide if he knew about us.”
 
   Ginger picked up her coffee cup and rolled her eyes. “Mysterious.”
 
   “Not from where I sit.”
 
   “So what else can we do?”
 
   “Josh mentioned something after dinner about having contacts in New York City. He thought since his pals are also accountants one of them might know something about Stepich’s family business. He may discover something for us.”
 
   “There you go banging on Stepich again.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow and scowled.
 
   Ginger grunted. “Okay.  As long as we’re looking at other suspects, too, I guess it makes sense to pursue Stepich. But I can’t see what his motive would be. He and Gary were best friends.”
 
   “Who says best friends never kill each other?”
 
   “Boy, you sure take a dim view of people.”
 
   “I think we have to suspect everybody.”
 
   “Even Josh?”
 
   “Even him,” I replied uncomfortably.
 
   “What about Cordelia? I overheard a heck of a row between her and Gary one night.”
 
   “I can’t believe you of all people would ask that question.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Cordelia loved Gary. She’s still reeling at his loss. Besides, you know what it feels like to be mistaken for a murderer. I don’t know how you could believe Cordelia could be capable of such a deed.”
 
   Ginger sighed. “I thought most murders were committed by the spouse.”
 
   “Gary and Cordelia weren’t married yet.”
 
   “Near enough,” Ginger answered, her mouth downturned. “Besides, I don’t really think she killed Gary. I just thought the argument should be looked into.”
 
   Now, who’s being hard-nosed, I thought. “Since we’re tossing suspects around, how would you feel about Bella?”
 
   Ginger laughed. “Bella? That scrawny old woman? Kill a full-grown man? I mean the rumor on the street is that Gary was strangled.”
 
   “The rumor is correct,” I said. Gary’s image from the rose bed flashed before my vision. I sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ginger said, her face offering me sympathy. “I forgot you saw the body.”
 
   I waved her apology away. “I’ll survive the experience. Anyway, Bella sure picked up on whatever it was that happened at that bachelor party.”
 
   Ginger snorted. “You want to be the person who asks her what she was talking about?”
 
   “I’d rather not, no. But since we’re looking into Gary’s murder, maybe we’re going to have to push ourselves beyond our comfort zone.”
 
   “Do whatever you think you must, but I’ll sit this one out.”
 
   Okay, I thought. I could handle that. But before meeting with Bella, I’d first take a run at Larkin.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I woke up bright and early Saturday morning intending to head out before nine to make my session with Larkin. I’d set the appointment up last night after returning from Ginger’s place. But before leaving our house, I ran into Dad.
 
   I told him not to expect me home for lunch. He resumed his drill sergeant routine, pressing me about where I was heading and why. I came up with another set of lies to explain my wandering about the county. How adept I was becoming at telling whoppers was beginning to worry me. I suspected I wouldn’t feel like my old self until I could put this new aspect of my personality behind me.
 
   At last, I made it to my Fiesta and fired up my faithful machine. My route that day took me straight westward. A cloud bank along the horizon ahead loomed dark and threatening. I hated to see it coming our way. Forecasters said the approaching system had a good shot at slamming us with high winds and heavy rain.
 
   I thought about all the Little League games scheduled for this afternoon, some of which I was slated to cover for the paper. The storm had a good potential to ruin a lot of weekend plans, but it might give me a brief break from work, a thought I found somewhat appealing. My sleep deficit was beginning to catch up with me. A long nap sounded this afternoon just dandy to me.
 
   I yanked my attention back to my driving and continued to wend my way along the black, macadam highway. The county maintained about two hundred miles of roads that cross-crossed the flatlands. They did a darn fine job of it, too, keeping the roadways smooth and well maintained.
 
   After about ten minutes of traveling at speeds maybe a touch above the limit, I came upon our hidey-hole and turned onto the grassy plot. I headed my car straight for the old shed and backed out of sight behind the sagging building.
 
   For once in my life, I’d beaten Larkin to a session. I killed the motor and settled back into my seat to wait. The engine made little cooling noises while I thought of the many times he and I had hooked up here. In some ways I wished our lives could be different. I couldn’t help but prefer he had less of a bad-boy reputation — and that I had less to lose if I loosened up some of my standards a notch or two.
 
   But life is as it is. And wishing things were different almost never works. Dealing with the realities of life is the key to getting on in the world.
 
   After about ten minutes of wallowing around in these speculative what ifs, I looked up to see Larkin pointing his big cruiser straight toward my windshield. I smiled and waved as he drew alongside me. He braked his cruiser. I scurried out of my car. Tradition was that I always joined him in his lair, although I never recalled the rule being specifically spelled out.
 
   “Hello there,” he said. I swung the door wide and slid onto the seat. The radio squawked to life. The dispatcher chirped out a brief message. Larkin reached over and turned the volume down. “So I hear your new little playmate is headed home?”
 
   “Josh?”
 
   Larkin nodded.
 
   Geesh, I thought, I’d only learned that information yesterday myself. How in the world could Larkin have known of Josh’s intended departure? But then that was how this man operated. He almost always knew things no one else did. That’s what made him so valuable a source for me.
 
   I credited part of his talent to his job. Deputies liked to keep their fingers on the pulse of what was happening on their home turf, and they went everywhere. The other part of the equation, I suspected, had to do with Larkin’s insatiable need for control. If knowledge equaled power, as some claimed, Larkin clearly intended to be its king.
 
   I only wished I had as good a network of informants. I couldn’t help but drool at the thought of all the scoops I could dredge up for our newspaper. But reporters had to attend dry, Library Board meetings, noisy sports banquets, and the occasional dog show. Who had time left over to beat the bushes or spend hours over cups of hot tea. Adding insult to injury, I reminded myself that police work often paid better, too.
 
   I suppressed a small sigh.
 
   “So what’s on your mind this morning?” Larkin asked.
 
   I stared into his light blue eyes and thought for a moment that I could lose myself in them. Then, I shook myself back to reality and tucked my lower lip between my teeth. I could hardly believe I’d returned to ask another favor of this man.
 
   I tamped down my terror and stated my question. “Ah, I wondered if you’d share this license plate number with fellow officers and ask around if anyone happened to notice this car parked or driving around town the weekend of Cordelia’s wedding?”
 
   “A license plate? Where did you get the number?”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.”
 
   He gave me an I-don’t-believe-this-nonsense stare. “Who does the plate belong to?”
 
   “Don Treadway’s. You remember. We were all in high school together?”
 
   “The nerd? Is that who you’re talking about. What’s he got to do with Cloverton? Last I heard he lived up around Chicago.”
 
   Larkin even knew where Treadway lived? I couldn’t believe it. “For your information the man came to Gary’s funeral. You must have seen him.”
 
   “Not that I can recall. And I think I’d remember him. He’d be hard to miss with those inch-thick glasses of his.” Larkin chuckled.
 
   I smiled internally. Score one for my side, I thought. Larkin had been in the same room with Treadway. This was going to be fun.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Oh he’s apparently dumped those thick glasses in favor of contact lenses now. Or at least that’s what I assume.”
 
   “You spoke with him?”
 
   “Well, sure.”
 
   “What does he look like then?”
 
   “Remember the Adonis who was trailing Cordelia about the room?”
 
   I enjoyed a site I rarely see, a sagging jaw on the face of Allen Larkin.
 
   “You’re… you’re telling me,” he stammered, “that neat looking man hovering around Cordelia that afternoon was Donny Treadway?”
 
   “The same. And by the way he prefers to go by the name Don now.”
 
   Larkin grunted. “I’d say from the way he’s upped his game, he’s earned the right to update his handle.”
 
   I felt Larkin’s gaze honing in on me. “Why are you pursuing information on Treadway? This doesn’t have anything to do with Gary’s murder, does it? Because if it does….”
 
   Dang. He was too bright for me sometimes. “Look, I’m not asking you to do anything illegal. I already have the man’s license plate number. I’m not even asking you to run the plate for me, for pity’s sake.”
 
   “Let me get this straight. You went out during while we were socializing after the funeral and made note of Treadway’s license number?”
 
   I shrugged. “If that’s what you want to believe of me, so be it.”
 
   Larkin shook his head and grinned. He leaned in close to me and clamped his large, warm hand beneath my chin. I suspected for a moment that he was about to plant his tempting lips on mine. The thought made me shiver.
 
   “Melanie, I’ve already told you once,” he said, “I’m not offering you any help if you’re getting yourself mixed up in a murder investigation.”
 
   Struggling to restore my composure, I shook my chin free of his touch. “I can’t believe this. Twice now you’ve turned down one of my requests. What gives? I thought we were buddies?”
 
   “Then, pull yourself out of a rut and give me an assignment I can do without putting your life at risk.”
 
   “Come on. Do you really expect me to buy into that silly argument?”
 
   “Yes, I do. You’re messing with a killer, someone who has already taken one life. Historically, it’s much easier to kill the second time. And anyone in danger of being exposed by you would not think twice about wringing that pretty little neck of yours.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “You’re making that up.”
 
   “No, I’m not. And you’re too good a reporter to believe what you just said. You know I’m right. You’re not some uninformed goose. You make it a point to keep informed. Just like me.”
 
   “Gee, thanks for the compliment, I guess.”
 
   His gaze softened. “Anytime, Melanie.”
 
   My heart thundered in my chest.
 
   Oh, drats.
 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The parking lot at Bella’s Place was only slightly filled when I arrived there at ten. Bella had told me this was the one of the few times of day she could take a break from official duties. Our session had to be sandwiched between breakfast and lunch. In some way, her schedule as she’d recited it, made me feel lucky to work news.
 
   Our appointment was also the only part of my day’s tasks that was setting off alarm bells in my head. I was worried that I might offend a faithful advertiser. Dad said news decisions were never to be based on advertising dollars. But I doubted my present mission would quite fit Dad’s definition of news. And I knew the visit, focused on Gary’s bachelor party, fell outside of his current list of approved pursuits for me.
 
   I sighed. Up to this point, I’d always been a dutiful daughter. I’d be glad when I could return to more normal behavior.
 
   After a quick sigh, I flung open the door of the Fiesta and set off for the restaurant. Bella sat in her usual location. She wore a gold pants suit, trimmed with red buttons. Her makeup and hair was perfect and she was dramatically turned out in a yellow pants suit with red buttons.
 
   She glanced up from a ledger she’d been studying as I her and smiled. “Good morning, Melanie. Give me a minute to send for Jimmy, and I’ll be right with you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I hope my timing is okay, and that I’m not inconveniencing you.”
 
   “No, not at all. Sitting in my perch is good practice for my son. I’m not getting any younger, you know.”
 
   “You hide your age well.”
 
   Her smile widened, and she rose from her perch. I stood there waiting meekly for the changing of the guard. Jimmy joined us quickly and was soon properly installed. Bella led me through a large doorway into a small room, which I assumed was her office. There was a desk, several chairs, and an old-fashioned, large floor safe, the kind seen in old movies. She pointed me toward one of the smaller straight back chairs while she collapsed into the room’s only well-padded armchair.
 
   “Oh,” she sighed, kicking off her shoes. “I’m getting too old for this job.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   She managed to dredge up a small smile. “My dear, that’s sweet of you, but at my age, lies stand out as boldly as large neon signs.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush and wondered what Bella must be thinking of me?
 
   “You wanted this session, my dear.” Bella stared at me kindly. “Now go ahead and ask whatever question it is that’s brought you here.”
 
   “It’s about Gary’s bachelor party. I wondered what happened that night?”
 
   A slow smile spread across Bella’s wizened face. She shook her head. “Melanie, I thought you knew better as a reporter than to ask such an open-ended question. Besides, a successful businesswoman never divulges her customer’s secrets.”
 
   “Please,”I begged. “The rumors have even reached Cordelia’s ears. She’s so upset the thought that something bad might be tied to Gary’s special night that it’s hard for her to bear up under the weight of it now.”
 
   “Then send Cordelia to me, dear. I’ll fill her in – gently and privately. I can assure you, however, that it’s nothing to distress her.”
 
   Dang. I couldn’t think of any way to work past that response. I didn’t want Bella talking to Cordelia. My friend knew nothing of the suspected misadventure, and I’d never intended she should.
 
   I wondered if Bella already understand this and was toying with me?
 
   I blanched. Paranoia was a new experience for me.
 
   Bella smiled. “As long as you’re here is there anything else you’d like to know?”
 
   I was never one to turn down invitation like that. “I don’t suppose you heard anything that might suggest what prompted Gary’s murder?”
 
   “Sadly, no. Gossford has been here He’s interviewed me and my staff. Believe me, if any of us had any information we would have gladly shared it with the police.”
 
   Her comment surprised me. I wondered what had sent Gossford out here to speak with Bella? I doubted he’d heard the same bachelor party rumors that I had. Could there be some other event or issue tying Gary to this restaurant? I remembered the large floral bouquet Bella and Jimmy had sent to the funeral. What kind of relationship had triggered that large a goodbye? Yet, neither of the them had attended the funeral.
 
   I rose and offered Bella my hand. “Thank you. I appreciate your taking time to meet with me.”
 
   “Any time, Melanie. I like you. And I like your writing, too.”
 
   That little tidbit cheered me up no end.
 
   On my way out of the restaurant I passed Jimmy. “Hope my mom proved helpful,” he said. “I’d hate to see a good-looking little gal like you leave here frustrated.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush. Was Jimmy coming on to me? Then I noticed his dark eyes sparkling as he apparently enjoyed his questionable joke. I suspected his mother wouldn’t have enjoyed his gambit. In fact, I suspected if she heard his comment, she’d have boxed her son’s ears.
 
   I turned to Jimmy and raised my chin. “You’re mom told me exactly what I needed to know.”
 
   “She did?” Jimmy’s brows drew together in a puzzled frown. “That’s good. I always like to play fair with reporters.”
 
   I had the feeling my response had Jimmy worrying a bit over just what his mother had told me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I made it to Cordelia’s place, I found her seated in the living room. She wore old jeans and a dark T-shirt. Her make up was in place, and she looked more nearly her old self than I’d seen her in a long time. But on second look, I detected dark smudges still lingering beneath her eyes. At least, I thought, the shadows weren’t as deep or dark as they’d once been.
 
   Cordelia rose from her chair and came to me. “It’s good to see you.”
 
   I pulled her into my arms. “You, too.” I gave her back a quick rub. “So what have you been up to?”
 
   My friend took my hand and led me to the couch. we sat with our knees nearly touching. She turned her gaze on me. “Melanie, I’d like to apologize. Since Gary died, I’ve been a self-centered pig. I don’t know how you’ve put up with me.”
 
   “Dear heart, you were wounded and in need of care and attention. If I was able to do anything to help you, then I feel blessed. You have never felt like a burden to me.”
 
   Cordelia’s smile softened. “You’re too kind. I hope you know that. But I am feeling better.”
 
   “You look better, too.”
 
   “If I do, it was the love and support from you and so many others that helped me reach this place. I also want to thank you for your little chat with Zack. He came to me immediately after you left. And he’s been a wonder every day since then. So mature. So helpful.”
 
   “Wow. Perhaps I should start a counseling service?”
 
   “Maybe,” Cordelia said as her smile broadened. “Anyway what’s on your mind?”
 
   “Nothing in particular. I just wanted to see you.” We chatted about the funeral for a while. About the turn out. About the flowers. About the strength she’d drawn from the kind words offered her.
 
   It was after we’d covered all the usual topics that a new idea popped into my mind. “How about doing lunch out?”
 
   “Today?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Cordelia glanced down at herself. “I’m not dressed for it,” she protested.
 
   “Don’t worry about that. We can stop by Howie’s. Jeans are the norm there.”
 
   “I was to meet Ginger there. But she called cancelled last night. You don’t want me dining alone do you?”
 
   Cordelia laughed. “It might actually be fun.”
 
   “Come on. There’s a whole world full of people out there.”
 
   A few minutes later, when we stepped through the restaurant’s front door, Howie’s was its usual crowded affair. Since we were there on Saturday, families with toddlers and parents with teenagers tended to occupy most of the chairs. The ruckus they raised probably meant Cordelia and I would need to shout to be heard over the din.
 
   “Do you want to go somewhere else?” I asked my companion.
 
