
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Murder, Malice, and Mischief

    

    




      
        Lucy Quinn

        Tonya Kappes

        Agatha Ball

        Jessa Archer

        R.L.  Syme

        Daisy Robyns 

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Peril in Pensacola - Lucy Quinn

        

        
          
            About this Book

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            About the Author

          

          
            Also by Lucy Quinn

          

        

      

      
        
          Who Shot the Serif? - Daisy Robyns

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          A Murder at the Country Club - Jessa Archer

        

        
          
            Copyright

          

          
            About This Book

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            More from Jessa

          

          
            About Jessa Archer

          

        

      

      
        
          Stamped Out - Tonya Kappes

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            About the Author

          

          
            Also by Tonya Kappes

          

        

      

      
        
          The Secret of Seaside - Agatha Ball

        

        
          
            About This Book

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Vangie Vale and the Murdered Macaron - R.L. Syme

        

        
          
            Dedication

          

          
            Untitled

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Get the next Matchbaker Mystery Today!

          

          
            The Murdered Macaron Recipe

          

          
            Afterword

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    

  







            Peril in Pensacola - Lucy Quinn

          

          



      

    

    






Accidentally Undercover Mysteries - Book 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Lucy Quinn

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover by Lewellen Designs

      Editing by Angie Ramey

      

      Don’t miss an installment from Lucy Quinn. Sign up for her newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Peril in Pensacola

        Accidentally Undercover Mysteries - Book 1

      

      

      

      Dora Winslow is having a hard day. Not only does she stumble upon a money laundering scheme, but the next thing she knows her boss is dead. As the prime suspect for his murder, she goes to Brian, a police officer she trusts. She soon learns things aren’t adding up because Brian’s got a mysterious scheme of his own.

      With her best friend, Evie by her side, Dora is on the run. But before they can leave town to secure the evidence that could clear her name, she has to bring Brian down. With help from a hot chef, a friendly mailman, and a little white dog, Dora and Evie must balance the scales to save their bottom line.
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      Dora Winslow crunched on a raw broccoli floret as she frowned at the spreadsheet before her. Landing a job as an accountant for Two to Mango, a popular Florida restaurant chain, was like a dream come true, especially when she discovered her office would be located on the top floor of the Asian fusion restaurant on the main strip of Pensacola Beach.

      But the icing on the cake was that when she opened her window, the cool ocean breeze often wafted in, followed by the sound of the crashing waves on the powdery white sand of the beach. Although at the moment it was too hot for that, and she was enjoying the chill of the air-conditioning instead. What she hadn’t planned on was what having delicious food just two flights below her office would do to her waistline.

      A carrot gave an unsatisfying snap as she bit it, and she wished she was eating the crisp, lightly-fried calamari with mango dipping sauce the restaurant was famous for. Her frown became a full-fledged scowl as she puzzled over why the Pensacola location’s marketing budget was more than ten times higher than the other restaurants in the chain.

      The chain was owned by Steve Franklin, and his son Marco was the manager of the Pensacola location. Dora was used to Marco having more perks than the other managers. He was the kind of guy who led a flashy lifestyle and who didn’t like to take no for an answer. Fortunately for Dora, her hair was too brown and her figure too average to capture his attention, but it explained why his expense account was more lenient than his counterparts.

      Even so, the nepotism didn’t explain Marco’s unusually large marketing budget, and Dora’s thoughts headed into criminal territory when she recalled an accounting conference session on how to spot money laundering in the service industry. It was what prompted her to want to dig further.

      She considered sharing with her boss the troubling news about his son. Steve was a man whose ambition Dora respected. His success was an inspiring American-dream story of a boy who went from washing dishes to help his family get by to becoming a restaurant mogul in the state of Florida. But Steve also had a temper, and imagining how he would react to finding out his son was involved in something like a money laundering scheme broke her heart, and Dora wanted to be absolutely sure she had her facts straight before she did anything.

      Her veggie plate scraped across her desk as she pushed it aside. What she needed was more information, and she knew how to get it. Marco’s office was two doors down, giving her easy access to his computer. Dora could smell the odor of onions cooking just like every late afternoon before Two to Mango opened for dinner, and she knew Marco would be down on the dining room floor for the next few hours, leaving her plenty of time to do some investigating.

      Her practical ballet flats padded softly over the hallway carpeting as Dora made her way to Marco’s office and let herself in. The scent of his overbearing cologne lingered in the air, making her crinkle her nose as she seated herself in his chair and opened his laptop. The moment the screen lit up she sighed. His computer was password protected, but Dora was not one to give up easily. She tried a few combinations that came to her, like his birthday, his mother’s maiden name, and even his vanity license plate which read HOTSTUF. She was drawing a blank, but she knew someone who could probably spout off ideas until she lost her voice.

      Dora grabbed her phone to call Evie, her polar opposite in so many ways, but also her lifelong best friend. Evie didn’t answer with hello, instead saying, “Calling me during office hours? Tell me you’re sampling drinks for the new menu, and I’ll be right there.”

      Dora smiled at her friend’s eternal happiness. She was definitely Dora’s sun on the dark days, and she was thankful to have such a friend. “I wish, Evie.” She picked up a pen from Marco’s desk and rolled it between her fingers. “I need some help. Hypothetically, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Say someone wanted to figure out a password for a certain restaurant manager who drives a black BMW convertible.”

      “You mean Marco?” Evie asked.

      “Yes. A guy like him.”

      “Start with boobs.”

      “Boobs?” Dora asked skeptically, but her fingers were already moving on the keyboard.

      “Trust me. It’s the only thing he sees,” Evie said, and Dora chuckled because her friend was right. Whenever Marco saw Evie, he’d home in on her sizeable breasts. Evie made a hmm sound, indicating she was thinking. “Try boobs, one. Or boobs one, two or—wait. How about boobs to mango? Boobs to touch?”

      “My god, who are you, Evie?” Dora asked, amazed at her friend’s imagination. The keys were clicking with the flurry of Dora’s fast fingers as Evie continued to spit out password options. But nothing was working until Evie said, “Boobs for me using the number four.”

      “Boobs4me,” Dora repeated as she typed. The password box disappeared. “I’m in!”

      “Hypothetically,” Evie reminded her.

      “Right,” Dora said as she brought up the list of Marco’s folders.

      “I’m a hypothetical genius. You should probably bring me an order of crab cakes when you get out of work. I’m feeling the need for margarita Tuesday.”

      Dora was only half listening as she noticed a series of files that began with the words Washing Machine. She corrected her friend, who didn’t always have a handle on life’s little details. “Evie, it’s Thursday.”

      “Goodie! Only two days until my birthday. This is perfect. You can get snookered with me tonight to celebrate and tomorrow give casual Friday new meaning.”

      Dora ignored her friend’s suggestion of showing up to work hungover the next day. Even if it was Evie’s milestone thirtieth birthday. She knew whatever they did for Evie would set the precedent for her thirtieth that would follow two months later. “Holy …” Dora’s jaw dropped when she clicked on the file named Washing Machine1 and discovered a ledger for a sleazy adult book store in town. One that showed a whole lot of cash coming in. Unless dildos had become as expensive as designer handbags and shoes, there was no way the business could be having the kind of volume she was seeing. “Evie, I’ve got to go.”

      “Don’t forget my crab cakes!”

      Dora didn’t bother to reply before she hung up. They both knew that not only would she show up for margarita Tuesday on a Thursday, she’d bring Evie her crab cakes too. She moved on to the next Washing Machine folder, not the least bit amused by Marco’s attempt at humor, to find he was also cooking the books at a strip club, an hourly rate motel, an alligator park, and a dive bar.

      Her stomach rolled with her recently consumed crudité, and she pulled open a desk drawer in search of one of the flash drives bearing the restaurant logo that someone had ordered in bulk as swag a few years ago. Clicking the orange device into the laptop, she proceeded to download the Washing Machine folders onto it.

      As she waited, she wondered how best to inform Steve of his son’s crimes. Family could be tricky, and she knew that Steve didn’t see Marco the way others did. He was proud of his son, and she’d need to be careful how she approached the sticky situation.

      When the files finished downloading, Dora closed Marco’s laptop and left to go back to her office. She’d only taken a few steps before she heard the thudding steps of someone coming down the hallway behind her. She closed her fist tight around the thumb drive as her heart began to beat faster. There were three options as to who was behind her: Lindy, the older woman who was the executive assistant; Marco, who was busy in the restaurant; or Steve.

      Dora scurried into her office and quickly sat at her desk just before Steve came in. She glanced up at him and tried her best to give him a casual, “Hey,” as if she’d been sitting there the whole time.

      Not only did Steve not buy her attempt at appearing unfazed by his presence, but his eyes were narrowed as if he was more than concerned. “Were you just in Marco’s office?” he asked.

      Dora felt her cheeks begin to heat with the shame of being chided. It wasn’t an emotion she’d ever felt with Steve, although she’d certainly seen his wrath demonstrated to careless restaurant staff or to Lindy when she’d made a mistake.

      But Dora didn’t make mistakes. In fact, she’d been Steve’s darling since the first week she’d started work and waltzed into his office to present the man with significant new tax deductions she’d found.

      Dora wasn’t sure why he would be annoyed with her for being in Marco’s office, but seeing his anger directed toward her for the first time shook Dora’s belief that she was invincible. He definitely wasn’t going to take it well when she told him about Marco’s schemes, and suddenly she was certain she needed hide what she’d done. She grabbed the open padded envelope sitting on her desk that she’d been preparing to send to Evie. Her friend loved getting packages, so Dora made it a point to send her one on her birthday every year to help make the day special. She slipped her hand into the bubble mailer, pretending to smooth out the tissue paper-wrapped scarf, and deposited the thumb drive as she mustered the calmest voice she could manage. “I was in Marco’s office,” she admitted to Steve.

      “What for?”

      Dora’s hands shook a little as she peeled the tape off the sticky section of the envelope and sealed it, but not because she was afraid. She was upset that he’d assumed she was up to no good. She looked right into Steve’s eyes to challenge him back. Even though she hated to be wrong or make someone unhappy with her, she hated criminal behavior more. And she realized she was going to have to tell the man the truth no matter what his reaction might be.

      Dora stood up and placed her palms on her desk. “I was looking for his marketing budget. My records show that it’s ten times that of the other restaurants, and I wanted to see his version to make sure I had my numbers right.”

      A soft knock on her open door made both of them turn their attention to Lindy. “I’m leaving for the day. Did you want me to mail Evie’s present for you?”

      Lindy drove by the post office to get home each day, and she often took mail with her when she left work. Dora gave her a bigger smile than usual and grabbed the package to hand it to the older woman. “Thank you, Lindy. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. See you both tomorrow,” she said in a cheerful voice.

      The woman’s quick retreat told Dora she also knew Steve wasn’t happy. When she saw a muscle twitch along her boss’s jaw, the confidence Dora had felt about correcting a wrong slipped away, and the icy fingers of fear tripped down her spine.

      “You think my son is stealing?”

      “I didn’t say that. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

      Steve raised his eyebrows at her in a way that made Dora think he didn’t believe a word she’d said. It occurred to her that he was acting a lot like someone who had something to hide and that he had no intention of letting Dora find it. She had a feeling her weekend was about to start early.
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      Evie Grant hummed to herself as she flipped through an In Style magazine. Her latest job at Price Dry Cleaners was perfect for catching up on the latest trends. Perched on the counter while waiting for a customer, she bounced her foot to the beat of the song playing on the sound system. She paused for a moment to admire her shoes. She’d bought them with her last paycheck, leaving very little to pay her bills, but she knew she’d eventually catch up.

      Evie twisted her foot back and forth to inspect the bright-yellow leather lace-up with a chunky heel and a white wing-tip design similar to the classic men’s shoe style. Paired with her daisy print sundress that had a flouncy skirt, she was a modern version of a nineteen-fifties pin-up girl. Although, instead of the hair sprayed version of an updo, she had a pile of messy blond curls on her head with a few strands refusing to behave.

      The bell on the door made Evie hop off the counter to assist the young woman who had come in. Evie let out a small noise of disapproval at the girl’s outfit. While the customer was young enough to pull off the short dress that clung to every dip and valley of her body, she had a winter-palette skin tone and was wearing an autumn color.

      “Honey,” Evie said as she shook her head. She waved her hand as if she was scanning the woman’s body with it. “Great dress, but a true red would be a much better color for you than salmon orange.”

      “What?” The girl glanced down at her body. “But it’s my favorite color.”

      “And a great one to love,” Evie said. “But it does nothing for your complexion.” She did understand how hard it was to give up on a favorite thing, so Evie smiled and added, “Save it for your accessories. Imagine a tangerine clutch and shoes with navy blue. Divine!” she exclaimed, quite pleased with her sudden burst of brilliance. “But trust me on this; no more orange near your face, got it?”

      The girl smiled. “Okay.” Then she frowned. “But what should I do with this dress?”

      Evie smiled back. “Size four?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’d fit me.” Evie held up her palm. “Or you could give it to Goodwill. Either one works.” She then tilted her head as she got to business. “Name for the pickup?”

      “Danvers,” the girl said, and items clattered on the counter as she emptied her purse searching for something.

      Evie clicked the conveyor button on, and the machine hummed as she rotated the Ds forward. She riffled through the bags until she found an order for Danvers. “Carrie?” she asked reading off the name on the ticket. She noticed the girl was checking herself out in a compact mirror.

      “Yes,” said the girl.

      The hangers clacked on a metal hang bar by the register when Evie hung the girl’s clothing, and she entered the amount due into the register. “Cash or charge? Cash gets you a discount,” she said as she’d been trained to do with every customer who didn’t look like they were a lawyer or the police. Apparently, that statement raised red flags for an audit according to her boss, Fred.

      After Carrie paid, she tore the plastic wrap off her order and tugged a green dress off a hanger. She held the garment up to her chest and asked, “What about this one?”

      “Fabulous. You’re a winter, so true jewel tones are totally you.”

      Carrie grinned. “Can I use your bathroom?”

      “Sure, it’s right over here,” Evie said as she let her behind the counter. “You’re going to love how that color combined with your dark hair is really going to make your skin glow.”

      Less than a minute later, Carrie emerged from the restroom and handed Evie the orange dress. “You were right. I Iook so much better in this color.”

      “You really do.”

      Carrie impulsively stepped forward and hugged Evie. “Thank you.”

      “Happy to help.” Evie chuckled as the girl released her, and satisfaction filled her with a warm glow when Carrie left looking better than she had when she’d come into the cleaners.

      “I love this job,” Evie said as she held out her new acquisition to inspect it. And she discovered not only had she scored a new dress, but it was an Alexander McQueen, which cost a small fortune and was more than her credit card could hope to handle. She let out a squeal. Evie knew just what she was wearing to margarita Tuesday on this Thursday night.

      “Evie!” called out Fred Price, a short, stout man who happened to own the place. “Please tell me you didn’t just con another customer out of her clothing.”

      “I didn’t! She gave it to me and even thanked me for taking it.” Evie squinted her eyes at Fred. He had a surveillance camera set up to monitor the reception area. Supposedly for safety reasons, but Evie wasn’t so sure that was why. “Don’t you have anything better to do than spy on me from your office?” she asked as the bell rang to announce another customer’s arrival.

      Fred let out a low growl of frustration as Evie quickly greeted the new customer. Evie pasted on a show-stopping smile and said, “Hello. Welcome to Price Cleaners! How can I help you?”

      It was a woman with a small boy, and Evie knew just how to make the child’s day. When the woman said she was there to pick up the Parker order, Evie looked at the little boy. “I’m Evie. What’s your name?”

      “Spencer.”

      “Spencer, I’m going to need your help to get your Mom’s clothes. Do you think you can help me?”

      Spencer nodded.

      “Great. So, see this big conveyor belt? It can only be turned on with”—Evie darted her eyes to the left and right as if she was afraid to reveal a secret and lowered her voice—“magic.” Spencer’s eyes widened. “And you’re the one who has it.”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

      “I think you do.” Evie moved over to the conveyor and placed herself next to it so that the boy couldn’t see the switch. “I want you to hold out both your hands and stare really hard at the machine. Using your mind, tell it to start.”

      Spencer looked up at his mother, who was smiling. She said, “Go ahead, honey.”

      The boy scrunched up his face and held out his hands. “Move, machine!” he called out.

      Evie hit the On button with her shoulder, and the conveyor whirled to life. “You did it!” She gave Spencer a look of exaggerated shock. “I knew you were magic.” She turned to Fred, who had been watching the whole thing. “Did you see that?”

      Fred rolled his eyes at Evie before saying to Spencer, “That was amazing. I could use a man like you. When you’re old enough for a job, come see me.” He muttered under his breath to Evie. “Because I’m about to have an opening.”

      But Evie knew her performance meant he wasn’t going to fire her. She was good with people, and he knew it. Once Spencer and his mother left, Fred said, “You’re lucky you’re so good with kids. You can keep your job one more day.”

      Evie really did have a gift for dealing with people, and she knew just what Fred needed to feel good about his decision. She grabbed his hands and gushed, “Thank you, Fred. You won’t regret it.”

      “Humph,” he grumbled as he pulled away from her. “And no more magazines. Make a dent in the phone calls to overdue orders instead.”

      “Will do!” Evie said with a salute.

      Fred returned to his office, and she reached under the counter to grab the stack of tickets for orders that had been waiting for more than a month. It was her job to call and remind customers to pick up their garments. She only made it through four reminders when an older woman in her late sixties walked in clutching her handbag as if someone had just tried to rip it form her grip.

      “Miss Nancy, how nice to see you again today. Did you forget something?” Evie asked, smiling at the woman. Miss Nancy was a regular who was in every week without fail and almost never brought in the same thing twice.

      “No. I didn’t forget anything.” Miss Nancy thrust a bright blue Post It note at Evie, her hand shaking slightly. Her lips were pursed, causing her bright red lipstick to crack. “Did you leave this in my pocket?”

      Evie glanced down at her own handwriting and nodded. “I know it’s hard to keep up with fashion trends, so I figured I’d give you a heads-up before you wore that sequin blazer again. It’s cute in an unexpected way, but the cut isn’t quite right for your body type and the fur on the cuffs and collar… Well, I think we can all agree that mink isn’t exactly socially acceptable anymore.”

      “This note says my jacket makes me look like a disco ball that needs a haircut!”

      Evie glanced down at the blue piece of paper and bit down on her bottom lip. She’d been in a bad mood when she’d left the unsolicited advice, and it was glaringly obvious she’d gone too far because Miss Nancy was craning her neck, peeking into the back area, no doubt looking for Fred. “Uh, it was just a little humor. Of course, you would never look like a disco ball. With that tiny waist, I’m sure you’re the envy of the bridge club.”

      “I don’t play bridge,” Miss Nancy snapped. “What, do you think I’m eighty?”

      “Of course not,” Evie said quickly, trying to recover. “You couldn’t possibly be a day over forty-five.”

      Miss Nancy snorted. “Nice try, little lady. But it’s too late to clean up this mess. I checked the pockets of my other garments and found a ton of unsolicited notes on everything from hemlines to unflattering colors.” The woman raised her voice as she added, “Do you have any idea who I am?”

      Evie shook her head. She just knew the woman as an eccentric lady who always showed up with interesting clothes that never quite hit the mark for Evie. “I was just trying to be helpful,” Evie said nervously. Maybe she had gone too far. But when Miss Nancy hadn’t commented on the notes before, Evie thought maybe she liked the advice. “Fashion is sort of my passion and—”

      “Your passion?” Miss Nancy let out a huff of laughter and swept her gaze over Evie. “That dress is a bad knockoff from the Donna Karan line six or seven years ago. And the pants you had on last week? They had so many wrinkles they looked like you’d fished them out of a Cracker Jack box. Do me a favor and look up Nancy Lemon when you get a chance.”

      “I—”

      The woman held up her hand, cutting Evie off, and stepped into the back room.

      Evie started to go after her, but she heard Fred call out, “Hey, Nancy. Long time no see. We keep missing each other.”

      Whatever Nancy said, Evie didn’t catch it as another customer strolled in looking for his suit. She hurriedly retrieved it for him and was just about to dash into the back to apologize again when Fred appeared from the back room with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face.

      Evie swallowed. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Is it true you left fashion advice in the pockets of Miss Lemon’s garments, Evie?” His tone was low and full of disappointment.

      “Yes, but—”

      He held up his hand in much the same way Nancy had just a few moments ago. “Have you been doing this to all of my clients?”

      “Not to… for,” Evie stressed. “And not all of them. Just the ones who could use a few pointers.”

      Fred ground his teeth together, making a muscle in his jaw pulse.

      “It’s her or me, Fred,” Miss Nancy said. “I won’t have some young fool telling me my creations aren’t flattering.”

      Warning lights went off in Evie’s head. Creations? Nancy Lemon?

      “Oh, no,” Evie said out loud, clutching at her chest. “Lemon Fashions? Home of the perfect cropped pants and the best darn bra a girl can buy? That Nancy Lemon?”

      Miss Nancy beamed. “I did design the perfect bra.”

      “Ohmigod!” Evie squealed, pulling her shirt up to expose the red satin number that gave her the perfect amount of support and showed off her impressive cleavage. Made more impressive with the magical bra. “You are my favorite person in the entire world, Miss Nancy. A perfect genius if you ask me,” she gushed. “I’m a huge fan of my cropped Lemons. I have three pair.”

      “So, you like my sportswear line, but not my runway. Interesting.” She cast a glance at Fred. “A designer with less confidence could really get messed up with her advice. Better do something to nip this in the bud, or I’m finding a new dry cleaner come next week. Your choice.”

      “It’s no contest,” Fred said, still glaring at Evie. “This is the final straw, Evie.”

      “But—” Evie started.

      “You’re fired, Evie. Go home.” Fred took Miss Nancy by the arm and escorted her out the door while Evie blinked, wondering how she’d ended up giving advice to a famous fashion designer. “I was only trying to help,” she said again to herself as she grabbed her handbag and the McQueen dress from the back room and left with her head held high.
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      The door that separated the upstairs offices of Two to Mango from the stairwell to the restaurant below shut with a heavy thud from its hurricane-proof sturdiness as Lindy left Dora alone with Steve Franklin. The man’s dark eyes were black with his anger, and Dora was nearly shaking in her shoes as he asked, “Did you find what you were looking for in Marco’s office?”

      Dora shook her head as she looked down at a pen on her desk. She was a terrible liar and she knew it.

      “You did!” Steve cried out, and Dora jumped when he slapped his hands onto her desk and leaned over it toward her. “You little sneak,” he growled out.

      Dora had witnessed Steve laying into waitstaff who’d made him unhappy before, but she had never seen him this angry. It was looking more and more like he knew exactly what she’d found on Marco’s computer, and that made him dangerous. She stepped back from the desk, eyeing the door with the hope she could escape. “I didn’t find anything. I swear.”

      “How did you get into his computer?”

      “I didn’t!” Dora cried out as she backed up against the wall with the intention of sliding along it until she got to the door.

      Steve stepped in her way, but instinct kicked in and Dora bolted around him toward the exit. She wasn’t fast enough, though, and Steve grabbed her arm and yanked her back against his body, wrapping an arm around her waist. She gasped when a hard object was jabbed into her side, and she glanced down to see Steve was holding a gun.

      The urge to cry was strong as Dora began to whimper. Flashes of her life’s dreams played in her head: a handsome groom putting a ring on her finger; her imaginary children on swings; and Evie laughing as they frolicked in the waves as old women.

      “Please, I don’t know anything. I—” She inhaled sharply with pain when Steve dug the gun further into her side.

      “I bet you know plenty, and that’s too much for a smart girl like you.”

      He’s going to kill me, she thought. Dora was as conflict averse as a person could be. She would rather eat an overcooked steak than send it back. She’d let someone cut in front of her in line instead of standing her ground. And she was the type to hand her purse to a potential mugger before he had the chance to snatch it. So what she did next shocked her as much as it shocked Steve.

      Dora stomped her foot on top of his with all the strength she could muster and twisted in his arm to release herself as he reacted to the pain. She lifted her knee toward his groin and connected. Hard. Steve let out a groan of pain as he doubled over, and Dora grabbed the barrel of his gun.

      For a split second, she felt the hard metal of the weapon in her fingers before Steve realized what she’d done. He pulled back, but she wasn’t going to die without a fight. Somewhere deep down inside of herself, Dora found the strength to grab on to the pistol with her other hand and push it toward the ceiling while she held on tight. She stumbled forward and into Steve’s chest as he pulled harder.

      The gun exploded with searing heat that singed Dora’s blouse as a loud bang made her ears ring. Then a deafening silence settled around her as time nearly stood still. I’m dying, Dora thought as she sank to her knees with the weight of Steve pulling her down with him, clutching at her as if she were his life preserver. She watched his face as he opened his mouth and blood bubbled out of it.

      When it spilled over onto her chest she stared in horror as reality slapped her in the face. Dora wasn’t the one dying. When Steve’s eyes went blank, she didn’t need to check to know what she’d done. She’d killed Steve!

      Even though the third floor had been soundproofed to keep the restaurant noise from interfering with work in the offices, Dora couldn’t be certain the sound of the gun hadn’t been heard somewhere below. Marco Franklin was not the kind of guy to listen to excuses before acting, and if he found his father lying on the floor in a pool of blood while Dora was still there, she really would be dead. She needed to get out of there. Fast.

      People say you never know how you’re going to react in an emergency situation, but anyone who knew Dora would have bet money she was the type of woman who would freeze. They would have lost that bet, though, because she hopped up and sprang into action.

      She grabbed the extra outfit she kept hanging behind her door. Without giving it a second thought, she quickly stripped out of her bloodstained clothes and into a travel-friendly shift dress and another pair of flats. Gathering her discarded clothes, she rolled them into a ball and shoved them into the tote bag she carried every day before she left her office.

      She jogged down the stairs and exited the building still on autopilot, and it wasn’t until she was behind the wheel of her Toyota sedan that she began to shake. Dora knew she was in shock, but the fear that an entire restaurant had heard a gun go off and that Steve’s body might have been found by now was a powerful motivator, and it kept the adrenaline rushing through her veins long enough for her to drive home.

      When she got inside her rental, locked the doors, and closed all the blinds, Dora allowed herself to fall apart. She went to her kitchen in search of the bottle of wine she kept in the fridge but didn’t manage to open the door. Instead she turned her back to it, leaned on the cold metal surface, and slithered down to the floor as her sobs finally escaped.
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      Dora wasn’t sure how long she cried, but her burning eyes and mucus dripping from her nose finally forced her need for cleanliness to kick into gear. She got up from the kitchen floor in search of a tissue and began to process what she’d done. The financial information she’d uncovered definitely pointed to a money laundering scheme which she now knew both Steve and Marco were involved in. And considering Steve had jammed a gun in her side, she was pretty sure he would have killed her if she hadn’t—

      Dora’s stomach clenched hard, and she barely made it to the bathroom to vomit up the entire contents. The tile floor was cold under her knees as she sat back and tried to think of what she should do. Lindy knew Dora had been in the office with an angry Steve just moments before the gunshot. And it wouldn’t take a genius to know Dora was there when it happened. She had to turn herself in.

      But she’d fled the scene, and anyone who had been raised on TV knew that was a darn good sign of guilt. Even worse, she was Two to Mango’s accountant. When the truth came out about the money laundering scheme, who would ever believe she didn’t know about it?

      She chuckled dryly to herself as she stood up to brush her teeth. She’d underestimated Marco as a man who was so concerned with appearances that he didn’t have brainpower to devote to his business. Apparently, he was far cleverer than she’d imagined, because he’d managed to run his scheme right under her nose.

      Even though she looked guilty, Dora knew in her heart she had to go to the police.

      Hello! The police, Dora thought as she hit her forehead with the palm of her hand. Dora’s next-door neighbor, Brian, was a policeman. Even though he was almost two decades older than she, they’d become good friends over the years. They collected each other’s mail when one went away, had shared a vegetable garden one year until they’d both realized neither had a green thumb, and even exchanged romance-gone-wrong stories over a few beers more than once. Brian was a man Dora could trust.

      She grimaced as her empty stomach rolled again when she had to dig past her blood-soaked clothing to find her phone, and she called Brian to ask for his help.

      It was less than a minute before Brian let himself in through her back door with a bottle of her favorite wine his hand. The moment Dora saw him she burst into tears, and he opened up his arms to her. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you just cry as long as you need to before saying a word.”

      Dora wanted to let the kind man’s embrace comfort her, but the truth was that wasn’t going to happen any time soon. Since she didn’t have many tears left, she managed to control herself after a few moments and stepped out of Brian’s embrace to whisper, “I killed someone.”

      His eyes widened slightly before he said, “Damn. This calls for whiskey.” He walked into her kitchen, put the wine down on the counter, and reached into the cabinet over the fridge for the hard stuff.

      “Brian?” Dora asked in disbelief at his calm reaction. “Did you hear what I said?”

      Two glasses thumped onto the counter as he retrieved them. “You think you killed someone.”

      “Not think. I did!”

      Brian gestured for Dora to take a seat at the kitchen table and handed her a glass of amber liquid. “Drink this and then you can tell me what happened.”

      The whiskey sloshed in her glass as Dora raised a shaky hand to take a sip, and after a hefty amount of alcohol burned its way down her throat, she relayed the entire story to him.

      When she was done Brian got up and opened up the drawer where she kept plastic bags and pulled one out. He put it over his hand like a glove and grabbed her tote bag. “These the clothes?”

      She nodded.

      He rummaged through the bag as he said, “I’ll take care of them, but Dora, you need to listen very carefully to me.”

      Brian’s serious tone scared her, and Dora said, “Okay.”

      “I want you to pack a bag, and I’ll drop you at Evie’s house to hide. If the police come looking for you, do not let them know you’re there.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would I hide from the police?”

      Brian let out a sigh with a pained expression. “The force is full of corruption right now, and from what you’ve told me, I’m worried the Franklin scheme might be bigger than we know. You’re going to hide out at Evie’s until the thumb drive arrives. Call me the minute it does, and I’ll get you to a safe house. I’m going over to the restaurant to get the security tape footage that will prove your innocence. I don’t trust it will get into the right hands, and I want to make sure what really happened doesn’t get erased.”

      Dora’s heart stopped when it occurred to her the tape wasn’t the only thing Marco would want to erase. She picked up her glass of whiskey and downed the contents. Tears burned in her eyes, but they weren’t from the drink. Dora had a sinking feeling that life as she knew it was going to be forever changed.
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      “Dora!” Evie called as she heard her best friend open the front door of her cottage and close it again. She carefully set the margarita glasses out, and added, “I hope you brought the big bottle of tequila. It’s been one heck of a day.”

      Footsteps sounded on the tile floor of Evie’s small cottage as Dora made her way through the house.

      “You won’t believe what happened,” Evie continued as she dumped a generous helping of tequila into a shaker. “You know who Nancy Lemon is, right? Lemon Fashions? Anyway, she came in today and was not pleased with my unsolicited advice, and—” Evie, who’d just turned around and spotted a white-faced Dora, stopped mid-sentence, her insides turning cold with trepidation. Dora was the steadiest person she knew. Her best friend never let anything get to her, but in that moment, Dora looked like she’d just seen a ghost. “What happened?”

      One lone tear rolled down Dora’s face, and her bottom lip quivered as she whispered, “It’s Steve… he… I...” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head.

      “What?” Evie blinked at Dora, her ire up. “What did that jackhole do to you? Please tell me you kicked him in the nads. Did he get handsy?” Steve had always given Evie the creeps.

      Dora slowly shook her head, her mouth working but no words escaping her lips. The faint tap, tap, tap of dog nails on the tile filled the silence as Sunshine, Evie’s dog, trotted into the room. The little bichon ran up to Dora and jumped on her leg, desperate for attention. Dora glanced down at the little dog for just a moment and snapped out of her horrified trance. But instead of picking up the dog as she usually would, she ran over to the kitchen window and quickly lowered the blinds. “Help me close all of the blinds, Evie,” she ordered as she ran to the dining room and started yanking on the cord to lower the blinds on the French doors. “I can’t be seen here. It’s too dangerous for both of us.”

      “Whoa, Dora. Come on. Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a little?” But even as she asked the question, she helped Dora get the windows covered. If it was important to Dora to sit in the dark after whatever happened with her boss, Evie was down for it. She’d do whatever Dora needed. Ride or die. Dora and Evie were besties for life.

      Dora paused before disappearing into the living room and turned sad eyes on Evie. “I wish I was, honey. But I…” The words got caught in her throat and she just shook her head and hurried into the other room.

      Not sure what else to do, Evie ran into her bedroom, where the blinds were already closed, and grabbed a handful of candles out of the drawer that housed all of her date-night supplies. After searching through a handful of condoms, lube, and silk ties, she finally found the lighter that was hiding in the back. A small smile played on her lips as she recalled the month before when her on-again, off-again boyfriend Trace had gotten really creative with the red silk and melted caramel. Who knew that caramel was better than candle wax?

      “Evie?” Dora’s frantic voice called from the other room. “I think someone’s watching the house.”

      Evie slammed the drawer shut and ran into the other room to find Dora peeking out through the blinds, one hand pressed to her throat. “What do you mean someone is watching the house? Why would they do that? Because you kneed your boss where the sun don’t shine? Wait. Knowing him it might have considering he went to—"

      “Evie! I didn’t knee him, I killed him. And now people are looking for me.” Dora’s eyes were wild, and she turned a putrid shade of green.

      The candles landed with a thud on the coffee table where Evie dropped them, followed up by a softer thud when one rolled off and hit the floor. Her eyes went wide as her friend’s words started to sink in. “You did what? You can’t be serious.”

      Another tear rolled down Dora’s cheek as she just nodded and turned her attention to the window again. Her shoulders sagged as she let out a heavy sigh. “Oh, thank goodness. I think the person outside is your neighbor. He just disappeared into his house.”

      Evie blinked at her, trying to keep up. “Long black hair? Tattoos covering both arms? Hotter than Trace’s spicy martini? I swear if I wasn’t already dating a rock star—”

      “That’s him.” Dora sank into the couch and sucked in deep breaths.

      Evie shoved some candles aside and sat on the coffee table in front of Dora, leaning down to pick up Sunshine. She needed the soft pooch to settle her rattled nerves. She looked her best friend in the eye and said, “Tell me everything.”

      Dora stared at the little dog and started to talk. She filled Evie in on how she’d broken into Marco’s computer, uncovered a money laundering scheme, and how she’d been confronted and threatened by Steve. “That’s when he pulled his gun on me.”

      Evie let out a gasp. “No!”

      “Yes.” Dora took Sunshine out of Evie’s hands and cuddled the dog tight to her chest. “We fought. The gun went off. He’s dead, and I was too scared Marco would come up and I’d be next, so I just left him there.”

      “It’s self-defense then.” With her heart pounding against her ribcage, Evie jumped up and ran to grab her phone. “You have to tell the police, Dora. If you don’t, you’re going to end up in an orange jumpsuit. And we both know orange is soooo not your color.” A shudder rolled through her as she imagined Dora locked up in a maximum security prison with women named Cue Ball and Pinkie Pearl as cellmates. Dora couldn’t kill a fly; she’d never survive life in the big house. “We’ll call them now and explain everything. Surely they have security cameras that will show what really happened.”

      Dora popped up off the couch and yanked the phone away from Evie. “I already talked to Brian. He said to lay low until tomorrow. He went to get the tapes.”

      “Why?” Evie frowned. “Don’t they want your statement? And if Brian knows, then why are all my blinds drawn?”

      “Evie,” Dora said in a hushed whisper. “He said there is corruption at the Pensacola police station, and he doesn’t know who we can trust. So I’m to hang out here and lay low.”

      “Corruption?” Evie placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. “I always did think Leonard Kemp was on the take. Did I ever tell you about the time he tried to get me to polish his knob in exchange for not giving me an indecent exposure citation?” She shuddered again. “Old pervy bastard. He’s over seventy years old.”

      “He wanted you to wax his vintage T-bird, Evie,” Dora said, rolling her eyes.

      “No, he didn’t. I specifically remember him leaning against his red—oh. T-bird.” She tsked, secretly pleased that she’d seemed to calm her friend down enough to at least correct her on the indecent exposure story. “Well, I still think it was a euphemism.”

      Dora moved toward the window again, no doubt to peer out at the street, but before she got there, someone knocked on the front door once and then barged right in, the door banging open. Dora flung herself against the wall, flatting herself to the sheetrock.

      “Hey, baby,” Trace, Evie’s long and lean rocker and sometimes boyfriend, called as he kicked the door shut. “I’m back! Ready for another hot night of caramel and orga—”

      “Dora’s here!” Evie said brightly, waving at her friend behind him. Her heart swelled as she stared at Trace’s perfect backside. It had been more than three weeks since she’d seen him last. He was a bass player in a local band, and they were on the road a lot. It wasn’t unusual for him to surprise her when he rolled back into town.

      Trace turned his brilliant blue eyes on Dora and gave her an easy smile. “Ahh, hey, Dora. Didn’t know you were going to be here.”

      “It’s margarita Tuesday.” Dora blew out a breath and slid down the wall.

      Trace’s eyebrows rose as he turned back to Evie. “Isn’t today Thursday?”

      “We both needed to blow off some steam.” She linked her arm through his and pulled him into the kitchen. Once they had a bit of privacy, Trace pulled Evie into his arms and gave her a searing kiss that made her tingle all the way down to her toes.

      “Missed you, babe,” he muttered against her lips.

      Man, her rocker was yummy, but now wasn’t the time. Evie pressed a hand to his chest and gently pushed him back. “Me, too. But it’s not going to happen. Dora needs me tonight.”

      Disappointment flashed in his soulful eyes, but he quickly switched gears and gave her a lopsided grin. “So, no caramel?”

      “It doesn’t look good. Sorry.” She chuckled as Sunshine ran into the kitchen and started yapping at Trace. “Looks like Sunshine’s a little jealous.”

      Trace reached down and pulled the bichon into his arms. “How are you doing, Sushi?” he asked the dog as she licked his face.

      “Her name is Sunshine,” Evie said, just as she always did when he called her dog Sushi.

      “Come on, Evie. She looks like a little ball of rice.” His voice changed to the universal baby-talk tone nearly everyone used for pets. “I could just eat you up in one bite!” He pressed his lips to Sunshine’s head and gave her a kiss. Then he grinned at Evie.

      She shook her head at him, wondering what all his bandmates would think. But then she remembered the redwood tree-sized drummer who talked that way to Sush—Sunshine!—when he’d met her too. “Whatever. But if she stops responding to her actual name, you’re the one who is taking her to obedience school.”

      “Just roll with Sushi and everything will be fine,” Trace said, winking at her.

      Evie took Sunshine from his arms and tucked her against her chest. “Okay, rock star. Time to go. It’s girls’ night, and we have margaritas to drink.”

      Trace gave her a remorseful look. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure. Dora’s having a bad day.”

      He nodded. “All right. Call me tomorrow?”

      She set Sunshine on the floor and then pressed up onto her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss.

      He pulled her in and deepened the kiss, making it clear he wasn’t thrilled about leaving. She wasn’t either to be honest. Trace was one heck of a good time, and it had been weeks. But Dora was her bestie and she needed her.

      “It’s margarita time,” she said, pulling back.

      “I could be one of the girls,” he teased even as he let her lead him toward the front door.

      “Trust me when I say that’s entirely untrue.” Evie swept her gaze down his body, letting her attention linger just below the belt.

      He laughed. “Night, Dora. Watch her as she mixes the margaritas. She’s been known to be heavy-handed on the tequila.”

      “I need it,” Dora muttered. Then her head snapped up. “You never saw me here, right, Trace?”

      “Uh…”

      “Dora doesn’t want anyone to know she’s here,” Evie said quickly. “She’s laying low for a bit. Just don’t say anything if anyone asks where I am.” If someone was looking for Dora, no doubt they’d check at Evie’s house, but there was no need to broadcast her whereabouts. And if they did look for her at the little beach cottage, all of the blinds were closed, and the lights would be out. It would look like no one was home.

      “Sure thing.” He mimed tipping a hat and disappeared out the front door.

      “Come on,” Evie said, pulling her friend to her feet. “First we’ll get the margaritas. Then I’ll read your palm, and we’ll finish with Bridget Jones. She always makes you feel better.”

      Dora blotted her eyes and sniffed. “She is a hot mess.”

      “The best kind.” Evie tugged her friend into the kitchen and pressed a margarita into her hand. “Drink up. We have a lot to get through tonight.”

      But what Evie really meant was that Dora had a lot to set aside for the night. If they could just make it through to the next day, and Brian managed to clear Dora of any wrong doing, then she was sure her friend would be all right. Until then, Evie had work to do.
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      Dora sat at Evie’s table and glanced at her watch for what seemed like the hundredth time. It was early afternoon, almost a full forty-eight hours after the incident—as Evie had taken to calling it—at work. Dora had spent the entire previous day waiting for Evie’s mailman to show up with the flash drive, only to have him skip them due to no mail. She’s been tormented when she realized she had to wait another whole day. “What time did you say your mail carrier usually gets here?”

      Evie sighed and focused on the nail she was filing. “Would you relax? He’ll get here when he gets here. Billy is the best.”

      “You’re just saying that because he has a crush on you,” Dora said, tapping her fingertips on the table while trying to be careful to not smudge her freshly painted nails. She wasn’t usually the fidgeting type, but that afternoon she was ready to jump out of her skin.

      Evie shrugged. “No, I’m not. He won me over when he saved Sunshine from Mrs. Pickett. She’s a speed demon on her motorized wheelchair, and she was trying to scoop up Sunshine to take her to her lair. She kept talking about dressing her up in princess outfits and letting her granddaughter roll her around in a stroller just for their entertainment. Can you imagine Sunshine enduring that nonsense?”

      Dora glanced at the pup in question. Sunshine stared up at Evie, her amber eyes sullen and then covered her face with a paw as if to say, No, Mom, I can’t imagine that.

      “I know, sweetie,” Evie said to Sunshine and chuckled. “I’d never let that happen to you. And thanks to Billy for saving you from that horrible fate.” She glanced at Dora. “Sunshine is just like my first boyfriend. She hates clothes.”

      “I remember,” Dora said, recalling the numerous times Danny stripped at the beach to go skinny dipping even when no one cared to join him. “Speaking of boyfriends, what’s going on with you and Trace?”

      “What do you mean?” Evie asked.

      “How’s it going?” Dora asked, mostly to just distract herself from her own troubles.

      “Fine. You saw him last night. Didn’t we look like we’re good?” She moved her file to another nail.

      “Sure. But when is he gonna get around to putting a ring on it? You two have been dating for what? Two, three years?”

      Evie sucked in a breath and gave Dora a warning glance. “Two and a half, but he’s gone a lot. Neither of us are worried about making anything legal.”

      “Right. Because then you’d have to make a commitment. Can’t have that,” Dora said in a slightly teasing voice. Evie pretended to be all free love and no commitments, but she knew her friend was head over heels in love with her bass player. And he was just as gone for the free spirit who was so commitment-phobic she couldn’t even hold a job for more than six months. Honestly, Dora wasn’t even worried that Evie had lost her job at the dry cleaner. It was just about time for her to make the switch anyway. “You’re gonna lose him one of these days, Evie. You know he wants to marry you.”

      “No one needs a piece of paper, Dora,” she said, frowning. “I’m here and not going anywhere. Why do I need to legally bind myself to another person? That’s so… eighteenth century.”

      “Oh, Evie. You know I love you, right?”

      The other woman nodded but averted her eyes, obviously aware a but was coming.

      Dora reached out and grabbed Evie’s hand. “You’re just scared. Not only is he the best thing that’s ever happened to you, he also adores you, E. You should probably try to get over that before he gets tired of waiting.”

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Evie said, holding her friend’s gaze.

      Dora’s heart swelled. “I love you, too, but I’m not going to be warming your bed anytime soon.”

      “Anyway…” Evie checked her nails and nodded as if she were satisfied. Then she grabbed Dora’s hand and tsked. “Look what you did to your nails already.”

      “Darn it.” Dora glanced down at her right hand and winced when she saw she’d smudged two of her freshly painted nails. Even though no one had shown up at Evie’s looking for her, Dora was still really jumpy. It was just a matter of time before someone realized she’d killed Steve, right?

      Evie soaked a cotton ball with nail polish remover and got to work, redoing Dora’s messed-up manicure. “After this, it’s pedicure time.”

      Dora curled her toes and shook her head. “You know I don’t like it when anyone touches my feet.”

      Evie gave her an are-you-kidding-me look. “Please. The last time I got my magic hands on your toes there was a lot of moaning and sighing.”

      Even Dora had to admit that Evie was the best at mani-pedis. One of her many, many jobs included working at a local nail bar. “Fine. Just don’t tickle my arches. That drives me crazy.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Evie finished up Dora’s two smudged fingers and then admired her handiwork. “I do rock at the French tips, don’t I?”

      “You do.” Dora sat back and tried to not touch anything. As much as she liked mani-pedis, she never managed to sit still long enough for the polish to dry. There was an eight in ten chance that she’d smear at least one more nail before they were done.

      “Let’s do your toes in the living room. It will be comfier,” Evie said, getting up from the table.

      Dora didn’t argue. She got up, and with Sunshine at her heels she moved to the other room and sat on the couch. The dog jumped up and settled into her lap. As Dora petted the little dog, she started to feel as if the day before had been some sort of dream. Like it wasn’t real. She hadn’t really killed someone, had she? It was surreal to be in the house Evie inherited from her grandmother, letting Evie pamper her, while Steve was dead and not one police officer had come looking for her. Not even Brian.

      Steve had died in Dora’s office. Dora had spent the morning glued to the local news channels, waiting for the news of the local restaurateur’s death to be announced. But there was nothing. Not even a passing mention. How had the media missed his death? Surely he’d been taken to the local morgue. Someone had to have heard the dispatch when the call came in, right? So why wasn’t there any reporting, and why wasn’t anyone looking for his killer? And where was Marco? Even if the police were keeping this under wraps, Marco would be out for blood.

      None of it made sense to Dora, but then she wasn’t law enforcement. She had no real idea of how things worked in actual police investigations, only what she’d seen on television.

      “Okay!” Evie called, appearing in the living room with a plastic tub of water. “Soak your feet. I’m going to go grab my paraffin supplies.”

      “You don’t have to do all of that,” Dora said, glancing at the door. What if Marco barged in while her feet were wrapped in plastic booties and hot wax? She’d probably slip and hit her head on the coffee table as she tried to get away.

      “Yes, I do. Who knows how long it’s been since you had those feet pampered? I bet it was last fall, right? You dodged me the last few times I asked you to join me at the day spa.”

      Dora winced. Evie had a point. But what difference did it make if she had soft feet if she was just going to wind up in jail? Her face must’ve given her thoughts away because Evie pointed a finger at her and in a stern voice said, “Don’t you even go there, Dora Winslow. This was self-defense, and Brian is going to make sure this goes away. If he doesn’t, I will.”

      The look on Evie’s face was so fierce and full of determination that Dora cracked the tiniest of smiles for the first time all day. Her friend really would go to the end of the earth for her. “Ride or die, right?”

      “Thelma and Louise until the end,” Evie said with a sharp nod.

      “Okay. Well, if we’re going to possibly be on the run, I might as well have pretty toes for the journey,” Dora said.

      “That’s my girl.” Evie beamed at her and got to work.
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      Dora looked at Evie, who sat back on the couch with her feet propped up on the coffee table, showing off her new pedicure and sipping champagne. Evie asked her, “Are you sure you don’t want any of this? It’s delicious.”

      Dora, who was sitting next to her, was still sporting cheap flip flops as her toenails dried. She pressed a hand to her stomach and shook her head. “My stomach is in knots. Do you have any ginger ale?”

      Evie waved a hand. Dora liked to switch to ginger ale any time she got too tipsy for her liking, and Evie kept it on hand for her friend. “It’s in the fridge.” She sent Dora a side-eye glance. “I’ve got vodka too. A little of that in your drink wouldn’t hurt, right?”

      “Gah! No. I’ll just get the ginger ale.” Dora stood and started to stride toward the kitchen.

      “Careful of the toes!” Evie called after her.

      “Right.” Dora stiffened, aware that her ability to girl had left the building a while ago, and she started to waddle like a penguin, careful to preserve her pedicure.

      Evie snickered. As Dora riffled through the fridge for the soda, Evie must have peaked through the blinds and spotted the mail truck a few houses down, because she cried out, “Dora! Billy’s almost here.”

      “He is?” Dora ran out of the kitchen with a ginger ale bottle in her hand. “Finally!”

      The two women watched as Billy made his way to her neighbor’s house and then turned in the direction of Evie’s cottage. Evie automatically opened the door, already waving, when Dora spotted a solid white van speeding down the street straight toward Billy.

      “What the hell?” Dora asked over Evie’s shoulder.

      “Billy, look out!” Evie called, desperately waving for him to get out of the way.

      In a blur of white, Sunshine darted out of the house, headed straight toward Billy.

      “No! Sunshine, come back!” Evie rushed out of the house after her pup.

      Dora panicked and yelled, “Evie! No!” But Evie didn’t slow down. She was too focused on the dog running toward the street to see the real danger.

      Dora wasn’t though. She watched a stocky man wearing a ski mask jump from the back of the van and grab Billy. Ignoring the danger for herself, she began to run toward Billy and yelled, “Get your hands off him!”

      Another man with huge arms covered in tattoos jumped out of the van as the first guy held Billy by his blue button-down postal uniform shirt. He sneered as he yanked on the mail bag.

      “No!” Dora cried as the tattooed guy succeeded in ripping the mail bag from Billy’s grasp and took off at a dead run.

      His conspirator released Billy and rushed for the van, too.

      “Let go, you two-bit thief,” Billy shouted, as he ran after them, his fist held high in the air. “Neither snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor a bunch of crooks will stop me!”

      “Wow,” Dora said as she stopped next to Evie, who had Sunshine safely in her arms, to watch Billy. The mailman was actually gaining on the van. “That guy takes his job seriously.”

      When Billy reached the white van, he jumped on the back. The driver slammed on the brakes, and both Dora and Evie let out a gasp when the tattooed thief hopped out of the sliding van door, grabbed Billy, and tossed him into the vehicle like he was a sack of potatoes.

      “No!” Dora cried again, and for the second time in two days she surprised herself by not cowering in fear. She took action. Her cheap sandals lived up to their name as they flip-flopped over the pavement while she ran to the mail truck with Evie hot on her tail. They both tried to jump into the driver’s seat, but Dora had gotten there first and yelled, “Calling it!”

      “Dammit,” Evie said, conceding to their lifelong rule for who had rights to pretty much anything they both wanted.

      Dora slammed the truck into gear as Evie and Sunshine barely managed to get in, and Dora gunned it with the hope of catching the getaway van that contained Evie’s treasure of a mailman, the mailman’s precious mailbag, and very importantly to Dora, the package with the flash drive that had proof of Marco’s crimes.

      Unfortunately, mail trucks don’t have V-8 engines. Speed is not their most important feature, and the van already had a head start. But Dora gave it her all. She didn’t even slow down to take the upcoming left turn.

      As she yanked the wheel to the left, packages flew to the right with enough force the mail truck teetered a bit on two wheels before slamming back down on all four, engaging the two previously spinning wheels to give them a jolt forward.

      “To the right!” Evie yelled once she could be heard over the wheel-screeching results of Dora’s precarious turn. Not that it stopped her from performing the stunt another time. But it only took one more street before the van was no longer in sight. And when they got to the T intersection, it was clear they’d lost the bad guys, Billy, and the package with the flash drive.

      Dora slapped her hands down on the steering wheel in frustration, and Evie wailed, “Poor Billy! We have to call the police.”

      “No,” Dora said sternly as she pulled the mail truck over to the side of the road. “Let me call Brian.” She lifted her hip to dig her phone out of her back pocket, a little surprised it was still there considering the wild ride and the state of the packages in the mail truck.

      Brian picked up on the first ring. “Dora,” he said, a little too breathless to sound casual.

      But, Dora thought, he’s likely worried about me. Her heart sank as the reality of what just happened hit her and she relayed the events to Brian. Without the flash drive, she didn’t have any proof of the money laundering scheme, and she knew as well as any good accountant did that there were ways for Marco to cover his tracks. A whole new set of books and a few well-placed clues, and Dora would be on the hook for more than the accidental death of Steve Franklin. She asked, “What do I do now?”

      “You’re sure the kidnappers have the package?” Brian asked with a touch of optimism in his voice that made Dora uncomfortable.

      Dora didn’t have time to think that over at the moment because she was distracted by a woman’s voice calling out, “Billy! Billy, I need your help!”

      She looked out the window to see a woman wearing a cotton dress that had the shape of a flour sack. She also had big pink rollers in her hair as if she’d stepped off the set of a nineteen-sixties sitcom.

      “I’ve got this,” Evie said, and she got out of the truck to deal with the woman while Dora continued her conversation with Brian.

      Dora said, “They’ve got Billy’s mailbag which had to have had the package I sent to Evie with the flash drive since he was on his way to her front door.” Or was he, she pondered as she recalled that Billy had hesitated for a moment before the bag was snatched.

      “Good—I mean,” Brian paused. “I mean at least they got what they wanted and you’re no longer in danger.”

      “What?” Dora let out a noise of disbelief. “I am still in danger. You don’t really believe Marco is just going to let this go now that he has the flash drive, do you? I—” She whispered the next words. “I accidently killed his father.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I mean that at this very second you aren’t in danger. And you might be fine.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Look. Just lay low for a while, and I’ll get this sorted out. Whatever you do, don’t breathe a word of this to anyone. Got it?”

      Dora frowned. Brian didn’t seem very concerned about her wellbeing. His advice to lay low and not tell anyone about what she knew while she waited for him to do something was more suspicious than the milk in Evie’s fridge. “And Billy?” she asked as she watched Evie take the hands of the woman in the housedress as if she was comforting her.

      “He’ll be fine. I’ve got this. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      Dora’s stomach was in knots, and when her call with Brian ended, she stared at the phone in confusion. He had not acted like someone who was looking out for her best interests. The man had acted as if he was happy the robbers had gotten the package and brushed off her concerns about the kidnapped mailman. Something was definitely off.
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      “Dora!” Evie called. “We have a situation.”

      That’s putting it mildly, Dora thought as she raised her eyebrows at her friend through the windshield of the mail truck.

      “Miss Carol here has a problem we need to help solve,” Evie said. Dora stepped out of the mail truck as Evie continued, “Mr. Whiskers is stuck.” She pointed at a large, red maple tree with the kind of branches kids and cats loved to climb. Up near the top sat a tabby meowing in distress.

      Dora looked at Miss Carol in disbelief. “You want us to climb up and get your cat?” She shook her head in dismissal. “The moment that cat is hungry he’ll come down for food.”

      “No,” the woman said with a shaky voice that made Dora think she was on the verge of tears. “No, he won’t.” Miss Carol’s tone turned to indignation as she threw her shoulders back. “And Billy wouldn’t have questioned me. He’d have climbed right up that tree and gotten Mr. Whiskers.”

      “She’s right,” Evie said. “And since we’re—” Evie paused to search for the right words that wouldn’t give away what was really going on. “Well, because we’re filling in for Billy, it’s our responsibility to help.”

      “You’re serious?” Dora asked Evie even though she already knew the answer. Evie had a soft spot for animals that defied logic.

      Evie put her hands on her hips and gave Dora the look. The one that said logic is not the answer to everything. And Dora knew that she wasn’t going to win this one. Some fights weren’t worth having. The least she could do to salvage the situation was make sure it was done right. She marched over toward the tree as forcefully as possible in flip flops with toe bridges curling up her tootsies, making her stride appear a bit like that of a duck.

      Miss Carol whispered loudly enough to Evie that Dora overheard. “What’s with your friend’s choice of footwear?”

      Dora hoisted herself up to the first branch of the tree, already regretting that she didn’t make Evie do the climbing. She ground her teeth in anger at Miss Carol’s judgment before she spat out, “Ingrown toenail. Okay?”

      “She’s a bit touchy, isn’t she?” Miss Carol said, this time not bothering to whisper.

      Before Dora could hop back out of the tree and tell Miss Carol to call the fire department, Evie answered. “She’s saving your cat, Miss Carol. A little respect.”

      It was hard to stay mad at a friend who had her back, and Dora continued to climb up the tree to lure Mr. Whiskers from his perch. She had a great deal of respect for felines. It was hard not to appreciate a species that could wrap humans around their furry tails with a purr, yet only give affection when the mood struck. Truthfully, Dora wished she could be more like them. Especially when it came to men.

      Dora chipped a nail on the rough bark of the tree and huffed in annoyance as she got closer to the cat. She thought about how cagey Brian had been on the phone call, and while she’d need to talk it over with Evie, she had the gut instinct her neighbor was just like most men in her life… not to be trusted.

      Dora had been burned by more than one man in her lifetime. She knew better than to trust them any further than her wimpy arms could throw one, and she was seriously starting to regret placing her life in Brian’s hands.

      “Meow!” Mr. Whiskers cried as Dora got close enough to reach for him. The cat didn’t let her lift him from his perch though. Instead he hopped onto Dora’s shoulder and dug his claws in.

      “Ouch!” she cried out, sure the tabby had drawn blood.

      “Don’t you hurt him!” Miss Carol called from below.

      Dora had a fleeting desire to fling the cat off her back and let him prove he could land on his feet while using up one of his lives. But she knew her anger wasn’t for the cat. It was about the frustration she had over trusting another man who’d let her down.

      When she got to the bottom of the tree and Mr. Whiskers dug into her flesh one more time to launch himself into his owner’s arms, Dora’s anger faded. The tears of joy on Miss Carol’s face was reward enough for the good deed she done.

      “Thank you for saving my baby!” Miss Carol cried. “I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you.”

      “You do make a mean shortbread cookie,” Evie said. “Dora loves sweets.”

      “Then I’ll be by later with a double batch.” Miss Carol said before she snuggled into her cat and smothered him with kisses. And despite the bleeding welts on her shoulder, Dora smiled, satisfied with the job she’d done.

      Dora’s joy was short lived, though. The moment the two of them got back to the truck, where they found Sunshine sitting in the driver’s seat keeping watch over the mail, Dora knew she had to tell Evie her suspicions about Brian. “We have to talk.”

      Dora started up the truck. As she began to drive, Sunshine jumped into her lap with a rubber-banded stack of mail in her mouth. Dora pushed at the dog with the back of her hand. “Evie, control your little beast. I’m trying to drive.”

      “Dora! Sunshine is telling you we need to deliver the mail.”

      “What?” She looked over at her friend. “Of all the—” Dora sighed, noting Evie was giving her that look again. “No. No. No. No,” she chanted, aware it was a useless plea.

      “You heard the man,” Evie said. “Neither snow, nor rain, nor heat—”

      “Or kidnapping. I get it.” Dora shook her head as she pulled in close to a mailbox. She checked the address. Miraculously it was the correct one, and the mailbox door creaked as she tugged it open to deposit the bundle of mail Sunshine had dropped in her lap.

      They drove slowly down the street with Sunshine scampering back to the pile of mail that had fallen off the shelves, magically retrieving the right bundle for each house.

      “That dog is kind of freaking me out right now,” Dora said as she double checked the bundle Evie had just given her.

      “Right?” Evie said with a lilt at the end as if it was a question. “So, what did Brian say?”

      “It’s what he didn’t say that has me worried, Evie.” Dora pulled outgoing mail from a mailbox and handed the shoebox-size package to her friend before lowering the red flag. She snapped the door shut and turned to stare intently at Evie. “He was super cagey about the whole thing. He actually seemed happy the package was stolen. And—” She let out a sigh as the pain of yet another man betraying her made her heart ache. “He said I might not have anything to worry about. How much sense does that make? I killed a man!”

      “It was self-defense!” Evie cried out, quick to defend her best friend.

      “True,” Dora agreed. “But there’s no way Marco is going to let me off easily.”

      “You’re right. So what do we do?”

      Sunshine let out a yap and scampered back to the pile of mail. She grabbed a manila bubble mailer and brought it to Dora. Taking the package without inspecting it, Dora said, “This is going to sound crazy, but I’m afraid saving Billy is up to us.”

      “Oh boy. You really think we need to free him from the kidnappers?” Evie asked.

      Sunshine scrambled into Dora’s lap and pawed at her arm for attention. Dora ruffled the dog’s head to satisfy her. “Do you trust Brian to do it after what I just told you?”

      Sunshine barked and pawed at Dora again with more force. “Jeez,” she said as she held the package in her hand out of the way and glared at the dog. “What is it with you tiny animals maiming me?”

      “Dora!” Evie grabbed the package out of her hand. “Oh my god. Look!” She held it up so Dora could see who it was addressed to.

      Dora recognized the neat script right away and gasped as she grabbed the envelope back out of Evie’s hand. “The flash drive!”

      “The robbers didn’t get it! You know what this means?” Evie asked.

      Dora nodded as she moved to tear the envelope open.

      Evie snatched it back. “Don’t you dare! That’s addressed to me. Don’t you know it’s illegal to tamper with the mail?”

      Dora glanced around the mail truck, looking at the piles of letters and packages strewn about before raising her eyebrows at her friend. They’d already crossed the line when it came to breaking postal laws.

      Evie gave her a smirk and tore the package open. Then she let out a squeal as she unfolded the tissue paper and held up the purple-and-turquoise silk scarf Dora had gotten her. “I love it!” She draped it around her neck as Dora reached for the flash drive that had fallen into Evie’s lap and gripped it tightly in her palm. Evie leaned over and embraced Dora. “You’re the best friend ever. I don’t know how I’d ever live without you. Thank you.”

      Dora patted her friend on the back, but she didn’t feel an ounce of the same joy Evie did. Not only was she in grave danger, she’d also managed to pull her best friend and an innocent mailman into the fray. The summer heat that had made her skin damp with sweat as they delivered the mail couldn’t warm up her heart because the chill of the danger she and Evie faced was too cold to ignore.
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      Evie’s concern over Dora’s state of mind was multiplied when she noticed how pale her friend was, and she wondered if the beads of sweat on her brow were actually from the Pensacola heat. She supposed it was a natural reaction to the last forty-eight hours. Not only were they in danger from Marco Franklin and whoever he was involved with, but they now had to figure out how to save an innocent man. Tempted as she was to call the police and let them handle it, she was afraid Dora was right. Brian and other members of the police force were likely corrupt, and they had no idea who they could trust.

      Evie reached for her friend’s clenched hand to find her fingers were ice cold. “Honey.” She tried to loosen the death grip Dora had on the flash drive. “I don’t think it’s safe to keep this on us. Do you?”

      Dora shook her head. “Nothing is safe, Evie.” She swallowed hard. “Marco and his goons are going to kill me. You. And Billy—”

      Dora’s phone vibrated in her pocket with a call, and she pulled out her cell to see who it was. The moment she looked at it she let out a little scream and dropped her phone.

      It clattered on the floor before Evie snatched it up. “Marco Franklin? Are you freaking kidding me? Does that lowlife think you’re actually going to answer?”

      “Maybe I should.” Dora whined. “Maybe—”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “Shhh,” Evie said, determined to calm her friend. “C’mon now. There’s nothing good that can come from talking to Marco.” She opened up Dora’s phone and clicked on the contact info for Marco so she could block his calls. “We’re smart women. We can figure this out. We just need to hide this for a while until we know who we can trust. There has to be someone in law enforcement in this town who isn’t dirty. The only question is where?”

      “Don’t ask me, Evie. Clearly, my judgement isn’t to be trusted. You know how smart I am? I’m so smart I worked there for months before I saw Marco’s money laundering scheme even though it was right in front of my eyes.” Dora’s voice raised an octave as she continued. “How the heck is someone like me supposed to stay alive when we can’t even ask anyone for help?”

      “Trusting people doesn’t make you stupid. It makes you human.” Evie tried again to get Dora to relax her fingers, and this time it worked. She lifted the small orange flash drive from Dora’s palm and replaced it with Dora’s phone. “We need a good hiding spot for this.”

      Sunshine let out a bark, and Evie glanced down to see the pup was leaning against Dora, offering comfort. Dora absent mindedly stroked the dog as Evie marveled at how clever her puppy was grabbing the right mail for each house as they made their way through the neighborhood delivering it.

      Evie glanced down at the package in her lap and imagined what might be inside. Perhaps it was a present. And maybe it was for the woman’s birthday the way Evie’s package had been for hers. It made Evie imagine how happy some woman named Gertie Bonatelli would be when she received her gift. It really was amazing that you could send things all over the world right from your very own— “That’s it! Dora, I know what to do with the flash drive.”

      She yanked the keys out of the mail truck’s ignition and began to run the sharp edge of a key along the taped seam of the package in her lap.

      “What are you doing?” Dora’s tone turned sarcastic. “Tampering with the mail?”

      “We’re going to send Gertie here a little surprise. One that we’re going to be there to get.”

      “What?”

      The remaining tape popped when Evie tugged the box open and pulled out something wrapped in tissue. She removed the paper to reveal what appeared to be a Buddha statue, but a slot at the top of his head proved it was actually a piggy bank. “This is perfect!” She turned the bank over to remove the rubber stopper. A moment later, the flash drive clattered when she dropped it inside.

      “Hold on,” Dora said. She grabbed the bank and pulled the flash drive out to wrap it in tissue before putting it back inside the Buddha where it was now unable to move or rattle. She looked at Evie with a hint of smile. “I think this can work.”

      “Me too,” Evie said, grinning at her. “See? We can totally do this.”

      Dora frowned. “Maybe we can. But we’ve got a mess to clean up before we head on over to New Orleans to pay Gertie a visit.”

      “We certainly do. First, we finish delivering the mail.” This got a confirmation bark from Sunshine. “Who knew canines were so invested in the USPS? Do you think that’s why they chase mailmen? I bet they have a sixth sense for it. Maybe they know the guy isn’t doing his job right.”

      “Evie!”

      Evie sighed. Dora had an annoying habit of pulling her out of her riffs, which was a shame because it was where she often found her best ideas. “Once we finish with the mail, we need to free Billy.”

      “Right,” Dora said with renewed confidence that made Evie’s shoulders fall in relief. “Does Billy have family?”

      Evie shook her head, happy to have a competent Dora back. “He lives alone. His closest relatives are in Montana. Why?”

      “Good. Since today is Saturday, that means once we deliver all the mail, we can return the truck to the post office.”

      Evie perked up. She’d had a quick stint as a mailwoman at one point a few years ago and understood how the system worked. “I know just where to drop off outgoing mail, so we’re sure Gertie’s package gets delivered, and then we have until Monday before anyone will know Billy’s missing.”

      “By which time we should have set him free,” Dora said.

      Evie held up a hand for a high five. “We’ve so got this!”

      Dora’s palm smacked hers but then Dora frowned. “There’s only one problem. We don’t know where Billy is being held.”

      Evie said, “I bet it’s at one of the businesses you found in Marco’s files that they’re using to launder the money. From what you said, they’re all shady enough that a kidnapped man wouldn’t draw much attention.”

      Dora narrowed her eyes at Evie. “You’re a little too good at this. But I think you’re right.”

      Evie grinned as she basked in the praise, and she decided to capitalize on her moment. “Do you want me to drive now?”

      Dora snorted in her denial. “Fat chance.” She took the keys from Evie’s hand and slid them back in the ignition before winking at Sunshine. “We’d better get moving. We’ve got mail to deliver.”

      Sunshine let out a happy bark before rushing over to the pile of mail to resume her job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Dora rolled her eyes at Evie as she tugged on the short, plaid schoolgirl skirt Evie had insisted she put on. “I don’t see how wearing this is going to help me blend in. I’m supposed to be your manager.”

      After Evie and Dora had delivered the mail and returned the truck and the outgoing mail, all while keeping up the ruse Billy was fine, they moved on to the next step of their plan. They were going to visit the strip club Marco was using as one of his money laundering venues in search of Billy. Evie suggested that cries of pain were awfully similar to those of passion and that maybe it would be easier to hide Billy that way. Since Dora had zero experience with strip clubs, she agreed to Evie’s plan. Evie’s reasoning sounded valid to her.

      Evie said, “You’re playing my manager because you’ve got a head for money. Wait…” She grinned. “There’s a bad joke in there somewhere. Give me a minute.”

      “Evie!” Dora cried with impatience. “Just give me the knee socks.” As she tugged them on, she mumbled, “If anyone dares to ask me to hit them one more time, they’re going to see a meltdown that would make Britney proud.”

      “Damn. I’d like to see that, too,” Evie said as she twisted in front of her full-length mirror to check out her backside. She was clad in a red sequin dress that barely covered her enough to be decent.

      Dora studied her for a moment. “Do I want to know why you even own a dress like that?”

      “Trace has a taste for—”

      “Stop right there.” Dora held her palm up. “I think I’d rather leave the reason up to my imagination.”

      “Suit yourself,” Evie said before she smacked herself on the rump. “I swear I get hotter every year.”

      “Ugh.” Dora took a look at her ridiculous get up and tugged the white button-down shirt that was tied at her midriff closer to the waistband of her skirt. “And I get fatter.”

      “What the heck are you talking about?” Evie asked. She was getting a little tired of Dora’s constant drive toward perfection. Five pounds in either direction was nothing to be concerned about, yet her friend was a stickler for staying within a three-pound range to the point of near obsession. Although she supposed that had a lot to do with Dora’s need for control and not so much about her self-worth. “You are so getting hit on when we go to that club, so hush up girl and let’s get out of here.”

      Evie scooped Sunshine into her arms and started for the door.

      “You’re not bringing your dog, are you?” Dora asked, eyeing her as if she had two heads.

      “I have to,” Evie insisted, unwilling to leave her precious pup home alone. “What if Marco comes looking for you? If he only finds Sunshine, he might take his wrath out on her.”

      Dora went pale and swallowed.

      “I’m sorry, honey!” Evie said quickly. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. I’m sure I’m being paranoid. You know how I am about Sunshine. She’s just so precious and protective. I’m afraid I’d be worried about her the whole time. She can just ride along with us.”

      “All right,” Dora said and took a deep, fortifying breath. “You’re probably right. It’s better if she’s with us. Besides, she’s our lucky charm. Without her, we might never have found the package in the mail truck.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Evie patted her pup’s head and darted outside with Dora right behind her.

      Once they got in Evie’s car, reality set in. Getting dressed to go out was a fun thing that had made Evie forget the seriousness of what they were about to do. She’d enjoyed glamming Dora up to look more like a wild woman than the straightlaced accountant she normally was, but once they’d applied the last coat of lipstick, the harsh truth about what lay ahead fell over the two women like a lead blanket.

      Sunshine sat in Evie’s lap as her mistress pulled out of her driveway in the dark of night. Evie said, “Run over the plan one more time with me.”

      “Okay,” Dora said. “We’re going to go in and ask to talk to the owner, Dirk Jones. I’ll say we’re new to the area and I have a stable of girls he might be interested in. You are going to be the sample.” She paused. “You do have panties on under that, right? Because what if he wants you to strip?”

      “Relax,” Evie said, even though she was far from following her own advice. “You know I’ve never been a modest person.” To appease Dora, she added. “But don’t worry. I have on panties and pasties.”

      “Pasties?” Dora let out a sigh. “Remind me why we picked the strip club to check out first?”

      “Screams. And—”

      “That was a rhetorical question.” Dora sighed. “I’m sorry. Here you are being above and beyond the best friend in the world, on your thirtieth birthday no less, and I’m giving you a hard time about it. I’m just nervous.”

      Evie understood completely, and to lessen the tension, she asked, “Did you just say hard time? Because…” She waggled her eyebrows at Dora and got the intended effect when her friend laughed.

      They drove in silence for a while, and Evie noticed Dora gazing out the window at the seedier section of Pensacola. It wasn’t an area Evie frequented either, but she had a feeling Dora was a lot more uncomfortable than she was. “Hey,” she said as she reached over and grabbed her best friend’s hand. “There’s nothing we can’t get through. Think of all the things we’ve already survived.”

      Dora squeezed her fingers. “We have had a few adventures, haven’t we?”

      “It was definitely your turn,” Evie said.

      “Yeah? Well, this one’s a doozy. You’re welcome to bail at any time.”

      “Never,” Evie said. “Remember our first day of kindergarten?” As if either of them could ever forget. That was the day Dora and Evie met. She recalled the way Dora had noticed Evie crying when her mother had left her in the classroom. She’d walked over, grabbed Evie’s hand and said, “Don’t cry. I’ll be your friend.” The two had been best friends ever since.

      “I do.”
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      Evie pulled into the parking lot of the strip club, and red light from the neon sign flashed over their heads as she parked in a spot under it. “Then you need to remember that we’ve stuck by each other through a whole lot. Remember bedazzled jeans?”

      Dora nodded. “Crimped hair.”

      “Ugh,” Evie said. “And denim everything.”

      “Oh my god, low rise jeans. Remember how you couldn’t sit down without showing off your butt crack?”

      “See?” Evie asked. “We’ve already survived flashing our coin slots. We can totally do this.”

      Dora laughed with her. “Okay. But next year? Let’s just drink too many margaritas for your birthday. I’ll even match you drink for drink and brave the hangover from hell.”

      “Oh man, you’re daring me with tequila? Bring it, sister,” Evie joked.

      Dora blew out a breath and reached into her bra to hoist her breasts higher. “Bring it, I will.” She gave Evie a serious look. “You remember what this guy looks like?”

      Evie nodded. They’d found a picture of Dirk on the internet so they’d be able to spot him.

      Dora smiled at Evie and said, “Good. Let’s do this.”

      While Evie clutched Sunshine with one arm, the two women marched in time with each other toward the club entrance, their heels clicking on the pavement like a tribal beat. It occurred to Evie that Dora had agreed to their scheme a lot faster than usual, and she suspected it had everything to do with the danger she knew she was in. Danger Evie had every intention of helping Dora get out of unscathed. She’d meant it when she said she owed her best friend.

      Nobody had ever believed in her the way Dora did. And nobody else had stuck with her through her many failures. Evie couldn’t count the number of jobs she’d burned through, but what she did remember was that Dora had been there to help her pick up the pieces and move on every single time. She’d done the same for Evie when it came to her broken heart too.

      So, when Dora pushed their way into the strip club, Evie was determined to do whatever it took to get Billy free and Dora one step closer to proving her innocence. Anything.

      Dora took the lead, her shoulders back and her head held high, surprising Evie. She was exuding self-confidence and determination. Good, Evie thought, but an ache had formed in her gut. This wasn’t exactly the nicest part of town, and Evie knew better than anyone that these weren’t the type of people that cared to be messed with. They just needed to get the information they came for and then get the heck out of there.

      “There he is.” Dora paused and jerked her head toward a tall, dark-haired man at the end of the bar. “That’s Dirk.” She turned and glanced at Evie and Sunshine. “Give her to me. You can’t audition with a dog in your arms.”

      Evie shook her head. “Not until after we talk to Dirk. It wouldn’t be professional for my manager to be carrying a small dog.” Though Evie highly doubted Dirk Jones would give one flying fig about Sunshine. As long as Evie was willing to take it off, she was certain that was all he’d care about.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” a tall man with muscles that went on for days said to Dora, sliding up next to her and resting a hand on her hip. Dora stiffened, but before she could tell him to back off, he produced a one-hundred dollar bill and tucked it into her cleavage. “How about a lap dance before the rest of the punks in here wake up and notice you?”

      Evie smirked as Dora pulled the bill out of her cleavage and held it out to the man. “I’m not a stripper.” She waved to Evie. “I manage Candy over here, and right now we need to go talk to the boss man.”

      The Ken doll glanced over at the bar and frowned. “Jones appears to be busy.” Then he glanced back at Dora. “It sure looks like you’re dressed to shake that ass tonight.”

      “I—”

      Evie grabbed the bill Dora was still holding and tucked it into her bra. “She’d love to. Dora, go give the man the dance he’s asking for.”

      “What? No, I’m not—” Dora started.

      “Give us just one sec,” Evie said, smiling brightly at the man as she hooked her arm through Dora’s and tugged her away a few feet.

      “What are you thinking?” Dora hissed, keeping a wary eye on her admirer.

      “I’m thinking we can use the money. Have you forgotten we’re both out of jobs now? If we’re careful, a hundred bucks will go a long way toward keeping the fridge full.”

      Dora closed her eyes and let out a barely audible groan.

      Evie patted Sunshine’s head as she added, “You know how to shake it. Remember the moves we made up to Beyoncé’s “Naughty Girl”?”

      “Yes,” Dora said, her tone hesitant.

      “Just draw on those and you’ll be great.” Evie gave her a little shove. “I’ll be right here if Ken doll gets handsy.”

      “A hundred bucks,” Dora said under her breath as if she was trying to talk herself into it.

      “You got this.” Evie pulled her back over to the man and grinned. “Have fun. Sunshine and I will be right here watching.” She leaned in closer to the man. “Remember, no touching.”

      “What if I pay extra?” he asked Evie.

      She patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry man. That’s against the rules. Take it or leave it.”

      He glanced at Dora again, his eyes glittering with anticipation. “All right. Let’s do this, honey.”

      “This way,” Dora said, boldly taking him by the hand and leading him over to an unoccupied chair.

      “There she goes, Sunshine,” Evie said to her pup. “Look at her. She’s swaying her hips and flipping her hair like an expert. She even managed to flip her skirt just enough so that he got a peek of her backside.”

      Sunshine squirmed in her arms as if straining to see Dora.

      “Oh, wow. She just gently pushed him down into the chair and straddled him, completely taking charge.” Evie glanced down at Sunshine. “Can you believe that? I think our Dora might have missed her calling as a dominatrix. Who knew?”

      Sunshine turned big brown eyes on Evie, giving her a look.

      Evie laughed. “I know. You’re right. She does have that no-nonsense attitude. If I didn’t know her so well, I’d start to wonder if she had a collection of BDSM toys hiding in her closet.”

      A small crowd of business men moved, blocking Evie’s view of Dora. But soon enough, Dora’s head started to bob up and down in time to the slow beat of the music playing over the sound system. Evie giggled. She couldn’t help it. Two days ago, the idea of Dora giving anyone a lap dance would’ve been the craziest thing she’d ever heard. That type of thing was definitely more Evie’s scene. But after today, seeing her poor mailman get abducted and knowing what had happened back at Dora’s office, this was nothing in comparison.

      “Look at her sticking her butt out, Sunshine.” Evie craned her neck, to get a better view. “And the way she’s putting her rack right in his face without even touching him. Jeez. She’s a freakin’ natural.”

      Sunshine let out a small whimper and covered her eyes with a paw.

      Evie shook her head. “Giving a good lap dance is nothing to be embarrassed about, Sunny. Workin’ it with the right person can lead to a hot night in the bedroom.”

      “You know it,” a stocky man said from right behind Evie just before his large hand landed on her barely clad butt cheek.

      “Hey! Hands off the goods,” Evie said, jumping back and putting plenty of space between them. “That’s not how this works.”

      “You were the one who said good lap dances lead to something better. I was just giving you what you asked for, baby.” He moved forward, his hand out as if he was going to grab her again.

      Sunshine lifted her head and growled, baring her teeth.

      “Whoa!” He took a few steps back and blinked as if he didn’t quite believe what he was seeing. “Who let that prissy little beast in?”

      “She’s with me,” Dora said, appearing right behind Evie.

      “Gooood,” the man said, drawing out the word and making Evie’s skin crawl. “I always did like a two-for-one special.”

      Dora narrowed her eyes at the guy. “Back off, buddy, or I’m going to let this sweet little dog go for her favorite body part.” She lowered her gaze, letting it linger just below the belt.

      The man’s face paled. And without saying another word, he took off, disappearing into the crowd.

      “Thanks,” Evie said, grinning at her friend. “You have a multitude of skills I didn’t realize you possessed. Seriously, Dor, that lap dance? It was pro level.”

      Dora frowned at her.

      “Uh-oh. What happened? What’d he do?” Evie’s ire rose, and her entire body heated with irritation as she craned her neck looking for the man who’d just been ogling Dora’s assets.

      “He gave me a tip.” Dora produced a twenty but was still frowning.

      “Excellent.” Relief rushed through Evie as she grabbed the bill and shoved it into her bra with the hundred. “But why the sourpuss face? Cash is good.”

      “Evie,” Dora hissed. “You were supposed to be looking for Billy, not watching me degrade myself for cash!”

      Oops. Evie grimaced. Dora had a point. “All right. Sunshine and I are on it. There’s Dirk.” She pointed to a tall guy with dark hair who was standing near the door to the back room.

      Dirk had his hand on a wall and was leaning over a girl in glasses and a plaid skirt. She turned around and stuck her butt out and he shoved money in her G-string, making her giggle as she walked away.

      “Hey, Dor-a.” Evie sang out. “Looks like our friend Dirk has a thing for the uptight librarian.

      “Oh no.” Dora shook her head. “I already took one for the team. It’s your turn. Remember the plan? You were going to audition.” She started to reach for Sunshine, but Evie took a step back as she shook her head.

      “Nope. My Jessica Rabbit look isn’t going to work. You’re rocking what Dirk wants in a big way. Just give me three minutes. That’s all I need to search the back.” Evie gave her a bright smile. “Once you’ve enthralled him with your glorious cleavage, Sunshine and I will be quick like bunnies and find out if there’s any sign of Billy.

      Dora’s jaw tightened. “I really hate you sometimes, you know that?”

      “You love me.” Evie winked at her. “Go on. As soon as you distract him with that great rack, Sunshine and I will get our search on.”