   “Not a chance,” she shot back. “I haven’t been out in a mix of people like this in a long time. Life at my house has been so quiet. Everyone talking in hushed tones until I could scream. I know they mean to be kind, but I’m getting tired of being treated like glass. I won’t break. And this is just what I need. Thank you.”
 
   “Okay, let’s put our orders in then.”
 
   Soon, we wove our way past the throng of people waiting to put their turn at the counter. “I hope we can find a table,” Cordelia said over the din around us.
 
   I cast a quick glance around the room. “Over there.” I pointed at a small table near the windows. We put our heads down and picked up our pace before someone could head us off.
 
   “There,” Cordelia said, placing her tray on the table. “We’ve done it. She wore a smile on her face that made every sound in the place worth putting up with. Adding to all that, a clap of thunder immediately rumbled over our heads.
 
   “Looks like that storm they’ve been promising us is about to arrive,” she said.
 
   Although I’d looked forward to the break the storm would allow me, I would have wished for sunnier weather for my friend. Few things, in my book, pick up sagging spirits like bright sunshine. But Cordelia didn’t look to be bothered by the darkening skies in the least. Behind us, an infant apparently responding to the thunder let out a frightened cry.
 
   “Oh goodness, I’ve missed this,” Cordelia said, letting her gaze sweep around her to take everything in.
 
   I picked up my burger. “You mean the onions or the pickles?”
 
   She slapped my hand. “Come on. You know what I meant.”
 
   I did and I was delighted to hear some joyous words coming from Cordelia’s mouth. I knew she had a lot of healing ahead of her yet, but for the first time since Gary’s death I saw a genuine look of pleasure on my dear friend’s face.
 
   With her burger halfway to her lips, she asked, “How’s Ginger?”
 
   “You haven’t heard from her?”
 
   “Not much. Not since she tangled with Gossford. Do you have any feel for how that’s going?”
 
   I longed to share what Ginger and I were up to. But I knew Cordelia would insist we back off our efforts. Like Dad, Cordelia would fear for our safety.
 
   “Ginger’s fine,” I rushed on. “Gossford can’t really suspect her in Gary’s death.”
 
   “What makes you so certain?”
 
   “There’s no evidence. And he can’t convict anyone without evidence. True, the call to Gary came from Ginger’s phone. But there’s no proof Ginger made the call. She says her phone was stolen at rehearsal dinner.”
 
   Cordelia put her sandwich down. “Wait. You’re telling me someone called Gary and enticed him out of the church to his death?”
 
   “You didn’t know this? I thought for sure your father or uncle would fill you in.”
 
   “Not one word. They told me Gossford had let Ginger go, but no one said why. And believe me, I asked.”
 
   “They probably didn’t want to upset you.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I mean about my family treating me like glass.” She shook her head and grabbed a French fry. “So how is the investigation going? I haven’t found much news about the case in the Gazette.”
 
   “That’s because there apparently aren’t any new developments, I guess. I can tell you Dad’s going nuts without fresh information coming his way to write up. But if Gossford is making progress, he’s keeping the details to himself.”
 
   “Hmm, I suppose he sees some reason to do that?”
 
   “Beats me. Or the other alternative is that the investigation has stalled.”
 
   “Cordelia stared at the curtain of rain pouring down the window beside us. “I wouldn’t like that,” she said with a firm shake of her head. “I want Gary’s killer found.”
 
   Again I felt tempted to tell her of the efforts of her dear friends to track the killer, but I again decided against sharing a report. Ginger played as much of a role in this hunt as I did. I would need Ginger’s approval to feel comfortable letting anyone else in on our game.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   After returning Cordelia to her house, I headed home. Our place was dark and quiet. “Dad?” I called out. He hadn’t mentioned that he had anything planned for today. I decided he’d probably headed up to the office for a while. That was not an unusual move for him on a quiet Saturday afternoon.
 
   I slapped my keys onto the kitchen counter and pulled a soda from the fridge. Taffy padded over. I pulled a piece of lunchmeat out. Her tail wagged her excitement, and she sat, and then sat up to beg. She caught the offered and swallowed.
 
   “No back to your bed.”
 
   I poured myself some coffee and settled in at the table. I grabbed the Herald Times and made a quick review of it. After reassuring myself that our competitor had nothing in their pages that needed covering in ours, I folded the paper back up.
 
   Leaning back in my seat, I considered the rest of my day. Josh was due in town. He intended to pick me up at six tonight to take me to dinner. Dad had been forewarned. That probably explained his absence. No sense fussing if he was dining alone. Perhaps he was even celebrating his new-found freedom.
 
   I finished the coffee, deposited the cup in the dishwasher and headed for my bedroom. If I wanted to stay awake during my date, I decided a quick nap would be helpful.
 
   Climbing the stairs to the second floor, I reviewed my morning efforts. I couldn’t help thinking about Cordelia’s displeasure with Gossford’s progress on the case. Unfortunately, I felt the same way about the time I’d spent. Bella hadn’t given me any insight into the bachelor party, while Larkin had practically tossed me out of his car. Without his help we had no hope of tracing Treadway’s movements on the day of the wedding.
 
   I tossed my purse onto the bed and dove in after it.
 
   But if Treadway hadn’t come to kill Gary, I thought, what was he doing in Cloverton on that particular weekend? Or had he come down blindly, not knowing it was Cordelia’s wedding day?
 
   This idea made no sense, either. He had a subscription to the Gazette. He’d have read the wedding announcement. He must have been aware of the date of Cordelia’s wedding.
 
   Yet following Cordelia around had been a favorite activity for Treadway in high school. Perhaps all that high-priced education at all those big-name universities still hadn’t smartened him up? And he’d come to Cloverton so he could torment himself at the sight of the newly married couple.
 
   I rolled over onto my back and tossed an arm over my eyes. Maybe tomorrow would be a better day and offer solutions to the questions that were haunting me today.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night Josh showed up on cue. His handsome face appeared on our front porch at precisely seven. I felt myself grinning like a silly schoolgirl as I opened the door for him. He wore dark dress slacks with a button down shirt and a tie. I’d opted for the ever popular little black dress with the kind of shoes Dad claimed were only worn by hookers. But what did he know?
 
   Better yet, Josh’s grin matched mine.
 
   “Ready?” he asked.
 
   I nodded and stepped out beside him. “How was the drive down?”
 
   “Great. In fact, it felt so good, I just might make it a regular habit on weekends from now on.”
 
   At hearing those words, I thought my smile was going to split my face apart.
 
   He took my arm and ushered me to his SUV, where he opened the door for me. I slid into the car and settled back in the seat.
 
   Then, I watched as he circled the front of the car and then popped the driver’s side door open and climbed into the seat. “We have dinner reservations at the Feed Bag,” he announced.
 
   “Sounds perfect.”
 
   The Feed Bag, as the place was fondly called by locals. was a popular restaurant about a twenty-minute drive from Cloverton. I’d never eaten there, but I’d heard excellent reviews of the place. The eatery was also located in a city large enough to offer a multi-screen movie theater. Josh and I be sure to find a film we could enjoy there. Although I wasn’t sure how much the quality of the film mattered. The point was spending time together, after all.
 
   After inserting his key in the lock, he shot me a smile drove us off into the gathering twilight.
 
   When we reached the restaurant, I learned the place deserved its rave reviews. The interior was light and modern with white and shimmering-gold touches. Tables were covered with fine linen. Napkins were elegantly folded and stuffed into long-stemmed goblets, and candlelight flickered from the tables where diners were already enjoying their meals.
 
   Our dishes were perfect. The steak was well seasoned. My salad crisp. The soup, light and clear. And the elaborate death-by-chocolate ending was beyond description.
 
   Father would enjoy eating here, I thought as I returned my napkin to the table and stood. He rarely treated himself to dinner out. No wonder I was such a nose-to-the-grindstone person. I’d been raised in my father’s image.
 
   “So,” Josh said, escorting me from the restaurant a short time later, “about Stepich.”
 
   “Stepich?” What did he have to do with this excellent meal, I wondered.
 
   “Yes. I contacted my pals in New York City. Would you believe one of them happened to know something about the Stepich family business.”
 
   I hoped Ginger would be delighted to hear this news. “Oh, tell me. What have you learned?”
 
   “My friend says the family has a healthy operation. It’s rumored to be grossing a annual profit to the tune of several millions. Stories making their way among the financial community mention possible mob ties, but no one has ever been able to chase those tales to ground.”
 
   “Huh.” I’d never suspected mob ties. Shows how clued in I am. “Do they suspect drugs are part of the operation?”
 
   “Yes. But again it’s merely rumors. Nothing has ever been proved against the firm.”
 
   Stepich, the son of a latter-day Don Corleone? Ginger wouldn’t be smiling when I delivered this news.
 
   The rest of my evening was delightful. The movie was silly. But I enjoyed the closeness Josh and I shared with his arm wrapped about me in the dim theater. And his lingering kiss when he returned me to my door that night beat death-by-chocolate hands down.
 
   As our lips met, my heartbeat accelerated. A lovely warmth spread through me. I felt as though I could spend the rest of my life locked in his arms.
 
   “Breakfast?” Josh asked when we finally came up for air.
 
   “I’ll look forward to it,” I answered, placing my hand dead center of his chest.
 
   But the next day saw me slathering on an extra layer of makeup in order to make myself presentable to my new friend. That’s because my restless mind had kept me up most of the night with thoughts of drugs, and murder, and Stepich.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day Josh wanted to spend what time he had left in Cloverton with me. So, after breakfast, we drove around and talked and laughed the rest of the morning. At one that afternoon, he tossed his carryall into the back of the SUV and, after delivering another of his sensational kisses, he returned me to my father’s care.
 
   I stood on the sidewalk waving Josh off. “Have a safe trip,” I called out as he pulled away from our house.
 
   Heaving a sigh, I turned and made my way to our front door.
 
   “Ginger’s been asking for you,” Dad said when I stepped inside.
 
   I gave myself an internal palm to forehead. I’d forgotten to call Ginger and change our appointment. Add that slip up to the news on Stepich I felt duty bound to share with her, and I’d be lucky if she didn’t scalp me when we finally met up.
 
   “Thanks,” I told Dad, scurrying through the living room and heading for my bedroom. Up there, I could close my bedroom door and prevent Dad from overhearing our conversation. Although, I suspected if he’d known a way to tap my cell phone, he would have done so by now.
 
   “Ginger?” I asked hesitantly when she answered.
 
   “Where have you been?” she demanded.
 
   “Josh came down. I can’t believe I forgot about him when we set our lunchtime session up.”
 
   “Oh sure, toss me aside without a thought when a handsome man shows up.”
 
   “You’re not too mad then?”
 
   “I guess I can expect this whenever Josh in town?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “That’s fine. Just let me know ahead of time.”
 
   “Listen, could we get together now? If so, I’m free.”
 
   There was a bit of a pause. “Twenty minutes, at my place,” Ginger barked at me before disconnecting.
 
   A short time later, Dad gave me a disbelieving look as I rushed out the door.
 
   The day was sweet and lovely outside, but, as suspected, there were storm clouds inside Ginger’s kitchen. My suspicions were confirmed as soon as I caught sight of her face.
 
   “I’m handling this mix up, okay? But just so you know, next time you blow me off, we’re finished. You got that?”
 
   “You’ve never missed an appointment?”
 
   “My business lives and dies on appointments. They’re the most important part of my world.”
 
   “For Pete’s sake, it’s Sunday,” I argued. “You’re shop isn’t even open today.”
 
   Ginger folded her arms across her chest. Her right foot beat out a rapid cadence on the linoleum floor. “I don’t happen to live with my dad or have a housekeeper who does my laundry or waxes the kitchen floor. Okay? On Sunday’s I’m little busy with home maintenance.”
 
   You could afford to hire a helper around the house, I thought – perhaps a bit uncharitably. Heaven knew she made a lot more money than I did.
 
   From where Ginger sat, she probably thought I had it made. But there were downsides to living with one’s father.
 
   “You know,” she now said, pointing me toward the kitchen table where I obligingly sat. “I never could figure why you moved back to Cloverton after your college sweetheart dumped you. You had a college degree. You could have worked anywhere you wanted.”
 
   “But I’d always intended to return to Cloverton. I want to take over the Gazette when Dad retires.”
 
   “That’s not much of a prize if you ask me.”
 
   “Ginger, this newspaper has been in my family for generations. I’m not going to be the one that lets it be taken out of our hands. I have a family tradition to uphold. Wouldn’t you like to have an heir to take over your shop when you retire?”
 
   “Truthfully, I’ve never given the idea a moment’s thought. I’m not even married, yet.”
 
   “Why didn’t you move away then? You’re just a mobile as you think I am. You’re successful. You could have opened a beauty shop wherever you please.”
 
   She shook her head. “Not so. My customers are people I’ve known all my life. They’re relatives and friends. I’d never have those kinds of connections if I opened up a shop – say in New York City.”
 
   Stepich again, I thought and flinched internally. She was going to dislike my news on that front.
 
   “And don’t look at me like that,” Ginger snapped. “Why do you think I throw myself at every new man who turns up here?”
 
   I shook my head. “I haven’t a clue.”
 
   “Because there aren’t many available men in this town. And if they do exist, there’s usually a darn good reason they’re still single. No, if I want to find my guy, that one love who I’m destined to spend my life with, then I’ve gotta take chances.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right. You don’t really believe in true love?”
 
   “Of course I do. I want to find a man who when I look into his eyes makes me regret every moment I spend away from him. And let me tell you, if you don’t really believe in love, then I feel sorry for Josh, because I think he does.”
 
   It was a sobering thought. One I’d not considered before. Josh was married to his job. Just like my college boyfriend. Josh, too, would expect me to give up my life in Cloverton to accommodate his dreams.
 
   Dang. Why was love so complex? And why did I think Josh might prove to be a problem on that front?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   That afternoon, as Ginger and I reviewed what we knew and what we suspected about Gary’s murder, an uneasy truce rose up between us. On some level we understood we needed to work together rather than going for each other’s throats.
 
   But I also doubted it would be easy task. We were two very different types of women with vastly different views of life. I was mostly cerebral. I sat and hatched schemes and plotted and found ways to track information down. Ginger thought with her heart and responded to every problem instantly. She was much more agile than I at figuring thing out.
 
   Thoughts of skinny Jack Sprat and his chubby wife wormed their way into my mind. And just like those two, I thought the differences between Ginger and me made us stronger. They made us a better team than I’d expected us to be. But then given our current rate of success – or should I say lack of it – I probably was giving us far too much credit.
 
   After I finished updating Ginger on my session with Larkin, my friend’s eyebrows nearly collided with her hairline. “Your snitch turned you down?” She laughed. “Do you perhaps need to seek out a new, little mother’s helper?”
 
   “I do not. There’s nothing wrong with my man. He’s just a tad bit over protective. That’s all.”
 
   “You’d better be making alternate plans then to follow up on that license plate number.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”
 
   “I certainly hope so. That number is a darn good lead.”
 
   Not to mention, I thought, the dratted information was flushed out by you. “Anyway, Josh came up with something on Stepich.”
 
   “Josh? You have him jumping through hoops for you, too?”
 
   “He just said he had friends he could check with in New York. I didn’t ask him to do anything. He volunteered.”
 
   “You’re toying with a darn fine guy there.”
 
   “No argument. Not with the toying part, though. I do like the man.”
 
   “That’s your problem. What I was is what you’ve learned about Stepich. Is he in the clear?”
 
   “You wish.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   For a moment I thought I should have filed this information away without sharing it with Ginger. She wasn’t going to like what she heard. But that would be dishonest of me. If we were going to try to solve a murder together, we each had to know everything uncovered  to be effective. Still, I had to bite back the urge to run from the room before I unloaded this bomb.
 
   I took a deep breath. “The deal is the Stepich family is suspected of having mob ties.”
 
   “What? Where did you  hear that?”
 
   “Josh. It’s what he learned from his friends in New York”
 
   “I bet hearing that just made your day, right?”
 
   “Ginger. I’m not against you — or him. I have nothing to prove one way or the other. But the facts are what they are.”
 
   “You did say suspected, though. So this is rumor. It’s still unproved?”
 
   “That’s correct. Nothing has been confirmed, at least as far as Josh’s friends could tell.”
 
   The thunderclouds over Ginger’s head began to recede. “Besides, what if it were true? Tony’s not responsible for his family’s connections.”
 
   “Ginger, he bragged to me about how he signed up in the family business immediately after graduating college. I’d say he’s up to his elbows in family matters.”
 
   I heard Ginger’s foot taping a raid cadence beneath the table. And within my eyesight, she folded her arms over her chest and storm clouds settled on her forehead. “Seems like in this country the law says people are innocent until proven guilty.”
 
   “There’s also that old saying that where there’s smoke there’s fire.”
 
   “You stick to your outlook, and I’ll hang on to mine.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “And if the rumors are true?” Ginger asked, her shoulders rising. “So what?”
 
   I nearly choked on my iced tea. “So what?”
 
   “Yeah, what’s that got to do with killing Gary?”
 
   I blinked. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It certainly proves he’s capable of it.”
 
   “Why, Just because he’s a hood? He certainly wouldn’t kill someone without very good reason. And what cause did Tony have to kill Gary?”
 
   She had me with that point. “I… ah, I don’t know,” I stammered. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe one has nothing to do with the other.
 
   “Darn straight.”
 
   “Maybe. But our job this afternoon, as I see it, is to figure out what lead to pursue next.”
 
   Ginger nodded. “Okay. So what are you thinking?”
 
   “I met with Bella this morning. She said she said Gossford had interviewed her and her staff. I don’t know what information Gossford was after. But if we want to know more about that bachelor party, we need to talk to that waitress ourselves. Could you try reaching her again?”
 
   “Sure. But you’re asking me to contact her shows continuing bias on your part toward poor Stepich, you do understand that?”
 
   “I’ll just have to live with it,” I replied. “As you once said, at this point, we still have to suspect everyone.”
 
   “Huh.” Ginger folded her arms over her chest. “I’d be happier if we were making a little forward progress about now.”
 
   “We’re ferreting out information on Treadway. That’s no small thing.”
 
   “True. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Who knows. If we shake a finger at him, maybe he’ll toss up his hands and confess to murder.”
 
   “That’s if we could persuade him to take his eyes off Cordelia long enough to notice us,” I muttered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   But days drifted past us. Cordelia continued her slow mend. Ginger and I kept in touch . But Candy’s whereabouts remained unexplained.
 
   Finally, I took the extreme step of trying to reach Ginger at her shop – a place she’d warned me never to call. She claimed she liked to keep her work separate from our investigative efforts. Although I could not see the point, I’d honored her position, Up until today,
 
   “Ginger,” I said after she’d answered the phone. “Do you know anyone who might know where this waitress has gone?”
 
   “Her sister, maybe?” she hissed. “I told you never to contact me here.”
 
   “What’s her name again?”
 
   “Beverly Grant,” Ginger groused.
 
   “Do you have her phone number?”
 
   “Not a clue. But she is listed in the phone book if that’s any help.” She lowered her voice, “Melanie, don’t do this again. I have customers here. They respect me. I don’t need them knowing I’m plowing around town with a lunatic in search of a killer.”
 
   Lunatic? Was she talking about me?
 
   “Ginger, this entire gig was your idea,” I said and hung up.
 
   Beverly Collins came on the line after only two rings. I proceeded to introduce myself. “I’m trying to reach your sister. But I haven’t had any luck.”
 
   “I know. I’ve gone to the police.”
 
   “The police?”
 
   “Yes. Candy was due back days ago, but she still hasn’t turned up. I’m worried. I’ve call the police.”
 
   “Do you know what she planned to do with her time off?”
 
   “Yeah. She was going to stay at a small inn up at Covey Lake. But she never showed up there.”
 
   “Not at all?”
 
   “Nope. I called the hotel yesterday. I didn’t want to intrude if she was just having herself some fun. But they assured me she’d never arrived there.”
 
   “Was she going with anyone?”
 
   “Yes. She said some fella was taking her. But she never said who. My sister was like that. Very secretive about what she was up to.”
 
   A missing waitress. A questionable bachelor party. A murdered man. I couldn’t help but wonder at the possible connection between those strange facts. Had Candy known something about Gary’s murder? Could she have been killed because of that knowledge?
 
   I shook my head, I was reaching conclusions without any supporting facts. Perhaps the woman had run away with her lover. It had happened before There were other explanations than murder for disappearances, I reminded myself,
 
   Still the thought lingered, and after disconnecting with the sister, I sat at my desk wondering how I might track her down — dead or alive,
 
   I reached over and snagged phone and dialed Larkin’s home phone number. His sleepy voice answered on the third ring.
 
   “I’m sorry. I forgot you were on night patrol this week. I didn’t mean to wake you,” I said.
 
   “Not a problem. Who is this?”
 
   “One of your many female friends, that’s all.”
 
   “Ugh. I should wish.” He was quiet a moment, then asked,. “Is this Melanie?”
 
   “One and the same. Look could we meet up sometime soon?”
 
   “No time like the present.”
 
   “No please, finish your nap.”
 
   “I’ll be over in twenty.”
 
   “At our spot?”
 
   “Nah, I’ll come to your workplace.”
 
   “But the sheriff?”
 
   “I suspect he’s already figured us out. But if he should ask I can always tell him I was delivering you this week’s Crime Stoppers report.”
 
   “You call me up at the office with those things,” I said.
 
   “So, I’m on nights and their killing time. I need something to do with myself until I start my shift. I’d rather be busy than lying here trying to fall asleep all afternoon.”
 
   “Your call,” I responded. Although I suspected Larkin could call a dozen women and instantly come up with better things to keep him occupied.
 
   “I’ll be there in twenty,” he repeated.
 
   Alan Larkin walked into our offices a short time later with an unbearable swagger. I’d always attributed his strut to the swollen head he’d developed while playing high school quarterback. He’d used his superior passing arm the fall of his senior year to take our school to a victory at the state championships. Which was no small trick for a school as small as ours. The prize had never been captured before in Cloverton history nor had it been repeated since then.
 
   My dad looked up at Larkin’s passing and scowled. If Dad was worried about Josh dislodging his favorite candidate for son-in-law, he had nothing to fear from this guy. Larkin had his pick of women for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks. Me, he kept around to feed his need to tease folks.
 
   “What’s up?” Larkin lowered himself into the chair next to my desk.
 
   I must admit I was relieved to see him. I thought after he’d turned me down last time, he might be unwilling to deal with me ever again.
 
   “I’ve got a missing woman I’m trying to track down. She reportedly left for a weekend retreat with a man, and she hasn’t been seen since.”
 
   “What’s your interest?”
 
   Yes, I thought, this is where it gets dicey. How could I pull this off without alerting Larkin to my continuing pursuit of Gary’s killer? “I simply want to find her. I thought maybe with your penchant for rumors, you’d know who the man might be.”
 
   “What’s the woman’s name?”
 
   “Candy Collins.”
 
   “Is that the Candy who waits tables out at Bella’s Place?”
 
   “Yes, do you know her?”
 
   “Sure. Cops spend a lot of time in restaurants. Very few of us go home for meals or coffee. We get to know most of the local waitresses.” He shot me a lopsided grin.
 
   “I see.” I could hear the primness in my reply and cursed myself for it. “Anyway, do you know who she was dating?”
 
   “Hmm. Let me see.” He paused briefly, his brows drawn together in concentration. The, he smiled. “I knew it would come to me. Last I heard, she was running with Eddie Branch.”
 
   “Hmm.” I replied. At least if she was involved with Eddie that took Larkin off the list.
 
   The deputy’s eyes darkened with suspicion. “Hold on here. Your interest in Candy doesn’t have anything to do with Gary's death, does it?”
 
   “Me? Oh, come on. Between you and Dad, what choice do I have but to behave myself?”
 
   I chuckled internally. Somehow I found the thought of Dad and Larkin engaged in a joint effort amusing. I’m sure my Dad would be startled by that pairing. Dad didn’t look down on people based on their profession. He liked most of the cops that he dealt with just fine. But Dad had never appeared to really care for the deputy.
 
   But while I was amused, Larkin appeared to be in the grip of a different emotion. “Melanie, I’d like to believe you. Because if it gets back to me that this has any connection… any connection at all… with Gary’s murder, I’m gonna come back here and complain to your father.”
 
   And wouldn’t that be an interesting exchange, I thought.
 
   Larkin shook his head, stood and headed for the doorway. “Don’t think I won’t do it,” he warned. “I’m getting tired of your efforts to sneak information from me.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “Yes. Well, you’ll just have to trust me on this one. That’s all.”
 
   Liar, liar.
 
   His gaze caught mine and held it. “Trust you? Of course I do. That’s why I keep so close an eye on what you’re up to.” He rapped the door frame lightly with his knuckles and departed.
 
   I swallowed a sigh. I’d be a lot happier if that man were easily fooled.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Larkin’s chair hadn’t cooled off before I was ringing up Eddy Branch. He worked as a hired hand for farmer Harold Phillips. I figured Harold was probably out in the fields at this hour. But that’s why answering machines were invented.
 
   As I’d expected, I later listed to his canned voice telling me to leave a message.
 
   “This is Melanie Hart. I’m trying to reach Candy Collins, and I’m not having any luck. Call me.”
 
   I left my work number, my home number, and my cell phone number and crossed my fingers, my eyes, and my toes. If this dude had taken off with Candy, I probably didn’t have much chance of contacting him. But I had to try. Plus, I couldn’t believe Candy would have gone off and left behind a beloved daughter. I wondered who was watching the girl. Maybe, I should contact them. But first I’d have to learn just who that was.
 
   That evening, still having heard nothing from Candy’s boyfriend, I updated Ginger on the importance of tracking Candy down.
 
   “I’ll try Julie, again,” Ginger volunteered. “I’m sure she’ll know who’s watching the little girl.”
 
   I’d always prided myself on my lengthy list of contacts. People willing to help me track down information were invaluable to me. I might not have as long a list as Larkin, but my contact sheet wasn’t too bad. But now I found Ginger reached an even a broader mix. I was impressed and hopeful that between the two of us, we might crack this case.
 
   “So what’s new on Treadway?” Ginger asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “And what do we do what about that?”
 
   Ginger was stumped. I did an internal fist pump.
 
   “We could check out his lair.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We could drive up to Chicago and canvass his neighbors.
 
   “Why would we want to do that?”
 
   “So we can ask them what kind of man they think he is. Maybe, with the use of a handy credit card on his locked door, I can even get inside his place.”
 
   “You’re nuts. Do you know that?”
 
   “No, I’m not. We can tell his neighbors that he’s applied for an insurance policy, and we’re checking into his background on behalf of the insurance company.”
 
   “You have an overactive imagination.”
 
   “Come on. I’m a journalist. No one is more realistic than I am.”
 
   “What if his neighbors ask for credentials? What then, huh?”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.”
 
   “Worry is starting to work its way into my world when I’m around you.”
 
   “Flattery will get you no place. Besides, do you have a better idea?”
 
   I had to wait through many moments of silence while Ginger apparently considered her options. Finally, she asked, “When do you want to pursue this little trick?”
 
   “This weekend. We know Treadway comes down here every Saturday to see Cordelia. So while he’s driving down, we can be driving up. Easy, huh?”
 
   “What about Josh?”
 
   “He has a report due Monday. He can’t make it down this weekend.”
 
   So that Saturday morning, Ginger and I headed out of town before daybreak. As we set out, we both worked our way through a pair of breakfast sandwiches. Two steaming cups of coffee sat in the cup holders. Around us, the day was dark and dreary and chilly. Clouds hung low, promising to deliver a mean spring shower or two.
 
   Ten minutes later, I flicked on my windshield wipers. The system I’d thought would bring us showers instead poured down a hearty deluge of rain. It poured across the highway, and I instantly slowed my speed. Then I cursed the fates, as tires from speeding trucks sloshed rainwater onto my windshield. Only the tender shoots of bean and corn plants in the farmers’ fields we passed looked happy about the downpour.
 
   “I hope you brought an umbrella along this time,” Ginger groused from her seat beside me.
 
   Our sandwiches had been consumed. Their wrappers had been collected by Ginger and stuffed into the drive-through bag they’d been delivered in. Coffees were nestled in their cup holders and had been more than half consumed.
 
   “We can stop along the way and buy a couple of umbrellas if this rain doesn’t let up,” I said. That brought our conversation to a halt.
 
   We continued to roll eastward over the flat Illinois countryside in silence. Our trip this weekend would cost us five hours of driving time. We planned to scope out Treadway’s neighborhood today and take up residence in a posh motel tonight. Our accommodation was located next door to one of Chicago’s most spectacular suburban shopping malls. We intended to hit the mall hard and heavy tomorrow. I acknowledge no law that says business can’t be mixed with a little shopping pleasure.
 
   But for now Ginger and I barreled through the dark morning alongside endless numbers of cars and trucks and RVs.  I was anxious to reach our destination. I wanted to nail Treadway’s guilt or innocence  But I couldn’t help wondering where all these other drivers around us were headed?
 
   About three hours into the trip, I took the off ramp and pointed my car toward a much advertised truck stop. A huge billboard had informed us of its existence about every mile for the last three miles. Our morning coffee had made its way through me, and I knew the restaurant also hosted a well-stocked store, which should count umbrellas among its offerings. I parked as close to the brightly lit emporium as I could. It’s glowing lights were a comfort on such a dark day. Then, hands held over our heads, Ginger and I made a mad dash for the place through the pounding rain.
 
   “We wouldn’t need to be dodging rain drops now,” Ginger hissed, “if you’d remembered to bring the umbrellas.”
 
   She hadn’t thought to include one either, I noted, although I didn’t share that thought with her.
 
   The restaurant we landed in had strategically placed its store at the front of the building. This way diners had to walk through the shopping space to get to the food. It was a clever idea with T-shirts and candy bars and souvenirs all screaming from shelves and racks for attention. Parents with children in tow, I thought, would be lucky to reach the restaurant with enough money left in their pockets to buy food.
 
   But Ginger and I ignored the goodies and dashed for the restroom instead. Then, upon our emergence, we bought one umbrella each. Afterward, we finished up our brief stop in front of the coffee bar, where I filled a to-go cup with regular coffee and added a packet of sweetener. Ginger skipped the do-it-yourself bar and ordered a latte from a young woman with short hair and long earrings. Finally, under the protective cover of our umbrellas, we strolled back to my car.
 
   “This rain,” I said, after we were comfortably settled in our seats, “might be a break for us.” I reached out and slammed the door closed behind me.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It may force Treadway’s neighbors to stay indoors. That would make it easier for us to find them at home and willing to talk.”
 
   Well, home some of them were. But they're willingness to talk varied widely.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The suburb Treadway lived in was modern and full of obviously successful people. The brand names of the cars surrounding us as we wended our way through the beautifully landscaped suburb included Mercedes, Lexus, and Cadillac. Buckets of colorful posies hung from old-fashioned street lights. Lawns were a bright, chemical-induced green. Even the few poor unfortunate wet dogs I saw tagging along after their owners looked posh. Curbside appeal of the homes rolled past had to be at the upper end of the spectrum. At least, I thought, they cost way more than either Ginger or I could afford.
 
   Map clutched in her hands, Ginger barked out directions, and finally she delivered us to Treadway’s workplace. I’d thought it might be interesting to see where some the nation’s best minds worked. I don’t think either of us were disappointed at having taken the side trip.
 
   The lab turned out to be an architectural triumph sitting well back from the road on an expanse of grass adorned with a large lake, which sported nearly a dozen white swans. I was suitably impressed and slowed down so we could take a good look at the structure. White concrete. Black tinted windows. All right angles. The place looked like the kind of place where a space alien might feel right at home.
 
   Ginger shook her head. “Maybe we should turn around go right back to Cloverton. If Treadway works in a place like this, he’s obviously legit.”
 
   “Not a chance.” I floored the accelerator and caught up with fast-moving traffic around us. “We’re returning to where he lives and accosting his neighbors until we learn more about the guy. I mean he was there the weekend Gary died. What kind of man hangs around to watch his high-school crush get married?”
 