      Dora took a deep breath. And just like a pro, she strutted her way over to Dirk to put her assets to work.

      Evie didn’t hesitate. She weaved through the club and slipped through the door that led to the back. A dancer strode by, apparently unfazed by a new girl holding a small dog. She just nodded and waited in the wings for her turn on the stage.

      Interesting, Evie thought. She’d expected to be questioned, but either the place had a lot of dancer turnover or no one cared enough to wonder what she was doing there. The place wasn’t all that big. She poked her head into the three small offices. All of them were empty.

      Unless the girls had Billy tied up in their dressing room, the place had turned out to be a dead end. Just to make sure, she pushed the door open to the dressing room and spied three women in various states of dress—or undress. No Billy. Before they could question her, she ran back into the club just as Dora shook her rump for the last time.

      Dora’s eyes locked on her friend’s as Evie gave a tiny shake of her head. Evie watched as Dora stopped and said something to Dirk. He frowned after her as she hurried over to Evie. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.” Evie scanned Dora’s body with her gaze and licked her lips dramatically. “Unless you want a new career. Looks like Dirk was interested.”

      “Oh my god,” Dora hissed. “You are so not funny.”

      “Fine. Fine.” Evie laughed as Dora shoved her out the door of the club.
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      “I’m not going in there like this,” Dora insisted. It was one thing to strut around in stripper clothes in a strip bar, but she wasn’t showing her face in Dildos R Us wearing an eleven-inch skirt that did almost nothing to cover her backside.

      “But you’ll wear a white button-down shirt that shows off your nips?” Evie said with a snicker.

      “What?” Dora glanced down at her chest and groaned. “Those pasties would’ve really come in handy.”

      “Want mine?” Evie asked, already reaching into her shirt as if to peel them right off herself.

      “No! Forget it.” Dora felt her face go hot. She wasn’t that desperate that she was going to share pasties with her bestie. “I’ll just toss this sweatshirt on,” she said, digging around in a duffle bag of workout clothes. “And these running tights.”

      “Suit yourself.” Evie patted Sunshine’s head, making no move to change her own outfit.

      “I definitely will, thank you very much.” Dora awkwardly changed in the passenger’s seat, grateful it was dark out as she hastily shrugged out of the white shirt and tugged the sweatshirt on. After she’d switched her skirt for the workout pants, she looked down at her high heels and groaned. “These don’t exactly go, do they?”

      Evie giggled. “That’s one way to class up your outfit.”

      Dora opened the car door and let out a heavy sigh. “Come on. At least I can use one as a weapon if we run into Marco or any of his minions.”

      “Now you’re thinking.” Evie followed her out of the car, but just as they got to the front door, she tugged on Dora’s sleeve.

      Dora glanced back at her, noting she was clutching Sunshine so tightly that the little dog had started to pant and squirm to get out of her mother’s arm. “It’s okay, Sunshine,” Dora said, gently pulling her from Evie’s grip. “She didn’t mean to squeeze the stuffing out of you.” She looked at her friend. “What’s wrong?”

      Evie ran a nervous hand through her hair. “It’s just that I started to think about what you’d said about running into trouble. Do you really think Marco might be out looking for you at these places?”

      Dora shrugged, trying to ignore the unease in her gut. “If Billy’s here, there’s a strong possibility, don’t you think?”

      “Right. Obviously. I guess I was just so caught up in our ruse at the strip club, I hadn’t even thought about it.” She bit her bottom lip and then reached into the tiny handbag she had slung across her shoulder. “He likely won’t recognize me, but you…” She shoved a dark pair of sunglasses at Dora. “Put those on. With your hair and makeup all done up like that, the glasses will help.”

      Dora didn’t see how wearing sunglasses, at night no less, along with workout gear and high heels, was going to do anything to help her maintain any sort of cover, but she put them on anyway. If she didn’t, Evie was likely to have a meltdown right there in the seedy parking lot.

      Evie blew out a breath. “Okay. Let’s go find Billy.”

      Still clutching Sunshine, Dora held the door open for Evie and followed her in. “Your turn to distract the cashier. I’ll check out the back this time.”

      “Sure, Dora. But let’s just take a look around the store first, let him eye the goods a bit before I dazzle him with my sparkling personality.”

      Considering a sex shop was more Evie’s comfort zone than hers, Dora said, “Whatever you say.” She watched as her friend waved at the twenty-something cashier behind the counter and then sashayed down the aisle toward an impressive selection of dildos.

      Dora went the opposite direction, scoping out the entrance to the back room. The door behind the counter that was marked Employees Only was propped open, and light spilled out into the store. Once she heard Evie charming the clerk into helping her pick out the best vibrator in the store, Dora could just slip—

      “Dora? Is that you?”

      She froze, knowing that voice anywhere. This is not happening. This is not happening. This is not—

      “Nice shoes. Very sexy,” Luke Landucci said in a low rumble of a voice.

      A ripple of pleasure rolled through her at the compliment, and she turned around. Her face had heated to almost unbearable levels, and she could barely look him in the eye when she blurted, “Bachelorette party.”

      “What?” he asked, his lips curved in amusement.

      Dora took a moment to take in his sapphire blue eyes, sandy blond hair that was just a little too long and hanging in his eyes, and his long and lean frame with broad shoulders. She was willing to bet he was all muscle under the T-shirt he wore. Hadn’t Lindy from work once told her she saw him at the gym working out every Tuesday and Thursday?

      “Dora?” Luke prompted, pulling her out of her infatuation haze.

      “Sorry.” She shook her head as if clearing cobwebs. “We’re here to find something for a bachelorette party. Our friend is getting married for the third time, and we figured we’d better up our game if we’re going to top the last party we threw for her.” Dora knew she was rambling. Luke Landucci, head chef of Sandbar, Pensacola’s hottest new seafood restaurant, just did something to her. Every time she’d ever spoken to him, her insides melted and her lady parts tingled. This night was no different.

      Luke’s lips spread into a grin. “Imagine that. I’m here to pick up something for a bachelor party. What do you think? Edibles? Everything else seems… way too personal.”

      “Those boobie pops might work,” Dora said, staring at the penis pops, edible undies, and flavored lubes while trying to fight the blush that was already heating her cheeks.

      He chuckled. “Yeah. It’s an obvious choice, but it might work.”

      “Dora! Did you see this?” Evie said, appearing from another aisle holding a large sparkling purple penis. “Look. It’s the new version of the pink Rabbit you got last year. Remember?” Sunshine let out a little bark of agreement. Evie smiled and continued, “I talked you into buying it after—”

      “We were invited to a different bachelorette party,” Dora quickly finished for her. Evie had actually talked Dora into buying that Rabbit after a particularly long dry spell, followed by a horrible blind date where the guy had called his mother no less than seven times during dinner to get advice on everything from what kind of wine to order to how long he should wait to ask Dora out again. Needless to say, Dora told him they weren’t a match and promptly took Evie’s advice on the battery-operated purchase.

      “Riiiight,” Evie said, nodding. “Bachelorette party. The bride kept goosing everyone with it. I remember because Trace had been out of town and it was the most action I’d had in weeks.” She winked at Luke and then glanced back and forth between the two of them. “Hey, Dora? Why haven’t you and Luke ever gotten together? I bet he’s a lot more fun than any Rabbit.”

      “Evie!” Dora hissed, ready for the floor to open up and swallow her whole. Her face burned, and she was certain she’d turned beet-red.

      “That’s a really good question,” Luke said, his eyes sparkling with interest. “What do you say, Dora? Shall we move past appetizers?” He was referring to the way she’d sit at the bar in his restaurant before the dinner rush and he’d bring her samples of new recipes to try. She’d thought they’d been flirting, but she wasn’t sure if it was only her.

      He asked, “Are you busy tomorrow night?”

      “I—um,” Dora stammered, completely taken off guard. What if he was just teasing because of what Evie had said?

      “We could go to Crabs and take a walk on the beach afterward.”

      Seriously? Why was Luke finally asking her out now when she couldn’t go? Of course, she couldn’t explain why, so she said, “I’m sorry. Evie and I have a thing.” Regret pulsed through her veins. If she wasn’t desperate to clear her name, she’d have jumped at the chance. Heck, she’d probably have jumped right into his arms considering her level of chill was nonexistent. “Raincheck?”

      He blinked, and the mischief vanished from his gorgeous gaze. Was that disappointment that just flashed in his eyes? He blinked again and gave her an easy smile. “Sure. Next time. I’ll call you.”

      “Okay,” Dora said, her heart sinking as she watched him walk over to the counter and purchase a handful of boobie pops. As he left the store with his shopping bag in hand, Dora let out a sigh.

      “I can’t believe you turned him down,” Evie said incredulously. “Are you crazy? We don’t have a thing tomorrow. Why didn’t you take him up on dinner?”

      “I can’t,” Dora said in a hushed whisper. “I’m supposed to be laying low, remember? Weren’t you just the one who said I might have someone following me? Bringing Luke into this mess is just wrong. Once we clear my name, then we’ll see.”

      “We’ll see,” Evie mimicked and frowned at her friend. “You’ve got a good reason for turning him down this time, but you and I both know that you’ll never go out with him unless he tracks you down and asks you again. I saw the way he looked when you shot him down. Want to bet how likely it is he’ll try again?”

      “He said he’d call me,” Dora said, staring at the sparkly purple rabbit, but even she knew he wouldn’t.

      “Uh-huh. Sure, Dora. Once a man tastes a tiny bit of rejection, they retreat. You’re going to have to make the first move if you want a little cookin’ in your kitchen.”

      Dora swallowed. “I know you’re probably right, but I can’t do that. If he really wants a date with me, he’ll ask again.” She said the words, but she didn’t believe them. It wasn’t as if Dora was asked out every day. She wasn’t Evie for goodness sake.

      “And you say I’m the one who’s scared?” Evie tsked, balling her hands into fists and holding them at her waist. “At least I’m not too scared to have a relationship. You know, one of these days you’re going to have to finally get over your college boyfriend. That ass. He never deserved you.”

      “Stop. I know this is coming from a place of love, but you do know that I’m perfectly fine on my own, right?” Dora asked.

      “Sure. As long as you have Mr. Sparkly here,” Evie said, waving the purple dildo.

      Dora held her hands up, frustrated because she would have said yes to Luke, and now her chance with him was gone. “Stop! I can’t deal with this right now. Can we please remember why we came here?”

      Evie glanced around and then shrugged. “Sure. We were getting to that.” She cut her gaze to the clerk and chuckled. “Lucky for us the cutie behind the counter is totally into me after our vibrator conversation,” she said under her breath. “Let me go find out what he thinks of Mr. Sparkly here. I’ll get him over to the display of these bad boys. You check and see if Billy’s hiding out.”

      “I’m on it,” Dora said as Sunshine lifted her head, watching as Evie sauntered over to the counter. True to her word, within moments she’d lured the cashier over to the massive display of fake penises and batted her eyelashes at him while she asked about size, speed, and customer satisfaction.

      Dora chuckled to herself and tried to appear invisible as she snuck into the back room. It was just a cluttered office with an attached bathroom that smelled so bad it made her eyes water.

      “Oh no, Sunshine,” she said to the little dog. “I’m afraid of what we might find in there.”

      Sunshine let out a small whimper and tucked her nose into Dora’s chest.

      “You said it, sister,” Dora said. She took a few steps back from the bathroom, sucked in a deep breath, and then strode forward, pushing the door all the way open.

      The bathroom was empty. The only thing that remained was a broken toilet that appeared to be clogged with human waste. “Oh, gah! Gross.”

      Sunshine whined.

      “I know. We’re going,” Dora whispered to the dog. After checking a small storage closet that was filled to the gills, Dora slipped back out into the store, careful to step silently until she made it to the corner next to the register as if she’d always been there.

      “You know,” she heard Evie say. “I think I’m going to sleep on it for a night or two. Then I’ll be back.”

      “It’s going to be the Mr. Sparkly,” the clerk said with a fair amount of confidence. “It always is.”

      Evie giggled and flipped her hair. “Do you have personal experience with this bad boy?”

      The clerk’s pale face turned bright red and he started to stammer.

      Dora felt a pang of sympathy for the young man, having been in a similar sticky situation moments ago. “Evie, we better get going. We’re going to be late.”

      “Right.” She gave the clerk one last flirty smile, and then met Dora near the front door and leaned in, whispering, “No luck?”

      Dora shook her head. “No luck.”
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      The cool sea breeze chilled Dora’s skin once they made it back outside. And she was the one wearing a sweatshirt. Poor Evie wrapped her arms around herself and started to powerwalk toward her little bug. She was moving so fast, Dora, who was the taller of the two, was having trouble keeping up.

      “Jeez, slow down, would ya?” Dora said, trotting to catch up with her and doing her best to not jostle Sunshine. “I’m carrying precious cargo.”

      Evie glanced over at her pup and her eyes softened. “She’s such a good girl. Can you believe how sweet she is when we’re out?”

      “She a natural at the car rides, that’s for sure,” Dora said, walking around to the passenger side of the car. “But I think her adventure is over for the night. None of the other businesses are open right now.”

      “All right. Let’s get home and—”

      “Hold it right there,” an angry voice called from the shadows.

      Dora froze, squinting into the darkness, trying to make out who was there while Sunshine’s entire body vibrated as she let out a low growl.

      “Get in the car, Dora,” Evie demanded, already reaching for her door handle.

      A gunshot fired, and Dora’s heart nearly stopped as she heard the bullet whiz by, thankfully missing both of them. “Let’s get out of here!” she yelled as she tried to pull her door open.

      “I said to stop right there.” Footsteps echoed on the pavement as the man approached them.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Evie said, holding her arms up in the air. “But we don’t have any money. We’re broke. There’s nothing to take.” She glanced at her little car and winced.

      “The only thing I want is the flash drive,” Brian said, finally stepping into the light shining down from the lamppost.

      “What?” Dora asked, eyes widening as she held up her hands, trying to make it seem as if she was shocked, which wasn’t hard because she never expected him to hold her at gunpoint. “Brian? Why do you have a gun on us? I—I told you, the guys who robbed Billy got it.”

      Brian narrowed his eyes at her and sneered. “Cut the act, Dora. I know you’re not stupid. Don’t insult me by assuming I am.”

      “I—I’m not—”

      “Yes, you are. Now just tell me where the damn flash drive is.”

      Slowly, Dora shook her head and tried to scan the area. Was Brian alone? Where was his patrol car? And why had he fired at them? To scare them? She prayed that was all he’d intended. Though she knew that firing his gun without cause was a gross violation of the police force, and if anyone cared, he’d be in big trouble.

      “I don’t understand, Brian.” Dora asked. “Do you think I’m in on the scheme?”

      “I have my suspicions, Dora.” Brian jerked his head back toward the shadowed area of the parking lot. “The patrol car is just over there. Let’s say we go down to the station and get this sorted out.”

      Fear turned Dora’s insides cold. If they got into Brian’s car, would he really take them to the station? Or would she and Evie end up in some warehouse, tied up on a stone floor until they told him where to find the flash drive? Because she was pretty sure he was the dirty cop.

      “Can’t you just take her statement?” Evie asked, her voice strangely calm.

      “We’ll all be more comfortable and”—he scanned his gaze over her barely dressed body—“and a little warmer I suspect. That’s a little scandalous even for you, isn’t it, Evie?”

      “It’s my new look,” she said defiantly. If there was one thing Evie hated, it was when men tried to tell her how to dress or shamed her for her short skirts. “Got a problem with that, Officer Brian?”

      “Nope. But I bet Trace won’t appreciate his girl walking around like a two-bit hooker,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Why you—” Evie lunged for him, her arms outstretched as if she was going to tackle him or scratch his eyes out.

      “Evie! No!” Dora called, her heart in her throat as she watched her bestie try to assault an officer of the law.

      “Arf!” Sunshine jumped out of Dora’s hands and ran toward Evie, but just before she reached her mistress’s side, she turned and also lunged for Brian, her teeth bared. Unlike Evie, Sunshine actually made contact, and Brian let out a yelp and kicked out, catching the dog’s back end with his boot. Sunshine went flying about ten feet.

      Evie spun just before she got to Brian and changed course, reaching down to pick up her small dog, who was now panting and glaring at Brian.

      “That’s it,” Brian said, recklessly waving his firearm in Evie and then Dora’s direction. “Both of you, in the car. Right now, or I’m calling back up. If that happens, then your chance to tell your story will be delayed, and you both will be processed through the system.” He glared at Sunshine. “And that one will end up at animal control. If you’re lucky, they won’t adopt her out before you’re released.”

      “Why, you no good, dirty, piece of monkey spit!” Evie said, clutching Sunshine. “What is wrong with you, you sick bastard?”

      He sneered at her and then held out his leg. “Looks like your little beast drew blood. I believe they kill dogs who bite around these parts.”

      Dora stared down at his pasty white ankle and rolled her eyes when she saw the tiniest trickle of blood. “You probably scraped your leg on Sunshine’s collar when you kicked her.”

      “Shut up and get in the car.” He circled around, still holding his gun, so that Dora and Evie had no choice but to walk toward the cruiser that was still sitting in the shadows.
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      The back of Brian’s patrol car had an odor of urine so strong even Sunshine crinkled her nose. Dora gave the pup a sympathetic look.

      “Jeez, Brian,” Evie said. “Get an air freshener already. Maybe one of those candle ones, like ocean calm. Or if fruity is your thing, they have a Tahiti sunset that has the relaxing aroma of coconut. Might chill out the perps, you know what I’m saying? There’s always new car smell, too.” She chuckled as Brian pulled out onto the highway.

      Dora’s stomach sank when she realized they were headed in the opposite direction of the police station.

      Evie continued her riff, “But that’s such a crock, right? Who even knows what that smells like? Because no fool buys a brand-new car these days. Although…” Evie took a moment to glance around at the torn leather of the back seat and frowned as her gaze fixated on a dark stain on the carpet that Dora really hoped wasn’t blood. “Have you seen the state of this back seat lately? It might be time for you to trade this puppy, no offense Sunshine, in. Or at least get it de—”

      “Shut! Up!” Brian finally yelled.

      Dora and Evie exchanged wide-eyed glances, and Dora knew her friend was rambling this time because she was nervous. She reached over and grabbed Evie’s hand to squeeze it tight, and Sunshine let out a small whine as she laid her head on her paws in Evie’s lap.

      Dora asked, “Where are you taking us?”

      “Hmpf,” Brian’s eyes appeared darker than Dora remembered as he glared at her in the rearview mirror. “You see far too much for your own good.”

      Dora was afraid that wasn’t entirely true, because if she’d had sharper eyes, she would have noticed the money laundering scheme of Marco’s a lot sooner and figured out Brian was a crook instead of the nice guy next door.

      Evie let out a huff of exasperation. “You really have to stop underestimating people.” She winked at Dora. “Even I know you’re not taking us the right way for the police station.”

      Dora never liked the way Evie downplayed her intelligence, especially when she was feeling depressed about her latest loss of employment, but she had to admit Evie did know how to use the fact that most people thought she was a ditzy blonde to her advantage. And it might come in handy. She nudged Evie with her elbow and mouthed, Way to go.

      She eyed Sunshine, who was fast becoming a solid member of their team. Dora still wasn’t sure how the tiny dog knew how to sort mail, but she was positive everyone would underestimate the little ball of fur too.

      Her mind raced as she tried to figure out the best way to get them free. While she didn’t think Brian would kill them, she also hadn’t believed he’d hold her at gunpoint either. No, it was best if she prepared for the worst. Glancing down at her shoes, she recalled how earlier she’d joked she could use one of the stilettos she was wearing as a weapon, and at the moment, it didn’t seem like a bad idea.

      She reached down, pulled a shoe from her foot, and gripped it tightly in her hand as Brian slowed the car. Evie was wearing heels too, although they were platforms, but she took Dora’s lead and removed a shoe as well.

      Brian pulled into the strip mall where Evie used to work and drove around back to the service entrances. He parked the car close to a door that read, Price Dry Cleaners, where Evie had worked until two days earlier.

      Evie’s jaw dropped. “Fred is on the take?”

      Brian turned to look over his seat at Dora and chuckled. He tapped his temple as if they were still buddies. “Rocket scientist, that one.”

      Sunshine growled at Brian as Dora gripped her shoe tighter, and she felt her anger flood her veins along with the adrenaline she was going to need to help her overpower the jerk who had just insulted her best friend.

      Brian was still laughing to himself as he got out of the car and greeted a man who’d emerged from the dry cleaners. The guy was wearing a T-shirt that was so tight it was on the verge of ripping if he flexed, and the solid mass of muscle it revealed, as well as the gun strapped to his side, made things very clear. Two high heels were not going to be effective weapons.

      “Damn it,” Dora muttered. “Put your shoe back on.”

      Evie let out a sigh. “I was so looking forward to a little blunt trauma. Might have improved Brian’s attitude toward women.”

      Sunshine let out a yap of agreement as the hulking man pulled Evie’s door open and leaned in to take a look at them.

      “Jock?” Evie asked. The man’s smile became a lecherous grin as he made no attempt at hiding the fact he was scanning Evie’s assets in her red dress. “Unbelievable,” Evie scoffed. “And to think I bought your misunderstood-for-your-appearance act. You are the thug everyone thinks you are.”

      He grabbed Evie’s hand to help her out of the car and bit his lower lip once she was standing and he could get a good look at her. “And your story doesn’t pan out either. You’re every bit the sexpot I expected.”

      “Ugh, I definitely should have swiped no-way-in-hell on your dating profile when I had the chance.”

      During Evie and Jock’s exchange, Dora managed to get herself out of the car to stand next to her friend. Brian pulled the door to the dry cleaners open and waved his gun at the women before he said in a tone dripping with sarcasm, “Ladies, after you.”

      Dora and Evie were led to an office, and Brian instructed them to sit in the two chairs. Dora went to sit behind the desk where there was a chair with roller wheels, but Brian waved to a plain stationary chair with no arms and barked out, “Over here.”

      Evie took the rolling chair, and Sunshine jumped out of Dora’s arms to sit in Evie’s lap, making her think the little dog knew which seat would be better equipped for breaking them free.

      “Now,” Brian growled out. “If Dora here can tell me where to find the flash drive, this can be a painless experience.”

      Dora jumped when she heard the rip of duct tape being pulled from a roll and saw Jock bite off a long strip. She said, “If I had it, I’d give it to you, I swear.” She needed to buy time and added, “You got Billy’s mail bag. If it wasn’t in there, then maybe it will be in Monday’s mail.”

      Brian glared at her, but Dora could see he was considering what she’d said, which was good because the way things were headed, she thought she just bought Evie and herself two more days of life. But as she looked over at Evie and took in her skimpy red dress, she remembered what they’d been doing out of hiding in the first place, and it occurred to her that Billy might not have the same amount of time.
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      “You’d better hope that flash drive is in Monday’s mail,” Brian said to Dora. He leaned in so close that she could smell the garlic on his breath, and it made her stomach turn. “Because I got a good look at the security tapes from Two to Mango, and it seems like you killed Steve Franklin.”

      “But she didn’t!” Evie cried.

      Brian stepped back from Dora and grinned at her before he looked at Evie and shrugged. “Along with a cop’s expert testimony, no jury would have a reason to believe otherwise.” He sneered at Dora. “You’ve got yourself in a pickle, young lady. But you can make this nightmare for you and your friend go away. All I need is the flash drive.”

      Real tears burned in Dora’s eyes, because she was going to jail either way. Without that flash drive as evidence, she had no doubt Marco would pin her for the money laundering scheme instead of Steve’s death. She whimpered and then repeated, “If I had it, I’d give it to you. I swear!”

      It was not the answer Brian was looking for, and he barked out to Jock, “Restrain them.”

      Jock approached Evie first, and Sunshine growled. Brian said, “Do the mutt, too.”

      Evie gasped and clutched the dog tighter. “You can’t use duct tape on Sunshine! It’ll rip her fur out.”

      “She’s right,” Dora said. “You can’t possibly be that cruel. There must be another way.” She glanced around the room, panicked for the little dog, and spotted a necktie laying on a filing cabinet. “How about that tie? You can loop it through Sunshine’s collar and then tie her to the leg of the desk. She won’t be able to go anywhere then.”

      Jock said, “She’s right boss.” He tilted his head at Sunshine, who did the same to him, and in that universal dog voice nobody would ever expect from a guy like Jock, he said, “I won’t hurt you, little cutie wooty.”

      Dora managed to cover her snort of laughter with a cough, while Evie eyed Jock with skepticism.

      Brian rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Just restrain them.”

      Five minutes later, Dora and Evie were taped to their chairs and Sunshine was on a short leash.

      When the men left them, Dora yanked on her arms and legs with the hope the tape would give, but after struggling for a few moments all it proved to her was that she wasn’t getting free. “Evie, can Sunshine bite the tape on your arms or ankles?”

      The dog strained against her collar, but she’d been tied to a front leg of the desk and couldn’t quite reach Evie. Dora’s hope was deflated, and she let her tears fall in hot streams down her cheeks. She’d been so determined to save Evie and herself she hadn’t let frustration take over. But now… “Evie, I’m so sorry.” A sob escaped before she got control again. “You’ve been the best friend ever. Nobody else would have stuck through this with me, and I”—she hiccupped—“I can’t believe we’re going to end like this.”

      “You don’t think they’re going to kill us, do you?”

      Dora sniffed, “Not yet, but how are we going to get out of this one?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know that giving up is not the answer,” Evie said with authority. “Don’t you wimp out on me now, Dora Winslow.”

      Dora didn’t want to. She was used to being the strong one, although, Evie was just as strong in her own way. While she usually let Dora be the bossy one, she had proven she could take the lead when necessary.

      Evie gasped. “We may not be able to escape, but I know how we’re going to get some information. Sunshine, it’s time for doggy and me yoga.”

      “What?” Dora shook her head. “Look, I know you think communing with your inner chi or whatever might provide insight, but you aren’t seriously going to make your dog practice yoga right now, are you?”

      “Yes,” Evie said with authority. “And let me tell you why. Fred loved to spy on me. See that TV screen on the wall?”

      Dora glanced over her shoulder at the screen that was across from the desk where Evie was seated. “It’s not on.”

      “No, but the remote for it is on the desk.” Evie winked at Sunshine. “Are you limbered up?”

      Sunshine let out a little growl as a yes.

      The controls were on the desk. Neither of them could reach it, and Sunshine couldn’t jump up on it because she was tied to the table leg. Dora shook her head, unable to fathom how Evie expected to get to the remote. “But—"

      “Mountain pose,” Evie commanded. The dog lifted her front legs up to extend like a standing human. “Very good, Sunshine. Someone’s been practicing. Dora, can you see this?”

      “Evie, please.” Dora pleaded.

      “Right. Sorry.” She returned her gaze to the dog, who wasn’t tall enough to see the top of the desk. “Reach for the sky and hit that remote.”

      The dog lifted her front paws up over her little head and dropped them down onto the desk. One hit the remote, and Dora noticed the word audio pop up on the screen before the dog landed back on all fours and the controls went skittering across the room.

      “Darn it,” Evie said.

      But Dora heard something else clatter and shook her head. “Shhh.”

      Brian’s voice came through the television speaker. “—Miss Morris. This is getting ridiculous.”

      Jock said, “You know I don’t do animal cruelty. It’s in the contract.”

      Brian let out a noise of disgust. “That’s something. A goon with morals.”

      “You got a problem with that?” Jock challenged.

      Brian sighed. “No, you jackass. But you get to keep the dog. I already have enough to deal with.”

      Evie’s wide eyes told Dora they were thinking the same thing. Jock may be keeping the dog because Dora and Evie would no longer be able to. And she didn’t think it was because they were going to be out of town.

      For a moment, Dora wondered who Miss Morris was, but she didn’t have time to ponder it because Brian said, “I’ll stake out Evie’s house for Monday’s mail. We’ll keep them alive until I get the flash drive… just in case.”

      “Whattaya want me to do with the mailman?”

      “Billy?” Brian chuckled. “The gator will run out of food Sunday night, and come Monday there won’t be a scrap of him left.”

      Evie’s lower lip trembled as she and Dora stared at each other in fear for Billy, the kind mail carrier. And it occurred to Dora that she now knew where the mailman was. An alligator park was one of the businesses that had been in Marco’s files of cooked books. But a fat lot of good it did them if they couldn’t escape in time to save him. Or themselves.
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      At some point in the night, Dora and Evie dozed off, and Evie woke to the sound of someone rustling around in the main lobby of the dry cleaners. She determined Brian and Jock were gone when she heard the new girl, who must have taken her place, talking to herself as she ran through the opening checklist.

      “Lights on,” the girl said. Evie looked over and noticed Dora was awake too. She heard the girl also say, “Unlock the clerk safe for my cash drawer.” Fred had a small safe for the clerks to keep the register drawer. The deposit at the end of the day went into a slot in a bigger safe that only Fred had access to.

      The girl continued, “One to the right, two to the left and… Wait. What’s the next number? Darn it. One, two…?” There was silence for a moment, and it made Dora want to shout ‘three’ to her. But then the girl giggled. “Brain fart. Where was I?” She blew out a long breath, apparently trying again. “One to the right, two to the left, and three to the right. Yes!” They heard rattling that was likely change in the plastic drawer, and then the girl said, “Unlock the door. Huh? What’s this? I guess I’m supposed to read Fred’s note. Hmpf. That’s not on my opening check list.” She let out a big sigh as if reading a note was a burden. Which Evie assumed might be for her. “Dear New Girl. Really? Fred doesn’t even know my name?” She huffed. “Personality disorder therapy has begun in the office next door. Ignore anything you hear.”

      Dora gasped. “She’s not going to believe that bull, is she?”

      Evie raised her eyebrows. “Her safe combination is one, two, three, and she couldn’t remember it.”

      “Good point,” Dora conceded. “There goes the calling-for-help idea.”

      Evie watched as Dora’s eyes filled with tears, and her heart ached for her friend, who seemed to be giving up hope.

      Dora’s voice was shaky as she asked, “What is your biggest regret in life?”

      “What?” It was worse than Evie had feared. Dora had given up and was sure they were going to die. “No, Dora –”

      “Not having children,” Dora interrupted. “I think I would have been a great mother.”

      Evie took stock of her best friend. Tears were running down her face with streaks of mascara marking the trail. She’d been strong and capable until they’d been restrained last night, but now she was falling apart. Evie knew her friend had cried herself to sleep too. And who could blame her? In the span of three days, Dora had discovered a money laundering scheme, accidently killed her boss, gotten a mailman kidnapped, done a lap dance that would make a real stripper blush, and was now duct taped to a chair. But even so, it was heartbreaking for Evie to see her best friend give up hope.

      Evie said, “You will be a great mother one day. I can just see little number-crunching chefs telling my free-spirited musician kids what to do at playgroup.”

      The bell to the front door jingled, and Evie stopped talking to listen. The new clerk might believe the ridiculous therapy excuse, but maybe a rational customer wouldn’t.

      “Thank god you’re open,” said a familiar voice.

      Dora gasped. “Is that—”

      “Luke,” Evie said as she recognized the voice and listened.

      “Hey!” The clerk yelled. “You can’t—”

      “My chef’s jacket is back here somewhere!”

      “Here!” Dora cried out, hoping her volume was loud enough to lead him to the office.

      The door burst open, and he rushed in and slammed it behind him. He yelled, “Found it! Be out in a minute.”

      “Oh. Okay,” the girl said in a chipper voice as if all was well. “Hey, do you think you could watch the front for me while I run to Starbucks?” Her voice turned dramatic. “I’m just dyyying for a coffee.” Before Luke could answer, she said, “Be right back!”

      Luke rushed over to Dora and grabbed her face. “Are you hurt?”

      Fresh tears were in Dora’s eyes, and Evie suspected they were from relief as her friend shook her head.

      “I’m going to get you out of here. Hold on.” Luke moved over to the desk and yanked open drawers, items clattering as he searched for something to use to release them.

      Evie asked, “How did you know we were here?”

      “I heard the gunshot last night as I was leaving the adult toy shop, and when I noticed the man talking to you, I hid behind a dumpster and watched the whole thing.” Luke grabbed a pair of scissors and went to work cutting at Dora’s restraints. “I’ve been outside waiting for my chance to come get you. Whatever trouble you’re in, Dora…” He paused, and it was a movie moment. At least it felt that way when his voice turned steely as he added, “I’ll get you out of it.”

      Dora’s hands were finally free, and she placed one on Luke’s cheek. “You’re going to save me?”

      While the moment was certainly touching and definitely the kind of thing Evie was happy for her friend to experience, she’d been stuck to her chair for far too long to be patient, and she asked, “Any chance you could save me too?”

      Luke finished cutting Dora free and moved to Evie. She couldn’t help noticing how well he filled out the black T-shirt that hugged his muscular chest in all the right ways as he said, “My car is out back. I’m going to take you to my place where we can regroup and figure out a plan.”

      Evie’s stomach grumbled. Knowing she was going to squeeze into the tight red dress to go to the strip club the night before, she hadn’t eaten much dinner, and poor Sunshine was probably starving for breakfast. “Can we hit that Starbucks drive thru on the way?”

      Luke chuckled. “Do you think I’m going to allow that? I’ll make you the best darn cappuccino this side of the ocean once we get to my place.”

      “And scones?” Dora asked. “Please tell me you’ll make those cranberry orange scones I tasted last week because they were soooo good.”

      Evie twirled her hands to make sure her wrists still worked as she watched Dora’s transformation from accepting her impending death to flirting with chef Luke. It was one she was happy to see. Once Luke untied Sunshine, Evie scooped her up, and they followed Dora and her knight out the back door.
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      Dora wrapped the white button-down shirt of Luke’s a little tighter around her body and tucked a leg under her bottom as she perched on a bar stool at Luke’s kitchen island. The best cappuccino she’d ever had warmed her hands as she held the cup. She’d taken a long hot shower at his place and even washed her hair using his shampoo, which meant she now had a lingering woodsy scent she associated with him surrounding her. It was comforting and something she never expected could make her feel so good. Letting a man take care of her wasn’t a luxury Dora was used to.

      Bacon sizzled in a pan, and the scent of cranberry orange scones wafted from the oven as Luke made breakfast for them. Sunshine was chomping on a bowl full of dry dog food Luke had gotten from a neighbor, and Evie was taking her turn in the shower. It gave Dora time to explain the mess she’d gotten them into.

      “It all started with a job that was too good to be true.” She gazed into Luke’s sapphire-blue eyes as she told him how she’d discovered the money laundering scheme and snuck the flash drive of files into Evie’s package just before the accidental shooting that had sent her running in fear.

      She explained how Billy had been intercepted and kidnapped, and that the flash drive was actually in a package on its way to New Orleans. She told him about Brian’s deception. And then she told him a condensed version of searching for Billy at the strip club before running into him at the sex shop. She had just finished her story when Evie emerged from the bathroom in a blue shirt like the one Dora was wearing.

      Luke set two plates down for the women and remained standing on his side of the island to face them. “So, you need to get to New Orleans undetected to get the flash drive,” he said. “Once you have it, you can take it to someone you trust and prove your innocence and uncover the whole scheme.”

      “That sounds about right, but there’s one more thing,” Dora said. “We’ve got to save Billy first.”

      “And we know where he is,” Evie added. She bit into a piece of bacon and let out a moan of satisfaction.

      “He’s at an alligator park the Franklins—well, Marco Franklin—owns, and he’s safe until the gators run out of food tonight,” Dora said.

      Luke pulled a phone out of his back pocket, and Dora had a moment of panic, not sure she could trust him. He was a man she’d just confessed to after all. “Wait!”

      He frowned in question for a second and then seemed to understand. He gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m just calling my assistant to let her know I’m not coming in to work tonight. I think you ladies need my help.”

      Dora relaxed, and warmth filled her heart at his kindness. But then a chill took over. “I can’t let you do that. It would put you in danger too.”

      “I believe rescuing you from the dry cleaners already has.” Luke winked at her and hit Call on his phone.

      He was right, and it made Dora’s stomach knot up. She couldn’t believe she’d managed to involve another person she cared about in her situation. While Dora picked at her eggs, Evie chowed down. She wasn’t quite sure Evie had a grasp on the fact they’d barely escaped losing their lives, but she wasn’t about to ruin her friend’s appetite. At least someone could make use of the energy Luke’s breakfast provided.

      Luke ended his call and leaned across the counter to tip Dora’s chin up so he could gaze into her eyes. “You need to eat.”

      “I know.” She let out a breath as tears threatened to come. “I’m just—”

      “Scared,” Luke said.

      She nodded, and he grabbed her hand to squeeze her fingers.

      He said, “It’s okay to be scared, but food will help keep you alert. Today we’re going to rescue Billy, and I’m going to send you on your way to New Orleans safe and sound. Got it?”

      Dora nodded again, and this time she almost meant it. She scooped up a forkful of eggs and put them in her mouth in an attempt to get some protein in her body. She believed Luke could and would do what he said. It was a sobering thought, though, because it meant she might not see him again for a long time.

      “Can I have more bacon?” Evie asked over a mouthful of food as if Dora and Luke were discussing a shopping list. “And don’t you think those scones might be done, Romeo?”

      Luke shook his head and rescued the scones before shoveling more eggs and bacon onto Evie’s plate. He reached over and grabbed a scone with a pair of tongs and placed it on Dora’s plate. The butter dish scraped across the counter, and he pushed it at her with a smile. Then he said, “Can you believe I finally get the nerve to ask Dora out and she’s going to skip town on me?”

      “I know, right?” Evie replied, trying to help him lighten the mood. But then she looked at Dora and got serious. “It’s not going to be forever. You and I have two great men who live here. We’re coming back to clear your name as soon as we can.”

      Dora smiled, because while she and Luke hadn’t even kissed, the way he’d rescued them and put himself in danger for her told her she had found a great man. She was just as determined to return to Luke as Evie was to come back to Trace. She smeared butter on her scone and bit into the steamy goodness. The flavor did more than warm her insides. It warmed her heart. Maybe it was the power of food, or maybe, she dared to hope, it was the power of love, because she had new confidence everything was going to turn out okay.
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      “Ugh,” exclaimed Dora as she pinched her nose. Florida heat and humidity, combined with the alligator-filled swampy waters, gave off a ripe stench that made her eyes water. She and Evie, along with Luke, were checking out the gator park where they suspected Billy was being kept. After a quick trip to Target, Dora and Evie were decked out in shorts, or a short skirt in Evie’s case, T-shirts, and practical shoes like a typical tourist. They were there as visitors so they could come up with a plan for after hours when they returned to set Billy free.

      Dora glanced over at Evie and checked the bag she was carrying. Sunshine was not allowed into the alligator park, so they’d hidden her in a backpack Luke had. But Dora wasn’t so sure Sunshine had an awareness of how important it was to stay hidden. As if to validate her fear, Sunshine poked her nose out of the top of the bag. Dora glared at the little pup, and she ducked her head back down in fear.

      “Evie, you’ve got to keep your dog in check,” she hissed at her friend.

      “She’s fine.” Evie’s paper map rustled as she unfolded it, and she hammed it up playing her role as a tourist. “Look at this! Oh, my. So many gators. So little time.” She glanced at a man walking toward them. “Can you believe this place?”

      He smiled at her, which only opened the door for more of Evie’s dramatics. She grabbed his arm and suddenly had a southern accent. “My friends and I are here on vacation from Tennessee,” she drawled. “What’s the best part of this park, would you say?”

      “Well, I’m a big fan of the gator wrestling.” He turned and pointed off to the left. “It’s right over there.”

      “Oh, my,” Evie said, her accent getting thicker as she rubbed his forearm. “I bet you’d be really good at that, too.”

      “Oh—” The man’s face blushed a nice shade of Florida sunburn. “Well, I’m not sure—”

      “Oh, pshaw!” Evie giggled. “I don’t suppose you’d mind taking our picture, would you?”

      “Uh, I—I’m not that good with cameras.” He started backing away, and Dora thought Evie might have overdone it.

      But Evie had no intention of letting the man get away. She cried out, “Great!” and shoved her phone into the guy’s hands. “Make sure you take a bunch from all angles. We wouldn’t want any unfortunate double chins or tummy rolls when we post to Insta, right?”

      “Insta?” the older man asked, confusion swimming in his eyes.

      “Aren’t you sweet?” Evie giggled and adjusted the phone, showing him where to hit the button. “Remember now, act like a photographer on a mission. Plenty of angles, high and low.”

      Evie grabbed Dora, nearly knocking her off her feet as she pulled her to the fence. Dora glanced across the facility, spotting Luke. Evie and Dora were supposed to create enough of a minor distraction so that he could get a feel for where they should be looking for Billy. So far, the plan was right on track, and Dora watched him sneak into a side door that was clearly marked Employees Only.

      “Dora!” Evie gave her friend a knowing grin. “Hop up on the fence railing. That will make it a much better shot.”

      Dora eyed the enclosure and the lazy gators. None of them were particularly close, but Dora had seen enough zoo snapshots gone wrong that she shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Evie,” she whispered into her friend’s ear. “I think we should be on the safe side and just stand here.”

      “Dora.” Evie sucked in an impatient breath. “How is that going to create a distraction?” She pumped her eyebrows. “We need to live a little dangerously. Just hook your feet between the bars. You’re not that clumsy. It’s fine. Come on.”

      Dora decided she had a point. If they were doing something that appeared dangerous, people would definitely watch. Dora glanced back at the enclosure one more time, just to reassure herself that none of the gators were looking especially hungry, and then lifted herself up, careful to brace her feet on the bottom railing.

      “There you go,” Evie said with a bright smile, her eyes twinkling with mischief. She handed Dora the backpack that housed Sunshine. “Open up the flap so she can stick her head out.”

      Dora did as she was told. “Come on, Sunshine. Picture time.”

      The pup popped up out of the pack, her hair sticking up all over the place as she swung her head from side to side, getting a good look at her surroundings.

      “Sorry about this,” Dora whispered to the dog as she tried to finger comb the pup’s wild hair into submission. “I told your mom we needed a proper puppy purse, the kind with vents that would give you more air.”

      “Stop. It’s not like I zipped her in there,” Evie said, climbing up to take her spot next to Dora. She patted Sunshine on the head. “You’re okay, right, baby?”

      The dog stuck her tongue out and licked Evie’s hand.

      “Okay, that’s enough. We need to hold still so the nice man can take our picture,” Dora said, pulling the pack and Sunshine in close to her body.

      “Okay, Mr. Helpful,” Evie said, poking a shoulder forward and leaning down a little to flash the older man a bit of cleavage to go with her flirty smile. “We need plenty of shots to pick from, so go ahead and snap a bunch. ‘Kay?”

      “What?” he asked, staring at the phone like it was some alien technology he’d never used before.

      “You know, we need to smize and capture all of our best angles.” Evie nudged Dora. “Remember to smize.”

      Dora rolled her eyes at the Tyra Banks reference. Evie had watched way too much America’s Next Top Model, which meant Dora knew that smize was the term meaning to smile using your eyes as well as your mouth. She still wasn’t sure how that was possible.

      “Do it, Dora,” she whispered under her breath. “You don’t want to be the crabby one when we show these to our kids twenty years from now.”

      Kids, Dora thought. She’d always wanted two. A boy and a girl, two years apart, named Brandon and Callie. Both with blond hair and blue eyes just like Luke. Gah! She shook her head, trying to force the thoughts from her mind. What was she doing? Her stomach started to ache with the knowledge the pretty little picture she’d conjured for herself was likely never to come true. And it sure as heck wouldn’t if they didn’t at least try to get out of the mess she’d gotten both of them into.

      “Dora, smize!” Evie elbowed her.

      The backpack jostled and nearly slipped right out of Dora’s hands. Sunshine let out a yelp and scrambled up onto Dora’s shoulder. But she overshot and went flying right into the alligator enclosure.

      “Sunshine! Oh my god!” Without even a second thought, Dora dropped the pack and followed Sunshine over the fence into the shallow water. The warm water came up to her mid-calf, soaking her tennis shoes, but Dora didn’t give them one extra thought. Sunshine was standing on a small rock, soaked to the bone and completely still as if she was frozen by fear.

      “My baby!” Evie called and splashed into the enclosure as well. She let out a shriek and launched herself back at the fence.

      “Evie!” Dora switched direction and headed toward her friend, noting a small four-foot alligator heading for the spot right where Evie had been a few seconds before.

      “No! Get Sunshine,” Evie ordered with a sob as she pointed at her baby.

      “Right.” With her heart hammering against her breastbone, Dora tried to ignore the fact that at least one gator was nearby and hurried toward Sunshine. The pup was shaking fiercely and breathing hard. “I’ve got you, Sunshine,” she said, reaching out for the pup.

      Sunshine let out a yelp and shot forward, right into the water with a splash.

      Dora felt rather than saw the movement behind her.

      “Watch out!” Evie cried, her voice so high-pitched she’d gone supersonic.

      There was no time to assess the situation. If she didn’t grab the dog, Dora was certain she was going to witness the poor thing becoming a gator snack. That was something she’d never let happen. Adrenaline shot her forward, and she reached down, grabbed the small dog, and took off for the fence.

      “No! Dora, go right, go right!” Evie screamed.

      Dora didn’t hesitate. She immediately turned and lengthened her stride, slogging through the water while clutching Sunshine, who’d buried her head in Dora’s chest. The poor baby was still shaking, but Dora knew without a doubt, she wasn’t going anywhere this time. The fence was only a few feet away when Dora heard a sloshing behind her. Gator!

      “Toss Sunshine to me,” Luke ordered after appearing out of nowhere on the other side of the fence.

      Dora’s entire body was straining to outrun the gator behind her, and even though she was terrified, she tossed Sunshine and launched herself at the fence. Her fingers latched onto the top rung, and before she could find purchase with her feet, two familiar hands helped yank her over the edge. Dora hit the ground face-first, but she’d never felt so relieved to eat dirt than she did in that moment.

      “Dora!” Evie slid to the ground, lying on Dora’s back and wrapping her arms around her friend. “Are you all right? You saved Sunshine. Thank you! Thank you!”

      “Oof.” Dora pushed herself and Evie up, spitting the dirt out of her mouth, and frowned at her friend. Evie must have a huge adrenaline spike of her own to be able to yank Dora from the gator pond. She said in relief, “I’m okay.” But she wasn’t. Not really. Her hands were shaking so hard she pressed them together just to try to still them. It didn’t work. And even though it was at least ninety degrees, her skin was cold and clammy, and the world started to spin.

      Luke approached and handed Sunshine to Evie. Sunshine let out a yelp, and Evie clutched her dog to her chest, tears streaming down her face.

      “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” Evie said to the dog. “You must be so scared. It’s okay. Mommy has you now.” She pressed her lips to the dog’s head, giving her a kiss, but then blew a raspberry as she wrinkled her nose. “Wow. You smell really bad, little girl. No way you’re sharing my bed until you get a bath.”

      “Get them on their feet,” a man barked out.

      Cold dread ran through Dora’s veins. The ‘distraction’ they’d staged had turned into a full-fledged nightmare that had drawn the attention of security. This was it. Both of them were going to get arrested, and after all they’d done to avoid it, Dora would still need to think about finding a bitch to protect her in prison. She shuddered.

      “No! I’m too pretty for jail,” Evie blurted, scrambling to her feet and backing away, still clutching Sunshine. “Besides, I can’t orphan my dog. She has separation anxiety.”

      “Ma’am,” the man in uniform said with exasperation. “We’re not taking you to prison. We’re—”

      “It’s not my fault. I was just trying to get a picture,” Evie whined.

      “Miss, can you get to your feet?” another man asked Dora, his tone clearly running out of patience.

      “I think so.” Dora’s limbs were still wobbly after the adrenaline rush, but she did finally get her feet under her just in time to see one of the security guards raise his weapon. “Don’t shoot!” she yelled as the contents of her stomach lurched dangerously up her throat.

      The uniformed man drew his eyebrows together and frowned at her as he handed the weapon off to another officer. “No one is going to shoot you miss. The gun is for the alligators.”

      “You’re going to shoot them?” Dora asked while still holding her hands in the air. “No. You can’t!” she cried, fearing for the innocent reptiles who hadn’t done anything but be who they were. “We’re safe now. No need to make matters worse. No one is going back in the enclosure. I can promise you that.” Or at least Dora wasn’t. Evie’s gaze was darting around, clearly looking for an escape route.

      “Why would we shoot them?” The officer seemed genuinely confused. “That’s only done in extreme cases. If Harry hadn’t gotten in there and distracted those guys, it might’ve been necessary, but luckily, my boy over there”—he held up his hands and managed to do air quotes while holding a gun—“is one with the gators.”

      Dora blinked at him. “What?”

      His mouth tightened, and he grabbed her by the upper arm, marching her over to the fence. “See those two gators just lying there, unmoving?”

      Dora felt a lump form in her throat as she nodded.

      “Harry and Pauly got ‘em. There’s tape wrapped around their snouts now until we inspect the enclosure and make sure neither of them will be a danger after their exciting day.” He scowled at her. “You didn’t feed them anything, did you?”

      “What? No!” Dora glanced over at Evie and Sunshine. Evie looked like she’d swallowed a canary. What the heck was she up to? Dora narrowed her eyes at her friend. What kind of trouble was coming next? She turned to the man. “I apologize. This was obviously a huge mistake. We just… ah… my friend’s dog has separation anxiety,” she said lamely.

      “You and your friend will be escorted out now.” He waved a couple of other security officers over. “Make sure these two make it outside the grounds and put a ban on them at the front gate. They’ve caused enough trouble.”

      “We really are sorry,” Dora mumbled as the security guard grabbed her wrist and started leading her toward the park entrance. She noticed another one had grabbed Evie, but Luke was nowhere to be found. Had they messed up so badly that he’d bailed? If he had, she could hardly blame him. Why would he spend his time helping her out? It wasn’t as if they were dating or anything.

      A small voice in the back of her head whispered, He’s doing it to help Billy. Not you.

      That sounded about right. Luke was a good guy. He wouldn’t let anyone kill Billy. Maybe he hadn’t disappeared without a trace. Maybe he was using this highly effective distraction to get intel on the park. She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, praying that was the truth.

      The security guards shoved both Evie and Dora out through the exit of the park. The tall one that had been manhandling Dora said, “Please don’t come back. Ever. This isn’t a playground. You, your friend, and your dog were lucky today. This could’ve gone down much worse.”

      Evie placed a soft hand on his forearm. “We are so sorry, sir. We didn’t mean to slip into the enclosure. Overzealous touristing, I suppose.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “Thank you for keeping my friend and my puppy safe. You and your coworkers are heroes.”

      Dora rolled her eyes as she watched the guard give Evie a smile. His eyes raked over her before he said, “Anytime, gorgeous. Just try to stay out of trouble in the future, okay? This world would be a dimmer place without all your sparkle.”

      Evie giggled, while Dora resisted the urge to gag. Her friend placed her palm on the guard’s chest, playing her act for all she was worth. “You’re a sweetie, officer…?”

      “Matt. You can call me Matt.” He shrugged his shoulders, “And I’m not really a cop.” He practically glowed with pleasure as he smiled down at her.

      “You might as well be. Officer Matt,” she cooed. “Would you do me a favor?”

      “Sure, anything,” he said with a hitch in his voice as he leaned in expectantly.

      Evie glanced away shyly, and when she looked back at him, she’d caught her lower lip between her teeth. “I… ah, well, I was supposed to be home sick today, and if my boss gets wind I was out at a gator park, there’s no telling what she’ll do. I was wondering if you could make sure this stays under wraps. No press and no report to the police? She has ways of finding out these things, and… Well, if they find out I was here, I’ll be unemployed, all because I needed a mental health day.” She let out a dramatic sigh.

      Are those tears in Evie’s eyes? Dora wondered. Maybe those acting classes had paid off.

      Dora had to give it to her. The woman was finding a way to keep their antics on the down-low so that Brian and any other corrupt cops at the station wouldn’t hear about it. Dora would have to do something nice for her later, like bake her cupcakes or something. If only they had the time for that.

      “You got it, cutie,” Matt said in that overconfident voice men tended to get when they were sure they were well on their way to scoring some action. “How about you give me your number, and I’ll make sure all of this gets swept under the rug.”

      Dora gritted her teeth and didn’t miss the flash of annoyance in Evie’s gaze. But it was there one moment and gone the next. Dora was certain Matt didn’t notice. He was too busy staring at Evie’s chest anyway.

      “Sure, doll,” Evie purred in a fake voice. Then she rattled off a phone number Dora didn’t recognize. “Can’t wait for that date.” Evie winked and jerked her head at Dora. “Let’s get out of here before Officer Matt gets chastised for flirting with the troublemakers.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Dora said, striding past Matt and slipping her arm through Evie’s. “I desperately need a shower. Let’s go.”

      Matt whistled to himself as he made his way back into the alligator park, while Evie and Dora made their way across the parking lot, an uneasy silence settling between them. Dora had no idea what to say to her friend. What if something had happened to Sunshine while she’d been the one holding the little dog? The thought was too horrific to even entertain. She wrapped her arms around herself and slumped against Luke’s car while they waited for him to show up.

      Dora closed her eyes and tilted her face toward the sun, hoping the bright rays would warm the chill that had taken over her body. Despite the hot afternoon, after the incident in the gator enclosure, Dora’s insides had turned to ice.

      Dora could hear Evie murmuring to Sunshine that everything was okay now. A moment later, Dora heard footsteps, right before she felt a pair of thin arms come around her and hold on tight.

      “Oh my god, Dora,” Evie said. “I was so scared for both of you. Thank god you’re both okay.”

      Dora let out a small sob and hugged her friend just as tightly. “No. I’m the one who’s sorry, Evie. I don’t know how I lost control of Sunshine. If anything had happened to her—” Dora’s throat closed, and she was unable to finish her apology.

      “No. I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you and gotten a better dog carrier.” A full body shudder ran through her as she pulled away. “I can’t stop picturing her in the jaws of one of those beasts.”

      Dora pulled back and squeezed Evie’s hands. “She’s okay. I’m okay. And you were brilliant with Officer Matt. Try not to stress too hard about this, okay? We can hit the drive-thru ice cream place and get triple scoops of chocolate caramel with zero guilt. As soon as we figure out where Luke is.” She really hoped he hadn’t skipped out on them, although she wouldn’t blame him. She had a sinking feeling he had because she was used to men letting her down. Dora pulled slightly back from Evie and said, “Okay?”

      Evie nodded and wiped at her damp eyes. “That sounds good. With hot fudge and extra whipped cream.”

      Dora chuckled. “Obviously.”

      “What’s this I hear about ice cream?” Luke’s voice sounded from behind them, and Dora’s heart soared.

      “We need a pick-me-up,” Evie said, raising her chin and blinking back the last of her tears.

      Luke nodded, and without hesitation he strode over to Dora and gathered her in his arms. His breath was warm on her ear as he asked, “You doing okay, Dora?”

      She was now. Whoa, did his arms feel good around her. She felt the tension she’d been holding ever since she’d followed Sunshine into the enclosure vanish. Sagging against him, she had a flicker of guilt over believing Luke had ditched them once the going got tough. She whispered, “I am now. Did you find out anything?”

      “Yes.” He pulled away, much to Dora’s disappointment, and then lowered his voice as he added, “Billy’s in there. But we need to wait until later to get in. Let’s get you two back to my place where you can clean up, and then we’ll come back to stake out the place until we see an opening. What do you say?”

      Dora swayed on her feet, the lack of sleep and stress finally overwhelming her. As much as she didn’t want to leave the gator park knowing that Billy was being held inside, she just couldn’t see how passing out from exhaustion would help anyone. “Okay. Can I borrow a pillow for a few hours?”

      “Me, too,” Evie said, rubbing at her red eyes.

      He let out a low chuckle. “Two gorgeous women, both asking to use my pillow. You think I’m going to say no to that? In fact, I’ll do you one better. How about you both make use of my bed, and I’ll rustle up something for lunch?”

      “Hero,” Dora whispered and gave him a small smile. Just the thought of a nap had turned her into a walking zombie, and without another word, she climbed into Luke’s sedan, rested her head against the window, and promptly fell into a fitful sleep.
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      Dora woke with a start. A sound from outside the bedroom had her on edge and she strained to listen, her heart pounding against her breast bone.

      “What is it?” a sleepy Evie said from beside her.

      They were lying on Luke’s bed, where he’d deposited them after they’d bathed Sunshine and showered off the stink of the alligator enclosure. “Nothing,” Dora said, patting her friend on the shoulder. “I probably just heard Luke milling around in the kitchen. Go back to sleep.”

      Evie mumbled something and tightened her arm around Sunshine. Within moments her breathing had deepened, and Dora knew she’d fallen back to sleep.

      Dora got up, anxious to talk to Luke about what he’d seen at the gator park. She found a clean T-shirt and jeans in the bag of clothes they’d purchased at Target and made her way down to the kitchen to find Luke.

      He was sitting at his kitchen bar, his pen gliding over a piece of paper. She shoved her hands into her pockets and said, “Hey.”

      His head jerked up as if she’d startled him, but a small smile claimed his lips. “Hey, sleepyhead. Did you get enough rest?”

      Dora shrugged. “I don’t know. Coffee would be good, though.”

      He popped off his stool and headed straight for his cappuccino machine. “Have a seat. I’ll have this right up and then I’ll heat up something to eat for you.”

      Dora sat on the stool next to his and rubbed her eyes. It had been a heck of a couple of days. Her vision was blurry after she pulled her hands away, and she blinked rapidly, trying to focus on the paper he’d been doodling on. The cappuccino machine buzzed, and she picked up the paper and waved it at him. “What’s this?”

      “A map of the alligator park. I figured Evie and you’d both want to understand where we’re headed when we break in to get Billy tonight. It’ll be good to know where all of the exits are.”

      “You seem… experienced at this kind of thing,” Dora said not sure if she was serious or teasing. “Have you rescued a mailman from an abduction before, Luke Landucci?”

      He snorted. “Hardly. My specialty is in rescuing damsels in distress. Especially really gorgeous ones who insist on using me for my bed.”

      Dora laughed for what felt like the first time since before that gun had accidentally gone off. “Thanks. But you probably need an eye exam if you’re calling me gorgeous.” She’d meant her comment to be lighthearted and self-deprecating, but Luke’s grin fled as his eyes darkened with something that looked an awful lot like irritation. “I mean—”

      “Don’t do that, Dora,” he said softly, making his way back over to her with the cappuccino in his hand. “You are gorgeous. I mean, look at you. Tall, curves in all the right places, shiny dark hair, and full pink lips that… um.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway. My comment was a compliment. I wish you’d just accept it and say thank you.”

      Dora swallowed, rather impressed and a bit curious about his assessment of her. Like he’d given it some thought. And that had her thinking… She nodded. “Thank you.”

      “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He grinned at her and handed her the mug of cappuccino.

      She watched him walk back into the kitchen and had to fight to keep from whispering, yes. It wasn’t everyday a man complimented her. That was more Evie’s lane. Just accepting it graciously was something Dora would have to work on. But since she and Evie would be leaving town, it wasn’t something she’d have to get used to soon. She eyed the paper, studying it. “You’re a pretty good artist.”

      “Thanks.” He pulled a bowl out of the refrigerator and popped it into the microwave. “Is it clear? Can you tell what the room looks like?”

      Dora stared down at the paper, and almost chuckled. How could she not. It was so detailed he’d even drawn a likeness of Billy tied to a stool inside a plastic diver’s cage. But as soon as she locked her eyes on Billy’s hopeless expression, all traces of humor died in the back of her throat. “He looks so… like he’s given up.”

      The microwave beeped and Luke removed the dish, placing it in front of her with a fork and napkin. “He’s been there for almost twenty-four hours now, Dora. I’m sure he’s exhausted.”

      “I know. I just feel… this wouldn’t be happening if I hadn’t dragged everyone into it. He’d be home, watching a football game or Jeopardy. Instead, he’s going to be gator food.”

      Luke clasped his hand over hers. “Not if I can help it. We’ll get him out tonight. One way or another. That’s a promise, Dora.”

      “Thank you.” She stared down at the bowl of pasta he’d set before her. It looked and smelled a lot like fettuccini in a lemon, cream and garlic sauce, a recipe of Luke’s she’d sampled before. It should have made her salivate in anticipation of the mouth-watering flavor, but her stomach was so jumpy she wasn’t sure it was wise to try it.

      “Eat,” he ordered. “You need your strength.”

      Not wanting to offend him or appear rude after he’d gone to the trouble to make her pasta, she scooped up a forkful and shoved it into her mouth. Then she closed her eyes and moaned as the combination of cream, lemon and garlic exceeded her expectations. “Oh, Luke. This is wonderful.”

      When she opened her eyes, he was grinning and said, “I remembered how much you liked it. It’s foolproof way to get you to moan.”

      In case Dora didn’t get his double entendre, he winked. And it was all she could do to nod her agreement. She dipped her head to hide her flaming cheeks and focus on eating more, forgetting all about her jumpy stomach.

      He sat beside her. “How well do you know your neighbor, Brian?”

      Dora stopped eating, and her fork hovered in midair as she answered. “A few days ago, I’d have said pretty well. He is my neighbor after all. But now?” She shrugged. “I have no idea. I always thought he was one of the good guys, but it’s clear he isn’t. I guess I’m easy to fool.” She slid pasta off her fork with her teeth to eat it.

      Luke turned to eye her. “You’re no fool, Dora. If you were, you’d already be in custody.”

      She swallowed her mouthful of food. “Thanks for that, but I think it’s sheer dumb luck.”

      “You have your theories and I have mine,” he said kindly. His brows knit together as he studied the map he’d made. “I just don’t get it. What makes a guy like that get into bed with money launderers?”

      “I’d imagine he’s getting a cut of the profits,” Dora said.

      Luke turned to her. “That’s what I would’ve thought, too, but doesn’t he drive a ten-year-old car and live in his grandmother’s house?”

      “Yeah.” Dora put the fork down and blinked at him. “He also does all the home repairs and yard work. And on his days off, he wears blue jeans and T-shirts.”

      Luke nodded. “Not the lifestyle of a guy with plenty of money, is it?”

      Dora thought back to Steve and Marco. Those two always wore suits, picked up a new lease on a luxury vehicle every two years, and weren’t shy about flaunting their money. “Nope. Not the ones I know.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense.” Luke shrugged. “Not unless he’s being blackmailed.”

      Dora blew out a breath and shook her head. “Maybe he’s socking it all away for a mail order bride or plans to buy a small island once his criminal days are behind him.” She scooped up another forkful of pasta. “Or maybe he’s smart and making sure he appears as someone who lives on a cop’s salary.”

      “All possibilities. But something about him isn’t quite adding up. What makes a cop turn shady, and why didn’t he just take you to Marco right away if he’s in so deep with the Franklins’ operation?”

      “Because he wanted the evidence,” Dora reasoned.

      “He could’ve gotten that without you,” Luke said.

      He had a point. Brian could’ve gotten a warrant to get the information off the computers himself. “Okay. Say that’s true. Maybe he just likes me and didn’t want me to come to any harm.”

      Luke raised one eyebrow. “Dora. He’s a cop. He knows how dangerous it is to let you roam around with the knowledge you have. Any reasonable criminal would’ve had you in front of Marco as soon as possible.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he just has more of a conscience than the rest of them. He did sign up to be a cop after all.” Dora sighed. She knew what she was saying didn’t make sense, and something was niggling at her when it came to Brian. She recalled he mentioned someone named Morris when they overheard him at the dry cleaners. But she hadn’t had enough sleep in the past two days to make sense of it, and her brain was starting to hurt.

      Luke put a warm hand on her shoulder. “I know you like, or did like him, but I think there’s more to him than meets the eye. It doesn’t hurt to remain curious, right?”

      “Right.” Dora pushed her almost empty pasta bowl away as the urgency to do something hit her, and she got to her feet. “I’m going to wake Evie. We have a mailman to save.”

      “I’ll make her and Sunshine something to eat,” Luke said, and he pressed a soft kiss to her temple.

      Dora’s stomach flipped at the gesture, making her feel like a teenager again, and she was sure her lips were curved into a small, happy smile as she climbed the stairs.
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      “Luke’s right,” Evie said, finishing off her own bowl of pasta. “Brian is definitely up to something more than just trying to protect the Franklins. Look at him. He appears to be about two more beers away from homelessness. That’s not the way a man who is laundering money looks.”

      “How would you know?” Dora asked as Luke took Evie’s dish away.

      “I know people,” Evie said defensively.

      “Sure, Evie,” Dora said. “I still say he could be really good at this and just be making it seem like he doesn’t have any money. He did a great job of making me think he was a nice guy.”

      Evie choose to ignore her flippant attitude. Dora hated to be wrong, and this whole situation was pushing that button big time for her friend. Besides, nobody likes to think they trusted the wrong person.

      There was something else about Brian she’d just remembered. Something he had said a week ago when she’d run into him over at Dora’s that had stuck with her. He’d complained about people interfering with their elderly relatives’ finances and how disrespectful they were. He’d been so angry Evie had thought he might pop a vein. It was the type of anger that made a person lose control. Evie had been super anxious in his presence, and all she’d wanted to do was change the subject.

      But when she’d asked him if he was a volunteer at a senior living place, he’d barked that his grandfather was at one and then stalked off muttering something about how they were going to be surprised when they’d been cut out of the will. At the time, she’d thought he’d just been rambling, but what if it was something more? Had his grandfather been taken in some old folk’s home scam? And if so, did it have something to do with the Franklins?

      “Earth to Evie,” Dora said, snapping her out of her trance. “We’ve got to go. Get Sunshine and get your butt in the car. It’s time for Operation Rescue Billy.”

      “Right.” Evie let out a soft whistle and called, “Come here, Sunshine. It’s time for the next step in Operation Save Dora’s Ass.”

      “Hey,” Dora said.

      “Yeah?” Evie looked up from the map Luke had drawn.

      “Thanks.”

      The word was spoken simply and clearly, but that didn’t stop Evie from cupping her hand behind her ear and saying, “What was that, Dora? Did I just hear you say thanks?”

      “Stop.” Dora rolled her eyes. “You know that’s what I said. You heard me the first time.”

      Evie blew her a kiss as she walked out Luke’s front door and headed for his car. “Sunshine calls shotgun!” she cried out, trying and failing to put it out of her mind that they were about to break into the alligator park… again. She glanced down at Sunshine and added, “Be good this time, girl.”

      Once they were in the car, Evie glanced over at Luke and back at Dora. She blew out a big breath. “We’re doing this, team. Got it?” she asked, more to pump herself up than anyone else. Her stomach was jittery, and it wasn’t because the pasta she’d eaten was bad. Oh man, so not bad, Evie thought as she recalled the flavor that made her mouth water just thinking about it.

      Once they’d hit the road, Dora scooted forward on her seat to insert herself between Luke and Evie. “Do either of you know somebody named Morris?”

      Evie searched her brain, and amazingly couldn’t come up with one person she knew who had that name. And she knew a lot of people. Although… “There was a guy in high school who had Morris as a middle name,” she offered. “We teased him so bad. He was the craziest runner, all arms and knees, and one day someone called him Chicken Morrister. It stuck and he was known at Chick Morrister for the rest of the year. Aren’t kids awful?” She knew it wasn’t helpful, but it was all she had. And Dora was strung so tight right now she needed to lighten the mood.

      Luke chuckled. “All I’ve got is a cat. One of my cooks adopted a cat named Miss Morris. Apparently, the old lady who’d had her thought it was a boy and named it Morris, but then she found out it was a girl.”

      “So, she added the Miss,” Evie said. “Clever.”

      “How do people not know how to tell the sex of a cat?” Dora asked. “It can’t be that complicated.”

      Luke turned his head to her. “You’d think, but it definitely happens a lot with shelter animals,” Luke said.

      “Right,” Evie piped in. “Once they snip those tiny man parts off it’s hard to tell.” Evie let out a small gasp. “Wait. An old lady owned Miss Morris?”

      “It’s sad,” Luke said. “The woman died of a sudden heart attack, and her cat was left behind.”

      “Oh my god!” Evie said, recalling her half-baked idea that Brian might be involved in a senior citizen scam. Only maybe the person that had been taken advantage of wasn’t his relative. Maybe it was Miss Morris’s mistress and Brian was behind the scam. “Was she in a home for old folks by any chance?”

      “Assisted living,” Dora corrected.

      “She was. Riverwoods. Have you seen the place?” Luke let out a low whistle. “It’s like a resort. I’ll tell you, whoever runs that joint has it figured out. The residents have so much money they play shuffleboard with golden pucks.”

      “The perfect place to run a scam, wouldn’t you say?” Evie asked.

      “Wow,” Dora said. “You guys, this may be a long shot, but when Sunshine managed to turn on the audio of the surveillance camera at the dry cleaners, we got the tail end of a sentence. Remember, Evie?”

      Evie shrugged because what she remembered was how proud she’d been of Sunshine. That little dog really took her yoga seriously.

      Dora said, “We heard him say, Miss Morris. I thought Brian mentioned someone named Morris, but what if he was referring to a cat?”

      “Dora!” Evie cried, suddenly remembering the conversation they’d eavesdropped on. “The next thing we heard was Jock saying animal cruelty wasn’t in the contract. Do you think Brian had something to do with the woman’s death and Jock insisted on bringing the cat to a shelter? Crap!”

      “That’s not as far-fetched as you’d think,” Luke said. “The girl who works for me also works part-time at Riverwoods, and that’s where she got the cat.”

      Evie glanced back at Dora whose eyes were wide open.

      “See?” Dora said. “Maybe Brian is in on a scam and just dresses down.”

      Evie chuckled and let Dora be right. “I guess so. What do we do about it?”

      Dora sighed. “I don’t know. I mean, this could just be our imaginations putting together random bits of information because humans love correlations.”

      “This is why she’s an accountant,” Luke said. Evie noticed he was smiling with pride. That man was definitely someone Dora needed in her life. But first they needed to salvage said life. And the first step was to rescue Billy.

      “Whatever.” Evie rolled her eyes, because Dora’s need for logic could get super annoying. They were just down the street from the alligator park, and Luke slowed his car and snapped off the lights. Evie whispered as if someone could hear through the car’s exterior. “Don’t want to alert anyone to our arrival.”

      “Smart,” Dora whispered with what Evie suspected was sarcasm.

      Lack of sleep and high stress levels were making the best friends cranky with each other, and Evie didn’t like it. Once Luke stopped the car she turned to Dora in the back seat. “Hey, if we’re going to get through this, we need to be our best selves. Okay?”

      “Sorry.” Dora held out her pinky and Evie hooked onto it with her own tiny digit. “BFFs 4E.”

      Evie smiled at their long-standing joke. When they were young, Evie didn’t know that BFF already had forever in it and added the 4 and the E. So technically, they were saying best friends forever four ever. But even after Evie learned her mistake it had stuck. “BFF’s4E.”

      Luke said, “Ladies, are we ready for this?”

      Evie and Dora gazed into each other’s eyes with determination, and in unison they said, “Let’s do it.”
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      “Ugh,” Dora said as she tried not to breathe through her nose. The three of them were tiptoeing with Luke in the lead to the back of the alligator park to access a service entrance. This time Sunshine was secured in a baby backpack Luke had snagged from another neighbor who was away. That man had a lot of keys to other people’s homes, it seemed, and so many neighbors who clearly trusted him to watch over things while they were gone.

      “Right?” Evie asked. “How does anyone work here with that smell?”

      “They acclimate,” Dora said, annoying even herself by responding since she knew Evie didn’t really want an answer. God, she really was a pain sometimes. although she knew she was focusing on facts to stay sane. Her logic had gotten her through most difficulties in her life, and it was hard not to rely on it now. Even if her stupid logic was how she’d ended up in this position in the first place.

      They approached a dumpster, which added another disgusting odor to the sickening cocktail they were inhaling, and Luke stopped moving. He held up his hand. He turned, and his eyes shone with the reflection of a streetlight as he whispered, “Let’s run over the plan one more time. I’ll lead us to Billy because I know exactly where the security cameras are and how to avoid them.”

      Dora nodded and gave Evie a serious glare. It’s not that Evie meant to ruin the best laid plans, but she was known to go off the rails. “You understand this part, right?”

      “Yes, Dora,” Evie said and then followed up with a huff. “I understand I’m to follow Luke and not get distracted by anything shiny.”

      “Didn’t you two just have a pinky-swearing, initial-filled bonding moment where you promised not to be snippy anymore?” Luke asked.

      “Sorry, Evie,” Dora said.

      “It’s okay. You’re right; I sometimes get distracted. But I won’t this time. I promise.”

      Luke watched the two women for a moment, and when they both gazed at him with a look that said what are you waiting for? he continued, “Once we get to Billy, I’m going to distract the alligator that’s guarding him.”

      Luke had shown Evie and Dora his sketch of Billy, who was sitting on a stool inside a large, clear plastic cylinder one might see protecting a human in a big aquarium. It was suspended partway inside a pool of water that housed at least one alligator.

      Evie said to him, “You’re going to do the distraction this time.”

      “I am,” Luke confirmed.

      Dora was glad. She’d had enough of being alligator bait to last a lifetime. “And while you do that, Evie and I find a way to get Billy out of his tank and into your car.”

      “Good thing I packed a snack for him,” Evie said, patting the straps of the baby backpack she was wearing. “He’s bound to be starving after all this time in captivity.” The pack was made to hold a baby, the part Sunshine was utilizing, but it also had a pocket for other items a parent might need. “Sunshine’s guarding them for safekeeping.”

      The little dog let out a shocked sounding yelp, and Dora took a good look at the pup, noticing brown stains around her furry white snout that looked suspiciously like peanut butter.

      The dog curled her upper lip at Dora in silence, warning her not to tell Evie how well the peanut butter bar had actually been guarded. Dora shrugged. She understood that emergency snacks were for a variety of stressful situations, like say, returning to the place where you were almost a doggy truffle for a gator. Besides, it was gone now, and not much could be done about it.

      “Then,” Dora began, “we get Billy home and swear him to secrecy about us. Since Evie returned the truck and clocked him out as usual—"

      Evie cut in, “And we delivered all his mail.”

      “He returns to work as usual on Monday,” Dora finished. They had discussed this previously, but Dora was still uneasy about this portion of their plan. “Jeez, I sure hope he’s going to be agreeable to this. What if he wants to go to the police anyway?”

      “He delivers Brian’s mail, too,” Evie said. “Relax, Dora. Billy’s not going to trust the police any more than we do considering he knows the one who kidnapped him.”

      She sighed, knowing Evie was likely right, but it didn’t make her queasy stomach feel much better.

      Luke said, “Okay. We’re good. Now, I need you both to watch my back while I pick the lock.”

      Dora’s jaw dropped. She’d figured they were going to crawl through a window or something. “You’re going to pick the lock?” she asked.

      Luke smiled. “Way too many James Bond movies as a kid. Did you know my favorite cocktail is a martini?”

      “Shaken, not stirred,” Evie said with a grin, and then she sighed. “It’s soooo sexy when a man orders that.”

      Dora elbowed her friend when a twinge of jealousy stabbed at her heart. “How should we alert you if we see something?” she asked Luke.

      “Clear your throat, like this,” Evie said, and then she proceeded to make a noise that sounded like she was about to hack up one hell of a loogie.

      “Ewww, Evie,” Dora said.

      “What? It’s allergy season and I’ve been a little too busy to remember to take my medicine. You know how bad my phlegm gets.”

      “Now that’s sexy,” Luke said. “Bet that gets you a lot of dates.”

      “I do just fine, thank you very much, Chef Luke, ye who has access to way too many neighbors’ apartments.”

      “Right?” Dora asked, happy her friend had the same suspicions.

      “Apparently, I do just find too,” Luke snapped back, catching his error in judgment too late. He looked at Dora. “I mean—” He stammered, and then he shook his head. “I’m not dating any of them. Never have. I’m just the one everyone asks to water their plants and take in mail. I’m a sucker that way.”

      Dora’s heart softened because she loved that he was so trustworthy. “No. You’re a nice guy, Luke.”

      “Great,” Evie said. “I’m disgusting, Luke’s a nice guy, and Dora’s got a mad crush on him. Now that that’s settled, let’s break into an alligator park and save a mailman. Okay?”

      “Fine,” Dora said, cheeks burning from embarrassment. “How about a heron call?” She let out a raspy sound similar to one someone might make to mimic a pterodactyl.

      “Wow. That’s scary good,” Luke said.

      “Sounds like your loogie got stuck,” Evie mumbled.

      Dora ignored her friend and smiled at Luke. “You had James Bond. I had Animal Planet.”

      “Well, all right, ladies.” Luke nodded at them and walked quietly over to the service entrance door.

      Luke managed to get the door open almost as fast as if he’d had the key, and Dora exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Evie. Evie asked, “Who needs James Bond? We’ve got Luke.”

      As she stepped softly through the door, Dora marveled at his skill too. Luke sure was something, and she was really glad he’d offered to help them. She had a feeling Billy would be too.

      The inside of the alligator park was creepy at night. The lighting was dim, and along with the chirping of crickets and peeping of frogs, the alligators let out rumbly groans that made tiny hairs stand up on the back of Dora’s neck. She shuddered as she recalled she was almost a meal for them earlier. She really hoped rescuing Billy was going to be a quick job.

      “How much further?” Evie asked in a loud whisper.

      “Almost there.” Luke pressed his back up against a wall and shuffled to the side, apparently in an effort to hide from a security camera. Evie, whom Dora had insisted go next so she could keep an eye on her, followed him, and then Dora did the same. They turned a corner, and Luke paused by a door to check the handle. It was locked, but that wasn’t much of a problem for Luke, and he let them into the room a few moments later.

      “Billy!” Evie hissed.

      The man had likely been asleep, because he lifted his head and his back straightened up as if she’d woken him.

      “Billy! It’s me!” Evie said in her whisper, which was pointless since it was just as loud as a speaking voice.

      “Evie? Is that you?” Billy asked.

      Evie lurched forward, but Luke grabbed her shirt to restrain her just in time. “Hang on a minute there, sister,” he said. “You might want to consider his guard first.” Luke pointed to a large, dark object that appeared to be a rock at first, but Dora quickly realized it was an alligator. A really big one. “Meet Cecelia,” Luke said. “Fourteen feet of pure gator. And from my research, I learned she’s never been one to miss out on the opportunity for a good meal.”

      “Billy,” Evie said, “We’re here to rescue you. Just hold tight.”

      “H—how?” Dora asked as she eyed Cecelia, who had opened one eye to see what was going on. Luke hadn’t drawn her to size. At all. Or mentioned the part where there wasn’t a partition or any sort of divider to keep the alligator from attacking them.

      Dora looked at Luke and whispered, “Don’t you think it might have been a good idea to tell us about Cecelia, Mr. Bond?”
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      “I’ve always had a little trouble with scale when it comes to sketching,” Luke said.

      “Ya think?” Evie asked. Luke had made the alligator that was guarding Billy seem like something he could easily handle. Evie had to admit that Luke had been pretty competent so far. Waiting all night to rescue her and Dora from the dry cleaners was admirable. Figuring out how to get inside the alligator park and bypassing the cameras was darn clever, too. But she wasn’t so sure the James Bond wannabe could safely distract a fourteen-foot gator. “Someone’s been spending a little too much time inhaling whipped cream in the walk-in cooler at work.”

      “For Pete’s sake, you two,” Luke said. Then he glared at Evie. “Wait a minute, that was you?” He shook his head as he let out a sigh. “And to think, I blamed the dishwasher for doing the whipits to get high. I knew there was more to the story about the bartender having a run on orange wedges.”

      “Hey!” Evie said. She may have partaken in a little nitrous oxide fun with the dishwasher during her two-week stint as a waitress at Luke’s restaurant, but now was not the time to admit it. “Don’t we have a man to save here?”

      “Yeah,” piped in Billy. “I’d really like to get back in time for the football game. I’ve got money ridin’ on the Dolphins.”

      Dora shook her head and kicked off her shoes. Evie knew her friend was also skeptical about Luke’s gator-taming abilities, but she knew Dora would do anything to try to rescue Billy anyway.

      “How do we want to do this?” Dora asked.

      “Give me a minute to deal with Cecelia,” Luke said. “I’ll hold up my thumb when you’re good to go.”

      “Like you’re hitchhiking?” Dora asked.

      Luke frowned. “No. Like a thumbs-up.” He demonstrated by lifting his thumb and extending it straight up. “Like, this. You know? The universal everything’s-okay sign.”

      “Is that what that means?” Evie asked in a joking tone as she recalled what Dora had thought it meant the first time someone used it on her. “I thought that was more of a Hey, babe, wanna get with me later? kind of sign. Right, Dor?”

      “Funny,” Dora said. She pointed her thumbs up and her index fingers out to mimic guns and clicked twice. “That’s the do-me-later sign.”

      Evie tried to hide her snicker. Try as she might, there were just some things Dora was never going to get.

      “What? You—I—” Luke shook his head, completely dumbfounded.

      Evie laughed. “You don’t want to know what she thought the middle finger was for.”

      “Hey! I was a new driver. How was I supposed to know the guy wasn’t trying to tell me to get in the middle lane?”

      Luke let out a snort of laughter. Evie joined him, and even Billy grinned at Dora’s expense.

      Dora, however, was not so entertained. She crossed her arms and glared at Evie. “You sure you really want to start this?”

      Evie found a way to stop laughing and held up a hand. She knew Dora had some darn good dirt on her too, and she did not want to go there. “No. I’m sorry.”

      Luke managed to stop laughing too, and as he wiped his eyes, he said, “Dora, you’re are so damn cute sometimes.”

      “Great. Another person in my life who likes to laugh at my expense.”

      Luke reached out to put a hand on one of Dora’s crossed arms. “No, babe. I mean it. I like this side of you. It’s adorable and refreshing.”

      Dora’s expression softened, and she dipped her head to give him a sideways glance. “Oh. Okay, then.”

      Billy cleared his throat loudly. “Any chance I can make the second half?”

      “Right.” Luke straightened up and took a deep breath before he began to walk slowly over to Cecelia. The alligator was clearly not laughing when she opened her wide jaw to reveal her bone-crushing teeth. The gator let out low growl that chilled Evie to the bone.

      It didn’t do much to affect Luke, though. He stopped a few feet from the gator and began to sing softly, starting off with a long croon of her name. The lyrics went on to say she was breaking Luke’s heart.

      Evie’s jaw dropped in surprise, and it wasn’t because Luke knew the words to the classic tune. She turned to look at Dora to find she’d had the same reaction. “He’s singing to her?”

      Dora continued to stare, mesmerized. “Uh-huh.”

      Evie understood why. Luke had the voice of an angel. Well, not quite as good as Trace’s but, damn, not too shabby. And with the cement walls in the room they were in, the acoustics were doing him a huge favor. Luke sloshed slowly into the water to get closer to Cecelia as he sang.

      Not only was Dora awestruck and Evie impressed, but Cecelia had closed her mouth, and she slithered closer to Luke to rub against him like she was a cat looking for affection. Even Sunshine was leaning her head on Evie’s shoulder, watching as if she was transfixed by Luke’s song. They were all so mesmerized nobody seemed to notice when Luke lifted up his thumb.

      “Pssst!” Billy said. “A little help here?”

      Evie snapped out of her trance. “Coming. Coming.” She grabbed her friend’s arm. “Dor! C’mon.”

      “Right.” Dora shook her head and rushed over with Evie to help Billy out of his tank. The two women found it wasn’t difficult. Apparently, Brian and Jock had felt that Cecelia was enough of a deterrent that they didn’t need to tie Billy up too tight. Plus, Dora had a box cutter in her back pocket that helped make quick work of removing the duct tape holding Billy to his stool.

      By the time they got Billy out of the tank and on solid ground again, Cecelia had rolled onto her back in the knee-deep water, and Luke was rubbing her stomach as he continued to sing. He’d moved her back into the shadows, and his voice was so soft Evie guessed Cecelia must be asleep.

      “Unbelievable,” Billy said.

      “It really is,” Evie agreed. “I’ve never—” She let out a gasp, and Sunshine yelped as something hard was jammed into Evie’s side.

      “Ladies,” Brian said. Evie noticed he had an arm around Dora’s neck and a gun in her side. “How nice of you to drop by.”

      “Crap,” Dora mumbled.

      “Aw, man,” Billy whined. “Hey, do either of you guys know who’s winning the Dolphins game?”

      “Twenty-one to nine. Dol—”

      “Jock!” Brian shouted. He waved his gun toward Billy. “Back in your tank or the girl joins you.”

      “If you’re going to put one of them in there with me, can it be Evie?” Billy winked at Evie and darted his eyes toward where Cecelia was resting sans Luke.

      Evie frowned, pretending she was insulted, and snuck a glance over at the gator to see Luke wasn’t anywhere in sight. She figured Billy was buying them some time.

      Billy shrugged as he looked at her, playing his part to the hilt. At least she hoped so, because he said, “I mean, if I get to choose. ‘Cause Evie’s kind of hot. She answers the door in short-shorts and those little tank tops some girls wear. You know?” He glanced at Dora. “I’m sure you’re hot too, but you wear way more clothes. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Dora said. And Evie believed Dora meant it and was on board with their ruse.

      “Kind of hot?” Evie asked in an exasperated voice. She let it rise in volume. “I’m only kind of hot?”

      “I don’t know,” Jock said from behind Evie. “Dora’s got a little something, something going on, too.”

      Dora opened her mouth in shock, and Evie didn’t think she was acting. “I—I’m—”

      “Hot, Dora,” Evie said. “Jock thinks you’re hot. See?”

      “For crying out loud!” Brian yelled. “Will you people shut up?”

      “Jeez,” Evie said. “You could have asked nic—”

      Brian’s tone got nastier. “Zip it!”

      Jock whispered to Evie. “Too much caffeine makes him cranky.”

      “That,” Brian snapped, “and women who think they’re too smart for their own good.” He looked at Billy. “Get in the damn tank.”

      “Okay, but who—”

      “Alone!”

      Billy jumped, and so did Evie, Dora, Jock and Brian. But not because Brian yelled. Cecelia let out a low growl, and when Evie turned to look at the gator, she saw the reptile was on the move. Sunshine yelped, and Brian and Jock both shoved their hostages in front of themselves to offer up bait for the gator.

      “Coward,” Evie said just before she yelled to Dora, “The old one-two!” Dora might have been horrible with hand signals but bark out an order and she’d hop to it. Evie was taking a chance, but a good one, because she knew that Brian needed her and Dora alive to locate the flash drive. The old one-two was a self-defense move they’d learned in a class together. And she knew Dora practiced it regularly.

      Evie lifted her foot and stomped on Jock’s arch as hard as she could. He grunted in pain and loosened his grip enough that she was able to twist around and knee him hard. Right where it counted. Jock doubled over in pain as Evie grabbed his weapon to train it on him. She heard Brian’s cries and glanced over at Dora.

      Brian was rolling on the ground, groaning as Dora scrambled after the gun that he’d dropped. She looked at Evie with wide eyes. “Whoa. It worked.”

      “Of course it did,” Evie said, feeling her lips split into a self-satisfied smile as she pressed her heel on one of Jock’s wrists just to make him groan. Serves him right, she thought as she increased the pressure, knowing it was wrong to enjoy torturing him so much, but she didn’t exactly care. These bastards had tried to kill Billy. “We’re badass. Remember that.”

      Cecelia slithered closer to the men with Luke by her side. He was dripping wet from head to toe, making Evie think he’d hidden under Cecelia until the time was right.

      “Not that badass,” Brian growled, rolling up onto his feet and lunging for Dora.

      “Dora, look out!” Evie cried, rushing Brian to save her friend. But she was too far away. Instead, Sunshine shot forward and sank her teeth into Brian’s ankle, distracting him just enough that Dora was able to grab his arm, twist it behind his back, and yank up hard, bringing him to his knees.

      “What is your problem, Brian?” Dora said with an angry sneer. “Here I thought you were my friend, and instead you tied me and Evie up in the dry cleaners, and now you’re involved in a plan to murder Billy? What happened to you?”

      “Get off me, Dora, or when I bring you in, your charges are going to include assaulting a police officer,” he said.

      Dora snorted. “You’re not bringing anyone in, Brian. Look at you and your sidekick. Neither one of you have control of this situation.”

      Evie let out a giggle and felt pride swell in her chest. Watching her friend go all kickass on the cop was insane, but Evie approved. He was a jerk of huge proportions. “Come here, Sunshine,” Evie said. “Good girl. You helped Auntie Dora restrain Brian over there.”

      Sunshine let out a happy bark and ran over to Evie, plopping down right at her feet.

      “She really is something,” Jock agreed.

      Evie glanced down at him where he lay. He was staring at Cecilia, and Evie knew he was behaving because the gator was within striking distance. If she hadn’t seen Luke controlling the gator with her own two eyes, she might’ve been concerned with her own proximity to the beast. But Luke definitely had her under control. She grinned down at Jock. “Right?”

      Brian struggled against Dora’s hold. “Let go of me, or I’m going to make this really difficult for you, Dora.”

      “I don’t think so. Why don’t you tell me how you got involved with the Franklins and why you’re so willing to turn a blind eye to their money laundering?” Dora said, yanking on his arm again.

      He let out a hiss. “You bitc—”

      “Don’t you dare say that to my friend,” Evie said with a low growl. “Besides, how unoriginal can you get?” She cast a glance at Jock, who was still staring at the gator beside Luke. Certain that Luke didn’t need her to guard Jock, she crossed the room to stand right behind Dora. “What are your secrets, Brian? And what’s your connection to Riverwoods?”

      His eyes widened in surprise before he scowled at her. “What do you know?”

      “Ah-ha! Jackpot. You are running some kind of scam over there, aren’t you? And the Franklins are helping you hide the money, right?” Evie demanded.

      “Evie!” Dora said, jabbing her in the gut with an elbow. “Not now.”

      “If not now, when? We have to figure out why he’s disgracing his badge. What better time than the present while that gator over there contemplates chowing down on his nuts.”

      Brian let out a whimper.

      Evie laughed. “We have him right where we want him.”

      “Wrong,” a strange voice called from behind them. “Let the officer go, Dora, and we might let you live.”

      Ice ran through Evie’s veins as she recognized the voice.

      “Marco?” Evie asked as he stepped out of the shadows.

      “Making sure nothing happens to my investments.” He pulled out a nine-millimeter and pointed it right at Dora. “Release the cop. Now.”

      Dora visibly swallowed, and her hands started to shake.

      Evie’s head began to spin as she frantically tried to rack her brain for how to get out of this situation. She believed Marco would have no trouble killing the woman who’d killed his father. They were royally screwed.

      “Do it!” Marco barked, waving the gun wildly.

      Sunshine let out a whimper as she cowered at Evie’s feet. She longed to bend down and scoop up her scared pup, but she didn’t dare move. Dora let go of Brian and started to back up.

      Brian twisted, grabbing Dora just as Cecilia lunged for him, and Evie let out a blood-curdling scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain radiated up Dora’s arm, making her stomach turn. She let out a loud gasp and tried to jerk back, but the intense pain sent her straight to her knees. Pure rage had her seeing red, and on instinct she’d carefully cultivated with daily practice, she used her free arm and jabbed her fingers right into Brian’s eyes.

      They were softer than she’d expected, and the wetness of his eyes made her stomach turn, but he dropped his hold on her and she quickly scrambled back up just in time for Cecilia to shoot past her, jaws open as she lunged for Brian.

      “Let’s go,” Luke said into her ear.

      The sound of his calming voice washed over Dora, and she turned to him with her eyes wide. “The gator—”

      “She’s doing exactly what I told her to do. She won’t kill him. She’ll just keep him detained for a while,” he said and tugged her away from the cop and the beast.

      Dora couldn’t bring herself to turn and look at the scene behind her. Instead, she frantically scanned the area for Evie and Sunshine, and was relieved to find them already hurrying out of the room with Billy right behind them.

      Someone moaned off the to the right, and when she glanced over, she spotted Marco writhing on the ground, his arm cradled to his chest and no gun in sight.

      “Did you take him down?” she asked Luke.

      “We can thank my martial arts training for that.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Let’s go.”

      At least that was something. She sped up and darted out of the room too, hoping she never saw another alligator again. It was a stretch considering she lived in Florida, but a girl could dream, right?

      With no need to worry about the security cameras now, Luke and she rushed down the hall and through the gator park toward the exit. Bullets rang out behind them, followed by shouts and orders for them to stop. Dora was nearly paralyzed by fear, but Luke grabbed her wrist and pulled her into the shadows as he continued to jog and hissed, “Just keep moving.”

      Without any other plan of action, she did as he said and prayed Evie and Sunshine would be all right.

      “This way.” Luke came to a sudden stop before he pushed through an emergency exit. More bullets blasted behind them, and she wondered if they were still aiming at them, or...

      “Evie,” she whispered with her hand to her throat.

      Luke grabbed her arm and, stepping behind her, practically pushed her through the gate. “Just keep moving. They’re fine, understand?”

      She nodded, her heart in her throat. How did I get myself into this mess? she wondered for the thousandth time.

      Relief washed over Dora when Evie called out, “Over here!” She was waving frantically for them beside Luke’s car. Evie slipped into the driver’s seat. Sunshine hopped in after her, while Billy climbed into the back seat.

      Dora took off at a dead run, no longer unsure of her next move. She sprinted so fast she was sure if she were in a race she’d have broken some sort of record. Before she knew it, she was crammed in the back seat of the car with Billy.

      Once Luke was safely in the car as well, Evie peeled out, more than likely leaving rubber on the road.

      Billy leaned his head against Dora’s shoulder. “I’m starving,” He said.

      Dora wrapped her arms around him and held on. “Evie. Your purse?”

      “You know it, Dor.”

      “I have food at my house. Just go straight there,” Luke said.

      “But Evie has Poptarts,” Dora said. “Blueberry ones.”

      “Blueberry?” Billy asked.

      “That is not food.” Luke shook his head but retrieved the toaster pastries from Evie’s purse. He turned and handed the treat to Billy as he eyed Dora. “We seriously have to discuss what constitutes a meal when this is all done.”

      When this is done? “Right,” Dora said, trying and failing to contain her giddy smile. She gently ran a hand over Billy’s back, trying to give him some comfort and to focus on the seriousness of what had just happened.

      Billy let out a small moan as he devoured the sugary junk food. “That was some serious alligator whispering,” he forced out. “Thanks for saving my tush.”

      Luke reached back and squeezed the man’s hand. “No way were we going to leave you there, Billy. Don’t worry. We’ve got it from here.”

      Billy nodded and let out a deep sigh as he leaned his head on the window and closed his eyes.

      Dora met Luke’s gaze. The two stared at each other for a long moment, and she wondered what he was thinking. She’d panicked back there, and if Luke hadn’t grabbed her, she might have been shot while frozen in fear. She said, “Thank you, Luke. I don’t know what we would’ve done without you.”

      He gave her a hint of a smile. “I’m betting you and Evie would’ve figured something out. I’m picturing paintball guns and ski masks. But I was glad to help.”

      Evie let out a snort. “I’m gonna need to stock my purse with paintball guns and Poptarts now. That’s a great idea.”

      “Aren’t you even the least bit freaked out?” Dora demanded. She glanced between the two of them. “We were just shot at, And Billy was almost gator food!”

      Luke turned again, but instead of saying anything, this time he reached back and grabbed Dora’s hand, squeezing it tightly.

      Evie took a sharp turn down a side street. “Nah, Dora. They weren’t shooting at us. They were shooting at each other. I don’t know what was going down, but Marco seemed pissed at Brian and Jock. Maybe they messed up the job so bad Marco was ready to be done with them. Either way, we’ve got Billy, and now we can start making plans to find the evidence we need to clear you.”

      Dora slumped back into her seat. She didn’t think Evie and Luke were taking the situation as seriously as they should. She wished it were true that Evie and she could leave Luke and Billy to deal with any fallout while they hightailed it to New Orleans to retrieve the flash drive, but didn’t they need to make sure the two weren’t in any danger first? Dora pressed her fingers to her temples and tried not to let her anxiety get the best of her.

      “Don’t stress, Dora,” Evie said almost cheerily. “We’ve got this. You’ll see.”

      “Famous last words,” Dora muttered and pressed her head to the cool glass of her window.

      Evie just chuckled. “Always the pessimist.”

      Dora preferred to think of herself as logical, but she knew that sometimes she could be pessimistic, too. But at the moment, she couldn’t imagine feeling any other way.
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      Dora swirled her frothy cappuccino remains in her cup as she said, “I don’t think it’s wise that we keep coming back here.” They were sitting at Luke’s kitchen table while he cooked.

      “Where else are we going to go?” Evie asked.

      Dora knew she was right, but it didn’t make her any less nervous.

      “Besides,” Evie added. “We’re out of here in the morning. That should turn the heat down considerably.”

      “We can’t just leave Billy and Luke as sitting ducks,” Dora insisted. “Do you really think Brian and Marco are going to just stop looking for us? Besides, the minute Billy goes home, they’ll be pounding his door down.”

      Evie frowned and bit on her bottom lip as she petted Sunshine. The dog was curled up in her lap, staying as close to her mother as possible. It appeared the gunshots had rattled at least one other soul besides Dora. “So, what is it you think we should do? We can’t go to the cops. We don’t know who’s dirty and who isn’t.”

      “True.” Dora tapped her fingers against her lips and glanced over at Luke, who was busy making food again. He’d already supplied Billy with water and some truffle cheese. Because doesn’t everyone have that in their fridge? Now he was working on a late-night dinner for all of them. The heavenly scent of onions and garlic wafted over her, and her mouth started to water. Luke was right, Poptarts were so not a meal you had with him around.

      “Earth to Dora.” Evie waved her hands in front of her friend’s face. “Focus, will you? You can drool over the hottie in the kitchen later.”

      Luke glanced over his shoulder at Dora, giving her a knowing grin. Dora’s face flushed, and she thought she might die right there on the spot. “Thanks a lot, Evie,” she whispered through clenched teeth.

      “Pshaw.” Evie rolled her eyes. “You two are so hot for each other I’m about to get heat exhaustion just being in your presence. Don’t act like it’s not happening. None of us are stupid.”

      Luke let out a low chuckle but didn’t turn back around.

      Dora sucked in a deep breath and closed her eyes. “This isn’t the time for this conversation. Let’s get back to working out a plan.”

      Evie sat back in her chair. “We don’t have a plan.”

      Dora ignored her painfully obvious statement. “We need to expose Brian. Figure out what his deal is, so that the heat is on him and not us. I think we should head to Riverwoods and find out why exactly he spends so much time there. He’s already inadvertently confirmed that something is up.”

      “Do we know anyone who works there?” Evie asked as Billy’s gaze bounced back and forth between the two women.

      Dora turned her attention to Luke. “You said a cook you know adopted Miss Morris, right? How did that happen? Did she get her from a shelter, or did she just take her from Riverwoods after her owner died?”

      “Hmm.” Luke started placing his steak stir fry onto four plates. “Cassie didn’t say. I can give her a call.”

      Cassie. Dora knew it was irrational, but she suddenly had a vague mental picture of Luke laughing and flirting with another woman… one who shared his passion for cooking.

      “You do that,” Evie said, setting Sunshine on the floor. “I’m going to call Trace and see if he knows anyone.” She slid out of her chair and disappeared into the next room.

      Luke glanced at the clock. “It’s a little late to call Cassie. I think I should wait until the morning.”

      Billy piped in. “I know who delivers the mail at Riverwoods. Kyle Johnson. Want me to call him? Feel him out for what he knows?”

      Dora didn’t like the idea of bringing Billy any further into the situation. Besides which, she wasn’t sure his friend would have any useful information as a mailman. She reached over and touched Billy’s arm. “That’s sweet, but I think one kidnapped mailman is all my conscience can handle.”

      Billy placed his hand on hers. “Sure. But I have another way I can help. Jock and Brian weren’t exactly worried about the things I heard.”

      Maybe the caffeine of her cappuccino had just kicked in, or maybe it was because Luke set food down before Dora, but she perked up and said, “Tell us more.”
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      Evie listened to Trace’s voicemail message for the third time. She didn’t actually think he knew anyone who either worked or lived at Riverwoods. And she knew he was likely still on the stage of whatever gig the band had that night, but she wanted to hear his voice.

      The showdown at the alligator park had shaken her up more than she cared to admit. But when they were driving away from the scene, she’d known Dora was one gasp away from falling apart, and Evie had managed to stay strong for her friend. But now she could see that Dora was compensating for the trauma by jumping into action, and it was time for Evie to catch her breath.

      Her body began to shake with the delayed shock, and she wrapped her arms around herself. She hadn’t signed up for kidnappings and bullets flying. Not that she would change anything she’d done to help Dora.

      Dora was her best friend and she’d walk through fire to get her out of a jam. But this was starting to get intense. More intense than Evie had bargained for. Evie lay back down on the bed, staring at the ceiling. She knew Dora was right. They couldn’t just leave Luke and Billy hanging in the wind while they took off to New Orleans.

      And what about Trace? It wasn’t a secret that Evie was involved with him. Would Brian and his criminal friends go after him in order to get to her and Dora? It was more than probable. Her heart stopped for a moment before it filled with so much emotion for her sexy boyfriend that she thought it might burst. She picked up her phone and sent Trace a text. Miss you. Call when your gig is done. Doesn’t matter how late.

      It was only a few minutes later when the phone rang, but Evie had already imagined a shallow grave full of the bodies of her friends. Her heart lurched when she saw Trace’s name pop up on her phone. She answered and said, “Hey, baby. Did you have a good crowd?”

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice full of concern.

      “What makes you think there’s anything wrong?” she asked, wondering if he’d heard something. Had they already started looking for him? Her insides went cold, and she sat straight up on the bed.

      “Evie, you don’t ever call me during a gig. And you sure as hell don’t ever call multiple times and not leave me messages.”

      That was true. She loved teasing him and leaving dirty little messages on his phone when he was too busy to talk to her. She couldn’t even the remember the last time she’d called and hadn’t told him exactly what she wanted when he got back in town. “Fair enough.” She let out a deep sigh. “Do you know anyone associated with Riverwoods?”

      “The assisted living place on the north end of town?” he asked, sounding confused.

      “Yeah. That’s the one.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, followed by a muffled voice as he asked the same question of his bandmates. When he came back on the line he said, “I don’t, but Jax has a cousin who works there.”

      She heard Jax yell out, “Cal.”

      Trent asked, “Why?”

      “There’s some crap going down here that I can’t really talk about. I would, but… I don’t want to put you in the middle of it. We need an in over at Riverwoods so we can try to work this out before it turns into a major nightmare.” Although, from where Evie sat, it already was.

      Silence again.

      “Please don’t worry about me, Trace,” Evie said, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice. The truth was, he should be worried. He should be terrified. After what happened at the gator park, she should be curled up in a ball, falling completely apart. But she wouldn’t. She couldn’t because Dora needed her.

      “It’s not easy to not worry, Evie,” he said gently. “You sound… different. Do you need me there?”

      Evie remembered something that made her regret the weak moment when she decided to call him, and she knew she had to do something to prove to Trace she was fine. She found a way to sound confident when she said, “I appreciate that. I really do. But you can’t. You have a record label coming to check you guys out tomorrow.” She might have wanted Trace by her side, but she loved him too much to ruin his big break, and she added, “Besides, seriously, we’ve got this handled. It’ll probably all be over by the time you could get here anyway.”

      Trace blew out a breath. “Yeah. We do. I’m nervous, Evie.”

      She let out a silent sigh, relieved she’d managed to convince Trace she was fine. “Nervous is good, baby. This is a big deal, but you know how those nerves disappear the moment the spotlight hits you? You get that cocky grin and start to strut and—" She let out a small growl of desire.

      Trace laughed softly. “Damn it, woman, you make me want to come there to help you out—of your clothes.”

      Evie laughed. “You’re going to be great. I’m sure of it.”

      “Thanks. I’ll call as soon as we know anything.”

      “I’d love that. Any time of night. I won’t care.”

      “If you’re lucky, it’ll be a booty call.”

      She chuckled but her mood sobered, because flirting with Trace was good for her heart but not so good for getting out of trouble. “Can I get Cal’s phone number? We need some information to make sure our plan is solid. That would be a tremendous help.” She wasn’t sure if they’d call him, but she thought it would be good to have the option.

      “Sure, babe. I’ll get Jax to text it to you.”

      “You’re the best. Good luck tomorrow night!”

      After Evie ended the call, her heart felt lighter, and the wave of doom that had settled over her chest had eased. It wasn’t a lot, but with a Riverwoods employee’s number, at least they had a place to start.

      Evie rose from the bed and bounded down the stairs, anxious to give Dora the news.

      When Dora saw Evie, she said, “You’ve got to hear this. Billy was just telling us what he overheard Brian and Jock talking about.”

      Sunshine jumped into Evie’s lap once she sat to listen, and a plate of food thumped before her as Luke set it in front of her.

      Billy said, “I was telling them about the fight Jock and Brian had over donating to an animal rescue place.”

      “Jock does have a thing for animals,” Evie said.

      “Big enough he was willing to steal for them.” Billy gazed longingly at Evie’s plate, and she pushed it over to share with him.

      “Thanks. I can’t believe I’m still hungry after the feast I already inhaled earlier,” he said as he stabbed a piece of beef with his fork. He chewed a bite, and when he swallowed, he got right back to business. “I’m not quite sure on the details but it sounded to me like the two were fleecing old folks at some home.”

      “Probably Riverwoods,” Dora added.

      “Jock said he saw the check Mr. Tuttle had given Brian for the animal rescue and that he didn’t think he was getting paid enough considering the amount.”

      “Hold on,” Evie said over a mouthful of food. She swallowed it down and asked, “Brian was getting checks from old people at Riverwoods to go to an animal rescue?” She recalled the conversation they’d overheard at the dry cleaners where he was annoyed that Jock wanted to save Sunshine. And the way Brian acted toward her pup, he was no animal lover.

      “That’s what it sounded like,” Billy said.

      Evie said, “Well that stinks more than three-day-old fish. How is this tied in with the Franklins? Why would Brian have cared about the flash drive?”

      “I have a theory,” Dora said. “Think about why one would launder money. So it can’t be traced.”

      “Like by relatives who aren’t getting the inheritance they expected,” Luke said.

      “Right,” Dora continued. “Brian was volunteering at Riverwoods and convincing people to donate to his animal rescue. Only the animal rescue part of his business doesn’t exist. It’s a front for his retirement plan. And he needed to wash the money so that it couldn’t be traced back to his shell corporation.”

      “Oh!” Billy said. “The flash drive they were after has that information.”

      “I bet it does,” Evie said as she and Dora locked gazes. Having that flash drive would be all they needed to put Brian away. It was also what they needed to clear Dora’s name and end this crazy adventure. The only problem was the flash drive was on its way to New Orleans. “But we don’t have it.”
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      The defeated look on Evie’s face made Dora want to hug her best friend. She understood exactly how Evie felt, but this latest development was in her wheelhouse, and she was a little bit excited when she said, “We don’t actually need it to implicate Brian. All we need to do is find a relative with power of attorney.”

      “Someone who has access to their elderly relative’s finances.” Luke said. “Smart.”

      “Thanks,” Dora said as the familiar feeling of pride for being right filled her, like she’d just gotten the best grade in math class. Again. “Then we can find proof of a check to Brian’s fictitious animal rescue.” She grinned as an even better idea came to her. “In fact, I bet this charity doesn’t even have 501c3 status. I know a nasty IRS accountant who’d be perfect to tip off.”

      “How do we make it happen?” Luke asked.

      “For starters, I need the name of the rescue charity.”

      “Well,” Evie said as a smile Dora recognized turned up her lips. “This sounds like we need to scheme, and I have some ideas.”

      Dora laughed. It was good to have her friend back doing what she did best. And she never thought she think that, but it turned out Evie’s scheming ways were darn handy when one was on the run from the law. “I bet you do. Throw them out there.”

      “Oh boy, here we go,” Luke said.

      Billy grinned. “Whatcha got, Evie?”

      “Well, we need to get close to the Riverwoods residents. We could try infiltrating the dirty-old men population. I know someone who gives a sexy lap”—Evie stumbled over the last word, catching her impulsive utterance too late—“dance”.

      Dora’s cheeks flushed red, horrified Evie had brought it up, and she thought Sunshine was on her side when the little dog let out a growl. Or maybe the pup was ashamed of Dora, too. She dropped her head to hide her face as she mumbled, “I have no idea who you mean.”

      “Joke!” Evie said quickly in an attempt to cover up her mistake. She let out a nervous laugh. “As if either of us would do something like that. Jeez.”

      Dora’s face was still heated though, and she knocked her fork onto the floor and bent to retrieve it so that her flush would fade before Luke could see it. But as she squatted down to get it, so did Luke. They bumped heads, and she jerked back as stars flashed before her eyes. “Sorry!”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Luke said. “I’ve got a really hard head. Are you okay?”

      Her forehead right above her left eye throbbed as Dora touched it gingerly, and to her horror she felt a welt already forming. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

      When she put her hand down, Luke frowned. “Oh boy, no you’re not. I’ll get some ice.”

      When Dora sat back up in her seat, Billy said, “Wow. That’s some goose egg you got there.” He frowned. “And it keeps getting bigger.”

      “Great.” Just what she needed on top of everything else that had happened. A third eye like Cyclops.

      Evie had the good sense not to stare too hard. “Ouch, Dor.” She mouthed, Sorry.

      You should be, thought Dora, a little peeved that Evie had almost let the cat out of the bag about one of her more embarrassing moments. But when Luke returned and lifted Dora’s face with one hand as he pressed a bag of frozen peas to her forehead, she forgave Evie in an instant. It was nice to see the concern on his face. All for her.

      “Thanks,” she said as she reached up to hold the peas and gazed into his eyes.

      He smiled and stroked her cheek with his finger lightly as he removed his hand. They stared at each other for a moment before Billy said, “Maybe you could do a cooking class. What do you say, Luke?”

      Sunshine gazed up at Evie and growled.

      “Good idea, but that would take a lot of planning,” he said. “And approval from the nurses for all the various diets the residents are on.”

      “Right,” Billy said. “I think they all know how to make mashed potatoes and Jello already.”

      Sunshine let out a yap and pawed at Evie.

      “Okay,” Evie said as she pushed her dog off her lap. “I think Sunshine needs to go out.”

      Sunshine didn’t head toward the door, though. She moved to the middle of the floor and danced around in a game of chase the tail.

      “What has gotten into you, Sunshine?” Evie asked.

      “Oh my god.” Dora knew exactly what Sunshine was trying to say. “It’s so simple; I can’t believe we didn’t see it.”

      Sunshine stopped moving to tilt her head at Dora as if to say It’s about time. Goodness people are stupid.

      “Places like Riverwoods love it when people bring in friendly pets. The residents who don’t have their own companions enjoy the chance to play with a dog.”

      Evie patted her legs. “Sunshine!” And when the little dog jumped into her arms, she nuzzled her. “You genius. That sounds like a solid plan.” Evie gave Dora with a mischievous look. “Although, not nearly as scheming as I usually like.”

      Dora grinned. “I know. We should probably wear sensible shoes.”

      “I don’t know,” Evie replied. “The stiletto as a weapon wasn’t a bad idea.”

      Dora knew an olive branch from Evie when she saw it and offered one of her own. “Neither was smizing. But really, Evie. How does one actually smize?”

      Luke and Billy had confused looks on their faces, and Luke said, “I’d like to know how to smize too.”

      “Fine. I’ll show you,” Evie said. “Everyone, smile as if I’m going to take your picture.”

      Billy, Luke and Dora pasted on camera-ready grins, and Evie said, “Now widen your eyes and think about something that makes you really happy. The point is to make your smile genuine.

      Dora thought about how nice it had been to have Luke’s help, and she glanced over at him. But when he looked back at her with the goofiest looking grin she’d ever seen, she couldn’t help it; she burst into laughter. He did the same, and before she knew it, Billy and Evie had joined in.

      And while it was probably a release of the day’s wild roller coaster of emotions, the truth was they did have something to smile about. They had a plan to take Brian and Marco Franklin down, and there was something about justice that did Dora’s heart good.
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      Dora leaned in close to the bathroom mirror to floss her teeth. Evie had gotten ready for bed first, and while Dora could have done so at the same time, she’d spent quality time snuggling Sunshine. She was still shaken up about the drama of the day and needed time to process it.

      It was decided that Billy would stay over until they were sure Brian and the mob weren’t in a position to do anything to him. Luke set him up in his office with a blow-up mattress for the night. The women were in Luke’s room, and Luke planned to sleep on the couch.

      In the morning they were going to call Riverwoods to schedule a dog visit with Sunshine for the residents, immediately, if possible. The hope was that they’d find a dog lover who also happened to donate to animal rescue charities. Maybe even Mr. Tuttle who Billy had mentioned. If they were lucky, they’d not only get the name of Brian’s charity for the IRS, but they’d also be able to get the name of a relative with power of attorney in order to facilitate getting their hands on a check written to Brian’s fake charity for evidence of the scam, which would lead to the money laundering involving the Franklins.

      Toothpaste squirted out of the tube as she put it on her toothbrush. The plan sounded solid to Dora. And like something that wouldn’t get any of them into hot water since there would be no breaking and entering, no fake personas, and no visits to a shady business dressed in skimpy clothing. But it didn’t seem to settle her nerves much. She looked at her toothbrush and sighed. She needed to talk in order to process her day.

      Without brushing her teeth, she walked back into the bedroom to chat with Evie. But when she got there, she heard light snoring from both her friend and Sunshine. Evie had a leg hanging off the bed out from under the covers, for temperature control, Dora knew. And Sunshine was curled up in a tiny ball and snuggled into Evie’s side.

      Dora smiled. It had been a long day for all of them, and she was glad to see they could sleep. She knew that was probably what she needed too, but it wasn’t going to come anytime soon. Too much was racing around in her head. Evie called Dora’s jumbled thoughts the voices in her head, but Dora refused to use that term since it made her sound crazy. Perhaps a cup of tea would help her relax. She heard Luke rustling around in the kitchen and figured she could make a quick cup before he finally settled down.

      She made her way into the kitchen to find Luke must have had the same idea, because he was dunking a tea steeper in a mug of steaming liquid when she walked in. “Hey, there,” he said. He lifted his mug up. “Chamomile. Want some?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Luke handed her his ready drink and grabbed a mug from the cabinet for himself. His fancy cappuccino machine hissed as he poured out boiling water into the cup. “Too wired to sleep?” he asked.

      Dora sighed. “I am. Evie, however, is passed out with Sunshine. I’m jealous.”

      “I’m always amazed at people who can sleep no matter what. Stress really affects my ability to get shut eye.”

      She wrapped her hands around the warm mug, wishing it could take away the chill of her day. Heck, her week. “Me too.”

      “Come sit with me on the couch.” Luke led them over to the living room, and once they sat, he said, “You’ve been through a lot, Dora. It’s no wonder you can’t sleep. Are you okay?”

      Dora shook her head as tears burned in her eyes. Ever since she’d discovered Marco’s money laundering scheme, she’d been on high alert, and it was taking its toll on more than her sleep. She was physically and mentally exhausted but couldn’t seem to turn off the fight-or-flight instinct to get some rest.

      “Hey,” Luke said softly. He set his drink down on the coffee table and leaned back to put his arm up over the top of the couch. “I’ve got a big, strong shoulder. Lean on it.”

      Dora nodded and set her tea down before she snuggled into Luke. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Better?”

      It was. His T-shirt was soft on her cheek, and his embrace was warm. She realized that if she needed to ball her eyes out, Luke was the kind of guy who’d hold her until she was done. And strangely that made her tears dry up. As if he was already soothing her frazzled nerves with just his touch. He was good at this. She looked up at him. “You have sisters.”

      He chuckled. “Two younger ones.”

      “I knew it. You’ve been way too accepting of me and this situation for anything else to be true.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m a mess, Luke. A big, awkward, hot mess on a daily basis. Yet you don’t seem fazed.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Wow. You clearly have no idea how amazing you actually are. Want to know what I see?”

      She nodded, curious but a little afraid of what he really thought.

      “I see a woman who managed to save her own life doing something nobody should ever have to do because she had no choice. Then she was smart enough to get the hell out of Dodge before someone else tried to kill her. She then discovered someone she trusted wasn’t to be trusted at all. With her back up against a wall, do you know what she did?”

      “I got my best friend and myself kidnapped.”

      “You came up with a plan and did some dangerous things to get yourself out of the horrible situation you were thrown into, Dora. And today, even after you were almost gator food, you still were willing to climb into Cecelia’s lair to save Billy. You were courageous in a way that impresses me more than you’ll ever understand.”

      “Courageous?” She frowned. “I wasn—"

      Luke put his finger on her lips. “Don’t you dare let one self-deprecating comment come out of your mouth. You’re too smart for that.”

      That was where she was going to go. It was a knee-jerk reaction she’d cultivated over the years. But it was time to stop doing that. She couldn’t afford the luxury of wallowing and self-pity right now. She needed to be at her best, and that meant believing in herself. Dora thought about what Luke had said, and she smiled. Just a little. She had been courageous. Although it was more likely she’d just been too scared to realize how stupid she was being. But she’d take courageous from Luke. And somehow his praise was working to calm her, and she felt a welcome yawn come.

      She leaned forward to take a sip of her tea. “You’re pretty amazing yourself, Luke.” She squinted at him as she wondered again if he’d had some training for the situations they’d been in. “Not only are you a fantastic chef, but you’re also capable at lock picking, making realistic sketches, and you have the ability to hypnotize an alligator and a room full of people. I have a feeling there’s more to Luke Landucci than most people know.”

      He winked at her. “Maybe someday I’ll tell you my secrets.”

      Dora dropped her gaze as her heart skipped a beat, and she took a gulp of her tea.

      Luke drank too, and then he asked, “Are you hopeful about tomorrow?”

      She suppressed a yawn and nodded. “If we could learn something to get both Brian and Marco into trouble with the law, it would sure make this whole thing a lot less scary.”

      “And then you wouldn’t have to leave.” Luke set his empty mug down. “Then maybe we could have that date sooner rather than later.”

      Oh, how Dora wanted to believe it could be that simple. But she had no doubt Marco Franklin wouldn’t go down easy. No. She needed that flash drive. “I wish,” she said as she set her cup down with a solid thud. “But I’m afraid I need the evidence on that flash drive, and that means I need to go to New Orleans to get it.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      It would be so easy to let him. But if tomorrow went as planned, then New Orleans would be nothing more than some convoluted Evie scheme to get a stranger’s package in order to retrieve the flash drive. And if it didn’t go their way and Brian or Marco somehow found their way to—

      She shook her head. She couldn’t involve Luke any further into her troubles. “You shouldn’t take off from work for this. It’ll be a cake walk. And knowing Evie, she’s going to want to experience a little Bourbon Street, beignets, and girl time. After the way she’s helped me, she deserves it.”

      Luke frowned but said, “Okay. I’ll let you off the hook this time, but I swear to god, Dora, if you find yourself a hot Cajun and ditch me—”

      Dora slapped at his chest as she laughed. “And never find out your secrets? Not a chance.” This time when her yawn came there was no hiding it. It made Luke yawn too.

      He stood up to take their mugs to the kitchen. “Bedtime. For both of us.”

      Dora stood up, and when Luke turned to her, she said, “Thank you. This was just what I needed.”

      He smiled. “Same for me. Sleep well, Dora.”

      “I will. You too, Luke.”
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      Evie slowly inhaled the salty ocean air as she waited for Sunshine to do her business. It was early in the morning, but the heat was already settling in as people jogged and walked by, music in their ears or chatting with a friend. She’d woken up before anyone else, and even though people were her thing, Evie was enjoying the quiet. The past three days had been a whirlwind of activity that exhausted even an extrovert like herself.

      She thought about Dora, who was conked out in the bed they’d shared last night. She was glad her friend had finally managed to fall asleep. Dora was an anxious person on a good day, and Evie knew that sometimes her friend’s mind raced with so much information it was hard for her to make it all stop.

      Sunshine gazed up at Evie and wiggled her little fluffy tail as if she wanted to play. “You know what?” Evie asked the pup. “Let’s take a little walk to clear our heads. What do you say?”

      Evie was barefoot in a pair of the short-shorts and a tank top like those Billy had mentioned to Brian back at the gator farm, and she glanced down at herself, second guessing the wisdom of her walk in what she was wearing. She shook her head because she was afraid Dora was rubbing off on her. Since when did Evie care about what other people thought of her choices? Besides, it was Florida after all, and the heat made it necessary to wear as little clothing as possible. She didn’t feel as if she was any more scandalous than women running in sports bras and jogging shorts.

      And it was true that she was hardly making a splash when she noticed the people she passed only smiled in a greeting or, in the case of the runners, gave her a sweaty grimace if they glanced at her at all. In fact, it was a little insulting she hadn’t turned any heads.

      The concrete sidewalk was smooth under her feet as she walked. She did care what Dora thought of her, however, and she grimaced when she recalled how she’d almost told Luke and Billy about her best friend’s lap dance. One that had shocked Evie but pleased her as well when she realized Dora was capable of moving way out of her comfort zone to keep them alive.

      In fact, she was proud of Dora and the changes she’d been making. Her friend could have easily fallen apart by now, considering all she’d experienced in the last couple of days, and nobody would blame her one bit. But she hadn’t.

      And that made Evie think she needed to try a little self-growth herself. Starting with keeping her urge to blurt out her every thought in check. As she and Sunshine turned the last corner of the block, she looked down at her adorable puppy. “Sunshine, today is going to be a good day. Let’s go save some lives and put away some bad guys. What do you say?”

      “Baby, you can lock me up any time!” said a young man who was jogging by her with a friend and had obviously overheard what Evie had said.

      She turned to call back to him, pleased she hadn’t lost her sex appeal. “I’ll do that and give your momma the key!”

      His friend elbowed him. “Burn!”

      Evie laughed. The smile was still on her face when she let herself back into Luke’s townhouse, but it fell when she noticed all the somber faces of her friends who were sitting at the kitchen table. Sunshine let out a questioning whine, and Evie asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s talent show rehearsal day at Riverwoods,” Dora said. “No pets allowed, and they won’t be until sometime next week.”

      “And?” Evie glanced down at Sunshine. “Since when has that stopped us?”

      “Oh, no,” Dora said. “We all know what happened the last time we smuggled Sunshine into some place.” She gave the dog a stern look.

      Sunshine whimpered and leaned against Evie’s leg.

      “Hey,” Evie said. “She learned a valuable lesson, and I know she’ll be good this time.”

      Luke raised his eyebrows and wisely got up from the table to find something to do in the kitchen, while Billy’s head was on a swivel watching the interaction between the women. He definitely found them entertaining judging by the smile on his face.

      “No,” Dora said. “We can’t take any chances with this because I think we’re only going to get one shot. It’s not a place we can break into.”

      Evie opened her mouth to give a snippy comeback, but then she remembered her vow for self-growth and closed her jaw so she could give her next words some thought. Dora was right, they probably did have only one chance, and it wasn’t like Sunshine had to go. She’d be fine hanging back at Luke’s. “Okay. Fine. We do this without Sunshine.”

      Sunshine let out a whine that sounded a lot like What?

      Dora blinked a couple times as if she wasn’t sure who had taken over Evie’s body, but she recovered quickly and sighed. “I guess we have to decide who we’re going to be so we have a reason to be let in to Riverwoods.”

      Sunshine let out a sigh, and her little bones thudded on the hardwood floor when she laid down, resigned to being left out of the mission.

      Billy perked up. “You two can be Mr. Tuttle’s relatives, and Luke and I will apply for jobs.”

      Evie exchanged a surprised glance with Dora because that was actually a good idea. Who knew the mailman had a mind for schemes? Maybe he was just the man to help her get Bert Jolen’s junkyard collection off his front yard. That stained toilet of his always reminded her of… But that thought was for another time. She said, “That could work.”

      Dora nodded. “I’ll be Ida, his niece.”

      “Ida?” Evie chuckled. “You sure? Because you can pick any name you’d like, and you want Ida?”

      “Hey, it was my great-grandmother’s name.”

      “And that’s exactly who should keep it,” Luke said as he returned to the table and handed Evie a latte just the way she liked it. “I say you go with something hotter, like Jessica.”

      “Jessica?” Dora asked. “Like Jessica Tandy? Or Jessica Fletcher?”

      “Oh, the detective lady on Murder She Wrote!” Billy cried. “That’s good.”

      “No,” Luke shook his head. “Like Jessica Biel, or Jessica Alba, or”—he pumped his eyebrows at Dora—“Jessica Rabbit.”

      Evie chuckled at the way Dora flushed because of Luke’s flirting. “Definitely Jessica for you, and I’ll be…” Evie glanced down at her short-shorts. “Daisy, as in Daisy Duke.”

      Billy nodded in agreement, while Dora said to Luke, “Let me guess. You’re going to be James, as in Bond?”

      He gave her a smirk. “James works.”

      “I’ll be Clark, like Clark Kent.” Billy puffed up his chest. “A hero in disguise.”

      Evie tried not to spit out her coffee. But she supposed it was appropriate. Nobody would have expected the stout little mailman to have run fast enough to grab his mailbag to protect the mail. “I like it.” Her stomach growled as if things were settled, and she hopped up from the table. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “I’m on it,” Luke said as he stood.

      Dora got up too. “No. Evie—I mean, Daisy—and I can make breakfast. It’s the least we can do considering all you’ve done for us. How would you like your eggs?”

      “Scrambled with a little bit of—” Luke stopped himself and shook his head. “I’ll take them any way you make them, Jessica.”

      Dora giggled and nearly tripped over herself as she tried to walk backward and turn around at the same time. Fortunately, Evie was there to grab her shoulders and steady her friend. And she was glad to do it, because no matter who they were pretending to be, Dora and Evie made a great team.
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      It wouldn’t be a scheme with Evie if costumes weren’t involved, and Dora should have known throwing on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt wouldn’t satisfy her friend.

      Nope.

      “Ta da!” Luke said as he opened two French doors to a huge walk in closet in one of his neighbor’s townhouse. Actually, it was more like a room. Dora gaped in awe at the shelves covered with shoes and handbags. Clothing hung on both sides of the room while dressers were on either side of the door. There was even a small riser with a three-way mirror.

      “Who is this Erica?” Dora asked as jealousy burned in her gut. She gazed longingly at a Dolce and Gabbana bag.

      “Enrique,” Luke said. “And he keeps a variety of sizes for his friends he brings to vacation with him.”

      Evie winked at Dora as the situation became clear. She teased Luke, “Do we want to know how you know about this closet?”

      Luke chuckled. “I prefer to keep some of my secrets to myself.”

      

      Twenty minutes later, Dora had her hair in a high ponytail and was wearing a body-hugging dress with a push up bra that made her look curvier than usual. She put her hand on her stomach that was back to its usual tautness as she gazed at herself in the mirror. There was no trace of too many crab cakes now. Who needed a diet when you were running from the law, a dirty cop, and a crooked former boss? But she drew the line at the wedge sandals Evie pushed at her. She wanted the ability to run if necessary and was wearing practical flats.

      Dora glanced in the mirror at Evie, who was beside her trying to tame her wild curls, and said, “All I need to pull this off is some bubble gum to chew.”

      “Oh! Good one,” Evie said as she twisted to check out her backside. She was wearing super-short denim shorts that would have made Daisy Duke proud, and Evie had actually found cowboy boots that fit her, too. “We can stop and grab gum on the way. Now, practice your lines one more time for me.”

      Dora rolled her eyes and then raised her voice to sound as ditzy as possible. “Hi. I’m, um—” She let out a little giggle. “I’m supposed to visit my great uncle, but—” She let out a little huff. “This is so crazy, but I forgot his name. He’s a Tuttle, though. That I’m sure of. Uncle Turtle—” Dora slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oops, don’t tell him I said that.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s not a very flattering nickname.”

      “Oh my god, Dora! That was fantastic.” Evie yanked on the top of Dora’s dress to reveal more of her pumped-up cleavage. “You’ve got airhead nailed.”

      “I ought to,” Dora groused as she tugged her neckline back up. “I’ve watched you put on that act for years. And my boobs will stay in my dress. Got it?”

      Evie threw up her hands. “Fine.”

      Dora sighed. She hadn’t meant to snap at Evie, and she said, “Sorry. I’m nervous.”

      “It’s okay. I know. And I can take it. Been doing it for years.”

      Dora smiled at her. “And I’ll let you for many more to come.”

      Evie chuckled. “C’mon. Let’s go see if the guys are ready.”

      They walked back to Luke’s, and when they stepped into his living room, Dora stopped in her tracks as her jaw fell open. Billy was in khaki shorts and a polo shirt, but Luke was the one who’d captured her attention. He was in a suit that was tailored perfectly to emphasize his broad shoulders and trim hips. His brow knit as he looked at her. “Dora? Is something wrong?”

      “No. I—” She smiled as she shook her head slowly. She didn’t have to hide how she felt considering this man had made his interest in her crystal clear. “Not at all, James. You’re stunningly handsome. That’s all.”

      He grinned as he took in her appearance. “And you, Jessica, are stunning as well.”

      “So, what do you think?” Billy put a foot out to twist his leg and flex his calf. “Do I have the legs of a gardener or what?”

      “You sure do, Clark,” Evie said with an exaggerated southern accent. “I’d hire you based on those legs for sure.”

      Billy gave her a dramatic bow. “Thank you, Daisy.” He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

      Luke mirrored Billy’s action and held out his arm to Dora. “I think we’re ready.”

      Sunshine let out a whine from her perch on the couch, and Dora glanced back at her. “Sorry, girl. Next time. Okay?”

      Sunshine let her tongue loll out in reply, and Dora had a sneaking suspicion it was on purpose.

      “Be good and we’ll bring you a treat,” Evie said before they walked out the door.

      Dora shuddered as she wondered what was left of Brian after Cecelia was done with him, but Luke had assured her the men would get out of the gator park alive. Even so, she’d checked the local news earlier in the day to be sure, and she hadn’t seen anything about half-eaten trespassers.

      “Dora! Come on,” Evie cried out impatiently from beside Luke’s car as Dora walked across the parking lot.

      Dora was lagging behind, because every three steps she took, her dress rode up so high on her thighs that she had to stop to yank it down again. “I’m trying!” She let out a huff of frustration and mumbled, “Stupid dress keeps turning into a shirt.”

      The car beeped as Luke lifted his key fob to unlock the doors. “You could just let it stay there.”

      She looked up at his amused grin, and her annoyance faded. Because, god, he was even more handsome in sunlight. The way his hair shone… She was a goner. Dora shook her head. She needed to focus instead of getting drooly over a man in a suit. “Next time, you wear the dress and we’ll see how you like it.”

      Luke laughed softly as they finished the short walk to the car. He held her door open so she could slide into the passenger seat in front. Billy and Evie were already in the back.

      As they drove to Riverwoods, Evie leaned forward to say, “Dor, open that glove compartment and check out his emergency supplies. Betcha he’s got a charcuterie board in there with a split of champagne or something.”

      Dora laughed. “I’m not going to snoop.”

      “What? It’s one of the best ways to learn about a man. Besides, it’s not snooping if he’s right here. Luke, tell Dora she can check out your glove box.”

      “Go for it,” he said. His gaze darted to Dora’s, and she could tell by the way his lips were twitching he found the situation amusing.

      “Okay.” Dora did wonder what she might find out about the man. The glove compartment clicked open when she tugged. It was as neatly organized as she’d suspected, and she listed the contents as she pulled them out. “Manual, first aid kit, toothbrush still in its package along with a toothpaste.”

      “Ooohh,” Evie cooed. “The man likes fresh breath. You share an obsession with Dora. If you’ve got floss too, Luke, she’s going to swoon.”

      He chuckled. “I sure do. Dental appointment party favor. Dig deeper.”

      True to his word, Dora did find a small container of floss along with his insurance and registration paperwork. But that was all. “Sorry, Evie. No snacks.”

      “That’s because we haven’t gotten to the trunk. Maybe that’s where he keeps his gourmet picnic.”

      Luke laughed. “Sorry to burst your bubble, Evie, but in there you’ll find jumper cables, a spare tire, and a tire jack.”

      “Huh,” Evie said. “I don’t know how you get through life. No change of clothes, no food. All you’ve got is clean teeth.”

      “And yet, I’m still here.” He winked at Dora.

      “Right?” Dora replied as her cheeks flushed slightly. While this banter was fun, she knew Evie was trying to take everyone’s mind off the seriousness of what they were about to do. They had one shot to get the information they needed, and while the four planned to split up into two teams to spread a wider net, it wasn’t a sure thing they were going to get what they were after.

      When they pulled up near the service entrance, Luke and Billy got out go apply for jobs, and Dora got behind the wheel to drive Luke’s car through the general visitor’s gate. Even from the outside of the property, it was clear the place was well funded. The gate they pulled up to was wrought iron adorned with pelicans, and the man who was sitting in the gatekeeper’s house was wearing a pressed white shirt and black hat.

      Dora blew out a long breath to calm her nerves before lowering her window to talk to the man. She recited her rehearsed lines, and sure enough they worked. Dora and Evie were one step closer to finding Mr. Tuttle.

      The guard said, “I’ll buzz you right in, Jessica. You can park in the visitor’s lot on the left, and you’ll find the club house on the right, across from parking. Someone there will know how to find your uncle for you.”

      “Thank you so much,” Dora cooed in her high voice. She even emphasized her flighty character when she lowered the back window before finding the right button to raise hers. Although, it wasn’t an act. She was so nervous that she’d gotten flustered by the controls.

      As she drove slowly to the lot, Evie reached over and touched her arm. “You were brill, Dora. We’ve got this.”

      Dora turned into a space and clunked the car into park. “Have we, though? Because so much could go wrong, and not only will I be going to jail, but you—”

      “Hush.” Evie took Dora’s face in her hands and looked intently into her eyes. “You just did your part and got us through the gate. Now you can leave the rest up to me if you want. I can sweet talk the igloo off an Eskimo.”

      Dora laughed. “I’m not sure that’s the saying.”

      Evie laughed too. “Of course, it isn’t.”
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      Evie was in her element. There was a reason she was able to land so many different jobs. She had the ability to put on a persona and really sell it. Getting through the doors at Riverwoods would be a cakewalk. Or so she thought.

      “Well, hello there, sugar,” Evie said to the older woman sitting behind the reception desk. “Isn’t this place just adorable? No wonder Uncle Tutu loves it so much.”

      “Uncle Tutu?” Dora muttered in a voice so low only Evie could hear it.

      Evie very gently elbowed Dora’s side. Now was not the time.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked, peering down her nose and wrinkling it as if she smelled something foul.

      “You sure can,” Evie drawled, giving the woman a giant fake smile. “We’re here to see my uncle Tuttle. We call him Tutu because of that drag queen talent show he was in years ago.” She let out a giggle. “You should’ve seen the way he shook his tush for the audience.”

      “Vic Tuttle?” the woman asked incredulously. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Serious as a rattlesnake,” Evie said, leaning over the counter. “He was a real hoot back in his younger days. I can’t wait to see him and give him a giant hug. It’s been way too long.”

      “What did you say your name is again?” the woman asked, punching a key on her computer screen. The expression on her face was sour and full of suspicion.

      Oops, Evie thought. Danger, Will Robinson. She’d obviously taken a wrong turn somewhere with her commentary. She chewed on the side of her cheek for a moment before saying, “I didn’t. Not yet anyway. I’m Daisy, and this is Jessica.” She waved a hand toward Dora. “We’re actually Tutu’s cousins, twice removed, but everyone just calls him Uncle Tuttle… or Tutu in our case. Southern families, I’m sure you understand. My mama insisted we come see him before we left town, and if we leave here without photo evidence of seeing him, she’ll chap our hides.”

      Evie’s manic explanation seemed to soften the woman, and her lips twitched into a knowing smile. “Yeah, I know all about southern families, but I can’t let you in without Mr. Tuttle approving you as visitors.”

      Crap on toast, Evie thought. She’d been afraid of that. No matter. Once this Tuttle guy saw them and Dora’s cleavage, she was certain he wasn’t going to turn them away. “Well, get the old geezer out here then.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “I can’t wait to see if he recognizes us. Both of us have, uh, grown up a bit since he last saw us. I think we were both still in pigtails.”

      “That’s not how we do things—” the receptionist started.

      “Peggy,” an older gentleman said, appearing in the office doorway behind her. “Go fetch Vic. If anyone could use a visit, it’s him. Ever since Puddles passed, he’s been a bit more melancholy than I prefer.”

      “Right.” Peggy sent Evie an irritated glance, but she did as her boss asked and disappeared behind the security door.

      “Daisy and Jessica, is it?” the other gentleman asked.

      “That’s right,” Evie said, straightening up and puffing her chest out.

      He scanned them both and chuckled. “Your names fit you both.”

      Of course, they did. Evie had seen to that, hadn’t she?

      “Vic is one lucky man to get to spend the morning with not one, but two young ladies,” he said. “Maybe when you’re done, you can visit with the veterans. They are always up for—” His phone started to ring, and the man held up one finger, indicating for them to wait.

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Dora asked Evie.

      Evie nodded. “If Nurse Ratchet fails us, the dude in the office will get us in.”

      Dora moved over to the door, trying to peer down the hallway. “Uh-oh. It doesn’t look good. Peggy is scowling.”

      Evie sucked in a breath, wondering which of her lies had been detected. She pulled out her phone and tapped a quick message before hitting Send. “Okay, plan B. Just go with happens next.”

      “Don’t I always?” Dora asked.

      Evie placed a hand on her arm. “Yep. It’s why I love you so much.”

      The door flew open, and Peggy strode through, glaring at Evie. “Who are you, really?”

      “What?” Evie asked, pretending to be taken aback by the woman’s abruptness.

      “Mr. Tuttle says he only has a granddaughter and no other relatives. And he’s certainly never been called Uncle Tutu,” she barked.

      Evie continued to act confused, questioning what Peggy had told him and reiterating the family history.

      “You’re going to have to leave now,” Peggy demanded, pointing to the door. “Or I’ll have to call security.”

      “Daisy,” Dora started.

      “She can’t just throw us out!” Evie said hotly. “Mama is going to be really upset if we don’t see Tutu. And with her heart…” Evie placed a hand on her chest and sucked in a dramatic breath. “If she thinks Tutu has disowned her then—”

      The security door swung open again, and a tall, thin man with spikey blond hair entered the reception area. He had a piercing through his nose and one through his left eyebrow. After casting Evie and Dora approving glances, he turned to Peggy. “Excuse me.”

      “Cal? What’s wrong?” Peggy asked, turning abruptly to the man.

      “Nothing’s wrong, per se, but Mr. Tuttle is now demanding to see his cousins. Says he can’t believe he forgot about his cousin Petunia on his mother’s side and that they must be related to her.”

      “They were close as children,” Evie supplied and started to dig around in her purse. “I have a picture right here.” She pulled out a faded color portrait of a young boy and even younger girl. They were sticking their tongues out at each other and had mud smeared all over them.

      Peggy glanced between Evie and Cal, clearly trying to weigh the situation.

      “Just let the ladies in to see Tuttle,” the older man barked from his office, sounding exasperated with his receptionist. “What harm could they cause? His biggest danger is having to deal with a woody, and I bet he hasn’t had one of those since nineteen eighty-five.”

      “Mr. Fischer!” Peggy cried, her eyes wide with shock at his outburst.

      The older man reappeared again. “Cal, take them on back.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said. He used his badge to disarm the door and pulled it open. He waved to Evie and Dora. “After you.”

      The other man turned to Peggy. “I appreciate your dedication to following the rules, but we both know Tuttle is suffering early stages of dementia. If they want to—”

      The door slammed shut, cutting off their conversation.

      Dora let out a groan. “Dementia?”

      Evie joined her friend in her frustration. “That’s definitely not going to help us get any information out of Uncle Tutu.” She placed a hand on Cal’s arm. “Thanks for coming to our rescue. I’m sorry I had to involve you.”

      “It’s no problem. Anything for a friend of Jax’s,” he said.

      “What’s going on?” Dora asked.

      “Cal is Jax’s cousin. You know, from Trace’s band? Jax sent me his number, and I gave him a heads-up we might need backup.” Evie grinned. “It pays to be prepared.”

      Dora’s eyebrows rose. “I guess so.” She turned to Cal. “Is Mr. Tuttle even up for talking to us? If he has dementia symptoms, then I don’t think it’s wise to agitate him.”

      Cal shrugged. “It depends on the day. What do you need to talk to him about?”

      Evie and Dora shared a look. “Um,” Evie said. “It’s better if we don’t say. It’s kinda personal.”

      He nodded. “I see. Well, you better hurry, because his granddaughter will be here in about a half hour, and if she finds you here and turns you in, the shizzle is gonna hit the fan.”

      Perfect, Evie thought. That was exactly who they wanted to talk to. “Thanks. We appreciate the warning.”

      “Sure thing. Mr. Tuttle is at the end of the hall on the right. Stay out of trouble.” He winked and disappeared down another hallway.

      “We need to tread carefully,” Dora said to Evie. “I don’t want to upset an older man who isn’t totally lucid.”

      “I know,” Evie said. “Let’s just find out if he knows anything about a charity first. Then we’ll take it from there.”

      “All right. But no shenanigans,” Dora insisted. “If it’s true that he’s been ripped off, he’s been through enough.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Evie said with a roll of her eyes. “I’m not planning on messing with the guy’s head.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Lily?” A small woman wrapped her cold hands around Dora’s arm. “Oh my goodness. Lily!” Her clear blue eyes lit up with joy and then filled with tears. “You’re here. I can’t believe it.”

      Dora cast Evie a panicked glance. Evie started to move forward to help her friend extract herself from the woman’s clutches, but before she could even get a word out, a much younger woman with bright red hair and worried green eyes burst from a nearby room, clearly panicked as she scanned the corridor.

      “Oh, thank god,” the woman said, breathing a sigh of relief. “There you are, Mom. I thought I’d lost you again.” She moved over to Dora. “Thank you for keeping her from wandering off.”

      “She thinks I’m someone named Lily,” Dora whispered to her.

      “That’s her older sister,” the woman whispered back. “She passed young, when she was in her thirties.” The woman squinted at Dora. “You do kind of look like her.” She bit down on her bottom lip. “Would you mind sitting with her for a while? Just let her talk? It calms her to talk to Lily.”

      “Um…” Dora glanced at Evie.

      Go, Evie mouthed. I’ve got this. Evie could tell that wasn’t the answer Dora wanted, but the little old woman was clutching Dora’s arm so hard and smiling up at her with such joy, it just seemed like the right thing to do. Evie tilted her head toward the redhead. “Ask her if she knows anything about the charity while I go see Tuttle.”

      “What charity?” the redhead asked.

      “Let’s talk in your mom’s room,” Dora said, already letting the older woman lead her through the open door. She glanced back at Evie. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “Who me?” Evie said, fluttering her eyes in mock innocence. “I’m just a sweet little southern girl. What kind of trouble could I get into?”

      Dora snorted and followed the woman and her mother into the room.
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      “I’m sorry, what was your name?” the younger redhead asked Dora. “I don’t think I caught it.”

      “Jessica. And you are?” Dora held out her hand for the woman.

      “Darcy. And my mother’s name is Augusta, but everyone calls her Aggie.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” Dora said, perching on a hard plastic chair across from the plain brown couch where Darcy sat with her mother.

      “Lily,” Aggie sang. “You look so good. You must be using that new-fangled face cream. I swear you just keep getting younger and younger all the time.”

      “Thank you, Aggie,” Dora said kindly to the woman. “That Sephora anti-aging cream is really doing its job.”

      “I should say so.”

      She winked at the sweet older lady and said a silent prayer that if she was ever in the same position that someone would indulge her if it meant a visit with a loved one.

      Aggie spent the next ten minutes babbling about old stories of her and Lily, trips they’d gone on, old friends they hadn’t seen in years, and even touched on old loves that got away. But soon enough the older woman fell silent and started to stare over Dora’s shoulder.

      Darcy studied her mother and sighed. “I think that’s about as much as we’re going to get today. She gets tired easily.”

      “Right.” Dora bit back a grimace. She couldn’t leave until she asked about Brian and the charity, but even that felt like taking advantage of the older woman. She was in no position to answer any questions, let alone anything about a possible scam. But she could ask the woman’s daughter about it. “Hey, Darcy, my friend and I were told there is a man who volunteers here who collects money for an animal charity. Do you know anything about that?”

      Darcy’s brow furrowed in concentration. “I don’t know. Mom did say something about donating to a nonprofit, but I don’t remember which one—hold on. Let me take a look at her bank account. I’m sure she wrote a check. She’s still old school.”

      Dora sat back in the chair. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I’m a huge animal lover, and I’m always looking for ways—”

      “What in the ever-loving hell?” Darcy shrieked as she jumped to her feet. “Mom, you gave some charity five thousand dollars? We don’t have that kind of money. How are going to pay next month’s bill for this place?”

      Her mother just blinked up at her. “Relax, Mindy. It’s only money. Think of the little puppies.”

      “I’m Darcy, remember?”

      “Right, dear,” her mother said absently.

      Darcy let out a frustrated sigh as a pained look flashed over her face. “Mom, we have to do a stop payment on this check. You can’t afford this.”

      “But Lenny will be so disappointed.” She pouted.

      “Who’s Lenny?” Darcy asked her.

      “The one who collected the money,” Aggie said.

      Dora’s heart sank. Lenny wasn’t Brian. Was it possible he used a different name when he was working the home? Or did he have a partner in crime?

      “Lenny runs the Little Barkers Rehoming charity?” Darcy asked.

      “Yes! I always knew he’d grow up to do great things. When we were kids, he was always the one collecting the neighborhood strays.” Aggie gave them a bright smile. “Now he can afford to feed them.”

      Darcy sank back down into the couch. “Oh no.” She closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her temple. “She’s talking about her younger brother Glen. He passed over forty years ago. That isn’t who she gave this money to.” Darcy turned to Dora with pleading eyes. “Do you have any idea who took this money? We have to get it back and stop him from doing this again.”

      “We could look it up online,” Dora said, already pulling out her phone. “See who the contact is.”

      “Of course,” Darcy said, breathing a little easier.

      Dora found the website easily enough, but as she clicked through the pages, her frown deepened. “There isn’t any identifying information or background on here. No phone number or address. Just an email.”

      “Oh, no.” Darcy started to wring her hands together. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Hold on. Let me try one more thing.” Dora quickly pulled up the DNS record. What she found made her eyes bug out. “Surely he can’t be this stupid.”

      “Who?” Darcy jumped up off the couch and ran to Dora’s side, squinting at the screen. “Who’s Brian?”

      “My neighbor,” Dora spat out as her fingers flew over the touch screen. She pulled up the Florida government website, searching for the charity registration. There wasn’t one. They’d caught him. Mentally, she threw a triumphant fist in the air, but she kept her expression concerned for the sake of Darcy. Brian had five thousand dollars of her mother’s money, and unless Brian had the money stashed in his house, she wasn’t likely to get it back. “There’s no record of this charity being filed with the state.”

      “And that makes it illegal, right?” Darcy filled in, her expression becoming fierce.

      “I should think so.”

      “Good.” She grabbed her own phone and started tapping in numbers. After a moment, she said, “Janelle, we’ve got a problem. A big one. Mama’s been scammed out of some money, and we need to take a jackass down.”

      Exactly seven minutes later, a tall woman with dark black hair and brilliant blue eyes walked in wearing a sundress. She had a pad of paper in her hand and a scowl on her face. “Tell me everything.”

      “Jessica, this is my sister Janelle. Janelle, this is Jessica. She helped me figure out this is all a scam,” Darcy said.

      “I did not get scammed,” Aggie insisted from her bed near the wall.

      Darcy’s nostrils flared as she clearly did everything in her power to hold onto her temper. “Either way, Mama, we can’t afford that donation. Janelle is going to deal with it.”

      “Tell me everything,” Janelle said.

      Darcy and Dora took turns relaying what they found out, and when they were done, Janelle scowled. “I knew he was dirty!”

      “You know that Brian guy?” Darcy asked with a gasp.

      “Yeah, he works at the station. I’m going to gather everything I need and then bring his ass down.” Janelle glanced at Dora. “You can keep this to yourself for a while, right?”

      Alarm bells were going off in Dora’s head. Janelle worked at the station? Was she corrupt, too, or could Dora trust her? “I’m not comfortable lying about—”

      “I didn’t mean to imply you should lie about anything,” Janelle said. “I’d never do that. I meant just don’t spill that we’re onto him so that I have a day or so to make sure I have the evidence I need before I turn his money-grubbing butt in.” She glanced down at her notes and chewed on the inside of her cheek, clearly thinking something through. “I knew he was up to something; I just didn’t know what.”

      “Um, sure.” What else could Dora say? Nothing. Not until she had that flash drive in her hands. The proof that would keep her out of jail. “Don’t worry about me. I don’t know—”

      “Where is she?” a loud man barked, his footsteps so loud on the tile floors that they seemed to echo through the slightly open door.

      “Back here,” another man growled. “The little harlot tried charming me right out of my pants.”

      Dora moved to the door and peeked out. Her heart stopped, and her breath got caught in her throat. It was Brian. His dark eyes were wild and his face beet red as he stomped toward a short, pudgy old man with a bald head.

      “No, I did not!” Evie cried. “As if!”

      Dora groaned and whispered, “Oh no. Daisy, what are you doing?”

      “That limp wanker,” Janelle said from behind Dora. “I’m going to enjoy throwing his no-stamina butt in jail.”

      Again, Dora mentally cheered. She’d like nothing better than to see him rotting in jail. The rat. But she needed to find a way to get Evie out of there. Brian had obviously already spotted her.

      Janelle strode out of the door and promptly ran right into Evie. The two bounded off each other, but Janelle maintained her balance while Evie flew backward and landed on her butt with a loud “Oomph!”

      “Sorry,” Janelle said, barely glancing at her. She moved straight for Brian, a stern look on her face. “Why are you bothering people in an assisted living home?” she demanded.

      Brian came to an abrupt stop and glanced around nervously. “I—uh, I volunteer here.”

      “Right. And I wax every two days.” She started to move toward him, but Brian bolted, aiming for the front door.

      An older man who’d been on a ladder changing a light bulb chose that exact moment to climb down. He slipped on the last wrung, flung his arm out, and knocked Brian over. He went down in a heap, his head smacking the tile with a loud thunk.

      The older man rolled and started to moan as he clutched his arm.

      Brian didn’t move.

      Janelle ran over to Brian and started checking his vitals. Tsking to herself, she pulled out her phone and called for backup and an ambulance. “I’ve got a runner here. Gonna have to cuff him,” she said into the phone. “And chief? He’s one of ours. Internal Affairs is gonna need to be let in on this.”

      Dora stepped out of Aggie’s room and grabbed Evie by the arm. “Let’s go.”

      Evie let out a sigh of relief just as the old, pudgy man at the far end of the hallway called, “Hey, Daisy. Don’t forget you offered me a hand job. I’ll be waiting.”

      Evie turned around and glared at the dirty old man. “I did nothing of the sort. And if you say anything like that again, I’ll tell old Miss Peaches that you have HPV.” She stuck her tongue out at him, spun back around and stalked to toward the exit.

      “Ha! She’s the one who gave it to me,” he called back.

      Dora shuddered and tried to block out the exchange. All she wanted to do was get out of there before Janelle figured out she was involved in Steve Franklin’s death.

      As she passed the handyman, he sat up and winked at her. Dora did a double take when she realized it was Billy. He was wearing a white wig, and she wondered where that had come from. Likely Enrique’s closet.

      Get out of here, Billy mouthed. I’ve got this.

      Of course, he did. The man survived delivering mail in the brutal Florida heat. He could do anything. She gave him a grateful smile and rushed after Evie.

      As soon as they were outside, they met Luke at the car and Dora handed him the keys as he said, “Let’s go!”
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      “Where are we headed?” Dora asked, squirming in the front passenger seat of Luke’s car and tugging at her too short dress again. Evie and Dora had just filled him in on what they’d found out about Brian and that Janelle was arresting him.

      “Home. Then you two are getting on the road,” Luke said. Evie, while she’d been trying to flirt information out of Tuttle, found out that Brian had gotten money from him, and when Evie tried to point out that it was likely a scam, the old man had gotten belligerent and turned on her. If he came to his senses, that would be two victims that they knew Brian had stolen from.

      Dora glanced over at Luke, wondering what he’d been up to while they were getting the dirt. He was wearing blue overalls and dark sunglasses. “Nice disguise.”

      He chuckled. “Billy and I got the maintenance jobs. Or at least we got a tryout. I think both of us failed. I’m supposed to be dealing with some plumbing right now, and Billy was supposed to be mopping floors, but he got sidetracked by the bad lighting.”

      Evie snorted. “Can’t take direction huh? Hopefully you’re better at that in the sack.”

      “Evie!” Dora shot back. “That’s—”

      “Funny?” she supplied with a wink.

      Dora rolled her eyes and turned to Luke. “How did you know we needed to get out of there?”

      “I saw Brian go in. I figured you’d be making a quick escape,” he said. A horn blared as they weaved in and out of traffic.

      “And Billy?” she asked. “We can’t just leave him there.”

      “Don’t worry about him. I’ll go back for him.” Luke turned a corner, and as Dora braced herself, she was surprised to find they were almost to his house. A few moments later, he opened flipped his visor down and pushed a remote that opened one of many garage doors in a long building Dora had assumed was storage space for the townhome complex residents. When the door was up it revealed a purple convertible.

      “Sweet!” Evie said, jumping out of the black sedan and running over to the sporty car. “When did you get this?”

      “A few years ago,” Luke said. “It belonged to my mother. She gave it to me before she moved up north. Convertibles and snow don’t mix.”

      Dora barely spared a glance at the car, although she did store the information for later. Instead, she hurried inside and straight to the bedroom where she promptly changed into a comfortable pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She’d had just about enough of the short, clingy, wrap dress. When she came out, Luke was waiting for her with a key ring.

      Her took her hand in his and gazed down at her with a serious expression. Dora’s mind raced with all the things she wanted to say. She wanted to tell him she didn’t want to go. Or take him up on the offer to join them. But then she thought about how much danger she’d brought to too many people as it was.

      “Here,” he said. “You guys take the convertible. You can’t be seen in Evie’s car. Marco and his gang know what that looks like. And they’d recognize your Toyota, too.”

      “We can’t do that!” Dora insisted.

      “The hell we can’t,” Evie said from behind Luke. She reached over and snatched the keys. “You can take VW that’s sitting at the dildo shop and have it as collateral. It will be fine.”

      Dora sighed. “Evie…”

      “We’re kind of in a predicament here, Dor. Let Luke do this nice thing.” She shoved the key into the pocket of her Daisy Dukes. “I’m gonna go get our stuff while you two say your goodbyes. Be ready to fly in ten.”

      Dora watched her friend move toward the bedroom, and when she turned back to Luke, she didn’t think too hard about what she did next. She threw her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. “I don’t know what would’ve happened to us without you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me, Dora,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if something had happened to you.”

      She let out a small sigh and hugged him tighter.

      “I have something else for you.” He pulled back and pressed an envelope into her hand.

      When she glanced inside, she saw a stack of green bills. “Oh, no. Absolutely not.” She shoved it back at him. “This is way too much.”

      He wrapped his fingers around hers, closing her hand around the envelope. “Don’t be stubborn, Dora. Neither of you have jobs, and you can’t use your credit cards unless you want to be tracked. Just take it. You can pay me back when you return.”

      “If we return,” she muttered, feeling a little sorry for herself.

      “Hey,” he said softly, lifting her chin up with one finger. “You’ll be back. All you need is that evidence, and then everything will be fine. Right?”

      “Right,” she said bravely, forcing herself to smile.

      “Good. Now take the cash. You’ll need gas and a hotel room. Not to mention road trip food.” He winked at her.

      Dora resigned herself to the fact that as much as she hated taking his money, she didn’t think they had a choice. He was right. They needed cash. She shoved the envelope in her pocket and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for everything. I don’t think I deserve this but thank you anyway.”

      “Dora—” he started.

      She pressed her fingers to his lips. “Don’t say it.”

      “Can I at least kiss you?” he asked.

      She didn’t hesitate. Nodding, she stepped a tiny bit closer. Luke tilted his head down and brushed his lips over hers, sending a shiver all the way to her toes despite the summer heat.

      “When you get back, I’m taking you out on that date you owe me.”

      “I can hardly wait.”
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      “Whoohoo! New Orleans or bust!” Evie cried into the wind. Not only was she driving the purple convertible with Dora and Sunshine sitting in the passenger seat, but they’d managed to take down Brian and get out of town safely. Luke texted Dora that he’d retrieved Billy without incident, although the man had insisted he had to return at some point to install LED lightbulbs to help the place go green.

      While they still had Marco, Fred from the dry cleaners, Jock, and the rest of the money laundering ring to worry about, Evie believed Dora felt as though she could breathe again.

      “Hand me those Cheetos,” Evie said to Dora. They were about an hour into the trip and had just stopped for gas and junk food.

      “You know it’s only a three-and-a-half-hour drive, right?” Dora said as she handed over Evie’s hard-won treat. Dora had wanted to save their money for nutritious food that would fuel their bodies. Evie had to threaten shoplifting them to get her way. She wouldn’t have, of course. But considering the things they’d done the past few days, Dora had her doubts.

      “It’s still a road trip. Don’t harsh my joy.” Evie slipped her sunglasses on and sped across the Mississippi State line. “Besides, we’ll be home before we know it. That package we sent may have already gotten to Gertie’s house.”

      “I hope so,” Dora said. She was quiet for a long moment before she asked, “Does Trace know you’ve left?”

      “Of course not,” Evie said, giving her friend a strange look. “Why would I do that? We’ll be back tomorrow or the next day at the latest. I don’t think Trace will be back before then.” It was a lie. Trace would likely be home in a few hours and would come looking for her. A pang of regret filled her. She missed him and hated that she was leaving him in the dark, but she didn’t want to pull him into this mess.

      “Liar,” Dora said softly. “You should call him later and make sure he knows you’re thinking about him.”

      Evie waved a hand and made a pfft sound.

      “You can’t fool me. I know you love him, even if you can’t seem to make a commitment,” Dora said as she patted Sunshine’s head.

      “It’s just not the right time to commit,” Evie said, sounding annoyed. “We’re off to New Orleans, he’s performing, and… I just don’t think I’d do well with a ring on it, if you know what I mean. I’m too much of a free spirit.”

      “That might be true,” Dora said with a nod. “But I still think you two are perfect for each other.”

      “Just like you and Luke,” Evie said with a knowing smile. “You two are gonna make gorgeous babies someday.”

      Dora turned away, but not before Evie saw her cheeks flush pink.

      “It was hard to leave him, Evie,” Dora said. “I’ve never had a man be so sweet to me before.”

      Evie’s heart swelled as she glanced at her friend, happy that she’d finally found someone who made her feel so special. But in true Evie fashion, she gave her friend a giant smile and said, “I know, sweetie. But don’t worry, you still have me! And New Orleans is gonna be lit! You’ll see.”

      Dora glanced at her friend, chuckled, and then threw her head back and called, “New Orleans, here we come!”

      The sun was setting low in the sky when Evie pulled the car into the parking lot on North Peter’s street. The French Quarter was alive with street performers and tourists while off-key music blared from the calliope on the nearby steamboat. Energy filled the air, and once they were out of the car, Evie stretched her arms out wide, happily twirling around. “I love it here!”

      Dora wasn’t quite so giddy. She glanced at her phone, frowning. “Let’s just find Gertie.”

      “Relax,” Evie coaxed, clipping the leash onto Sunshine’s collar. “Her apartment is just around the corner. We’ll stop there first, then head to Bourbon Street. By tomorrow night you’ll be back in Luke’s arms.”

      Dora rolled her eyes at her friend. “I’m not worried about Luke. I’m worried about evidence.”

      “And that’s why you’re so uptight.” Evie slipped her arm through Dora’s and started to tug her down the uneven sidewalks. “Do you smell that?”

      “What? The stench of rotten oranges?” Dora asked.

      “No, party pooper. Beignets! As soon as we meet Miss Gertie, we’re heading to Café du Monde, and then we’ll do Bourbon Street and get a couple of hurricanes. We’ll find somewhere fabulous for dinner and—”

      Dora stopped them short. “Please tell me I’m not seeing what I think I’m seeing,” she said with a gasp.

      Evie’s heart skipped a beat. “You don’t see two ambulances and four police cars,” she said with the hope it could make it true. The building directly in front of them was where they were headed. “Or that stretcher being rolled out of the building.”

      “No. This isn’t happening. Oh god, what if …” Dora said, pressing her hand to her stomach.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Evie tugged Dora up to the small group of bystanders who were talking in hushed voices. “Excuse me.”

      A little old woman with short, brassy blond hair turned to look at them. “Yes, dear?”

      “Can you tell us what happened here? We’re supposed to meet our Great Aunt Gertie and—”

      The woman let out a small sob, clasped her hand to her mouth, and shook her head as tears sprang to her eyes. “You poor dears.”

      “That wasn’t…” Dora gulped.

      “It’s Gertie,” The woman cried. “My sweet Gertie. She was fine this morning. And now she’s dead.”

      Evie and Dora gazed at each other in shock. It was one thing to sweet talk an old woman into opening a Buddha-shaped piggy bank so they could get a flash drive. But one who was dead?

      A tear rolled down Dora’s face, and, to be honest, Evie wanted to cry too. She didn’t, though. She grabbed Dora’s hands and looked her hard in the eye. “We’ve got this, Dor. You’ll see.”
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      Cedar Valley, WA

      Jamie Lang

      Tuesday

      Behind every successful person is a substantial amount of coffee isn't just one of my favorite quotes to hand letter. It's my mantra. To say that I'm grumpy before having my first cup in the morning is like saying birds fly. I need at least two large cups to feel almost human. And a third to cement the feeling. Anyone who's known me longer than five minutes knows this about me. If I'm not properly caffeinated, approach me at your own peril. In my shop, I even have a two-sided open/closed type sign I hand lettered—ready for business on one side and not sufficiently caffeinated for human contact on the other. I'm only half joking.

      This particular morning, like usual, I grabbed my first cup from my home coffee bar moments after tumbling out of bed. Yes, I'm fully equipped with just about every type of coffee-brewing device known to man. I had a busy day ahead of me—subscription boxes to plan, an online video to prepare to shoot tomorrow, and an afternoon meeting with a bride.

      I headed to Flourish, my beautiful, cozy hand lettering shop in the heart of sleepy Cedar Valley just outside Seattle. Flourish is my artistic heart and soul. If I were a shop, Flourish is what I'd look like. I fill it with items that inspire me and things I absolutely love. This world is dark enough. My goal is to bring sunshine into people's worlds one quote at a time, if that's what it takes. Making people happy is what my art and business are all about.