   I turned left at the next intersection and soon had us back to Treadway’s apartment complex.
 
   We parked in one of the complex’s visitor’s slot, and beneath the safety of our umbrellas Ginger and I hastened toward the building’s front door. The entrance wasn’t locked. No one had to buzz us inside. I thought it was rather trusting of the residents not to take further protect themselves from strangers.
 
   “Their apartments are probably all wired with burglar alarms,” I suggested.
 
   “You think?” Ginger snapped. “And you’re contemplating breaking into one of them?”
 
   “Don’t fret. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Honestly Melanie, if you’ve ever had a harebrained idea, this one is it.”
 
   “You’re standing here beside me, aren’t you?” I whispered tersely. “If I’d known you were going to be this much trouble, I would have left you at home.”
 
   “Maybe I wish you had.”
 
   Oh dear, I thought, this wasn’t a grand beginning.
 
   We stood there quietly a minute, absorbing our surroundings. The lobby was done up in white marble with gold trim. A couple of green ferns spilled out of planters set on tall tables. The elevator door was brass. The space managed to deliver quite a first impression for its residents. One, I’m sure they paid dearly for.
 
   Ginger pointed to the elevator. “Which floor does Treadway live on?”
 
   “Fourth.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I called his super yesterday.”
 
   “You lied, I hope? I mean, you didn’t give him your name, right?”
 
   “Right,” I said, without offering any further information.
 
   “Geesh,” Ginger huffed, “some day, Melanie, you’re gonna take a step too far and get us hauled off to jail.”
 
   “Nah. That will never happen. Besides you spent a night with police when Gossford dragged you off with him. And you survived it.”
 
   “Please, don’t remind me. The less I think about him and his suspicions of me the better I feel.”
 
   We climbed into the elevator and rode to the fourth floor in silence. It dumped us out into a narrow hall, tastefully wallpapered in hunter-green and warm-beige vertical stripes. Very elegant. Very masculine.
 
   “Which apartment is his?” Ginger whispered.
 
   A long line of doors for individual apartments stretched out down both sides of the hall. From what I could see there were more than ten apartments on each side of the hallway with one door at each end. I quickly estimated the math in my head and figured the management had to be raking a monumental profit from this affair.
 
   “Apartment nine,” I whispered back.
 
   Ginger took a giant step forward, apparently intending to set out for his place. I snagged her arm and pulled her back beside me. “We can’t break into his place,” I explained.
 
   She cast me an evil eye. “Why not?”
 
   “I didn’t expect this kind of set up. If I try the credit card trick here to open his door, any neighbor stepping into the hall will instantly spot us. And don’t you think I’d look a little suspicious trying to stuff a credit card into the door jamb.”
 
   “Oh, that’s just great,” Ginger complained. “Here I was hoping we could skip spending time chatting up neighbors. I mean if you came to my door asking about one of my friends, I’d slam the thing closed in your face.”
 
   “Oh, go on. These folks aren’t friends. This is the city. They’re barely neighbors. Unless I miss my guess, they keep themselves to themselves. Besides, there are very few people who are as loyal to friends and neighbors as you are.”
 
   “Is that some kind of an insult?”
 
   “Come on, Ginger. Lighten up. You deal with people all day at your workplace. So do I. Trust me. We can get away with simple a scam like this all day long.”
 
   Ignoring the doubtful look stamped on my friend’s features, I stepped forward, raised my hand, made a fist, and banged on the first door we came to. A young woman in sweats eased the apartment door open and stared back at me.
 
   Probably somewhere in her middle twenties, she was tall and slender with a tan that spoke of hours lying out either at a beach or in a tanning bed. Her hair was streaked, her face well formed. And under the glare of the woman’s steely blue eyes, I felt tempted to check myself to see if I mightn’t have missed a spot of sausage when wiping my mouth after breakfast. She glance in Ginger’s direction. My friend took a step backwards. Ms Steely Eyes shifted her attention back to me.
 
   “May I help you?” Ice coated each word she spoke, and she continued to stare down her long nose at us.
 
   I straightened my purse strap on my shoulder. “Um… yes…. Ah, good morning. I’m Melanie Hart. This is Ms Black. We work for the Allied Insurance Company.”
 
   “Is that right?” she shot back. “Well, I’m with Gibbons Insurance, and I’ve never heard of your company.”
 
   “Ah… we’re a small outfit, little more than a start up… really.” I forked over a business card listing my name. I’d had them printed up yesterday. A last-minute decision. The things had cost me some cash, but I thought they might lend us credibility.
 
   The woman accepted the card, lowered her gaze, and studied it closely. I prayed the printing ink on the thing had dried since I’d had it done up yesterday.
 
   “Again,” she said, glancing back up at me, “what do you want?”
 
   “Don Treadway has applied for a policy with our firm. We’re here today to see if you could answer a few questions for us?”
 
   “Sorry, I’m afraid I can’t help you. I don’t give out information on any of my neighbors. Besides, I don’t have any to share. I keep myself almost entirely to myself.”
 
   What a news flash, I thought. Given this woman’s sour personality I was surprised she’d so much as opened her door for us.
 
   “Thank you, for your honesty,” I said, plastering a smile on my face. “It was kind of you to give us what time you have. We appreciate it.”
 
   Without softening her attitude in the least, the young woman slammed the door closed in our faces.
 
   “Yikes,” Ginger exclaimed. “I’d almost rather face Gossford than stand at attention in front of her.”
 
   “Come on,” I said. “Maybe the next apartment will house friendlier folk.”
 
   “Sometimes, I really resent your optimism. Can you honestly think of any reason we shouldn’t fold up our bags and for the motel now?”
 
   “We’ve driven for five, long hours and have a reservation at a motel for the night. it would be madness to go home now.”
 
   Ginger made some comment under her breath which I couldn’t quite catch. And I did not ask her to repeat it. But she grudgingly trudged down the hall with me to the next door, upon which I pounded out a summons which went unanswered. I repeated my effort. Again, no one responded.
 
   “Okay,” I said, stepping back from the door. “We’ll just move along to the next one.” I knocked, and we listened. I heard someone stir within the apartment. I glanced at Ginger and nodded, confident my faith in human nature was about to be redeemed.
 
   The door swung open. A young girl, maybe somewhere around age ten, gazed up at us. She had a round face, glasses, and pigtails, and was dressed in pink shorts with a yellow T-shirt. She looked innocent, curious, and darling.
 
   I gave her my most motherly smile. “May we speak with one of your parents?”
 
   She smiled back up at me. “I’m sorry. But they’re not home.”
 
   Huh. Didn’t her parents know there were ax murderers out in the real world? Or had they sent their daughter to the door to duck us? Either way, they should be hauled off to jail for letting this sweet thing answer a knock from a total stranger.
 
   “Do you know a man who lives on your floor by the name of Don Treadway?”
 
   “Sure. He’s usually coming out of his apartment when I leave for school. Lots of times I ride the elevator with him.”
 
   “And what about your parents think of him? Do you know?”
 
   “I know they tell him hello if they see him.”
 
   “Will your parents be back soon?”
 
   “I don’t think so. They went to see Aunt Molly. They could be gone for quite awhile.”
 
   I pressed my lips tightly together. I was half ticked at myself for dragging such telling information out of girl. I knew I wouldn’t use it to harm her, but I also knew there were those in this world who might.
 
   “So what can you tell me about Mr. Treadway. Do you like him?”
 
   “Hey partner,” Ginger hissed in my ear, “is there no level you won’t stoop to?”
 
   “The fellow’s okay,” the little girl said, ignoring my partner’s antics. “I don’t know if my parents like him though.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Had I struck pay dirt? I bent over to put myself more on the girl’s level, “Do you know why your parents might not care for him?”
 
   “Not really. You see they never talk about him. Sometimes, with the other neighbors, they have a lot to say about them. But not Mr. Treadway.”
 
   “Right,” I said, straightening while Ginger sent me an I-told-you-so smirk. “Well, thank you for your help.”
 
   I wanted to tell the girl not to open the door to any more strangers, but thought I might frighten her for no reason. Maybe bad things never really did happen here. What did I know?
 
   The girl gave me a brief wave and closed the door. I breathed easier when I heard the sound of a chain sliding into place. And I found myself hoping the little creature was a fast learner. Maybe, I’d frightened her into being more cautious in the future.
 
   A little later, after banging on three more doors without any response, I wondered if everyone who lived here weren’t out running around in the day’s heavy rainfall? But at my next knock an elderly man swung wide his door. Dressed in a plaid-flannel bathrobe, he stared at me with a face consisting of red-rimmed brown eyes and an over-sized chin full of gray stubble. Studying him, I had an uncomfortable feeling that he was in return absorbing every detail about me.
 
   “What do you want?” he demanded.
 
   So much for being of good cheer.
 
   I smiled sweetly. “Information on one of your neighbors,” I said.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Don Treadway.”
 
   “Him,” he harrumphed. “He’s not home. Never is on a weekend.”
 
   I thought of Treadway’s serious pursuit of Cordelia each week in Cloverton since Gary’s death. Mr. Bathrobe apparently knew his stuff when it came to my target. “That’s interesting,” I responded. “Do you know how long Treadway’s been making these little weekend jaunts?”
 
   “That would depend on who wants to know.”
 
   I introduced myself and Ginger. “We’re with Allied Insurance.” I gave him the song and dance about checking on Treadway’s application and handed him my business card.
 
   He accepted the little cream-colored object and slid it into a pocket of his old robe. “Would you care to come in?”
 
   I stood there mute for a moment, wondering what he was hiding beneath his ratty old bathrobe. Then. I reminded myself that there were two of us and only one of him. I smiled. No matter what this man’s intentions were, I realized that Ginger and I could overpower the man in two seconds flat. And I’d just taken a step toward the doorway when I heard the elevator door ding open behind us.
 
   The elderly man’s gaze slid to the end of the hall.
 
   “Officer?” he said, waving a thickly veined hand at whomever was exiting the elevator. “Can I help you.”
 
   “Yes,” a male voice answered. “I’m responding to a nuisance complaint about two women who are apparently bothering folks in this hallway.” Ginger and I turned to study this intruder, only to find he wore a navy-blue uniform, a bright, shiny police badge, and an ominously large gun.
 
   My knees turned to water. “Officer,” I mumbled.
 
   He leveled his gaze at Ginger and me. “Would you two mind following me to the police station, please?”
 
   “Are we under arrest?” I managed to squeeze out with what little air remained in my lungs.
 
   “I just need to talk to you. That’s all, ma’am,” he explained. “As I’m sure you know, there’s no soliciting allowed inside of this building.”
 
   Oh, swell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Told you so,” Ginger snapped about an hour later as we wended our way down a small corridor toward the police station exit. We’d been told we were free to go. But it’d been a narrow thing. Worse yet, our freedom had required intervention on our behalf by Alan Larkin, who’d vouched for us.
 
   I knew Larkin would never let me live this one down. But his was the only name I dared give the officer to prove we weren’t escaped cons – or worse. I only hope he hadn’t pretended he had our names logged in his little black book. It would be just like my dear snitch.
 
   Now, I took my frustrations out on my partner in crime as she trudged along beside me. “Would you please get a grip?” I said. “We’re not in a jail cell. What more do you want?”
 
   “Some lunch would be nice.”
 
   Given what we’d been through, I couldn’t believe Ginger was hungry. This paragon of dietary self-control wanted to wolf down food? I sighed. Watching her eat might beat listening to her whine. “What are you in the mood for?” I asked.
 
   “A public hanging. Preferably with you as the featured event.”
 
   “Other than that? What would your choice of food be?”
 
   “Mexican would be good.”
 
   I gave Ginger an internal salute. The nearest Mexican restaurant close to home was forty miles to the east. Of course, Dad couldn’t eat spicy food, so Mexican dishes at home were not a done thing.
 
   Knowing that cops took food seriously, I asked the desk sergeant on the way out the door of the station for the name of their best local Mexican restaurant.
 
   “Armando’s,” the bald, uniformed man called out after us, smiling widely.
 
   Armando’s? The place sounded more French or Italian than Mexican to me. But trusting cops to take good care of their guts, Ginger and I decided to track the place down.
 
   To me Armando’s also sounded like a classy place. So when we stumbled across the eatery and found it to be little more than a dive — the kind of restaurant one expects some makeover expert to step into and clean up  — I thought we’d happened on the wrong place. But the hour was late and Ginger was eyeing me like I’d been basted with barbecue sauce.
 
   “I’m game if you are,” I said from giving the restaurant another once-over from behind the steering wheel of the Fiesta.
 
   Ginger passenger door handle and shoved the door open, “I’ll beat you inside.”
 
   We found the interior of the restaurant was to be no more inviting than the exterior, but I spotted two cops at a corner table and assumed we’d arrived at the correct place. Ginger eyed them nervously and looked ready to retreat out the door.
 
   “Listen,” I said, “nobody in here knows about our Thelma and Louise act except that cop that hauled us off to the station. Relax.”
 
   Ginger nodded but didn’t look entirely convinced.
 
   “Come on,” I said, leading the way to a small table. It was covered with oilcloth, which I hadn’t seen done for years. But the odors drifting from the kitchen made my knees weak. “This okay?” I asked, seating myself with my back to the kitchen.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   The waiter who delivered our water looked Italian, but the dishes listed in menus he handed us were one-hundred percent Mexican.
 
   “Paella,” I exclaimed, glancing up at my friend. “They have paella.”
 
   “I’m so glad to hear it,” Ginger responded without displaying any interest at all.
 
   We placed our orders. Ginger’s was laced with starches and fats. Obviously, she’d endured a challenging day.
 
   The waiter hustled off with our orders, and I settled back into my seat. Meanwhile Ginger nibbled nervously on a fingernail. “Who do you think turned us in to the cops?”
 
   I rested my elbows on the table. “My guess would be it was the ice lady we talked to in that first apartment. What a snob. And what a tragedy. When the cops turned up, the old man was just about to deliver the dirt to us on Treadway.”
 
   “Really? You think that’s the biggest loss of this trip?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you have any idea how close we came to chomping down on bologna sandwiches in a jail cell and not enjoying your precious paella in this stellar dining establishment?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Well, I do. And believe me, I’m not going to forget this day soon.” Ginger stared at me earnestly, her face laced with concern. “Do you think Larkin will spread this story all over town?”
 
   She’d been standing beside me when the officer asked us for a reference to contact. There’d been no way to hide from her the name of my snitch.
 
   I released a deep breath. “I doubt it. Despite all his male preening, at heart, Larkin’s a decent guy.”
 
   “Then we’re lucky the stood up for us. That’s all I’ve got to say. From here on out, this weekend will never be mentioned again. You hear me?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Needless to say, our plans from there underwent a slight revision. After the lunch, which was excellent, we drove directly to the shopping mall, where I found it difficult to focus on all the fabulous wares. That night, we explored other dining options from a long list of restaurants. Then we tumbled into bed early. The next morning, we rose, dressed, and climbed into my car to head home before the sun even broke the horizon.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was on the drive home that I decided direct action was needed. All this stealth wasn’t working out. I decided tomorrow, after I’d recovered from the stress of this hellish trip, I’d call Treadway up and schedule a little chat. We could get together the next time he came to town.
 
   I glanced over at Ginger. I couldn’t decide if she needed to be in on this latest adventure. She was already sore enough with what I’d put her through yesterday. I figured if I mentioned this plan, she might tattle on me to Larkin. Then where would I be?
 
   Plus I didn’t want to lose her. She’d proved effective in our current efforts several times. I might be a determined person, but I wasn’t a fool. Ginger was an asset, who offset my many weaknesses. Ultimately, I decided to feel her out about my latest scheme.
 
   She sat in the passenger seat, her head back, her eyes closed.
 
   “Ginger,” I said.
 
   “Go away.”
 
   “I want to run an idea past you.”
 
   “Go away.”
 
   I tried another tack. “What do you think we should do next?”
 
   “Retire.”
 
   “You don’t mean that.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   I spent a quiet moment watching the greening fields flash past my Fiesta’s windows. The day was sunny. The Interstate traffic heavy. Cars and busses and speeding trucks rushed past me. All of were us scurrying, determined to reach our destinations as quickly as we could.
 