      Fortunately, I was awake enough to make the short walk through town from home to work without looking anyone in the eye. A grunted "hi" was the most conversation I could manage pleasantly. Thoughts of a handcrafted hazelnut bianco latte motivated my slug of a body to keep moving.

      The owner and head barista of Perk Me Up, my good friend Angel Russo, made the most delicious, and innovative, coffee beverages in King County. Given our area's obsession with coffee, and my amateur connoisseur status, that was high praise.

      It was a beautiful early spring morning. The marine air, which is what we call fog around here, was slowly burning off. To the south, as the clouds lifted, Mount Rainier was making an appearance like a seductress slowly raising her skirts—one foothill at a time.

      My friend Maggie Scott at the Cedar Valley Bakery next door to Flourish would be happy. A view of the mountain brought the breakfast crowd out from the city. And the breakfast crowd brought in the money.

      The Cedar Valley Bakery has been a fixture in town for nearly a hundred years and is part bakery, part café known particularly for its breakfasts. On nice weekends, tourists and people from across Puget Sound wait hours to get in. They just love Maggie's giant breakfast scrambles. The bakery was crowded with locals as well as tourists as I walked by on the covered boardwalk. My little shop was sandwiched between a bakery/breakfast café and a coffee shop of perk-fection. Could life get any better?

      Just past the bakery, I was so busy looking down to avoid accidental eye contact with anyone that I bumped into a stout, middle-aged woman wearing orthopedic shoes as she came toward me. Still avoiding eye contact, we did that stupid little dance where you each move the same direction as you try to get past each other. Her perfume was typical of a woman her age, overpowering, but still not enough to jolt me fully awake.

      Just another tourist trying to get one of Maggie's delicious breakfasts. She'd better hurry before Maggie runs out of freshly baked cinnamon rolls.

      The thought made my stomach growl. We mumbled our apologies as we finally sidestepped each other and went on our way. My clumsiness was typical of my state of not being fully awake, and one more confirmation I needed coffee.

      I reached my shop and pulled my keys out of my handbag, pushing the strap sliding off back over my shoulder. I was intent on ignoring more people walking past me on their way to the bakery. Even that one little brush with humanity was too much. I kept my head down, concentrating on slipping inside.

      Focusing on human avoidance was my lame explanation for missing the obvious as I first walked up—someone had taped a sign to my front-door window. As the door swung open, the poster finally caught my attention. I reached to tear it off, silently complaining about people posting flyers indiscriminately over other people's windows and logos. That was prime advertising space. Whose cat was missing now? Mrs. Miller's again? That cat really needed a bell, or a tracking chip.

      But it wasn't a run-of-the-mill flyer. It was one of my hand lettered poster prints of the quote You make my heart smile. The entire quote was shaped, naturally, into a heart. It was one of my early, but solid, pieces of work. I'd sold thousands of these prints over the years and hundreds of hand lettered copies.

      The poster shook in my hand. I wasn't sure whether fear, shock, or lack of caffeine was causing the shaking. Someone had used my print for target practice. Heart was pierced full of holes.

      I ripped the poster from my window and slipped into Flourish.

      Earleen Culp. My nemesis since my school days. This looked like her handiwork. You'd think she would have outgrown these childish pranks. But she was truly a Culp rat.

      Earleen had hated me since I moved back to town for my senior year in high school and aced her out of being prom queen. There were only thirty people in our senior class and twenty of them were guys. Which meant every guy had to turn out for football and the girls took turns being dance queens and princesses and Miss Cedar Valley. Earleen had been homecoming queen junior year and figured her turn would come up again just in time to go out of high school in a blaze of glory as queen of the senior prom. Then I danced back into town to steal her crown. Adding insult to injury, I immediately caught the attention of the identical Calhoun twins—Ridgefield and Rutledge, better known as Ridge and Rut. She'd had her eye on them since birth, I think.

      Ridge and I had been best friends until I moved from Cedar Valley to Seattle in eighth grade and we lost touch. When I came back to Cedar Valley, we resumed our friendship where we'd left off. And Rut? What can I say? He was hot and dangerous, where Ridge was hot and a scant bit more responsible. Rut and I quickly became the "it" couple of Cedar Valley High, cementing my number one spot on Earleen's enemy list for life.

      Earleen's family had owned the local stationery store in town for as long as anyone could remember. Earleen inherited it three years ago when her grandpa died, just shortly before my grandma died and left me her Northwest Craftsman bungalow in town.

      It was Earleen's misfortune to have exceptionally bad taste in gift items, cards, and fine paper, and even less business sense. She'd been trying to run me out of town since I opened Flourish, using a bunch of childish tricks, including, but not limited to: trying to get the city to pull my business license; bribing my landlord to up the rent out of my reach; and spreading malicious rumors about me. On top of everything else, she blamed me for her failing stationery business.

      I supposed she hadn't noticed how many greeting card stores had closed in recent years. Things were going in two diverse directions—either digital or handcrafted.

      I'd like to take credit for being so fabulously business-savvy that I was able to run her generations-old establishment into extinction. But the real reason she was losing business was a sign of the times, not competition from me. She was going the way of the lamplighter, like it or not. And she had no idea how to stop it. Letting her wild nephews (really her cousin Dana's boys, but they called Earleen their aunt) use my art for target practice was definitely not beneath Earleen. Of course, she'd be only too happy to remind me how much she despised me by "kindly" returning my work.

      I studied the poster, gently running my fingers over the holes. BB holes. The shots were clearly made with BBs. I'd been a pretty good shot with a BB gun myself at one point. Circumstantial maybe, but Earleen's two adolescent nephews got brand-new BB guns last Saturday. I remember clearly because I'd chased them out of my yard. I caught them hunting the friendly blue jay that liked to chatter at me from a large cedar on the edge of my property.

      Those two boys would use anything for target practice. My neighbor had complained they'd shot up his No Solicitors sign and had promptly posted a No Trespassing sign in retaliation. Guess what he found full of BB holes the next morning?

      I squinted at the holey poster. At least one of the boys was a pretty good shot. He'd shot the serif right off the T of heart. I wondered whether I should be worried for my friend the blue jay.

      I tossed the pockmarked poster on the counter and sighed. Where had Earleen and the boys gotten it? It was too much to hope they'd bought it from me at some point. How dumb was Earleen to think I scared so easily? I needed coffee desperately now.

      Flourish was connected to Perk Me Up on one side. When the businesses were open, customers could walk from one to the other. When one or the other was closed, we secured our spaces with locking roll-up walls. My wall was locked down. I unlocked it, anticipating the delicious smell of coffee as the barrier rolled away. But when I rolled up my wall, Angel's was still down and locked in place.

      I grumbled to myself. Where was Angel? I needed her.

      Some of my brain fog cleared. I remembered Angel warning me yesterday that she'd be closed today. She'd been taking a lot of days off recently. She was in Seattle at the funeral of yet another of her great aunts. She came from a large Italian family. It was impossible for an outsider to keep track of her family connections. It was midweek, so Angel decided to close shop and give her employees a day off.

      If I wanted coffee (and it wasn't so much a want as a need), there was only one option—head to the bakery for a cup of barely tolerable cheap blend coffee. Faced with that or a caffeine headache, I'd take mediocre coffee. And a pastry to wash it down with. Maybe one of the bakery's famous Russian pretzels—a delightful frosted twist of flaky vanilla and chocolate pastry.

      The Cedar Valley Bakery was the piece of sandwich bread on the other side of my shop from Perk Me Up. Unfortunately, Flourish and the bakery weren't connected. It was in a separate building. Which meant I had to go outside to get to it.

      All I wanted was coffee, so I bypassed the line waiting for a table and headed to the pastry counter. I was intercepted by Ridge, who was now, inexplicably, Cedar Valley chief of police. He still had the same dark, dancing eyes full of mischief that he'd always had. The same full lips that curved easily into a wicked grin. And the same delightful sense of humor. It was just a lot harder to involve him in pranks these days.

      Even though he was supposedly "just a friend," Ridge set my pulse on edge in a disturbingly pleasant, fluttery kind of way. He and I had a history of almost becoming romantic. Every time we teetered on the brink of becoming more, something interceded. Rut was the barrier between us now, and maybe forever. Neither of us had gotten over his death. He'd been Ridge's other half, and mine. Which left Ridge and me dancing around our attraction, unable to risk our friendship for what would be a complicated romantic entanglement. Ridge didn't want to live his life in his brother's shadow. And I was unable to convince him, or myself, that he wouldn't.

      None of that stopped us from eyeing each other and flirting. And in my case, maybe even hoping. Ridge was wearing a suit, and a smile that sent shivers to my toes. He also had a leg up on me—he was holding a paper cup of coffee with the bakery logo, already on his way toward the perfect caffeinated state. The suit meant he must be heading to a meeting. The smile showed he was a brave man.

      Ridge was the only person confident enough to confront me before my second cup of coffee. He also carried a gun and wore a badge, which helped.

      "Slumming it today?" he said in his deep, rich, dark-brewed voice. He knew he was in dangerous territory and enjoying it. He'd always been a thrill-seeker.

      I grumbled and pushed past him, too aware of his strong, muscled body.

      "In a pleasant mood, as always, first thing in the morning," he joked, and made a point of taking a sip of his coffee. "Some things never change. I can count on you like the tides."

      "Angel's closed," I muttered, which was obvious. Or Ridge wouldn't have been here. He was as much a coffee snob as I was. But by necessity, he stomached bad brew with better grace.

      Linda Lewis was working behind the counter. She took one look at me and winced. "Oh, no. Angel's out again?" She looked panicky. "What is it this time? Another family funeral in the city? I swear, she has so many old relatives."

      "Fewer every day," I said. "It's only a matter of time before they're all gone. It has to be." I was selfishly optimistic. I really hated it when Perk Me Up was closed.

      Ridge's grin deepened.

      "They're dying off like flies," Linda said. "I can never keep track of her huge family."

      "No one can," I said.

      "You want coffee, obviously." Linda glanced at the pot sitting on a burner. "To go?" Did she sound hopeful?

      I nodded. "Biggest cup you've got." There was no point asking for a grande or a venti. Here coffee only came in small, medium, and as large as you can make it.

      "Hang tight." As Linda turned to pour me a cup, Earleen walked into the bakery.

      I smelled her distinctive perfume over the scent of baking bread and saw her reflected in the mirror on the wall behind the pastry counter. She spotted me and took a step toward me before seeing Ridge and hesitating. Oh, the conundrum—the lady or the tiger. In this case, the lady was the worse choice. Ridge was the tiger, and even though Earleen was dating Jack, my part-time clerk's ex, she wanted Ridge in her bed. She always had. She'd drop Jack in a heartbeat if Ridge ever paid her any attention. True to form, her hatred for me won out.

      Ridge leaned insouciantly against the pastry counter in front of the chocolate éclairs, his suit straining against his broad shoulders. His eyes lit with interest. "This should be fun," he whispered to me.

      I scowled at him. "Ingrate. I'm the only thing standing between you and her blathering flirting."

      Earleen waved to me, an annoying wiggle using just the tips of her fingers. "Jamie, bad luck, isn't it? It's just not your day—Angel's out." She clucked her tongue. Her expression was anything but sympathetic. She was entrenched in her habit of being delighted with even my smallest setback.

      "You can tell your nephews I'm not amused." I looked Earleen in the eye. "No matter how many of my posters you give them to shoot up, I won't be intimidated."

      Earleen stared at me. "What are you talking about?"

      "The poster shot full of holes that you taped to my door this morning."

      Her eyes narrowed. "Still no clue. Someone must not be happy with your work. It would be a shame if a photo of it made it on Pinterest or Instagram. That's so not good for business." She flashed a flirty smile at Ridge. He deserved it.

      "Stop the innocent act, Earleen. I'm way past implying. Let's just be honest—you're the only person I know who gets a kick out of making my business look bad."

      She held her hands up. "I had nothing to do with it."

      "Sure you didn't." I stared her down. "And pigs can suddenly fly."

      Linda leaned out over the counter behind me, trying to get my attention as she waved a fresh cup of coffee at me. "Jamie. Jamie?"

      People were stacking up at the pastry counter. And the small waiting area for the bakery café was crowded as more and more people arrived. They spilled into the bakery in front of the pastries, watching Earleen and me get into it.

      I pointed a finger in Earleen's face, lack of coffee making me fierce. "Stay out of my business and stop trying to ruin me, Earleen. Or I will make you stop."

      Earleen laughed in my face. "Go ahead, Jamie. Try. Are you going to kill me with one of your pithy hand lettered quotes?"

      I grabbed my cup of coffee from Linda and tossed a few dollars across the counter to her. "Keep the change."

      As I brushed past Earleen, I caught a glimpse of Ridge from the corner of my eye. He lifted his coffee cup to me.

      

      I was fuming when I left the bakery. Upset at Ridge and Earleen. They both got under my skin for different reasons. I was ashamed of losing my temper at Earleen. Being negative and making baseless threats wasn't my style. I would do better in the future. I wouldn't fall for Earleen's tricks. And as for Ridge—

      The door to Flourish opened and Ridge slipped in as if I'd conjured him.

      I gave him an up-and-down. "You seem to have escaped Earleen easily enough. Your suit's still in one piece."

      He rolled his eyes and shook his head. "If only other women wanted to rip my clothes off." He gave me a half-hopeful look.

      "Oh, Ridge," I said. "Only every woman under one hundred in this town."

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      I knew where this was leading and shrugged. "What are you doing here, besides hiding out?"

      "That sign you mentioned—why didn't you tell me someone threatened you?"

      I sighed. "It's sweet of you to care, but it was nothing." I handed it to him. "What would you have me do? Call 911?"

      He inspected it. "I don't like it."

      "It's a prank. Nothing more."

      "Jamers," he said. He was the only person on the planet who got away with calling me Jamers. James was my dad's name. I was Jamie. Neither of us were Jamers. "You have to stop baiting Earleen. She's not as harmless as she seems."

      "Not to worry. She's been trying to bring me down since high school and never come close." I grinned at him. "I'm bulletproof."

      "I wouldn't be so sure," he said. "Desperate people do desperate things."

      "Don't you have a meeting to go to?" I asked.

      He frowned. "How—"

      "The suit gave you away," I said. "And you're supposed to be the detective."

      "I always wear a suit."

      "But not that one," I said. "That's your meeting suit."

      "You always were observant." He tapped the poster. "Mind if I take this? I'll run it for fingerprints."

      "Take it," I said. "Knock yourself out."

      Ridge really was too sweet. If only Rut's ghost wasn't always between us.

      

      Fortunately, my day was so busy that I didn't have time to fume long over my confrontation with Earleen. I was so tired that night that I fell into bed early and went right to sleep.

      The next morning I had to get up before the crack of dawn for my makeup appointment with my exceptionally talented makeup artist/best female friend, Nora Nash. On weekends, Nora did makeup for many of the brides who got married at Lighthouse Gardens in town. During the week, she was in high demand in Seattle. She used to be a successful model until she gave that up to work as a makeup artist in Hollywood, and then eventually moved back home to Cedar Valley. She could make anyone look like a star. Brides, business execs, and models alike loved her. I had to take any slot Nora could give me, even if it meant getting up hours earlier than usual. I was filming a video today and needed to look my best.

      I must say there was part of me that rued the digital age. I preferred sitting around in tights and tunics while hand lettering and working with clients to getting all made up. I mean, looking good was fun, but it was also work. But such was the world we lived in, where part of my image was looking put together and fresh for my video followers.

      Unfortunately, I was in constant competition with Hot Hugh, one of the few guys in the hand lettering community, and his flirty videos. He made bedroom eyes right into the camera. He was British and good looking enough, I guess, though not my type. I think his accent sold him. It certainly wasn't his hand lettering, which was good but not really special. He couldn't do bounce lettering worth beans.

      Anyway, there was no way I was getting up early enough to stop by Angel's before my beautifying session. I filled a thermos full of freshly roasted blonde roast coffee to take with me and drink on the fly.

      I opened my front door, my step surprisingly full of bounce, the bad taste from my confrontation with Earleen yesterday fading. The jay cackled at me from a tree overhead. I waved to him and stumbled over something solid on my porch.

      I looked down. Oh, this was so much worse than a holey quote. Someone had left me a dead body—Earleen's. Right there on the totally adorable "No Knockee Before Coffee" welcome mat I'd designed. And she was clutching one of my quotes.
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      Wednesday

      Death has its own look. If you've ever seen a dead animal, you know what I mean. When I was seven, I had a pet rabbit. It was my job to feed it before I left for school. One morning I went out and Bucky was dead. At seven, I had no experience with death. But looking at my bunny, I knew. When I ran into to tell Mom, her response was disbelief. "Are you sure? He's probably just sleeping, honey." Until she looked for herself. "Oh," she said. Yeah, it was that obvious.

      "Oh" was exactly what I thought when I saw Earleen. Of course, the bullet hole in her head was another dead giveaway. The quote of mine she was clutching was full of BB holes, just like the one that had been pinned to Flourish. Even so, I couldn't hold a grudge against her now.

      I called 911 with shaking fingers and an even shakier voice. I stood on my front porch, waiting for help. Dressed in her jogging clothes, Earleen looked cold and blue. I felt almost compelled to cover her with a blanket or something. But my feet wouldn't move. And it didn't seem right to leave her alone, even for a minute. Death was lonely enough.

      Ridge was the first cop to show up, but then, the force only had four officers. And Ridge was really the only detective. Not to mention a murder case could make a career, especially in a small town like Cedar Valley. Solve this and he'd be police chief for life, assuming he wanted to be.

      When he saw me standing on my front porch with my arms wrapped around myself, Ridge had the same initial reaction as Mom had had to Bucky. Until he saw Earleen. Then he grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into the house as I craned to get a final look at her.

      Ridge cleared his throat more delicately than I was used to.

      "What?"

      "You might want to take your shoes off," he said gently.

      Unless it was wet out or my shoes were obviously muddy, I generally didn't take my shoes off inside, and Ridge knew that. "The floor cleans."

      He pointed at my feet. "Your shoes are bloody."

      Yeah, blood was another matter. Blood didn't come out of anything.

      I hadn't realized until then that Ridge was carrying an evidence kit. Once again, my powers of observation had failed me.

      Ridge pulled a plastic evidence bag from the kit. "I'll need your shoes." He slipped on a pair of gloves and, in a reverse Prince Charming move, bent to remove my shoes. "Here, let me."

      I wasn't helpless, but I went along. I wasn't wearing gloves like he was, after all. And heaven forbid I get my own fingerprints on my shoes.

      As Ridge slipped my shoes into the evidence bag, he shot me a sympathetic look. "How are you holding up?"

      "I'm as fine as a person can be who's just tripped over a dead body and only had two cups of coffee." I shivered. I was ice cold to my toes.

      Ridge pulled a pair of shoe-covering booties out of his bag and handed them to me.

      I held them up, eyeing them dubiously. "Are these supposed to keep my feet warm?"

      "They're supposed to cheer you up." He hid my shoes from my view. "You like it when I give you official police stuff."

      "As far as gifts go…" But I put them on to humor him. "I didn't like Earleen. But this…" I wrapped my arms around myself. "Poor Earleen. Dying all alone like that. And with her hair in a ponytail, too. You know she always liked to look her best. Which was why she jogged so early in the morning—so no one would see her."

      "I'll make sure the crime scene photographer gets her good side." Ridge took me by the elbow and led me to the sofa. "You're in shock," he said in as gentle a tone as I'd heard him use since Rut died. "I need you to tell me what happened. Every detail you can remember."

      When he leaned toward me, I noticed the Bluetooth earpiece he wore. I might not be the most observant person on the planet, but I knew what this meant—Ridge was wearing body-recording equipment. He'd showed the new equipment off to me just last month. He probably had a camera on him as well as a voice recorder.

      "You're recording this?" I must have been in shock. I didn't know whether to be offended or not.

      "I can record it," he said calmly, "or I can take notes. Your choice."

      Ridge was a notoriously accurate note-taker. It was freaky, really. In high school, if you missed a class, Ridge was the guy you asked for notes. He also wrote incredibly fast and neat. It was an odd skill for a man, but we were all unique. Ridge as much as anyone, even though he was an identical twin.

      Hobson's choice. I shrugged. "Fine. Record. I have nothing to hide."

      I pulled out my phone and began to text Nora that I was unavoidably detained. Omitting by law enforcement. And if I told her by Ridge, she'd misinterpret and give me a thumbs-up. With luck she had some leeway in her schedule before heading into the city—

      Ridge grabbed the phone out of my hand. "What are you doing?"

      "Letting Nora know I'll be late for my makeup session. I'm supposed to film a video this morning."

      "That explains why you're up so early." He looked relieved, like he'd been worried I was sick or something. Or had committed murder.

      I shot him a suspicious look. Maybe I should have made it withering instead.

      "You're not going to make your appointment," he said. "I'll text Nora for you." His thumbs flew as he wrote to her.

      I craned my neck, trying to see what he was typing.

      "The county crime lab team is on their way." He handed my phone back. "You'll be tied up most of the morning. At least."

      "Tied up?" I frowned at him and read his text. Blunt. Just I'll have to cancel this morning. Nothing about Earleen dying. "Why? All I did was find the body and report it like a good citizen. And, by the way, this text doesn't sound remotely like me. Nora will be suspicious."

      "I have to take your testimony," he said. "Where's your gun? I'll need it."

      "It's where it always is—at the shop."

      "Okay, I'll get a warrant. Or you can hand it over voluntarily. We'll need to swab your hands for gunpowder residue, GSR—"

      "Wait a minute." I felt sick. "I'm a suspect?"

      This was Ridge. He knew me. Given a gentle push, we could even be lovers. How could he think even for a minute that I was capable of murder? I was Miss Inspirational Quote. Girl voted most likely die smiling. I was the one who wanted to cover Earleen with a blanket. His lack of faith in me cut to the core.

      He gave me a look of resignation. "Jamers, at this point, everyone's a suspect. This is just standard protocol. You found the body. On your front porch. It's best for all of us if we eliminate you as a suspect immediately. Before things get out of hand."

      Out of hand? I didn't like the sound of that at all.

      He looked almost apologetic and definitely concerned. "The gun?"

      "Fine," I said. "I'll surrender it voluntarily. I have nothing to hide. It's in its usual drawer."

      "Locked?"

      I shook my head. "No, but good as. It's well hidden and the store is locked."

      "Good," he said. "I'll call Randy and ask him to pick it up. Angel should be open by now. She still has your extra key to the wall, doesn't she?"

      I nodded.

      "May I text her and give her your permission to let Randy in?"

      "Sure," I said, hoping he really was only trying to help me. I wasn't an expert in ballistics, but my pistol was a 9mm, only the most common caliber on the planet. Which meant it was also likely Earleen had been shot with a 9mm. From his tone, I suspected that was what Ridge suspected. I supposed he was only following procedure.

      Ridge texted Angel and called Randy. "Now, begin at the beginning. You didn't touch anything at the crime scene?"

      I rolled my eyes. I'd watched enough crime shows to know never to touch anything. Intentionally, anyway. "Of course I did. I touched Earleen when I tripped over her."

      "Other than that."

      "No."

      "Good. Now tell me how you found Earleen. Tell me everything, even if it seems insignificant. Did you hear anything before you left the house?"

      "It's garbage day," I said. "I heard a lot of bumping, banging, thumping, and engine noise. You know, typical garbage truck noise before I left the house."

      Ridge was still grilling me when the crime scene investigation team showed up and he got a call from Randy. Ridge was good with a poker face, too good, but I swore he blanched. He looked to me. "Randy says the gun's not there. Are you sure that's where you left it?"

      I went cold. "Absolutely."

      "When was the last time you saw it?" Ridge said.

      I frowned, thinking. "It's not like I check it every day." I took a deep breath. "Last month sometime?" But I wasn't certain.

      "Randy," Ridge said into his phone. "We'd better get a warrant."

      I felt sick. "And if you can't find it, I'd like to file a missing gun report."

      Ridge looked at me sternly. "This isn't funny, Jamers."

      No, it certainly wasn't.

      

      Without a ballistics report that proved my gun had fired the shot, there was no reason for Ridge to hold me. When he finished interviewing me, he warned me not to go back to Flourish until Randy had completed the search. In the meantime, the rest of the Cedar Valley police force searched my house. Judge Watson had been fast to issue that search warrant.

      I warned Ridge that his guys better not make a mess at the store or my house. Then a morbid thought occurred to me. "Speaking of messes, will your team clean up after they remove…the, er, body?" It was easier to refer to Earleen that way. Less personal.

      Ridge shook his head. "No. You'll need a special biohazard team to clean up. Your homeowner's insurance should recommend and pay for one."

      I shuddered. I'd never thought about who cleaned up a crime scene before. But then, I'd never had a reason to.

      "Don't worry, Jamie." Ridge looked like he might have hugged me if he hadn't been on duty and in charge of the investigation. "The biohazard people are on call twenty-four/seven. They'll get this cleaned up as soon as my team is finished. Go ahead. Make the call."

      I'd already missed my appointment with Nora. I really didn't want to hang around and see the action at home, so when Ridge released me, I left, hoping to get some work done and return to a nice, shiny, crime-scene-free home.

      I work from home a lot. But I have two principal places of business in Cedar Valley where I see clients—Flourish, and a small office in Hallie's Hair Salon at Lighthouse Gardens.

      Cedar Valley started life as a coal-mining town. Most people don't realize we had a thriving coal industry for a short period over a century ago. There was no mining now. Now we were most famous for our easy access to bike and hiking trails close enough to the city to be a day trip, fishing and summer sports on the Cedar River, breakfasts at the Cedar Valley Bakery, and weddings and events at Lighthouse Gardens, a beautiful garden and event center with one of the most picturesque views of Mount Rainier anywhere.

      No, we weren't anywhere near the ocean, which made the lighthouse, which was the centerpiece of the garden center, something of an oddity and tourist trap. And yes, the lighthouse had a light that really worked. We rarely used it. Not that many shipwreck emergencies this far inland. It was a gift shop and café now. The Saylor family had owned Lighthouse Gardens since the early 1940s. And as the founder, Gerald Saylor, used to say, "With a name like Saylor, you need a lighthouse." Even when landlocked, apparently.

      Lighthouse Gardens was one of those places that was hard to describe to outsiders, but once you saw it, you got it. It was almost a community unto itself. On one side it had a huge, and very popular, nursery and garden center full of plants of all kinds. A gardening store full of everything a gardener could want. In another part of the complex there were beautiful gardens, an event center, an outdoor dance floor, a gazebo, a wedding chapel, a restaurant and café, a teashop, a pond, a pond shop, a spa, Earleen's stationery store—Culp's Stationery—and a hair and makeup salon—Hallie's.

      A bridal party could show up at the gardens and have every necessary service available to them, from nails to catering. Nora worked out of the salon, too. And me, obviously. It was a convenient spot to meet with my bridal and event clients.

      A significant part of my business was hand lettering gigs for weddings and events—signs, banners, invitations, place cards, decorations, basically anything you could imagine that needed artistic lettering.

      When I first set up business, I had tried, of course, to rent a small space someplace more appropriate than a hair salon—like, say, the stationery store. Wouldn't that have been a team made in heaven? Yeah.

      It might have worked if Old Man Culp was still in charge. Guess who blocked me? Not only from her stationery store, but from the teashop, the nursery, the café, and even the pond shop. I could have had a cozy office in the middle of high-tech pond pumps, but alas.

      Thank goodness Hallie was an old friend of mine and immune to Earleen's strong-arm tactics. Nobody messed with Hallie, especially not when she was armed with a can of hairspray. It may not be nice to speak ill of the dead, but facts were facts. Earleen was a nasty piece of work.

      I'd made a few other futile attempts to find more appropriate space since. But by the time I'd had a few more thwarted attempts, the hair salon had grown on me. And it was especially handy when I needed a bang trim or a root touch-up.

      Hands swabbed and shoes carted off to evidence, I made it to Hallie's in the afternoon to pick up some standing chalkboard signs a bride had left for me to work my magic on for the weekend.

      Hallie was in the middle of a balayage, but she handed it off to one of the other girls and made a beeline for me the moment I walked in the door. She caught me by the arm. "The signs are in my office." Her smile was pleasant, but it was a mask.

      She walked me past the curious salon patrons waiting and peering over their magazines and phones at me, past ladies sitting in beauty chairs and watching me in mirrors, past washing sinks and standing hairdryers to her small office in the back of the salon.

      Even my red carpet walk as prom queen hadn't felt this long. Why did I feel like I was doing the walk of shame on a Saturday morning in college? Like I had a scarlet M on my shirt or something? I had washed all the blood off me, hadn't I?

      I glanced at the hem of my jeans. All clear. Rumors had certainly travelled fast. It was clear I was more than an object of curiosity. I was becoming more and more a mythical monster every minute.

      Hallie closed her office door behind me. Something she almost never did. There was no real privacy in Cedar Valley, anyway. Closing doors was usually a futile gesture.

      "The signs were just a ruse, weren't they?" I asked.

      "Only partly." She pointed to where the blank signs stood in the corner. "But yes, I wanted a private word. Is it true you're a suspect? What is Ridge thinking? How could he?" She scowled.

      Hallie was anything but naïve, but for reasons known only to her, she'd always believed the best of me. Even when I was guilty. Like the time in seventh grade when I'd been upset with her for flirting with Ridge and toilet papered her house. In the rain. And her parents made her clean it up. Also in the rain. Bygones. I still felt guilty about that.

      "Next time Ridge comes in for a cut, maybe I'll just nick his ear." Her expression was fierce.

      "Sshh." I put a finger to my lips and shook my head. "Don't even think it. Assaulting a police officer will only go badly for you and look bad for me. Ridge is only doing his job." I hoped. But I did feel betrayed. How could he?

      "Well," Hallie said, looking disappointed as she plopped into her desk chair. "If you didn't kill Earleen, and everyone knows how much she provoked you, who did? Almost everyone in town has a motive."

      Which was true enough. Earleen tended to get on people's bad side without much effort. Most wouldn't have minded seeing Earleen taken down a peg. But murder her? That was a whole other league of bad side.

      I couldn't believe it of anybody in Cedar Valley, and said so. "It must have been someone passing through town. One of the tourists. Someone staying at the glamping park. Or someone upset because they couldn't get a table for breakfast at the bakery."

      Hallie didn't crack a smile. She obviously was taking this very seriously and had other opinions.

      "No? Who do you think did it?" I took a seat in Hallie's sole guest chair. Hallie heard all the gossip. Women tended to talk to their hairstylist as if she were their counselor. The things they shared… Something must have made her suspicious.

      She looked conflicted. She bit her lip.

      "Yes?"

      "I shouldn't say," she said.

      "But you will," I said. "You've heard something. Something is making you suspicious."

      Hallie sighed, but I didn't think she was as reluctant as she liked to appear. "I shouldn't say, but there are rumors that Arthur Ward has been having an affair with Earleen behind Phyllis' back, and Phyllis is, was, her best friend. My money's on Artie. A crime of passion."

      "Artie? From the Pond Store?" That was hard to believe. I'd gone to school with Artie.

      I'd gone to school with most of the town. Or been taught by them, worked for them, had tea with my grandma with them…

      Artie was a few years older than I was and used to be considered cute back in the day. But sadly, he peaked at seventeen and hadn't aged well. These days he was a meek little man with an oddly shaped bald spot that made Hallie itch to simply shave his head. But he thwarted her and got his hair cut at some chain barbershop in the next town over. He was tight with a dollar and not exactly a lothario.

      Hallie nodded. "I've had quite a few reports of them being seen together around town and even in Seattle. Someone, who shall remain nameless, happened to run into them at a lingerie store at U Village. Of course, my source made certain she wasn't seen."

      I opened my mouth to cut in, but Hallie talked over me. I'd never seen her so worked up.

      "Haven't you noticed that Artie has been fixing up?"

      "To be honest, I haven't seen him in a while," I said.

      Hallie shook her head. "He's been working out, buying new clothes, growing a beard. All the signs are there." She took a quick breath. "Phyllis was in last week, airing her worries again that Artie was fooling around. She found some suspicious texts on Artie's phone. Some suspicious receipts for meals and other expenses in their bills. Phyllis thinks he's having a torrid affair with someone. I didn't have the heart to tell her who. But it's possible she found out."

      Was there any other way to describe an affair except torrid? Just once I wanted to hear about a tepid affair. Setting my personal preferences about affair adjectives aside, I shook my head. "Artie and Earleen? If Phyllis found out, she could be a suspect. For sure Phyllis has a vivid imagination. Artie isn't Earleen's type. Not even on a desperate day. And she has Jack."

      I had enough experience with Earleen to know what her type of guy was—mine. "If Artie and Earleen were meeting in secret, there's another explanation."

      Which got me wondering. But it was none of my business. I'd just keep my nose out of it and let Ridge do his job. "If your pond pump needs priming, Artie is your guy. And I don't mean that in a dirty way at all. But if anything else needs priming…" I cocked my head.

      Hallie raised an eyebrow. "Earleen doesn't have a pond or a fountain. And now that you mention Jack, he should be a suspect, too. Another crime of passion—killing Earleen because she cheated on him."

      I shrugged. I couldn't see Jack as a crime-of-passion guy either. "Keep your ears open for me, will you?"

      "You have to ask?" Hallie paused. "I heard Earleen was shot." Hallie looked to me for confirmation. When I didn't deny it, she sighed. "Shooting someone is a man's crime."

      She gave me a look emphasizing the point. "If Earleen had been poisoned, I would have suspected a woman. Poisoning would be more Phyllis' style. She has access to all kinds of poisons in the gardening store. Even you might be capable of poisoning someone." Hallie's face clouded. "Do they know what caliber the murder weapon was?"

      I still didn't answer.

      "If I were you, I'd make sure you know where your pistol is."

      Too late for that. I shuddered at the warning.
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      I'd just gotten back to Flourish and was putting the signs I'd picked up at Hallie's on my worktable when Nora breezed in, fully made up and beautiful, as always. She still looked like a model.

      "Hey," she said, brushing her gorgeous long hair out of her face. "Did you do your video barefaced?" She studied my quick makeup job, which was pretty abysmal and would have never played well on camera. "I can't believe you'd give Hot Hugh any advantage. He's already egotistical enough as it is. And you were amazingly cryptic about the delay. Did Ridge finally stop by for a little early morning snuggle?"

      See? I knew she'd be suspicious about that text. "He stopped by, all right. But not for what you think." Suddenly it dawned on me. "You haven't heard?" Nora had never been a big one for listening to the news.

      "Heard what?"

      "Someone murdered Earleen."

      Nora paled. "No."

      "Just feet from my door."

      She looked back over her shoulder at the covered sidewalk in front of the store as if the crime scene might materialize suddenly in front of her.

      "Not here," I said. "Thank goodness. At home. I found her on my welcome mat."

      "No. On No Knockee Before Coffee?" Nora shuddered. "That's such a great doormat."

      I nodded grimly. "The very one. It's selfish, I know, but it's ruined for me now. I'll always associate it with what happened to poor Earleen. I'll have to design another one. Anyway, that's why I was delayed. And missed my video session. Ridge had to take my statement."

      "Wow." Nora looked stunned. "How was she…you know?"

      "Killed? Shot. In the head."

      "Ouch." Nora winced.

      I could see what was running through Nora's mind. But no amount of makeup was going to make Earleen look presentable again.

      "That's too bad." Nora didn't sound convincing. "For her. But to be honest, most people in town, while not exactly wishing her dead, will be relieved she's gone."

      "What do you mean?" I asked. I knew what I had against Earleen. But I wanted to hear Nora's opinions.

      "As you know full well, she was always on a power trip," Nora said. "Sticking her nose in everyone's business. Picking up gossip. Using what she heard to control people and get her way. I've always thought the main reason she was so angry about her store failing, in addition to the monetary aspect, was that she'd lose her source of gossip. And, therefore, power.

      "Think about it: every time someone came in to buy a card or gift item for a special occasion, she knew about it. If someone bought a card for a lover, or a birthday. If someone died. Or turned eighty. Or was graduating. She heard about everything. And she could tell from the sentiments on the cards people bought what they were thinking and how they felt about things.

      "She was good at putting two and two together, too. For example, if a man came in and bought a sexy card, supposedly for his wife, Earleen had a nose for knowing that he'd never get a card like that for the wife. That he always got her the silly ones. And she had her ways of finding out whether his wife ever got it or some other woman was the recipient.

      "Not to mention that people are chatty when picking out cards. And Earleen was always right there with her subtle questions and helpful 'advice,' which was really nothing more than prying. Oh, Earleen was a sly one."

      "She did have a good eye for a greeting card sentiment," I said, thinking Nora was perceptive. "You have to give her that."

      "And more—she knew how to wield the information she got. I've always thought that's how she kept you from getting a spot in the teashop. Or that nice little shed that you could have converted into such a cute space. It was so like you."

      Nora paused. "Earleen had something on everyone in this town. And if she didn't, she'd make something up. People believed her because she knew just enough truth to make a lie seem real." Nora took a seat. "There are as many people in this town with motives to kill her as there are people who buy greeting cards."

      Nora was right.

      She shook her head and looked at me pityingly. "Are there any suspects yet?"

      "Not that I know of."

      Nora frowned. "Jamie?"

      She knew me too well. "My gun is missing."

      "What?" Nora had always been expressive and easy to read. At one time she'd wanted to be an actor. Shock, dismay, horror—they were all written on her face.

      "Ridge had Randy get a warrant and search the store for it—nothing. Ridge searched my house, too." I swallowed hard.

      Nora was the only person I'd told or planned to tell. Ridge had made me swear not to tell anyone, but this was Nora. How could I hide it from her?

      "This is all under our personal cone of silence," I said. "No one else can know. If word gets out, it will look bad for me and may compromise the investigation. I don't want to live under the shadow of suspicion."

      "Jamie." Nora pulled me into a hug. "I'm only saying this because you're such a good friend and I need to be honest—this doesn't look good for you."

      She pulled away suddenly and held me at arm's length, looking into my eyes. "Until another suspect is found, people are going to think Earleen had something on you. And that's why she ended up dead on your doorstep. And after that confrontation you had with her in the bakery yesterday…"

      "That was just—"

      "I know it was just. But will everyone else? I hope Ridge knows what he's doing." Nora reached into her purse and pulled out a makeup compact. "Your nose is shiny. I can't stand it. Let me fix you up."

      "Can you make me look innocent?"

      Nora had the unique knack of seeing the beauty in everyone and being able to bring it out. Maybe she could see innocence, too?

      "You mean like a puppy or a virgin?" she said with a grin that was calculated to distract and cheer me. "I can do that. Make you look innocent of murder, though, that's another thing." She swirled her makeup brush in the foundation powder. "Piece of advice—let's stay away from the femme fatale look until this all blows over."

      After Nora left, I stared at myself in the compact mirror I carried in my purse. She'd made me look like the girl next door—fresh-faced and totally without guile. Was that enough?

      I slid my compact back into my purse and went to check for my gun, as if it might have suddenly materialized or Randy had just ineptly missed it. As if he would take any chance of screwing up this investigation of a lifetime. He would have searched everyplace at least three times.

      I kept my 9mm in a drawer beneath the counter. What good was a gun if it was locked up? An armed robber or assailant wasn't going to wait for me to retrieve it from the safe so we could have a fair fight. Of course the drawer was empty.

      The truth was that many people and merchants in towns had guns. But mine made me more suspicious than others because I'd had it when I lived in the city. And because I used to carry concealed. And because I'd been involved in an incident in Seattle—I'd been walking home alone from the bus stop after dark and was attacked. I'd drawn my gun and held the attacker until the police arrived.

      I thought over what Nora had said, frustrated that anyone could think I was involved in Earleen's death. I'd always had this thing about justice and fairness. And this just wasn't fair. And if it continued, I could lose everything. No one wanted to buy inspirational quotes from a murder suspect. Or a prison.

      I wondered—maybe I should just do a little investigating into this myself? You know, to help Ridge out. There were people who would talk to me who wouldn't talk to him. What could it hurt?
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      I received a call from the biohazard cleanup team my insurance company had sent out that my front walk and yard were clean and free of biohazards. I assumed they meant blood. And probably other bodily fluids and bits that I didn't want to think about. I was just hanging up with them when my Auntie Opal walked into Flourish, leaning heavily on her bright pink, bedazzled cane. She'd left the flashing lights off the cane today, probably as a nod to the solemnity of the occasion. Opal was actually my great-aunt, my late grandma's sister. She moved with her characteristic tap, tap, tap of her cane.

      Most people put rubber stoppers on their canes to deaden the sound (so many bad word choices). But not Auntie Opal. I think she bought the hardest plastic stoppers she could find just so she could make as grand an entrance as possible. She liked rhythm. She'd done some drumming in her youth—according to her, she'd done a bit of everything at some point. At almost eighty, Opal was slowing down. She only lived across town. I'd expected her much earlier.

      I scooted my chair back from my worktable, making a move to get up and hug her.

      She held a hand up to stop me. "Stay where you are. No need to get up."

      "What? You don't hug murder suspects now?" There was no reason to labor under the pretense that she didn't know everything and more already.

      Auntie Opal scowled. "People! The older I get, the less I like them."

      "You're an old curmudgeon," I said affectionately.

      The furrow in her brow deepened. "They have no sense and even less ability to use reason and logic. Thinking you killed Earleen because she was in competition with you? In her mind only! She was never any real threat to you. Never has been. Given a couple more months, she'd have lost her family's shop all on her own, and you could have had it for a song if that's what you wanted." Opal tapped her cane. "Impatience? Lamest excuse for murder I've ever heard."

      "You believe in my innocence?"

      Opal snorted and fell heavily into a chair next to me. She was a portly woman who came from sturdy Dutch stock. "You have to ask? I've known you since you were born. You can be stubborn and determined, but a killer? Only in self-defense, and even then, I'm not sure I'd bet on you."

      I sagged with relief. Auntie Opal reminded me so much of Grandma. Not so much in looks, but in actions, mannerisms, the sound of her voice, and her absolute faith in me. I adored Auntie Opal and wanted to be like her when I was her age.

      "I can't believe that young Calhoun twin has you under investigation—"

      "You can call him Ridge. You've heard all the details?" I asked unnecessarily.

      She nodded. "If you'd followed my advice, you would have snagged him and married him years ago. Then he wouldn't be able to investigate you now. And we all know that without him heading the ship, the rest of our police force is clueless."

      Auntie Opal was a matchmaker to her core. She'd never thought Rut was the one for me, always Ridge, even though they were identical twins.

      "I was supposed to be psychic and predict Earleen's murder?" I said, trying to hide my amusement.

      "You were supposed to be smart in love and make yourself happy with a good man. Like the rest of the women in your family." She rested her chin on her hands on her cane. Auntie Opal had been a widow for twenty years, but she still spoke fondly of my late Uncle Frank. "The rest is just a side benefit."

      I resisted rolling my eyes. This was an old refrain.

      "What are you doing still here?" Opal said. "That fancy biohazard cleanup team was packing up to leave when I came by your house. They were the only thing holding the curiosity seekers at bay. That was them on the phone?"

      I nodded.

      "Good. We'd better get going before the vultures take root. You know half the town will be crawling over your yard, looking for souvenirs and clues. Nosy, morbidly curious bunch." She pushed herself to her feet.

      "We?" I said.

      "I'm coming with you." Her knees creaked as she stood. "You don't think I walked clear across town right past the murder scene to miss the action." She wielded her cane and laughed. "Besides, you need someone who's handy with a weapon. I'll take care of any vultures."

      I grabbed my purse and suppressed a grin at the mental image of Opal waving her cane around wildly at my neighbors. She was right. I had to get home and protect my property. I'd been babying my grass along all spring. My lawn was finally coming back after a wet winter had caused the grass to melt out. I didn't need my delicate new grass trampled.

      Fortunately, I'd driven to Flourish. Auntie Opal moved at a snail's pace. At her walking speed, it would take us forever to get to my house. My lawn would be a mud patch by the time we got there. I pulled my keys out of my purse. "Let's go."

      

      At the house, I had to honk to get through the people clustered in front of my driveway. It had been less than fifteen minutes since the cleanup team had called, but already my front yard was crawling with people on a scavenger hunt to find a clue to convict the killer. People carrying flowers and teddy bears, balloons, candles, posters, and greeting cards. The sad part was that I recognized most of them.

      Phyllis Ward, Earleen's purportedly backstabbed best friend, stood in the spot where Earleen's body had been when I left, directing the aesthetics of the growing memorial to Earleen. It was the kind of tribute people leave at the site of a fatal car accident and was just as much of a wreck. The bad lettering and, in some cases, spelling on some of the signs made me shudder.

      Phyllis lovingly adjusted a poster-sized portrait of a smiling Earleen in the center of it, but there was a malicious glint in her eye. Dana Culp Bailey was acting as Phyllis' right-hand woman. It might have been my imagination, but I thought she shot me an apologetic look.

      Given the rumors flying around town about Earleen and Phyllis' husband, Artie, having an affair, it was a surprising show of support. If you didn't have a suspicious mind like mine. But Phyllis had her pride. And wasn't acting broken up about Earleen's death the perfect cover? And a way to squelch the rumors?

      Artie hovered around Phyllis, stealing glances at Earleen's picture. It may have just been me, but he looked furtive.

      I had to give Phyllis credit—she'd picked a flattering picture of Earleen, which was what Earleen would have wanted. At the same time, I silently cursed one-hour photo services. Phyllis had certainly wasted no time getting a picture of Earleen printed and framed. And the pile of flowers and bears was already large enough to be alarming. Some of those bears were downright freaky. Many of them had come from Earleen's stationery shop, and we already know she didn't have good taste. One good spring rain like we were famous for and they'd all be a soggy mess of fake fur.

      Call me selfish, but the last thing I wanted to see when I looked out my front window was Earleen's smiling face and a memorial that reminded me of stumbling over her dead body.

      "See?" Auntie Opal whispered in my ear as we got out of the car. "No one liked Earleen that much." She gestured toward the memorial with her cane. "This is all just an excuse to take a closer look at the murder scene and take any suspicion off themselves. Any one of them could have done it, including Phyllis and Artie Ward.

      "Poor Artie. He really has lost his cuteness. It's hard to believe Earleen saw anything in him. She must have been getting desperate, especially with you back in town. Now there's no way she'll get Ridge. Ha!"

      Before I could stop her, Opal brandished her cane and shouted, "Get off Jamie's lawn!" with surprising vigor for a near octogenarian.

      I grabbed her arm. "Put that away. Let me handle this."

      Seeing Auntie Opal and me, most of the people scattered. Some had the good grace to slink away. A few muttered condolences as they passed us and eyed Opal's cane warily. A few others looked at me with suspicion. I thought someone whispered, "Murderer."

      Phyllis stood her ground, arms crossed, expression fierce, Dana looking embarrassed right beside her. "You have some nerve showing up here."

      "I have some nerve?" I have as much sympathy as anyone for people who are in shock and need an outlet for their grief. But I was frazzled and in shock, too. "This is my house. The rest of you are trespassing." I pointed to Earleen's portrait. "Please. Take that, and all the flowers, bears, and whatnot, and move it to a more appropriate place to honor Earleen. Like the stationery store or her home."

      Phyllis leaned into me, getting right up in my face. "You never liked Earleen. And you have no compassion. You don't make memorials at the place a person lived. You make them where they died."

      I wanted to say, Where Earleen died is no fault of mine. Why did I have to suffer for a murder's choice of venue? But I kept my thoughts to myself.

      Instead, I sighed. "Earleen and I had our differences, true. That's no secret. But I'm not hardhearted. I'm sorry for your loss, Phyllis." I glanced at Dana. "You too, Dana. I truly am. It's been a horrific, emotionally draining day for all of us. As sorry as I am about Earleen, I'm going to have to insist you move that off my property."

      Phyllis huffed and glared at me. When I didn't back down, she grabbed Earleen's picture and signaled to Dana and some of the ladies who lingered nearby, watching our exchange with interest. "Let's pack this up and move it to the sidewalk. That's public property. Miss Cold-Hearted can't do anything about it there." She flashed me a defiant look and turned her back on me.

      As Dana trotted past me after her, I caught a glimpse of a familiar scent. She mouthed, Sorry, as she passed me.

      Auntie Opal and I retreated to the house. I watched as Phyllis and her minions moved the memorial to the public sidewalk bordering my lot.

      I supposed it depended on your perspective what their motivations were. I would say they were out of spite. Phyllis might say out of respect and tradition. Whatever your point of view, they kept the memorial as close to my property and the spot I tripped over Earleen as possible. No matter where I stood in my living room, it was directly in view of my front picture window.

      Opal took a seat in her favorite chair and settled in for a quick nap. I waited until the mass of mourners subsided before heading outside to survey the damage. My lawn was a trampled mess that resembled the way it looked at the very start of spring—lots of patches of bare mud. And Phyllis had left me a few presents—her team hadn't tidied up my yard as much as promised. A few wrapped roses and a small teddy bear with a muddy tread mark from a boot across his belly.

      "I know how you feel, buddy." As I bent to pick him up, I caught a glint of purple plastic from beneath one of my bushes near the porch. I squatted and took a closer look—it was a tiny roll of cellophane tape in a purple plastic dispenser the size of maybe a quarter. Earleen sold them in her stationery store, usually in a multicolored pack of six. They were so small they fit in pockets and purses—great for taping emergencies. They were a favorite of hers. I'd seen her use them in her shop many times. It sure looked like Earleen had been on her way to tape another quote to my door.

      I picked it up and stared at it in the palm of my hand. "Ridge, how could your team have missed this?"
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      I glanced from my hand to my front door and back, calculating. Earleen had been wearing a lightweight running jacket with pockets when I found her. Conceivably, the roll of tape could have fallen out and bounced into the bushes when I tripped over Earleen's body. But something about it was bothering me. I slipped the tape into my pocket.

      When I came back inside, Auntie Opal was in the kitchen making something for dinner that smelled delicious. "When did you have time to run to the grocery store? Did you sneak out the back door when I wasn't looking?" I winked at her. With as slow as she moved?

      She laughed. "Pantry hash. A clever cook can make a meal out of almost anything. You had enough in your pantry and fridge to inspire me. Well, what's the verdict out there?"

      "The lawn's a mess," I said, snitching a bite from her frying pan.

      She scooped out a spoonful and handed it to me. "Dinner will be ready in half an hour or less. I saw some frozen vegetables in your freezer. When it's time, you can put them in the microwave. So. What did you think about that act Phyllis was putting on? You could run a knife through the tension in the air between Artie and her. And when did she get to be such good friends with Dana?"

      I had to stop nibbling on the spoonful of food to answer. "Dana and her boys have been staying with Earleen for the last, what? Three weeks? Dana's house in Redmond is being renovated. I think Dana was simply helping out the effort to honor her cousin's memory."

      Redmond was part of the high-tech corridor around Seattle, a beautiful suburb that used to be rural farmland until high-tech took off there in the late eighties. It was pricey real estate these days, and the place to live if you were a tech geek.

      Opal grunted and tasted her concoction. "Needs salt." She sprinkled more in. "Dana's husband works for some startup, doesn't he? She likes to brag that they'll be multi-multimillionaires once the company goes public. Something about it being a unicorn startup, whatever that means."

      "It means it has a market valuation of a billion dollars before it goes public." I set the spoon down.

      "I suppose Dana's not a multi-multimillionaire yet. But it seems like an imposition to plunk herself and those two rowdy boys of hers down with Earleen for so long. Especially since Earleen isn't, wasn't, used to having children around."

      "Yes," I agreed. "But Earleen dotes—it's hard not to keep using present tense—doted on those boys. I'm sure she was happy enough to have them around. I think she gave them my quotes to use as target practice with their new BB guns."

      "Set the table for dinner, honey," Opal said.

      I was interrupted by a knock at the door. When I answered, Ridge stood on my front porch, holding a bouquet of flowers. My heart lurched, until I realized how bedraggled they were and where they were from. "For me? You shouldn't have."

      "Nothing's too good for an old friend," he said. "How are you holding up?"

      I shrugged. "All right, I guess, considering the sidewalk in front of my house now looks like a cemetery on Memorial Day."

      "Someone missed. These were in your yard," he said, rattling the cellophane wrapper as he shook the flowers. "Or someone wanted to expand the memorial."

      "You're not here to arrest me, I hope?"

      "The thought of you in cuffs is tempting," he said with a lecherous look. "But no." He peered around me and inhaled deeply. "Yum. I smell pantry hash. Opal must be cooking."

      I would have been insulted, but I rarely cooked for myself, and we all knew it. And under the circumstances, it was only a natural assumption that Opal would come to keep me company. Now that he'd smelled Opal's cooking, and hinted broadly, it would be rude not to invite him in. "I suppose you're hungry after a day of chasing murder suspects. Care to join us for dinner?"

      "I thought you'd never ask."

      "One condition—you leave those flowers outside and toss them when you leave." I stepped aside to let him in.

      "Toss them where?" He was egging me on and knew it.

      "Anywhere you want, as long as it's not my property."

      He dropped them just outside my front door. "What happened to your lawn?" he asked as he brushed past me.

      "You have to ask?" I rolled my eyes. I was sure he was tweaking me. He had to have heard. "The town happened."

      "Really?" He grinned. "Nice memorial to Earleen out there, though."

      "Depends on who you ask." I led the way to the kitchen and got another place setting out as he hugged Opal.

      "I hope you're not here to arrest Jamie," Opal said. "It's plain as day that if she'd wanted to kill Earleen, she's smart enough not to have done it on her own front lawn." Opal moved her pan from the stove to the trivet on the table, and we all dug in.

      Ridge served himself a heaping portion. Which was okay. I wasn't very hungry all of a sudden, anyway.

      Ridge picked up his fork. "The theory being circulated is that Jamie didn't intend to kill Earleen."

      "So people think I accidentally shot her in the head?" I took a deep breath. "I'm not that good a shot. If I were shooting at someone, I'd aim for the torso. Better chance of hitting something."

      "Good to know." Ridge dug in. "I'll make note that this murder doesn't fit your MO."

      "You haven't finished the theory," Opal said in a surprisingly pleasant tone, looking as if she was hanging on his every word. She was always on her best behavior around Ridge. Sometimes I thought that if she were forty years younger, she would have made a play for him. As it was, she was always trying to impress him for my sake.

      "The theory is pretty simple. When Jamie stumbled on Earleen, Earleen was clutching another one of Jamie's quotes. It was also full of BB holes. People think Earleen was out for her morning jog and decided to kill two birds by pinning that quote on Jamie's door. She didn't expect Jamie to be up and out so early in the morning. When Jamie came out of the house, Earleen startled her. Jamie pulled her gun and shot her."

      "I knew that exploit in Seattle would come back to haunt me," I said. "There are so many holes in that theory." I winced at my own words. "One, I don't carry here. My gun was at Flourish. Or should have been. Two, I supposedly left her body out there for however long while I disposed of the gun, and then staged it to look like I stumbled over it and then called the police? Does that really sound like something I'd do?" I looked directly at Ridge. "You know that if I'd accidentally shot someone, I'd call for help immediately."

      "I'm only repeating what others—less informed others—are saying and thinking," he said.

      My appetite was fading by the moment. "Have you found the murder weapon yet? Or my gun?"

      "No on both counts." Ridge's appetite seemed as healthy as ever. "But we got the report back from ballistics—9mm. Until we can match it to a gun, however…"

      The roll of tape I'd found was burning a hole in my pocket. If I didn't turn it over, it would look bad for me. I pulled it out and handed it to Ridge.

      "What's this? One of Earleen's?" he asked.

      "I found it in my yard beneath one of the bushes when I was cleaning up what I thought was the last of the memorial on my lawn," I said. "I can show you where it was if you like."

      Ridge frowned. "Given the crowd that was in your yard earlier, it could have been dropped by anyone. Even it if was Earleen's, all it proves is what we already know—Earleen was in your yard." He pulled an evidence bag from his pocket and dropped it in, even though it was already contaminated with other fingerprints.

      "So where does the investigation stand now?" I asked.

      "At a standstill." He looked resigned.

      Opal looked relieved.

      "Without the murder weapon, or any eyewitnesses, there's not much to go on." He eyed the rest of the hash in the pan.

      I pushed it toward him. "Help yourself."

      "What happens now?" Opal asked. "Does it become a cold case?"

      Ridge looked like he wanted to shake his head and was having a hard time resisting the temptation. "Not yet. Not for quite a while. It hasn't even been twenty-four hours. We'll keep looking and interviewing people." His gaze bounced between us. "Do either of you have any idea who might have done it?"

      I told him about Artie and Earleen and the rumors they were having an affair behind Phyllis' back. "They were both at the memorial. Artie kept glancing furtively at Earleen's picture."

      "Furtive looks how?"

      I imitated it.

      Ridge laughed. "That's not what I meant and you know it. What do you mean by furtive? Like he's heartbroken to lose a lover?"

      "More like he hopes Earleen took their secret to her grave," I said.

      "You think he'd kill for that?" Ridge looked skeptical. "That's not the Artie I know. In school, he was kind of meek."

      I shrugged. It wasn't like the Artie I knew, either. I didn't want to throw Artie under the bus with no real evidence, but Ridge had asked for my thoughts. "Unless the murderer is some vagrant who was passing through town, whoever the murderer is won't seem like the person we know them to be."

      "True. I'll look into it," Ridge said.

      "Good." I tried to look innocent, but I was already thinking of asking around a bit myself.

      Ridge knew me too well. He read my mind as if I was his twin instead of Rut. "Let me do the investigating, Jamers. For now, you're still a suspect."

      

      After dinner, Ridge drove Auntie Opal home. I was left alone. My mind wouldn't stop wandering back to the crime scene, and my nerves were jangly. To calm myself, I did what I always did—dove into my work and the pleasant, upbeat, inspirational world of quotes and lettering. I had a lot of work to do anyway. I'd never been more grateful for having a job I loved so much.

      I lost myself in my project, working until my eyes grew bleary. Finally, I got up and stretched. I turned out the lights downstairs and took a final peek through the curtains at my yard, just to, you know, make sure there were no more dead bodies lying around. To my surprise, I caught Jack Davis, Earleen's supposed boyfriend, laying a dark rose on her memorial. And I wondered why he hadn't come earlier.
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      Thursday

      On Thursdays I usually have appointments with brides and event clients at Hallie's Hair Salon at Lighthouse Gardens most of the day. Today was a little different—after a morning meeting with a client, I had an important morning vendor meeting with Colleen Saylor Capshaw, the coordinator of the Lighthouse Gardens spring bridal fair, which was coming up in just weeks. Colleen's family owned Lighthouse Gardens.

      Lighthouse Gardens holds two bridal fairs a year—one in the spring and one in the fall—to showcase the venue and their recommended vendors. The spring fair was the largest of the two. A successful fair would result in enough bookings to let me breathe a bit about finances. It was a key part of my business plan. I couldn't afford to blow it.

      Among the many horrible and tragic things about Earleen's murder was the timing was so rotten for me. I was worried about the meeting and what Colleen would say about me finding Earleen's body on my lawn. If she suspended me from the spring fair—

      I shuddered. It didn't bear thinking about. I had to keep moving forward.

      On Thursdays, my part-time assistant, Rosemary Fulmer, comes in to watch the shop for me while I'm out. She's a single mom with a cute six-year-old son. She can usually only work school hours during the school year. Summers the little guy spends with his paternal grandparents on the coast, so her schedule is more flexible then. Rosemary is one of the few people in town who wasn't born and bred here. But she seems to be accepted by most.

      Rosemary is not a brilliant hand letterer. In fact, she really has no aptitude for it at all. But I didn't hire her to make art. Fortunately, that's my job. She's friendly and personable, and, best of all, reliable. She's also a born saleswoman who knows enough about hand lettering to really sell it. Customers like her, which is important. She knows how to take orders and recommend supplies. Except for her love life, which I have to hear too much about, she's perfect. Unfortunately, she was coming off a bad breakup with Jack Davis. And by "coming off," I mean it was months ago already.

      Yes, that Jack Davis—Earleen's boyfriend of the past few months. Jack manages the glamping park on the south side of town. Glamping has become big in recent years. The park is full of cute, tiny glamping pods/cabins, each one unique. They booked up months in advance.

      I was grateful to Jack—he'd commissioned unique hand lettered quotes for each of the pods. It was a nice touch and good for my business. Glampers have cash and, apparently, are into handcrafted art. I've lost count of the number of them who've come in to buy a pre-made poster or commission art from me. I sell a lot of the posters I've made of the original art in each of the glamping pods. It was interesting to me how the personality of the people who stayed in each of the pods seemed to match the personality of the pod, kind of like dogs and their owners who start to look alike. And their choice of posters also gave me insight into human nature.

      Jack was both manager and superintendent/main handyman. He wasn't homegrown in Cedar Valley either, but he was good with his tools. So good, in fact, that, at Rosemary's recommendation (before they broke up, obviously), I hired him to fix things around the shop. It had been great while their relationship lasted, but now I lived in fear of something needing repair and Rosemary coming in to work while Jack was on the job for me. In a small town like Cedar Valley, our handyman options are limited. And it's pricey to have someone come out from the city.

      The truth is—I like Jack. I thought he was slumming it with Earleen. But like handymen, dating options are also limited here. You'd think with Internet dating and apps, and Seattle and Tacoma not being that far away, he would have looked farther afield. But some people like the convenience of dating extremely locally, I guess. Maybe Jack just wanted a hometown girl and former local beauty queen. Snark. Well, whatever, who was I to say who should be with whom? Love is fickle. I think I might have even hand lettered that sentiment a time or two.

      On Thursdays, I usually stop by Flourish in the morning to open it up and get my coffee, and then again in the evening to close up shop. Rosemary was waiting for me when I arrived, which was unusual. Generally, she came in at least fifteen minutes after I did because of her son's school schedule. She looked fidgety and nervous, not what I would have expected.

      "Terrible about Earleen, isn't it?" Her voice was hard. She put a hand on my arm. "Must be horrible for you, anyway. How are you holding up?"

      "Hanging in there." I still hadn't had all the coffee I needed. I wasn't in a chatty mood yet. I opened the door and let us in.

      Rosemary made a beeline for the counter while I went straight for the dividing wall between Perk Me Up and Flourish. It was only by chance that I glanced over my shoulder while rolling up the barrier between stores. Rosemary had opened the drawer where I had kept the gun. Look, I wasn't a fool, or completely careless. The gun was well concealed beneath a false panel. You had to know it was there and how to unlatch the false bottom to find it. She knew both.

      When our eyes met, she shrugged. "Oops! Where's my mind this morning? Wrong drawer!" She opened the drawer next to it and locked her purse in.

      I knew how she felt. We were all rattled. But her guilty expression gave me a thought I'd rather not have had—Rosemary knew I had the gun. She knew exactly where I kept it and how to get it. I'd told her and sworn her to secrecy about it just in case she ever needed it in the shop for self-defense.

      She'd sworn to me that she knew how to use a gun. And had proved it to me at the gun club when I insisted on taking her shooting to make sure. Rosemary hated Earleen. She'd been despondent for months over her breakup with Jack and blamed Earleen for it. Was that enough for murder? Crimes of passion—they were everywhere you looked on true crime shows. Was Rosemary that passionate about Jack? Enough to take the life of her rival? What had happened really happened to Rosemary's late ex, her son's dad? Was she some kind of black widow?

      I forced a smile and glanced away. It took all my concentration to finish pulling up the barrier and latch it in place.

      Fortunately, Angel was waiting for me with my usual morning coffee. "Drink this. I have the feeling you're going to have to do a lot of talking today."

      I gave her a thumbs-up and took it from her, grateful she knew me so well. She was a good friend.

      It was busy in Perk Me Up. Angel had to get right back to work. I took my coffee and went back to Flourish to gather up some things I needed for my meetings. Rosemary left me alone long enough for me to finish half a cup of coffee, but I could tell she was dying to talk to me.

      "I heard—well, I saw on social media and the news—that there's a memorial for Earleen on your lawn," Rosemary said, almost too casually. Who was she kidding? If she was like everyone else in this town, she'd taken a stroll by.

      "It was only on my lawn until Opal and I showed up and made Phyllis move it. Now it's on the sidewalk in front of my house." I was arguing semantics. In essence, it was at my place.

      "Lots of townspeople left flowers and such?" Rosemary adjusted a display of waterproof, archival ink pens. "I would have stopped by myself. But the kid. I didn't want to upset him. Ever since his dad passed, death scares him. And, of course, out of respect for you, too."

      "The usual suspects," I said. "Earleen's supporters, those she rode roughshod on, the gossips, the amateur sleuths, and the morbidly curious."

      "Sounds like a nice crowd."

      "Yeah. So nice I almost offered them lemonade."

      She was clearly curious about something. If I were a mind reader, I'd have guessed she wanted to know about Jack—

      "I don't suppose Jack stopped by?"

      And I won the prize for most psychic moment of the day. I debated with myself for all of two seconds about whether I should tell her the truth. I decided there was no reason to tip my hand and give away that I'd seen Jack. And so I did something I rarely did—I lied. "Not that I saw. But there were a lot of people milling around. He could have been in the crowd, I suppose. To be honest, the memorial is upsetting. I closed my curtains early and tried to ignore the whole thing."

      Rosemary relaxed. "I'm sorry. I'm being insensitive."

      "No, it's all right." I gulped down the rest of my coffee and prayed the caffeine rush would hit fast. Caffeine makes most people jangly, but it calms my nerves. "I gotta run. Brides don't like to be kept waiting. It brings out the bridezilla in them." I grabbed my bag and headed for the door. "I'll be back at the usual time this evening. Call if you need me. I'm not expecting trouble, but we may have more looky-loos than normal. If anyone gets out of hand or makes you feel uncomfortable, call the police. I'm serious. Don't hesitate."

      "Will do, boss." She saluted me.

      I waved and was out the door. It was really beneath me, but just outside the store, I hesitated by the window, out of Rosemary's view, and peeked around to see what Rosemary would do. Sure enough, she went straight for the gun drawer. She lifted open the secret compartment. An odd combination of confusion and relief crossed her face.

      Word had gotten all over town that the cops had searched my home and Flourish. There was no word on what they were looking for. Ridge had managed to keep a pretty tight lid on that. But people could assume a gun. Why was Rosemary looking for it?

      I hated to do it, but I added her to my mental list of suspects. I backed away from the window and headed to Lighthouse Gardens before anyone spotted me looking suspicious outside my own shop and got the wrong idea.

      What did I do now? Did I have a murderer or a traitor working for me? A spy for the real murderer? A co-conspirator? Or simply a curious gossip or amateur sleuth?

      A shiver crept up my spine. Until I knew more, I wouldn't convict Rosemary, not even in my mind. The consequences would be too devastating to her. She depended on this job to make ends meet. And besides, if she were guilty, I couldn't fire Rosemary without arousing her suspicions. I'd have to be very careful. Very, very careful.
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      The City of Seattle is a news-suck. They get all the airplay, leaving the smaller communities in King, Snohomish, and Pierce Counties feeling neglected. As I sneaked into the back entrance of Hallie's, I'd never been so glad of it before in my life. My bride from West Seattle was waiting for me in my consultation room at the back of the salon. She was oblivious to my new notoriety. My meeting with her went well and went long. After my bride left, I lingered, stalling. My bride may have been unaware, but the people of Cedar Valley were highly aware. And it was just a matter of time before the news spread beyond the boundaries of our idyllic little town.

      The vendor group was meeting in the banquet room of the Lighthouse Gardens bistro. I intentionally arrived as late as possible to avoid any uncomfortable conversations and as many accusing looks as possible. The room was already filled with the managers of the nursery, the floral shop, the bistro, the bakery, the photography studio, the teashop, DJs, and other vendors—freelance photographers, cake artists, caterers, and assorted other vendors, including Hallie. She had saved me a seat in the back row. I slid in next to her.

      "I was worried you were going to play hooky," Hallie whispered. "Your bride was clueless?"

      "Fortunately," I whispered. "I whisked her out before she could catch wind of the murder."

      Colleen called the meeting to order. The agenda was the usual boring stuff—contracts, booth placement, hours, and rules and etiquette. No badmouthing the competition. This was my fifth wedding fair with Lighthouse Gardens. I knew the ropes. Halfway through the agenda, Colleen adjourned for a ten-minute bathroom and coffee break.

      Sue LaRue, the owner and proprietor of LaRue Perfumery of Cedar Valley, caught me at the coffee pot. Fortunately, the bistro served excellent coffee. And I liked Sue and usually enjoyed catching up with her. She always smelled wonderfully luxurious and glamorous and had a brilliant smile. She wore the latest scents from France and Italy before they were even available in the States. I bought all my perfume from her. You can't always trust online sources. Sometimes you get inferior perfume knockoffs.

      Today she smelled like…plain old vanilla? A very good one, but still. What was up with that?

      Sue leaned into me. "So, did you go by Culp's this morning?"

      I shook my head as I poured coffee into a paper cup. "For obvious reasons, I'm avoiding it."

      Sue took a deep breath. "Dana has it up and running this morning. As if nothing has happened."

      "I suppose that's natural," I said, but my doubt crept into my voice. "Earleen was struggling. The store can't afford to lose any more business. Until things are settled…"

      "You're too kind, Jamie." Sue jangled the bracelet on her wrist. "Believe what you like, but I think Dana likes the attention. There's been nothing but a steady stream of customers since they opened. And Phyllis is right beside Dana bending their ears. Phyllis is like a woman possessed. She has nothing good to say about you. Oddly, Dana's been defending you, but Phyllis won't be subdued." Sue frowned.

      "What?" I fixed the sipper lid onto my cup, sensing there was more Sue wanted to say. If I couldn't have freshly whipped foam or a barista-made favorite, I drank my coffee black.

      "Oh, it's nothing." Sue stepped up to get hot water for tea. "I just don't like Dana. Never have. Since she came to stay with Earleen, she's been insufferable with her bragging and the way she throws money around. Not that I cared for Earleen all that much, but it was insensitive of Dana to show off her wealth when she knew Earleen was struggling. And I've heard through the grapevine that Dana hasn't even been chipping in for groceries while she's here. Her two young boys were eating Earleen out of house and home."

      Dana's cheapness didn't surprise me. People who have plenty often forget that others don't, and Dana struck me as someone who fit that category.

      Sue stirred a packet of sugar into her cup. "Dana came into the perfumery last week and bought three of my most expensive perfumes. I guess I should be grateful for the business. But, as purely an afterthought, she bought a bottle of cheap perfume for Earleen as a thank you. Some groceries would have been more appropriate and thoughtful."

      Sue blew on her tea. "Look, Earleen may have been many things, but she liked good perfumes. I couldn't talk Dana into something nicer. She said Earleen would love that cheap perfume. That it was the scent their grandma wore and would remind Earleen of her and happy memories. Dana acted like I didn't know my business or my regular customers like Earleen. Anyway…"

      "That sounds like Dana. People like her think only other well-to-do people know and like quality." I grabbed a napkin and a cookie. "Speaking of scents—you're wearing plain vanilla? Is that the latest from Milan now? What's it called? Sugar cookie?" I raised my brow.

      Sue laughed. "No, oh no. Vanilla is my homey scent, the scent that reminds me of nothing in particular. I don't want any of my new or favorite perfumes associated with this sad time. Scent, as I've always said, is a powerful memory inducer. That's what I tell all the brides who come to me looking for something special to wear on their wedding day—get a new perfume and pick the right one and you'll forever associate it with the passion and joy of your wedding. If they ever need to spice things up in the relationship, or just need a pick-me-up, spray a little on and remember the love. I've made a whole business almost off that."

      

      After I finished my coffee, I had just enough time to run to the ladies' room before the meeting started up again. When I returned to the banquet room, Phyllis was talking with Colleen just inside the entrance.

      What was Phyllis doing here? She had no business with the bridal fair. She wasn't a vendor. She worked part-time as a clerk at the nursery. Which gave her more power than she should have had. She was friends with Colleen's cousin, Sandra Saylor Simmons, who managed the nursery store. All the Saylors had power in this town, but Sandra in particular. She was member of the town council. She could make my life miserable in so many ways, including getting me blacklisted from doing any sort of bridal business at Lighthouse Gardens and getting my business license pulled. I tried to stay on Sandra's good side.

      Phyllis looked terrible, like she hadn't been sleeping. Her eyes were puffy. She'd been crying again. "What are you doing here?"

      "Me? What are you doing here? You've never been part of the spring bridal fair before. Is the nursery thinking of having a booth?" This was getting to be a routine conversation between us.

      She lifted her chin and glared at me. "I'm representing Culp Stationery. Dana and I are running it because, obviously, Earleen can't." She turned to Colleen and spoke loud enough to silence the room. "I can't believe you let a murderer in! Are you really going to let her have a table at the bridal fair? You'll ruin Lighthouse Gardens' image. We'll all lose business. Sandra will never allow it."

      I knew almost everyone in the room. They were my acquaintances and friends, fellow Cedar Valley citizens, and members of the wedding vendor community. There were very few industries that were both as supportive and loving and as competitive as the wedding industry. But I still wasn't prepared for their response. No one spoke up for me. Worse, from their expressions, I got the distinct impression many of them were thinking the same thing.

      "Murderer? There's a huge leap of logic. I found her body. I didn't kill her. Earleen and I may have had our differences, but we weren't the type to resort to physical violence."

      "You mean like the time you and Earleen got in a catfight over Rut in high school?" Phyllis spat the words out. "You pulled out a chunk of her hair!"

      I'd forgotten about that. It wouldn't do any good now to say that Earleen had started it. "That was a long time ago. And, in my defense, I thought it was just a hair clip-on—"

      Phyllis snorted while the other vendors at the meeting stared at us uncomfortably. "Long time ago or not, you're the one with a motive. You're a murder suspect. Everyone knows you hated Earleen."

      "We had a healthy competition—" And lots of people had motives.

      "You accused her of sabotaging your business the day before she ended up dead on your lawn. At the café during the morning rush so you could humiliate her and make her look bad in front of as many people as possible. You kicked her memorial out of your yard and were rude and offensive to the mourners. And all Earleen did was try to help you—"

      "Try to help me? Are you kidding?" I raised my voice. I couldn't help it. I was so upset that I couldn't control myself. "All she did was try to run me out of business—"

      Colleen stepped between us. "Ladies, please." She took us each by the arm. "Take your seats and calm down. Let's get this meeting started again so we can all get back to our businesses."

      I was tempted to walk out, but that would only look worse for me. Instead, I took my seat next to Hallie.

      "Don't worry about Phyllis," Hallie said. "She's just overwrought. She's always been dramatic."

      I wished I could agree with her.

      After the meeting, Colleen caught me before I could escape. "May I have a word?" She led me to a private corner. "Jamie, I hate to admit this, but Phyllis made a good point—we can't have the suspicion about you tainting the bridal fair. It sets the wrong tone. The whole Lighthouse community depends on the wedding business the bridal fair brings in. If you're still under suspicion and I decide that your presence will be too much of a distraction and detract from the show, I'll have to withdraw your vendor contract. I'm sorry, Jamie." She sighed. "I have to do what's best for my family's business."

      I told her I understood. In her position, I may have done the same thing. Which didn't make it any easier on me.

      On my way back to Flourish, I realized I had no choice now—I had to solve Earleen's murder before being under suspicion ruined my livelihood and reputation. I needed a plan.
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      After a long afternoon of facing customers with a smile plastered on my face, I finally managed to get home and let my face fall into natural worry lines. In public, I was pretending everything was perfectly fine, that I had no worries. In private, I had plenty, including my missing gun, and being a suspect in a murder case. Even with all that, the criminal courts weren't my immediate concern.

      The court of public opinion was another matter. That court could ruin me even if I was never charged with murder. If the real murderer wasn't found, I might never be acquitted in the public's eyes. The thought of living a lifetime under suspicion sent a shiver up my spine. I couldn't let Earleen's murder become a cold case.

      I put a microwavable meal in and drummed my fingers on the counter as I waited for it to heat. I'd been mentally running the numbers in my head since the vendor meeting.

      Could Flourish survive without the business the spring bridal fair brought in? It would make things tight, for sure. It was the damage not being at the fair would do to my reputation that worried me more. Would other bridal events ban me for the same reason? Would people stop taking my classes? Watching my videos? Buying my art and subscription boxes? Who wanted inspirational quotes from a suspected murderer?

      A knock on my kitchen door made me jump. Nora peered through the window at me. She did a finger wave and motioned for me to let her in. Prior to yesterday morning, I kept my doors unlocked when I was home. But since Earleen's murder, I'd been jumpy. I raced to let Nora in just as my microwave pinged.

      Nora pulled me into a voracious hug. "Hugs, hugs, hugs! I was in Seattle all day. I just heard what went down at the spring bridal fair meeting." She released me. "I never expected Phyllis to be so vicious. I mean, if the rumors can be believed, Earleen was supposedly boinking her husband. Why the goodwill now?"

      "I've been thinking about that. I think she's trying to save her own reputation and stifle the rumors that her marriage is in trouble," I said. "With Earleen dead, who, besides Artie, knows for sure they were having an affair? Phyllis may think if she pretends nothing was wrong between Earleen and her and Artie, people will forget the rumors and move on.

      "Further, she's doing everything she can to keep suspicion from falling on her and Artie. Phyllis knew Earleen better than anyone. She knew Earleen's schedule and routine, where she jogged, when she jogged. Earleen wouldn't have been on her guard against Phyllis, either. She could have walked right up and shot her."

      I paused. "She and Earleen had been best friends since high school, but Phyllis has always been jealous of Earleen. Earleen was prettier, more popular. Earleen's family had more money and prestige in town.

      "Earleen inherited her grandpa's business while Phyllis has to resort to clerking at the nursery. Everyone who knows them knows that it would be the very last straw if Earleen had also stolen Phyllis' husband. I think it would throw Phyllis right over the edge and make her capable of murder. There really aren't many greater betrayals."

      "Good points all. I've been thinking the same." Nora put her purse on the table. "She's certainly going overboard with the good-friend act. Laying it on very thick. Caking it on, in makeup terminology. In my opinion, it only makes her look more suspicious, not less. Are you cooking?"

      "Yeah." I walked to the microwave to get my dinner. "I was just making dinner. Can I microwave you something? I have a fine selection of skinny meals in the freezer."

      Nora took a seat at the table. "Tempting, but no thanks. I ate in Seattle. But don't let me stop you."

      I slid in across the table from her and peeled back the lid on my dinner.

      "Is Colleen really thinking about banning you from the bridal fair?" Nora kicked her shoes off beneath the table. She always wore heels, but was quick to shed them at the end of the day.

      "Someone must have big ears," I said. "I thought that was a private conversation."

      "The air has ears in this town," Nora said.

      I blew on my meal. She was right about that.

      "What are you going to do?" she asked. "Does Ridge have any suspects?"

      "I haven't heard from Ridge today, so I'm guessing not." I picked up my fork. "Ridge and the law are moving way too slowly to save my reputation now. Things are snowballing too quickly. I didn't realize how quickly until this morning's meeting.

      "The bridal fair is in less than two weeks, and it's just the baby snowball at the top of the hill. If the murder isn't solved soon, my reputation and career will be buried beneath an avalanche of character smears. I don't think I have any choice—I'm going to have to solve the murder myself."

      Nora's eyes went wide. "Jamie! You're joking, right?"

      "You know me better than that," I said between bites. And she did, or should have. "I'm dead serious."

      "The killer's still out there," she argued, looking resigned.

      When I made up my mind, it was futile to try to talk me out of it. It was both a strength and a weakness of mine.

      Nora lowered her voice as if the walls might hear my intention. "Poking around a murder is dangerous business. Leave it to Ridge and his team. You don't even have a gun anymore."

      "It's not dangerous if I do it right." I took a drink of water. "No one will even suspect what I'm up to."

      She shot me a suspicious look. "Hold on here—what do you mean by 'do it right'?"

      "Haha! I was hoping you'd ask. I've been thinking about this all afternoon," I said. "The key is to be sly and cunning, like a cute, cuddly fox, about this. To investigate the murder while appearing not to."

      She arched a brow.

      I ignored her skepticism. "Oh, come on! Have a little faith. I know the risks. The last thing I need is either for Ridge to get wind of what I'm up to and put a stop to it, or for the real murderer to catch on and destroy vital evidence."

      "Or you."

      "I have to be stealthy. I already have a mental list of suspects and a plan."

      Nora cocked her head. "Jamie, I don't like the sound of this, particularly the 'stealthy' part. Not if that means what I think it means."

      "What do you think it means?" I raised a forkful of food to my mouth, knowing full well she knew what I meant. That was the great thing about true friends—they could read your mind.

      Nora rolled her eyes. "You were the girl in high school who everyone called instead of a locksmith when they were locked out of their houses after school. There's hardly a window in this town you don't know how to jimmy, including Earleen's. She still lives in the home she grew up in. We pulled some good pranks on her back in the day, thanks to your breaking and entering skills and her parents' cheap windows."

      I grinned and finished my meal. "Funny how you leaped right to that."

      "That's because I know you and how you think," Nora said. "Going around town interviewing your suspects isn't exactly subtle. Not to mention some of them won't talk to you."

      "Interviewing suspects is Ridge's job. He gets testy when people intrude on his professional territory. Talking to people is what you and I are good at."

      "Me?" She tapped her chest, but she looked flattered that I thought she was up to the task.

      "I can't do this alone. No one will suspect you—"

      "No, not like anybody will suspect your best friend—"

      "And what are friends for if not to help out in our hour of need?"

      She pointed at me. "Don't even think about hand lettering me that quote. And your hours of need are generally more like days or months, maybe years."

      I laughed. "Be honest—the thought of bringing down a killer and being a hero excites you."

      "Not as much as you think. But I can't leave you hanging."

      I raised my eyebrows. "Don't even mention me hanging."

      "Bad word choice. They don't hang anyone in this state anyway. They abolished the death penalty. Won't Ridge's officers already have searched Earleen's?"

      "Yep," I said. "I'm sure they did. But they'll be looking at it with police eyes. We're looking for things they miss."

      "Like what? What will we be looking for?" Nora asked. "And you specifically?"

      "Anything that implicates one of my suspects."

      "That's specific," Nora said.

      "It's not hard to imagine what I'm looking for—proof that Earleen was having an affair with Artie, for example."

      "You know what you're planning is breaking and entering, which is a crime and will make you look even guiltier if you're caught?"

      "A girl has to do what a girl has to do," I said. "Are you coming with me?"

      Nora gave me her "are you crazy" look. "No."

      "Just as well," I said. "You always were a chicken."

      "Who are you calling chicken? I'm prudent and responsible, like I've always been. Besides, somebody has to be free to bail you out and play lookout."

      "Opal can always bail me out, but she's not a great lookout. You'll play lookout?"

      "Do I have a choice? It's not easy finding new best friends in this town. Besides, I'm a great lookout. I always have been. I have sharp eyes." She tapped her forehead. "I'm also good at subterfuge and creating distractions and alibis."

      "True." She'd alibied me out more than a time or two when we were young. Fortunately, she was a good actress and liar.

      "How are you going to get past Dana? It's too bad she's living in Earleen's house."

      "I've been thinking about that—"

      "And I have your solution," Nora said. "I stopped by Hallie's on my way here. She mentioned Dana and the boys are going to spend tomorrow night in the city with her husband. She needs a break from the constant reminders of Earleen. It's causing her too much pain and grief."

      I rolled my eyes. "Really?"

      Nora shrugged. "So she says."

      I rubbed my hands together. "That's fantastic."

      "Depends on your perspective," Nora said, sounding like me. "If things don't go well, my best friend could be in jail tomorrow night."

      "Don't worry," I said. "I'll be careful."

      "That's what they all say. Are you going to share your list of suspects with me so I know who to chat up?"

      "Mmmmm." I held up a finger. "I wrote them down. Let me just grab them." I cleared my place and tossed the plastic microwave meal container in the garbage.

      "You know, writing them down isn't that smart," Nora said. "If someone finds your list—"

      "Don't worry," I said. "I've cleverly camouflaged it."

      I raced to my home drawing table and grabbed it. I set it in front of her as I took my seat again.

      "List of people I need to send condolences to," she read. She glanced up from the list at me. "Very clever. And in nice hand lettering, too."

      "Thank you."

      "Phyllis and Artie," Nora read. "Okay, I agree. But it's kind of cheeky to send them a card, isn't it?"

      I shrugged. "I'm the bigger person, obviously."

      "Jack?" Nora frowned. "I get the reason for the card. But motive?"

      "The husband or boyfriend is always the main suspect in any murder investigation. And since it appears that Earleen was two-timing Jack with Artie, I'm thinking crime of passion."

      "All right. I'll give you that, reluctantly. I can't really see it, but it's possible Jack is deeper and more passionate than we know." Nora pursed her lips. "Dana?"

      "I'm pretty sure she inherits the shop—"

      "Dana!" Nora shook her head. "Her grandpa wanted to leave the stationery store to her in the first place, and she turned it down. She doesn't want that crappy little store, especially now. She has more money than she knows what to do with and is about to have a whole pile more.

      "I've read about that unicorn startup her husband works for. It's all over the financial and tech blogs. As soon as it goes public, it's going to make a lot of people very rich. The stationery shop, on the other hand, will only be an albatross around Dana's neck. Or pocket change, at best. It's in the red. If she manages to sell it, she won't get much out of it."

      "I agree, but, except for Phyllis, none of my other suspects are much better. To be honest, it's hard to see Jack killing as a crime of passion. Or Artie killing to keep a secret. And if I'm honest, neither man is really Earleen's type."

      "You mean they aren't Ridge?"

      I nodded.

      Nora was quiet a moment. "What's this note at the bottom of your encoded note? Check schedule with Rosemary?"

      "She's a suspect, too."

      "Rosemary? I get that she and Earleen used to be friends and she's bitter about Earleen stealing Jack from her. But to kill Earleen over it? That seems extreme."

      I bit my lip, debating whether I should say anything. But this was Nora. I could trust her to keep it to herself. "You already know my gun is missing. There's no proof it was used to kill Earleen, but I saw Rosemary looking for it in the drawer at the store. I don't know what that means, but it was suspicious. And the more I thought about it, Jack had access to the gun, too, when he did handiwork for me."

      "Did he know about the gun and where you kept it?" Nora asked.

      "Rosemary could have told him. Which reminds me, Artie saw me putting the gun away once. Which means both he and Phyllis could have known about it."

      Nora frowned. "That's all you've got?"

      "Yeah. Unfortunately."

      Her look said I was in deep trouble. "I hope you find something at Earleen's."

      "Me too."

      

      I decided to break into Earleen's house while it was still daylight out. That way I wouldn't need to turn on any lights or risk a flashlight being seen. I sneaked through Earleen's back hedge. I was pretty good at sneaking. It helped that Earleen's yard was overgrown and had a large arborvitae hedge around the back perimeter. And that I was familiar with both her yard and her house.

      Nora and I scoped out Earleen's and decided that posting a lookout wouldn't be necessary. The yard was secluded, and I'd have plenty of warning and time to get away if anyone approached. Besides, Nora wasn't big on the idea of lurking around Earleen's and hiding out in the bushes. So Nora went to the bistro, where she could eavesdrop on Phyllis.

      Like Earleen, Phyllis was a creature of habit. She went to the bistro every Friday afternoon and hung out there waiting for Artie to get off work at the pond store. Then the two of them had drinks and dinner there.

      Unlike my cool, charming bungalow, Earleen's house was a boring 1960s split entry that desperately needed updating. It still had an amber window above the front entry and the original windows. The back of the house had the stereotypical second-story deck with a sliding glass door, as well as a ground-level entry door.

      I made short work of breaking in by lifting one of the back windows out of its tracks. It was stupidly crazy how easy it was. In all these years, Earleen hadn't replaced the windows or installed window locks or alarms. I crawled into the ground/basement floor through the window, careful not to leave a trace.

      I wore gloves and slipped the disposable fabric booties Ridge had gifted me over my shoes. Earleen's usually neat house was a mess. It was obvious that the boys had taken over the basement. I headed for the stairs and the main living area of the house. The upper living floor was small—an open living/dining room, a small kitchen, a bathroom, a master bedroom and connected bath, and two small bedrooms. Earleen used one of them for her study.

      The kitchen was a disaster—dirty dishes in the sink, counters full of crumbs and junk mail, dirty pans on the stove. The floor crunched beneath my feet. It needed a good sweeping. But the garbage had all been taken out. Which was odd, given the condition of the rest of the place. Maybe one of the boys had actually done his chores.

      I worked quickly, moving from room to room, taking quick pictures on my phone as I went. Dana's guestroom, the kitchen, dining room, and living room didn't yield anything suspicious or even vaguely clue-like. They'd been corrupted by Dana and the boys. Earleen's bedroom, connected bathroom, and office were of the most interest to me.

      I started with Earleen's office. It was a small room, maybe eight by ten, very feminine. She had a desk near the window with a desktop computer that I quickly found out was password protected. I tried a few obvious password choices. When they failed to gain me entry, I turned it off. What was on her desk caught my eye: a receipt for lingerie from a fancy boutique in Seattle and selection of anniversary cards—racy, naughty, passionate anniversary cards.

      Oh, boy. It appeared that Earleen had been looking forward to some fun.

      As I carefully picked the cards up, a note fell out of the pile to the floor. It was written on heavy cardstock like I sell at the store. The kind of cardstock that you use when you want a card to last. I gently picked it up, and immediately wished I hadn't. It was an amateur's attempt at hand lettering, uneven and misshapen. The words were squished at the end of the page as if the artist had run out of room and patience. And time to do another draft. The whole piece had an angry, agitated vibe to it. But the most disturbing part was the sentiment—Leave Jack alone or I'll kill you.

      It was unsigned, but it didn't take much imagination to figure out whom it was from. Plus, I recognized Rosemary's lettering.

      The note was wholly disturbing and ugly. I'd known Rosemary was distraught about Jack. But I'd never have guessed she would have taken it this far and sent Earleen a threatening message. What a stupid thing for Rosemary to do. The protective urge in me wanted to destroy it. I had to force myself to return it to the desk.

      I snapped a quick picture of it and focused my attention on the naughty cards. As I read them, some of the sentiments made me blush. Others made me laugh. None of them were written in or signed. At first, I thought they must be a line of cards Earleen was considering carrying in the store. But they were definitely not the kind of thing that fit well with the Culp brand.

      My second thought was that she'd bought them for a lover. For Jack or Artie? She'd only been with Jack a few months. It didn't seem that serious yet. Was Earleen the kind to celebrate monthly milestones? It seemed out of character. I couldn't imagine her giving one to Artie, either. I snapped pictures of all of them with my phone. I snapped pictures of everything, including the condition of the room, in case it might be important later.

      A handwritten note to herself on Earleen's desk caught my attention. I snapped a picture of it, too.

      Angel didn't buy a sympathy card for her last three "dead" relatives.

      Before I could ponder that further, my phone rang. Nora was calling. She probably wanted an update. She was such a scaredy-cat. "Yeah?"

      "Get out of there!" she said. "Get out of there now. Phyllis just left the bistro and is headed to Earleen's. I heard her tell Artie she was going to stop by and check on the house for Dana."
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      Friday

      I cursed my bad luck. "Is she on foot or driving?" I really wanted a look at Earleen's bedroom and bathroom, and this might be the only chance I'd get.

      "On foot, I think," Nora said.

      "Good," I said. "I may still have time to take a quick look at her bedroom—"

      "Jamie! Don't take any chances. Get out!"

      "I'll rendezvous with you at my place. Meet me there. If I don't make it, head to the jail to bail me out." I hung up before she could answer.

      Fortunately, Phyllis was not a fast walker. She'd put on quite a few pounds since our high school days. These days, she more or less lumbered.

      I raced to Earleen's bedroom, snapping pictures. One thing in particular caught my attention—a framed photo of Jack was on her nightstand. But the glass was cracked. I had no time to ponder how it got that way. I took a picture of it and raced into her bathroom, snapping photos of it as I went. I would have liked to look through her drawers and cupboards, but there was no time. I heard a car door slam shut.

      My heart raced. Nora had been wrong. Phyllis had driven after all. Why should I have been surprised? Phyllis drove everywhere these days.

      Now I faced a dilemma—I could exit out the sliding glass door and down the deck, but I wouldn't be able to lock anything behind me. Which could give away that someone had been in the house. Or I could dash down the stairs to the landing, then down the stairs to the basement and crawl back out the window and replace it. But that meant going past the front door that Phyllis would be coming in.

      I decided in a split second, raced down the steps, slid on the old vinyl flooring around the entryway, and pounded down the steps to the basement. I sprinted to the window. As I was crawling through, I heard a key in the front door. I had never wiggled out of a window so fast. I replaced the window in record speed. Fortunately, although I was a bit rusty, I'd had practice on this window from years ago. As soon as the window was in place, I raced across the lawn and dove into the hedge, getting arborvitae in my hair, dirt on the knees of my jeans, and losing one of my protective booties like Peter Rabbit, just outside the hedge.

      I had no choice. I had to retrieve it. I watched the window. All clear. I reached out and grabbed the bootie. As I darted back into the bushes, I saw Phyllis' shadow as she approached the window. I'd escaped with only seconds to spare. As I crouched in the bushes, heart racing in my throat, I knew how old Peter Rabbit felt. I didn't want to have to go back into Earleen's again.

      I cowered in the bushes until Phyllis left the window. Then I hightailed it home.

      

      Nora was waiting for me. Her face fell into lines of relief when I walked in the door, looking like I'd gone Earth Day and decided to accessorize with arborvitae.

      "Thank goodness! You made it."

      I nodded. "Barely."

      She pulled a fragrant piece of shrubbery from my hair. "Had a good time with a hedge, did you?"

      I scratched, feeling bugs and spiders crawling all over me. "I think I'm allergic. I need a shower."

      "The shower can wait. Did anybody see you?" Nora fidgeted like she did when she was nervous.

      "Not that I know of," I said. "Hey, lady, you were wrong about Phyllis walking."

      "I know. Sorry. What was I thinking? Phyllis hardly ever walks anywhere anymore." Nora made sad, apologetic puppy-dog eyes at me. "By the time I realized, it was too late to text or call. I was afraid a ring or a ping would give you away."

      "With lookouts like you, who needs enemies?" I rolled my eyes playfully. "I made it out with a mere window's breadth to spare. My breaking and entering skills are rusty. If I'm going to keep this up, I'm going to have to start practicing."

      Nora shuddered exaggeratedly. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that." She took my arm and led me to the sofa. "On to more important stuff—what did you find?"

      I plopped down. "Nothing concrete. No smoking gun." I pulled my phone out of my pocket. "I took pictures of everything. How could Ridge have missed this?" I brought up my photos and handed the phone to Nora, waiting for her reaction to the picture of Rosemary's threatening note.

      "Leave luck alone or I'll bill you?" Nora looked puzzled. "What does this even mean? Did Earleen have a gambling problem? How was she relying on luck? And who's threatening to bill her?"

      "No, no, no," I said. "What are you talking about?"

      "The note you showed me."

      "The note I showed you clearly says, Leave Jack alone or I'll kill you."

      Nora shook her head. "Not from where I'm sitting." She pointed. "That L and that L look exactly the same. Though I'm confused as to why Luck is capitalized."

      "Because it's Jack, not Luck."

      "But that a looks like a U."

      "That's an A that's not fully closed." I pointed. "And that's a K."

      "If you say so." Nora didn't look convinced. "Bad typeface choice, though, in my opinion. Rosemary?"

      "Who else?" I said reluctantly. "I recognize her style, if you can call it that."

      "You mean her hot mess of lettering. It looks like she's trying out more than one alphabet style.”

      I shook my head. "It's all supposed to be the same style. Believe me."

      Nora pursed her lips. "Wow. You told me Rosemary isn't good at lettering, but I had no idea how bad she is. At first glance, this looks like a lettering practice sheet. Like Earleen was just sitting at her desk, doodling and messing around with lettering."

      "Of course," I said, as I suddenly saw the note through Nora's eyes. This was a head-smack moment. "Especially given that it was next to a pile of blank greeting cards. You're brilliant."

      "Or brilliantly confused," Nora said. "I'll take it either way. And as for Earleen, I can't imagine she was too scared about being the prospect of being billed." Nora shrugged. "Poor Rosemary. We all do crazy things when we're hurt or angry. I'm sure she didn't mean it."

      "Maybe not. But given the circumstances…"

      "Yeah. It doesn't look good for her."

      "Scroll on. There's more to see," I said.

      Nora swiped to the next picture. "A bunch of raunchy anniversary cards?" She turned to me. "Should I blush?"

      "Suit yourself. But they're all blank inside. No one's written in them. Rosemary's note was with them."

      "Disappointing. No naughty poetry to mock?" Nora frowned. "Was this Earleen's plan for revitalizing Culp's Stationery? The naughty card business?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. If it was, it wasn't too smart. There are a lot of chain stores around the sound where you can buy this kind of thing already. In complete anonymity. Why would anyone go to Culp's and have Earleen peering over their shoulder? Was Earleen that bad at business?"

      "No comment there, but she did have bad taste," Nora said.

      "Can't argue with you there," I said. "I don't think anyone can argue those cards are in good taste."

      "Do you think they were for someone special? Artie or Jack, maybe?"

      "Could be, I suppose. She had a receipt for lingerie on her desk, too." I reached across and swiped the phone to the picture of it.

      Nora grimaced. Neither of us wanted to think about Earleen in lingerie with either Jack or Artie. "But which one?"

      "Both?" I said. "Earleen always liked to have more than one guy on the string. She had a big ego. I think that's why she liked Rut and Ridge so much—two identical twins, both hot."

      "We all wanted Rut and Ridge," Nora said. "It was dirty the way she stole Jack away from Rosemary." Nora sighed. "Poor Rosemary."

      "All's fair in love and war. That's the saying, anyway." I felt bad for Rosemary too, but if it wasn't meant to be… "I don't think Jack was ready for a kid, cute as Rosemary's boy is."

      "Maybe. But I think we only have half the story. Rosemary is way too upset for their relationship to have been casual. They'd been dating nearly a year. What did Earleen do to pry him away?"

      "Earleen may have been upset with Jack, too. Here." I scrolled through to the cracked glass over the picture of Jack. "That picture was on her nightstand. I recognize the frame as one from the line Earleen sold at the store. Why would she keep a picture of Jack behind broken glass? Especially when it would have been so easy for her to replace? And how did the glass get broken? Did the frame fall off her nightstand and crack? She has hardwood floors in her bedroom, so it's a possibility. Or did she get mad at Jack for some reason and throw the frame against the wall or something?"

      "Good questions. Earleen has been known to throw pictures before when she feels spurned," Nora said.

      "Or has been broken up with," I added.

      We were both thinking of high school when she threw her prom picture at her date in a pique.

      "We need to dig deeper," I said. "See if Earleen and Jack's relationship had any cracks in it and find out if Jack has an alibi for the morning of Earleen's murder."

      "Agreed." Nora swiped to the next photo on my phone. "What's this mean? Angel didn't buy sympathy cards for her last few dead aunt's families?"

      "You've got me," I said. "Earleen cataloguing the demise of her business? Sales are down because Angel hasn't been buying her sympathy cards for her gigantic family at Culp's? Maybe Angel's just gone digital."

      "Digital sympathy cards seem a bit cold."

      I agreed. "That's not like Angel. She's very thoughtful." I paused. "Come to think of it, I don't remember her making any of her huge ravioli casseroles for the latest funerals, either."

      "Earleen was known for keeping track of people's card-buying habits," Nora said. "It gave her leverage over people. She was a horrible gossip and manipulator. What if she knew something? Angel has been going into the city more and more often. It's curious even to me. In the hands of an interminably nosy person like Earleen?"

      "Yeah. Earleen has been known to blackmail people. I'm convinced that's how she kept me from getting a lease at Lighthouse Gardens. If Angel has been going into the city for something other than family funerals and Earleen knew why and it was something Angel wanted kept quiet…"

      Nora grimaced. "Don't go there."

      "I have no choice. I've been thinking this over—the sequence of events. First, the quote taped to my door at Flourish. Then Earleen's body on my lawn, shot with a 9mm and holding another one of my quotes. Then my 9mm is discovered missing. The three aren't necessarily related, but they're awfully coincidental.

      "I have a bad gut feeling about them. It sure seems like someone is setting me up and trying to frame me for Earleen's murder. What's puzzling me is why my gun hasn't turned up. I have to find it, or the real murderer, before it does. I'm already under enough suspicion as it is. If it's found, presumably wiped clean, because this killer is obviously smart, then I'm toast."

      Nora agreed.

      "And all this leads me to a disturbing train of thought—I've never been careless with my gun. There are only a few people who knew where I kept it at the store—Rosemary, Jack, Angel, and Artie. It's not, therefore, improbable he told Phyllis or Earleen. Or both. Or Phyllis blabbed to Earleen. And if Earleen knew, it's not a stretch to think she might have told Dana. You, Opal, and Ridge, of course, but you don't count."

      "And each of them has a motive," Nora said.

      "Yeah, some weaker than others."

      "I really hate to even imagine Rosemary or Angel as murderers."

      "I do too," I said. "But I can't rule anyone out. Not until we can establish whether they have an alibi. The problem is, with the murder happening early in the morning—who really has an alibi? They'll all claim they were home in bed, like I was. Or getting ready for work. Jack lives alone. Rosemary has a small son who has his own bedroom. Phyllis and Artie will vouch for each other. Angel's usually out early. Someone may have seen her. But even still, we don't have a precise time of death."

      "Sounds like we have our work cut out for us and some investigating to do." Nora returned her attention to the photos on my phone. "Let's see what else you have here."

      "Not much," I said, feeling dejected. "Some pictures of Earleen's bedroom and bathroom. Nothing to write House Beautiful about."

      Nora's brow furrowed. "What's this?" She expanded the picture. "See." She pointed to a bottle of perfume on Earleen's bathroom counter. It was next to her electric toothbrush and a dispenser of liquid soap. "Oh, that's terrible. That's cheap stuff. That perfume came out in the eighties. You can buy it at a drugstore now."

      I took a look. "Yeah. Sue told me Dana bought it for Earleen as a thank-you gift for putting her and the boys up. I didn't think Earleen would actually wear it. Looks like she must have liked it."

      As much as I hated to admit it, the one thing Earleen did have good taste in was perfume. She always smelled good.

      Nora shook her head. "On the contrary—she was trying to ruin it, if it's even possible to ruin that scent. It's already pretty bad." She shuddered. "You don't keep perfume in the bathroom and certainly don't put it in direct light like that. The sun from the bathroom window will shine right on it. Heat and moisture ruin perfume and mess with the notes, making it smell off. No, you treat perfume, especially perfume you love, like fine champagne—you store it in a cool, dark place. Some people even refrigerate it. Everyone in the makeup industry knows that. Earleen was a perfume aficionado. She knew it, too. I had a discussion with her about perfume once." Nora gave me a sharp look. "I've warned you to baby your perfume, too. But do you listen?"

      "But it's so convenient to keep it where it's easy to grab after a shower."

      Nora arched a brow. "Really, Jamie."

      I shrugged. "Earleen was being passive-aggressive with that perfume. Good for her. I would have given her more points if she'd dowsed her cheapskate cousin with it, though."

      "What do we do now?" Nora handed my phone back to me.

      "Interview suspects and hope for the best," I said with more confidence than I felt.
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      Saturday

      Spring Saturdays in Cedar Valley are always busy. The Cedar Valley Bakery was packed. The line spilled out the door. Perk Me Up was crowded as well.

      At Flourish, foot traffic was high. But sales were down. Way down. The news of Earleen's murder—which had been in the Seattle metro area news as "Woman found shot to death in neighborhood yard"—was beginning to permeate the greater world. I suspected the gossip that I was the main suspect was being spread in the bakery. Probably by Phyllis, who almost always stopped by for a Saturday morning scramble.

      It wasn't my imagination that I was suddenly an object of curiosity. I heard the whispers behind hands and my back. Saw the looks and noticed people looking away when I caught their eye. Despite getting good customer traffic, it wasn't converting to my usual number of sales. This was bad. Very bad. I did my best to remain upbeat and friendly.

      By late afternoon, the lines outside the bakery were gone and Perk Me Up and Flourish were quiet. I went next door for my afternoon coffee. Angel gave me a friendly wave, like usual. Did she look like a murderer? Like someone who was trying to frame me? She certainly didn't act like it.

      "Your usual?" Angel asked.

      I nodded and headed for my usual table, the table nearest Flourish. From there I could keep an eye on the store in case any customers came in. I noticed, rather uncomfortably, that Angel could do the same. How hard would it have been for her to swoop in and snatch my gun when I had just stepped out for a minute? I often asked her to keep an eye on the store for me.

      We fell into easy conversation. I relaxed, wondering if there was a way to ask Angel if she'd seen anyone around my gun drawer without giving away that it was missing.

      "How was your aunt's funeral?" I asked. "I'm sorry I haven't had a chance to ask sooner."

      "Large," Angel said. "And long. Full mass, of course."

      I nodded. I didn't know anything about masses. "Which aunt was it?"

      "Cookie, poor dear." Angel sighed. "It's sad, of course. But she was ninety-four."

      I was pretty sure Cookie had died before. At age eighty-nine. "Didn't you go to Cookie's funeral last month?"

      "Did I say Cookie?" Angel tried to look embarrassed. She wasn't a very good actress. She looked nervous. She was hiding something. I was sure of it. "Where's my head? I meant Rosina. I must be tired."

      I didn't call her on it, but I was sure she told me Rosina had died last year. She was getting tripped up in her own lies. "We're all tired."

      She gave me a sympathetic look. "Yes. How are you holding up?"

      "I'd be better if Ridge caught Earleen's killer. The suspicion is killing me."

      She nodded. "I'm sorry, Jamie. It must be rough."

      I took a deep breath. "Yeah. Say, you're usually out early. You didn't happen to see Earleen on her jog that morning? Or anyone suspicious?"

      "Ridge asked me the same questions," Angel said. "I was up and out of the house at my usual time. But I didn't see anything unusual—a few tourists."

      "What kind of tourists?"

      She gave me a look like I was grasping at straws. "An old woman walking toward the trail, a few young tourists on bikes, that sort of thing."

      "Anyone from town see you? Wave to you? Say hi?"

      Angel looked at me suspiciously.

      "I'm hoping you saw someone else I can talk to. Someone else who might have seen something. Any early customers?"

      She relaxed, and I patted myself on the back for covering so well.

      "No," she said.

      My face fell. I was a good actor. "If you think of anybody, you'll let me know?"

      "Absolutely." She paused. "But, Jamie, you should leave this to Ridge. You know he's doing everything he can to solve this." The inflection in her voice indicated she thought Ridge would go to the mat for me.

      Angel was a romantic. It was sweet of her, but Ridge would do his duty. If he thought I was the killer, he'd arrest me. He'd exhaust every other avenue first, but ultimately…

      Unfortunately, he wasn't moving fast enough right now to be my knight with a badge.

      "The coffee's great." I pushed back from the table. "Much as I hate to, I have to get back to work. I have a lot to do before the bridal fair."

      Angel sighed. "Coffee breaks are always too short. It feels good to be off my feet."

      "Angel, I'm still puzzling about that quote on my door—you haven't seen anyone suspicious around Flourish, have you?"

      She shook her head. "If I had, I'd tell you immediately." She looked at me kindly. "Take care, Jamie."

      Now that even friends were suspects, the simplest pleasantries took on ominous meanings. How much care should I take?

      

      Back at Flourish, I mulled over my conversation with Angel. She was lost in her own lies. The rest of us were constantly confused by her big family and who was who, but not Angel. She'd messed up twice. Which led me to believe she was lying and had forgotten which aunts she claimed had died. But the more disturbing thing was that she had no alibi for the time of the murder. Angel admitted to seeing Earleen alive and jogging. But also that no one had seen Angel and could vouch for her. I was pretty sure none of my suspects could provide reliable alibis. Which meant that any one of them could be the murderer. I couldn't eliminate any of them.
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      I got out my display chalkboard signs from the fall bridal fair. I don't like to display the same material at both the spring and fall fairs. Too many brides and wedding coordinators go to both. And the wedding industry is very trendy. Things change from one wedding season to the next. I like to feature fresh material to show off my versatility and skills.

      As I erased the chalkboards, my mind was a mad tangle of suspicion and confusion and full of the people I needed to talk to. How could I talk to Jack without making him suspicious? Odd little bits floated around as I tried to make sense of them.

      Lettering was the only thing keeping me sane. I was eager to dive in. When I lettered, I relaxed and let my mind process in the background. I was still cleaning the boards when the door opened.

      Wanda Paul lingered in the doorway, talking to a group of Cedar Valley's elite and making a grand show of stopping by Flourish. She waved to people on the street and greeted people walking by. The Paul family was one of Cedar Valley's founding, and most prominent, families. Her husband, Paul Paul, owned the real estate company in town. I'd done a favor for Wanda earlier and solved a small mystery for her. It was obvious to me that this was Wanda throwing her support behind me. My eyes misted up. I met her in the middle of the shop.

      "Jamie!" Wanda gave me a big hug. "Preparing for the spring bridal fair?"

      "And hoping they don't kick me out for being a murder suspect."

      "I heard. I don't know what Colleen's thinking." Wanda shook her head. "People are crazy sometimes. If you'd wanted Earleen out of the picture, there were less risky ways than shooting her in your yard. Paul and I are both behind you."

      "Thank you." My voice cracked. "But be careful. Supporting me right now could mean trouble for you."

      "Nonsense. No one crosses the Paul family." She gave me a reassuring smile. "I wanted to tell you not to worry about attendance being low at the monthly wine and lettering night next Wednesday. I have a crowd lined up and will personally twist the arm of any regular who tries to make an excuse not to show up."

      "You're the best," I said.

      Her answering smile was cute and totally Wanda. "I know." She winked. "And I also came in for a few new pens and some advice on my current project. If you're not too busy?"

      "For an old friend?" I asked. "No way. First, pens—what do you need?"

      She told me what she thought she wanted. I asked what she was using them for. She showed me the project on her phone. I made a few suggestions of another size and brand of pen she should try. We settled on a few.

      I rang them up and handed her the bag. "Were the pens the help you needed?"

      She let out an exasperated sigh. "Are you kidding? No! You saw the picture of my work. It's missing something. I have a design problem I can't solve."

      "Text it to me. We'll pull it up on my iPad and take a look." I took a seat at my worktable.

      Wanda sat in the stool next to me.

      When her text came, I brought up her work and spent a minute studying it. It wasn't bad. It just needed a few things to take it to the next level. I grabbed my digital pen and talked her through my suggestions, marking up the picture as I explained my thoughts.

      "Wow," she said when I was finished. "I knew you could make it better." She beamed. "Mine, however, will never look as good as your quick doodles."

      "You'll get there," I said. "I have years of experience on you."

      Wanda slipped the phone into her purse. "FYI, Dana hired Paul to sell Earleen's house. She apparently inherited it. He hasn't even put up a For Sale sign and he's already had two offers."

      I sat up. "Already? That's quick. Earleen's funeral isn't even scheduled yet. Can Dana sell the house so soon? Doesn't she need to go through probate?"

      Wanda shook her head. "Earleen had a death deed on the house. On her death, it transferred immediately to Dana, no probate necessary. Dana's free to sell it anytime she wants. You should think about a death deed. It's very handy for your heirs and takes a lot of pressure off the executor."

      "Are the renovations on Dana's house finished?" I asked, my mind racing. "I'd have thought she'd want to stay in Earleen's until they are."

      "Apparently finished enough," Wanda said. "Speaking of renovations, Paul told Dana she could get a lot more for Earleen's if she fixed it up. She told him to sell it as is. She doesn't care if it sells below market value. She just wants to move it quickly and move on from this tragic time."

      "I guess that makes sense," I said.

      Wanda nodded. "Yeah, from Dana's point of view, why tie up her money and spend the time and effort if she doesn't need the cash? And get this—one of the offers is from Phyllis and Artie."

      My pulse quickened. I didn't hide my surprise quick enough.

      "Yeah," Wanda said. "Phyllis and Artie have wanted a bigger place for a long time, but haven't had the money. Now that Earleen's is on the market for a steal…" Wanda shrugged. "This may be Dana helping Phyllis out. Dana, Phyllis, and Earleen have been friends for a long time. Earleen would have wanted to give her friend first shot at the place."

      I tried not to wince at Wanda's wording.

      Wanda glanced furtively around the shop. "Rosemary's not in today?"

      "It's her day off," I said.

      Wanda relaxed. "Good. I don't want to talk in front of her. She's going to be disappointed. In my opinion, she doesn't stand a fighting chance of beating Phyllis out for the place."

      "Rosemary's the other bidder?" I was stunned.

      "Oops! Maybe I shouldn't have said," Wanda said. "Don't tell Paul I told you."

      "Mum's the word," I said.

      "Dana wants Paul to sell the stationery store for her, too."

      Once you got Wanda talking, she was hard to stop. In this case, there was no way I was interfering with anything she wanted to tell me. I let her go.

      "The business won't bring in anything," Wanda said. "It's dying. But the building, which the Culps have owned outright for years, is in a prime location in Lighthouse Gardens. It needs renovating, but that's hardly a hindrance. Half the businesses in this town have had their eye on that property for years. But Earleen was never going to sell. She promised her grandpa on his deathbed that she'd never do it. The only way to get it was over her dead body."

      A shiver ran down my spine.

      "Are you going to make an offer?" Wanda asked. "You really should. It would be a great location for you."

      She was right about that, but I was sure it was out of my price range, and I didn't need that much space. "No. I like it here. And now's not a good time for me to expand." Especially without making it look like I had a further motive to kill Earleen.

      Wanda gave me a sympathetic look. "This is a good location, too." She lowered her voice. "I thought maybe you were going in with Angel on it."

      My eyes went wide. "Angel's making an offer? She's thinking of moving?" How could I lose Perk Me Up? What would I do for coffee? What kind of business would I share a roll-up wall with? There were only so many businesses I'd pair well with.

      Wanda laughed at my panicked expression. "Calm down. Yes, she's offered. She's expanding. She wants a second location. If she gets it, maybe she'll rent you some space. It might be better for you there than at Hallie's."

      But I liked Hallie's. And I didn't suspect her of murder. "As much as I'd love to see another Perk Me Up so convenient to me, it's sad to think of Culp's actually closing."

      "That's surprising, coming from you. I'd have thought you'd be happy to see the competition go out of business."

      I shook my head. "Not me. Competition keeps me on my toes. Besides, Earleen and I weren't really in competition for the same customers. Any competition was mostly in her head."

      "When is Rosemary in next?" Wanda asked.

      "Not until Monday. Why?"

      Wanda shrugged. "Just curious. She's back with Jack, then? That must make her easier to be around."

      "Back with Jack?" I frowned.

      "She isn't?" Wanda looked surprised.

      "Not that she's told me," I said. "What makes you think she is?"

      Wanda leaned close. "Paul saw Jack coming out of Rosemary's house in the wee hours on the morning of Earleen's death."

      "What?" I was completely shocked.

      Wanda nodded. "It looked to Paul exactly what it sounds like to you. Jack was staying over. Paul said Jack had a bounce in his step. It's curious Rosemary hasn't mentioned it to you. Maybe they're just being cautious. You know how it is when you break up with someone and then get back together—you don't want everyone knowing again until you're pretty sure the reunion will stick."

      Wanda stood. "And then there's Earleen. She knows, I mean, knew how to pull strings in this town. Paul says the glamping park wants to install at least two new cabins. They'll need zoning approval. With her connections, Earleen could have stopped that pretty handily."

      I nodded. "I suppose so. But why would Jack care? He doesn't own the glamping park. He just manages it."

      "And gets a hefty bonus every year for meeting certain business metrics. One key metric is increasing business traffic and profits. Two new pods added to the ten the park already has could increase profits by twenty percent. That would make the company who owns the park happy, no doubt. Especially if he needs a little cash for something—like, oh, say, an engagement ring or a down payment on a house."

      "Yes." My mind whirred. Jack has financial incentive for murder. Who knew?

      "Well. I have to be going." Wanda grabbed her purse and purchase. "Hang in there, Jamie. And trust Ridge. He'll figure this out. Justice will win out."

      I walked Wanda to the door and went back to my signs. But first, I texted Nora. I found out some interesting information on the case. Can't talk now. I'm at the shop. Talk later.

      I slipped my phone into my pocket and grabbed my chalk, suddenly inspired. I wanted to think about anything but Rosemary getting back together with Jack, a guy who could be Earleen's killer. Who could have killed Earleen with my gun. And Rosemary could have been the one who stole it for him and was making an offer on Earleen's house. I might have a murder accomplice working for me. A shiver ran up my spine.

      I was lost in my work, thinking about weddings and true love, when the door to the shop opened and Ridge walked in. Just the man I needed to see. Amend that—just the man, depending on his motive for stopping by.
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      I gave Ridge the old up-and-down. Which was never hard to do. He was easy on the eyes, always had been. But this time I was trying to assess more than whether he'd been faithfully maintaining his workout schedule. I was trying to determine whether I needed to make a break for the back door and evade the law.

      "I hope you're not here to arrest me?" Better to ask than be blindsided. Running was probably futile anyway. Ridge had always been faster than I was.

      He rolled his eyes. "Is this going to be the way you greet me from now on?"

      I relaxed and set down the chalk pen I was working with. I rolled my shoulders. I'd been hunched over my work longer than I'd thought. "Depends on how long it takes you to arrest the real killer. Speaking of which—have you found my gun?"

      "No."

      "Are you close to an arrest?"

      "What is this? Twenty questions?" Without being invited, he pulled up the stool Wanda had vacated earlier and took in the work I was doing. "For a single woman, you're obsessed with weddings."

      "I'm obsessed with lettering and keeping my business and passion afloat in the uncertain waters of dark suspicion. And you haven't answered my question."

      "I'm the one who asks the questions around here."

      He was sitting so close to me that I could smell his delectable signature cologne. Back in our younger days, he'd been a grocery store cologne guy. He'd graduated to more sophisticated, and sexy, scents since.

      "Ridge, do you keep your cologne in the refrigerator?" I asked.

      He looked at me like I was a nutball. "That's a non sequitur. Where did that question come from?"

      "Nora," I said. "She says perfume and cologne keep better in the fridge."

      He shrugged. "I keep mine in the bathroom by the sink, where it's handy when I step out of the shower."

      I didn't need that luscious mental visual of him stepping naked out of the shower. I'd seen him skinny-dipping a time or two. That experience was all I needed to conjure up a very good mental image of him. "You're such a guy. And you're ruining your cologne, apparently. Heat and moisture destroy the notes." I was smugly self-righteous for a woman who treated her perfume the same way.

      "Huh." He shrugged. "Heat and moisture are usually good things."

      I ignored the innuendo in his voice. "So you're going to mend your destructive ways?"

      "No. If the cologne smells off, I'll get a new bottle."

      "You're burning money." I grinned at him. "Now, suspects? Arrests? People of interest?"

      "I found out something interesting," he said. "Which is what brings me here today."

      "About Earleen's murder?"

      "Oh," he said, eyes dancing. "About the murder? No, sorry. Nothing. About your shot-up quote."

      "Oh." My hopes fell. "Glad you're working the important cases first. Nothing like solving a petty crime while a good friend goes to the gallows."

      "You've always been so dramatic, Jamers," he said. "Can you tone it down?"

      "Duh. And no way." I rolled my eyes. "My drama is one of my best features. What about the quote?"

      He pulled his phone out. Phones were the ubiquitous crime-solving device these days, apparently. "Why didn't you tell me the quote that was pinned to your door was a numbered original?"

      "What?"

      "It has a watermark on the back. It's archival paper and not the poster reproduction paper the company who prints your quotes uses. See?" He showed me a picture and expanded it for me.

      I took a closer look. "Yes. It is."

      He swiped to the next picture. "And here, at the bottom, you can see the remains of a number. But not enough to accurately read. You'll note that the hole obscuring the number isn't like the others. This one wasn't made with a BB. It was made with an awl or the point of a pen or pencil. Someone intentionally destroyed the number so the copy couldn't be traced."

      I took a closer look. "Wow. I can't believe I missed that. I was upset when I found it and hadn't had my coffee yet. I guess that explains it. I just assumed it was a regular poster version."

      "Assumptions can be dangerous things. How many numbered copies have you sold of this piece?" he asked. "Do you keep records?"

      I nodded. "On my computer." Minutes later, I handed him a copy of the list. "Two hundred."

      "All right," he said. "I'll check these out."

      I looked around to make sure no one else could hear. Over at Perk Me Up, Angel was nowhere in sight. "You might particularly check out Jack, Artie, and Angel. They've all bought quotes and they all knew where I kept my gun."

      He nodded solemnly. "One more thing—this is strictly confidential." He gave me a steely gaze, pausing until I nodded. "That quote Earleen was holding when you found her body—did you get a good look at it?"

      "Enough to know it was one of mine from a set of greeting cards I sell. And it was full of BB holes."

      He held out his phone to me. There was a picture of one of the cards full of holes. The sight of it made me go cold. He enlarged it so I could see one of the holes better.

      I squinted at it and frowned. "That doesn't look like it was made with a BB."

      "Exactly," he said. "It was made with a sharp, pointed object to make it look like a BB hole. All the holes in the card were made the same way."

      I frowned, puzzled. "What do you make of that?"

      "That you need to be careful." He caught my arm. "Jamers, don't go out alone. Keep your phone on you at all times." He reached into his pocket and pressed a small package into my hand.

      "What's this?"

      "Pepper spray and a Kubotan. I can't give you a gun, but… Carry these with you at all times. Be prepared, Jamers. Be aware of your surroundings."

      I was touched by his concern. "Thank you." I hugged him and lingered too long. Finally, I pulled away. "Ridge?"

      "Yeah?"

      I leaned close to Ridge and whispered, "I hate to be suspicious of everyone, but Wanda told me some things that might help. She thinks Jack and Rosemary are back together. And Jack has a financial incentive to get rid of Earleen and frame me. Jack bought one of those quotes from me. When he was buying quotes for the glampers. He gave it to Rosemary as a gift." His name had stuck out as if highlighted on that list.

      I told Ridge everything Wanda had said and voiced my own suspicions, being careful to leave out the shattered glass in that framed picture of Jack on Earleen's nightstand that I shouldn't know about. Or the note from Rosemary threatening to kill Earleen. I told him about Rosemary and the gun drawer and how she was acting suspicious and could be Jack's accomplice.

      "Why didn't you mention this before?"

      "I didn't know until today. Wanda was in here shortly before you stopped by." I bit my lip. "Look. I know what it's like to be wrongly accused. I don't want to throw accusations around lightly, either."

      I paused. "Ridge, you know the motive people are ascribing to me—my dislike and rivalry with Earleen—is weak at best. Yeah, I'm sure some people have killed over less, but this is me." I tapped my chest. "People know me. It's a flimsy reason for me to kill. The best I can think is that someone is trying to pin it on me for whatever reason. Only—"

      "Yeah?" Ridge said. "Jamie?"

      "Something's been bothering me all along—if someone is framing me, why hasn't my gun turned up? Turned up someplace that really incriminates me? Unless…" I held a finger up. "Someone doesn't want it found because they don't really want me locked away for murder. They just want the suspicion off them. Rosemary would fall into that category. If she was helping Jack."

      And so would Angel.

      "There may be other reasons we haven't found the gun," Ridge said. "I'll talk to Jack and Rosemary and see if I can verify Wanda's facts."

      "I'll go with you." I slid my chair back.

      He put a hand on my shoulder. "You'll stay out of this investigation."

      "Ridge, come on." I batted my eyelashes at him. "You know we make a good team."

      "We play great doubles badminton." He got to his feet. "Let me handle this, Jamie. I've got it."

      "One last question," I said. "Did you search Earleen's house for clues?"

      He raised an eyebrow. The question—what kind of a fool do you think I am?—was written on his face. "Absolutely." He was clearly playing it close to his chest. He wasn't about to let me know what he'd found.

      "Nothing?"

      "Nice try." He pointed his finger at me. "Keep your nose out my investigation, Jamers. There's still a killer on the loose."

      And it was all but certain Ridge and his men had read Rosemary's note as either a lettering exercise of a threat to bill Earleen, just like Nora had, and ignored it. There was no way I could set Ridge straight without tipping my hand that I'd been in Earleen's house. I was so going to have to solve this crime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Nora cancelled her plans to go into the city to a friend's party to have a murder-mystery night with me. Only this one was deadly serious.

      I poured us each a glass of wine and filled her in on all the details of my talks with Wanda and Ridge. "Ridge didn't mention finding any threats on Earleen's desk. If he had, he wouldn't have left a clue like that behind. I think he thinks someone was threatening to bill Earleen, too."

      Nora laughed. "Sorry." She tried to keep a serious face. "Not funny. So not funny."

      "Back to business." I cleared my throat. "I looked at the list of who I've sold the limited-edition quotes to. Unfortunately, it doesn't help narrow the field of suspects much. Jack bought one. He gave it to Rosemary. Angel bought one, supposedly as a gift for a friend.

      "Artie bought one for Phyllis. I remember selling it to him. Even though Phyllis didn't particularly care for me, even way back when, she admired my work. And you know how most people have a special song? Phyllis and Artie have a special quote. And that one's it." I blew out a breath. "To be honest, anyone could have resold one or gifted one to any of the suspects."

      I paused, ordering my thoughts. "The only person who didn't buy one was Earleen. Which makes her look less likely to be the person who originally put the first poster on my door at Flourish."

      I shook my head. "It's all so confusing. Either she did and the killer capitalized on my public threats to her to frame me. Or someone who knows us both well did, knowing I'd suspect Earleen and call her out on it. Or someone else is trying to hurt my business and it's unrelated."

      Every time I tried to figure things out, they got more complicated.

      Nora spotted my confusion. "Let's go over the motives again. Maybe that will help?" She set her wine down.

      I got up and grabbed a sketchpad and pen and began writing. "Jack—at first, I thought crime of passion, but now it looks like money. He's set to make a healthy profit if he gets his bonus. Earleen could have, and would have been likely to, put a stop to it."

      Nora nodded. "Money is a powerful motivator."

      "Rosemary?"

      "She hated Earleen for taking Jack from her the first time. She'd hate Earleen even more if she'd been threatening Jack's windfall," Nora said.

      "And if her offer is accepted for Earleen's house, she benefits financially, too. Before Jack, she and Earleen were friends. It's not improbable to imagine she knew about the death deed and that Dana would want to dump the house quickly. It may not be a hard motive, but it could be a happy side benefit of getting rid of Earleen."

      I took a breath. "Angel has a motive—she's interested in buying the Culp Stationery building. Her family is growing. Expanding her business makes sense, and that location is almost guaranteed to be a moneymaker. Combine that with Earleen being suspicious and possibly blackmailing her about something."

      Nora frowned. "I hate that thought."

      "I do, too." I sighed. "Phyllis might also have known about the death deed and known she could get Earleen's house for cheap. Combine that with jealousy and revenge, a crime of passion, and she looks pretty good for the murder. Artie's in a similar boat with Phyllis. If Earleen was threatening to go public with their affair and he knew he could get her house…"

      I rubbed my chin. "Dana benefits financially, too."

      Nora looked skeptical. "But it's a pittance to her. Certainly not worth murdering anyone over."

      "We should verify that just to be sure," I said. "But how? If only trying to access her credit report wasn't illegal."

      "You could try to get her to rent space from you? A potential landlord can legally ask for a credit report."

      "Like that would ever happen."

      "Short of a credit report, we'll have to rely on our own common sense and snooping abilities," Nora said.

      "Okay," I said. "First up—is her story true? Is she having her house renovated?"

      "She is," Nora said. "I've seen the pictures."

      "With her holding up the current day's newspaper?" I teased. "You've never heard of Photoshop?"

      Nora grabbed her phone. "Dana has been showing the pictures of the progress off for weeks. And she's been posting them on her Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest accounts. If she's faking the construction, she's doing a very convincing job of it." She showed me Dana's Facebook page.

      "I can't believe you're social media friends with Dana everywhere."

      "I can't believe you, the social media star, aren't," Nora said. "She's probably following you on your Instagram or Pinterest and you don't even know it."

      "Hmmm," I said, taking a look at Dana's profile. "Yeah, the pictures look pretty convincing."

      "Yep." Nora clicked on Dana's photos. "Look here, too. Dana's about the same weight as she was a year ago. I've known a lot of people with money problems. One of the first things they do is either gain a lot of weight or lose it."

      "That gives me an idea." I grabbed my phone and searched on the signs that someone was in debt.

      Nora looked over my shoulder. "Yep. Weight change."

      "Other signs—debt in the past?" I asked.

      "Earleen was always bragging about how much Dana and her husband are worth. Word gets around this town. I don't remember even a whisper of Dana having problems with money ever."

      "Anxious, withdrawn, depressed?" I read aloud.

      "Pfft! Dana? Hardly."

      "A recent life event like a new baby, move, or divorce?"

      "Just the renovation."

      "Tired or having trouble sleeping?" I sighed. "She seems to have plenty of energy to me. Next item—living beyond her means. Other than buying expensive perfume for herself, she seems like a cheapskate—living with Earleen, for example. Or would that be a sign that she needs to save money?"

      "I don't think it's suspicious. They were close," Nora said. "You remember what they were like when they were young—like sisters."

      "But Dana was always way nicer."

      "Yep. I agree."

      "And this is Dana's hometown."

      "Last sign of potential money problems—a change in their spending habits," I said. "How would we know?"

      "Earleen hadn't mentioned it," Nora said. "Nor has anyone else in town. If Dana had changed, someone would have noticed."

      I sighed. "Yeah. I have to agree. As far as we can tell, Dana doesn't need money."

      "You know, you could ask Ridge." Nora lifted an eyebrow.

      "No, I couldn't."

      "Why not?" Nora asked. "Ridge has always bent the rules for you."

      "Not this time," I said. "I can't ask him to. His career is too important to him."

      "Sacrificing yourself for him. That sounds serious to me. What's going on between you two?"

      "Friendship." I put my phone away. "That's it."

      Nora looked at me sympathetically. "You're my best friend. You know I love you. Which is why I have to tell you, you need to let go of your guilt over Rut."

      We'd been over this too many times before.

      "Some things aren't so easily put aside," I said. "Ridge was my best friend. I never wanted to blow it. I don't want to risk destroying that friendship now. That's half the reason I dated Rut instead. He was Ridge, but if things went bad…"

      Nora grabbed my hand and squeezed it. "I know. But someday you're going to have to take a chance. Before another woman swoops in. You know that if Ridge ever finds the right woman, who isn't you, things will change between you. They'll have to."

      "I was engaged to his brother when his brother died. How do we ever get past that? If Ridge and I did risk it and get together, he'll always think he was my second choice. Which was never true. No matter what I do…"

      Nora let me have my grief. "When you're ready to take the chance, you'll know it."

      "When I'm a suspect in a murder that Ridge is investigating is definitely not the time." I smiled weakly.

      "It's not optimum."

      We laughed together.

      "We have to solve this murder," Nora said. "We have to."

      "You're telling me," I said, just as something dawned on me. "Angel?"

      "What about Angel?"

      "She's put on weight these last few months. Money problems? What if she needs money more than we think?"
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      I woke up to three texts from brides cancelling their contracts with me to do various hand lettering jobs for their weddings. The next text I got wasn't any better—a client cancelled a piece of work he'd commissioned for his law office. If bad news came in threes, I was already on my second set of it and the day had barely begun.

      I felt a pounding headache coming on. Caffeine—must have! I staggered almost drunkenly to my coffee bar. I managed to make myself a super grande cup with the water that was left in the reservoir of my machine. As I gulped coffee and refilled my machine's water supply, I made up my mind. This couldn't go on. Counting today, I had ten days to clear my name before I was banned from the spring wedding fair. If things kept on like they were, I'd be lucky to have any business left by then. I had to do something. But what?

      I grabbed my phone and looked through the pictures of Earleen's house again. I paused on the picture of the receipt from the lingerie store. It was from an expensive boutique in Seattle. If it had been from a big chain store, I might have given up. But a pricey boutique might be intimate enough and customer-oriented enough to remember Phyllis and Artie, especially if I showed them a picture. What could the lingerie people tell me? Maybe nothing. But I was at wits' end. It was worth a trip into Seattle to find out. At least I'd be doing something.

      I called Nora. "Are you up for some lingerie shopping in Seattle today?"

      "Buying lingerie! What does this mean?" She sounded like I'd woken her up. "Are you finally trading in your granny panties for something to impress Ridge with?"

      "Ridge hasn't seen my panties since high school. He's not likely to now. And FYI, I do not wear granny panties. I've been a thong girl forever, and you know it."

      She laughed. "Hahaha. I'll keep that in mind. Expect the Twelve Days of Thongs for Christmas this year. It would be better coming from a guy, but…"

      I didn't know how she did it, but she put a shrug in her voice. "I said we were shopping. I didn't mention buying anything. And, to be precise, we're actually investigating. I have the name and address from that lingerie shop at Earleen's house. I thought we might talk to them and see if they remember Artie and Earleen."

      "Snooping! Good plan." The last remnants of sleep left her voice. "What time?"

      "I'm taking the day off. La Nuit opens at eleven. They're in U Village. I'll pick you up at noon. Does that give you enough time to get ready?"

      "I can be ready in five. The earlier we get to the store, the less busy it will be and the more talkative and attentive the salespeople."

      

      The irritating thing about Nora was that even her five-minute everyday makeup job looked fabulous. Whereas my five-minute makeup job was some BB cream and a swipe of lip gloss. She looked like a supermodel when I picked her up. I looked like a woman who hadn't had enough coffee.

      One look at me and Nora pulled out her touch-up kit. "You have bags and dark circles under your eyes. No one is going to open up and talk to you, let alone believe you're interested in buying hot undies. Not when you look like the living dead."

      The good thing about Nora was she could transform me just as quickly. Within minutes, I was bag- and dark-circle-free and looked almost as good as she did.

      Traffic was light. It only took forty-five minutes to get to the university district on the north side of the city. Which was record time, and we weren't even speeding. I wasn't that kind of driver. Luck was on our side—we found a parking spot in the lot nearest La Nuit.

      I got out of the car and joined Nora.

      She grabbed my arm. "We don't want to arouse any suspicions. What's our story?"

      "I've been thinking about that," I said. "We need a way to bring up Earleen and Artie. I was thinking we could say we're buying lingerie for a friend. And then pretend we don't know her size. But we show a picture of our 'friend' Earleen. We cross our fingers and hope we get a clerk who remembers them. But that we don't run into anyone who recognizes Earleen as the murdered woman from Cedar Valley."

      "I wouldn't worry too much about that. The city's big enough that people don't pay attention to who's been murdered unless it's a really sensational case. Earleen's murder was barely a blip in the news here. Do you have a picture of her?"

      "I pulled one from her Facebook page. And one of Artie, too, just in case."

      Armed with a story and a prayer, we went in.

      La Nuit was one of those tiny, upscale boutiques where you feel conspicuous just stepping in. It was almost like the moment you crossed the threshold, their security cameras were running a credit check on you. Could you really afford to shop here? All that aside, the ambience was total luxury.

      The shop smelled delicately like sensual, expensive French perfume. If I could smell like that, I'd have my choice of men. The store was sparsely stocked with exquisitely beautiful camisoles, bras, and panties displayed on hangers hanging from statues and works of art. The underwear sets were all works of art themselves. It didn't take a trained eye to know they were quality. Dark walnut drawers lined the walls. Along one wall was a display of candles and perfume. The most expensive items must have been in the drawers behind the counter. In a thousand lifetimes, I couldn't imagine Artie setting foot in a place like this. Nor paying the prices. For any woman.

      The beautifully turned out saleswoman greeted us with a smile, but it was also clear she was keeping an eye on us. You know you're in trouble when the salesperson is wearing more expensive clothes than you are. But who knows? Maybe beneath it all she wore undies from Walmart.

      I smiled back at her and casually looked at a price tag on a pretty pair of thong panties draped on a table. One hundred and eighty-five dollars! I'd known this place would be expensive, but I was still shocked. The receipt at Earleen's was a gift receipt without prices. I put my hands in my pockets. These things should be behind glass.

      Nora was unfazed. "Oh." She picked a pink thong up and gently rubbed it between her fingers. Fortunately, she was used to expensive clothes from both her modeling days and working on shoots now. "This is a top brand. Lovely. Perfectly lovely. So light and soft. Wearing it would be like wearing nothing at all." She sighed happily and whispered to me, "Let me handle this."

      "It's all yours." I was never so glad she'd come with me.

      She signaled to the saleswoman, who introduced herself as Lucy.

      "Hi, Lucy. I'm Nora, and this is my friend Janie."

      I nodded. Good move by Nora to give me an alias. And one I would easily answer to. I should have thought of that.

      "We're looking for a gift for a friend," Nora said. "This is very nice, but do you have anything in the Coucher line? Something in nude, maybe?"

      All right. Even I was impressed by Nora's knowledge of fine lingerie. But Lucy positively glowed. She had a live one on the line.

      "You have impeccable taste," Lucy said. "We carry most of the line. What items are you looking for?"

      "A bra and matching panty, I think." Nora turned to me for confirmation.

      I nodded. "Yes, a bra and panties. Absolutely." Not in the real world. A bra and panty would set us back over six hundred dollars in this place.

      Nora and Ridge were my best friends in the world. And I doubted I would even have sprung for a single panty in the cheapest line for Nora. And, of course, not for Ridge. I wasn't cheap. I just couldn't afford this place. And really, how much difference could there be between a thirty-dollar pair of panties, say, and these? Not a hundred and fifty some dollars' worth. If I were really buying a present for a friend from here, I was thinking a candle from the display along the far wall. I might actually be able to afford one. If I could pay in installments.

      "I have a large selection of Coucher in stock. What size are we looking for?" Lucy asked eagerly.

      "That's the problem," I said. "We're not exactly sure. Our friend loves La Nuit. We want to treat her to something special. But we don't know her size. What size panty do you wear isn't the kind of thing you can easily ask. Especially without giving yourself away."

      I gave Lucy a rough description of Earleen's height and weight. "I have a picture of her, if that will help. We're really hoping you can help us guess?"

      I pulled my phone from my purse and showed her Earleen's picture. My heart pounded with anticipation as Lucy studied it.

      "Oh," Lucy said. "I recognize your friend. She came in here a few weeks ago with a gentleman. He was shopping for his wife and she was helping him. She was his wife's best friend, if I remember right." Lucy smiled. "It was so cute. He had no idea how to buy lingerie. He was one of those sweet guys who was embarrassed to even set foot in here. But it's a special anniversary coming up for them, and he wanted to surprise his wife with something he'd never done before."

      I would have thought shopping for ladies' underwear, period, was something Artie had never done before. Who knew he had so much panache?

      "I remember him so clearly," Lucy said. "He was so chatty."

      Artie must have been nervous. It was the only time he talked much.

      "He told me all about the surprise vacation cruise to the Bahamas he had planned," Lucy continued. "He'd been working out for months trying to get in shape and be more like the young guy she'd married. He'd even gone to a stylist and had his head shaved. He was shy about that. He wished there was a way to surprise her with a full head of hair.

      "Your friend and him were going shopping for a new wardrobe for him, too. After they got the hot lingerie for the cruise." Lucy positively beamed. "They were just so adorable. I was relieved, really, that we carry a few plus-size lingerie brands. Many boutiques don't. Many designer brands don't go large enough to fit his wife. I would have hated to tell him that. Especially after he worked up the nerve to come in. He was so proud of his wife."

      I looked at Nora. She looked at me with probably the same expression I had. Earleen was nowhere near a plus size. But Phyllis was.

      "You wouldn't happen to be talking about our friend Artie, would you? He's a real sweetie. This sounds like something he'd do." I flipped to Artie's picture. "Is this the guy?"

      Lucy leaned in for a closer look. "That's him! He made such an impression. I wouldn't forget him. Can I see that picture of your friend again?"

      I handed her my phone.

      Lucy studied it. "I'd say a size four panty. She's not buxom. I think we can fit her into one of our one-size-fits-all bras. They fit up to a C cup."

      "Sounds great." My smile felt faked.

      Lucy handed my phone back to me. "Wait here. I'll go see what I have in the back."

      I slid my phone back into my purse. When Lucy was out of sight, I turned to Nora. "There's nothing in this store I can afford. I'm not waiting. Are you?"

      "Let's dash."

      As we headed out, I paused to look at the price on one of the small candles—sixty-five dollars!

      Nora grabbed my arm. "What are you doing?"

      "I thought I might be able to afford a candle. Guess I was wrong."

      

      Fortunately, U Village has many nice eateries. We went to our favorite pasta deli. We ordered at the counter. After that encounter at La Nuit, I was hungry and needed a treat. I ordered one of the pasta company's delicious personal-size cheesecakes to go with my pasta salad and disappointment—chocolate, naturally. Nora and I found a seat in the corner near a window and settled in to discuss our findings.

      "That was disappointing," I said. "Artie wasn't having an affair with Earleen. She was helping him plan a surprise anniversary trip."

      Nora sighed and dug into her pasta salad. "Yeah. Kind of tragic how fixing up for an anniversary surprise and asking your wife's friend for help can be construed as having an affair."

      "Yeah. Funny what we can live with day to day. It's like how people only fix up their houses when they want to sell them."

      "We're back to square one," Nora said.

      "Not exactly." I dipped a piece of bread into the balsamic/olive oil mixture on my bread plate. "Just because Earleen wasn't actually having an affair with Artie doesn't mean Phyllis didn't believe they were. Her motive still holds."

      "Which is terribly tragic if Phyllis is the real killer."

      "Yeah, it's a bit like Oedipus Rex killing his father," I said. "If I remember right from high school lit, Earleen really hated that story." I tore off another piece of bread.

      "What do we do next?" Nora asked.

      "I need to talk to Jack or Rosemary," I said. "Find out if Earleen ever threatened to stop Jack's plans for the glamping park or threatened him in any other way. I just need to find out how to do it without giving my motive away."
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      I got into Flourish early on Monday morning. Rosemary would be in at eleven. I had time to myself to get some work done. I was still trying to put the finishing touches on my next subscription box. As soon as I posted that it was available, it would sell out. Well, that used to be the case before I became a murder suspect.

      I filled the boxes with things I loved and made with love. Each box always had an exclusive hand lettered object that I created just for it. Sometimes it was a mug or glass with one of my quotes embossed or printed on it. Sometimes it was a framed quote print. Or a T-shirt. Then I filled the rest of the box with quality items that matched the box's theme—candles, towels, bubble bath, purses, whatever. I was usually creative about it. But since Earleen's death, my muse had left the building. I needed to get items ordered soon.

      I dug into the task. I was deep in my thoughts, soothed by the sounds and smells coming from Perk Me Up, when the bell over my door jingled. Dana Culp Bailey walked in.

      Now, it must be said that although Earleen and I had never been friendly, Dana and I had always been passably pleasant to each other in high school and beyond. In life, there are circles of friends and friendship. At times in the past, Dana had orbited on the fringes of my outer circle. I sometimes thought that if not for Earleen, Dana and I might have been actual friends. At least way back then. She'd become pretty full of herself now.

      "Jamie." Dana walked to where I was working at my drawing station. "How are you doing?" She sounded genuinely sympathetic. Which was surprising in itself.

      "I'm coping," I said cautiously.

      She pointed to the stool next to my drawing table. "I have something I'd like to discuss with you. May I?"

      "Be my guest."

      She sat and clasped her hands in her lap. "First, I have to say—I'm sorry about the accusations being leveled at you. I don't believe for a minute you…killed…Earleen." Dana took a moment to compose herself. "What happened to her was too…brutal. Too awful." She shuddered and closed her eyes like she was trying to shut out a nightmare. "It's so hard to blot out the mental image of it."

      Tell me about it, I wanted to say.

      "I've been thinking a lot about it. It's hard to think of much else. I think you've been set up. The Jamie I know would never shoot someone. Not without a lot more provocation than Earleen ever gave you. And you're not trigger-happy like some are saying, hinting Earleen startled you and you shot her accidentally."

      She paused. "Phyllis is absolutely rabid about accusing you, and I'm sorry. I've been trying to rein her in. Unfortunately, without much success. It does none of us any good to make assumptions and start throwing accusations around." Dana stared into her lap. "She's distraught. You have to forgive her. Earleen was her best friend since childhood. Her death leaves a hole in Phyllis' life that she may never refill."

      "Thank you." I was touched by Dana's sympathy and show of support. It came from such an unlikely corner. But Dana always had been the most reasonable of the trio of Phyllis, Earleen, and herself. "Your support means a lot."

      Dana smiled sadly. "Well." She looked embarrassed and glanced around the shop. "Is Rosemary in yet?"

      "No. Not until eleven."

      "Good." Dana played with her wedding ring, twisting it around her finger. She used to twist her hair when she was nervous. Apparently she'd outgrown that and developed a new habit. "I wanted to…I don't know…warn you? On Rosemary's behalf. Jack is a nasty piece of work. They've been trying to keep it a secret, but I know he's back with Rosemary." She watched for my reaction.

      I nodded. "I heard."

      Her eyes went wide. "She told you?"

      "Someone else saw them together."

      Dana sighed. "Look, now that Earleen is gone, and we both want to find her killer, I thought you should know that Earleen didn't poach Jack away from Rosemary. Earleen told me that Jack and Rosemary had a huge fight and broke up. They apparently had been having a rough time for a while, but this particular fight—no idea what it was about—was the final straw. Jack threw in the towel."

      Dana bit her lip. Her eyes were sad. "Earleen was his rebound woman. Unfortunately, I don't think she thought of it that way. No one wants to be the rebound person. It's rough on the ego. Whatever you may have thought about my cousin, she wanted to find the right guy and settle down. On the surface, Jack wasn't like, well"—Dana raised an eyebrow—"Ridge or Rut."

      I smiled at her. "No, he isn't."

      "But Earleen was getting older. She was getting, frankly, a bit desperate. Even though it was early days, she got her hopes up about Jack. And then, well, Jack got back together with Rosemary. Behind Earleen's back."

      Dana's eyes and voice became hard. "It was rotten of Jack to treat Earleen like that. Totally horrible. He's a first-class—" She took a deep breath. "I won't say it. But you know what I'm thinking. He took advantage of Earleen. In retrospect, I think he was just using Earleen to make Rosemary jealous so he could get her back. But that's just me.

      "Anyway, Earleen was hurt and furious. She and Jack had a knock-down-drag-out fight at the house the Saturday before"—Dana blinked back tears—"before she died. It was loud and vicious. They both said things they shouldn't. I'm sure Mrs. Volter next door heard. She was outside in her garden. Fortunately, my boys were out shooting."

      At my house, I thought. At my blue jay.

      "I didn't want them seeing it. I'm glad they didn't." Dana took a deep breath. "So you know, Earleen threatened to ruin Jack. She didn't mean it, I'm sure. Like I said, she was hurt and angry. But she promised to make sure he never got the permits to expand the glamping park. She yelled at him that she'd not only make sure he never got his bonus, she would see that he was fired and run out of town. And I think, if she'd been serious, she could have done it."

      Dana winced. "Sorry. I don't like mentioning any of this. It's all so ugly. If I didn't feel so strongly that you should know…"

      I reached out and gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. "I can see it's painful for you. But I appreciate it.

      "It's the right thing to do," she said. "You must think I'm terrible for listening in on their fight. But the only reason I stayed at the house through all the screaming was to protect Earleen. Jack was so angry. He threatened Earleen. Told her that she'd better not mess with him. That if she tried to ruin him, he'd stop her."

      Dana shuddered. "He called her awful names. And took a step toward her, his face red, his fist clenched. I was terrified. Afraid he'd take a swing at her right then. I stepped between them and threatened to call the cops. Jack backed off, jumped in his truck, and burned rubber as he peeled away." Dana's voice became very soft. "I worry about Rosemary. A man with a temper like that is dangerous."

      Dana kept twisting her ring. "I wanted you to hear the details from me before you heard a distorted version of their fight from someone else."

      My heart pounded. I chewed on the inside of my mouth. "Have you told Ridge this?"

      "Yes," Dana said, looking me in the eye. "Of course. But since I'm pretty sure Ridge can't tell you, I wanted you to hear it from me."

      We both sat silently contemplating for a minute.

      "One more thing—the main purpose of my visit, really—I seem to have inherited Culp's Stationery." She sighed. "You know I never wanted that place. I turned it down when Grandpa offered it to me. He was so disappointed. But that's another story. Anyway, the business is worth nothing. I'll be liquidating it as soon as possible. I'm already looking at liquidation companies. I wanted to let you know, in case you wanted to pick up any of our stock for a steal. Despite Earleen's terrible taste, we still have some nice things. I'll let you have first shot at anything you want at liquidation prices."

      "Thank you." It was beginning to sound like those were the only words I knew.

      "You're welcome. You may have heard, too, that I'm putting the building up for sale. If you want to make an offer…"

      "I appreciate that," I said quickly. "But it's a little large for what I need."

      "Property's always a good investment. You could rent out what you don't use. If I were interested in being a landlord, or needed the money, I'd keep it and do the same myself, just lease it out. Hire a property management company to handle it for me. But Dwight is on the verge of making us very rich. So."

      I nodded.

      "Think about it," Dana said. "Well, I have to be going. I don't want to cross paths with Rosemary."

      What Dana had just told me fired me up. Jack looked good for the murder. His motive was certainly strong. He had access to my gun and had bought one of the numbered quotes. He knew Earleen's routine. He could have walked right up to her and shot her. She might have been mad at him, but she wasn't afraid of him.

      I was pumped up. I was going to solve this crime and clear my name. But what did I do about Rosemary?
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      After Dana left, my mind once again whirred with possibilities. You know that feeling you get when you think too hard? Or are trying to solve a really difficult math problem? In other words, brain fatigue and total confusion? I felt like I was living in that state, and all the coffee in the world couldn't make it better.

      I returned to my work, wondering exactly what, if anything, I should say to Rosemary when she came in.

      I didn't have to wonder long. Rosemary arrived for her shift right on time, humming happily.

      "You're in a chipper mood," I said to her as she stashed her purse in the usual drawer behind the counter. I noted, with unease, that she didn't "mistakenly" open the wrong drawer this time.

      "And why not?" She beamed and kept humming. "It's a beautiful spring day."

      I hadn't seen Rosemary this happy since before she and Jack broke up. This was not the morose Rosemary of the past few months. If I'd had any doubt that she was secretly back with Jack, it was gone now. Maybe it was wrong of me, but I seized my opportunity and pounced.

      "This is more than a beautiful weather mood." I swiveled in my chair to face her. "This is an I-got-Jack-back mood. You moved in awfully quickly. Earleen has been gone less than a week. What did you do—offer Jack a shoulder to cry on? You'd better be careful that you aren't the rebound girlfriend." I'd baited her on purpose. Now I watched closely.

      Rosemary puffed up. Her expression clouded over. "I didn't move in quickly. We've been back together for weeks—" She stopped herself and froze.

      "Weeks?" I folded my hands in my lap and stared her down.

      "You knew." She looked stunned. "How long?"

      "A while," I said cryptically. "Why did you keep it a secret? You could have told me."

      She collapsed onto the stool by my desk. "It happened. It just happened. Quickly and unexpectedly. Jack wasn't happy with Earleen. She was the rebound girl, not me. He missed me, and I missed him. We both realized we'd had a silly fight that got out of hand. We'd made a mistake breaking up."

      She fiddled with the hem of her blouse. "Jack was waiting for the right time to tell her. He knew she'd take it badly. And then she was murdered, and it just wouldn't look good to suddenly out ourselves. I was so muddled after I heard Earleen had been murdered that I walked around in a fog. I put the cereal in the fridge and the milk in the pantry one morning. I should have known the grapevine would get hold of the news about Jack and me."

      "Hmmm," I said, not mentioning that she and Jack hadn't been as discreet as they thought. "And did Jack tell her before she died? Did she suspect?" My tone was more piercing than I would have liked. My heart was pounding—would Rosemary lie?

      She shook her head. "Jack didn't tell her. She found out. She was on her early morning jog and saw Jack coming out of my place. She confronted him, and got angry, threatening to get him fired." Rosemary crossed her legs and bounced her foot, clearly nervous.

      "She confronted him right then?" I asked.

      "Yes."

      "When was this?"

      "Saturday morning before she was murdered." She stared into her lap. "Earleen was nasty. She got right up in his face. But Jack kept his cool. If I'd been him, I'd have been tempted to smack her. He went over to her place later that day to try to talk to her and calm her down and explain. But it got ugly again real fast. She threatened him again."

      Rosemary's foot just kept bouncing. She finally hazarded a glance at me. "I'm sorry, Jamie. Look, I know you're the prime suspect in Earleen's murder. And I don't believe you did it for a minute. Maybe I should have told you about Jack and me. And how Earleen threatened him. But I know Jack didn't kill Earleen. I couldn't force myself to put Jack in Ridge's sights, too."

      "How do you know Jack is innocent? Does he have an alibi?" I asked.

      "He was with me the morning of the murder." She lifted her chin.

      But I'd heard another story—that Jack had left her place early enough to kill Earleen. "What time was that?"

      She shrugged. "That morning? I don't know to the minute. Six, maybe? The garbage trucks had just been by. Jack moved my can from the street for me."

      I made a mental note to find out what time the garbage trucks had been by last Tuesday. I was pretty sure Ridge was already on it. But just in case. And also, what the route was—had they been past Rosemary's before mine?

      "Rosemary," I said gently, "be careful. I've heard Jack has a nasty temper and can be violent."

      "Violent!" Her foot stopped bouncing. She popped to her feet. "Who told you that? They're lying. I'd never be with anybody who would hurt me or my boy."

      I lifted an eyebrow, and Rosemary went white.

      She grabbed my arm. "He hit his ex-wife—once. Just one time. I'm not excusing him. It was horrible. He gave her a black eye and broke her nose. He was drunk and high. He's an alcoholic. It was a wake-up call. He couldn't believe he'd hit a woman, especially one he loved. He got sober. But the marriage was over. He hasn't had a drink or smoked in five years—"

      "Earleen knew all this?"

      Rosemary's eyes misted over. She nodded. "He made the mistake of telling her after they'd been together a month. When he thought…" She sighed heavily. "Jack's upfront about it with any woman he dates more than a few times. He told me soon after we started dating, too. But you can't tell anyone. Please."

      I didn't have the heart to tell her that if there'd been a police report, Ridge already knew. "It would look better for both of you if you and Jack told Ridge."

      "Me?" She looked suddenly frightened. "Why would it look bad for me? What do I have to do with it?"

      "Withholding information from the police?" It was good I was able to think on my feet. "It's for your own good, anyway. You want Ridge to clear Jack, don't you?"

      "I'll think about it," she said. "You aren't going to fire me, are you?" She looked and sounded so scared and pitiful.

      "Of course not. And I'm not going to blackmail you into talking to the police."

      She slumped with relief. "Thank you. I really need this job."

      Later that day, something she'd said stuck with me—she'd been in a fog, making mistakes and muddling through. Did that explain her suspicious behavior the day I saw her looking into the gun drawer? Or had she seen me spying on her and this was just a cover?

      Things were no clearer to me now. I did know one thing—I had to talk to Ridge and find out about the garbage schedule.

      

      Around two, I left Flourish in Rosemary's hands and headed home "for a late lunch." Really, I needed some private investigating time. I didn't want Rosemary, or Angel, to overhear me or know what I was up to. On the short walk to my house, I texted Ridge and told him to expect a visit from Rosemary and Jack soon. And for them to confess they were back together.

      I let myself into my house and tossed my keys on the kitchen table as I scrounged for a bite to eat and found the local number for the garbage company. Even in my small town, our garbage was collected by a huge national garbage conglomerate. Long gone were the days of a local garbage company.

      I made up an elaborate story about needing to know the garbage route so I could choose between several properties I was looking to buy. I was quite proud of myself. I rehearsed for a few minutes and called the garbage company. After negotiating my way through the option menu, I finally got to a live person.

      Happily, the customer service person was uninterested in my reasons for wanting the route. I expected her to deny my request, stating security reasons or something. But she emailed me a map of the garbage route for Cedar Valley and that was it. I asked her what time the garbage trucks left their facilities and started the route, and she told me. With that information in hand, I sent the map to my wireless printer. In less than a minute, I was at my kitchen table with a marker in hand, staring at the map and making mental calculations.

      I typed Rosemary's address and the starting address on the route into Google on my phone and had an approximate time from the start of the route to her house. I added in what I estimated was the amount of extra time it would take a garbage truck making stops at each house. Then I typed in Rosemary's address and mine and did the calculation again.

      A knock at the back kitchen door startled me. I looked up to find Ridge waving at me through the window in the door. I would have waved him in, but I was still jumpy and locking my doors for good measure, even when I was home. Maybe especially. I had to get up to let him in.

      "Still locking your doors?" His voice was deep and sexy. His tone was teasing, but there was an edge of relief to it.

      "Yeah." I stepped aside to let him in. "Having someone murdered in your front yard has that effect on people like me. If the killer wants to come back to finish me off, at least he'll have to break down my door or crash through a window. I am the only potential witness."

      "Have you remembered seeing something?" He was hot when he looked hopeful, like he did now.

      Who was I kidding? He was always hot. It was so hard not to see Rut in him and remember all the times Rut and I had—

      I cut that line of thought off. It did me no good.

      "No. If I had, you'd be the first person I told." I took my seat at the table. "Just exercising common sense."

      Ridge took the seat next to me and tapped the garbage route map on the table in front of me. "What's this?"

      "I guess I did remember something," I said, trying not to be affected by his nearness as we sat shoulder to shoulder. "I remembered hearing the garbage truck go by that morning. And I don't know whether it's only a suggested memory, a false memory, but I remember hearing a backfire about the same time. And then—"

      "What?"

      "Maybe I should wait until Rosemary and Jack talk to you."

      "Why don't you tell me first?" he said. "I'm more likely to get the truth out of you than them. It'll give me a yardstick to measure their story by."

      "Only more likely?" I said dryly. "I'm flattered."

      He grinned that sexy-as-sin grin of his. "Like it or not, you are a murder suspect. Tell me what you know."

      I told him everything I'd gathered from Rosemary, Wanda, and Dana.

      "Unfortunately, unless the garbage truck inexplicably took a different route that day, Rosemary's alibi, for both her and Jack, falls apart. She told me the garbage truck had just come by and Jack moved her can back off the curb for her." I pointed to the map. "Since the garbage truck goes past Rosemary's before it comes to mine, Jack could still have followed Earleen on her jog and shot her in front of my house. According to Google, he had plenty of time, even not figuring in extra for the stops the garbage trucks make. Rosemary would have had time, too."

      I sighed. "I'm no closer to solving this than I was right after it happened. Every path I go down dead-ends or leads me to more questions."

      I playfully shoulder-bumped him like I used to when we were kids studying together. "Okay. That's my part of show-and-tell. What do you have? I assume you have a reason for stopping by?"

      "I can't just stop by to see your beautiful face and chat with my good friend?" There was that playful, almost flirty look again.

      "You could. But I'd tell you to get back to work and solve this thing before you have to start visiting me in the state pen."

      "I stopped by the store," he said. "Rosemary told me you'd be here having lunch?" He looked around.

      "I grabbed an energy bar," I said. "Lunch was just an excuse to do some sleuthing."

      "I figured. Rosemary spilled and made a statement about her and Jack. She alibied him. And I suppose when I talk to him, he'll alibi her."

      "You dirty, lying devil! You set me up." I mock-glared at him. "By the way, according to my conversation with the garbage company and my map, their alibis are worthless." I looked him in the eye and batted my lashes. "Do our stories jibe?"

      He shrugged. "Nice try. They're close enough. That's all I can say. I wanted to get your opinion of her story.

      "Now you have it," I said. "Is that it? You don't have anything more?"

      "I have a line of inquiry and a theory I'm pursuing," he said—too casually.

      I crossed my arms. "Are you going to tell me what it is? Or leave it to my imagination? I can play twenty questions. If I must. I'm good at it."

      "Can't tell you. And twenty questions won't help. My lips are sealed."

      "Why do I feel like I'm having a one-sided conversation with you? I give you all my intel and you remain enigmatic. Friends tell each other secrets, you know."

      "And cops keep theirs to themselves. If my idea pans out," he said, "you'll know everything. I won't be able to stop myself from bragging about how I cracked this case."

      "Sounds like you," I said. "You always were a braggart."

      "Seriously, Jamers," he said, and rubbed his forehead like he was fighting a headache. "Contrary to popular belief, I've been working this case twenty-four/seven. I've barely slept."

      Until that moment, I'd been too self-absorbed to notice the traces of fatigue clinging to him. Or maybe it was that my attraction to him always rattled me. But I suddenly noticed the idea of dark circles beneath his eyes and the stubble on his cheeks.

      Ridge was the picture of perfect health. He'd always been the guy that could pull all-nighters without feeling the effect. As a cop, he worked all kinds of weird shifts, and none of it seemed to mess with him. That he was showing any signs of stress and sleep deprivation at all, however faint, was alarming. And touching at the same time. I knew he'd do his best to solve any murder. But I also realized he was putting in this Herculean effort for me. And because he didn't care for the trip to Purdy, where the dangerous female convicts were held.

      I lightly touched his arm. "Ridge, get some sleep and take care of yourself. You're no good to me dead on your feet."

      "I will. When this case is solved." He studied me. "Don't look so worried. I'm catching naps when I can. The case just won't leave me alone. My mind can't stop working on it. There's too much at stake."

      I leaned my head on his shoulder, like the old days. He put his arm around me. We sat like that for too long while I contemplated whether I should tell him everything else I knew. Finally, I lifted my head and cleared my throat. "There are rumors that Earleen and Artie were having an affair. They're not true."

      "Of course they're not true," Ridge said as if everyone should know it. "No one has ever been able to understand it, but Artie is truly in love with Phyllis and stupidly devoted to her. She may be too dumb to realize it, though. What's your proof?"

      I told him about the lingerie store, leaving out how I found out which store. He was smart enough not to ask.

      "So Earleen was helping Artie plan an anniversary surprise for Phyllis," I said. "Which, as you hinted at, doesn't leave her out from murdering Earleen in a crime of passion."

      "Hard to imagine Phyllis that passionate," Ridge said with a grimace that made me laugh. "Not that anyone would want to."

      "Yeah," I said. "Hey, another thing—Dana stopped by the store this morning and offered to sell me any of Culp's stock that I wanted at rock-bottom-going-out-of-business prices. She also offered to sell me the building. Not at such a discount, though, I imagine."

      Ridge lifted an eyebrow. "Huh."