   A family in a dark sedan roared past. A little boy in the back seat gazed out at me. He had freckles and large, earnest, brown eyes. He couldn’t have been much older than six or seven. But with a smile, he proceeded to give me a one-finger salute at as the family car darted ahead.
 
   Where do kids pick up these tricks today? I wondered. My generation didn’t even know the meaning of that gesture. Not when we were the age of this kid. Okay, I thought, maybe Larkin did. But that dude was in a class all by himself.
 
   At the thought of Larkin, I fought back a sigh. I figured I had one of his lectures coming, and I doubted he’d take his time about delivering it. It was entirely possible that I’d find him standing on my doorstep when I returned home.
 
   Dang. I didn’t deserve this. I was the good guy here.
 
   My passenger stirred in her seat.
 
   “Ginger,” I said.
 
   “Mmm?” she purred.
 
   “What would you think of our talking to Treadway when he comes down next weekend?”
 
   She shifted away from me toward the passenger window. “Knock yourself out. Me? I’m trying to sleep.”
 
   There I had it, Ginger’s official answer. If I wanted to deal with Treadway, I was on my own.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ginger and I returned home before lunch. I dropped her off at her house and then continued on to mine. Upon entering, I found a note on the kitchen counter. Dad was at the office. Taffy was in her little bed next to the back door. I decided I’d shower and nap and spent the rest of my day trying not to think about Larkin.
 
   Now, dinner was over. The dishes had been put away. Dad was settled in his favorite chair. The competitor’s newspaper grasped tightly in his paws.
 
   Then, the phone rang. I must have jumped four inches up out of my chair. “I’ll get it,” I said. Just from the sound of the ring, I knew the call had to be from Larkin. Obviously I was either turning psychic or paranoid.
 
   “Yo,” I said into the mouthpiece, opting for a strong beginning to what I suspected was going to be a nasty conversation.
 
   Dad glanced my way with his eyebrows raised high in disapproval.
 
   Larkin spoke up, his voice deep and firm. “Is this the ditzy woman I kept from going to jail yesterday?”
 
   “Speaking,” I said, “although I think your characterization of exactly what occurred is highly unfair.”
 
   “How about soliciting, then? With a very probable likelihood of an attempt at breaking and entering if I know you two.”
 
   “I don’t think I’d characterize our intentions in quite those terms.”
 
   “Meet me at our place in exactly twenty minutes, or I’m coming to your house and dragging you out the front door by your hair.”
 
   “If you insist,” I said evenly, “although I can’t see why I should. I already get the gist of your what you’re going to tell me.”
 
   “Just be there.” The sound of Larkin slamming his phone down echoed through the
 
   line.
 
   Oh, boy.
 
   As I ended the connection, Dad looked more than a little confused.
 
   I felt obligated to feed him some kind of a line. “I have to go see Ginger.”
 
   “What, again? I thought you two spent the weekend in Chicago. What gives?”
 
   I ignored the question and eased the front door closed behind me. I had a home here that I wanted to return to. I couldn’t do that if I told Dad one more lie.
 
   The drive took me a little less than twenty minutes but felt hours long. I couldn’t imagine what Larkin would have to tell me that he hadn’t already threatened me with over the phone.
 
   As usual, I found his car tucked behind the shed. I opened the door and slid in beside him. The radio was muted. The setting sun shone into our eyes. I blinked and turned my head to look at him.
 
   “Do you appreciate me at all?” Larkin asked.
 
   “Huh?” This wasn’t the tack I’d expected him to take.
 
   “I mean it,” he insisted. “I’m your friend, or at least I try to be. I’ve proved it to you over and over. And how do you repay me?”
 
   Between Larkin and Dad, I didn’t stand a chance. “What is this?”
 
   “Do you remember in grade school? That day the bully was threatening to beat you up? Who saved you neck? Who came storming in to tell the twerp if he harmed one hair on your head, I’d have his hide?”
 
   “You did.”
 
   “And did you thank me?”
 
   I stared off into the distance, trying to recall the day in detail. “I’m sure I must have.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. When it comes to me, you’re a snob. You don’t really see me.”
 
   “Nonsense. I treat all of my informants the same.”
 
   “Yes, you do. You call us informants and keep us at arm’s distance. That way you avoid becoming emotionally entangled with us.”
 
   I glared at the man. “I beg your pardon. How dare you presume to know what I do or why I do it?”
 
   Larkin leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I can do that, you see, because I think I’m just as good as you are. Oh, sure. My father doesn’t own the newspaper. I don’t live in a grand, white house or dine on fancy food. I don’t run with the city’s movers and shakers. And I won’t know if I can become sheriff until I stand for election. Still, deep down, I have faith that I’m just as worthy of respect as you are.”
 
   Man. Oh. Man. I never knew I could feel so small.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   After a restless night, I had to drag myself to work the next day. The sun was shining, the birds singing. Thoughts of baking on a blanket under the warmth of a brilliant sun lured me into dreams of playing hookey. But, despite my longings, I headed for the newspaper office.
 
   I tried and failed to suppress a yawn as I stepped through the office door. I’d slept little last night. Larkin’s words kept replaying themselves in my mind. Not that I was offended by his blunt remarks. Rather, I was upset with the truths his statement revealed to me. I told myself it was okay. I could change. I’d be more humble with people from here on out. But I knew how difficult a shift in attitude can be.
 
   Sighing now, I slid my chair out from my desk and sat. Glancing up at the clock I saw it was a little before eight.
 
   I tore into a couple of routine press releases that had been stacked to the side of my desk. Despite my overwhelming exhaustion, I typed them up in record time. I then ripped open the day’s mail, desperately seeking interesting articles to relieve the dull copy awaiting my attention on my computer.
 
   The bulk of the pages in the newspaper had returned to my care and feeding. The dwindling updates on Gary’s murder had left Dad without any new copy to write. So the murder story was on hold until Gossford coughed up some fresh tidbits. And he wasn’t exactly excelling in that department.
 
   I glanced up from my computer and sought father’s image out. He sat at his desk, his nose buried in various folders with a sour look on his face. He obviously missed the excitement of following a breaking news story — especially one as gritty as murder.
 
   I roused myself from my desk and trudged to the break room where I poured myself a cup of coffee. I needed stimulation to make it through the rest of my morning chores. Betty fired up the the coffee pot every morning. It was one of those old, aluminum twenty cuppers with one of those black spigots near the bottom. But the thing still worked. And due to that fact, Dad refused to throw the old thing out and replace it with something grand and new and modern. As far as he was concerned, coffee was coffee,
 
   Blowing across the rim of my cup, I’d just gotten back to my office when the desk phone rang. I picked up the receiver. “Melanie Hart.”
 
   In return, I was treated to the sound of an enthusiastic Ginger. “I’ve found my cell phone.”
 
   “No kidding? You clever girl, you. How did you manage that trick?”
 
   “I tracked it down using that GPS tracking trick you told me about. The one Josh shared with you? I found the website and followed the directions given there and guess what? My phone’s someplace on Walnut Street.”
 
   “In Cloverton?”
 
   “Yeah. Right here. You wanna go down to there tonight and track it down with me?”
 
   That was the trouble with GPS, I thought. It lures people to the right ballpark but leaves them on their own to find their way to the exact seat.
 
   “Sure,” I responded, “now that we’re following up one of your ideas, you’re all sunshine and roses. You couldn’t muster that much enthusiasm for me yesterday.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Melanie. Don’t be a spoil sport,” Ginger responded. “One thing has absolutely nothing to do with the other,”
 
   I sighed and resigned myself to the reality of the situation. Ginger was Ginger. She’d always see issues through her own narrow lens of self interest. But I still wanted to track this killer down. I wanted justice for Gary. If this helped lead us to the killer, who was to step aside. Absently, I rubbed my forehead. I felt on the verge of my second headache this week. “When do you want to meet up?”
 
   “Right after supper?”
 
   “I’ll swing by your place about seven. Will that be all right?”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   At least, I thought, she hadn’t ended our collaboration. I smiled at the thought that our investigation of Gary’s death was still to go forward as a team.
 
   I opened my left-hand desk drawer and pulled a plastic pill case from it. After downing a pair of aspirin, I stuffed the box away and returned my attention to the uninspiring pile of mail in front of me. There wasn’t a decent story to be found in the whole collection. Thank goodness I had the report from last week’s spelling bee typed into the computer. That story at least offered up the names of a few talented young folks for our readers to chew on. Parents and grandparents and even distant relatives would be delighted.
 
   I listened to my thoughts and gave myself an internal shake. I needed an attitude adjustment. Just when, I wondered, had I become so cynical? Then I reminded myself the condition probably arises after being forced to view oneself through another person’s mirror. My thoughts drifted back to the summary of my personality by Larkin. Heaven knows, I hadn’t much liked what I’d seen in the mirror he’d held to my face. I shook the memories aside. They wouldn’t improve my outlook much.
 
   But despite my best intentions, my attitude hadn’t lightened up much by the time I left home that night to pick up Ginger. I carried the newspaper’s reverse telephone directory with me. It was a handy little thing. The book provided addresses, and then listed the names of the residents. Given the inexact nature of GPS tracking, I suspected access to a list of people who lived in the general neighborhood of whatever coordinates Ginger had discovered might prove helpful in tracking the phone down.
 
   My partner in crime was revved and ready and standing at the curb when I arrived at her house. She wore a pair of jeans and a ratty T-shirt and a wide grin. “Can you believe this GPS stuff works? It’s like magic.”
 
   “Right.” She climbed inside the car and I tore away from the curb. “I’ve been wondering, though, how come nobody’s come up with this discovery before you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I’m sure the cops know about GPS and how to use it to track cell phones. Why haven’t they discovered this phone by now.”
 
   “How do I know? And who cares? I’ve run the darn thing down. And that’s all that matters to me.”
 
   Well, Ginger might be satisfied with that explanation, but I wasn’t. “Where on Walnut Street are we going?”
 
   “Somewhere in the two hundred or three hundred blocks on the north side of town should get us there.”
 
   I tromped on the brake and swung onto Randolph Street. Finally, reaching our destination, I reduced my speed to little more than a crawl. The two blocks of Walnut Street we drove past were in the old section of town. Homes were small and one story and sat on crowded lots. Paint was peeling. Hopes looked dim. Tiny bicycles sat next to huge motorcycles on cracked and broken sidewalks.
 
   I pulled over to the curb and whipped out the phone directory from the depression separating the two front seats. Flipping through the book’s pages, I hunted down the listings for Walnut Street.
 
   “Okay,” I said, “let’s see who lives around here.” My finger hadn’t trailed more than halfway down the list for the first block when my eyes grew wide with disbelief. “This has to be a coincidence.”
 
   Ginger straightened in her seat. “What is it? What have you found?”
 
   “Don’t get too excited,” I cautioned. “This might not necessarily mean anything. It would surely be much too bizarre.”
 
   Ginger flapped her hands in frustration. “I swear if you don’t tell me what’s up in the next two seconds, I will not be responsible for my actions. It’s my phone, for pity sakes. Cut me a break, please?”
 
   “Do you know who lives at 213-B West Walnut Street?”
 
   “Well, obviously, I don’t.”
 
   “Candy Collins. It’s the address of our missing waitress.”
 
   Ginger’s eyebrows snaked together in puzzlement. “From the bachelor party?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But she wasn’t anywhere near the rehearsal dinner. I think I would have noticed her if she had been.”
 
   I set the phone book back down between us. “So maybe Candy only placed the call to Gary. Maybe somebody else swiped your cell phone and passed it on to her.”
 
   “Or maybe she didn’t make the call.”
 
   “Then how come she has your cell phone?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ginger looked worried. “I’d hate to accuse somebody of theft or worse. What if I was wrong and an innocent person suffered because of me? I don’t think I could live with the knowledge.”
 
   “Yes, well you weren’t so tender a couple of days ago when you were hurling suspicions at Cordelia.”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “How is that any different than this?”
 
   “We know Cordelia. This gal I’ve never seen in my life.”
 
   Somewhere in that statement there was logic, although at the moment I couldn’t quite lay a finger on it.
 
   I glanced about us and saw a curtain twitch at the window of one of the houses we were parked near. Nosey neighbors were apparently just as active here as elsewhere in town.
 
   “Ginger, for now,” I said, “lets just figure out which house she lives in?”
 
   I repeated Candy’s address aloud.
 
   “There it is,” Ginger cried out.
 
   I glanced up from the phone book. “Where?”
 
   “The blue house over there.” She pointed.
 
   Following the direction of her finger, I saw a one story, older home painted a washed out blue with gingerbread trim decorating the porch roof. The address was 217 A listed above 217 B,
 
   “Do you think there are two apartments in that tiny place?”
 
   “Well, since there isn’t a second floor, I’d say apartment A is in the front, so I’d say B much be around back. Now what?”
 
   “Let’s go get some coffee and let the sun go down.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because if we have to break in I don’t want to do it in the daylight, someone might see us.”
 
   “What makes you think we’ll need to break in?”
 
   “We’ve been trying to reach Candy for days and days now without luck. What makes you think she’ll be home tonight?”
 
   “You intend for us to burglarize Candy’s apartment?”
 
   “Only to make sure she has your phone. That’s all.”
 
   “What if she’s home?”
 
   “We’ll knock first. And if she is there, we’ll introduce ourselves, wish her well, and tell her she needs to let people know she’s alive, and demand she return your phone.”
 
   “You think that will work?”
 
   “We won’t know ‘til we try.”
 
   So more hour later, with multiple cups of coffee sloshing around in our bellies, we emerged from Howie’s eatery and headed back to Walnut Street. The sun had set. Stars twinkled above. But even in the dark, Ginger’s face showed signs of inner turmoil.
 
   “You think this is safe?”
 
   “Do you have another suggestion?”
 
   “Not off the top of my head.”
 
   “Trust me, then.”
 
   “Trust her, she says.” Ginger shook her head fiercely. “Seems like last time I did that somebody called the cops.”
 
   I kept mum and pulled in front of Candy’s apartment. “We’ll be in an out of that place before anyone will notice we’re around.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “Want to wait here? Keep the car running in case we need to make a quick getaway?”
 
   “I do not. There’s safety in numbers. I figure I owe you that much support at least. But if you land me in jail, I won’t be responsible for my actions when we get out.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   I stepped out into the night. It was still. There was a nip in the air.  A ribbon of light poured out of the living room window in the front apartment. I could see an elderly woman seated in front of a televisions set.
 
   Taking care to stay well outside the bright beam which cut a wide swath through the front lawn, I led Ginger cautiously to the rear of the house. We pranced up the porch stairs on tip toe and pulled up silently before a narrow back door.
 
   “Now what?” Ginger whispered.
 
   “Well, there aren’t any lights showing. That’s a good sign. I suspect the house is empty.” I lifted my hands and rapped lightly on the door. I didn’t want to alert the woman in the front apartment to our presence. We waited several minutes. I repeated my effort. Again there was no response from within the darkened dwelling.
 
   Casually, I slipped a credit card out of my pocket and slipped it into the narrow strip separating the door from the frame. I’d practiced this move on our back door before picking Ginger up. I was rusty with the trick.
 
   “Where’d you learn to do that?” Ginger whispered from beside me.
 
   “Larkin showed it to me once. I don’t know why. I’m sure if he saw me at this moment, he’d want to take the lesson in burglary back.” I couldn’t hold in a chuckle.
 
   A second wiggle of the card, and the bolt slipped free. I swung the door open.Ginger and I crept across the threshold, and we proceeded from being two honest women to potential felons if we were caught. We took two more steps into the interior of the home.
 
   “Anybody here?” I called out softly.
 
   There was no reply
 
   “Did you bring a flashlight?” Ginger whispered.
 
   “Yes, but we can’t use it until we close the window shades. I don’t want us signaling our presence with an errant flashlight beam.”
 
   “I’ll take the living room,” Ginger said, moving to my right. “You go handle the other rooms.”
 
   Her division of labor didn’t seem quite fair to me considering this was her phone we were after. But I decided to keep mum on the point.
 