      "Huh?" I said, a little indignant. "That's your entire comment?"

      He shrugged again. "I never thought Dana was so bad in high school. She didn't seem to hate you like Earleen did. She wants to dump the store, lock, stock, and barrel. You're a likely candidate to buy the stock. It's just business. Are you biting?"

      I frowned. "Now? How would that look? The last thing I need is people thinking I murdered Earleen so I could grab her pens and gift items for a steal."

      "Yeah, two motives." He whistled.

      I shoulder-bumped him again. "Dana seemed genuinely sorry for the way Phyllis is acting. She apologized for her."

      Ridge got a faraway look.

      "Ridge! Wake up."

      He startled.

      "I lost you for a minute. Take a nap, for heaven's sake. You can curl up on my sofa or nap in my guestroom."

      "I'm fine."

      "You are not." I glanced at the clock. "I have to get back to the shop."

      "I can't sleep on the job. I'd have to fire me, and that's no good. The next police chief might not be so sure you're innocent." He pushed back from the table. "I'll walk with you partway. I have someone else to talk to in town."
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      The moment I got back to Flourish, Rosemary had to run to pick her son up from school. It was a quiet day. Foot traffic was falling off at an alarming rate. Perk Me Up and the café and bakery both seemed busy enough. I chased my worries away and dug into one of the few commissioned projects I still had left. I was head down, deep into my work, when the door opened and Phyllis strode in. Not the person I wanted to see. But fortuitous. I didn't want to see her, but I needed to. This saved me the trouble of seeking her out.

      "There you are." Phyllis was loaded for bear. Her eyes blazed. Her jaw was set. As she charged over to my desk, I almost swore I saw smoke coming from her nostrils.

      I held my ground and looked at her calmly. "May I help you?"

      "Stop sticking your nose in Artie's and my business." Her voice was threateningly low.

      "I wasn't aware I was—"

      "You're spreading rumors that Artie and Earleen were having an affair."

      I tried very hard not to pale. I'd been listening to rumors, sure. But spreading them? Where did she hear that? Was someone throwing me under the bus? I opened my mouth to defend myself, but Phyllis cut me off.

      "FYI, I know my husband and my best friend. They weren't having an affair. Earleen was helping Artie plan an anniversary surprise for me—a cruise to the Bahamas and all the trimmings. I've known what they were up to for months. But I had to pretend not to. You can ask Sue LaRue if you like. I told her a month ago what kind of perfume to sell Artie if he came in."

      She rolled her eyes. "How dumb do people think I am? Talking behind my back like I don't know what was going on. Artie is the sweetest man alive, but he couldn't plan a romantic getaway without help to save his life. And he'd never make it as a spy. You don't think I found the receipts and saw the texts from Earleen?"

      She let out a huff. "People in this town gossip too much and get up in other people's business too often. Artie and I are just fine, thank you." She pointed at me again. "But if you ruin Artie's 'surprise' for me by going around asking questions and spreading rumors so that he has to defend himself and tell the truth, I will kill you. I promise." Her eyes filled with tears.

      I couldn't tell whether they were sentimental tears because of Artie's romantic streak or angry tears. It probably didn't matter. She'd just shattered her motive for murdering Earleen. And all without me having to ask her a single question.

      "Word to the wise," I said. "Threatening to kill anyone is dangerous these days, even if innocently done as a figure of speech."

      Phyllis turned red. I thought she might explode.

      "Anyway, not that I've been spreading rumors, but message received."

      Phyllis wasn't placated.

      I hitched my thumb toward the door, indicating she could use it.

      She held her ground. "I have another matter to discuss with you. I heard Dana paid you a visit this morning."

      "What if she did?" Phyllis' attitude galled me. "It's none of your business."

      "I think it is."

      I stood to meet her face to face. "If you have something to say, just say it."

      "She offered to sell you the stock from Culp's. I'm here to tell you you'll never get it. Dana wants to sell Culp's, which would have Earleen turning in her grave." She lifted her chin. "I won't stand for it. Artie and I are going to buy her house, the business, and the building." She tapped her chest. "I'm going to run Culp's."

      "Good for you," I said, feeling sick in the pit of my stomach. Now Phyllis could fill in for Earleen and accuse me of running her out of business. "It's not the best investment. But if you want to throw your money away and can afford it—"

      She took in such a deep breath that her chest puffed out like a proud rooster's. "You just can't stop digging at me, can you? You and all the other popular people from high school who still think they run this town."

      She pointed her finger in my face. I brushed it away.

      "As soon as things are settled, I'll have plenty of money. I was Earleen's best friend. I'm the beneficiary of her life insurance policy." Her expression went from angry to smug. "You don't seriously think she left everything to Dana, do you?"

      She thought she had me. But she was wrong. She'd just given both Artie and herself a motive for murder.

      Before I could reply, she turned on her heel, one could only assume preparing to storm out. But something at Perk Me Up caught her attention.

      I followed her line of sight to where Angel stood, open-mouthed, watching us. I hitched my thumb toward her. "I give you my witness. Should anything happen to me—"

      But Phyllis wasn't listening. Her eyes got a steely glint, the kind a supervillain gets when he spots his next victim. "And you, Angel. Mind your own business or I'll spill yours. Yes, I know your little secret. You think Earleen wouldn't tell me?"

      With that parting shot under her belt, Phyllis finally finished storming out, dramatically trying to slam the door behind her. Fortunately, after too many customers had let the door slam shut accidentally, I'd had Jack install soft-close hinges. There was no way to slam it now. But it was fun to watch Phyllis try.

      I watched her go and turned to Angel, who'd gone ghostly white. Oh, boy. Not good. Angel wasn't easy to scare. Rumor had it that she had more than a few relatives with Mafia ties. If that didn't scare her, why did this?

      I went to Angel and pulled her into a hug. "All right. We're friends. Spill it. What did Earleen have on you? And was she blackmailing you with it?"

      Angel glanced around nervously. "Not here." She grabbed my arm. "Come with me." She turned to the two young people who worked for her. "I'll be in the back if you need me."

      I followed her through her storeroom to her back office. She closed the door and leaned against her desk, almost slumping in defeat.

      I leaned against the wall, watching her, trying to be patient while she composed herself. To be honest, though, I was dreading what she was about to tell me. I didn't want my good friend to have a strong motive to murder Earleen. It was enough that she had opportunity and access to my gun. "So?"

      Angel blew out a breath. "I have another kid that no one knows about. Well, no one. Dan knows. Now. I had to tell him after Earleen threatened to." She sighed heavily. "But my other kids don't."

      I didn't take a chance interrupting her.

      "I had him when I was seventeen. It was an accident, obviously." She stared into the distance. "I'm Catholic, as you know. I couldn't abort. I gave him up and went on with my life. Then, six months ago, he found me. He's twenty-two. He lives in Seattle. He's had a few problems lately."

      She glanced at me. "All those funerals I've been going to?" She shook her head. "I've been covering for going to see my son and helping him. We'll tell the kids, eventually. But they're both going through things of their own right now. Puberty is a tough time. We don't want to add to it. When the time is right…"

      My eyes popped wide open. Of all the things I'd imagined, this wasn't one. "I—"

      "Don't say anything. There's nothing to say. Earleen saw me with my son one day. I was at U Village having lunch with him. She was there, I don't know, buying something for Phyllis? I think that's what she said.

      "Earlier I'd made the mistake of buying him a birthday card at Culp's. Even though it was just generic, not 'for my son,' she put two and two together, adding with my other mistake—I forgot to buy sympathy cards for my 'dead aunts'' families at Culp's like I had for my real deceased relatives. Earleen had a sixth sense about these things."

      And so here was Angel's motive at last. I felt sick about it.

      "What did she want for her silence?" I asked, heart pounding, heartsick for Angel.

      "The usual," Angel said. "Power. Stand behind her ideas. Vote her way in our mutual clubs and associations. And she wanted me to pass little bits of gossip along at the store to just the right person at just the right time. A little gem here that would hurt the competition, or one of her perceived enemies. A little nugget there to help her interests.

      "On the surface, it sounds innocuous. But she told me what to say and who to say it to. It was evil, really, what she was doing to people. A game to her. And she enjoyed it. I didn't want to play it. But I did. And it was getting worse. All I had to do to stop it was come clean. At least with my children. But I couldn't do it. Not yet. So I remained her pawn to play."

      "Oh, Angel." I stepped forward and hugged her again. "I'm sorry. And you don't have to worry—I won't tell anyone."

      "I know you won't."

      "I won't hold it over you, either." I let her go.

      "It's a relief to tell someone besides Dan. I'm sorry I lied to you about all my dead aunts. You were beginning to figure it out. You trapped me in my web of lies. Yeah, I noticed."

      "Sorry." Earleen's note to herself made sense now.

      And, unfortunately, Angel had motive and no alibi. This was terrible. I wasn't eliminating suspects. I was getting higher-caliber motives for all of them.

      "Anyone in particular who was in Earleen's sights?" I asked, hoping she could point that finger at someone else.

      "You mean anyone who could have a motive for wanting her dead?"

      I nodded.

      "Half the town, Jamie. Half the town." Angel winced as she said, "But she really had it in for Rosemary. I think she always sensed Jack's heart belonged to her."
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      That evening, I called Nora and filled her in on the day's events.

      "Talk to Dana's boys," she suggested. "Ask them whether they shot the quote, and if so, how they got it and who gave it to them."

      "It's a good thought, but I'm not sure it would prove anything. For one thing, they could lie. For another, even if they shot up one of the numbered posters, it doesn't mean someone else didn't also shoot one up." I stopped myself short. "But if they did shoot one up and they still have it, it would at least tell us that someone else is responsible for the holey quote. If they ditched it somewhere…"

      "Exactly," Nora said. "It might tell us something."

      "Ridge," I said. "He must have interviewed them. Unfortunately, he's not telling me anything."

      "You could ask him? Maybe sweet-talk him into telling you?"

      "I can't sweet-talk him into anything right now." I ran my fingers through my hair, thoroughly frustrated.

      "You have to find a way," Nora said.

      "Yes," I said, my mind whirring. Ridge had made it pretty clear he was treating the threat to me by way of the shot-up poster as a separate crime. Maybe he was hinting he'd talk about that crime?

      After I got off the phone to Nora, I called Ridge, waking him from a nap. "I feel terrible for disturbing you."

      "Don't. What's up?"

      "I was thinking about the BB'd poster crime you're investigating. Did you interview Dana's boys?"

      "I was wondering when you were going to ask," he said sleepily. "Yeah. I did. They admitted using one like it, anyway, for target practice. They found it in Earleen's garage, they said. They remembered that it had a number written in the corner, but not what the number was.

      "When they were done with it, they didn't want to get in trouble. So they ditched it in the woods near Earleen's. We looked for it. But didn't find any trace of it. We also ran a forensic test on the poster from your door. It has traces of wood residue on it. But that doesn't prove anything. The boys pinned the poster to a tree. Anyone else could have done the same.

      "We also questioned the boys to see if they remembered or could identify the shots they'd made that had hit the target. Neither of them remembered. They were on a spree that day, shooting everything and anything they could find. I don't think they took the trouble to memorize their target. And why would they?"

      "That's not helpful," I said. "Except for the part where it was in Earleen's garage. Why did she have a copy? Maybe, despite her protests, she was the one who threatened me?"

      "I guess we'll never know. Dana claimed no knowledge of the poster. And Earleen is dead. The boys only said they found it rolled up in a cardboard tube in the garage. The little hellions thought it would be fun to shoot up a heart."

      I shivered at the metaphor. "Why is every path we go down a dead end? And every crime unsolvable?"

      "Don't give up, Jamers. Something will break eventually. It usually does."

      But I didn't have twenty or thirty years to wait. "Go back to sleep, Ridge. And put your phone on do not disturb. Sweet dreams. Good night."

      After I got off the phone with Ridge, I tried to fit what I'd learned from him into what I knew. But it didn't make sense.

      Frustrated, I updated my list of suspects with the new information I'd gathered over the day:

      Angel

      Motive: Earleen was blackmailing her, threatening to tell the town about her out-of-wedlock son.

      Access to my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. Wouldn't want to be convicted of murder. But wouldn't want me convicted of it, either. Which gave her a reason to dispose of my gun.

      Artie

      Motive: Financial. He and Phyllis inherit a pile of money from Earleen's life insurance. Enough to set Phyllis up with her own business and buy Earleen's larger house.

      Probable knowledge of my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. His wife would be eager to frame me and get rid of competition to Culp's.

      Phyllis

      Motive: Financial and jealousy. By eliminating Earleen, she could step into Earleen's shoes, home, and business, and live her life.

      Access to my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. Wouldn't want to be convicted of murder, which could explain why she got rid of the gun. Would be happy to frame me.

      Rosemary

      Motive: Jealousy—hated Earleen for stealing Jack. Financial—Wanted to stop Earleen from ruining Jack's career and preventing him from getting his bonus.

      Access to my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. Wouldn't want to be convicted of murder. But wouldn't want me convicted of it, either, as I employ her. Which gave her a reason to dispose of my gun.

      Jack

      Motive: Similar to Rosemary. Financial. Wanted to stop Earleen from ruining his life in Cedar Valley and chasing him out of town.

      Access to my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. Wouldn't want to be convicted of murder. But wouldn't necessarily want me convicted of it, either. For Rosemary's sake, at least. Which gave him a reason to dispose of my gun.

      Dana

      Motive: Financial? But she doesn't need the money.

      Knowledge of my gun. Access to the shot-up quote. Wouldn't want to be convicted of murder. Which gave her a reason to dispose of my gun.

      I had to be missing something. There had to be something, some clue somewhere that pointed to the killer. I just couldn't see it yet.

      

      Wednesday

      Tuesday was a bust as far as gathering more information or clues that would help me solve Earleen's murder. Wednesday dawned with the ominous feeling that I only had a week left to clear myself or be kicked out of the bridal fair. It was also the day of my monthly wine and hand lettering event. Just a few weeks ago I'd been happily anticipating and planning for it. Now I was dreading it, fearing Wanda and I would be the only two to show up. I had no doubt Wanda intended to keep her word, but she could only twist arms so far.

      I got several cancellations and requests for refunds throughout the day. Losing customers and commissions was becoming a horrible daily ritual. On the plus side, I also got some new registrations. Wanda's arm-twisting was apparently working.

      I closed shop at five and went home for dinner. With some trepidation, I returned to Flourish at six thirty to set up for the evening. Rosemary arrived to help me get ready. Jack was apparently watching her boy. We hauled in cases of local red and white wines. We set up stations for the maximum twenty people just like we expected a full crowd. I mean, there was a definite chance that many of our registered guests wouldn't show up. We put out the cheeses, snacks, plates, napkins, and wine glasses.

      Every guest got a Flourish wine glass as part of the package. I'd done the hand lettered logo and quote on it myself. I wondered whether anyone would want theirs tonight or if I'd end up with a bunch of casually discarded used glasses. It usually wasn't a problem. Most nights the guests wanted to buy extra glasses, which I gladly sold them.

      A few minutes before seven, Wanda arrived with a group of ten women—my regulars. I was silently grateful for Wanda's powers of persuasion and influence. She hadn't let me down. They were a laughing, boisterous, if slightly nervous and self-conscious bunch tonight. They did their best to hide it, but I felt the tension all the same. My infamous local celebrity status was affecting all of us.

      Auntie Opal followed them in, leaning heavily on her cane, an elderly friend in tow. Opal had a ton of friends. It was impossible to keep up with them. It was possible I'd met this one before, but I couldn't be sure.

      "Auntie Opal!" I hugged her. "What are you doing here? I didn't see your name on the guest list. And you know you don't need to pay."

      "Bah," she said. "I knew you wouldn't let me pay. So I used Mabel's name and signed up as her guest. Mabel, meet my great-niece, Jamie, the famous hand letterer. She's a YouTube sensation. Has a huge following. Jamie, Mabel. She was on my tour of Scotland last year. We became great friends in Edinburgh." She elbowed Mabel gently and winked at her.

      I wondered what kind of trouble they'd gotten up to.

      "Mabel came all the way up from Tacoma for this class," Opal said. "We're having a girls' night. I hope the wine is good."

      "I always serve the best." I winked at her.

      Mabel was one of those elderly ladies who still wore the same hairstyle she had in her early adult years. In this case, a sixties beehive. She was a stout old woman, like Auntie Opal, with snowy-white hair. When I leaned close to take her hand and hug her, I smelled a vaguely familiar scent that reminded me of old lady and roses. Before I could place where I'd smelled it before, Dana walked in, dragging Phyllis with her.

      "Are we in the right place?" Dana smiled around at the women gathered in the room.

      Phyllis stood stiffly by her side, clearly a woman who was at the event under duress and would be drinking as much wine as it took to get through the evening.

      "Dana! So nice of you to come." I greeted her with a quick smile and a squeeze of her hands. It was obvious she was making a point of supporting me too. And forcing Phyllis to make amends. I was moved by her effort.

      "I registered us at the last minute," she said with a laugh. "By which I mean, I was walking by, saw the crowd, and decided that Phyllis and I should join in the fun. I hope you don't mind."

      "No. I'm delighted. Phyllis, good to see you, too."

      Before I could say more, Angel, who'd just closed Perk Me Up and locked her side of our joint wall, came in through the front door carrying a tray of scones left from the day and a carafe of coffee. "I hope I'm welcome, too?"

      I hugged her. "Thanks for coming. And bringing coffee."

      We were just settling in when Sue LaRue came in. "I'm not late, am I?"

      "You're right on time." I hugged her.

      Nora breezed in right after her. I was moved by the show of support from my friends and fellow townspeople. We had a full house.

      While I greeted the guests, Rosemary poured and handed out wine liberally. I began the lesson, acting as normal and carefree as possible. It wasn't long before the ladies forgot their misgivings and inhibitions. Hand lettering and wine both had that calming, bonding effect on people. The women were soon working, laughing, and talking. I went around from person to person, looking at their projects and offering suggestions and help.

      Sue LaRue was seated next to Mabel and across from Auntie Opal. When I came by, they were engaged in a lively conversation.

      Sue leaned across Mabel to stop a brush marker from rolling off the table. "Is that Madame Rose you're wearing?" Sue asked her.

      Mabel's eyes went wide. She looked pleased. "Yes, I am. How did you know? Is it a favorite of yours?"

      "I'm something of a perfume expert," Sue said with a small smile. "I own the local perfumery. Guessing the scents people are wearing is something of a little game I play with myself. It's not as easy as it sounds. So many perfumes smell similar. And, of course, every scent smells different on each individual. Body chemistry influences it. And the other scents they're wearing—their deodorant, shampoo, lotion. But it's a lovely, classic scent. It smells delightful on you. I sell it in my store, you know."

      "Oh, it is a classic," Mabel agreed. "I've worn it since I was young."

      I had to hide my smile. "Classic" meant old-fashioned and out of date in Sue's lingo.

      "It's a lovely light pink color in the bottle," Mabel said, swirling the bit of wine in the bottom of her glass. She'd had a glass each of white and red and then another of white. The residue of red in her glass blended in her wine glass with the white to give it a lovely pink color. "About this shade." She held the glass up. "I love pink. That's a bonus, in my opinion. It looks pretty on my bathroom counter."

      "And the bottle is simply adorable," Sue said. "Shaped like an open rose. I do love perfume bottles. I collect them, you know. Some of them are absolute pieces of art."

      My heart stopped. An open, rose-shaped bottle. I made a pretense of stopping to admire Mabel's lettering and offering her suggestions. But what I really wanted was another good whiff of her. Which I got. "Oh, that is a lovely scent on you," I told her.

      Yes, I know that scent. And I was pretty sure I knew where I'd smelled it before and why it seemed familiar. And why I hadn't immediately put two and two together.
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      I had a hard time maintaining my composure during the rest of the evening. Had a hard time smiling and pretending nothing was wrong. We were in the presence of a very cunning killer. Oh, yes, I knew who the killer was. How to prove it was the problem. How not to give myself away was another.

      I itched to call Ridge and tell him. Beg him to come and make an arrest. Talk it over with him and make sure I wasn't mistaken. But suddenly I was aware of my every move being watched. Time developed the quality of sludge—it moved so slowly and thickly. At times, I thought the evening would never end.

      I decided I'd call Ridge as soon as everyone left. I couldn't even text him now without giving myself away. He'd call me back no matter how cryptic I tried to be. I couldn't risk the killer hearing. I had no idea what she was capable of. I didn't think she was dangerous here. But there was no way I'd take a chance of endangering any of the dear women who'd come up to support me and have fun.

      Patience is a virtue, I reminded myself, seeing it artistically lettered in my head.

      The evening technically was scheduled to end at nine, but people left when they finished up and wanted to go. Rosemary's son went to bed at eight thirty. She had to leave at eight to pick him up from Jack and get him in bed on time. He had school in the morning. I would have to clean up on my own.

      Angel left next. She had kids to take care of, too, and make sure were getting their homework done. Then Phyllis and Dana left. Phyllis looked like she was making a prison break and hoped to reach the gates before being caught. Auntie Opal and Mabel left next. Mabel had to drop Opal off before heading back to Tacoma. Then Sue headed home. Just before nine, Wanda and her crew helped tidy up and headed out, once again laughing and bragging about whose lettering was best.

      I locked up after them and pulled my phone out of my pocket. Trembling, I called Ridge. His phone rang once, twice—

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I heard a movement behind me. Phone still to my ear, I swung around just as someone cold-cocked me from behind. I felt blinding pain. And then the world went black.

      

      When I came to, I was in the back seat of a moving vehicle. A new luxury sedan with sleek leather seats and temperature control, and a high-end surround-sound music system. Soft jazz was playing, but this was no pleasure cruise. I knew exactly whose car I was in. I felt like was going to be sick, partly from riding in a car and being unable to see the road. Partly due to the blow to my head. I swallowed hard against the rising nausea and lifted my head.

      Dana looked at me in her rearview mirror. "Oh. You're awake." Her face fell.

      "Sorry to disappoint." My hands were bound with Dana's silk scarf. She must have improvised. And who knew she could tie such killer knots? She'd never been a good Girl Scout.

      "I was hoping to dispose of you while you were still unconscious. Easier for both of us." She pouted. "The truth is—I've always liked you, Jamie. I'm sorry this has to end this way. We could have been friends."

      "Just to be clear—by dispose, I assume you mean kill?"

      She sighed. "I'm afraid so. There's too much at stake. And you know too much now."

      My head throbbed. I tried to think. How did I get out of this? Where were my pepper spray and Kubotan when I needed them? I had to keep her talking. Find out what I could.

      "What do you mean by too much? How much do you think I know?" I said. "I figured out it was you just this evening at the event. You were the last person I suspected. I know you killed Earleen. I just don't know why. Supposedly you two were close and you don't need the money."

      "Don't I?" She turned left abruptly.

      It was dark out now. I'd been unconscious during the critical first part of the journey when I might have gotten a clue where she was headed by the direction she took out of town. It was hard to tell where she was going now. Probably somewhere along the river where she could kill me and dump my body in the rapidly flowing current. My phone was gone. I could only hope Ridge would get suspicious that I'd called and somehow come after me.

      "You don't need money that I know of," I said. "When the startup your husband works for goes public, you'll be filthy rich. That's the gossip, anyway."

      "Yes." She spat the word out. "True. If the idiot doesn't get himself fired and arrested for embezzlement first."

      "Oh," I said.

      She set her jaw and nodded. "I had no idea. He keeps our finances tight to his chest. Everything's wonderful, dear. Spend what you like." She slapped the steering wheel.

      "I see," I said. "You need the money from the sale of Earleen's little house and the business to pay back what he's embezzled before anyone audits the books and traces the pilfering to him."

      "You're a quick study." Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me in the mirror again.

      "I assume there was no other way. But poor Earleen—"

      "Poor Earleen was a pathetic case of incompetent jealousy. Grandpa never should have left the store to her. She was going to lose it. She had no business sense and even less common sense. She was throwing good money after bad and going out of business faster and faster. It was ridiculous.

      "Grandpa should have realized the business was going out of the family one way or another. I could have sold Culp's for a healthy profit right after Grandpa died and had money of my own to deal with this situation without involving Earleen."

      Wow. Involving Earleen. That was a delicate way of dancing around taking responsibility for killing her.

      "You've been watching me," I said. "Playing up to me to see what I knew and what I was figuring out."

      She nodded. "You were so cute playing detective. I didn't count on you being so good at it. I was hoping you'd let it be. Let Earleen's murder become an unsolved cold case. I got rid of the weapon, your gun. It will never be found. There were no witnesses. I was throwing suspicion on anyone I could think of—Phyllis and Artie, Rosemary and Jack, Angel, you."

      Like cousin, like cousin.

      "It was the perfect crime. I only wanted to throw suspicion off myself. I never wanted anyone charged or convicted wrongly of my crime."

      "I would have let it go," I said. "I wanted to. But I kept being dragged back into it. I was going to lose my business—"

      "That horrible Phyllis. Trying to get you thrown out of the bridal fair. I really was trying to stop her from ruining you. That wasn't the plan."

      "Thanks." I leaned my head back and breathed deeply, still fighting waves of nausea.

      "How did you know it was me? What tipped you off tonight? I was so careful." Dana made a right turn onto a dark, narrow road.

      "The perfume," I said. "Mabel and her perfume, Madame Rose."

      "Care to explain? I need the entertainment."

      "First tell me how you got back in to Flourish," I said. "I locked the back door."

      "You did. But I unlocked it when I went back to use the restroom. I sneaked back in and hid after I left, waiting for the rest of the ladies to leave."

      "Brilliant."

      "Thank you," she said. "Your turn. The perfume?"

      I took another deep breath. "All right. I'd smelled that perfume before. Mabel's perfume and appearance and her conversation with Sue reminded me where and when.

      "On the morning before Earleen's murder, after I found that quote taped to my door, I bumped into an old lady in front of the bakery. She smelled like roses. Like that perfume, but with overtones of other scents. When Sue said the smell of perfume was influenced by other scented products people wore, I realized what those other scents were—the scent of your shampoo and deodorant. I smelled them when I greeted you this evening, mingling with the perfume you usually wear. I realized the old lady was you, and that's when you stole my gun. Which I suspected was the weapon in the murder."

      Dana glanced at me again, looking impressed. "Not much to go on, really."

      "There's more," I said. "Sue told me you bought a cheap bottle of perfume as a gift for Earleen. She told you it wasn't Earleen's scent or to her tastes. You told her it was your grandma's signature scent and it would remind Earleen of her.

      "That's not true, of course. Earleen hated Madame Rose, and I doubt your grandma wore it. Earleen was a perfume lover. She knew how to store perfume. And yet, for some reason, she put this perfume in the worst environment for it—in her bathroom in the direct sunlight from the bathroom window.

      "But it wasn't Earleen who actually put it there—it was you. As elegant as you pretend to be, you don't know how to care for perfume. And you didn't pay attention to how your cousin did."

      "How did you know that?"

      "Let's just say a little bird told me."

      Ridge, where are you?

      "You're smart," I said to distract her from figuring out I'd been in Earleen's house. "And you were excellent in drama in high school. You can act and you know how to dress up. You always had the best Halloween costumes. You decided to use your skills to play a part of a practically invisible person—an old-lady tourist. You wanted authenticity. You wanted the whole package. You needed an old-lady smell for your old-lady disguise. It was you I bumped into that morning. You dressed as an old lady. That's why you wouldn't meet my eye.

      "Your plan was simple, but brilliant. You needed a weapon that couldn't be traced to you. You needed to throw suspicion on me. You knew, like everyone else, that I kept my gun at the store. You were one of the few people, though, who knew where my secret hiding place was. Earleen told you. So you set up the distraction. Your boys found a poster of one of my limited-edition quotes in Earleen's garage—"

      "Yeah," she said, smiling. She was enjoying hearing me tell her story. "That was Artie's. Earleen was keeping it for him until his stupid, pedestrian cruise, when he planned to give it to Phyllis. He'd given another copy to Phyllis five or so years ago for Valentine's Day. It was their quote, apparently. Like their song? Silly." Dana shook her head. "Unfortunately, her original copy had been damaged. He would have bought another copy from you, but Earleen convinced him not to. She hated you that much. She found this copy for a steal on eBay. Artie was going to surprise Phyllis with it on their trip. Earleen was furious when the boys used it for target practice. I offered to replace it, of course. And took it off her hands."

      "And blotted out the number so it couldn't be traced," I said.

      "I'm nothing if not thorough," she said. "Tell me more. I'm fascinated."

      "It's pretty simple. You dressed like the old lady and taped the quote to my door just before I showed up. You knew Angel was out that morning, so there would be no eyes on you from Perk Me Up. You knew I'd need coffee and have to go to the bakery for it. You knew Earleen would be there, as usual. You figured I'd see the quote and, not having had enough coffee, and being upset, I would rush to the bakery without locking up. Where I'd confront Earleen and blame her. And I did exactly that. Which gave you time to sneak in and steal my gun and leave without being seen. You're a good study of human nature and people's habits."

      "I am brilliant," she said, sounding pleased with herself. "Except for the perfume. I guess that was over the top. Authentic but, unfortunately, traceable. My Achilles heel."

      "The next morning, you followed Earleen on her jog and shot her as she jogged past my house. Then you put another holey quote in her hand to make it look like she was going to post another one on my door. You didn't want anyone challenging my assumption that Earleen was harassing me."

      "You have it almost right," Dana said. "I hadn't meant to kill Earleen that morning, and certainly not on your lawn. But she forced my hand. She found a box of your notecards in my room, including one I'd punched holes in myself to make it look like it had been used for target practice, too. In case I needed to 'threaten' you again."

      The notecards! I remembered them from my search of Earleen's house and the photos I'd taken. That was how they fit in.

      "Earleen figured out that I'd pinned that quote to your door. She wasn't an intellectually curious woman. She didn't care why I did. Though if she thought about it, she should have. She was simply indignant at being unjustly accused of something she didn't do. She's always been like that." Dana rolled her eyes and looked to me for confirmation.

      "Yeah," I said. "That sounds like Earleen, all right."

      Dana smiled. "Earleen grabbed one of the cards and jogged off to your house to clear her good name and tell you I was behind the prank. That's all she thought it was, stupid woman.

      "I couldn't have that. That would ruin my whole carefully crafted plan. So I had to kill her sooner, and more crudely, than I'd originally planned." She pulled over and stopped the car. "I think that about covers it. We're here!" She glanced at me again. "Don't look so scared. I promise. This will be painless."

      She grabbed her purse and a water bottle she had in her cup holder. She pulled some pills from her purse and poured them into her palm. "Happy pills I have left over from my oral surgery last fall. They use them instead of general anesthesia. Take a few of these and you won't have a care in the world. They won't knock you out, but you'll feel no fear and no pain."

      No pain? There was going to be pain? Of course there was going to be pain.

      She left her headlights on, pointing toward the river. The forest was black around us. If I could somehow get free and disappear into the dark outside the path of the headlights…

      Dana grabbed something from the passenger seat and got out of the car. My heart pounded in my ears as she came around, leaned the something gently against the car, and got into the back seat next to me. She uncapped the bottle and held the pills in the palm of her hand out to me.

      I shook my head. "Without a prescription? That doesn't even look like the right dose. Don't you need to weigh me or something first?"

      "Come on, Jamie. Don't be a hero. There's no one here to save you and no way to escape." She nudged the pills toward my lips. "Make this easy on yourself. Go out calm and relaxed."

      And, she may as well have added, docile. Pills that made me relaxed, but didn't knock me out? It sounded to me like she wanted me to march calmly to the river, where she would hit me over the head again and push me in to drown.

      She was surprisingly calm. Her voice was also amazingly soothing and sympathetic. Especially for someone who was trying to kill me.

      If I swallowed those pills, my escape plan was toast unless I acted quickly once I got out of the car.

      "You wouldn't happen to have some anti-nausea meds, too?" I asked, trying not to panic. "Something simple and over-the-counter? Dramamine, maybe? It helps with dizziness, too." And I needed all the help I could get.

      She patted my shoulder. "No, sorry, sweetie. Just take these and none of that will matter."

      I thought about fighting her right there. But I also weighed my odds of success in this position and came up wanting.

      Maybe if I were less nauseated. Less dizzy. Less boxed in and bound. But right now, I was at a definite disadvantage and still stalling for time, hoping Ridge had picked up that call and heard something that alerted him to the danger I was in.

      I opened my mouth and let her shove the pills in.

      She held the water bottle to my lips. I gulped the water down awkwardly, dribbling as I drank. I sputtered, but somehow the pills went down.

      "The pills act quickly." It was almost like she was talking to herself. "We'll just give them a little time to work their magic."

      She was trying to hide it, but she was nervous and impatient to get this over and get out of here. Maybe there was a way to exploit that.

      "More water?" she asked.

      I shook my head, desperately plotting a way to save myself.

      "Any last requests while we wait?" she asked.

      "I get a last meal?"

      She laughed. "You were always funny, Jamie. Always quick with a comeback. No food. I meant music. A last song? I have all the streaming services. Something you want to know?"

      "Yeah," I said. "I think I grasp the plan here—you march me to the river, hit me over the head with whatever you leaned against the car, then toss me in the river. It's supposed to look like I bashed my head on a rock and drowned. How are you going to explain why I went to the river in the first place?"

      "Why will I have to explain?" she said, looking genuinely confused. "No one but you suspects me in Earleen's murder. Why would they suspect me of yours? What people guess about why you went to the river is no concern of mine."

      "Good point." I blinked. A pleasant, mellow feeling was beginning to creep over me. My fear began to subside. If I wanted to live, I had to seize this twilight time when I was becoming fearless and still had enough of my senses to act.

      The smart thing for her to do was keep me in the car until the drugs kicked in enough to make me pliable. If I could fool her into thinking the drugs had kicked in faster than they had…

      I made my eyes unfocused and let my head loll. "I like your car. It's comfortable. Anyone ever tell you that you have good taste in cars?"

      "All the time," she said sweetly, relaxing. "You remember? I had a great car in high school."

      I nodded, bobbing my head like I was drugged and dreamy. "Everyone envied you." A wave of nausea welled up. I swallowed it down.

      She studied me. "You still look a little green." She sounded like she suddenly regretted not having any Dramamine on her. "Let's get you out and get some fresh air. I can't have you throwing up in here."

      She wrestled me out her pretty luxury sedan. I'd always admired it. I was wobbly on my feet. Probably the wine didn't help and shouldn't have been mixed with Dana's happy pills.

      The cool air hit me with a shock. Dana had to hold me up. She'd stood me up too fast. My head spun. I saw spots before my eyes. It was too much. I threw up all over Dana's expensive designer shoes.
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      Dana swore and jumped back. She grabbed the something she'd leaned against the car. It took me only a second to identify its distinctive shape in the dark—a tire iron. Why did cars come equipped with murder weapons? Why? In the unlikely event I got out of this alive, I was going to lobby the car manufacturers for less-lethal tire irons.

      Now that I'd thrown up most of my antianxiety happy drugs, I had a fighting chance. Or at least a better one.

      It was black around us. Dana pulled me into the beam of her headlights and shuffled me toward the sound of the river. Dana's grip on me was tight, too tight for me to escape. I was still nauseated and dizzy and becoming mellower by the moment. Apparently I hadn't thrown up enough of those meds. If I'd been in a more anxious state, I might have fought her. But I was chill and becoming chiller by the moment. She'd have to let go of me for a moment to hit me with that iron. That was when I'd have to run.

      At the brink of the riverbank, Dana stopped short. "This is where your journey ends."

      Oh, boy. I don't like this. I swallowed hard, fighting to keep my survival instinct alive as my anxiety and sense of reality slipped away.

      She shoved me forward and raised her tire iron. I stumbled away, feeling like I was in a slasher movie. One of the dumb kids who just had to go out at night.

      A rumble approaching overhead momentarily distracted us both. The distinctive thunder of a helicopter approaching sliced the peace of the night forest. Its searchlight scanned the road and forest as it raced toward us overhead. The cavalry was coming. If only I had a flare.

      Dana froze as a pair of headlights swung into view down the dark road, then another, temporarily blinding me and silhouetting her.

      Ridge, I hope that's you.

      Dana looked around, her panic evident. She hadn't counted on this development. I could read her thought process—where could she run? Where could she hide? Did she kill me first? Would that slow her down too much?

      I had to stop her. And stay out of the way of that tire iron. I did the only thing I could think of—I kicked her in the stomach as hard as I could. Off balance and still dizzy, I toppled, full force, onto my butt on the moist dirt and grass at the top the riverbank.

      Dana let out an oomph and made gagging, gasping noises as she dropped the tire iron out of my reach and clenched her stomach.

      Wimp. You can dish it, but you can't take it.

      The first car pulled to a stop, lights aimed at us. Ridge jumped out of the car. Another police car pulled up behind him. Matt Stewart got out of it, a flashlight in hand.

      Dana recovered enough to catch her breath. Uninhibited by happy pills, her survival instinct kicked right in. She looked around wildly, glancing between the forest and the river as if deciding between the lesser of two evils. Ridge, Matt, and their cars were between her and the forest.

      There was no one between her and the river. She slipped off her shoes and ran down the bank into it, arms pumping like an Olympic track star. I had to hand it to her—she had good running form. If she could make it deep enough into the dark water, she had a chance of escaping. She was a decent swimmer and, like all of us who'd grown up here, familiar with the river. If she could make it downriver, she could find a place to get out and disappear.

      Ridge drew his gun and yelled at Dana to freeze. Matt trained his flashlight on her.

      She didn't listen to Ridge. I didn't expect her to. Probably Ridge didn't, either. But it was his job.

      Dana kept plowing into the river, daring Ridge to shoot her in the back.

      Ridge swore. He couldn't do it, and Dana knew it. But he took off after her.

      She has too big a lead on him, I thought, idly and calmly. She's going to get away.

      I heard Matt on the phone to the chopper, telling it to keep Dana in its spotlight.

      I was beginning not to care about any of it. More of Dana's happy pills must have stayed down than I thought. I had no worries. If she got away? Eh. Who cares? Odd. But why fight it?

      Dana was in waist-deep now. She dove in, swimming toward the center of the river to catch the strongest current.

      Oh, but she'd chosen the wrong spot of the river for an escape. The right spot to dump a body like mine. The current was strong and would carry a body away. But it didn't care whether that body was dead or alive. Either worked.

      The river caught Dana and pulled her under. Yeah, there was a dangerous undertow in this part of the river. Everyone knew that. It took a minute, but I figured it out—she had taken me to the most dangerous spot in the river. The spot with more drownings than any other, the notorious bowl and bend.

      At the riverbank, Ridge shrugged off his jacket.

      "No! Don't, Ridge," I screamed at him, frustrated my hands were still bound. I couldn't cup them and make my voice louder. "Don't. The undertow is deadly."

      He'd be swept away, too. And even though I didn't feel as worried as I should I have, a part of me, deep in my heart and soul, knew that I couldn't lose him, too. I couldn't stand losing both Rut and Ridge.

      Dana bobbed back up and screamed for help.

      Ridge didn't listen to me. But by the time he kicked his shoes off, Dana's screams had stopped. The river pulled her under. Ridge stood on the bank, looking for her and calling her name.

      Danas bob, but they don't bob back, I thought. Yeah, I was becoming silly.

      We waited, but she didn't reappear.

      The copter's spotlight crisscrossed the river, searching for her. Ridge stood on the riverbank staring out at the river as he slipped his shoes on. Matt joined him.

      I struggled to my feet and cleared my throat, hoping someone might notice me and untie me. The moist ground was cold. Dana had been right—I wasn't afraid and no longer nauseated.

      Ridge finally turned, pulled out his phone, and walked back to me. He yelled to Matt to call the King County marine rescue unit. He wasn't giving up on Dana just yet. But I knew it was going to be a body recovery, not a rescue mission.

      I was a mess. I had grass in my hair. My mouth tasted foul. And if I wasn't mistaken, there was blood matted in my hair at the back of my head where Dana had initially clobbered me at the shop, probably with the same tire iron.

      I held my hands out to Ridge. "Untie me, cowboy?"

      His eyes narrowed. "You seem remarkably calm and happy for someone who's just been through what you have."

      I shrugged and smiled. Almost dying seemed like an inconsequential thing at that moment. "I'm happy to be alive. Isn't that enough?"

      He took my hands and made short work of untying Dana's knots. Ridge had always been good with knots.

      When my hands were free, I threw myself into his arms and pressed my head against his chest, listening to the reassuring thumping of his heart. Feeling the warmth of his arms like I had the tens of dozens of times I'd turned to him for comfort and strength. Like I had after Rut died. Lingering. I felt his lips on the top of my hair. And his fingers at the back of my head.

      "Jamers, you're bleeding."

      "Uh huh." I hugged him tighter. "Dana hit me with something at the shop. Maybe the same tire iron she was going to use again. Maybe something else. Check Flourish. Check the trunk. Check the tire iron she dropped on the riverbank. Later."

      "I'll call for an ambulance."

      "No need," I said into his perfectly muscled chest. "I'm in no pain."

      "Clearly," he said. "I think you're concussed."

      "And high. Dana gave me something for the pain—happy pills."

      "I see," he said.

      "A lot," I said. "More than the daily recommended dose. She forced them on me. But I threw some up."

      "Good to know. You need to be examined by a doctor."

      "Take me for a ride in the squad car. You can drive me to emergency. Like old times." I felt him hesitate. "Thank you for not going in the river," I said before he could protest and say he was needed here. I needed him. I needed him more than I ever had. "You're the one who's always warned me not to swim at the bowl and bend. And we all know I'm the better swimmer."

      I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to refute me. But he didn't. "Even if you could have reached Dana, she would have been determined to drown you. Panicked people always do. She was a lost cause. She called for help, but she didn't really want to be 'rescued.' She wanted to escape." I looked up into his eyes.

      I caught him by surprise. There was that hungry look that he veiled most of the time. I only saw it when he thought I wasn't looking. I knew what it meant. I knew the power of the emotion behind it. I felt it too. I hid what I felt, the same as he did. We both danced around it. But the desire was there. In this fearless, near-death moment, it seemed ridiculous to fight it.

      I licked my lips and lifted my face to his. "Ridge, I couldn't stand for you to die. I can't live without you and Rut. I need you. I've always needed you."

      He took my chin and stared into my eyes.

      I stared back. "I think I love you." I closed my eyes, waiting for his kiss.

      "What kind of drugs did you say Dana gave you?"

      That was not what I'd been expecting or wanting.

      "Happy pills," I said, unconcerned. And surprisingly not hurt or stung the way he'd just ignored my profession of love. "Like oral surgeons use. But I already said I threw most of them up."

      He took my arm and yelled to Matt, "Dana drugged Jamie. Gave her some kind of sedative. I need you to take her to emergency. I'll wait for marine rescue and finish up here."

      I pouted and batted my eyelashes at Ridge, totally unfazed that he didn't echo my sentiments of love. Or that I was probably making a fool of myself. Or that I wasn't really sure I meant love love and not deep friendship kind of love. Or maybe I did. I felt something very deeply.

      Matt hustled over to escort me. Ridge handed me off.

      "Wait a minute! Wait a minute." I struggled against Matt and yelled at Ridge, "How did you find me?"

      "I picked up your call just in time to hear you grunt in pain and go silent. I must have caught you right when Dana clubbed you. Someone hung up. When I called you back, you didn't answer. I knew you were in trouble."

      "Impeccable timing, as always," I said. "But how did you know Dana had me and where she'd take me?"

      "I've suspected Dana for a while. I did some looking into her family finances to make sure she really didn't need money. There's some fishy stuff going on there. They spend like there's no tomorrow, but they're up to their eyeballs in debt. Credit cards all maxed out. Her husband had more than half the attributes of an embezzler. So I talked to the startup he works for. Asked them to take a look. They were already getting suspicious. The finances didn't add up. Sure enough, a quick audit turned up enough to charge him. They'll haul him in anytime now. They were waiting, hoping Dana would make a move."

      "You're welcome," I said, laughing. "She certainly made her move."

      "Yeah." He didn't look like he thought it was funny. "I knew Dana was at your event tonight. When you didn't answer when I called back, I put out an APB for her car. Someone saw it heading out of town. I made a guess this is where she'd head."

      "You were always a good guesser."

      "Yeah," he said.

      "Ridge?"

      "Yeah?"

      "You know I really do love you. You're my best friend. You and Nora."

      "I know," he said. "I love you too. Now do me a favor and go with Matt. Your happiness is creeping me out."
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      Several Weeks Later

      I don't put out subscription boxes every month. I do them maybe ten times a year or so. Some for holidays—Mother's Day, Halloween, Christmas. Some with themes, like my popular annual bridal and birthday boxes. Some by season—my spring, summer, and fall boxes. I spread them out throughout the year. When it's time to put them together, I throw a work party. My friends and family come over and help me sort, stuff, pack, label, and mail. We drink wine and coffee. Eat chocolate and snacks. And when the job is over, I thank them each with one of the boxes and a heartfelt hug.

      For my spring box, I had been planning another theme. But after all that had happened, I changed course and themes. I had to get past the horror of the last weeks and make something good out of it. So my new theme was simple—You Make My Heart Smile, being thankful for all the people you love. Included in the box were a set of notecards with the quote, made by me, and a mug, also with the quote, tea, heart-shaped chocolates made by a local chocolatier, a small, high-end rose-scented perfume. Not Madame Rose. I think it will be a longtime before I can stand the scent of that again. And in every box was a surprise gift item from Culp's that I got at liquidation prices. Maybe a picture frame. Maybe a pen.

      Dana was dead. I had been right about that. Marine rescue became marine recovery. A fisherman found her body two days later beneath a bridge down river. The day before her body was discovered, the authorities arrested her husband Dwight for embezzlement. Dana's boys inherited Culp's and Earleen's house. The estate hired a liquidator to dispose of Culp's stock at pennies on the dollar. And I bought enough of it for the boxes. It was my way of honoring Earleen's memory, and helping Dana's boys, who were being packed off to live with their dad's parents. Surprisingly, among all the gaudy stuff Culp's carried, there were some elegant things, too.

      After my name was cleared and the media made a big deal of me solving the murder, I became famous in a good way. Clients came flocking back. New business poured in. I went to the wedding fair and was single-handedly responsible for record turnout. And my subscription boxes sold out in record time. Flourish was flourishing again.

      Rosemary came to help me get organized and set up. I paid her, of course. She was my employee. A crowd of our eager workers gathered on the sidewalk in front of the store. When we were ready for them, I opened the doors of Flourish. "Let the packing begin!"

      I greeted and hugged each person—Auntie Opal, Nora, Angel, Wanda and the wine and lettering gang, Hallie, Sue, even Jack. Many of them had come by the hospital to see me. More of them had brought me meals and flowers and sat with me while I convalesced at home for the next week.

      My crew got right to work, laughing and enjoying themselves without restraint. There was no tension now.

      I hauled boxes from the storeroom. Auntie Opal fluttered around me. "You should be taking it easy. You had a head injury. You were in the hospital four days."

      I looked at her and raised an eyebrow.

      She broke out laughing. "Am I overdoing it?"

      "I think you can tone it down now," I said. "All this hovering isn't like you. I've put up with it for weeks now. Can you go back to the slightly gruff Auntie Opal I know and love?"

      "You got it, kid. What do you want me to do?"

      I pointed her to a table and a stack of tissue. "You can line boxes with tissue paper."

      She saluted and got to work.

      Over at her station, Wanda's crew was carefully packing boxes according to my instructions. "Jamie, did you hear? The Culp's building sold. Paul said he got a good, but fair, price for it."

      "Who bought it?" I asked. "Phyllis and Artie?"

      "No." Wanda laughed. "Rest easy. As it turns out, Earleen's life insurance turned out to be a lot less than Phyllis was counting on. Enough for her funeral and maybe an inexpensive vacation. Maybe a new sofa. Think about it—why would a single person need life insurance except for funeral expenses?"

      Wanda made a good point. I shouldn't have been, but I felt a little sorry for Phyllis.

      "Someone from out of town bought the building," Wanda said. "A young guy. Paul says he's quite personable."

      "An out-of-towner? He must be brave. What's he going to do with the building?" I asked, curious as to whether I'd have new competition.

      "No idea," Wanda said. "Paul said he was kind of vague. Something high-tech, maybe? A small startup? Something in the wedding business? I don't know. Don't quote me. He outbid everybody, all the local businesspeople. They're pretty furious. If the new guy doesn't do something in the wedding or event business, people will really scream. I mean, the building is right on the edge of Lighthouse Gardens."

      "Yeah. And it has a great view."

      The front door opened. I looked away from Wanda just in time to see Ridge walk in.

      Wanda nudged me. "Go say hi to the man."

      Easy to say. Things had been awkward between us since that night by the river when I professed my love for him. And he abandoned me for the duties of the job. To be fair, he hustled to the hospital as soon as he could. And sat by my bed until the doctor assured him I should recover completely. There were a few dicey hours where my brain started to swell before they got it under control without drilling. Fortunately, the drugs worked.

      It turned out Dana had hit me with the tire iron at Flourish. Yeah, glad I hadn't known that then. Or just how much damage she'd done. I had a bald patch on the back of my head and stitches that were beginning to itch. I'd never been so thankful for my hard head. She hadn't been lying when she said she'd hoped I wouldn't wake up.

      "Hey," I said to Ridge, and pulled him into a hug.

      "Hey to you." He motioned with his chin. "Where do you want me?"

      There were several answers that came to mind. None of them appropriate here. None of them I was sure we were ready for. "I could use some brawn in the storeroom. Jack's managing it single-handedly right now."

      "You got it."

      We broke our embrace before it became obvious we were holding on too long. He took a step toward the storeroom.

      "Ridge."

      He paused.

      "Thanks for coming. You know I really do love you? There's no way I could live without one of my two best friends in the world."

      "I know," he said. "Back at you." He leaned over and whispered in my ear, "Relax, Jamers. I know that was the happy drugs, as you called them, talking." He kissed my cheek and headed for the storeroom.

      But was it, Ridge?

      I looked out at the happy, busy group in front of me.

      You make my heart smile. Each and every one of you.
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      On the night of the Canterbury Golf Club’s First Annual Glow-ball Golf Tournament, Lady Captain Beatrice Yates argues with Rudolph “Ruddy” Agani in front of all the members and specially invited guests because Ruddy can’t get along with anyone. When he is found murdered on the club’s seventeenth hole soon after, Beatrice becomes the prime suspect.
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      RUDOLPH “Ruddy” Agani was murdered on the green of the Canterbury Golf Club’s seventeenth hole during the First Annual Nighttime Glow-Ball Golf Tournament, but no one saw who killed him.

      Everyone saw Ruddy leave the party in the clubhouse two hours before, of course.

      No one could have missed it.

      Not the members, not the guests we were trying to impress, and not the local newspaper photographer.

      Every eye in the clubhouse swiveled and watched Ruddy stomp out, muttering and bobbling his close-cropped head in anger, right after they had seen me give him a stern dressing down.

      Later, as four of us stood over Ruddy’s dead body in the dark, shining the flashlights from our cell phones at the wine-dark stain on the shaved grass while the corpse’s motionless hand reached for the flagpole that whipped in the breeze, everyone turned and looked at me.

      I was as shocked as everyone else that someone had killed Ruddy, though.

      No one expects a murder at a country club.
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      THE First Annual Nighttime Glow-Ball Golf Tournament was held at the Canterbury Golf Club in early May.

      Though May should have been late spring in New England, the golfers wore thick undershirts, pullovers, and sturdy, woolen socks for the social outing. The breeze blew stiffly, pulling at everyone’s clothes, and the chill felt more like March that evening.

      Despite the chilly weather, we had played three holes of golf in the pitch-black dark with glowing balls that had striped like meteors down the dark fairways and putted them into the glowing holes on the greens. Lighted poles had marked the edges of the fairways so people didn’t get lost out there. The course had a good number of trees that were tall hulks in the deep night.

      The brisk air and walk in the dark had been amusing and exhilarating, and our foursome had shot a respectable fifty-two among us. The leaderboard charts hanging on the wall in the clubhouse showed that other groups had done better and so would win.

      The point of the outing was not to win.

      At least, it wasn’t for me.

      As the golfers came in from playing their three-hole rounds in the dark, the clubhouse became packed with people sipping drinks and eating hors d’oeuvres off tiny, china plates.

      Laughter, talking, and classic rock music filled the clubhouse, and the members and guests seemed to be having a good time as I shimmied between crowded groups, chatting and sizing up the crowd.

      The clubhouse was packed full of members and guests.

      Members had been required to bring guests to this festive outing.

      Yes, required.

      The members and guests had arrived earlier in the evening for supper before the glow-ball tournament, while the sun had still lingered above the horizon and they could enjoy the spectacular golf course panorama beyond the clubhouse’s windows.

      On the golf course, the trees were mostly leafed out after the long winter that year, and the grass was thick and manicured to show our club off at its best advantage to the guests. Indeed, the fairways had been spotless without a downed leaf nor a blade of grass out of place. The rough had been cut to a length that seemed proper but not punitive, and the sand traps were raked in pleasing patterns.

      We needed those guests to admire the Canterbury Golf Club.

      We needed them to join the Canterbury Golf Club.

      The Canterbury Golf Club needed new members desperately. The rival golf club only ten miles away and one town over, the Greens of Grass Country Club, had poached five dozen of our members during the winter months with a no-initiation-fee special and reduced dues for two years. The Canterbury Ways and Means Committee had had a nasty surprise when the members’ spring dues did not roll in this year.

      Suddenly, Canterbury’s bank accounts weren’t quite so flush with cash as they had been in decades past, but the bills still arrived daily.

      The club’s recent insolvency was a closely held secret among the people who managed the club, like myself. I am Beatrice Yates, and I have been the Lady Captain for five years, which meant I knew a great deal about the club that the regular rank-and-file members did not.

      For example, I knew that the greenskeeper, Bhagwan Das, overwatered the greens, and the club’s monthly water bill was astronomical.

      I knew that certain club members must be padding their handicaps, a practice called sandbagging, which is a deplorable method of cheating at golf. My eighty-three-year-old uncle, Arnie Holmes, was certainly one of them, and sandbagging was not the only way he massaged his scores. Luckily, Uncle Arnie over-tipped the waitstaff and tended to buy lunches and bar rounds for his friends and others, so no one had murdered him yet.

      And I knew that if at least forty-three new members were not admitted into the Canterbury Golf Club by the end of the fall, the golf club would be forced to close and sell the golf course, clubhouse, and sundry bits to the local town of Canterbury for far less than they were worth, due to a clause in the initial purchase contract, seven decades earlier.

      The town would turn this gracious track into a muni.

      If that happened, this private, modestly priced golf club wouldn’t be the same, and yet one more piece of my much-loved and very-missed husband would be gone.

      So, I didn’t want that to happen.

      As Lady Captain, I was in somewhat of a position to help save the club.

      Thus, I was throwing golfing soirees and outings and lunches and trying to lure prospective members into joining up. We needed only a few dozen people, and Canterbury was a very nice course and club. I thought of my tasks as spreading the joy of golf.

      The evening of the glow-ball tournament was proceeding brilliantly, and my fellow board members and staff had whispered to me that twenty people had inquired about membership that evening.

      Not that I was counting them on my fingers and toes or anything.

      The happy babble of the crowd with occasional surges of laughter rolled through the clubhouse. Glasses clinked. Heads of brown, black, auburn, blond, silver, and salted pepper leaned toward each other in conversation.

      The ladies’ golf pro, Sherlynne Orman, stood at the front of the room, carefully inking scores on the leaderboard in calligraphic numbers as foursomes came in from the course. One of our hostesses, Melanie, was reading the scores to her from cards while members and guests clustered around them, cheering as each number went up.

      Over on the other side of the room, trouble brewed.

      I could sense the disturbance in the room even before the grumble of angry voices reached me.

      As a thirty-year veteran of kindergarten classrooms, I had sixth, seventh, and eighth senses for when things were going wrong and about to devolve into a slap fight.

      The back corner of the room rippled with angry tones that were rising over the conversation, and the people around the two men who were involved in the disagreement were growing silent and shuffling away in concern.

      I leaped through the crowd, parting the humans and dodging tables and juice boxes—er, cocktails—to reach the two grown men who were arguing in the corner.

      The crowd tightened as people were backing away from Rudolph “Ruddy” Agani and Oliver Shwetz.

      Ruddy’s face was once again flushed in anger, color rising in his cheeks and nose. Despite the fact that Ruddy’s given name was Rudolph, people assumed that his nickname was a reference to the way his face reddened whenever he was angry, which was often. Ruddy’s fists clenched at his sides near the seams of his pants, and he was leaning forward as if to force his sneer toward Oliver.

      Oliver Shwetz, however, was leaning back with his arms tightly crossed over his chest and his eyebrows pinched in anger. He scowled, and his gaze flicked from Ruddy, who seemed about to attack, to the crowd staring at them. Oliver was shaking his head, his lips pursed together as if he was not going to say one more word.

      As Oliver denied whatever Ruddy was accusing him of, Ruddy’s hound-like face reddened more. Though he was perhaps in his mid-fifties, brown streaked the whites of his eyes like a morose man of nine decades or a person prone to rages so intense that anger had broken blood vessels in his eyes.

      Everyone who had dealt with Ruddy knew which one he was.

      I reached the two men and raised my hands. Years of being the sole adult in a room full of five-year-olds served me well. “Gentlemen,” I announced, “may I see you in my office, please?”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Ruddy hissed the last word. “Oliver was just apologizing, and I was leaving. I need to talk to someone.”

      And then Ruddy stomped to the double doors, flung one open and let it bang the wall, and stormed out of the clubhouse, nearly bowling over three golfers coming in from the dark course.
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      EVERYONE watched Ruddy Agani leave the clubhouse and march into the darkness.

      One of the people coming in through the double doors, Pauline Damir, stumbled as Ruddy shoved her out of his way, and she dropped her green, glowing golf ball. It rolled away on the carpeting.

      A chain of club members passed it back to her. People patted her shoulders, checking on her, but she insisted she was fine even though she glared outside the wide windows with a truly angry expression. “That Ruddy Agani is a jerk,” Pauline was heard to mutter to the woman who held her elbow with concern. “I could just strangle him.”

      Her husband, Tom, pushed through the crowd to make sure she was all right.

      The members and guests that filled the clubhouse swiveled and watched Ruddy flounce out, including the reporter from the Canterbury Tales, the local town newspaper, who raised her camera and snapped a picture of Ruddy’s back as he marched out the back doors, snarling at people who then immediately backed away from him.

      White light flashed over the crowd.

      The reporter, Lale Kollen, lowered her camera. “Well, that was exciting. Does that happen often at the Canterbury Country Club?”

      “Golf club, Canterbury Golf Club, though we have tennis courts and a pool, too,” I corrected her absently as I stepped forward to check on Oliver. Getting the name right in the newspaper article was important for our publicity efforts. “No, of course, it doesn’t. Oliver, are you all right?”

      Oliver Shwetz seemed to shake himself like he was flicking the anger off of his shoulders. “I’m fine. Thank you, Beatrice, but I’m fine. I’ll drown my sorrows in the shrimp and cocktail sauce.”

      With no more opportunity to watch a fight, the crowd collectively turned their backs and resumed chatting. Even Lale, the newspaper reporter, wandered away to take pictures of the way the candlelight was glinting on the crystal punch bowl.

      Hopefully, Lale would take pictures of all the happy people doing fun things, I mused. We didn’t want the one little scuffle to be the focus of the article about the Canterbury Golf Club.

      I turned back to Oliver. “Are you sure you don’t want to decompress in my office for a bit?”

      Oliver Shwetz sighed. “Maybe that’s a good idea. My cardiologist said that stress is going to give me a heart attack someday, if this doesn’t do it first.” He patted his round belly. “He says I should quit my law firm, too.”

      Oliver had been Canterbury’s general-practice attorney for decades. Whether you needed to sue an insurance company over a fender-bender, sell your house, or write your will, he was the lawyer for the job. He also gave discounts to club members. I told him, “Well, I have enjoyed getting out more since I retired. More time for golf.”

      His smile was a little wan, and he leaned in as he frowned. “Maybe I should retire. Maybe it is getting to be too much for me. I’m making stupid mistakes.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure it’s nothing, Oliver. You know where my office is, upstairs. Go do some meditating and lower that blood pressure a bit. Take deep breaths and think about golf.”

      Oliver perked up a little. “I had a good round this morning.”

      “Yes, muse on that.”

      He left me standing in the crowd, and I bustled off to find my uncle Arnie Holmes and talk to him about how the night was going. He’d been several groups behind Pauline Damir and her foursome, so he should have been finishing his three holes of glow-ball golf soon. I just had to wait for him to come into the clubhouse.

      If anyone knew all the gossip in the club, my uncle would.

      It took me half an hour to work my way through the crowd, talking to old friends who were members and chatting with the prospectives because we wanted their money.

      One woman wanted to know if some of the appetizers were gluten-free. I had discussed this with Chef Leopold earlier, so I knew what to tell her. “Everything except the meatballs and the teriyaki skewers is gluten-free. The chef is very careful about cross-contamination. Try the cheese mini-soufflés, deviled eggs, cucumber rounds, and veggie platters.”

      Other prospectives wanted to know when the pool would be open. I told them in late June, and then they wanted to know if there were adult-only times because that’s when the kids got out of school. Yes, we had adult swim times.

      Another possible member wanted to discuss the tennis courts. I discussed like a champ. We needed every new member we could get.

      I dodged around the golf club’s trophy case, a glass and steel shelving unit packed with trophies that our teams had brought home from tournaments plus valuable pieces of golf memorabilia, like a crystal golf ball that had once belonged to the great golfer Bobby Jones—but that’s a different story. The case divided the main part of the dining room from a small passage on the edge, mostly used by the wait staff during restaurant hours. We still needed to outfit the trophy case with glass doors and locks to protect the items on the shelves. As I was the club’s Lady Captain, I should probably arrange that. Everything fell under my purview.

      My best friend in the whole world, Trudi von Shike, was standing in a corner alone behind the trophy case, checking something on her phone. Her short, gray hair had swung forward, curtaining the sides of her face, and she looked like a wiry little imp who might spring up and vault to the chandelier to gambol above the crowd.

      Some people go through their whole lives, wondering who would be there for them if anything devastating happened. I knew who my real friends were. In a world of acquaintances, Trudi was real. We’d been friends for more than thirty years, since our college days, and when things had been rough for me, Trudi had been there every day.

      I asked her, “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, fine,” Trudi said, slipping her phone into her back pocket. “Just introverting for a minute. The night seems to be going well.”

      I dropped my head to whisper, “Other than Oliver and Ruddy nearly brawling.”

      “Yeah, Ruddy’s a jerk at Accounting Board meetings, too.”

      “I’m worried their little scene will deter some of the guests who might be considering a membership,” I whispered to her.

      Trudi wrinkled her nose and swished her hand in the air. “Oh, Bee. Tomorrow, no one will remember that scuffle even happened. Look at all of them. Everyone’s having a great time. They’ll remember the amazing glow-ball golf and the fantastic steak and lobster for supper, not to mention the potato gratin. Chef Leo did an amazing job with that. I heard that another five people picked up membership packets in the last half-hour. I restocked the packet table because so many people were snagging one, and almost no one has gone home yet. Most interested guests will probably grab packets on their way out, rather than lug them around all night.”

      Trudi served on several of the club’s committees, including Ways and Means, Accounting, Regulatory Compliance, and Greens. She knew about the club’s money problems and the soggy grass, too.

      “I’m hoping for fifteen new memberships from this outing,” I told Trudi, still whispering. “If we can make that, we’ll be back on track.”

      She bit her lip. “It’s possible. We’ll have to see how many sit-downs we book in the next few weeks.”

      “Right. Did you see where Uncle Arnie went?”

      “He came in a few minutes ago and went straight to the bar.” She sighed. “Well, I suppose I’d better mingle and be friendly to the people who might give us their money. Plus, socialization increases serotonin levels. So, there’s that.”

      Trudi trudged into the crowd to do her social duty and increase her serotonin levels.

      I shook hands and hugged my way through the crowd and into the bar, where the lights were dimmer and the crowd was sparser. A few people loitered while the bartender made special orders, but waiters roved through the crowd with glasses of beer and wine.

      Uncle Arnie was standing with a group of the older ladies and gents who were club members, back in a dark corner of the bar away from the DJ.

      Four, long, white hairs covered his bald pate, more speckled with sun damage the last few years because he had started wearing mesh hats. His little clutch of people was grousing about something political or social by the way they were holding their glasses in front of their mouths, so I couldn’t read their lips as I approached. I’d warned him to be on his good behavior for the prospective members that night. “Arnie, honey? What’s the news?”

      He set his empty glass on the polished, mahogany bar, and ice clinked in the crystal. “Evening to ya, Bee. Word is that people liked the glow balls. Ann lost hers, though. We hunted for it for ten minutes before we went on. Maybe have Bhagwan trim the rough a little closer before the glow-ball tournament next year.”

      The ladies and gents around him nodded, bobbing over their highball glasses.

      That was weird. “I’m surprised anyone could lose their glowing ball in the dark like that. They were very easy to find when I tried them out last week.”

      “Yeah, well, Ann isn’t known for hitting them straight. Other people would like to see nine holes next year instead of three.”

      It was a compliment, not a complaint, and I smiled at him. “Okay, good. The entertainment board will discuss more holes next year.”

      Nine holes would have taken too long, and Arnie and his companions would have complained about bedtime.

      Maybe we could play six holes next year, though.

      If the club still existed next year.

      I asked him, “How did your group do?”

      “Oh, we did well enough,” Uncle Arnie said, preening. “We aren’t in the money, but we did respectably, especially considering only three of us finished the three holes.”

      Yes, Arnie’s score probably had been a little more respectable than it should have been. I had sent him off with Ann Carmo, Thorny Williams, and Pauline Damir, none of whom would mind when Arnie modified their scores a bit, too.

      Golf reveals character, and it always revealed that Arnie was an intensely competitive, morally flexible old badger who stopped just short of taking other people’s money.

      Just barely short of it, though.

      I loved my uncle and helped him out, but I wouldn’t have let him hold onto my credit card without supervision.

      Uncle Arnie rolled his glass between his palms and whispered to me, frowning, “The bar is running out of Glenmorangie Eighteen.”

      I covered my heart with my hand in mock horror. “Oh, heavens. There will be panic in the streets.”

      “We’re also out of Pacifico and Lord Hobo Boomsauce.”

      Which meant the bar was low on several of our best-selling beverages. “Well, then it is an emergency. I’ll see what I can do.”

      I consulted with the bartender, received a lengthy shopping list, and trotted out into the dining room. While I was joking with my uncle Arnie, we didn’t want the prospective members to find slim pickings at the bar, so I hustled toward my office upstairs.

      Members and prospective members asked me questions as I walked by again, and of course, I had to answer or discuss all of them. We needed the newbies, and we must keep all the current members. Losing more members might be catastrophic. The Lady Captain could not be seen as rude, even if she did have a list for half a dozen kinds of liquor in her pocket that needed to be taken care of immediately.

      More questions about the food.

      More comments about the pool, tennis courts, and the course.

      After four conversations wherein I extolled CGC’s many golfing virtues and another half an hour later, a group of ladies grabbed my elbow as I walked by, dragging me into their circle for a brief discussion.

      I tried to dodge because the bar needed me to order the booze, but two of the women latched onto my elbows. I smiled and desperately looked for a way to flee.

      A dark-haired woman leaned in to kiss me on the cheek, but I didn’t know who she was. Her head loomed large over the crowd as she swooped in for the greeting. Holy heck, but I could take a cheek-peck from a stranger for the club.

      The woman’s skin smelled like the club’s green-and-forest balsam soap that we stocked in the ladies’ locker room and the showers, a subject of some contention at the Ladies’ League board meetings. Some people wanted something more flowery and feminine. Others liked the balsam because it really stripped off sweat and stink. The fresh scent was pleasant in the large room that was becoming the slightest bit stale from the mixed sweat of golfers covered up with perfume and aftershave.

      The woman stepped back and said to me, “Bee, settle a question for us.”

      I almost jumped back from her. There were so many new guests I didn’t know at the party, and it was weird to have one of them grab at me like that and know my name. She was wearing a slim, black formal dress with a silver embellishment at her bustline and opera-length white gloves. She was radically overdressed for an appetizer reception following a golf tournament, and her face was pink and free of make-up. From her crow’s feet and forehead puckers, she looked a bit north of fifty.

      The woman was standing with some club members, though, including Pauline Damir. We’d ordered the flowers for tonight from Pauline’s florist shop. From the way Pauline was listing to the side and grinning moistly, it looked like she’d had more than a few drinks.

      The strange woman continued, “We think the club should have yoga classes in the clubhouse on a couple of weekday mornings. Don’t you think that would be a value-added service that would attract new members?”

      It took me a second of blinking to recognize the woman standing in front of me. I almost jumped in surprise that she was Ann Carmo, whom I’d known for years. Ann had worked as a kindergarten room aide for me back when we were young, before she’d had her kids and stayed home to raise them. Her kids were away in college or on their own, now. Ann was on half the club’s committees because, when people asked for someone who would do a job or work on a project, Ann always stepped up. She was on even more committees and boards than I was.

      “Oh, good gravy, Ann, I’m so used to seeing you on the golf course with your hair back in a ponytail and sunglasses and a hat on. I don’t think I’ve ever seen your whole face with your hair down. You look great!” And she did, even though she wasn’t wearing make-up, and I don’t think I’d ever caught her without her bright red lipstick before. Her black, floor-length gown was fantastic, though.

      Ann laughed loudly over the crowd’s chatter, and her hand fluttered in the air. “Yes, well, I guess I over-dressed for the après-golf appetizer reception. Now, about my yoga idea?”

      All that made sense. I said, “I’m not sure we should make a commitment like that because of the budget.”

      Ann’s eyes widened, and her nose was above mine because she wore high heels, so I had to look up at her widening eyes. “Oh, we wouldn’t have to spend any money. We could ask one of the local yoga instructors to do a class here and make it a ten- or twenty-dollar donation from the people who attend. That way, there is no additional expenditure on the club’s part.”

      “That does sound good,” I said. “We’ll talk about it next week, okay?”

      Ann beamed. “Next week. You bet.”

      When I finally got upstairs to my office to call about the booze, I flipped on the light and sat down at my desk, leaning back in my chair. As Lady Captain, I was entitled to a small office to organize the Ladies’ League, events, and such.

      Oliver Shwetz must have gone back down to the party after his few deep breaths. I’d see if I could find him later to check on him.

      Just then, I needed to arrange for a booze delivery for the club.

      In a big city, a service might have picked up the liquor and delivered it, but in a small town, connections are everything.

      I tapped my phone’s screen, found a contact, and let it dial.

      A man’s gruff voice answered, “Hello? Mrs. Bee?”

      I had taught Jacob Hibbert’s four kids and a couple of his grandkids when they had been in kinder, and habits die hard. Mrs. Bee had been a perfect kindergarten-teacher name, and it had stuck after I’d retired. “Jacob, there’s been a catastrophe over at Canterbury Golf Club. It seems that the bar has only one-quarter of a bottle of Glenmorangie Eighteen and even less of a few other staples. Is there any way I could entice you to bring us a case or two of your finest liquors?”

      Jacob chuckled over the line. “You managed to get my grandson reading before you retired, something I thought would never happen. What do you need and how much, Mrs. Bee?”

      I rattled off the list that the bartender, Maurice, had handed me. “Or any rational substitutions if you don’t have something on hand.”

      Jacob hemmed and then said, “I hate to tell you this, but I’m going to have to ask for payment before we unload the boxes.”

      That was unusual. “The club has stellar credit. Have our checks bounced?”

      “Not bounced, but that Ruddy Agani keeps putting off paying your liquor bill. We have a standing order for delivery every month, but your account is three months in arrears. That’s why we didn’t make the usual delivery last week. Didn’t he tell you?”

      No, Ruddy Agani had not mentioned that the club had not received its scheduled liquor delivery only days before an important prospective-member reception. Oh, I could just punch him sometimes.

      Surely, the club’s financial difficulties hadn’t gotten so bad so fast that we hadn’t been paying our bills. “Just a second, Jacob.”

      I logged onto the club’s daily operating bank accounts through our computers. I had view-only access but didn’t have the authority to cut and sign checks or authorize purchase orders.

      Plenty of money was in the account designated for paying the bills.

      I could imagine what Ruddy would say, though. He would ask why the club should have to pay for people to drink alcohol. He didn’t drink alcohol. He didn’t approve of drinking alcohol. Why should he have to pay for people who did?

      And then, once again, I would remind Ruddy that the club did not give away the alcohol. We sold it in the bar area, and the club made a substantial profit from alcohol sales, which lowered all the members’ dues, including his.

      And then a few weeks later, we would do it again because Ruddy loved to find reasons to believe he was persecuted or somehow having to pay for other people’s privileges, even though he was always wrong.

      To Jacob, I said, “It’s just reprehensible that a business would not pay its vendors, especially small business owners. I’ll have a check in hand for tonight’s delivery and the whole bill. Please tell me how much we owe you and how much these cases of liquor are, too.”

      Jacob said a number that was neither surprising nor exorbitant. As a matter of fact, it was quite reasonable. Overly so. Jacob must be giving us a break on the prices, which made Ruddy’s failure to pay him all the more deplorable.

      I said, “I’ll meet you by the deliveries door with the check. Thank you for your patience with us, Jacob.”

      “That’s okay, Mrs. Bee. See you in fifteen minutes.”

      We hung up, and I looked into the corners of the room, sighing. “Well, Henry, I’m trying. I don’t know if we’ll be able to save the club, not with nearly sixty families quitting within a month, but I’m trying. It’s funny that I feel you more here than anywhere, but that’s why I moved into a smaller place after you were gone. This is where I feel you the most, in the clubhouse and on the course. I still miss you, my Henry.”

      The office was silent, but even after a few years, I needed to talk to him sometimes.

      I sat in my office for a few more minutes, listening to myself breathe, before I went to round up the caddies who were doing double-duty as waiters to ask them to carry the cases of booze into the bar once it arrived.
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      ONCE I had the caddies lined up to carry in the liquor when it was delivered, I went to find Ruddy Agani to demand that he cut a check for Jacob.

      Only a few people had the authority to cut and sign checks, including Ruddy Agani, the hothead who had stormed out of the clubhouse. Others included the treasurer of CGC, Erick Walters, and the club’s manager. Ruddy was a financial officer on the Ways and Means committee.

      Unfortunately, the club manager wasn’t at the glow-ball tournament that night—something about his daughter’s wedding—so I needed to find Ruddy. If Ruddy had already gone home, it might be easier and more pleasant to call one of the other two.

      The dining room and entertaining rooms were both stuffed with people, but Ruddy was tall enough for his peppered, bristly head to be seen easily in the crowd. I stood on one of the lower stairs to look but didn’t see him, so I asked around.

      No one had seen him since he’d stormed out.

      Ruddy wasn’t in the bar, either, which wasn’t surprising, considering his aggressively teetotaling opinions.

      I asked my uncle Arnie if he could find out where Ruddy was.

      Uncle Arnie meandered through the dining room with his drink for a few minutes, chatting, before he came back to me. “He’s not inside. After Ruddy flounced out through the entertaining room’s doors, he walked out onto the course. Someone said it looked like he was heading the wrong way down the eighteenth fairway. No one has seen him come back in.”

      “So, he’s still out on the course?” I asked, looking out the windows into the black night. The Canterbury Golf Club was situated in the exurbs, far out in the land of small family farms, dairies, and a winery. The night out there was dark, and Ruddy had been gone for over an hour and a half.

      One of the bag boys jogged up to me. “Mr. Agani’s SUV is still in the parking lot. His clubs are in the back, a set of beat-up TaylorMades. I could see his bag tag, so it’s definitely his vehicle. And I know his crappy clubs, too. I looked all around the parking lot, but I didn’t see him out there, either.”

      I didn’t like that Ruddy was out on the course, alone in the dark. “Okay. So, we need to take a walk to find Ruddy, if for no other reason than he needs to pay Jacob’s Package Store for the booze we’ve been drinking.”

      And we needed to check on him. Almost two hours is a long time to wander around on a dark golf course, even if he was having a rage fit.

      I snagged Trudi to go with me because I knew she’d be glad for a break from the crowds.

      Even though Ann Carmo was dressed in an evening gown, when I asked in her cluster of girls if someone wanted to go with us to check on Ruddy, Ann stepped up. Ann always stepped up when needed.

      As we passed a group of guys, Ann snagged Erick Walters by the arm to go with us.

      He grumbled but looked at his wrist. “Well, I need more steps, anyway.”

      Erick Walters was a big, strong guy who could drag one of us out of any quicksand that the course’s chronic overwatering might cause, even though quicksand had never actually been spotted at CGC. Erick’s wife, Afia, laughed as Ann dragged him off, exclaiming, “But you just came back!”

      Trudi popped back into the ladies’ locker room to change into her golf shoes before we walked the course, and Erick did the same in the gentlemen’s locker area. I had taken my golf shoes home to clean them that day since I hadn’t planned to play in the glow-ball tournament.

      There were too many things to organize, and I’d acted as a starting marshal to get the foursomes out onto the course for the tournament. We’d set up three holes with the glow-ball equipment, and my job had been announcing the foursomes and shooing them into the dark.

      I turned to Erick as we were preparing to walk outside. “Erick! You’re the club treasurer! You can write a check for the liquor, right? Then we wouldn’t have to go search the highlands for Ruddy in the middle of the faffing night? Please?”

      Erick winced and squinted as he looked out the dark windows at the inky golf course. “I’m afraid not. There’s a strict delineation of duties. One of the committee financial officers like Ruddy has to write the checks for incidental expenses. I only write the checks for monthly, recurring expenses like insurance, electricity, and water bills.”

      “Oh, jeez,” I laughed. “The water bill.”

      He chuckled. “Tell me about it. I was on the board of the Gnostic Yacht Club before it closed down, where people hosed down their multimillion-dollar yachts every time they got some saltwater on them. I swear by all that’s holy, they tried to fill up the ocean so their ships would float higher. But the water bill there was one-tenth of what we use here. When it’s raining and yet Bhagwan Das has the sprinklers spraying the greens in the rain, I want to punch a wall.”

      I laughed. “Okay, let’s go find Ruddy.”

      We all grabbed our jackets from the mudroom and headed out the back doors, past the patio, and down the fairway of the eighteenth.

      Trudi’s usual, enormous purse swung from her shoulder. Ann bobbled along in her pumps, walking on her toes to avoid stabbing her high heels into the fairway.

      As soon as we stepped off the patio, the wind picked up and blew my hair around my face. The glowing stripes that had lined the fairways and lit up the holes had faded to barely visible smears in the starry night.

      We pulled out our cell phones and switched on the flashlight apps. Four beams of light sliced through the light fog and painted white circles on the black fairway and thick trees lining the sides of the golf course.

      “Ruddy!” I called as we walked.

      Ann, beside me, did the same, as did Erick beyond her.

      The night was quiet as we walked, our shoes squelching on the tightly mown grass and thick loam underneath.

      I groused, “Dew is soaking right through my shoes. I can’t believe I am ruining a pair of loafers just to go find Ruddy because he stomped off.”

      Beyond Ann, Erick nodded. “I’m glad I changed into my golf shoes to walk out here. This grass is so wet that it’s spongy.”

      On my other side, Trudi muttered, “Bhagwan Das probably watered it as soon the glow-ball tournament finished because our water bill isn’t quite exorbitant enough this month.”

      Ann grumbled about her shoes, too, but kept up with the rest of us.

      Light from our dancing flashlight beams cast our faces in gray, and while we were near the clubhouse, some of the light and music from the party spilled through the windows and cast a ghostly aura over the eighteenth fairway.

      As we trudged farther into the golf course, the light from the clubhouse faded away, leaving only the occasional flash from our cell phone beams to see each other.

      “Ruddy?” I called out as we walked the wrong way down the eighteenth fairway, from the green to the tee box. “Hey, Ruddy! Where are you? We need you to write a check!”

      I looked past Ann, watching Erick as he shined the flashlight randomly all over the course around us, at the bushes, the tops of the trees, and sometimes the sky. “I don’t know where Ruddy could have gotten himself to.”

      To my left, Trudi’s flashlight beam wiggled in the night. “Ruddy! Come on! Quit sulking and get back here!”

      Trudi could be direct to a fault, but the world needed people like her. Right now, we needed Ruddy to get back to the clubhouse and do his job as a financial officer of the Ways and Means committee.

      Or else we needed to get someone else to do it.

      Walking on a pitch-black golf course in the middle of the night seemed like a great place to broach the delicate subject of restructuring the financial permissions of the club, so I said, “You know what, guys? We need to add more people who can write checks for the club. Jacob told me that Ruddy has not been paying vendors on time, and these vendors are our friends and neighbors here in Canterbury. We are not talking about doing business with big corporations. We are talking about Jacob Hibbert, our neighbor and friend who owns the local package store, and our club owes him three months’ worth of bills. It pains me to say it because I don’t like to criticize, but maybe this just isn’t Ruddy’s wheelhouse.”

      Erick said, “I’ve heard he does it in his own finances, too. He likes having the money in his accounts, no matter if he owes it to someone or not.”

      “These businesses might be charging us late fees, and we can’t afford an extra ten percent or whatever just because Ruddy isn’t paying the bills every month. Maybe we should have Ruddy doing other, less time-sensitive things for the club, and maybe somebody else should take over paying the bills.”

      Erick nodded. “Frank was just telling me the other day that the club hadn’t paid the purchase orders for the grass seed from the home improvement store.”

      “Would Ruddy write the checks to them, too?”

      “Yep. Any incidental or variable charge that would come out of the daily operating budget is his responsibility.”

      “This is exactly what I’m talking about,” I said. “When Jacob told me that he hadn’t been paid, I checked our accounts. The daily operating account has plenty of money. You guys know that we have a long-term financial problem, right?”

      Ann nodded. “I’ve heard about the dues situation, but anyone could figure out that there is a problem when sixty-odd people are suddenly gone. Even Cintia joined up at Greens of Grass, and she hates riding in carts. You have to take a cart up there at Greens of Grass. I don’t know why she would join up there.”

      To my other side, Trudi piped up, “Because with the discount they’re offering, it’s so much cheaper than Canterbury. I thought about joining up there for two years and then coming back.”

      “Oh, I hope you wouldn’t do that.” Losing Trudi as a golf partner would have been terrible. If she had quit the club and joined at Greens of Grass, I might have had to do the same.

      That chain reaction was probably why we’d lost sixty memberships so fast.

      “Eh,” Trudi said. “Seemed like too much work to switch, but I would have taken you with me. I’m not joining some weird new club without you.”

      I bumped her with my shoulder, a quick buddy-hug while we were out on the golf course in the dark.

      “Jeez.” Ann swung her flashlight beam over the eighteenth tee box, the white light picking out the low bumps of the black, white, and red tee markers. “How far do you think Ruddy walked?”

      Erick said, “If he was trying to walk off his temper tantrum, it could have been quite a way.”

      I swung the beam from my phone across the space between the golf holes, looking for a man’s dark shape among the trees. The shadows bent as I moved the flashlight. As far as I could see in the beam of my cell phone, the area was empty. “I don’t know. Which way should we go?”

      “I have no idea,” Ann said, shaking her head. “Ruddy! Where are you?”

      Erick flashed his light over the trees. “Let’s just walk the course. At least we can say that we were methodical if we can’t find him. Are any of the other financial officers here?”

      “Not that I saw,” Ann said.

      Trudi strode out in the lead. “Right. Off to the seventeenth, then.”

      I said to Erick, leaning behind Ann to talk to him, “But, back to the problem of writing checks in the first place.”

      Erick shook his head. “Who would we nominate? We can’t have too many people writing checks. It’s not secure.”

      Ann shook her head, her hair swishing around her shoulders. “I think we should keep approval power and check-writing power separate, like it is now. It’s kind of a check and balance, so to speak.” She chuckled at her joke.

      My flashlight beam swung through the dark, and the tiny reflectors set into the flagpole of the seventeenth hole sparkled in the night.

      A long, dark hump lay on the green near the flagpole.

      Trudi asked, “What’s that?”

      Ann asked, “Where?”

      Erick squinted, which I could see in the glow from his cell phone screen. “Uh-oh. Is that—”

      We started running.

      Ann stumbled in her heels, and I caught her elbow as we ran.

      Beside me, Trudi asked, “Is it him? Did he have a heart attack or something? Oh, we should have gone and looked for him sooner.”

      When we reached Ruddy, our hearts already pounding because we were golfers, not marathon runners, we aimed our cell phone beams at him. His head was turned where he lay on the ground, so we could see his face. His eyes were open, and his mouth gaped.

      A gleaming knife, its blade slicked with something dark, lay on the ground beside him.

      A long, black stain spread over the velvet grass.

      Oh, no.

      “Ruddy, are you all right?” I stepped forward, wanting to touch him to comfort him or something, but I didn’t want to hurt him further if he were wounded. Jostling him might make him bleed more. I held my hands, fingers splayed, and felt suspended in the air.

      Ann gasped, “What happened?”

      Trudi scowled at Ann. “I think it’s pretty obvious.”

      I asked, “Did he hurt himself? Was he that distraught over the argument with Oliver?”

      Trudi pushed my hands down and shone her phone’s light over Ruddy. “It doesn’t look like the blood is coming from his wrists, as would be common if he had tried to commit suicide. There’s blood on his shirt, near his heart.”

      I saw the vermillion patch on his shirt, the only spot of color in the black and gray night. “Is he dead?”

      Erick walked around the green, only glancing at Ruddy with his peripheral vision before bending to peer at the knife. “It’s just a steak knife. How could a steak knife kill anyone?”

      Erick extended his hand toward the knife, reaching like he might pick it up.

      He did it so fast that his fingers were around the metal, his knuckles touching the ground, when Trudi yelled at him, “Don’t touch the murder weapon!”

      Erick jumped back, his hands open in front of his chest. “Jeez, I didn’t think.”

      I said, “Maybe he’s just hurt. Maybe he’s not dead.”

      Ann said, “I’ll call 911.” Her cell phone flashlight was already off, and she was thumbing something on her phone. “Hello? There’s been an accident or something. Ruddy Agani is lying on the seventeenth green at Canterbury Golf Club, and he’s not moving.” She covered the microphone of the phone with her other hand. “They’re asking if he’s alive.”

      Trudi glared at Ann. “He didn’t sit up and say hi.”

      “We don’t know,” Ann told the dispatcher. She looked back up. “The ambulance is on the way. They’re asking us to check and see if we can find a pulse or if he’s breathing.”

      I craned my neck, bending and peering at Ruddy’s open, unblinking, eerily still eyes.

      Erick stepped backward, wincing.

      “I can try to check.” Ann kneeled beside him and hesitantly reached out to touch his arm. She wedged her phone between her ear and her shoulder and, wincing, pressed her fingers against his wrist. She frowned and grabbed his wrist more firmly, even rolling his arm as she tried, but she shook her head. “I don’t feel anything.”

      Trudi sighed and walked closer to him. “Everyone expects the former scientist not to be squeamish about anything.”

      My BFF Trudi was small but made out of steel.

      “You are a biologist,” I commented, not meaning anything by it.

      She crouched beside him and craned her head, inspecting him. She plucked blue, non-latex gloves out of her purse and stretched them over her hands. “I was a cell-biology neuroscience professor. I grew cells in flasks and streaked germs on gelatin, for the most part. I didn’t dissect anything after undergrad. When a donor came in, one of the pathologists took care of them and passed the tissue samples on to me.”

      “But you’ll do it?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll do it.” Trudi kneeled beside him, careful to avoid the darkened grass, and gingerly touched Ruddy’s neck, feeling for a pulse, and then his chest. She frowned. “I don’t feel a pulse. I don’t think he’s breathing, either.”

      Ann relayed the information and tapped her phone off. “They said they’re on their way.”

      Trudi said, “I could dust that knife for fingerprints.”

      “You are not going to touch the murder weapon,” I told her, horribly reconciling myself to the idea of murder and that Ruddy was gone. “I won’t let you.”

      She bobbled her head. “Yeah, that’s probably not a good idea, anyway.”

      The night seemed darker around us, like it could have hidden anyone or even a lot of people. I aimed my flashlight beam around the green at the trees and fairways, and I stepped closer to Trudi. “Do you think they’re still around?”

      Ann walked over to us, avoiding the stain and the knife. “That’s scary.”

      Erick stood closer, too, and we waited until the police and paramedics arrived.

      Lale Kollen, the reporter from the Canterbury Tales, rode out in the golf carts with them, practically giddy with excitement at her scoop.

      The flash from Lale’s camera lit the trees and fairways like lightning striking the clubhouse.
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      THE next morning, Saturday, Canterbury Golf Club was closed while the police investigated the crime scene on the seventeenth green.

      Four police cruisers and one more car were the only ones in the empty parking lot when I pulled in, which was so odd for a weekend morning.

      That week’s Ladies’ League needed overseeing, and scores needed to be tabulated and prizes assigned from the previous week, so I ended up working in my little office at Canterbury Golf Club while two Canterbury police officers and another man walked down the eighteenth fairway toward the scene of the murder.

      Some people might have said that I shouldn’t have been there because I was a witness to the murder after the fact, or at least because I found Ruddy’s deceased body. However, when things needed doing, I didn’t slack off just because the evening had been a little rough. Teachers know there are always papers to grade.

      Even when I had been teaching kindergarten, there were always papers scrawled in toddlerish crayon handwriting to be corrected and have a star pasted on them.

      Adding up all the scores from the scrawled handwriting on the score sheets and distributing stars and stickers in the form of pro shop credit was oddly similar to grading kindergarten papers.

      Trudi had won low-net on Wednesday’s match, which meant she got twenty dollars in pro shop credit for the week. I double-checked her score, just because I didn’t want anybody to think I was cheating and giving the prize to my friend, but Trudi had won it. She had improved so much at golf over the past year.

      I was blathering in my own head, trying to forget about seeing Ruddy’s body lying on the seventeenth green.

      Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore, and I pushed myself away from my desk to see if the police had found any additional evidence on the golf course.

      Two officers were walking down the eighteenth as I strode up the fairway, and they nodded to me as we passed.

      The morning was sunny and bright, though the stiff New England spring breeze still tugged at my clothes as I walked. As I marched up the eighteenth fairway onto the golf course, three figures stood in the bright sun near the seventeenth green. I recognized all three of them because Canterbury is a small town.

      The tall man standing on the left was Constable Sherwood Kane. In Canterbury, as in many New England towns, Town Constable was an elected position, not a professional position like the police chief. The town constable was often called out for investigations such as this. He represented the town’s interests as well as justice, and as with most people, he was a friend of mine. “Hello, Sherwood.”

      He nodded at me and smiled, showing white teeth. “Good morning, Bee.”

      On the green, a dark stain still marred the grass that was shaved close to the ground. It seemed like an astonishing amount to come out of a wound caused by a mere steak knife.

      The other two people standing on the green were two police officers from the Canterbury Police Department, meaning that ten percent of the town’s police force was standing on the green at Canterbury Golf Club. The other eighteen officers must be hiding in the bushes somewhere, waiting to give traffic tickets to tourists for not coming to full and complete stops at intersections.

      I nodded to the two officers, too. “Hello, Sandy and Gregor.”

      They both grinned and said in unison, “Hello, Mrs. Bee.”

      Yes, I had taught them both in kindergarten, and now they were police officers because children grow up too fast.

      The body of Ruddy Agani had been taken to the local hospital sometime during the night, probably while the police had been taking statements from Trudi, Ann, Erick, and me. We’d talked to the police for about an hour, racking our brains and trying to find any information that would help them. I didn’t think I’d been successful at that.

      Everybody knew that Ruddy had argued with Oliver earlier.

      Several people had heard me offer him my office and seen him head in that direction.

      Sherwood asked, “How are you today, Bee? Are you okay?”

      “I’m doing okay, Sherwood. Thank you for asking.”

      Sherwood was a nice guy, tall and strong and ruggedly handsome. He was a year or two older than myself, so he certainly hadn’t been one of my kindergarten students. Trudi had been after me to say yes when he asked me out for coffee one of these days, but I was still talking to my dead husband when no one was looking. I wasn’t ready for coffee dates, even with a nice guy like Sherwood. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready.

      “Would you mind if we asked you a few questions, Mrs. Bee?” Sandy asked.

      It made complete sense to me that Sandy had grown up to be a police officer. She’d always been sweet and helpful in kindergarten, but she made sure that no one threw sand in the sandbox and had found it very important to make sure that all of our lines were straight when we’d walked to the music room or library. “Sure, Officer Sandy.”

      Okay, that was weird. It was always weird to treat one of my former students like an adult after I had taught them to write their names and tied their soggy shoelaces.

      Officer Sandy asked, “Were you at the party the whole night?”

      I nodded. “The glow-ball tournament was my idea, and I organized the whole thing. It seemed like a really good idea to recruit new members, right up until we found Ruddy here on the seventeenth green.”

      “Were you in the clubhouse’s dining room the whole time after Mr. Oliver Shwetz had that argument with Mr. Ruddy Agani?”

      “The whole evening, yes, until we went out to find him. Needless to say, the evening took a downturn at that point.”

      Constable Sherwood’s eyes crinkled a little at the corners, and he seemed to be repressing a smile. “Finding one of the guests murdered often puts a damper on a party, I’ve found.”

      “This is the first time I’ve found someone murdered at a party, so this is quite the new experience for me,” I told him.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been so flippant, considering what happened later, but Sherwood was biting his lip and seeming to have an even harder time refraining from smiling.

      My other ex-student Gregor asked, “Other than Oliver Shwetz, who else did the victim have an altercation with that night?”

      “No one that I know of. When I saw Ruddy and Oliver arguing, I went right over to break it up.”

      Sandy and Gregor sneaked a glance at each other and were trying not to smile.

      “Is something funny?” I asked, conscious that I sounded exactly like the teacher I had been.

      Sandy and Gregor stared at the grass for a minute, and finally, Gregor said, “No kid in your classroom dared start an argument. Whenever anyone said anything to someone else, you were right there, every time.”

      “Yes, well, anticipating arguments is a necessary job skill that kindergarten teachers often develop, along with eyes on the backs of our heads.”

      Gregor elbowed Sandy. “I told you that she had eyes on the back of her head.”

      Sandy laughed and asked, “So, with your eyes in the back of your head, did you see anything else at the party that we should know about?”

      I smiled at my two ex-students, who were so cute while they were doing their little jobs. “I offered Oliver my office to cool down for a while after their altercation. He went directly to the stairs and went up to my Lady Captain’s office on the second floor. His cardiologist had told him that stress was bad for his heart.”

      Sandy asked me, “So, you didn’t leave the party?”

      “I was so busy talking to prospective members, answering questions, and making sure everyone was having a good time that I wouldn’t have had the chance to leave the clubhouse. I didn’t notice if anyone was doing anything suspicious.”

      Sandy nodded, the sunlight shining off of her black police hat. “Yeah, you never saw the bad in anybody, anyway. I didn’t think we’d get much out of you.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to be complimented or insulted by that, so I chose to be complimented, probably because I didn’t see the bad in anybody.

      I wondered if that was true, and if it was, maybe that was why I was having problems suspecting that any of my friends might be capable of murdering Ruddy Agani.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be so quick to see the good in everyone. Maybe I should be a little more jaded.

      Being a bit more suspicious might’ve saved Ruddy’s life.

      Officer Gregor held up a Ziploc bag holding the blood-encrusted knife. “Does this look familiar?”

      I glanced at it, but I didn’t like looking at a murder weapon very much. “It seems to be the knife that we found on the seventeenth green last night next to Ruddy Agani’s body.”

      Officer Sandy asked, “Have you ever seen it before?”

      “It’s one of the steak knives from the club. Steak was served last night before the glow-ball golf tournament, so every place setting had a steak knife. There were at least eighty of them sitting on the tables last night.”

      Gregor sighed. “We were hoping that only some of the people had steak and would have had a steak knife.”

      “We served steak and lobster. Everyone had a steak knife, and everyone had a nutcracker for the lobster.”

      “That wouldn’t have narrowed it down anyway,” Sandy said. “Even if only half of the people had had the steak and thus a steak knife, it doesn’t mean that someone else couldn’t have grabbed a dirty steak knife on their way out.”

      Gregor said, “I was hoping you could give us a place to start, Mrs. Bee. Do you know of anybody else who was mad at Mr. Agani?”

      “From what I understand, quite a few people were mad at him.”

      Constable Sherwood and the two police officers groaned and looked around themselves in discomfort.

      I continued, “Evidently, Ruddy Agani didn’t like to pay his bills, even though he had the money. He didn’t like to pay the club’s bills either, even though we had the money, too. He also didn’t like to pay his clients’ bills.”

      Constable Sherwood ran his hand through his hair, messing up the black strands streaked with gray. “Can you get us a list of the people that the club owes money to?”

      “Maybe, but I’m just on some of the committees. I think the treasurer of the club or one of the other financial officers are going to have to go through all of our accounts and figure out whom Ruddy had not paid. Erick Walters is our treasurer.”

      Sandy consulted her phone. “He’s the man who was with you last night when you discovered the body, right?”

      “Oh, yes. Yes, he is.”

      Sandy shoved her phone in her hip pocket. “We’ve already talked to him once this morning. I guess we have to go back over there again this afternoon, Greg.”

      The two young police officers left, leaving me alone with Constable Sherwood. “The course looks like it’s in really good shape,” he said.

      “Bhagwan Das has been working hard to get it in shape for all these membership drive events.”

      He frowned while staring at the short grass of the seventeenth green. “I thought the club went to spikeless golf shoes a few years ago.”

      I looked over at where Sherwood was looking at on the green. A constellation of tiny holes pinpricked the velvety short grass and sod beneath. “We did, but some people insist on wearing traditional spiked cleats. You can repair spike marks in your line now, you know, not just ball marks on the green.”

      “I cannot keep up with all these PGA rules changes.”

      “It’s difficult. You haven’t been out yet this year, have you?”

      “There’s been a lot going on. I’m up for reelection this fall, which means I have to do fundraising and campaigning again this summer.”

      “Have you thought about running for higher office? The town council could use good people like you. The school board needs conscientious people like yourself, too.”

      “I’ve thought about it. Maybe the next election cycle. Being the town constable leaves me plenty of time for golf,” he said.

      “Priorities are important.”

      “Walk you back to the clubhouse?”

      I could tell Trudi that I had allowed Sherwood to walk me back to the clubhouse, and then maybe she would stop bothering me for a few minutes about going out to coffee with him. “Yes, I’m going back to the clubhouse.”

      We strolled down the eighteenth fairway, and the springtime sun warmed my shoulders.

      Sherwood asked, “Are you fostering a kitten or a puppy right now?”

      “A mama cat and her three newborn kittens,” I said. “Someone dropped them off at the shelter just before she popped, and of course they didn’t want the kittens around the other adoptable cats because they’re too young to be vaccinated yet. They’ll stay with me for another six or seven weeks.”

      “I still remember that herd of chinchillas that you fostered that one time,” he said. “They were mischievous little things.”

      “But very soft. I still get pictures from the people who adopted them, mostly their little noses peeking out of shirts.”

      We reached the clubhouse, and I paused with my hand on the door. “See you around?”

      “Yeah, I need to book the clubhouse for some of the fundraising events before the election this fall, but I’ll see you around the golf course before that, I’m sure.”

      “I’ll see you on the course, Sherwood.”
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      THE next morning, Sunday, I was dressed and had checked on my foster kittens and a mama cat living in a good-sized box in my living room. The mama cat had a litter box in the little half-bathroom just steps away from the box, and food and water just outside her nursery. The kittens were still far too small to escape the box. I’d spent a delightful half-hour watching them drag themselves around the blanket in there, mewing blindly for the mama cat, who was chowing down on a special high-fat cat food for nursing mothers. I had a stack of cans near her area, and she was already not shy about letting me know when the food in her bowl had gotten low.

      She wasn’t shy with me at all anymore, and she butted my knee for pets before she climbed back into the box to nurse her babies. Mama cat was a ginger tiger with white feet, and her kittens were every permutation of orange, white, and black. They would go back to the town shelter for adoption when they were old enough, though the shelter and I had an understanding that if mama cat didn’t find a home, she would come back and stay with me.

      My mind circled around a name for her. Orlando, maybe, but I didn’t call her that yet.

      The shelter and I had had this understanding for several animals, but they had always found good and loving homes, which was better for me anyway. I organized golf trips for the club members, and I liked to travel to other places, too. Fostering animals was the perfect solution, giving desperate animals a loving, safe, temporary home until they found their forever homes and allowing me some pets to love and then send out in the world, happy, socialized, and healed of their trauma.

      Just after I had stroked each of the kittens’ tiny heads with one finger, beginning to socialize them so that they would grow up to be happy house cats, my doorbell rang a strident bing-bong through my small house, which I considered to be more of a cottage. I staggered up from the floor, and mama cat gave me one concerned meow before she hopped back in the box with her babies.

      When I opened the door, I didn’t bother to check through the peephole first, and maybe I should have.

      Outside, standing on the winding path of brick pavers that led from the sidewalk to my front door, stood Coretta Dickinson, my next-door neighbor. She and her husband, Jim, were always angry at everything, and yet they argued with each other constantly because they always seem to be angry about the same things but for the wrong reasons. They were both known to call the police on their neighbors for any little thing, from the grass being too shaggy, to the trash bins being outside too long, to not liking the new paint on someone’s window trim.

      The neighborhood didn’t actually have a homeowners’ association, just one nosy, whiny homeowner.

      The police officers who responded to the whiny complaints did discuss town appearance codes with the neighbors, but they nearly sprained their eyeballs as they did it. Everyone generally ignored Coretta and Jim Dickinson, but they lived directly next door to me.

      “Hello, Coretta! I just made some lemon bars this morning. Would you like a lemon bar and some fresh coffee?”

      Bribing them with baked goods resulted in fewer police calls for myself and the whole neighborhood.

      Coretta carefully wiped her feet on the doormat outside the door, leaving barely damp tracks on the mat, and then on the mat inside the house before she walked inside. “Refined sugar is bad for one’s teeth. You shouldn’t eat so much of it.”

      Same old Coretta. “Maybe just a cup of coffee then? Or tea?”

      “I’ve given up caffeine. Caffeine is bad for your health. It causes heart attacks and strokes and bad breath.”

      Yep, same. “If you’d like to sit down in the kitchen,” I said, “I could get you a glass of water, with ice if you’re living dangerously.”

      Coretta sniffed the air as if she smelled a bad odor. “I suppose I could have a glass of water.”

      She followed me to my small kitchen, decorated with blue and yellow lighthouses because I did love New England. At the café table inside, I set a tall glass of ice water for her, a cup of coffee for myself, and a plate of the lemon bars in the center.

      Coretta sipped the ice water and eyed the lemon bars. “How did that golf-in-the-dark thing go Friday night?”

      I sipped my coffee to give myself a moment to think.

      Canterbury is a small town, and small towns have their grapevines. Coretta either already knew about the murder, or she would soon. Honestly, if she was the last person in town to know, it was only because people didn’t talk to her because she was such a snitch about minor homeowner issues.

      If I didn’t tell her and she found out later, she would probably conclude that I was hiding something. If she thought I was hiding something, she would probably call the police and either insist that my lack of edging the grass around the pavers was indicative of a murderer’s mindset, or else she would make something up, and then I would have to debunk whatever lies she told the police.

      Really, the best option was probably to tell Coretta what I knew so that I didn’t have to deal with anything worse. “We had a problem at the glow-ball golf tournament.”

      “Oh, no.” Coretta grinned. “Was Friday the night that it rained, or did everybody just hate the idea?”

      Trust Coretta Dickinson to come up with two snotty options. “No, it didn’t rain, and everybody seemed to be having a great time. As a matter of fact, we sold out the event weeks ahead of time.”

      “Then, who did something to ruin it?”

      Every time I let Coretta Dickinson into my house, I regretted it. “Maybe you can help me with this. Do you know anyone who was angry at Ruddy Agani?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      “Rudolph Agani? The CPA who kept the books for several of the small businesses in town? I think he did the bookkeeping for Paul Hampdale’s law firm and some of the knickknack stores and the ice cream shop down by the beach that the tourists go to.”

      “Never heard of him, but I don’t gossip.” Coretta took a lemon bar from the plate and bit into it.

      “Well, of course, we would never gossip,” I said, because otherwise, Coretta would tell everyone in town that I was a terrible gossip, “but I heard a lot of people were mad at him. I was just wondering if you knew anyone who was. He lived a few blocks away, over on Dorchester Street. His house has a low fence around it, and he has four beagles, if I remember right. His wife worked at the tee-shirt store during the tourist season.”

      Coretta scrunched up her face as she chewed and thought. “I think I know the house that you’re talking about. Those beagles barked every time I walked by on my daily walks. Someone should report him to the town for a noise violation.”

      “Someone murdered him last night at the golf club during the glow-ball tournament.”

      Coretta gasped, and crumbs fell from her lip onto the floor. “Right there in front of everybody?”

      “No, he’d had a little argument at the reception, and then he walked out onto the golf course, I guess to blow off steam. We found him out there, already dead, two hours or so later. No one knows who did it.”

      “I never have approved of these country clubs serving alcohol to so many people at parties like that. Something like this was bound to happen. They should have known better.”

      “We’ve been holding two or more events at the club every month for thirty years. This is the first time anyone has been murdered.”

      “Still, this is what happens when people drink alcohol. They shouldn’t do that, and country clubs shouldn’t encourage it. I don’t know why the town even allows a country club. We shouldn’t have places where regular people are excluded.”

      “Pretty much anybody can join the Canterbury Golf Club. I don’t think we’ve turned down a membership in thirty or forty years, and we wouldn’t refuse anybody membership right now.”

      Coretta took another lemon bar. “Having places like that isn’t good for the town.”

      “You’re certainly entitled to your opinion.” I’d used that phrase a lot with parents when I was teaching kindergarten.

      “Once news of this murder gets around town, nobody’s going to want to belong to such a country club anyway. I imagine that lots of people will quit, and certainly no one new is going to want to join up. I certainly wouldn’t want to join a country club where a murder had occurred. I wouldn’t ever feel safe there.”

      As much as Coretta was a whiny snitch, she had a point.

      Once word got around town that Ruddy Agani had been murdered at Canterbury Golf Club, people might be afraid to join.

      Coretta said, “That country club might have to close down like the yacht club did last year.”

      Oh, yeah. There was that, too.

      I needed to get down to the club and work on damage control.

      I stood. “Coretta, unfortunately, I have some places to go. I’ll see you later.”

      Coretta took several more of my lemon bars from the plate. “I’ll just take a few of these for Jim.”

      When I opened my front door to usher Coretta out of my house so I could leave, the Canterbury Tales newspaper lay on the front step.

      MURDER AT THE COUNTRY CLUB, screamed the headline.

      Dang. Everyone in town would know that Ruddy had been killed at CGC now.
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      THE morning sun bore down on the asphalt and the hood of my tiny car as I pulled into the Canterbury Golf Club. The parking lot was about a quarter full, and I recognized most of the cars that belonged to members and friends.

      Over at the driving range, Constable Sherwood Kane’s small SUV shone in the sunlight, and Sherwood’s tall form swung a long club on the practice mats.

      Just the man I wanted to see.

      Hiking over to the driving range took just a few minutes, and I huffed as I trudged up the steep slope to where Sherwood stood, swinging his golf club in a wide, round arc. His ball flew down the range’s fairway, a solid shot.

      “You don’t seem to have lost your swing this winter,” I remarked.

      Sherwood turned and, seeing me, grinned. “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be here? There’s always something to attend to. Ladies’ League always needs new ranking sheets made.”

      “Did you see the newspaper this morning?” he asked.

      “Oh, that. It doesn’t concern me in the slightest.” I felt bad about lying to law enforcement, but this was an extenuating circumstance. “I’m sure they’ll find out who did it soon, and everything will go back to normal.”

      Sherwood shrugged and turned back to the fairway to hit another ball. “We sent the knife to the state forensics lab, but they’re backed up. I’m not sure how long it’ll take to get even the most basic fingerprint analysis on the knife. Might take months.”

      “Oh, I hope you’re not going to let it drag out like that. People are going to be scared away from Canterbury Golf Club.” I realized how bad that sounded. “And Ruddy’s poor wife and family. They need some closure. They need justice. The police have to find the murderer so that his family and wife will have justice.”

      I didn’t like myself very much at that moment.

      Sherwood said, “Well, we can’t do anything until we get the forensics back. Even if we did identify suspects, that all might be out the window if we get a fingerprint match for somebody else on the knife. It’s a waste of police resources and town money to go chasing after suspects when one fingerprint might solve the case.”

      I sighed. “The steak knife was from the club. They go missing all the time. The serving staff thinks we must have magpies or elves that steal them. Even if the lab did find a fingerprint on the knife, it’s possible that the murderer took someone else’s knife.”

      Sherwood glanced at me. “Are you worried about your prints showing up on the knife?”

      “No. I had the lobster. I didn’t touch my knife. Surely, though, we can spare some officers to investigate who killed Ruddy. The Town of Canterbury employs twenty police officers, which is probably fifteen too many. Most of them end up sitting on the beach during the summer, giving out tickets to the tourists for littering. We only need a few officers to direct traffic when we get a traffic jam during Memorial and Labor Day weekends or to ask around when someone shoplifts a seashell picture frame from the knickknack shop. It’s even still early in the season. The tourists don’t even really arrive until after Memorial Day. I would hesitate to say that our finest are just sitting around drinking coffee and eating doughnuts, but when I was driving to the course this morning, I saw four police cruisers parked at Bess Eaton.” That was the local doughnut shop. “What do they have to do that’s more important than investigating the murder of a Canterbury citizen?”

      “It’s standard operating procedure to pause investigations when there is forensic evidence until the analysis comes back from the state forensics laboratory. I don’t make the rules, Bee. I just make sure that the town is in compliance with them.”

      “So, it might be months before anyone even asks where people were when Ruddy was killed?” My voice rose in what I hoped was not hysteria, but it probably was.

      Sherwood rubbed his chin. “I hope it won’t be months. At the most, maybe three months.”

      “But,” I stammered, “but Ruddy’s family, and his wife, and justice.”

      “Bee, do you have information that I should know about?”

      “No, I don’t know anything! I don’t know anything at all, and nobody else knows anything either. There’s a murderer running around Canterbury, and it creeps me out. They might be a member of the club. They might be walking along the beach when I’m there next time. They might be standing behind me in the grocery store.”

      Sherwood cocked his head to the side and gave me a lopsided smile. “Most murders are personal. Chances are that this was an argument that got out of control. We’ve got someone watching Oliver Shwetz, so he’s not going to argue with anybody else and then kill them.”

      “Do you think it was Oliver?” I asked him. “Should we revoke his club membership?”

      “Due to my elected position in the town, I have no opinion about who it might or might not have been. My only concern is for the town and to make sure that the rules are followed so that the town’s legal liability remains as limited as possible,” Sherwood said while nodding vigorously.

      So, Sherwood did think Oliver had killed Ruddy.

      Okay, I had to figure out what the club should do about that.

      Sherwood asked, “I’m going to ask you one more time because it feels like you’re trying to tell me something. Do you know of anyone else who might have killed Ruddy Agani?”

      “I just know that Ruddy was delaying payments from the club to a lot of local small business owners.”

      “Yes, you were supposed to get me a list.”

      “And I will, just as soon as I figure out how. I don’t know if he was doing the same for his accounting clients. He might have been. Plus, he was just so unpleasant to everyone, so I don’t think we should rule out anyone in his personal life.”

      Sherwood raised his eyebrows. “It sounds like you’ve thought about this a lot.”

      “Of course, I have. It concerns the club. I’m the Lady Captain here, and everything that concerns the club concerns me. Plus, Oliver wasn’t accounted for after his argument with Ruddy. After the argument, I told him that he could go up to my office to cool down because his cardiologist had told him that getting upset wasn’t good for his blood pressure, and then when I went up there later to make a phone call, he wasn’t there. I don’t know where he was during that time.”

      Sherwood frowned and rested his elbow on the top of his bag. “You went back to your office during the party last night, while Ruddy was missing?”

      “Yes, I called Jacob Hibbert from up there because the bar was running out of liquor because Ruddy hadn’t paid our bill at Jacob’s package store for the past three months. I had to arrange with Jacob to have him deliver a case of scotch and a few other things to the bar, or else the bar was going to run out of alcohol during this very important reception. That’s why I had to find Ruddy afterward, to get him to cut a check for Jacob.”

      “I thought Oliver Shwetz was in your office.”

      I thought about it for a minute. “He wasn’t up there when I opened my door. He must have left before that.”

      Sherwood was still frowning at me. “Did anybody see you go upstairs? Did anybody see you come back downstairs?”

      “I talked to Jason Hibbert on my cell phone. That would have a timestamp, and his cell phone would, too.”

      “But that doesn’t establish your location when you made the phone call like a landline does. How long were you upstairs?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe twenty minutes? Maybe longer, because then I looked over the accounts to make sure that we had enough money in the daily operating account to pay Jacob what we owed him.”

      Sherwood was staring directly at me. “How much longer?”

      I blinked in the strong sunlight. “I’m not sure. I know that Ruddy was gone for almost two hours before we started looking for him, but I was mingling for most of that.”

      Sherwood took out his cell phone and tapped the screen a few times. “You didn’t tell the police officers you had left the party and were unaccounted for, while the victim was still missing.”

      “I was rattled when I talked to them. I’d just found a dead body. I’m surprised I wasn’t in the bar, sucking down half of Jacob’s delivery.”

      “You didn’t mention it to the officers yesterday morning, either,” Sherwood said. “We’re going to need you to talk to the police officers and amend your story, and you should make sure to tell us if anyone can corroborate when you went upstairs and when you came back downstairs, and especially if there’s any evidence that you were in your office that whole time. There is a set of stairs that leads from the back of the second story of the clubhouse and right out down to that side door by the pro shop. In theory, and I’m not saying this happened, you could’ve come down those stairs while you were talking on the phone, gone and found Ruddy, killed him, gone back up the stairs to your office, and then back down the main staircase to the party. It’s very possible that no one might’ve seen you leave the clubhouse.”

      “Well, you could say the same thing about Oliver Shwetz.”

      “Yes, we could. I need to add the possibility that Oliver went down those back stairs and out to the course to your statements, too.”

      And, I’d just made Oliver’s life harder, which I had not meant to do, doggonit. “But you just said I must have been yammering on my cell phone the whole time. Someone would have noticed that.”

      “It was a loud party, from what the neighbors said. We had one noise complaint about the DJ. Even if you were talking, people might not have heard anything.”

      “And Oliver and I were both wearing light-colored shirts that night. He wore a white shirt, and I was wearing pale blue. I can’t even properly cut up a steak without dripping the juice on myself. Someone would have noticed blood on our clothes if either one of us had stabbed a person with a knife. You saw all that blood on the green. Wouldn’t I have gotten some of that on me in a—” I struggled to remember the correct terminology from all those forensic television shows. “—blood spatter or spray?”

      “Not necessarily,” Sherwood said. “When people are stabbed, they don’t spray blood like a popping water balloon or a high-pressure pipe with a leak. Sometimes, they just drip a little.”

      “You saw the blood on the green. There was so much of it.”

      “It was a blood pool,” Sherwood said, “that had sunk into the ground. Most of that could have seeped out of him, rather than sprayed out like a firehose that got loose.”

      There had to be a reason why I couldn’t be a suspect. “I wasn’t gone that long when I popped up to my office.”

      But I had been. I’d been sitting in my office, talking first to Jacob and then to my dead husband for probably twenty minutes before I’d felt fortified enough to go downstairs to find Ruddy.

      Sherwood said, “Well, we are going to have to establish a timeline for you, just to make sure.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t going to investigate the murder at all because the forensic evidence isn’t back from the state lab.”

      “Unfortunately, between you and Oliver Shwetz, we now have two suspects who were unaccounted for when the murder might’ve taken place. Other than investigating you and Oliver Shwetz, the police probably won’t look any further for suspects until the forensic analysis is complete.”

      Great.

      Just great.

      I managed to make myself a suspect in Ruddy’s murder and to make sure that the investigation was stalled.

      That meant the murderer was going to be freely walking around Canterbury Golf Club, which likely would make people afraid to join the club.

      And I didn’t like the idea much, either.

      How had I managed to make things worse?
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      INSIDE the Canterbury Golf Club clubhouse, the air-conditioning blew at full blast because it was finally warm that day after being so cold for weeks, even during our nighttime glow-ball tournament just days before. The large, plate-glass windows of the clubhouse created a greenhouse effect, which helped with heating costs during the long, New England winter, but people don’t golf much during the winter. The club needed to add some shades above those windows, but committing to that kind of expense right now would be foolhardy.

      Up in my office, I opened my computer and stared at the screen, angry for allowing myself to become a suspect in something that I obviously hadn’t done, which therefore impeded the investigation and delayed finding the real murderer. It was ridiculous. I was ridiculous. I shouldn’t have said anything.

      I resolved to keep my mouth shut and not discuss the murder with anyone, for any reason, until the police had caught the real murderer. Canterbury Golf Club depended on me not to make this worse.

      On the screen of my computer, the club’s daily operating budget account was still open. I scanned the list of vendors, but they all seemed like perfectly reasonable businesses for a golf club to pay for services or goods. The names all seemed to be normal business names, even if I didn’t recognize some of them.

      Shoreline Landscaping, Inc.

      Surf and Turf Meat Shop, which was a good butcher shop. I bought meat from them when I had company over.

      DeWitt’s Flower Nursery. They had nice mums last year.

      Healthy Plant Organic Farm.

      Handy Hands Carpet and Upholstery Cleaners. Good, the carpeting in the dining room was getting grungy.

      I scanned the list, looking for anything unusual or weird, but even in a small town like Canterbury, I didn’t know every vendor that might supply the golf club. Besides, there were a dozen other small towns near enough to have places of business that Canterbury might be using as vendors, not to mention some of the smaller cities located within an hour or two away.

      A knock rattled my open office door.

      When I looked up, Linda Agani, the wife of the deceased Ruddy Agani, leaned against the frame in my doorway, wearing golfing attire and a serious expression on her face. “I heard you found Ruddy after it happened.”

      I closed my computer and folded my hands on top of it. “I’m so sorry.”

      She walked in and sat in the chair in front of my desk. Her eyes weren’t red, but she seemed quieter and more solemn than usual, and her sigh was heavy. “I still can’t believe it.”

      “Me, either.” I wasn’t lying. It seemed unbelievable that someone, anyone, whom I knew had been murdered.

      “The police won’t tell me anything,” she said.

      “I don’t think they know very much. I just talked to Constable Sherwood Kane, and he said that the police wouldn’t even begin an in-depth investigation until after they get the knife back from the state’s forensic lab to see if there are any fingerprints on it.”

      “Oh, no. That means it’s going to be months before I can move.”

      “I told Constable Sherwood that the investigation should start now because Ruddy’s family would want closure and justice.”

      “It’s not just that. I’m moving to California.”

      “Permanently?”

      “California seems like a good place to start over. I need to start fresh.”

      “This seems sudden. Maybe you should think about it for a couple of weeks, just in case maybe you don’t want to move to California. Maybe you’ll want to move to Arizona.”

      “I rented an apartment out there last week. It’ll be ready for me to move in on the first of the month.”

      Last week? “But what about your club membership?”

      “Didn’t Ruddy resign the family membership and change it to an individual membership? He was supposed to.”

      I opened the computer on the desk between us and pulled up a spreadsheet that showed membership details.

      Five more families were resigning their memberships effective at the beginning of the next month. The rival country club Greens of Grass had probably poached them with their loss-leader promotion, too, which meant I had even more memberships to make up for. When I flipped to the page for current membership changes, neither of the two entries were the Agani family. “No, he didn’t submit a change. Do you want me to mark you down to change your membership status?”

      Linda sighed another sad and heavy sigh. “I suppose you should since I’m moving to California and Ruddy isn’t going to be around to play golf anymore.”

      “Am I missing something here?” I asked.

      “You knew about the divorce, right?”

      I leaned back in my chair, shocked. “No. I suppose I only saw Ruddy in committee meetings, and we tried not to talk about personal stuff in meetings. You know how there’s always so much business to take care of. If he had mentioned it, I didn’t hear him. I haven’t seen you around the club much this year because you didn’t sign up for Ladies’ League this year. I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      Linda sadly contemplated her hands, knotted in her lap. “I’ve been unhappy for years. Our last kid went off to college last fall, and I stayed through the winter, hoping we could work things out or that things would get better. They didn’t. I don’t want to talk about him right now because I just wanted to get away from him and start a new life, but I never wanted this to happen to him.” She paused, frowning, and a tear splashed on her hands before she repeated, “I would never have wanted something like this to happen to him.”

      “So, that’s why you didn’t come to the glow-ball tournament with him? Because you were planning on leaving soon, anyway?”

      Linda shook her head, her dark hair swishing about her face.

      Her hair was darker, with no gray streaks like she’d had last year during Ladies’ League. She’d started coloring her hair.

      Not that coloring your hair means you’re a murderer. Half the ladies at the club would be indicted for murder if that were the case, including me. But maybe it did indicate that Linda had been thinking about starting a new life.

      She said, “We had a fight that night. The last thing I said to him was, ‘If that’s how you feel, then maybe I should leave right now.’ And I did. I walked out of the house, got in my car, and left. I figured he was going to go to the club for the tournament because we’d already paid for the tickets, and the tickets included dinner. Lord knows Ruddy wouldn’t have wasted money that had already been spent just to chase his crying wife around. I wish I hadn’t said that, though.”

      I said, “I’m so sorry.”

      Linda shrugged. “I’ve said a lot of things like that in the last year. We both knew that our marriage was ending. I hate to say it, but I’m relieved there isn’t going to be a big divorce battle in court. Ruddy would have fought for every penny, and then no matter what I did get out of it to start my new life after raising four kids for thirty years, he probably wouldn’t have written me a check until I’d threatened to have him arrested.”

      She sounded a little bitter, but anyone on the verge of divorce probably would.

      And everyone else had been saying that Ruddy didn’t pay his bills, too.

      Linda placed her hands on her knees and pushed herself to her feet. “So, who do I have to tell that we’re going to be resigning our membership, I guess, at the end of the month?”

      I started typing her name into the next line on the spreadsheet. “I can do that for you right now. You don’t need to go anywhere else.”

      “Thanks, Beatrice. I appreciate it. I’ll be around a little bit over the next week or so. I’ve got to improve my golf game before I get to California. Year-round golf, you know?”

      “Good luck, Linda. I’m so sorry about everything that happened.”

      Linda’s glance felt like a knife pointed in my direction. “How did you happen to find him?”

      “I went looking for him to cut a check to Jacob Hibbert for a shipment of liquor for the bar. It seems that he’d been delaying payment to the club’s vendors, and Jacob threatened to cut us off if we didn’t pay him.”

      Linda closed her eyes, and they crinkled at the corners. “Yeah, I can see him doing that.”

      Linda walked out of my office, and I heard her footsteps on the back stairs as Trudi popped around the corner of my doorframe.

      Trudi’s blue eyes were wide as she whispered, “Did you hear that?”

      I finished typing the Aganis’ names and membership number into the spreadsheet so that Linda wouldn’t be billed for club dues for next month. “Hear what? That she was divorcing him? I can’t say I’m surprised. If he was half as awful to her as he was to everybody else, the only surprise is that she stayed with him this long.”

      “No, I meant that she didn’t have an alibi for when Ruddy was murdered, and she knew where he was going to be.”

      I looked at Trudi over the top of my reading glasses. “Linda hardly seems the type to murder someone.”

      “You know as much as I do that anyone can snap. Anyone can get fed up, have enough of someone else’s baloney, and just snap.”

      Trudi wasn’t wrong. There were times when I yelled at my Henry and he yelled back at me, even though I would have never dreamed of doing something violent.

      Maybe other people went a few steps farther.

      That wasn’t impossible to believe.

      Trudi said, “And Linda is a club member. She could’ve taken one of our steak knives to kill him any time when they had supper at the club.”

      “Whoever killed him probably took a steak knife from dinner that night. Linda didn’t come to the dinner or the glow-ball tournament. Indeed, I kind of noticed that Ruddy arrived without her and hoped he wouldn’t want his money back for her ticket. If it was Linda, and I’m not saying it was, she would’ve had to have planned it so far in advance that she stole a steak knife from the club at some previous date.”

      Trudi flopped herself in the chair on the other side of my desk and stretched her short legs as far as she was able to. “Well, when was the last time they had dinner at the club? We can check their monthly bill and see when that was.”

      “They didn’t eat dinner at the club that much. I’ll bet Ruddy thought it was too expensive, even though it is cheaper than a lot of the restaurants around here.” I clicked around on my computer and pulled up the Aganis’ tab from the last month. “The only suppers on here are single meals after the men have their league, so that was probably Ruddy but not Linda. She hasn’t eaten here this month, at all.”

      Trudi scowled. “That doesn’t mean that she didn’t walk into the club, where no one would have been surprised to see her at a tournament that she had bought a ticket to, and snag a steak knife earlier that night.”

      Trudi was not going to let go of this until I agreed that it was possible. “I suppose it could have happened that way.”

      “You should have let me dust that knife for fingerprints when we found it.”

      “We would’ve had a hard time explaining to the police why there was baby powder on the murder weapon.”

      Trudi shrugged. “We could have figured something out to tell them.”

      “Yeah, I talked to Constable Sherwood a little while ago, and he said they probably weren’t going to do much of anything until they got the forensic analysis back from the state laboratory, and that could take three months or longer.”

      “That’s awful. Oliver Shwetz will be walking around the club the whole time, leering at everybody and making them feel uncomfortable.”

      “Unfortunately, Constable Sherwood doesn’t think he’s the only suspect. I managed to sort of implicate myself when I was talking to him on the range earlier today.”

      Trudi glanced up at me and grabbed the arm of her chair. “Don’t tell me anything, but if we need to figure out an alibi for you, I should know that I have to do that.”

      “Trudi, I didn’t kill Ruddy!”

      “I’m not saying you did, but if there’s something that we need to explain, I should know it. You know I’ve got your back.”

      I must admit that it is comforting to have a friend who says that she will cover for you, even though she thinks you may have committed murder. “I didn’t kill him, but I kind of don’t have an alibi for part of the time when he might have been murdered.”

      Trudi pulled her phone out of her pocket and stuck it under her thigh, sitting on it. “Close your computer and put it away. Put your phone someplace where it can’t listen to us.”

      Her paranoia was so sweet, if a bit misplaced.

      “Trudi, I swear on a stack of Bibles, I did not kill Ruddy. I did not hurt Ruddy. I did not go out onto the golf course that night before we walked out there together. I was running around the clubhouse, organizing the event.”

      Trudi squinted at me, laid her phone on my desk, and then announced, “All right! I believe you! I believe that you were in the clubhouse the entire time, and you did not leave the clubhouse before the four of us went out and found Ruddy together! You were never alone at any point, and thus you have an alibi for the entire night of the glow-ball tournament!”

      I touched the side of my head where a headache was forming. “Now that we’ve gotten that over with, I really didn’t kill him. I’m really worried about the effect that an unsolved murder could have on the club, especially after that newspaper article this morning. It looks like Oliver Shwetz may be a suspect because of that argument they had right before Ruddy stomped out, and now it looks like the wife, Linda, may not have an alibi, even though I would be shocked if she had anything to do with it.”

      Trudi shook her head. “We need to find some solid, forensic evidence that will tell us who killed him.”

      “Or we could quietly and discreetly ask a few questions and see if we can rule out somebody like Linda so she can have closure and go on with her life.”

      Trudi frowned. “And make sure that the police don’t suspect you. I don’t like the thought of the police suspecting you at all. We need to find out who did this.”
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      STANDING in front of the women golfers enrolled in Ladies’ League the next Wednesday morning was more nerve-racking than many things I’ve done in my life.

      I never misplaced a kindergartner while I was on a field trip, but the flutters in my tummy and the shakiness of my fingers felt a lot like that one time when I had to step in front of a large father who was going to take out his anger on his kid. The brilliant sunshine warmed the top of my head, though the breeze chilled my ears.

      The sheet of paper in my hands trembled, and I read the words as I held the microphone, “Today, Ladies’ League is a shotgun start.”

      Snickering swept over the assembled group of women standing on the back of the practice putting green. Some of them held one of their hands over their mouths when I said the word “shotgun,” but a few of them outright laughed in a mean way.

      To be fair, a lot of them didn’t.

      I’ve known these women for years, and yet with just one murder accusation, they were turning on me.

      Maybe I would be wary of someone who’d been accused of murder, too, but I wouldn’t laugh at them.

      If anything, laughing at a possible murderer seemed unwise.

      They should take that to heart.

      “Something funny?” I asked, and my voice boomed through the microphone and out the speakers hanging under the porch roof of the clubhouse.

      They quieted down. I could tell that a lot of them lost interest with just that little bit of pushback, but some of the women—the ones who I knew were a little meaner than the others to begin with—were still giving me the side-eye.

      Teachers know what to do when the mob is acting unruly. I fixed all of them with a strict gaze, standing above them with a stern look on my face and the thought in my head: I see you, you little hooligans.

      It worked on kindergartners.

      A few more of them quieted down, but there were still a half-dozen women whose glares were making me uncomfortable.

      Nobody said being Lady Captain was easy, especially when one had recently been accused of murdering somebody.

      I announced, “All threesomes should be at their starting tee box at nine o’clock. I will blow the air horn, and that will be your signal for the first person in your threesome to tee off. You may decide amongst yourselves who has the honor. The groups will tee off at nine o’clock, sharp.”

      A woman’s voice from the crowd said, “Sharp, like a knife?”

      I couldn’t answer anymore. I’d been the Lady Captain for five years. I’d put in a whole lot of volunteer work for the Canterbury Golf Club on numerous committees, and it seemed ridiculous that an unsubstantiated rumor was making these people say such unkind things.

      Resolving to ignore the comment, I folded my notepaper into crisp squares and leaned downed to tuck it into my golf bag beside my current favorite golf ball, which looked like a yellow-and-black soccer ball.

      A pair of scarlet golf shoes appeared in my peripheral vision.

      I glanced up, finding Ann Carmo standing beside me. This time, I recognized her right off with her scarlet lipstick, wide sunglasses, and dark visor shading her eyes and even around to her ears. She was wearing new red Adidas golf shoes that matched her lipstick.

      Ann announced in a loud voice, “Do you have something you want to say out loud, Nell?”

      Nell?

      Nell Rinaldi had belonged to the club for years. We’d served on probably five committees together, and she was saying stuff like that about me in front of everyone? I straightened and looked out over the group of several dozen women standing in the warm, springtime sunlight. Some ladies stood on the emerald, velvet practice green beside us, though most of the women stood on the asphalt-paved cart path, leaning on their pushcarts or sitting in their riding carts. Most of them were looking at their shoes or shifting from side to side, profoundly uncomfortable with the turn this morning had taken, but a few of the ladies were watching Nell and Ann closely.

      Nell said, “Everyone who reads mystery novels knows that the person who found the body is often the murderer. Beatrice found the body, so there is a very likely chance that she murdered Ruddy Agani. I think the publicity of the murder is hurting the club, and I think Beatrice should step down as Lady Captain until this is taken care of.”

      “You’re an idiot, Nell,” Ann told her, struggling to stuff her hand into an old golf glove. The glove’s fingers were gnarled with sweat and dirt, and Ann yanked the leather over her palm.

      Under most other circumstances, if Ann had told one of our members that they were an idiot, I might’ve said something.

      Not today.

      Nell muttered, though everyone could plainly hear her, “Hey, I’m not the one who lost a glowing ball in the dark and got left behind.”

      That was weird. I hadn’t even played in the glow-ball tournament.

      Ann continued, “Beatrice obviously didn’t kill Ruddy. Ruddy Agani was a huge, strong man. Even though Bee is obviously in great shape for a woman her age—”

      Now, I was thinking about stopping her.

      She dropped a tee and bent to pick it up. “—no one her size and age could possibly kill a man Ruddy’s size. A man must have done it, like Oliver Shwetz. We all saw them arguing. It’s obvious, right?” She winked at the crowd.

      I wasn’t sure Ann was right, but I didn’t want to protest that I could easily be a murderer in front of everyone. I didn’t like that she was blaming Oliver, though. He hadn’t even been charged, let alone convicted.

      Ann continued, “Especially since Bee is a little overweight and out of shape—”

      I was going to have to stop her soon for my own peace of mind.

      “—not to mention getting up there in years—”

      That was over the line. I golfed almost every day, and I walked our hilly course with my clubs in a pushcart. I could easily kill someone, if I wanted to.

      Not that I should announce that to the entire Ladies’ League.

      “—Not that Bee is morbidly obese or anything, but she’s just packing a few extra pounds on her.” Ann slapped her own slightly chubby behind. “I mean, we’re all carrying a few extra pounds, am I right? Wilber tells me I need to diet every day.”

      I was done. “Ann, thank you for that spirited defense, but I think I’m okay now.” I was holding onto a little bit of winter fluff, but that was no one’s business but my own. Not to mention that I didn’t tolerate anybody fat-shaming another person for any reason. It was uncouth and unkind, and I hadn’t put up with such cruelty from my kindergartners, either.

      Ann continued, “Just because Bee said that we should go look for Ruddy and it was her idea to look for him on the golf course, it doesn’t mean that she had anything to do with it.”

      If Ann defended me much longer, I was going to end up in the electric chair. “Will you look at the time! We need to start making our way to the tee boxes right now.”

      “Yeah, we’d better go,” someone else said. “We wouldn’t want Bee to get mad at us.”

      Trudi stepped beside me and lifted her chin.

      I laid my hand on her arm. My pride could not take any more defending that day.

      Trudi announced, “Beatrice is one of the most dedicated members of this club. I happen to know that Greens of Grass Country Club offered her an entirely free membership to come and be their Lady Captain.”

      “Trudi,” I whispered. That was supposed to be a secret.

      “But she didn’t take the free golf because she is loyal to Canterbury, and she is loyal to you. You should all be ashamed of yourselves if you would even think that about Bee. Bee is one of the nicest, sweetest women I know, and if a roomful of thirty kindergartners didn’t make her snap, nothing will.”

      “Oh, no,” I said. “They were sweet. I loved my—”

      “Rainy day schedule,” Trudi said to me.

      Well, okay.

      “I don’t think anybody should be accusing anyone else of murdering Ruddy Agani, anyway,” Pauline Damir said to the assembled women golfers. “A lot of people were mad at Ruddy. His CPA firm did the bookkeeping for quite a few small businesses in town, like the Banks Funeral Home. I have a florist business, and the funeral home ordered a lot of flowers from me. They authorized the payments, but Ruddy Agani never paid their account unless I called and yelled at him. The last time I yelled at him, he still didn’t pay. I have to pay the flower wholesalers when I order the flowers, so if someone doesn’t pay me, I’m in debt.”

      Ann Campo said, “Yes, I heard that he did that a lot.”

      Pauline continued, “When someone else took over his accounts at his firm, the first thing I did was call them and get my money. I finally got a check this morning for the last six months’ worth of flowers. I hate to say that I’m glad he’s dead, but if something hadn’t happened, my flower shop would have gone bankrupt, just because he wouldn’t pay his clients’ bills on time. Before this happened, I was looking into hiring Oliver Shwetz or some other lawyer to send Ruddy official legal letters or take him to small claims court. You know that, Ann.”

      Great, Pauline had just given herself motive, and I remembered that she had been at the glow-ball golf tournament that night. First, Ruddy had nearly barreled into her as he’d stomped out, so she had known where he had gone, and then she’d been standing with Ann quite a bit later and looking a mite wasted.

      Anybody could fake being tipsy, though.

      Or maybe she’d needed a stiff drink or three after what she’d done.

      Suspecting my friends of murder was an awful feeling.

      I asked Pauline, “Do you know of other people who had a problem with Ruddy not paying them from his CPA business?”

      “Lots of people! If you get a list of his clients, you’ll have a suspect list a mile long,” Pauline said.

      It seemed like everybody had wanted to kill Ruddy Agani, and yet everybody at Ladies’ League was still looking at me.

      “And on that note,” I shouted over the crowd of women waiting for Ladies’ League to begin, “you have ten minutes to get to your tee boxes before I will sound the air horn, and somebody from your group should tee off. Let’s make sure everybody’s in position so that everyone is safe. Ladies, let’s walk out.”

      Trudi turned to Ann Carmo. “Way to go with the backhanded defense there, Ann. I don’t think ‘Bee is too fat to kill anybody,’ is going to convince a jury she’s innocent. And you’re a sturdy woman yourself, as my German parents would’ve put it. Fat-shaming is a dick move. I can’t believe you did that in front of everybody.”

      Again, Trudi was direct, and sometimes direct was called for.

      Ann’s eyes widened in horror, and she put her fingers over her lips. From behind her hand, she said, “I’m so sorry, Bee. I didn’t have time to think, and I just wanted people to stop saying that about you. It’s absolutely ridiculous. We know that you didn’t have anything to do with Ruddy’s death, even though you were the person who found him.”

      Trudi stepped toward Ann. “I was there. You were there, too.”

      “Yes, but Bee was the one who suggested that we needed to go look for him,” she said. Ann’s lips pressed primly together.

      “She needed a check to pay for the booze!” Trudi said, nearly snarling.

      I lifted my hands to stop them from arguing. “Ladies’ League is about to begin. We need to get onto the course to be in our places for the start time. Ann, I think you are starting on the fourth hole with Constance and Priscilla Sauveterre. Trudi, come on. We don’t want to keep Moonie waiting on the seventh. She starts picking at scabs when we keep her waiting.”

      I herded Trudi in front of me, and we set off at a brisk pace to meet Moonie on the seventh hole tee box. When we got there, I had to use a bright pink golf ball because my bumblebee-colored soccer-style golf ball must have fallen out of my bag somewhere.

      Somehow, I managed to hold onto my cool, and after the first few holes, Trudi and Moonie had me laughing and thinking about golf for the rest of the round.
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      PAULINE’S comment about how Ruddy had been delinquent on payments to other businesses rankled me.

      Someone at his CPA business must have taken over and paid his bills there, but no one had taken over his bill-paying duties at Canterbury Golf Club.

      I thought about it all day, all night, and into the next day, wondering how many businesses around town Canterbury Golf Club might owe money to.

      There might be dozens of people who weren’t being paid.

      I might be bumping into people at the grocery store or my favorite Italian restaurant, and CGC might owe them money.

      They might be blaming me from behind their smiles.

      Or they might really need the money we owed them. Pauline had said that she had nearly lost her flower shop due to unpaid invoices, probably including ours.

      I needed to find out who they were.

      So I needed to see Ruddy’s CGC accounts.

      Besides, I had promised Constable Sherwood Kane that I would compile a list of people to whom the Canterbury Golf Club owed money.

      Breaking into Ruddy’s office was wrong.

      I knew it was wrong.

      And yet it was my civic duty to get that information for Constable Kane.

      Breaking and entering was surely wrong.

      But I didn’t need to break anything.

      Up on the clubhouse’s second floor where my Lady Captain’s office was, business offices lined the hallway, and we all just roamed around, sticking our heads in other people’s offices, talking and drinking coffee while we caught up on all the little things that were necessary for someone to do if the club were to run smoothly. Most of the office doors on the second floor stood open during the day.

      So, that Thursday afternoon when I was in my Lady Captain’s office, I stood up and walked around.

      Having Trudi with me would have helped calm my nerves, but she was sitting with her grandbaby that day. The little chub was all of nine months old and crawling like a puppy, and Trudi didn’t want to miss a minute of it.

      Sherlynne, the women’s golf pro, was sitting at her desk in her office. I waved as I walked by, a casual wave that suggested I wasn’t going anywhere important or doing anything interesting.

      To act any more obviously nonchalant, I would have had to stroll with my hands folded behind my back, whistling something chipper.

      Sherlynne waved back, but it seemed like she was concentrating deeply on whatever was written on the sheet of paper lying on her desk. She tapped the numbers into a calculator with a pencil.

      I shouldn’t disturb her.

      Not that I was going anywhere important.

      I was just going to see if Ruddy’s old office was, maybe, unlocked.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with what I was doing. Walking through an unlocked door was neither illegal nor immoral.

      Unlocked doors were essentially invitations.

      I reached Ruddy’s office and grasped the doorknob.

      The doorknob did not turn under my hand, just stiffly clicked as I tried to twist it.

      Of course, Ruddy’s darn office was locked.

      The one office that might help me was locked.

      But it didn’t have to stay locked.

      I pulled my keys out of my pocket and sorted through the jangly bunch of them.

      The rumor was that most of the offices on the second floor had been keyed to the same key because Ruddy had cut corners wherever possible to save money.

      I inserted my key for my door to the Lady Captain’s office into Ruddy’s doorknob, and it turned easily.

      Now, it was an open door, and walking through an open door was not illegal, as I had already established. Entering an office that was currently not assigned to anybody and taking a look around to perhaps solve a crime, provide closure to his family, and save the reputation of the club had to be a good thing.

      And maybe people would stop whispering that I’d killed him, too. That would be nice.

      Inside, Ruddy’s office was bigger than mine, which was odd because as the Lady Captain, I spent more time at the club than Ruddy did. He was just a member of several committees and could write checks because he was a financial officer for some of those committees, but he didn’t hold an official, albeit volunteer, position.

      His window was bigger, too.

      And his sheer curtains were newer.

      Not that it was a competition or anything.

      Still.

      Plaques hung on Ruddy Agani’s wall, listing his name and golfing accomplishments, such as winning low-net at the member-guest tournament three years ago and being on the team that placed second in the men’s league a few years before that.

      A laptop lay closed on Ruddy’s desk.

      Pale powder filmed the top of his computer and the desk, sticking to smudges and whorls on the plastic and polished wood. Clear squares, where the dust had been removed, disturbed the even layer.

      A forensic technician must have been in there to dust for fingerprints, probably Saturday morning when I’d seen Constable Sherwood Kane and my two ex-students on the seventeenth green.

      I opened the laptop computer, wishing I was wearing my thick winter golf gloves to conceal my fingerprints.

      Not that I had anything to hide.

      I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been in there.

      I sat down in his chair and clicked on the spreadsheet software icon on the bottom menu of the screen so I could see which files had been recently opened. One was labeled Canterbury Discretionary Money, so I clicked that file to open it.

      A solid wall of numbers filled the screen.

      I blinked, backing up a little in the chair.

      My college major had been elementary education, not math. The jumble of numbers and decimal points seemed like a whole lot of digits in one place. Just looking at all those numbers made my brain feel garbled.

      So many, many numbers.

      The only part that wasn’t numbers was the left-most column, which was a list of business names, and the top row of headings.

      My goal was to see whether I could tell if any other vendors needed to be paid. If they did, I could find Erick Walters or someone else and get them to write a bunch of checks because surely this was an emergency.

      Okay, accounting software. As a kindergarten teacher for thirty years, I had mostly used a double-entry accounting ledger to keep track of grades. Even in kindergarten, children receive grades, and grades must be tracked. Otherwise, some helicopter parent will demand to know why little Jimmy got a star-minus in alphabet recognition instead of a star-plus.

      It was only when I was ready to retire that those newfangled, grade-tracking computer programs like PowerSchool and GradeBook had become available. I had used them a bit when the administration had forced me to during my last few years of teaching, so I had a rudimentary knowledge of spreadsheet programs.

      Looking at this morass of numbers, I realized how very rudimentary my spreadsheet knowledge was.

      This looked like the Matrix.

      I hovered over the tiny rectangles on the spreadsheet. When I scanned my eyes over the screen, they just looked like rows and rows of numbers. However, when I clicked on a cell, long equations full of dollar signs, abbreviations, arithmetic signs, and Greek letters were actually written in there, and all that added together to make the numbers that I saw in the boxes.

      However, being a teacher in the olden days before grade-tracking programs does lead one to acquire a certain skill set.

      One essential skill is adding long, long rows of numbers quickly and accurately. Everyone hates the end of the grading periods when every teacher stays up late to calculate those last few grades.

      The longer you teach, the more efficient you get at adding long, long rows of grades.

      I was quite good at it.

      The problem was that when I scanned those long rows of numbers, the sums on the ends didn’t add up.

      Computers should be able to add numbers correctly, right? That was the whole flippin’ point of these oversized calculators.

      I clicked on the number at the end that should be the sum of the row, and the whole row before it highlighted. The equation buried under the number should make that number the sum of the row.

      But it wasn’t.

      The actual number, which was supposed to be all the previous numbers added up, was too high every time. Some were inflated ten dollars or so, but one was several thousand dollars higher than it should have been.

      That was weird.

      When I tried to inspect the long equations, some of the references went to other pages of the spreadsheet.

      When I clicked over to look at those pages, they were blank.

      Why would Ruddy have blank pages in the club’s accounting spreadsheets?

      I deleted the page.

      On the first page, the numbers in the last column changed to red hazard triangles.

      That was bad.

      I did the control-plus-Z thing that undoes whatever you did that messed everything up, even if you don’t know what you did.

      The numbers came back.

      Which meant there were invisible numbers on that other spreadsheet, the blank one.

      I went back to the spreadsheet that appeared to be blank and clicked on a cell. When I clicked an empty square, text appeared in the Name Box, the box at the top where you type in what you want into the computer, but the cell still looked empty.

      Someone had hidden numbers in the spreadsheet by making the text color the same white as the white background. Not even highlighting the cells revealed the text written in them.

      Well, that was easy enough to fix. I selected-all on the page and changed the font color to black.

      The boxes still looked empty.

      It hadn’t worked.

      When I looked up in the corner of the page, a little padlock denoted that the page was locked and thus was read-only.

      Well, chicken gizzards and fries.

      At least I could still see the contents if I clicked on them.

      As I clicked around on different boxes and looked at the top of the screen, I found numbers, amounts, and names.

      The names that I found in the first column going down were the club’s vendors, like our florist and the carpet-cleaning people.

      The numbers in the fourth column varied, but most were a few hundred dollars.

      Oddly, most of the numerals were round numbers, like $50.00 or $200.00, rather than the precise numbers you would expect to find on a complicated invoice that included labor, materials, and taxes.

      This looked like someone had been padding invoices, adding a bit of money to each one.

      Had Ruddy been stealing the club’s money?

      And yet, even if it had been tens of thousands of dollars, no one at the club would have killed Ruddy for skimming money from the club. The Canterbury Police Chief was a club member, as was Constable Sherwood Kane. We would have had Ruddy arrested and sued him to get the money back. The club membership included several lawyers, too, like Oliver Shwetz.

      Oh, no. Ruddy had been arguing with Oliver Shwetz at the glow-ball tournament before he had been killed.

      It still didn’t make sense. If Ruddy had been skimming off the club, any club officer would have just called Constable Sherwood or the police to arrest Ruddy.

      Plus, Oliver Shwetz was just a club member. He wasn’t an officer or on any boards or committees, and he didn’t have the power in the club to write or approve checks or do anything with money. Oliver was just one of the members who paid dues, played golf, and ate food in the clubhouse.

      No, that altercation looked like it had been personal.

      Well, now I had two possible motives for Ruddy’s murder: a personal one because Ruddy had been so unpleasant to everyone he met, including Oliver, and a possible criminal connection because Ruddy might have been skimming money from the club.

      I scowled at the computer. The darn thing had complicated my investigation instead of helping it.

      Investigation.

      I almost smiled to myself as I closed Ruddy’s computer, hearing the crisp click as it closed.

      An ex-kindergarten teacher and golf club Lady Captain couldn’t investigate a murder. How amusing.

      And yet, I was being forced to investigate Ruddy’s murder because people thought I had killed him. My reputation and the reputation of Canterbury Golf Club were at stake.

      So, I was cornered.

      I scowled at Ruddy’s computer, mad at Ruddy for getting himself killed.

      A man’s voice said, “Good afternoon, Bee. Who unlocked Ruddy’s door for you?”
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      I glanced up from Ruddy’s computer, startled.

      Erick Walters, the club’s treasurer, was leaning against the doorway, his long legs crossed at his ankles. His relaxed smile seemed unassuming, like he didn’t suspect me of trying to cover up a murder by messing around with Ruddy’s computer, thank goodness.

      I had so many guilty thoughts.

      Erick said, “I’ve been trying to get in here for days to see what was going on with Ruddy’s accounts. What’cha doing?”

      “Oh, hi.” I stood up, brushing off my golf slacks and giving myself a minute to think. “Just remembering a few years ago when Ruddy won”—I squinted and read the plaque again—“the low-net prize at the member-guest tournament. He was so proud of himself.”

      Erick laughed. “Yeah, he was proud that he had brought in a ringer to win it. I still think paying the pro from New Scot Links golf course to play with him was right on the edge of cheating.”

      Oh, yes. That had been the year that Ruddy had brought in a ringer, because the next year, the membership had approved a rule to ban paying PGA professionals to play as “guests” for the member-guest tournament.

      Erick had argued for the new rule, I remembered, standing up in front of the all-member meeting and announcing, “If you don’t pass this rule, I will mortgage my dang house, and my guest for the member-guest tournament next year will be Tiger-freaking-Woods.”

      Some members did take club tournaments very seriously.

      Erick asked, his tone light, “Did you find anything interesting on Ruddy’s computer?”

      “You’re a CPA, right?” I asked.

      He laughed. “Yeah, but I’m a lapsed CPA. I hated accounting. Long rows of numbers, stupid spreadsheets that made their own errors overnight, and the clients. Dear Lord, the clients. I do not miss a minute of it. Selling real estate is my calling.”

      I flipped up the lid on Ruddy’s laptop. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      Erick walked around the desk and squinted at the screen. He pulled his neck backward like a cat about to cautiously bat at a bug. “Forgot my readers.”

      “I can make the font bigger.”

      “No, don’t change anything. I’m not even sure we should be in here. I’m surprised that the police didn’t take his laptop.”

      I wiped my finger through the gritty powder on the desk. “They dusted for fingerprints.”

      He nodded. “And this is a small town. I’m not sure what kind of resources the police department has.”

      “Constable Kane said that they sent the knife to the state forensic laboratory.”

      “Oh,” Erick nodded. “The one with my fingerprints on it. Great.”

      “Your fingerprints? Oh, did you actually touch it before Trudi could warn you off?”

      Erick’s eyebrows crumpled in, and his mouth pressed in a rueful, embarrassed smile. “I thought I would pick it up to give to the police. Seeing Ruddy lying on the ground dead really freaked me out. I’d never seen a dead person before.”

      “Yeah, it’s weird, especially your first time. I imagine even more so when it’s a murder.”

      “Have you seen a deceased person before?” Erick asked, peering at the computer screen.

      My hands wove themselves into a knot in my lap. “My husband had his stroke while we were eating lunch at home.”

      “Oh.” Erick glanced up at me. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

      “No, I’m okay.” It wasn’t okay. I wasn’t okay. But my grief makes other people feel bad, so I don’t talk about it. Instead, I said, “No one lives forever, and we had thirty good years. Some people don’t get a quarter of that.” I was getting better at saying it. “I wanted to show you what I found on this spreadsheet.”

      “You shouldn’t be looking at this, anyway. You can tell who edited the document.”

      “I’m not editing anything,” I said.

      “Yeah, but see? You can tell.” Erick clicked over to the Review tab and clicked something saying Notes. “Holy cow! Who are all those people?”

      A long list populated down the page. Quite a few of the names were familiar. I mused aloud, “Nell Rinaldi, Sherlynne Orman, and Trudi? Everybody on there has been making changes on this spreadsheet? No wonder it’s all messed up.”

      Erick squinted and leaned back. “These are all the people who have permissions to make changes.” He pointed. “Oh, it’s because they have check-approval power. Anybody who can approve checks can make changes to the top sheet, but the other sheets are locked. You can tell by the little padlock on the tab. Why aren’t you on here?”

      “Because I don’t have check-approval power, I guess.”

      “Yeah, but you opened the spreadsheet. It should know that you’re looking at it.”

      “It’s Ruddy’s computer. It can’t tell who opened the spreadsheet, just who’s logged onto the computer.” I glanced at the webcam hole in the top of the screen, which might be spying on me. “Right?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Erick sounded relieved. “That must be it. I’m just always paranoid about accounting. The Gnostic Yacht Club that we belonged to got sloppy with their accounting, and someone embezzled a hundred thousand dollars from them a few years ago. That’s why they closed.”

      “Is that why they shut down?” I asked him. “That’s shocking.”

      “It was very hushed up,” Erick agreed. “I was on the board. I managed to avoid doing any of the financial stuff there, which is hard to do for an accountant, even an ex-accountant. Everybody assumes that if you were a CPA, you must like looking at spreadsheets.” He gestured at the laptop’s screen. “This gives me hives.”

      “So, you didn’t have anything to do with the money there?” I asked.

      Erick shook his head. “Nope. I might have caught on if I’d had access to the records. I mean, maybe. I don’t know how well they were hiding it.”

      “I didn’t realize that you were a member there, too.”

      “We quit about a year before it fell apart. I admit, though, that I didn’t like being part of a club where something like that went on, but the main reason we quit was that you can’t have two side hustles. Golf is a harsh mistress, and between men’s league, committees, club tournaments, and just playing, not to mention range time and lessons and committee commitments, I was spending a fortune and all my spare time over here. Our oldest, the sailor in our family, went away to college. Afia was getting tired of paying to maintain a boat that we only used when he came home, so we gave up sailing for golf. There are a lot of people here who were members over there, though. Sailing and golf are hobbies for people who have the money, and a lot of people do both.”

      “Like who?” I asked.

      “Oh, the Sauveterres joined up here after the yacht club went under. LaMonde Jackson and his wife stayed at the yacht club right up until the bitter end, I heard. The Carmos, the Damirs, the Shins, and Berkowitzes. Lots of people.”

      “I never knew that. Now, with all your magical accounting skills, can you see which of the vendors we have paid and which ones we haven’t?” I asked him. “Someone has to pay our bills. We have to task someone else with that job.”

      Erick frowned. “I’m paying the bills.”

      “For the electric and the water bills you said, right? But not for the ones that require approval like Jacob’s package store.”

      “Oh, that’s what you’re looking at. Maybe if we sort the spreadsheet data by the date of approval or bill-paid—”

      I lifted my hands off the keyboard and backed right up. “You do it. I’ll mess it up.”

      Erick swiveled the laptop toward himself, though I could still see the screen. “If we do this,” he did something, “then, there! All these bills without a date in this field”—he pointed at the screen—“have not been paid.”

      Hundreds of them.

      My stomach turned acidic at the thought of all those people in town who needed their money. “Oh, no.”

      “We’ll have to task someone to pay those bills, I guess.”

      “Are they all approved by a committee member?”

      He squinted at the screen. “If this box is initialed, then yes. You can see who initialed it, and it should match their log-in credentials in the note.”

      “Good. Can we get someone to pay all these bills at the next board meeting?”

      Erick bit his lower lip. “I suppose that’s the best way to do it.”

      “Well, we need to. I’ll just print out a copy of the—Dear sweet holy baby in a manger, how do you make this thing print?”

      Erick laughed and clicked around. “What do you want printed?”

      “Just the names, addresses, and amounts of people we owe money to.” Erick clicked, and I heard a mechanical whine from down the hallway. “Constable Kane wants a list of them, too.”

      “There you go, then. They’re all printed out. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      “Thank you, Erick. I appreciate it.”

      His wrist, right beside my hand, buzzed. “What was that?”

      He tapped the watch, and it stopped. “Oh, it’s one of these new-fangled watches that connects to your phone. My son made me get it because he has one. That’s my wife calling. I’ll call her back. It tracks my steps and my sleep, too.”

      “Oh, cool. I don’t have a new-fangled watch.”

      He smiled and cocked his head to the side. “My brother is divorced, you know. If you wanted to meet him for coffee, he would appreciate it. I would appreciate it.”

      Oh, all the saints. How would I get out of this one? I ventured, “Does he golf?”

      “Sadly, no.”

      “It would be a waste of his time, then. Thanks, but no thanks. And thank you for your help with the computer, Erick.”
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      BACK in my Lady Captain’s office, I swiped and tapped my phone screen until it rang up Trudi.

      The printed-out spreadsheets littered my desk. On some of them, the ones with white-on-white numbers, thin lines cross-hatched the page, but they were otherwise blank.

      My office walls were painted a nice, restful shade of dark green, as befitted a golf-based country club. Maybe I should hang some of the plaques that I’d won in there. They were sitting a box in the garage, gathering dust.

      “Hello?” Trudi’s voice squeaked out of my phone. A baby cooed and gargled in the background.

      “Hey, do you have a minute?”

      “Sure, let me put you on speaker. I have my hands full. Yes, I do. Yes, I do. Full of grandbaby.”

      Trudi was completely smitten with her grandbaby Nigel, and her smittenness was just the cutest thing in the world. “I’m waiting.”

      The timbre of the sound coming out of my phone hollowed out, and Trudi’s voice said, “Okay, go ahead.”

      “I found something weird when I was looking at the club’s spreadsheets,” I told her.

      “Oh? Math?” Trudi relished being everyone’s resident nerd whenever they needed math or science explained in small words.

      “Yeah, there are a bunch of formulas that take data from other sheets in the file, and then those sheets have weird formatting so that you can’t see what someone has written there.”

      “So, how do you know it exists?” Trudi asked.

      “The numbers and words were formatted as white text on a white background, so you can’t even highlight them. If you click on the cell, though, you can see what’s written there in the little box at the top.”

      “Nice sleuthing. Good job, there.”

      Warm happiness wafted through me. It’s not every day that a PhD-level ex-neuroscience professor compliments your ingenuity. “So, that’s weird, right?”

      “Very weird. When can I take a look at them?”

      “I have print outs of the ones you can see. I have blank pages of the white-on-white ones.”

      “Print-outs? Not the computer files?”

      “No. I was going to drop them into my cloud drive but didn’t get a chance. Erick Walters barged in on me and took over.”

      “Yeah, he does that.”

      “Can I drop by sometime? Or could we meet at the club for lunch?”

      She asked, “How about we take a look at them over lunch at the club tomorrow, and then we’ll play nine?”

      Trudi never let me down. “Sounds great.”
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      AFTER lunch, as Trudi and I sat at a round table far in the back of the clubhouse, she snagged a piece of bacon off my plate that had fallen out of my sandwich and crunched down on it. Her eyes rolled up in her head as she sucked on the crisp meat. “Oh, my word. Real salt.”

      I tugged the spreadsheets out of a shopping bag. “About these spreadsheets.”

      “Yeah,” Trudi said, pushing her empty salad plate to the side. “Let’s take a look, or maybe we should sneak into Ruddy’s office again. I’m kind of sad that you did that without me.”

      “But your hands were full of grandbaby.”

      She grinned. “Yeah, they were. So, let’s see the pages.”

      I fanned the paper across the table. “You can see here, where I had a cell selected, that the formula in the cell isn’t a simple sum of the row.”

      Trudi flipped through the pages, scowled, flicked back and forth between sheets of paper, circled some numbers in black, and finally sneered at it. “Jeez, that’s inefficient. Look at that formula up here that was in the Name Box when you printed the sheet. It’s pulling data from four other sheets in the document, and they’re all the same type of data. All this could have been on one sheet and just summed with one pull of the cursor, but no. The references go here,” she pointed one blunt, sensible fingernail at a square on one page, “here,” pointing at another box on another page, “and way over here.” She dragged her finger down a column of digits. “This is ridiculous. It’s so ugly.”

      I nodded as if I had understood the spreadsheet well enough to have come up with that thought, myself. “Yes. Definitely.”

      Trudi threw an amused glance at me. “It’s like it’s deliberately complicated.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That makes all kinds of sense.”

      “Sure does.”

      “But who would want to hide something from the club?”

      Trudi raised one gray-blond eyebrow at me. “Someone who is stealing from the club.”

      “Was Ruddy stealing?” I asked. “Do you have evidence of that from these papers?”

      “I can’t be sure,” Trudi said, “but either somebody was trying to hide something, or whoever managed these sheets was incompetent or dumb as a box of rocks.”

      “Ruddy was a certified public accountant,” I reminded her.

      “I don’t see how that changes what I said.”

      “Oh, Trudi,” I laughed. “Surely, Ruddy wasn’t incompetent.”

      “That leaves—” she prompted.

      “No, no. Surely he wasn’t that, either.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Trudi tapped the papers on the table. “He didn’t pay people on time either, and that’s one of the basic job skills for being a CPA.”

      “But that’s because he was cheap.”

      “Or maybe he couldn’t figure out whose bills were due because he was incompetent.”

      “Well,” I said, wincing, “that would change things a bit.”

      “Or maybe because he was stealing from the club and trying to obfuscate.”

      That would be horrible. “And that would change things a lot.”

      “Yeah. What’s this?”

      “What’s what?” I leaned over to look at where she was pointing.

      Her finger rested on one of the blank spreadsheets, a waste of paper and printer ink that I’d almost dumped into the recycling bin rather than tote down to lunch. The tip of her fingernail pointed to the Name Box at the top, where the text that was in the selected square showed up.

      The word in the box read, Oliver Shwetz.

      “That’s weird.”

      Trudi looked up at me, peering at my face. “When I was in the lab, when someone said, ‘That’s weird,’ we’d all look up because it meant they’d found something unexpected, and perhaps, something important.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s weird that Oliver Shwetz’s name would be on these spreadsheets, right? He isn’t a club officer, and I don’t think we retain him for any club business, right?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      And Trudi probably would know. She had a finger in pretty much every committee in the club.

      “Huh,” I said.

      “Yeah, huh.”

      I gathered the pieces of paper together. “I wonder if there’s any way to find out.”

      “Oliver Shwetz must know why his name was on these spreadsheets,” Trudi said.

      “But it’s not like we could just come right out and ask him.”

      “If we talked to him, maybe we could figure it out.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her. “He might get angry.”

      Trudi mused, “I think I saw his name on the afternoon tee times list for around two o’clock. I think we should play golf with him and casually work it into the conversation.”

      I shredded my paper napkin like a naughty kindergartener caught cutting Play-Doh with scissors. “I don’t think that’s a good idea at all.”

      But Trudi was already striding toward the staircase to the second floor.
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      AFTER a quick consultation where neither of us divulged any real information, Sherlynne Orman finagled the tee times list and added Trudi and me to Oliver Shwetz’s twosome. We met them on the first hole’s tee box to tee off.

      I whispered to Trudi, “I don’t like this.”

      “It’s just golf.” Trudi was dragging her little hand-cart that held her clubs behind her. She sometimes called it her sportsing stroller when she was pretending that she was a non-sports-oriented, intellectual nerd. She asked, “What could be wrong with playing golf at a golf club?”