   I inched along in the dark searching for the door to the next room. Fortunately, the apartment was small, leaving me with a closet-sized bedroom and a tiny bathroom to cover. I pulled the drapes tight in the bedroom and lowered the shade in the bathroom. Then, I flipped on the flashlight and worked my way back to Ginger. Flicking the beam around the living room, I noticed a line of cabinets and appliances on the far wall that apparently counted as a kitchen.
 
   “It’s a small apartment,” I told her.
 
   “So I noticed. Not much room for a grown woman with a child.”
 
   “She probably can’t afford anything better.”
 
   “When she turns up, I’ll talk to her about going to beauty school. She could do better than this if she worked for me. Plus, I’ll free up an apartment on the second floor of my shop for her.”
 
   A couple of years ago, Ginger had moved her business into the first floor of her deceased parent's old Victorian house on Main Street. The second floor was rented out to whatever staff needed a cheap place to live. That Ginger would even consider hiring a woman she suspected of stealing her phone astounded me. But that was Ginger. As a child, she’d never met a stray animal she didn’t drag home with her to nurse back to full health.
 
   I shook my head “Just look for the phone.”
 
   She dove for the couch.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “This is where my things always end up, buried in that little space between the seat and the frame.” She ripped the cushions off and shoved her hand into the crevice along the right side of the sofa. I thought she was mad.
 
   “Aha,” she said, raising a triumphant hand in the air. It bore a cell phone.
 
   “Is it yours?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “I don’t believe it.” I drew nearer.
 
   “See that nick there in the right-hand corner? That’s my baby all right. Plus, look at this list of contacts. See your name there?”
 
   “Okay, you’re right. Now, put it back.”
 
   “Huh?” Ginger glanced over at me.
 
   “We have to leave it here for the police to discover.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because this is evidence in a murder case, and they’d skin us alive or worse if they discovered we made off with it.”
 
   “But it’s my phone.”
 
   “You’ll get it back when the cops are done with it. Anyway, you can afford to buy a new one.”
 
   “I already have. But I like this one better.”
 
   I studied the object. “Are your fingerprints on file anywhere?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Your fingerprints. Have the police made a record of them?”
 
   “How would I know?”
 
   “It’s dead simple. They roll your fingers over an ink pad and then print the whorls on a blank paper.”
 
   “Ah, no. I don’t remember anyone ever doing that to me.”
 
   “Good. That means we can leave the phone just as it is. I’d hate to have to wipe it clean of prints, but if your prints aren’t in the system, we’re good to go.”
 
   Besides, wiping the phone free of prints could also count as tampering with evidence. I was pleased my conscience did not have to struggle with that wrinkle. Even knowing Ginger’s fate rested with my decision, I wasn’t sure which side of the fence I’d have come down on then. My willingness to commit a felony will only takes me so far before I yield to my sense of duty.
 
   Ginger eyed me curiously. “But how are the police going to find my phone?”
 
   “You’re going to use my cell phone to call them and tell them about your GPS trick.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “You can feed the police the coordinates, then let them figure it out from there.”
 
   “You’re devious.”
 
   “Come on, let’s get out of here,  I’ll feel a whole lot better on the other side of that door.”
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   The next morning I resumed my place at work confident that Dad would be getting a phone call from Gossford before the day ended. Candy must have been the person who’d called Gary and lured him to his death. The police would have no trouble twigging to that fact. It would be a real break in their murder investigation. They’d want to put the word out. Make themselves look good. Dad would have an exciting murder story to write for tomorrow’s edition of the Gaze
 
   And good thing it was, too. Dad’s sighs over the absence of progress in Gary’s death had worked themselves up to the size of hurricane-force winds. I couldn’t take listening to his displeasure another hour let alone another day.
 
   Well, that’s the way things were supposed to work out, but instead the next morning, I received a summons to Dad’s office that shifted the murder investigation into a whole new direction.
 
   “I’ve just had a call from Gossford,” Dad said.
 
   I smiled internally, assuming I knew what was coming. “Super. What did he say?”
 
   “That the police in Claire County have discovered the body of a murdered woman.”
 
   My knees buckled. I sank down in the chair opposite dad’s desk. “A woman? Murdered? Who?”
 
   Dad took a second look at me. “Melanie, are you all right?”
 
   I waved off his concern. “Did Gossford say who this woman was?”
 
   “Yes. her name is Candy Collins. She apparently works as a waitress at Bella’s Place.”
 
   My heart raced. My mind grappled with the news. We’d  broken into a murder victim’s apartment?
 
   Dad’s brows drew together in concern. “Melanie, are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I may have another headache coming on.” I offered up a wan smile. “It will pass.”
 
   But I also knew this new wrinkle in Gary’s murder wouldn’t go away so easily.
 
   Father shook his head. “You need to take better care of yourself. You’re chasing around all over the place. Stay home more. Get more rest. Anyway, Gossford says you can call this guy to get the details on the killing.” Dad passed me a slip of paper with a name and phone number scribbled across it. “That fellow is heading up the investigation for the sheriff’s department up there in Claire County.”
 
   Finally, I had my hands on my first murder story. But it was tied to Gary’s death. I knew that for a fact. I just didn’t know who else did.
 
   I sat in the chair a minute, a list of possibilities shifting through my mind. Should I tell Dad that Ginger’s phone had been traced to this woman’s apartment? He’d demand to know where I’d obtained my information. I couldn’t see myself explaining that Ginger and I had found the phone for ourselves last night. I doubted Dad would smile at the news of having a cat burglar for a daughter.
 
   As far as Gossford was concerned, if he’d tracked down Ginger’s cell phone, he’d see the connection between the murdered waitress and Gary’s death immediately. I didn’t feel obligated to worry myself sick on Gossford’s behalf, at least.
 
   Back at my desk, I snatched up the phone. First things first. I had a murder story to write. Whatever questions I wanted answered about this woman’s role in Gary's death would have to wait until after I'd met my obligation to the newspaper and to our readers. This was somebody's daughter and mother. Whether innocent or guilty of Gary’s murder, her tale deserved to be told.
 
   The Claire County detective, Harry Ford, responded instantly to my call. “Her body was found by some picnickers in a remote spot about a mile removed from the lake. If it hadn't been for the group straying so far from the lodge, her remains might never have been found. We have a lot of wilderness up here. And not that many picnickers. The odds against them coming upon the body are enormous.”
 
   I finished writing his information into my notebook. “Anything more you can share with me?”
 
   “No, but you might do me a good turn. Give out my name and number and let your readers know I'd appreciate their sharing any tips they might have with me.”
 
   “You think someone from down here killed her?”
 
   “Other than the owners of the hotel, I can't find a soul around here who ever heard her name mentioned before.”
 
   "Did you know Candy was dating a local man?”
 
   “You got his phone number?”
 
   “Sure.” I put the detective on hold and looked up the number and passed it along to him.
 
   I hoped the detective wouldn’t mention me to the police here as the source of the boyfriend’s name. Gossford would be all over me wondering why I was pursuing information on a missing waitress. Then he’d want to know why I hadn’t shared the boyfriend’s name with him. This was all becoming so complex I felt I needed to start keeping a score sheet. “Do you have any idea of the time of death?”
 
   "The coroner says she'd probably been killed close to two weeks ago."
 
   Which meant she died soon after Gary’s murder, I thought.
 
   After ringing off with Ford, I placed calls to Candy's mother and Bella. I scribbled down their memories of the beloved woman. As I listened to the words of praise coming through the phone line, it was hard to keep my mouth shut. I knew Candy had played some role in Gary's murder.
 
   After I'd written up the news story, I gave Dad the high sign that the assignment was in the computer and ready for his editorial review. Then, I leaned back in my chair and pondered what role Candy might have played in Gary’s death.
 
   She'd lured Gary from the church. That was obvious. Why else would she have had Ginger's phone in her apartment? But I struggled to understand how deep a role she had played. Had she been the killer? I found it hard to picture a woman possessing the strength of strangle Gary. He’d been a large man. Besides, if she’d been Gary’s killer there would have been no need for her to die. She’d have hardly killed herself.
 
   More likely, I thought, Candy been a pawn drafted into someone else’s plan. Had she been paid to make the call, or had she placed the call as a favor? She worked at Bella’s Place. She had served the guests at the bachelor party. She’d have had contact with Stepich, I thought.
 
   But if she’d merely been an accomplice, had she known placing that call would lead to Gary’s death? Or had she believed her message was nothing more than an innocent prank, something designed to make a groom look foolish on his wedding day. Then, perhaps, after the murder, she put things together. And she’d needed killing to shut her up?
 
   I sighed. These were questions for which I hadn’t any answers. Nor did I know where to find some.
 
   Duped victim, or murder accomplice? Which role had Candy played, I wondered as I pounded the end of my pencil against my desk.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I sat like that, lost in speculation, for I don’t know how long. At some point Dad gave me a big thumbs up for the news story on Candy’s death. Guilt about not telling my father everything I knew about the murdered waitress spoiled my joy at his appreciation for my writing.
 
   I tossed my battered pencil down my desk and let my gaze flick restlessly about the familiar room. I needed to ferret out fresh information to make up for the important knowledge I was withholding from the police. I owed it to Candy to make an extra effort to get to the bottom of her murder. And I’d decided just where I was going to start.
 
   Although I dreaded taking such a heartless step, I had to speak frankly with Cordelia. I only prayed my frontal attack wouldn’t shatter her fragile recovery.
 
   I picked up the phone and called my friend.
 
   “What’s up?” she asked.
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “I can’t discuss this over the phone.”
 
   “My, that sounds ominous.”
 
   “It is. In fact I’d rather meet with you in a more neutral spot than at your house. How about we take a ride out to the lake? I’ll pick up a couple of sandwiches from the Minute Mart, and we’ll make a picnic of it.” I thought the sight of deep blue water might help relax Cordelia. Plus, the site would shield her tears from prying eyes.
 
   Some twenty minutes later, as sunshine shimmered off the lake’s restless surface, I pulled my car off the road and onto the soft shoulder. Cordelia and I sat a quiet moment, watching a pair of ducks sport their duckly moves. Bottoms up was apparently one of their favorite tricks. I knew the creatures were engaged in a serious activity, diving for food to keep their bellies filled, but I’d always enjoyed watching them do that particular antic.
 
   Cordelia sighed. “So why have you dragged me out here, Melanie?”
 
   “Would you rather eat first or hear what I have to say before we chow down.”
 
   “Given the nature of you call, I think I’d rather eat first. I fear I might not have an appetite once you’re done with me.”
 
   Leave it to Cordelia to see through me to the heart of my message, I thought.
 
   I grabbed the bag and distributed the food. “Ham and cheese or chicken salad?”
 
   “Ham please.”
 
   After sorting out the sandwiches I distributed a bag of chips to Cordelia, then pulled one out of the bag for myself. After giving her a can of soda I settled back in my seat with mine.
 
   “Thank you,” Cordelia murmured. After swallowing her first bite of the sandwich, she asked, “I presume this session has something to do with Gary’s murder. Am I correct?”
 
   “Yes. And another death as well.”
 
   Cordelia frowned. “Another death? What are you talking about? Who’s died now?”
 
   “Another murder, actually.”
 
   “Goodness.” She set her sandwich down and turned to face me. “When did this happen?”
 
   “Not long after Gary died.”
 
   Cordelia shuddered. “But I hadn’t heard anything about it. Do I know the victim?”
 
   “I doubt it. She worked as a waitress at Bella’s Place. Her body was only found recently and our newspaper only made aware of the story this morning.”
 
   “Bou think this woman’s death is linked to Gary’s?”
 
   “I know it is.”
 
   “Who is the woman?”
 
   “Her name is Candy Collins. She worked Gary’s bachelor party at Bella’s Place.”
 
   “What would her connection be to Gary? You’re not about to suggest she and Gary were lovers, are you? Because if you are, I’m here to tell you you’re way off base.”
 
   “You’re right. The connection had nothing to do with Gary’s loyalty to you.”
 
   “Oh, stop toying with me and just tell me whatever it is you have to say, would you?”
 
   I set my dry sandwich on its wrapper and raised my head. “Cordelia, someone has told me that they overheard you and Gary involved in a heated argument shortly before his death.”
 
   Color rose to her cheeks. “Who said that.”
 
   “Who it was doesn’t matter. But what the argument was about might.”
 
   She shook her head. “Why don’t you leave it alone, Melanie. Our discussion had nothing to do with Gary’s death.”
 
   “And I think you’re lying.”
 
   Cordelia’s jaw dropped. “How dare you say that to me. You know what I’ve been through. Gary was my world.”
 
   “Yes. But two people have been murdered. You need to fess up to what you know. Maybe, you’re correct. Maybe the argument has nothing to do with the murders. But you need to share what you know with someone so to help you evaluate its importance, and I’m the best friend you have.”
 
   Cordelia sat staring out the window at the lake for a long moment. Finally, she took a breath and said, “What I’m about to tell you has to be kept strictly between you and me. Promise?”
 
   “I agree unless your story points to a killer. Then, we go straight to Gossford.”
 
   My friend didn’t care much for my opinion. But ultimately, she set her jaw and nodded. Cordelia might be many things but a coward wasn’t one of them.
 
   She looked over at me, her gray eyes pleading for my support. “No one knows about this. Not even Gary’s parents. Gary would die all over again if he knew his weakness of his was going to be made public.”
 
   I reached out, rubbed her upper arm. “Please, tell me what the fight was about. I’ll try my best to keep what you tell me private.”
 
   Cordelia’s brow wrinkled. “Gary had an addiction.”
 
   “To drugs?”
 
   “No, he was a gambler. His was a full-blown addiction. I can’t tell you the amount of money he’d gone through to feed his habit, but I know it was a significant figure.”
 
   “Where did he place his bets? Online?” I couldn’t remember Gary taking off for places like Atlantic City or Las Vegas. Of course, today, in Illinois, one can chuck coins into slot machines at the local bowling alley.
 
   “No. He had bookie, someone local… or perhaps someone he knew well. He never spelled it out. Trust me, Gary was paying through the nose to feed his habit. Someone was making a fortune off him.”
 
   A bookmaker? That kind of activity would be difficult to hide in a county as small as ours. Surely I would have heard about such an illicit operation through one of my police contacts. My thoughts turned uselessly to Larkin. After our last exchange I doubted he’d give me any further insider information — whether off the record or on it.
 
   “What about Stepich?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “As I said, I don’t know. But what brought him to mind?”
 
   “I guess because his family is rumored to have ties to organized crime.”
 
   “Where did you pick that up?
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   Cordelia sighed. “Gary was awfully fond of Tony. I never got that the feeling from him when he was talking about his bookie that Tony was involved. Gary only brought the subject up because he felt I should know about this problem of his before he married me. He thought it might change the way I felt about him. Maybe even alter my plans to marry him.”
 
   “Isn’t there a program called Gambler’s Anonymous?”
 
   “Yes. And Gary had tracked it down. He was a member. He swore to me he’d given up gambling. But he wanted me to know the risk remained. Apparently, like alcohol. gambling is a difficult addiction to shake.”
 
   “Did he owe the bookmaker money?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Was he worried about the bookie killing him?”
 
   “No. He figured the guy would rather to get his money than end his life. And Gary couldn’t pay the debt off if he was dead.”
 
   “Okay, so Gary was confessing his sin to you. What was the argument about then?”
 
   “I wanted Gary to go to the police and turn this bookie in.”
 
   “He didn’t want to do that?”
 
   “No. He insisted doing going to the cops might get him killed.”
 
   My heart banged in my chest. Had I just discovered the motive for Gary’s death?
 
   The tears Cordelia had been bravely containing suddenly began pouring down her face. “Don’t you see?” she sobbed. “My silly concern for right and wrong, good and bad, got Gary killed. This whole thing is my fault. If I hadn’t insisted on his turning this bookie in to the police, Gary would still be alive today.”
 
   I had to believe Gary’s gambling addiction provided a major clue as to who had murdered Gary. I couldn’t believe Cordelia had suppressed such important information. Maybe I didn’t know my friend as well as I thought I had.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   About twenty minutes later, I broke one of Ginger’s cardinal rules for the second time. This time, I walked into her beauty shop rather than calling her. I was determined to fill her in on my brutal session with Cordelia, and unwilling to wait until after business hours to do so.
 
   At first sight of me, Ginger’s face flushed red. I could almost picture her as a dragon and breathing fire at me just then.
 
   “You’re not due for a haircut for another two weeks,” she hissed. “This had better not be about this other business of ours.”
 
   I couldn’t quite figure out Ginger’s opposition to my showing my face here. No one around us had any idea of what we were up to. But Ginger’s always been a woman of strong convictions. And what I thought about her stance on this would hardly matter. In fact, I thought her overreaction to my presence was the less clever idea. Especially when I glanced about the shop.
 
   Two women, one young, one middle aged, sat in stylists’ chairs. Their eyes and ears strained to pick up every nuance of our exchange. Probably valuing their employment, the two stylists working on the clients kept their gazes firmly focused on the task at hand. They didn’t fool me, though. They were no more averse to dishing out dirt than were the customers in their chairs. If either Ginger or I breathed a word about our investigative efforts before this group, the news would make the rounds in this small burg before Ginger and I even had time to turn around.
 
   “Ginger,” I whispered, “let’s go to the break room, okay? I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think my information was important.”
 
   Ginger raised a cautioning finger at me. “This one time only. You got that?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And not another word until we get there,” Ginger spat.
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   With her head held high, she swiveled and set off toward a door at the far end of the room. I trailed along behind her.
 
   Once we reached our destination with the door closed tightly behind us, I told Ginger that I’d gone to question Cordelia about the argument she and Gary had been engaged in.
 
   “How dare you,” Ginger snapped.
 
   “Me? What have I done?”
 
   She raised her chin. “I told you about their disagreement. You should have taken me with you when you questioned Cordelia. That was my lead.”
 
   I sighed. Ginger had a point. “Sorry,” I said, “but when I learned about the second murder, I panicked.”
 
   Ginger’s brows drew together in puzzlement. “What second murder? There’s been another murder?”
 
   I nodded. “Candy Collins is dead.”
 
   “Our Candy? The woman whose apartment we broke into last night?” Ginger collapsed on a stool at the break-room table and gazed up at me. “She’s dead?”
 
   I sat down at the table across from her. “Dad got the call this morning. I wrote up the story on Candy’s death. It’s coming out in this afternoon’s paper.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I filled Ginger in on what I knew, including Cordelia’s explanation of Gary’s gambling addiction.
 
   “How long had Cordelia known about this little problem of his?”
 
   I sighed. “Apparently Gary didn’t tell her until a few days before the wedding.”
 
   “Wow.” Ginger stared off into space a moment. “Does this information lead us to a killer?”
 
   “Maybe. If we can figure out the name of the bookie, I think we’ll probably have discovered the killer.”
 
   Ginger stared at me, her eyes round. “So who do you like for it?”
 
   I bit my lip, realizing I was about to offend my friend. “I don’t want to tell you this, but it makes Stepich look even more attractive as a suspect.”
 
   Ginger’s lips compressed into a thin hard line. “No way.”
 
   “Hear me out, okay? I’ve been told his has family may have ties to organized crime. And from what I’ve read, bookmaking isn’t much of a stretch under those circumstances.”
 
   “But Tony never left the church,” Ginger protested.
 
   “I agree. That's what he says. But you asked me who looked guilty, not if I could wrap the case up in a neat little package.”
 
   “Still, I hope you’re wrong. I mean Tony was inside the church.”
 
   “He could have slipped out that little back door in the corner without risking being seen. There’s a big screen there. He could have slipped out under cover of it.”
 
   I glanced over at my friend. She looked so distraught. But truth was truth. Hiding from it advanced nothing. “So perhaps,’ I said gently, “Stepich followed Gary outside, persuaded him to climb into the car, and then drove off with him. That’s possible. Surely you can see that.”
 
   Ginger shrugged.
 
   “We know the killer didn’t make that phone call. Candy did. So Gary would have no reason to suspect his friend.”
 
   “But Stepich doesn’t live anywhere around here,” Ginger protested. “How did Gary place his bets.”
 
   “There are things called phones.”
 
   Ginger shuddered. “Are you going to tell Gossford about this gambling bit?”
 
   “I’m mulling it over.” I cast a glance about the tidy room before returning my attention to Ginger. Like it’s mistress, the room was neat, organized, geared toward the task at hand. I understood how much mucking up her image of Tony hurt her. “Cordelia doesn’t want me to,” I said. “She’s worried about protecting Gary’s reputation. But I think the information may be too important to withhold.”
 
   “Well, I hope you’ll keep it to yourself for a little while, at least. Cordelia has already been through enough. She doesn’t need to see Gary’s name tossed about by the local harpies. And as far as Cordelia feeling guilty and thinking she was the cause of Gary’s murder, you tell her that Gary owns his death all by himself. If he hadn’t been gambling, Cordelia wouldn’t have need to tell him to go to the police.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I stepped into our living room that night, I found Dad standing beside the fireplace with a big grin on his face.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked. I must admit it cheered me to see at least one of us happy.
 
   Dad’s gray eyes sparkled. “You wrote a magnificent story on the death of that young woman. I thought we should celebrate your victory. I’ve decided to take you out to dinner.”
 
   For Dad to offer to eat out, I had to believe I’d done something quite right. Still, I was drained. I’d have loved to settle down in the kitchen with even just a warm bowl of soup before toddling upstairs and curling into a ball on the bed and nursing my wounds. But this was Dad standing before me. The man who almost never ate out. How could I spoil what he deemed a celebration?
 
   “Where do you want to go?” I asked.
 
   “To Bella’s Place, I think,” Dad answered. “She’s a solid advertiser with our paper. I should probably dine there more often than I do.”
 
   I immediately agreed with his suggestion. At least it didn’t involve a long drive out of town. And my mouth began to water at the thought of a platter of her wonderful fried chicken.
 
   “Do you want to freshen up first?” Dad asked.
 
   “Do I look that awful?”
 
   “Not to me.”
 
   But what the hey. If he was picking up the check, I could at least slap on some fresh makeup and run a comb through my hair.
 
   “Back in a flash,” I said.
 
   About fifteen minutes later, Dad and I walked into Bella’s Place. The surprise of the evening was to find the gaudy restaurateur missing from her stool inside the front door of her establishment.
 
   “Good evening,” Jimmy, crooned upon spotting us. “What a treat. Mr. Hart. I know of your skill in the kitchen. I’m honored to have you choose our restaurant to dine in tonight.
 
   Obviously, Jimmy didn’t understand my Dad. Sucking up to the big buckaroo usually backfired. And indeed I watched my father tense under Jimmy’s lavish review.
 
   “Do you have any tables available?” Dad asked, rather stiffly.
 
   “For you,” Bella’s over-eager progeny said, “I’ll find one anytime you care to join us.”
 
   He was laying it on thicker and thicker, I thought with glee. Bella would have his hide when she found out. And knowing my father as I did, I suspected a report on Jimmy’s less-than-intelligent behavior would quickly make it back to her.
 
   Oh, I thought, how I’d love to be a fly on the wall when that little interchange went down. “Where is Bella,” I asked. I couldn’t remember coming here and not finding the woman perched on her stool.
 
   “She’s not feeling well tonight. A touch of the flu, I believe.”
 
   And I couldn’t imagine Bella appreciating having that information tossed about. Bella had always struck me a woman who liked to keep her problems to herself. She’d best pass that attitude along her kid, I thought.
 
   Kid? I wondered. At his age? Jimmy at around forty could hardly a considered child. But he was like a prince, I thought, waiting for the queen to kick off so he could take over the country. I wondered what his life was like living in the shadow of his illustrious mother.
 
   Jimmy snapped his fingers and the latest of the restaurant’s many hostesses instantly arrived to lead us to a table. It was almost impossible to keep track of the turnover of staff that took place with such startling regularity. After we were seated, a bottle of wine arrived, compliments of the house. I thought for a moment that Dad was going to hurl the bottle right back at the hapless fool playing tonight’s restaurant manager. Dad disapproved strongly of anything that might be taken as a bribe.
 
   After the waitress walked off with our orders, my mind turned to what I’d learned about Gary today. “Dad,” I asked, “what do you know about gambling operations here? Have you ever heard the names of any local bookies?”
 
   Father pursed his lips and shook his head. “The county’s pretty small, Melanie. I’ve never heard a name mentioned. With the speed word travels here, I think it would be difficult to keep a business like that under wraps.”
 
   “What if I told you I’d caught wind of such a business?”
 
   Dad shifted in his chair, a worried frown darkening his brow. “Where have you been sticking your nose now, my dear?”
 
   “That doesn’t matter. What I want to know is if you think it’s feasible?”
 
   Dad leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table, his hands folded below his chin. “I suppose it could happen. But the bookie would need to be very careful or he’d be quickly exposed.”
 
   “I disagree. The bookie’s victims would be as anxious to keep mum as he was. They wouldn’t want the world to know about their gambling habits, either.”
 
   “I suppose it could happen. What do you want to do? Run a news story?” Suddenly Father’s face grimaced. He studied me closely a minute. “What are you up to, Melanie? Has this anything to do with Gary’s murder? Because I’ve told you I don’t want you poking about in that business. Chief Gossford would take a dim view of it, too.”
 
   I sighed in frustration. “Dad, this hasn’t anything to do with Gary’s murder.”
 
   Oh boy. The devil was going to get me for telling that whopper.
 
   Dad cast me a worried frown. “If you have information on gambling you should take what you know to Gossford. Let him handle this.”
 
   I gave myself an internal kick. I should have know what Father’s response would be. Then, as I gazed about the restaurant and watched the comings and goings of diners and Jimmy on the reception desk a new light dawned for me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that night, safely ensconced in my bedroom, I called Ginger.
 
   “What now?” she demanded.
 
   “Geesh. Talk about cranky.”
 
   “Considering you went off to talk to Cordelia by yourself, you should count your stars that you’re still breathing.”
 
   Ignoring her ire, I carried on, eager to share my latest thought with her. “Ginger, I’ve decided Stepich wasn’t the only person who might have been Gary’s bookie.”
 
   “You’re kidding? What’s brought this shift about?”
 
   “Dad and I ate at Bella’s Place tonight. And I’ve had a thought. Stepich’s family isn’t the only one who’s family has possible mob ties.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not following you.”
 
   “Jimmy Gravits. His family is alleged to have had ties to Al Capone.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve heard that too. But those connections existed back in the 1930s.”
 
   “I know that. But being mobbed up probably doesn’t just fade out with time. Or maybe it plants the dream of being a successful crook in an already corrupt mind.”
 
   “You think Jimmy’s mind runs in that direction?”
 
   “Truthfully, I don’t even want to think about Jimmy’s imaginings.”
 
   “So how do you have this figured?”
 
   “I think Jimmy’s a wanna be. Think about it. Mother’s only little boy is still firmly under his mother’s thumb. He doesn’t own the restaurant he works at. He doesn’t have a say in how it’s run. And more importantly, he has access to waitresses who work there. And I bet he isn’t above using them any way he pleases.”
 
   “You think he got Candy to call Gary?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I think.”
 
   “Yikes.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “So Jimmy’s the murderer?”
 
   “That’s my suspicion.”
 
   “How do we prove it?”
 
   “First I think we need to search Gary’s room. See if we can find anything to support my theory.”
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “I can be at your place in five minutes.”
 
   “We can’t do it tonight. Dad is back to being suspicious about my poking my nose into Gary’s murder. If I go out tonight, he’d probably jump in his car and follow me.”
 
   “Yes, but if you delay this, you put other people’s lives at risk. There’s a killer out there, who’s killed not once but twice. Jimmy might wipe out anyone to save himself. He might even come after one of us.”
 
   Back to that complaint again, I thought.
 
   Ginger ended our call on that note. Which left me fighting off images of dead bodies piling up endlessly overnight.
 
   That’s not likely to happen, I reassured myself later, when I switched off my bedroom light and flipped restlessly onto my side. With thoughts of even more murders dancing about in my head, I wondered if I’d fall asleep before day dawned? I wasn’t far off in my final guess. I tossed and turned in my tiny bed many times that night. Until the sun finally crept over the horizon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   The next night I told Dad I had to go see Cordelia about a plea for help she’d put out. It was only half a lie. After all, Gary had been Cordelia’s intended husband. Stopping by his house wasn’t that much of a stretch from visiting hers.
 
   That’s how low I’d stooped to excuse my fibs. Besides, after my workday, the logical part of my brain was a little fried.
 
   If I’d spent the night restlessly tossing and turning, my workday had dragged on forever. Finally, the clock managed to crawl its way to quitting time. And I headed home, wolfed down dinner, and dashed out the door to go pick up Ginger.
 
   A few minutes later, Ginger and I pulled up in front of Gary’s house. When Violet responded to our knock, I told her that Cordelia was missing a pin she’d worn one night. The clasp had broken. Gary had taken the item with him for safe keeping. Cordelia never thought to have him return it before the wedding.
 
   Mrs. Pepper nodded, her mouth drawn down. “Gary’s room is at the top of the stairs. Just turn left and you’ll walk right in. Nothing’s been changed. If Gary had the brooch it should still be there.”
 
   “I appreciate your help with this,” I said.
 
   Violet shrugged. “I don’t know what I’ve been waiting for. I don’t want to turn his bedroom into a shrine. I know some parents do such things. Anyway, I’ll get around to clearing his things out when I feel a bit stronger.” She paused for a quick breath. “And if I don’t, I’m sure Mr. Pepper will remind me.”
 
   “I understand,” I murmured. Dad had once told me it had taken him almost a year to work up the courage to rid his room of my dead mother’s possessions. The death of a loved one never quite ends with the funeral.
 
   Now, Ginger and I thanked Violet and quickly mounted the stairs.
 
   We found the door to the bedroom closed tightly. Ginger reached out and swung the barrier open. After stepping inside, I noted the space smelled musty, like a space that hadn’t been used recently often does. The bed was neatly made. The dresser drawers closed. Only a blue suit, stretched out on top of the bed spoke of Gary’s intentions on the day he died. I assumed the suit was the one he would have worn when he and Cordelia departed Cloverton to leave for their honeymoon. Its lying there atop the bed, unused, was a crushing sight.
 
   I suddenly found myself thinking of all that rice that never been thrown, of all those happy hugs that had never been shared. I had to blink rapidly to contain my rising tears..
 
   “Let’s have at this and get of out here,” Ginger groused. “Remind me please. Just what is it that we are searching for?”
 
   “Anything showing to whom Gary might have owed gambling debts.”
 
   “Right,” Ginger said, “We’re looking to unmask a bookie. I think I’m on track now.”
 
   She turned to her right, opened dresser drawers and began pawing through stacks of underwear, socks, sweat suits. and sweaters. I took the closet, fingering my way through the pockets of Gary’s jackets and slacks.
 
   “Anything?” I asked over my shoulder as I heard a another drawer slam shut.
 
   “Not so far.”
 
   Finished with the low stuff, I dragged a chair over to the closet and got ready to climb up to search the two overhead shelves. “If this were a mystery novel, and not real life,” I said over my shoulder, “we’d find some matchbook revealing a serious clue to the killer’s identity.”
 
   “If you say so. I don’t read mysteries. They’re too grim for me. All that death and jealousy and rage and such.”
 
   “But you were the person who suggested we stick our noses into this one.”
 
   “That’s different. We knew Gary. We have a stake in this game.”
 
   I gave a shrug and started shifting things on the shelves. Making no progress with that effort, I finally pulled down two boxes stashed on the lower shelf. I set them on the bed. Then I removed the lid on the first box and found it stuffed full of papers. “Bingo,” I said upon casting my gaze across the first sheet.
 
   “What?” Ginger asked, rushing to my side.
 
   “These look like records Gary kept of his bets. Or maybe these are the records of his winnings. But from what Cordelia said he lost a lot more money than he won, so my suspicion is that these numbers identify Gary’s losses.”
 
   “Do they add up to much?”
 
   I studied a small grouping of numbers and whistled. “I’m not a human calculator, but I’d say Gary lost a ton of money.”
 
   Ginger leaned in closer to get a better look. “What was Gary doing, robbing his bank to pay off these debts?”
 
   I passed a few of the papers to her. “Cordelia said he’d been left a small inheritance, but she also said that he’d blown all that money. That was why things were getting so gritty now. He no longer had the cash to pay off on the bets.”
 
   “And Cordelia was going to put up with that?”
 
   “She said she loved him and would support him in his efforts to kick his addiction. She said wasn’t about to abandon him.”
 
   “She’s a better woman than I am.”
 
   “I’ve always suspected that.”
 
   “Oh, go eat raw fish.”
 
   “Ew.”
 
   Ginger laughed.
 
   I retrieved the papers from her and slipped them back into the box. “Do you notice the down side to all this?”
 
   “None of papers mention the name of the bookie?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “Maybe we haven’t hit the right piece of paper yet.”
 
   We both sat on the bed and dipped into the second box. We each extracted a handful of papers.
 
   “Given Gary worked in a bank,” Ginger said, “you’d think he would have kept better records.” She waved a hand at the box stuffed full of loose sheets of paper. “If I kept track of my business expenses like this, I’d go bankrupt.”
 
   “It was an illicit activity, Ginger. Gary could hardly write his debts off as business expenses.”
 
   “Still, I thought Gary operated with a more orderly mind than this. These scraps of paper should all be summarized in one easy-to-read ledger.”
 
   “Maybe he didn’t want to see the big picture.”
 
   “Believe me, if you owe someone money, the smart person wants to know at a glance what the total is.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, “where would Gary keep a ledger?”
 
   “At work?”
 
   “I doubt it. The bits of paper are here. I can’t see him carting this box into work with him.”
 
   “On a computer?”
 
   “Look around. Do you see one?”
 
   “Maybe there’s one downstairs?”
 
   “Would you itemize debts you want to hide in a computer accessible to your whole family?”
 
   Ginger sighed. “Probably not. What about under the mattress?”
 
   “I believe his mother changed his sheets.”
 
   “So he hid it in the center of the mattress, where his mother can’t easily reach?”
 
   In unison, we jumped up from our seat on the edge of the bed. Turning, I bent over and lifted one edge of the mattress high into the air. Ginger stuck her head and arms into the yawning gap. In short order, she popped back out with a small book gripped tightly in her right hand. “How about this?” she crowed.
 
   But once we skimmed the pages, our sense of victory quickly vanished. The book noted the Gary’s losses and even totaled them up as a staggering sum, but it failed to mention to whom Gary owed money.
 
   I slammed the book closed. “We still have nothing thing that identifies his killer.”
 
   Ginger laughed.
 
   “What?” I asked, scowling at my cohort in crime.
 
   “Look at the nightstand beside the bed. What do you see?”
 
   I followed Ginger’s instruction and my glance rewarded me with the sight of an unopened matchbook. Just what I predicted would happen in a fictional murder yarn. Giggling guiltily, I reached out and snatched the matchbook up. The cover advertised Bella’s Place. I showed it to Ginger.
 
   “Wow,” she said, “do you think this points to Jimmy as the killer?”
 
   “That’s probably too much of a stretch,” I replied. “Everybody winds up eating at Bella’s at one time or another. Gary could also have brought the thing home as a souvenir of his bachelor party. Best we can say is that this doesn’t rule Jimmy in or Stepich out.”
 
   “You naturally would see things that way. But I think this pretty effectively drops Tony from the suspect list.”
 
   I saw no point in arguing. Instead, I listened to Violet moving around downstairs and wondered how much longer it would be before she came up to help us comb through Gary’s room. “We’ve spent too much time here. We’d better take off.”
 
   Ginger immediately agreed. We smoothed the disturbed bed covers. Made sure the suit was as it had been when we had first seen it. Then, I tossed the lids back on the two boxes and returned them to the closet shelves. No sense tipping Violet off to the nasty truth behind her son’s death yet.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that night, I excused myself at home and returned to the newspaper offices. I hadn’t gotten a restful night’s sleep in several days. My productivity at the newspaper had nearly flatlined. I was yards behind in writing up routine reports and sorting through press releases. I hoped to put in a good hour or two of writing before returning home for the night. Plus, during daytime hours, I’d gotten a brief update from the detective working Candy’s case. I wanted to have that story prepped and ready to drop into the newspaper’s empty pages the next morning.
 
   Our suite of offices was dark when I entered. Only the yellow glow from an old street lamp at the far end of the block illuminated the reception area inside the front door. I didn’t bother to switch on the overhead lights. I knew these offices better than I knew the planes of my face. I moved swiftly and silently to take up my seat at my desk.
 
   Once settled, I turned on my desk lamp and glanced up, startled to see through the office window the glow of the red light on the old coffee pot showing itself in the break room. Each night, before going home, Betty would unplug the machine, wash it out, and prep it for use the next day. Apparently Betty had forgotten that task on this night.
 
   I groaned at the thought of how hot and strong and bitter the dregs in that coffee pot had to be now. But if needed, I’d force down a cup of the brew to keep me alert long enough to finish my night’s tasks.
 
   Turning back to my original intent, I pulled the recent notes on Candy’s murder from the right-hand desk drawer. As I read through the detective’s update, I became aware of the broad, wooden floorboards settling around me. Night sounds, I thought. They always seemed louder than those heard in the daytime. Come to think of it, I rarely picked up stray noises then.
 
   I was always too busy in daylight, I thought with a sigh, pursuing goals, tracking down sources, or banging out stories. Or maybe these sounds only sprang to life at night? What did I know? In part, I suspected, my uneasy awareness of the night sounds was linked to my continuing lack of sleep. Unwilling to let myself be further distracted, I pushed myself to begin typing up my stories.
 
   After about an hour of consistent production, I leaned back, stretched, and grabbed up my coffee cup. It was time for a shot of the much dreaded caffeine.
 
   I passed out of the puddle of dim light cast by my desk lamp and moved through the darkened space toward the break room. The reddish-orange light from the coffeemaker still glowed ahead of me. And like the Three Wise Men, I followed its summons, confident of myself and of my surroundings.
 
   I didn’t hear the tinkle of breaking glass. Nor the creak of an ancient floorboard. I didn’t notice a second footstep following my own.
 
   My mind was filled with what I had written and what missives I had yet to bang out. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice a shadow blocking the glow from the nearby street light. But by the time I reached the large old pot with its glowing light and hot metal sides, I had become aware of something amiss, although I couldn’t put into words quite what was bothering me.
 
   What would I do, I wondered, if I were attacked here and now? I batted the question aside as the product of a deranged brain. Too much prowling about in search of answers to Gary’s death and not enough time spent on my writing. Not enough time spent sleeping, either, I told myself grimly.
 
   Then there came a voice from out of the shadows, and I knew I was no longer alone in this cavernous old building. I was, I thought, standing where one could scream and be so far removed from any living creature as to be heard by no one.
 
   Oh joy.
 
   “Who is it?” I asked, my voice a bit unsteady. “Who’s there? Speak up. Dad? Betty?”
 
   I instantly chastised myself. It was most unlikely either of them would be here at this time of night. Besides the voice hadn’t been one of theirs either.
 
   Then, the person hiding in the shadows spoke again. “You couldn’t leave things well enough alone could you?”
 
   I turned. I stamped my foot, “Whoever you are please show yourself.”
 
   A sneering Jimmy Gravits stepped free of the shadows. The street light illuminated only one side of his square face, leaving the other side drenched in black. He looked haggard. Wild eyed. Like what I imagined a killer might.
 
   I stepped backwards, came up hard against the counter, felt the intense heat radiating from the old coffee maker behind me. “What are you doing here?” I asked in an unsteady voice.
 
   Jimmy chuckled. Confident of himself and his place. “Oh, Melanie. I like you. I really do. I’ve read all of your stories over the years. You’re a good little writer. And you’re clever. Do you know you’re the only person who’s figured out my little secret?”
 
   That’s not true, I thought. Ginger had a good idea of what’s been happening. But I didn’t say a word about my pal and what she knew.
 
   I cleared my throat, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Really? Then why did you pull that little session of yours with my mother, huh? Mom hasn’t looked at me the same way since then. I think you told her something about me she oughtn’t to have heard.”
 
   “You’re mother adores you. I’ve told her nothing that puts you in a bad light.”
 
   “Dear old Mother,” he returned. “She loved me for most of her life. But in her own way. You know her worst fault? She absolutely insisted on being captain of the ship. I didn’t even come up to the rank of first officer in her book. But that’s all changed now.”
 
   I recalled Bella’s absence at the restaurant tonight. He’s killed her, I thought.
 
   I bile rose into the back of my throat.
 
   “I’ve told your mother nothing. I know nothing.”
 
   He grinned. “You’re writing fiction now, Melanie. Come on. Fess up.”
 
   Jimmy moved closer. He withdrew a cord from the his jacket pocket.
 
   I sucked in a huge breath as realization struck. Jimmy Gravits intended to kill me. He would strangle me the same way he had Gary. And probably Bella as well. It was too late to pretend innocence now. “What about Candy?” I demanded. “Did you murder her, too?”
 
   “Of course,” Jimmy said, taking another step nearer. “She was helpful. She lured Gary out of the church for me. Then, she got greedy. Demanded money. Stupid cow.”
 
   My heart banged against my chest. Instinctively, I tried again to back up a step. And failed — again,
 
   Jimmy shuffled forward, slowly, like a cat toying with a mouse. “I’m sorry about having to kill you. I always thought you were cute.”
 
   Oh, thank you so much.
 
   Suddenly, Jimmy lunged for me, covering the remaining distance between us in nearly an instant. His hands were extended. I could read his murderous intentions on his face. He planned to wrap that piece of  cord around my neck and tighten it until he’d strangled the life out of me.
 
   Adrenalin rushed through my body. Panic forced me into action. I twisted my upper body. Slapped my hands either side of the hot metal coffee pot. Felt the heat sear them. Screaming, I hurled the coffee maker at my attacker. The lid flew off. Hot, burning liquid poured forth, catching Jimmy full face.
 
   He screamed. Fell to his knees. His hands pawed at his eyes.
 
   I sidestepped him. Legs pumping, I bolted toward the door and the safety of the street beyond it.
 
   Only I never made it to the door. Instead, before I got there, the door banged open. A large man thrust himself inside.
 
   “Stop right where you are,” he yelled. “Jimmy, I have a gun trained on you. I won’t hesitate to shoot if you make one more move.”
 
   I threw my hands into the air. “Please, I’m unarmed,” I said, panting. “I was trying to save myself.”
 
   “I know,” Larkin said. He reached out with his free arm and pulled me to him. His head lowered, his breath brushed against my temple. “You’re safe now,” he whispered. “You’re with me now.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   The next hour was a blur. Gossford showed up, demanded answers. I gave him the best that I could. Gravits was driven off to the hospital for treatment of burns. I hadn’t aimed for his eyes. But that’s where the hot liquid had landed. The inside of my hands were treated with a cream and bandaged. I declined the offer to be whisked off to the hospital.
 
   Eventually, Larkin and I settled ourselves on the curb outside the newspaper offices. He again wrapped his long arm around me.
 
   “How did you know I was in danger?” I asked.
 
   “You probably aren’t going to like this, but I’ve been following you for the past three days.”
 
   “You haven’t? I would have spotted you.”
 
   “Not likely. I’m pretty good at what I do.”
 
   “Modesty will get you no where.”
 
   He chuckled.
 
   “What about your job?”
 
   He smiled. “The sheriff gave me permission. He said you were too good a reporter to let die. Plus, if you promise not to tell him, I’ll let you in on a little secret. Whenever your name comes up, he goes on about what he’d do if he was twenty years younger.”
 
   “That’s sexism,” I said.
 
   “Probably, but it earned you my protection.”
 
   A part of me wished Larkin shared a little of his boss’s opinion of me. But deep down, I knew the deputy was a man for a weekend. Josh was the kind of man an intelligent woman married.
 
   “What about Gossford?” I asked. “Gary’s death was his business, not the sheriff’s.”
 
   “We didn’t really know if following you would lead us to Gary’s killer. Plus, my boss has never let a little thing like where a crime happens get in the way of a good collar.” Larkin shared a wicked smile. “I told Gossford I just happened to be passing by when I noticed your car in the parking lot and decided to check on you at such a late hour.”
 
   “I almost feel sorry for Gossford. He’d put a lot of time into Gary’s murder.”
 
   Larkin shrugged and stood up. “That’s my boss’s problem, not mine. Gotta go,” he said. “The boss is going to want a complete update on this one.”
 
   I gazed up at the tall lawman. “I thought after our last exchange, I might never see you again.”
 
   “Shows you how much you know,” he said over his shoulder as he walked away.
 
   Dang. That man was so aggravating. I never knew how to take him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Josh and I spent the following Saturday night as a date night. We dined at an out-of-town restaurant. I’d heard great reports about the place. The scents wafting around us were heady. The atmosphere pleasant. Diners were engaged in muted conversations. Waiters rushed through the spacious room carrying heavy platters of tempting-looking food.
 
   Josh leaned across the table toward me. “I wanted to come down the minute I heard about the attack on you. I was that worried. But I had a report to work out for the boss before the shareholder’s meeting. The entire session would have crashed if I hadn’t stayed to work up those numbers. I hope you understand.”
 
   “Of course, I do.” Dependable, that’s what Josh was. You could take what he said to the bank. And unlike another man I knew, Josh would never call me spoiled.
 
   He passed me a basket of warm rolls. “And so you and Ginger figured the case out all on your own?”
 
   “Yes, but we only had our suspicions. We hadn’t found any proof yet. So Jimmy coming at me was in some ways a blessing.”
 
   “One I don’t want you to ever experience again.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that happening again anytime soon. As far as I’m concerned, this was a one-time event.”
 
   “How is Ginger?”
 
   “Ticked. She blames me for Jimmy coming after me while I was alone. Claims I cut her out of the most exciting part of our investigation.”
 
   Josh laughed. “That sounds like Ginger.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “It’s too bad about the waitress. She left a young daughter behind?”
 
   “The grandmother’s taken her in. And Dad’s established a college fund for her. The newspaper has pledged a healthy sum. Ginger also stepped in with a tidy amount.”
 
   Josh lifted his water glass. “How did you father take all of this?”
 
   “Better than I thought he would. At least, I’m not grounded.”
 
   “Like your Dad would ground you at your age,” Josh scoffed.
 
   “Mm. You don’t know my father.”
 
   “Not well, maybe. But I’d like to get to know him better.”
 
   I ducked my head. Josh had a look in his eyes that I didn’t know what to do with.
 
   “Cordelia’s improving,” I said, attempting to change the subject. “She grows stronger every day. She’s won her old job back. She’s looking to move back by the end of the month. She’d given it up, or course, to be married. Now, that she’s back on her own, she’s looking forward to returning to work. It’s something to help her move forward anyway.”
 
   “And Treadway? Is he still pursuing her?”
 
   “I doubt he’ll ever give that dream up.”
 
   “Does he stand a chance?”
 
   I grimaced. “He might. He’s determined. And he is being helpful. I know Cordelia’s grateful to him. Whether gratitude will turn to love, I don’t know.”
 
   Josh leaned closer to me and lowered his voice. “Do I stand a chance?”
 
   My eyes flew wide. “With me?”
 
   “No with the salt shaker.” His dear, familiar face softened. “Of course, with you.”
 
   I struggled to contain a smile. “You might,” I said.
 
   “You know, if this works out between us,” Josh responded, “I want us to have the biggest and best wedding this town has ever seen.”
 
   My heart thumped inside my chest. My breath froze on my lips.
 
   A wedding? A big one. As in bridesmaids, a white gown, a large reception? I gulped down a mouthful of water and broke into a sweat.
 
   Carefully, I replaced my tumbler on the table, I thought about telling Josh about my favorite little justice of the peace. His name was Harry. He was a nice man. He worked out of his front parlor and came cheap.
 
   Then, I sank back in my chair and relaxed. Josh and I weren’t even engaged yet. And if we were meant to be together — as I truly hoped we were — we had plenty of time to hammer out a wedding both of us could enjoy. There wasn’t that much difference between a grand affair in a church stuffed full of people and a quiet ceremony conducted in a small house on Frontage Street.
 
   Piece of cake.
 
    
 
   The End
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