      “Still,” I muttered, but I pushed my clubs and cart toward the first hole’s tee box.

      I was surprised to see that my uncle, Arnold Holmes, was Oliver’s playing partner that Friday afternoon.

      I probably shouldn’t have been surprised. My uncle Arnie was a talkative extrovert and would play a round of golf with just about anybody, although he usually preferred to shepherd ladies around the course. He liked ladies, and they liked him. However, all his flirtations came to nothing, which had always seemed odd to me. “Uncle Arnie!”

      “My favorite niece,” he said and returned a quick cheek-kiss. “Are you walking out with us today?”

      “Yep, playing nine holes. I need to smack a ball around with a steel rod to blow off some steam.”

      “Wonderful.” He leered over my hat to see who was behind me. “And you brought company?”

      Trudi frowned at him. “Put your eyes back in your head.”

      “As you wish, my lady.”

      Trudi rolled her eyes. Arnie was probably doing it to get a rise out of her. He was easily old enough to be Trudi’s father and maybe her grandfather, and Trudi was married.

      And all Uncle Arnie’s flirtations came to nothing.

      We shook hands with Oliver, who had looked fidgety ever since Sherlynne had strutted over and informed him that ladies would be joining them that afternoon.

      The guys at the club grumbled a bit about Ladies’ League taking up prime tee-time real estate on Wednesday mornings, but the guys didn’t dare say anything about women playing golf. Indeed, most of them were more than welcoming during the rest of the week, at least to our faces. I’d always suspected that most of them had the ulterior motive of trying to get their wives to play. Though almost all of them would deny it over beer, when their wives came to play, they fell all over themselves to make sure their girls had a good time. Most of them wanted to golf with their wives because they missed them and because they had probably noticed that the guys with golfing wives played a lot more golf in total.

      Normally, Oliver was fine with women golfing with him. Indeed, I’d golfed with him a dozen times or more.

      But that afternoon, he looked twitchy.

      I grinned at him. “Hey, Oliver. As one prime suspect to another, how’re you holding up?”

      He sighed, but he looked less worried once I phrased it like that. “Not too well. I hate everyone looking at me like I’m a murderer.”

      I nodded. “I hear you on that. I’m catching all kinds of flack. Nell practically accused me in front of the whole Ladies’ League, though Ann and Trudi stood up for me.” I glanced at Trudi, and she smiled back at me.

      His shoulders deflated. “These people have known me for years. I went to elementary school in this town. I had Mrs. Toltinetti for kindergarten.”

      “I remember her.” Mrs. Toltinetti had retired a year after I had begun teaching. She’d worked at the school for forty years.

      “I’ve been everyone’s attorney for decades. You know what they say: all attorneys are sons of guns, but your attorney is your son of a gun. I’ve advocated for half of Canterbury.”

      “And you’ve advocated against the other half of Canterbury,” Trudi said, because she had no filter.

      “Trudi! Don’t worry about it, Oliver. When they catch the real killer—”

      “Heavens to Betsy, that sounds guilty,” Uncle Arnie said as he inspected the few clouds drifting across the sky.

      I continued, “As I was saying, when they catch the real killer, then everyone will be sure it wasn’t one of us, and they’ll be sorry they suspected us. Has anyone said anything to you?”

      Oliver kicked a wayward tee that was lying on the ground. “The other three guys of my usual foursome got here an hour early today and forgot to text me. They’re already on the fifth hole.”

      “Oh.” That was mean of them. “Well, instead, you get to play with us, and we’re much better golfers than they are.”

      “Yeah.” He still looked dejected.

      “Come on. Let’s tee off.”

      One by one, we all hit our first balls into the air. The white dots soared down the fairway.

      Uncle Arnie traipsed off into the thick grass to find his, while the other three of us walked down the middle of the smooth fairway to where our balls were staggered.

      Trudi set up to hit hers again first, holding the smaller club in her tiny hand as she bent over and peered down the fairway. “So, Oliver, why was the club secretly giving you money?”

      “What?” he shouted and stepped backward.

      “Jeez, Trudi,” I said. “Oliver, she didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Trudi swung her club, and her little ball bounced down the grass in the middle of the fairway. “Hey, I’m not accusing him of murder, but his name was hidden in some very convoluted spreadsheets. Who was secretly giving you club money, and why?”

      “The club never has paid me any money,” Oliver said. “I’ve never filled out a timesheet to invoice the club, and I haven’t done any work for the club itself. I’ve never received any money from the club in any capacity.”

      “You know that right off the top of your head, huh?” Trudi asked him.

      “Maybe now isn’t the time,” I told her.

      From somewhere over in the rough, a swishing sound whispered over the course. The whiff was followed by a muffled curse that was not a whisper and was definitely the expletive of an older man who had fought in wars. “—that devil ball!”

      Oliver scowled at Trudi. “I keep mental notes in my head and comprehensive lists back at the office of places that I have not worked for, and therefore it would not be a conflict of interest for me to sue them,” Oliver said.

      I felt my head tilt with disbelief. Defending a lawsuit right now would destroy CGC. “Were you planning to sue the club?”

      Oliver shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m not planning to. But you know, you have to keep a mental list of places that you don’t have a conflict of interest with. I am scrupulous about legal ethics, and legal ethics are primarily about whom you have taken money from. I try so hard to stay clean with attorney-client privilege and billable hours and conflicts of interest. I also don’t have a conflict with the grocery store, bowling alley, or the ice skating rink. Especially the ice skating rink. That’s also why I haven’t served on any club committees. It would be a conflict of interest if I were a club officer and then sued the club.”

      From over in the rough, another swish and a string of truly imaginative profanity echoed over the bright fairway of the first hole.

      Trudi asked Oliver, “Then why would your name be hidden on a spreadsheet that Ruddy had made?”

      I touched her arm and whispered, “I don’t think we should do this.”

      Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “I have no idea. I would tell you to ask Ruddy, but someone killed him for all the shady stuff he was up to.”

      “How do you know that he was into shady stuff?” I watched Oliver carefully.

      His dark eyes bugged out a little, and he flung his arms around with emotion. “Because he’s dead. People don’t get dead unless they’re into shady stuff.”

      “Oh. So, you don’t know it for a fact,” I said, relieved.

      “Well, I assume he must have been. Everyone knows that he was delinquent paying bills, and—”

      Trudi asked him, “What did Ruddy Agani say to you at the glow-ball tournament?”

      “Privileged,” Oliver spat out.

      “Why was he so mad?” she pressed.

      “Privileged,” he growled, getting even more angry.

      “Why do you think Ruddy was dirty?” Trudi asked.

      I listened while Oliver recounted Ruddy’s past crimes—all of which were actually occasions of being impolite and not paying vendors on time—and took my stance over my ball, readying myself to hit it down the fairway. It was all stuff that Trudi and I and everyone already knew, from Ruddy delaying payments to small business owners to him shorting people just enough that it wasn’t worth going to small claims court about.

      More old-man swishing and cursing sailed through the warm, clear air.

      A golf club bounced across the fairway behind us, turning end over end and flashing silver in the sunlight.

      I smacked my ball hard, and it rolled up onto the edge of the green, leaving myself a long putt for a birdie.

      We walked up to even with Oliver’s ball and waited for him to take his stance over on the right side of the fairway.

      Oliver waggled his golf club as he readied himself. “I don’t know why you would even suspect me of that. I’ve been scrupulous about keeping away from any conflicts of interest.”

      Just as Oliver drew back to hit his ball, Trudi asked him, “So why was your name on Ruddy Agani’s spreadsheet of embezzlement?”

      Oliver swung and missed his ball, spinning around as he over-rotated. “Holy cow! I was in my backswing!”

      Trudi continued, “From the position of your name on the table, you were listed as a vendor, and there should have been a list of paid amounts after your name. How much has the club paid you?”

      “Nothing,” Oliver spat as he picked up his ball and slammed his club back into his bag. “Nothing at all. Not a doggone cent. I’ve paid my dues to the club in full every quarter, and I don’t appreciate being accused of having a conflict of interest. I should stop talking to people at this club. People ask me about this and that, who paid who and what amounts. I’m sick of you and Ruddy and all the other club officers threatening me just because I’m doing my job.” He turned his pushcart of clubs around, back toward the tee box. “I’m not golfing today. Good-bye.”

      We watched him stomp back toward the first tee.

      Shivers ran down my arms, and I toweled off the club heads sticking out of my bag to cover the shaking in my hands. “Oh, Trudi.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t think we would get anything out of him. No one’s going to confess just because you tell them about one piece of evidence. He sure doth protest a lot about his ethics, though, and he protested about his ethics more than about being accused of murdering Ruddy.”

      “We accused him of embezzling from the club. By extension, we accused him of having a motive to kill Ruddy Agani. We also suggested that he isn’t nearly as ethical as he insists that he is. I’m not surprised that he got mad.”

      Trudi regarded the long green fairway stretching in front of us. “Yeah, well, he didn’t particularly do anything to make me think he didn’t do it. He would have denied it either way. If he’d had business with the club, coming clean and giving us a reasonable explanation would have lowered our suspicions. But from what he said, he didn’t give us any explanation about why his name was on a spreadsheet that was probably full of payments for embezzlement, which means he might be guilty.”

      I didn’t like it, but I had to agree.

      My uncle’s robotic golf pushcart zipped up and stopped beside us, with my Uncle Arnie following it and thumbing his remote control. “Got out of the rough in one.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said to him. “Indeed, it’s simply unbelievable.”

      He flicked his hand toward where Oliver Shwetz was stomping down the golf course. “Where’s Ollie going?”

      “He decided not to play today.”

      “Oh, needed more time to get ready for that inquiry from the state law board next week, did he?”

      I turned and regarded my uncle. Sunlight showered over his chalky skin polka-dotted with dark liver spots as he squinted toward the clubhouse. “I beg your pardon?”

      “The state law board is investigating him for some ethics breaches. He has to appear before them next week. I forget which day.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Oh, you know. You talk with people while you golf. Sometimes, they say stuff they probably shouldn’t.”

      “Who said that?”

      “I couldn’t say.”

      Dang it. Arnie was a cheating, gossipy old coot, but he held some of his best gossip close to his vest so he could pop it out for best comedic effect.
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      AFTER Trudi, Uncle Arnie, and I finished playing our nine holes of golf without talking any more about Oliver, I grabbed my extra bag of clothes from the trunk of my car and took a quick shower in the ladies’ locker room, scrubbing myself all over with the club’s balsam shower gel to rub Oliver’s anger off of my skin.

      I didn’t like it when people were angry with me, especially since Oliver was the one with a conflict-of-interest problem.

      More club business waited for me in my office, so I trudged up there to work on more paperwork.

      Part of my paperwork was a budget for the summer months, which was an exercise in optimism considering that the club was still running a major deficit. We needed more members soon, and I began listing the phone numbers of guests who had been at the First Annual Nighttime Glow-Ball Golf Tournament to call and ask if they had any questions about the club.

      I should write a canned response for when anybody asked about the murder that night.

      Perhaps something along the lines of reassuring them that the Canterbury police department was investigating and no one from the club had been indicted or arrested for Ruddy’s murder.

      Maybe that was too cold-hearted.

      It felt cold-hearted.

      And yet we needed to call these people if the club was going to survive.

      My to-call list had grown to forty names when my cell phone rang. I didn’t even look at the contact name displayed on the screen before I answered, which was always a mistake. “Hello?”

      “Hello! I was wondering if you had a moment to talk.”

      I recognize the woman’s voice right away, and I wished that I had never answered my phone. “Oh. Hi, Lale. It’s so great to hear from you again. That was a really long piece you published in the Canterbury Tales about the club.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m calling you about. I’m calling all four of you who found Ruddy’s body that night.”

      A groan nearly escaped my throat, but I coughed instead.

      Lale said, “I was hoping that you had more information on Ruddy Agani’s murder. Do they know who did it yet? Do you hear any gossip in the club that might be important?”

      “The Canterbury Golf club has no information, and we do not have a comment at this time. Please contact the Canterbury Police for more information about this matter or any other crime.” I thought that sounded rather professional and hoped it would end Lale’s questions.

      “I’ve already talked to them. They won’t tell me a thing. However, I’m writing another article about the murder—”

      A huge sigh floated out of my lungs, but I managed to cover the phone before Lale heard me.

      “—Because it’s the most interesting thing that’s happened in Canterbury in years.”

      Yes, it certainly was, and it was the very worst time of all for the Canterbury Golf Club to be featured as an interesting story.

      “I can’t use family gossip, of course, so I have to look for other sources.”

      Family gossip? “Are you related to Ruddy Agani?”

      “Oh, yeah. He was my uncle. As a matter of fact, since he cut two of his kids out of his will six months ago, I’m going to inherit quite a bit of money from him.”

      I rocked back in my chair and grabbed the edge of my desk to keep from falling over backward, my feet pointing at the ceiling. Lale Kollen, who had been at the glow-ball tournament, would inherit money if Ruddy Agani was dead?

      I wanted to press her.

      I wanted to ask her every question that was boiling in my head.

      I wanted to stand up in a crowded room and point to her and insist that she confess.

      However, Lale Kollen could write another scathing article about Canterbury Golf Club, which would ensure that no one in the small town of Canterbury would be interested in joining the club.

      So, I said, “I am so sorry for your loss.”

      “Well, it’s not much of a loss. He was awful at family get-togethers. He could start a fight with anybody. I’m not surprised at all that he started a fight with Oliver Shwetz that night. At Thanksgiving last year, he started a fight with both of his grown kids who had left town, three of my cousins, and my aunt Virginia Cohen. His kids haven’t come back since, not even for Christmas or Easter. I thought Aunt Virginia was going to deck him.”

      “You don’t mean Virginia Cohen who lives over on Pink Myrtle Street? She knits afghans for orphans and single-handedly buys most of the food for the food bank over in New Thames.”

      “He accused her of doing all that just so other people would talk about her. She also helps refugees from war zones get settled, you know?”

      “I didn’t know that,” I said.

      “Aunt Virginia tries to keep stuff quiet. Anyway, I would have thought that half of my family had a reason to murder Uncle Ruddy, except that most of my family lives out of town now because he drove them out of Canterbury.”

      I couldn’t help myself, but I instantly regretted asking, “So, you are one of the few members of his family who was in Canterbury that night, right?”

      Lale’s voice dropped an octave as she asked, “Are you implying something?”

      “Oh, no. Of course not. I would never suggest such a thing, and it seems like there are too many suspects as it is.”

      The long pause on the line suggested that I had said too much.

      Lale asked, with an artificial lightness and a smile in her voice, “Other than you and Oliver Shwetz, who else is a suspect in the murder of Ruddy Agani?”

      “I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s just a figure of speech. The Canterbury Golf Club has no comment at this time about the untimely and tragic death of Ruddy Agani. I’m so sorry for your loss.” I jabbed at the red dot on my phone to hang up the call.

      My cell phone’s screen went black, and I sucked in air, panting at how stupid I had been.

      When my racing heart slowed, I called Trudi so I could make her tell me that I hadn’t been stupid and hadn’t ruined everything.

      After she answered the phone and I finished confessing what I’d said, Trudi sighed and said, “Well, she’s going to run with that piece of information. I can hardly wait to see what she writes in the Canterbury Tales tomorrow morning.”

      “I can’t believe I said that. I ruined everything.”

      “I think it’s interesting that she gave herself a motive for killing her uncle. She could’ve easily grabbed a knife from any one of the dinner tables right in the clubhouse and gone outside after Ruddy. She’d even seen Ruddy and Oliver have an argument, which would throw suspicion off of her. This is weird.”

      “There are just so many people who wanted to kill him,” I said. “I hope I never make that many people angry at me.”

      “Oliver Shwetz had that argument with him right there in public. Pauline Damir hadn’t been paid for months and was about to lose her business. Ruddy’s wife, Linda, was ready to divorce him and leave,” Trudi said.

      Footsteps plodded down the hallway toward my office. “It’s like you’re keeping a list.”

      “It’s the ex-scientist thing, again. I tend to keep a running list of alternate hypotheses. Did I forget anyone?”

      I shrugged, even though Trudi couldn’t see me over the phone. “Anybody else he owed money to. Evidently, quite a few of his family members, including his adult children, disliked him. Even Virginia Cohen had words with him.”

      “Virginia Cohen, who lives over on Pink Myrtle Road and spends most of her pension buying supplies for the food bank?” Trudi asked.

      I nodded. “Yep, that Virginia Cohen.”

      “Wow, you’ve got to be some kind of a jerk to make Virginia Cohen mad at you,” Trudi muttered.

      The footsteps were right outside my door now. “Hey, Trudi, I’ve got somebody coming toward my office. I can hear the intent to talk to me in their footsteps. Toodles.”

      We hung up.

      Sherwood Kane stepped around the edge of the doorway and into view. He leaned against the side of the door frame, his strong arms crossed over his burly chest.

      I force a smile onto my face. “Hello, Constable. What can I do for you today?”
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      SHERWOOD Kane grinned and walked into my office. He never wore a uniform, of course, because he wasn’t a police officer, just an elected official who oversaw the town’s interests in a lot of different matters. “Have you killed anybody else lately?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sherwood, I told you that I didn’t kill Ruddy.”

      “Oh, I’m just kidding around. I can’t imagine you killing anybody.” He poked one finger around the arm of the small chair that I kept pushed against my office wall in case someone dropped by to talk. “I just stopped by after playing a round of golf to see if you found that list of people that the club owes money to because Ruddy wasn’t paying them.”

      “Oh, yes. I managed to dig that up.” I dug the printed spreadsheets out of my desk. “Here you go.”

      Sherwood folded the papers and tucked them in one of his back pockets. “Not that we’re making much headway in the case anyway. The state forensic department still hasn’t analyzed the murder weapon for fingerprints.”

      “Just so you know, they’re probably going to find Erick Walters’ fingerprints on that knife. When we found Ruddy, he bent over and grabbed the knife to pick it up before we could tell him not to touch it.”

      Sherwood Kane tugged his phone from his hip pocket, touched the back to open it, and started thumbing the screen. “Okay, I’ll tell them you said that, but that doesn’t mean we can rule him out as a suspect. He might have touched that knife when you could see him specifically to explain his fingerprints on the knife from when he killed Ruddy.”

      “Oh, dear. I hadn’t even considered that Erick Walters might be a suspect. That brings the number of actual suspects up to five,” I said.

      Sherwood squinted at me. “Five? Other than you and Oliver Shwetz, who are the other three?”

      “I didn’t do it. I told you that I didn’t do it, and so there are four more suspects, other than Oliver.”

      “You’ve been busy, haven’t you?”

      “It’s important to know who killed Ruddy because his family needs closure.” That was a really good reason. It sounded much less guilty than saying that I needed to find the real killer, and it sounded a lot better than the fact that I was just worried about my golf club.

      Sherwood held his phone, ready to take notes. “Okay, tell me who you think did it.”

      “Okay, so Oliver Shwetz had that argument with him, but he went up in my office after their argument. He didn’t follow Ruddy out to the course.”

      Sherwood tapped notes into his phone. “You said that he was up there alone, and when you went up there, he was missing. That was during the time when Ruddy might have been killed.”

      “I feel bad about gossiping about Oliver because I heard that the state law board was investigating him for violations of their code of conduct. He got really mad when someone accused him of a conflict of interest. It seems to be a sore spot with him. Does anyone know what Ruddy and Oliver were arguing about that night at the club?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve talked to a few people who were standing around, but no one overheard what they were talking about until Ruddy got mad and started yelling, and then everyone heard that. Who else do you think are suspects?”

      “Pauline Damir and anyone else whom Ruddy’s CPA business or the club owed money to. She said in front of everyone in Ladies’ League that if someone else hadn’t taken over Ruddy’s accounts after he died and paid her, her florist shop would’ve gone out of business.”

      Sherwood frowned and took some more notes. “That’s thin, and as you said, he owed a lot of people money.”

      “And Ruddy’s wife was going to leave him. Linda had already rented an apartment in California to move out there.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “She came in to make sure that their club membership had been canceled.”

      “How very pragmatic of her. Was she at the glow-ball tournament?”

      “No. She and Ruddy had a fight, and she drove around in her car afterward. I don’t know of anyone who saw her here.”

      “Great, ‘driving around’ means no alibi,” Sherwood grumbled as he thumbed that information into his phone. “Doesn’t anybody just get divorced anymore? And who else?”

      “Lale Kollen, the reporter from the Canterbury Tales, who was at the club that night. I certainly wasn’t hanging on her to make sure that she didn’t leave at any time. I know that she saw the argument between Oliver and Ruddy, and she had a chance along with everybody else to grab one of the club’s steak knives.”

      He didn’t look up while he entered the information. “Why would Kollen kill Ruddy Agani?”

      “She just told me on the phone that she is Ruddy’s niece and stands to inherit a substantial sum of money from him because he disinherited two of his adult kids.”

      “Sounds like the kids have more of a motive because he cut them out of the will.”

      “Revenge, yes. Money, no. They were already out. Besides, they all live far away. They haven’t been back here since last Thanksgiving.”

      Sherwood typed it into his phone, but he looked up at me, frowning. “I don’t want to say this, but you sure are going to a lot of trouble to find a whole crowd of different people who might have had a reason to kill Ruddy Agani.”

      “Because his family needs closure.”

      “Two of his family members are on your list of suspects. That doesn’t sound like you want closure. That sounds like you are trying to throw suspicion on other people.”

      “Sherwood! I told you that I didn’t do it, and I can’t believe that you would think that I am capable of such a thing.”

      “One of the things that I do not like about this job is that I get more suspicious every year. I read a lot of the police reports, and it seems like the nicest people commit the most horrible crimes. You are right, Bee. You are one of the nicest people. A few years ago, I would never have believed that somebody like you could do anything like this, but this job gets to you. It really gets to you.”

      “Well, maybe you need somebody level-headed with you when you go ask these suspects about Ruddy’s murder. I could go with you when you question them, and I could give you a second opinion.”

      Sherwood winced and shook his head. “Bee, you and Oliver are still the prime suspects until we have evidence that says otherwise. I’m sorry, but I can’t let one of the major suspects go with me when I ask other people about their whereabouts and motives.”

      That made sense, but it still made me mad. “I still can’t believe that you would think that I did such a thing. I was a kindergarten teacher.” Meaning that surely I was the most harmless person in town.

      He chuckled and tucked his phone back in his pocket. “Yeah, if a roomful of five-year-olds won’t make you snap, nothing will.”

      “Oh, Sherwood. That’s not what I meant.”

      He stood and stretched, bending his elbows because his hands would have pressed against the ceiling in my office. “I know, and I don’t like suspecting you. I can’t let one of the prime suspects go with me, though. I am sorry, Bee, but you should stop investigating this because it makes you look worse.”
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      TWO days later, on Sunday, my uncle Arnie texted me and suggested a round of golf that afternoon, which meant that he had some important gossip he needed to tell me right away, not that he would ever admit he was the club’s biggest gossip.

      The first few holes that we played were uneventful, our balls flying through the air and landing on the soft grass that smelled like summer in the bright sunlight. We made some putts, we missed others, and we talked about nothing of particular importance until I started grumbling that only four people had signed up for the club’s monthly Nine and Dine scheduled for the next Friday night, and that included Trudi and me.

      That seemed to be his cue that he had waited long enough to divulge the gossip that was burning in his soul.

      Uncle Arnie scratched his cheek where his white beard was growing in. “Well, you kinda can’t blame them. The number of people playing rounds of golf here has dropped dramatically, too.”

      “It has? I hadn’t noticed. Everybody was at Ladies’ League on Wednesday.”

      “Were they, though?” he asked, tilting his head as we walked toward where our balls had landed.

      “Most of them were. A lot of them, anyway.” I thought harder about the small group that had gathered on the practice green to hear my pre-round announcements. “About half of them, I think.”

      Maybe half.

      “That’s better than the men’s league. Only three foursomes went out, and we usually have fifteen or more.”

      That was so bad. “I haven’t heard of any more membership resignations, other than Linda Agani, of course.”

      “Oh, they haven’t quit, yet. I think they’re waiting and watching to see what happens with the police.”

      “They’re going to be waiting for a while. Constable Kane said that the Canterbury police haven’t even gotten the forensic report back from the state laboratory yet. I haven’t even heard that they’ve been questioning anybody.”

      “No, but that reporter has been calling people up and asking questions.”

      “And I don’t know what good it would do if the police did question suspects. Even that reporter,” I gestured at my uncle, agreeing with how he had brought Lale Kollen into the conversation, “had a motive to kill Ruddy. She’s his niece, and she’s going to inherit some money from him. And she isn’t a club member. Nobody was ever murdered here before, but the one night that Lale Kollen is around, suddenly somebody dies. I think that’s suspicious.”

      “And I’ve been asking around,” Uncle Arnie said.

      I touched his arm as we walked down the fairway. “Really? Have you heard something?”

      “Nothing of importance. Nothing that would help out, particularly. I just heard that people are nervous. Having a murder at the club has set everyone’s nerves on edge.”

      “But they aren’t planning to resign their memberships, right?” I asked.

      “Nope, not yet. But I’m worried that if the police don’t turn up something soon, people might not be interested in hanging around as members. That Greens of Grass Country Club down the way is set to offer yet another membership special, I’ve heard.”

      “Oh, no. We can’t lose any more members. If we lose anybody else, we are going to have to cut the budgets for all the committees, including social and maintenance. People won’t like that. If we don’t have social events and other country club benefits, people will start quitting the club.”

      Uncle Arnie laid his arm around my shoulders and jostled me around like he had when I had been a teenager and too obsessed with the high school quarterback. “I’ll talk to ‘em. I’ll let them know that the club is safe and you are working on making sure that Canterbury Golf Club is still the best place to belong. And don’t you worry about Ruddy Agani’s murder. I am sure something will turn up soon, and everything will get back to normal.”

      His confidence should have been infectious, but I was more worried about the club than ever.
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      AFTER golf with my uncle, I grabbed my satchel with extra clothes from my car trunk, showered in the ladies’ locker room, and ran into the operating budget committee meeting in the dining room at the last minute, trailing the green scent of the balsam soap and shower gel that the club supplied. I needed to get home soonish because the foster kittens had begun eating some solid food, and they needed to be fed. “Hello! Sorry, I’m late!”

      The other eight members of the operating budget committee were seated around two of the long tables that had been pushed together to make enough seats for all of us.

      Erick Walters smiled at me, though he was tapping his pencil point on the papers scattered in front of him like he had a case of nerves.

      Trudi grinned and patted the chair beside her, so I bustled around the table to sit between her and Erick.

      The other people—Nell Rinaldi, Matthew Johnson, Mina Shankar, and more—had various reactions, from Nell’s studious glare at her phone to Mina reaching behind Erick and patting my shoulder with a smile.

      “Quick meeting,” Trudi said, standing up. She was only slightly taller than when she had been sitting down. “We have a few things to approve for the operating budget. Shoreline Landscaping says that we need four more yards of mulch for the parking lot planters and that new flowers will be needed every month instead of every six weeks due to the increasing heat. Erick pushed back, but they are adamant. It’s either cough up the money or take bids and do the vetting and voting all over again.” Groans emanated from everyone at the table, including me, at the thought of the hiring process for a new landscaper. “All in favor?”

      I joined everyone else in saying, “Aye,” even though we all eye-rolled while we did it.

      Three other items had to be voted on, so we did.

      The board discussed a new contracting process, as it seemed like too many people from various committees were overlapping in duties. The clubhouse committee wanted to pick a new carpet-cleaning vendor because the current one was insisting on bi-monthly deep cleanings, which both cost too much in this time of financial troubles and closed the clubhouse to members too often. However, picking a new vendor required a liaison from the operating budget committee, and all of us shrank in our seats and didn’t look up when Trudi asked for a volunteer to liaise.

      Finally, Trudi said, “Come on, guys, Ann Carmo is the liaison from the clubhouse committee, and she needs someone today to approve her pick for a new vendor. It’s just a cursory look and a sign-off, not a long-term obligation.”

      Since it was Ann, I started to raise my hand, but Lois Ngani beat me to it. I dropped my arm, relieved.

      At the end of the meeting, Trudi said, “That’s the end of the agenda. New business?”

      I put forward, “I would like to nominate DeShawn Johnson, the club manager, to go through the list of outstanding bills and cut checks for every account that is currently in arrears.”

      Trudi said, “All in favor?”

      Everyone at the table said, “Aye,” except DeShawn, who said, “Hey! Wait a minute!”

      “All opposed? Okay, the motion is carried.”

      “Wait a minute!” DeShawn said.

      “I have a list of accounts and how much,” I told him. “It shouldn’t take more than hour, tops.”

      He frowned but didn’t say more.

      I swept my papers into a pile and pushed my chair back to stand.

      Erick Walters said, “One more thing.” His new-fangled phone-watch buzzed, and he frowned and tapped it, turning it off.

      I lowered my butt back into my chair, wondering how my kittens were doing.

      “There are some problems with the computer accounting spreadsheets,” he said.

      Sighs and groans filled the air.

      Nell said, “I don’t know how computers work.”

      Matthew added, “Can’t we get a professional to do that?”

      Lois said, “Call a computer repair person. None of us can fix computer problems.”

      “That’s not it,” Erick said, frowning. “It seems that some members of other committees have been logging onto the master approval spreadsheets and adding extra pages.”

      He must mean those pages that we had found on Ruddy’s computer that looked blank but weren’t. I settled back down and prepared to back him up.

      “Aren’t the masters set as read-only for most of the pages?” Trudi asked. “When I log in, most of it is read-only, except for the pages for the few committees where I have invoice-approval authority.”

      “Yes, but this is something else,” Erick said. “I think someone else is gaining access.”

      “If someone’s getting into them,” Trudi said, standing up, “have Sherlynne change the passwords and hand out new ones. I have to get home. I’m babysitting this evening. Have a good weekend, everyone.”

      Erick caught me on the way out as other members were filing past us, while Matthew and Nell rearranged the tables back where they should be. “It’s those pages we found.”

      “Yeah, I figured that,” I said.

      “I got back into Ruddy’s office and computer, and I sat there and clicked on each box and wrote down what is in each one. There are just lots and lots of names, both people’s names and business’s names. I tried changing the background to black so that the white font would show up.”

      “That’s smart,” I told him.

      He grimaced. “It didn’t work. The font, color, and background on the sheet are locked.”

      “Oh, dang it.”

      Erick shoved some papers into my hands. “I found handwritten spreadsheets in Ruddy’s desk with the same information on it as I was writing down. He was going through and clicking the boxes individually and writing down the contents, too.”

      The papers in my hands slipped, and I grabbed them before they fell. It was, indeed, pages and pages of spreadsheet print-outs. The tiny boxes held names of people and businesses, but no numbers. “This is weird. I’ve never heard of Canvas, Inc. or Rope International. We don’t even use rope, right? And our deck outside is concrete. We wouldn’t need anything from Deck Varnish, LLC. What the heck is Wilber and Friends or Shipmo Corp? This is a small town, and I’ve never heard of them.”

      “There are no numbers, no costs, no invoice or check numbers, just a bunch of names in weird white-on-white. I don’t even know which committee’s purview all this would fall under.”

      “Okay,” I said. “We should tell Trudi about this. She’s on most of the boards and committees. She’ll know whose jurisdiction it is.”

      But Trudi was already out the door, off to see her grandbaby.

      Erick said, “I’ll look into it further. I don’t know what to make of it, though.”

      I nodded. “Surely, we can figure it out, even though it might be nothing.”

      He took the printouts back from me. “Okay. I’ll just put these back in my office for safekeeping.”
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      THE next day was a mishmash of things I had to do and thoughts I didn’t want to think about my friends at the Canterbury Golf Club. Even the thought that one of them might be a murderer was driving me insane.

      Who would I even suspect?

      Perhaps my uncle Arnie, the octogenarian club gossip and lady-golfer chaperone?

      Maybe I should suspect my best friend, Trudi, who was on all the club committees and practically kept the club running from an organizational standpoint.

      Maybe the murderer was Sherlynne Orman, the lady pro, who ran the pro shop with an iron hand and whose accounts balanced perfectly to the cent every month. That was as suspicious as a perfectly organized sock drawer.

      Or maybe Pricilla Sauveterre had killed Ruddy. She was a newish member, and yet I couldn’t see her taking the risk of getting blood splattered on her very chic golfing attire.

      But perhaps it had been my frail and pale friend Moonie, who had used to be the school librarian where I had taught kindergarten. A librarian might know exactly where to stab someone with a steak knife to kill them. Reading all those books might have armed her with dangerous knowledge. Granted, she transported spiders outside rather than kill them and quoted Gandhi to unruly middle-schoolers, but if we were suspecting everyone, it might be her.

      I sighed.

      No, our real suspects were the guy that Ruddy argued with, Ruddy’s wife, and the florist who was thrilled to get her money: Oliver, Linda, Pauline, and Lale Kollen.

      Not that any of those people seemed likely, either.

      Why did it have to be a club member at all? Perhaps a wandering vagabond had killed Ruddy. They still had those, right? Or maybe he had been murdered by a serial killer, one of those pasty-white guys who haunted late-night television and true-crime books.

      Suspecting all of those people at the club was ridiculous. I couldn’t bear to have those awful thoughts in my head, so I simply refused to think about them while I ate my breakfast and dodged my negative-nelly neighbor, Coretta Dickinson, who was skulking around the sidewalk in front of the house, watching to see if I was home.

      So, I didn’t open the front-window curtains and drank my coffee in the dark and in peace.

      My mama cat needed feeding, and I picked up and snuggled each one of her tiny kittens in turn, socializing them. Doing things like this was the important part of my life. I needed to concentrate on socializing the kittens, running the Canterbury Golf Club Ladies’ League, and doing the other few things that I did to make myself a useful citizen in society.

      Indeed, at that very minute, one of the club’s more elderly members, Mrs. Eleanora Jones, called me on the phone and asked if I might have a chance to swing by and drive her over to the club for lunch and golf in the afternoon. A number of our members were no longer able to drive, due to eyesight or other health considerations, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t play golf. All of them still wanted to play, even those who called the game Devil Ball. Therefore, we other club members who still had our driving privileges tried our best to chauffeur these elder statesmen to the club whenever we could. I ended up driving people to and from the club at least once a day. I didn’t mind.

      Indeed, I told Eleanora that I would be over in about an hour to pick her up.

      Eleanora’s call was practically a sign from the heavens, a signal that I should mind my own business and keep to my schedule, rather than poke my nose into police investigations where I wasn’t welcome.

      After dressing in golf attire, I made sure I had my keys and other necessary things as I went outside to get into my car and drive Eleanora to the club.

      See? I wasn’t thinking about anything other than my own business at all. I had put those other things completely out of my mind.

      As I stepped out of my front door and turned to make sure it was locked, my foot slipped slightly.

      I looked down at my welcome doormat.

      A newspaper was lying on my front step, and my foot had slid on the paper when I had stepped on it.

      The newspaper was, of course, the Canterbury Tales, Monday Edition, and the headline read, “Canterbury Golf and Murder Club.”

      Drat, that Lale Kollen had written another story about Ruddy’s murder.

      Everyone in town was going to read it.

      Our club members would stay away even more.

      No new members would sign up.

      My teeth ground against each other.

      Obligations came first, so I drove over to Eleanora’s house to pick her up and drive her to the club. We chatted amicably during the short drive, although I think I was less successful at hiding my anger at Lale Kollen than I would have liked.

      Eleanora kept asking me if the kittens were all right and if there was anything she could do to help me with club matters.

      When she asked for the third time if something was bothering me, I reached into the back seat of my car, snagged that horrible newspaper, and dumped it in her lap. “I can’t believe that Lale Kollen wrote yet another article in the Canterbury Tales about what happened to Ruddy Agani. I mean, it’s terrible. Of course, it’s terrible. We invited Lale Kollen into the club as a favor to her. She’s the one who needed more local stories. She contacted us, not the other way around. Now, not only did she write one sensational article about this horrible tragedy, but now she’s written another one just a few days later.”

      Eleanora peered at the newspaper and frowned. “This does seem to be taking matters too far. ‘Golf and Murder Club,’ indeed.”

      “This is insane. Lale Kollen is insane,” I said, watching the road but shaking my head. “She keeps calling people who were there and coming up with these stories. She called me a few days ago and wanted to know if I’d heard anything around the club about who might have killed Ruddy.”

      “Well, she is a journalist. I imagine that’s what they taught her in college,” Eleanora said.

      “But she was there when Ruddy was killed. She saw Oliver and Ruddy arguing, and people weren’t keeping an eye on her. She might have gone out after him. Maybe she did it.”

      “I would hate to think that about that young lady,” Eleanora said.

      “She could have grabbed one of the club’s steak knives. It didn’t have to be a club member.”

      “I suppose that is so.”

      “And now she’s latched onto writing about Ruddy’s murder like a hungry pit bull, and she won’t let it go. Everything in that newspaper is going to be about the club and how Ruddy was murdered at the club. Maybe she’s trying to throw suspicion onto someone else. When you think about it, being a reporter is a great way to deflect suspicion by accusing other people. Did you read the article?”

      “I’m looking it over right now,” Eleanora said. “It doesn’t seem to say anything new. It seems like all the facts are the same as they were a few days ago, that Ruddy was killed with a knife and no one knows who did it.”

      “She shouldn’t keep publishing about the club. This is harassment.”

      “Oh, nothing ever happens in Canterbury. I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised that there is more than one newspaper article about the only scandalous thing that’s happened here in the last ten years. Why, when those high school kids toilet-papered the principal’s house, there were three articles about that, not to mention the letters to the editor demanding that they be put in juvenile detention.”

      “This is harassment,” I repeated, grinding my teeth together. “I should go down there and have a word with her.”

      Eleanora turned in her seat and squinted at me just as we turned into the golf club’s parking lot. “I don’t know if that’s wise, Bee. You don’t want to stir up a hornets’ nest and make them think that there’s more of a story here than there is.”

      I helped Eleanora get her little satchel out of the back of my car. Her golf clubs were stored in the bag room at the club, so we didn’t have to wrestle them in and out of my trunk. “I’m going to go downtown to that newspaper and give them a piece of my mind. At the very least, they should stop harassing the club. Maybe Lale will say something incriminating if she did it.”

      Eleanora frowned, her dark skin already beading with sweat in the summer swelter. “Bee, perhaps we should just let this article go. If there’s a third article, then maybe someone should have a word with her editor or something. In any case, if you suspect she’s violent, I don’t think you should confront her at all.”

      I opened my car door and tossed my purse back inside. “I’ll be back to pick you up in four hours or so. This shouldn’t take long.”
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      THE building that housed the Canterbury Tales was an old, red-brick structure on the banks of the river. The original building had probably been constructed in the late 1800s, but renovations, additions, and reconstruction had produced a much bigger building that housed several of Canterbury’s businesses.

      Inside, the stale air seemed to hover, even though ribbons on the air conditioning vents fluttered. Some of the walls had been stripped, and the exposed, antiquated red brick was crumbling in some places, whereas others were plastered over with modern drywall.

      I passed the orthodontist’s office, where teens slouched in the waiting room, and a small café serving soy lattes and vegan pastries before I found the wide, marble staircase for the upper floors.

      The Canterbury Tales newspaper occupied the entire second floor of the building. A receptionist’s desk was stationed in front of a long wall of frosted glass, behind which shadowy figures floated and merged. A single, closed door in the same material interrupted the diaphanous glass.

      A black-haired man sat ramrod-straight at the reception desk, his hands spread on the frosted glass. The burgundy polish on his nails was expertly applied and unchipped. He drawled, “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so,” I said, trying to be brisk and pleasant. It wasn’t this guy’s fault that a reporter had written a hatchet piece about the Canterbury Golf Club. “I’d like to see Lale Kollen, please.”

      He picked up a tablet and looked at it. Sharp lines cut into his hairstyle like the prim set of his mouth. “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No, but I was hoping Lale would see me. I already know her. I’m the one who helped her get into Canterbury Golf Club for her big exposé. She called me Friday. I have some more information to tell her.”

      The man gently set his tablet on his frosted glass desk, the bottom of it squared to the edge nearest to his pressed dress shirt. “I’m sorry. I can’t allow you back into the newsroom without an appointment.”

      “Could you please call her and tell her that Beatrice Yates is here and has more information that she was looking for?” I hoped that would do the trick.

      He glanced down at his tablet and sighed. “I suppose.”

      The man made a big show of dialing a cell phone and beeping through extensions. He looked straight into my eyes, unblinking, while he listened to the phone for several seconds before tapping the screen. “She’s not picking up.”

      I pulled my cell phone out of my purse and found Lale’s contact information. A few taps later, I listened to her phone ring and ring until I gave up, too. I asked the man, “Has she been in today?”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Wouldn’t she have to walk right past this desk? Wouldn’t you have seen her if she came in?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Is there someone you can call to see if maybe she’s in the ladies’ room and will be back in just a minute?”

      “No.”

      I gritted my teeth and opened up the web browser on my phone. Within a minute, I had found the Canterbury Tales website and the editor’s phone number. I tapped my screen and called her. “Hello, this is Beatrice Yates. I am one of Lale Kollen’s sources for her ongoing Canterbury Golf Club story. I have some important information for her.” The important information was that she should stop writing the stories about CGC, and I was planning to record the conversation on my cell phone in case she did say something that would incriminate herself. “It’s vital that I talk to her right away. Your gentleman here at the reception desk is not allowing me to come inside. Can I come back there and talk to her?”

      “Lale Kollen hasn’t come in today,” the editor, Wendy Mack, replied in her gruff voice. “She uploaded her story from home yesterday afternoon on account of the weekend, but she probably had to go to the gym or get her nails done again or something.”

      “Can I leave a message with you or with your gentleman here at the front desk?” I smiled at the man. He did not smile back.

      “Not sure what good that will do if she doesn’t come in. Maybe a better option would be for you to tell her that we are looking for her.”

      A beep over my phone meant the call had ended.

      I smiled at the man at the front desk, trying to charm him even though I knew it wasn’t going to work. “She said that I could leave a message with you, and that you would put the note on her desk for me.”

      The receptionist lifted one eyebrow. “Fine. I’ll take a message and put it on her desk when I have a minute.”

      Even though I knew the message was going to end up in the wastepaper basket beside his foot, I dutifully wrote a perky little note, telling Lale that I had some important information for her and asking her to call me at my cell phone number, which I also wrote down.

      When I left, I knew that effort had been a spectacular waste of time. Maybe hunting down Lale Kollen at her house would produce better results.

      Oh, I probably shouldn’t say it like that, hunting down Lale, because everyone thought I killed Ruddy.

      I’d only said it in my head, right?

      But I had no idea where she lived.

      Canterbury wasn’t a teeny-tiny town where everybody knew everybody, but it was a small town where surely somebody would know someone who knew that person.

      It wouldn’t take me long to find out where she lived.

      As I exited the building into the warm morning air, I tapped my phone and dialed a number. “Hello? Uncle Arnie?”
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      BY the time I got to my car, three text messages from three different people had popped up on my phone, all of them with the same address, the one for Lale Kollen’s house.

      Uncle Arnie hadn’t known where she lived, but as I’d suspected, he knew people who knew.

      Driving over to Lale’s neighborhood took only a few minutes through some middle-class areas of Canterbury. Small houses with nicely tended yards lined each of the residential streets, and I drove slowly because children wearing bathing suits were running through sprinklers in the warm summer afternoon.

      As I parked on the street in front of Lale’s house, I reminded myself that my primary purpose was to convince her not to write any more stories about the Canterbury Golf Club.

      But just in case she said something to incriminate herself because she was the real murderer, I would record everything that we said with my cell phone. Confessions were no use unless they were recorded in the murderer’s voice. Just me telling the police wouldn’t be enough. I’d watched enough movies to know that was true.

      A car stood in the driveway, a coppery sedan with local license plates. I didn’t know what Lale’s car looked like, but the hood seemed sun-warmed under my palm as I walked past, but not hot as if it had recently been driven.

      As I walked up her short sidewalk to the front door, I turned on the voice memo recorder on my phone. I whispered into it, “I, Beatrice Yates, will now go knock on the door of Lale Kollen’s house, and I am recording this in case it becomes evidence in a court of law.”

      That sounded stupid, but at least I had something to establish what was going on.

      Even though it was noon, Lale’s front porch light was lit, a bright spark of light in the shadow from the overhang of the house.

      I also told my phone the date and time, in case that was important, even though the app probably had some sort of a timestamp.

      “I will now knock on Lale Kollen’s door and ring her doorbell.” No reason to stop saying stupid things now.

      As I rapped on her white-painted door, the wood moved under my knuckles.

      The door swung open, and my last knock missed the wood entirely.

      That was weird. I hoped that everybody had given me the right address.

      “Lale? Are you here?” I called.

      There was an odd odor in the house, maybe like a cat box needed cleaning.

      “Lale!” I held my phone up near my face as I stepped inside her living room to make sure that my voice was being recorded. The front room was decorated in clean lines, mid-century modern. The dark blue couch stood on silver feet that matched the silver rod-and-glass coffee table. A television hung on the pale green wall, surrounded by framed prints of ferns, fruit, and fairies. “Hey! I just wanted to talk to you about that article in the Canterbury Tales newspaper this morning. I’m not mad or anything. Are you here?”

      A cat peeked around the corner of a wall and retreated. Quick scratching on the floor sounded like it had run away.

      I closed the door behind me so her cat wouldn’t get out.

      “Lale! Are you here? Hey! Your front door was open. If you are not here, I’m just going to back out and leave. I’ll catch you some other time.” I realized I was talking to an empty house, but I took a few more steps inside. “Is anybody here?”

      I leaned forward to peer around the edge of the wall and into the next room, the kitchen.

      Bright stainless-steel appliances reflected the sunlight, but a dark stain and a woman’s body lay on the white-tiled floor.
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      “BUT I didn’t—” I gasped, holding onto the armrest as I sat in the passenger seat of Sherwood’s car, sucking the air inside a paper bag. The paper rattled as I tried to get my breath.

      Sherwood sat in the driver’s seat but was twisted in his seat to watch me. “Breathe, Beatrice. Just breathe.”

      “I swear to God, Sherwood—”

      “It’s okay, now. Don’t say anything else.” His worried eyes watched me over the inflating and collapsing white paper that I held. The bag smelled faintly of french fries, but the man had produced a paper bag when I’d been hyperventilating. Paper-bag beggars can’t be choosers. “Come on, Beatrice. Take your hands off your face. I know this is hard, but please calm down so that you don’t make anything worse.”

      “But you heard the recording. I had just gotten there. I walked in. There, she was. It was horrible!”

      “The recording does back up what you told us. Personally, I don’t think that scream on your recording could have been faked, but it’s not like it’s physical evidence. Some people might think you staged it.”

      “But I didn’t. I didn’t even know where Lale lived until I asked my uncle Arnie where her house was. And then people sent me texts. There are timestamps on those texts. Didn’t that police officer say that she had been killed hours ago? Something about the blood or her body was cold or something? Oh, my Lord. Oh, my Lord. I can’t believe someone killed Lale Kollen.”

      “I know it’s odd—”

      “Things like this don’t happen in Canterbury. No one kills journalists here. That sort of thing happens in Russia, or third-world countries, but not in Canterbury.”

      He said, “Beatrice, you know that I like you. I have to advise you to stop talking. You found both of the murder victims. That looks bad. It looks like you knew where the bodies were because you killed them.”

      “I didn’t. I would never—”

      “Of course not.”

      “I have to call someone to pick up Eleanora at the club and take her home. I have to feed my cats. I have to socialize the kittens.”

      “Don’t panic. Breathe into the bag.”

      “You think I killed her, and I’m going to go to jail, and I have to drive Eleanora home!”

      “I don’t really think that, but some people are paid to be suspicious. Several people knew that you were looking for the second victim. You’ve already told us all the people who will corroborate that you were looking for the second victim.”

      “I was looking for her because I didn’t know she was dead!”

      “Beatrice, please. Don’t say any more.”

      “I didn’t touch Lale after I got there. My fingerprints probably aren’t even on the doorknob because I knocked and the door opened in front of me. I didn’t touch anything else in the house. My fingerprints shouldn’t be on the murder weapon. So, shouldn’t that prove that I didn’t do it?”

      Sherwood nodded. “If we find someone else’s fingerprints on the knife, then it would certainly support that someone else killed her.”

      “But it’s going to take months to get the fingerprints back on this knife, too, isn’t it? Why do murder investigations take so long? No one else here has anything to do. There hasn’t even been a shoplifting incident this summer for them to investigate.”

      Sherwood fidgeted in his seat, sighing. “We received the forensic report on the knife that killed Ruddy Agani.”

      I dropped my hands away from my face and stared at him, livid. The paper bag crumpled in my lap. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “The police department does not advertise developments in an ongoing investigation. Besides, I’m not a police officer. I’m just the Town Constable. It’s not my job to decide when and whether to release that information.”

      “What is your job, really?”

      He sat back in his seat, and his eyes were a little more amused. “As far as I can tell, it’s to get reelected. Other than that, I attend the Town Council meetings and speak for law enforcement.”

      “So, speak for law enforcement now.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Whose fingerprints were on that knife?”

      “I’m not sure we should be talking about this.”

      “My fingerprints should not have been on that knife. I did not touch the knife that night, and I think there’s a low probability that someone snatched my knife from dinner. Besides, I don’t think I even touched my knife at dinner. I had the lobster.”

      Sherwood nodded. “Fine, fine. I can confirm that your fingerprints were not found on the knife.” His firm voice sounded like he had carefully constructed that sentence.

      “How would you even know what my fingerprints look like?” I asked him. My friend Trudi knew what my fingerprints looked like, but she didn’t forget anything, ever.

      Sherwood shrugged, and his shoulders lowered in relief at my line of questioning. “You were a kindergarten teacher. All school employees have to be fingerprinted for background checks. When that state law about child molesters went into effect a decade or so ago, you and everybody else at the elementary school gave us their fingerprints. Lots of other people’s prints are on file, too, anybody working with kids in the school system or daycare, or if you apply for a liquor license or a gun permit, or if you are going through the citizenship process.”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember that. I was glad they didn’t use ink to take them, but they just used that machine with a glass screen on it and the greasy stuff. Then, how can I be a primary suspect if you know my fingerprints weren’t on the knife?”

      “Because you could have wiped off the knife after killing Ruddy, just like you might have wiped off the knife here, too. We can’t rule someone out just because we didn’t find a piece of evidence. It might be there, and we didn’t find it.”

      A horrible thought occurred to me. “Were no fingerprints found on the knife? Is that why you think I wiped them off? I didn’t, though. I didn’t touch either one of the knives or wipe them off. Erick Walters’ fingerprints should have been on it, though. I saw him touch it that night, out on the seventeenth green. If they didn’t find Erick’s fingerprints on that knife, then they messed up the analysis.”

      Sherwood’s lips tightened. “At least two sets of fingerprints were found on the knife,” he ground out.

      “But do you know whom they belong to? Everybody has fingerprints. Unless you were able to compare them to somebody’s fingerprints, then you wouldn’t know whose they were, anyway.”

      His lips thinned further. “One set of fingerprints found on the knife was identified.”

      I told him, “We know that one of them should belong to Erick Walters, but that doesn’t mean anything because I saw him touch it after Ruddy was already dead.”

      Sherwood frowned for a second and then rubbed his cheek with his hand. “I should not be telling you this.”

      “But you’re going to anyway.”

      “Erick Walters’ fingerprints were found on the knife. He has a handgun permit, so we had his prints.”

      “But you know how his prints got on there, so you know he didn’t do it.”

      “We know nothing of the sort. Walters might have picked it up so that his prints would be explainable when they were found on the knife.”

      “Well, I don’t believe that. He was fine in the clubhouse before we found Ruddy. Whose fingerprints were the other ones?”

      Sherwood stared out the front windshield of his car, his fingers clenching on his knees.

      “Come on, Sherwood. You have to tell me.”

      Sherwood squeezed his eyes shut and bit his lower lip.

      He looked like an overgrown kindergartner who was trying to hide a secret.

      I opened my eyes wide, making sure that I did not look like I was squinty and out of control. The wide-eyes technique always worked on elementary school students. “Sherwood, I need you to tell me whose fingerprints were on the knife, right now.”

      He sighed. “The other set of fingerprints on the knife was not identified.”

      His defeated body language—lowered shoulders and downcast eyes—suggested that he had told me the truth.

      I asked him, “Seriously? You could’ve told me that. That’s nothing.”

      “The police might not want that information known publicly. They might want to try to use it to get someone to confess. So, you can’t tell anyone that. That’s got to stay a secret. It rules out a lot of people.”

      It certainly did. It ruled out everyone I’d worked with in the school district, like Moonie, my school librarian, and a lot of other people, too. “Pffft, Sherwood. Why would I bother to tell anyone that?”

      I needed to talk to Trudi, and I needed to do it right then.

      “Beatrice, I mean it. That’s sensitive information.”

      I folded the paper bag and laid it on the dash of Sherwood’s car. “I’ll be prudent. When can I get my phone back?”

      “They’ll need to wipe it down for blood spatters—” he said.

      “Blood spatters!” I wasn’t sure I wanted it back anymore.

      “—and they’ll need to retrieve your recording off of it. In a big city, it would have to stay at the police station as evidence, but this is Canterbury. I don’t think anybody really suspects that the town’s retired kindergarten teacher killed two people. I’ll see if I can get your phone back for you.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or relieved that the town police probably didn’t think that I could have killed anybody, but I was really glad to hear that I would be getting my phone back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      BACK in my little office at the Canterbury Golf Club, I wrote down everything that I could remember about what Sherwood Kane had told me.

      Two sets of fingerprints were on the knife that had killed Ruddy.

      One of them belonged to Erick Walters.

      The other one hadn’t matched any of the fingerprints that the Canterbury Police Department had on file.

      That eliminated a lot of people.

      I dialed Trudi’s number on my cell phone and listened to it beep.

      When she picked up, I started, “You will never believe what I found out today.”

      Trudi’s voice was high and sing-song as she said, “Hello, my friend Beatrice! This is my friend, Beatrice! Beatrice has called me on the phone when I am babysitting my grandbaby!”

      A high voice cooed in the background.

      I tried very hard not to be jealous of Trudi’s grandbaby. How can one miss what one never had? “Hey, it seems like I’ve caught you at a bad time.”

      “No time is a bad time if I have my grandbaby!”

      “What time do you think you’ll be done babysitting?”

      “It looks like I will have my grandbaby until nine o’clock tonight and all day tomorrow. We could make plans to go to lunch after Ladies’ League Wednesday?”

      “That sounds great, Trudi. I’ll text you later, and I’ll see you Wednesday morning for league.”

      “I can’t make Ladies’ League this week. I have my grandbaby that morning, too. But I can probably be at the club in time for lunch.”

      “Okay, great,” I managed to say. “See you then.”

      We hung up the phone, and I sighed. I wanted to get busy on figuring out who may or may not still be a suspect, especially when everybody was going to be eyeing me at Ladies’ League on Wednesday, anyway.

      On my office wall, my few plaques now hung. One of them announced that I had won low-net score for the Ladies Invitational Handicap a few years ago. One of them was for being a part of the winning threesome in a charity scramble over in Rhode Island.

      Threesome.

      Wednesday morning in Ladies’ League, we would be playing threesomes.

      Well, if I wanted to figure out whose fingerprints might be on that knife, maybe I should play golf with some of the suspects.

      Sherlynne Orman was probably putting together the groupings for the league’s shotgun start. If I caught her, I could golf on Wednesday with Pauline Damir, who had been on our list of suspects since the very beginning.

      Pauline had never worked for the school district because she had started her own floral business when she had first moved to town. Certainly, a florist shop didn’t need a liquor license, so it seemed unlikely that her fingerprints would be on file with the Canterbury Police Department at all.

      Thus, it was possible that her fingerprints could be on the knife but that the Canterbury police hadn’t been able to match them because they didn’t have them on file.

      Yes, Pauline Damir would be a great place to start.

      I leaped up and trotted down the hall to the office of our golf pro.

      Inside, Sherlynne was indeed slaving away over a spreadsheet with a pencil, figuring out who would play with whom Wednesday morning. “What can I do for ya, Bee? You don’t have an opinion about the Ladies’ League pairings, too, do you?”

      “Actually, I’d love it if you could put me in the same group as Pauline Damir.” I hoped that didn’t sound too suspicious.

      Sherlynne glared up at me. “Everybody has opinions about who they will play with and who they won’t play with. Every Tuesday, I get fifty phone calls dissecting my choices. Really, this should be determined by handicaps, rather than personalities.”

      “Fifty phone calls? Only about forty women played in Ladies’ League last week.”

      “Yeah, some called more than once. Some of them call more than twice.”

      Setting the Ladies’ League threesomes was similar to seating hostile guests at a wedding reception, except that it had to be negotiated every week. “If you could just pair me up with Pauline Damir, I would appreciate it.”

      “But if I take Pauline Damir away from her threesome, then I can’t put Nell in there, because I was going to have Pauline play with Ann Carmo. Nell called me specifically and said that she didn’t want to see Ann Carmo in her threesome. After that little scuffle before league last week, I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to put them together again.”

      After what Nell had announced to the whole Ladies’ League last week, I wasn’t too enthused about the prospect of playing golf with her either. “Put Ann Carmo in with Pauline and me. Then you can put Nell in somewhere else.”

      Sherlynne sighed. “Fine. I’ll just break up all these threesomes so you can play with Pauline Damir and Ann Carmo. Shotgun start at nine, as usual.”

      I swore to myself that I would get Pauline to either confess or figure out why she definitely couldn’t have murdered Ruddy Agani.
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      ON Wednesday, I steeled myself, gathering every bit of courage I could before Ladies’ League.

      The bag guys had already set up my clubs on my pushcart outside the door to the pro shop, so we were all ready to go. I grabbed my clubs and walked out to the practice putting green, which was warm with summer sunshine and dappled tree shadows.

      But before we could begin, I had to make the usual announcements, so I grabbed the microphone and plugged it into the PA system. “Good morning, ladies! Here we are at the appointed place and time for our weekly round of golf together. As usual, there will be a nine o’clock shotgun start, but we are playing the back nine today. You should have all been issued your official score sheets. Note that today’s game will be ‘Secret Partner,’ where one additional player’s score will be added to your threesome’s total to make a final score. All prizes this week will be awarded to the foursome, not individual players. Thank you for playing, and let’s be careful out there.”

      High-pitched rumbling floated from the crowd of women as I stepped off to the side toward my handcart. I pretended to arrange the clubs in my bag even though they were all exactly where I wanted them to be rather than listen to what they were saying. I could vaguely hear Nell’s voice, which sounded like she was saying something about me again.

      I did not listen.

      I really did not.

      I not-listened so hard that I shut my eyes and rattled my golf bag, drowning out the hum of discussion.

      Much closer, a woman’s voice said, “Hi, Bee! I see we’re playing together today.”

      When I looked up, Pauline Damir was standing right in front of me. Fuzzy pink head covers cuddled all her clubs like she had hand-knitted them, kind of like golf cozies.

      I smiled. “Yeah, hi, Pauline. I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell you that I appreciated what you said last week.”

      She flapped her hand at me, a shushing gesture. “Don’t think another thing about it. It was ridiculous, what Nell was saying. But I think we shouldn’t pretend that Ruddy was a saint, either, when he obviously wasn’t.”

      There were so many reasons why Pauline might be disparaging the murder victim, including that he had dragged his feet in paying her money. “How’s the florist business going?”

      Pauline laughed. “It’s going great! Ever since I have been getting paid for the jobs that I’ve been doing, I’ve been able to build my business quite a bit in only a few weeks. As a matter of fact, I’m doing a large wedding over in New Leeds this weekend. It’s my biggest job yet.”

      So, Pauline’s business had benefited from Ruddy’s death and subsequent payment of debts owed, though several other businesses in town probably had, too. Pauline’s florist business probably wasn’t unique or even uncommon in that regard.

      Behind Pauline, Ann Carmo trotted briskly over, pushing her own set of clubs. Her scarlet lipstick was especially glossy today, her bright red shoes were practically glittering in the sunlight, and her sunglasses were huge and dark. “Hello, girls! I see we’re golfing together today.”

      “Hello, Ann. How are Wilber and the kids?” I asked her.

      “About as well as can be expected. The older one is talking about marrying his girlfriend, though I assure you that I am not old enough to be a grandmother yet. So, we don’t know what to think about that. The younger one is thinking about working on a tuna boat this summer, even though we pay her tuition and dorm. Wilber is Wilber.”

      I shook my head. “How did they grow up so fast? It seems like just yesterday you were quitting your job as my kindergarten aide because you were pregnant and wanted to stay home with your child.”

      “The real question is, how did we get to be so old? It does seem like just yesterday that I was working in the school with you. And then it seems like just this morning, I was making their school lunches. And suddenly, here I am, chasing this devil ball around the golf course to get out of the house because my husband has retired from his job and lost his other hobby, and now he’s underfoot all the darned day.”

      We laughed. I tossed my new favorite golf ball—a white ball with pink hearts printed on it that Trudi had found in a water hazard while fishing for her ball and had given to me—in the air as we waited to walk out to our assigned starting holes.

      As we were laughing and fiddling with our clubs, Erick Walters walked by, dragging his golf clubs behind him in a handcart.

      He smacked his forehead with his palm. “Dang it, I forgot that Wednesday is Ladies’ League day. You guys will be out there hitting the devil balls for what, two hours or so?”

      I stepped toward him. “Two and a bit, usually. I’m sorry, Erick. It’s on the scheduling whiteboard by the pro shop.”

      “I checked that yesterday, and all I remember is that Thursday afternoon is the high school team practice. It’s probably on there. I just forgot about it. That’s okay. I’ll just drink myself into a stupor in the bar while I wait for you ladies to clear the course.” His abused tone was so over-exaggerated that it was obviously meant to be a joke.

      We laughed at him, but Ann, Pauline, and I were all eyeballing each other and shrugging. With no head shakes in evidence, I said, “Hey, Erick, why don’t you play with us? We can’t use your score as part of Ladies’ League, but at least you’ll be able to play now instead of waiting for two or three hours.”

      Besides, then I could interrogate both Erick and Pauline at the same time.

      And Erick played quickly. He wouldn’t hold us up.

      I was ashamed that it was a factor, but in Ladies’ League, we get around the course in less than two hours for the nine-holers. We keep up the pace of play.

      He asked, “Are you ladies sure? I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “I think it’s all right with us. Pauline? Ann?”

      They both agreed that Erick could join us for our nine holes that morning.

      He said, “I appreciate it. I’ve got a showing this afternoon that must not be rescheduled. That’s probably why I forgot that you had reserved the course. I’m excited about tagging along and seeing the seedy underbelly of Ladies’ League for myself. There are rumors, you know.” He winked, and we laughed.

      We headed out onto the course, as we had been assigned to start at the seventeenth hole. The morning sun blazed from above the trees, casting long, black shadows over the course as we walked out.

      Just me, two innocent people, and a murderer.

      Maybe.
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      THE golf course was bright and sunny that day as we walked out to the seventeenth hole, which was our appointed tee box for the Ladies’ League shotgun start. A shotgun start means that everybody begins their round of golf playing on a different hole, and then you play around the course until you get back to that hole. This format is more time-efficient than everybody gathering around on the first tee and having to wait while groups tee off in seven-minute intervals.

      As I gazed over the green expanse and reed-choked water hazard on the right, memories of the night of the glow-ball tournament filled my head. We were right back on the seventeenth tee box that morning, looking down the fairway that led to the seventeenth green where we had found the body of Ruddy Agani.

      I had played the Canterbury Club’s golf course since Ruddy had passed away.

      This wasn’t the first time I had set foot on the seventeenth hole.

      Playing this particular hole with Pauline Damir gave me the creepy-crawlies up my spine, though.

      And yet, what better place to get her to confess?

      Having Erick and Ann with us seemed especially poignant, since they had been with me when we found Ruddy’s body. Maybe, with the three of us reminiscing around the flagstick at the end of the hole, Pauline would be pressured into saying something.

      It sounded like a good plan.

      Yet, my back felt like someone had poured ice water down my shirt.

      All four of us stood on the first tee box, staring down the fairway toward the green.

      The seventeenth is a long par-four from any of the tee boxes. Hardly anyone reached the green in two. It usually took me three or so hits to finally dump my ball near the hole. Even the club’s best golfers considered it a bogey hole.

      Erick asked us ladies, “Who has the honor?”

      He was asking who should hit their ball first. I said, “Since you’re playing from the men’s tees, you should go ahead. After you’re done, we’ll walk up to the red tees.”

      Erick pushed his tee into the ground and grabbed his back as he stood up, groaning.

      Oh, I hadn’t known that Erick had a bad back.

      An odd thought insinuated itself into my mind: Had Erick hurt his back when he struggled with Lale Kollen when he had killed her, just a few days before?

      No, surely not Erick.

      Erick Walters was a nice guy. Surely, he wasn’t a murderer.

      I watched him.

      Erick stood over his ball, waggling his long golf club, his driver.

      He looked down the fairway and squinted in the sunlight and then back at his ball.

      He waggled his club some more, loosening the tension in his hands and wrists.

      He looked back down the fairway and then back at his ball near his feet again.

      Waggle, look.

      Waggle.

      Loooook.

      What on Earth had happened to Erick, who used to be a quick player?

      The fingers of my right hand hurt, and I realized that I was gripping my golf ball so tightly I had left a thousand pockmarks in the skin of my palm and fingers from the tiny dimples in the golf ball.

      Meanwhile, Erick was still waggling his golf club and staring at the fairway like it might have moved since the last time he looked up.

      Suddenly, I couldn’t picture this hesitant golfer acting on the impulse to stab anyone.

      Waggle, look.

      The insane image of Erick standing in the dark with a knife, waggling the blade and looking from it to Ruddy Agani’s chest, back and forth, waggle, look, waggle, look, assailed me.

      I coughed, trying to cover up the very dark humor that had tried to come out as a laugh.

      And yet, what if Erick’s recent case of nerves was remorse?

      I always say that you don’t really know someone until you’ve played golf with them, and a major change in their game can mean that they’ve had a major change in their lives.

      Erick continued to waggle.

      Beside me, Ann Carmo rubbed the side of her face and fidgeted from one foot to the other, looking at the sky. She caught my eye, and her head inclined toward Erick, as if asking, What the heck?

      Pauline didn’t seem to notice that Erick was taking forever to hit his first shot. Indeed, she smiled at Erick serenely.

      Something in the back of my brain screamed, Hit the flippin’ ball, Sergio! but I didn’t say anything.

      Maybe the seventeenth hole was making him nervous because he had committed a crime here.

      Maybe two murders weighed on his soul.

      Maybe he had grabbed the knife lying on the green that night when we’d found Ruddy’s body to cover up the fact that his fingerprints had already been on it, and the other prints that the state forensic lab had found were merely from some innocent person who had set the tables before supper.

      These suspicions were driving me crazy. Everyone seemed to be a suspect, which meant I was surrounded by possible murderers. If I were in a movie, the murderer’s theme music would have been playing all the time, every minute, like they were always just about to jump out and grab me.

      I stared at the toes of my golf shoes, bright white leather against the emerald green grass, until I finally heard the whack that meant Erick had hit his tee shot.

      Finally.

      “Okay!” Ann said as the three of us ladies began walking toward the red tees, pushing our golf handcarts over the crunching gravel of the cart path. We really needed to pave the whole cart path because some sections were still lined with gravel, but we wouldn’t have the money for that until our membership numbers returned to normal. “Nice shot, Erick.”

      “Oh, yes, excellent!” Pauline added. “That was an amazing shot, Erick.”

      Well, I wouldn’t call it an excellent or amazing shot. It was a moderate drive that had landed on the right side of the fairway, but he had indeed kept it in the short grass. It wasn’t a bad shot. “Yep, good job.”

      We ladies teed off at the red tees, as was customary, with no club-waggling.

      While Ann stood on the elevated tee box, placing her ball and tee and getting ready to tee off, Erick dipped his head near mine and whispered, “I’ve been looking at those spreadsheets some more.”

      “Oh?” I warily watched Ann go through her pre-shot routine, picking a target and aligning the toes of her scarlet golf shoes with it.

      Erick was right beside my shoulder. I couldn’t even get a golf club out of my bag in time if he grabbed me.

      Erick said, “There’s another sheet that you need to see. Or somebody needs to, anyway.”

      I turned to him. “Like what?”

      “Checks that don’t match vendors.”

      Whack.

      Ann had hit her ball, launching it down the fairway.

      I glanced over to see her white ball rolling down the middle of the short grass. “Nice shot!” And to Erick, “Which vendors?”

      Erick glanced over my head. “A couple of them. I’ll talk to you later.”

      With a few more hits of our balls and a whole lot of club-waggling from Erick, we were all chipping onto the green of the seventeenth hole.

      I tried not to remember the lump of Ruddy’s body lying on the ground, nor the dark stain that had marred the grass in the light from our cell phones.

      All of us were probably feeling the same way. Ann and Erick had been right there with me. They were probably seeing Ruddy’s corpse in their minds, too.

      As we stood on the flat-mown grass, I noticed that Erick and I had managed to overshoot the hole, and our golf balls lay far away from where Ruddy’s body had been.

      Ann and Pauline had chipped their last shots to right where Ruddy’s dead body had lain.

      That didn’t mean anything.

      The most likely explanation was that none of us were particularly good at our short games and needed more practice time at the chipping area.

      Erick and I skirted the edge of the green to get to our golf balls. After some minor maneuvering to see who was farther away, I putted my ball from the fringe to quite near the hole, whereas Erick chipped up and left himself a long putt for his par. He took his stance over that and knocked it skittering across the shaved grass.

      This hole was almost over.

      No one had confessed yet.

      I should say something around Erick and Pauline to make one of them confess.

      If only I could figure out what that was.

      I opened my mouth and sputtered, “So, wow, this is weird, huh?”

      I was not good at this interrogating stuff. Kindergartners were so much easier to finagle the truth out of.

      Erick stared at the grass, frowning. “Yeah, he was right here. I was surprised they only closed the club for a day and a half. It seemed wrong that people were just walking over where Ruddy had been lying. Did they even wash the blood off of the green?”

      I told him, “Bhagwan watered all the greens as soon as everyone left the next morning. It was warm, so he soaked them.”

      Ann chuckled and looked down, shaking her head. “He’ll water the greens for any reason at all, won’t he?”

      I added, “The police officers and the forensic people had already been here and gone. I guess the board didn’t want to anger members by keeping the course closed any longer than necessary.” That seemed so self-serving. “The police forensic technician did a cursory sweep of the area. On those television shows, they do so much more, but that’s probably not realistic. I don’t know whether I expected the officers to examine the grass with a lice comb or what, but it seems like they took a look around and left.”

      Pauline was neither frowning nor smiling, just regarding the grass with a blank expression. She moved a little closer to Erick. “You think the forensic guys missed evidence?”

      Um.

      I tried to think of something to say.

      Anything.

      I stumbled, “I don’t really know. When I came out here the next morning and talked to the officers, they’d already picked up the knife to take it to the state lab for analysis.”

      All three of them were staring at me.

      Erick asked, “What did they find?”

      Sherwood’s warnings rose in my mind.

      I sucked in a deep breath and said, “Constable Sherwood Kane said that the state lab can take a long time to do the analysis and send back the results.”

      That was true.

      It wasn’t the answer to his question, but it was true.

      I still felt bad about saying it.

      Erick nodded, though he was still staring at the ground where Ruddy’s body had lain.

      Pauline took a step closer to him, though she also did not look up from the grass.

      There was no discernible difference in the grass where Ruddy had been lying. The stems were neither crushed nor had any vibrant growth due to his blood fertilizing the soil. All the grass was perfectly the same, which if anything, made it more horrible.

      Ann took a step closer, barely took her stance over her putt, and knocked her ball in the hole. She skirted the area where Ruddy’s body had been to retrieve her ball. “Let’s just putt out and move on.”

      Erick said, “I’ve only got six inches left. That’s a gimme.”

      Ann said, “There are no gimmes in Ladies’ League.”

      He took an awkward stance, keeping his toes away from the area where Ruddy’s body had been. “You ladies are tough. In the men’s league, anything under three feet or so is a gimme.”

      Yes, well, women play by the rules, which is why women’s sports are purer than men’s sports. Men flop all over the place during games, pretending to be fouled to make the refs call a yellow card or get a free shot. Women play sports as they were intended.

      I tapped my ball in for a bogey, and so did Pauline.

      Getting away from the seventeenth green seemed like the most important thing right now. I didn’t want to hang out there even a second longer. I don’t believe in ghosts and I don’t believe in haunted things, but jeez, it felt weird to stand where Ruddy’s corpse had been lying on the ground.

      I trotted over to where we had left our carts with Ann walking right beside me. We slapped our putters into our bags and left the area as quickly as we could, pushing the heavy carts uphill toward the eighteenth hole, her bright red golf shoes clicking metallically on the asphalt of the cart path.

      Behind us, I didn’t hear anything.

      I didn’t hear Pauline and Erick following us and pushing their carts.

      I glanced back to where Pauline and Erick were still standing on the seventeenth green, staring at the scene where the murder had taken place.

      Pauline reached out and caught Erick’s fingers in hers.

      Erick tugged her close to his side and wrapped his arm around her waist, dropping a quick kiss on her temple just under the brim of her hat.

      I turned and faced the eighteenth, pushing my cart directly down the cart path.

      Pauline Damir had been married to her husband, Tom, for over twenty years. I had taught their kids in kindergarten. There had been no rumblings on the golf grapevine that they were separated or getting a divorce.

      And I could say exactly the same thing about Erick Walters. His wife had mentioned that they were going to Europe that fall for a river cruise.

      Such things happened around country clubs. People were thrown together on boards or in foursomes, and sometimes attractions turned into affairs.

      But I had never heard a whisper about Pauline and Erick.

      And yet, there they were.

      And Erick’s quick move to grab the knife that had killed Ruddy Agani that first night suddenly made much more sense. If he had already known that Ruddy was dead, he might have decided to wipe her fingerprints off the knife or smudge them enough so that they were unusable.

      Pauline had been drunk at the reception after the glow-ball tournament, as if she had been upset and thrown back a few drinks to calm herself.

      She would have had plenty of time to tell Erick what had happened before the four of us walked out to look for Ruddy.

      “Hey, Bee! You walked right past the eighteenth tee box!” Ann yelled from behind me.

      I stopped, my golf shoes skidding on the loose gravel. “Oops.”

      I backed up along the cart path, not turning around to see where Pauline and Erick were.

      “You okay? Ann asked. “Something bothering you?”

      And now I needed another lie. “I’m just really concerned about the club,” I said. “Just barely enough people finally signed up for the Nine and Dine this Friday. There’s just a lot of preparation to do to for it, and I’m not sure how I’m going to pull it all together.”

      Ann exclaimed, “I can help out! Why didn’t you say something, Bee? I can do whatever you need help with.”

      And now my lie had turned into something I had to deal with. “I would appreciate it if you could be here Friday at three o’clock to help me decorate for the Nine and Dine.”

      Ann grinned at me. “You bet.”
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      AFTER we all completed our nine holes of golf, I dismissed Ladies’ League and trudged into the clubhouse to have lunch with Trudi. At least our lunch would be a bright spot in my day. Finding out that Erick and Pauline were probably having an affair had messed with my head to the point where I didn’t know which direction was up anymore.

      As I climbed the stairs from the ladies’ locker room in the basement up to the clubhouse’s dining room, I saw that Trudi was already sitting at a table and perusing the menu as if she had never seen it before.

      Trudi was not a creature of habit. Trudi might order anything at all off the menu and did not play favorites, except for her once-monthly BLT, as allowed by her cardiologist.

      I collapsed into the seat across from her. Chilly air from the air conditioner sprayed over the room and drew a line down the back of my neck. “You would not believe what happened at Ladies’ League today.”

      And yet, I realized to my horror that I couldn’t tell her what had happened at Ladies’ League.

      In the dining room, all the ladies who had been out on the golf course that morning for league were sitting around us, ordering their lunch. Discussing the murder with Trudi right here, in the middle of Canterbury Golf Club, was completely impossible.

      Everyone would hear.

      Everyone would talk.

      The murderer would either hear that we suspected them or would know that we didn’t, if we were completely wrong in all our theories.

      Trudi didn’t look up from her menu. “Oh? Did you almost get that elusive hole-in-one again? Did the ball roll up to the hole and somehow manage not to fall in again?”

      “Uh, yeah?”

      Trudi lowered her menu slightly, just enough to peer over the top of it with one eyebrow raised at me. “I assume we’ll discuss that later, too.”

      Oh, she had already figured out that we shouldn’t discuss my suspicions in public.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. “I just have to get this.”

      Trudi glared at me over her menu with that suspicious eyebrow waggling at me, again. She knew that my phone had neither buzzed nor chimed.

      I pulled Trudi’s contact up and texted to her, Pauline Damir and Erick Walters are having an affair. It’s possible that he picked up the knife that night to obscure her fingerprints or his own on it. I tapped the screen and sent the text.

      Trudi’s purse rattled against the back of her chair, but she ignored it because the waitress was there to take our order. Trudi said, “I’ll have the summer salad with grilled chicken, please. Extra grapes.”

      As I ordered a club sandwich with tomato soup, Trudi reached around the back of her chair to retrieve her phone, glanced at it, and tucked it back in her purse. When the waitress left, Trudi said, “I’m going to the ladies’ locker room.”

      Uh oh. “Trudi, what are you doing?”

      “You stay here. I’ll be back in just a few minutes.” She picked up her purse.

      Trudi had been a scientist before she retired, and she kept all kinds of things in that enormous carpetbag of hers. I warned her, “Trudi.”

      “If that’s the case, we should just take a little look around.” She glanced around the dining room, where every table had four or more ladies seated, all of them lunching happily. “After all, if everyone’s here, the locker room would be the place to be.”

      She stood, slinging her massive beast of a purse over her shoulder, and walked toward the stairs.

      “Trudi!” I jumped up and ran after her, assuring the waitress along the way that we would be right back and to leave our lunches on the table. “You shouldn’t—and wait for me!”

      Trudi beat me down the stairs to the busy hallway and the women’s locker room because although she had short legs, that little woman could scamper like a squirrel. She dodged between all the people walking between the pro shop and the locker rooms like a sprite slipping between willow trees.

      I slapped open the door that had just barely closed. “Whatever are you—oh my heavens and angels.”

      Trudi was on her knees with her purse in front of the lower locker that was embossed with the nametag for Pauline Damir. Small, silver tools were scattered on the floor beside her.

      Other than Trudi, the entire locker room was empty of people.

      She said, “Look, if we suspect that Pauline might have murdered Ruddy and/or Lale Kollen, then she is somewhat of a threat to everybody at the club. I don’t like that you were out there on the golf course all morning with her if she might be dangerous. We need to know whether she did it, and if we find anything like blood on her golf clothes or shoes or whatever, we will turn it over to the police.”

      “But how shall we say we got that evidence? Don’t you need a search warrant or something?” I asked her.

      “Nah, I’m on the clubhouse committee. Our bylaws say that any area of the clubhouse can be searched at any time. It was mostly to keep people from hiding cocaine in the lockers, but I’m sure it would apply to murder weapons, too. By the way, the other day at the club board meeting, Erick Walters said that he wanted me to look at some spreadsheets.”

      I told her, “We have the murder weapon. It’s a knife. It was lying on the ground next to Ruddy with his blood on it. The murder weapon is not the problem. I don’t think we should be searching people’s lockers.”

      “Then we are looking for other evidence. I’m not saying that Pauline killed someone else, but the chances are higher, statistically, for somebody who has already killed someone to do it again.”

      I fretted, “This feels wrong. Shouldn’t we at least get a master key or something?”

      Trudi picked up one of the small silver implements beside her knee. “I just happen to have some little probes and needles in my purse. You never know when these kinds of things will come in handy. And these locks on these lockers are about thirty years old and about as secure as the lock on my bathroom door, which my cat can unlock.” She inserted a silver wire into the lock and another thing that looked like a mini-crochet hook right above it.

      “Should I even ask how you know how to pick locks?”

      “You pick up a lot of skills being a professor,” Trudi muttered as she manipulated the small tools. “Graduate students locked their lab keys in their desk drawers all the time, and it was just easier to get them out this way than it was to call the custodian or campus security. Plus, sometimes you have to make sure that no one is taking the reagents home for more nefarious purposes.”

      I was shocked. “Did some of your graduate students make drugs for tuition money?”

      “Drugs, no. Glitter bombs to torture each other, yes. Those kids were weird. And there it is.” She sat back. The locker door swung open.

      I bent to peer inside the locker. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “And yet, you have not left in protest.” Trudi reached inside the locker and pulled out a few items. “Shampoo, conditioner, basic makeup kit. Her golf shoes are in here, but they’re clean.” The turned them over. “But there’s a bit of mud and grass on the bottom. It doesn’t look like she washed them to try to hide blood anytime recently.”

      “I still can’t believe she’s having an affair with Erick Walters,” I said.

      Trudi shrugged. “That’s not what we care about here. Besides, affairs aren’t shocking.”

      I sat back on my heels and looked at my friend of thirty years. “Trudi, did you have an affair?”

      She shook her head dismissively and frowned. “No, but I worked in a university department. There’s a lot of hormones going around with those young twenty-year-olds. You see things that maybe you wish you hadn’t. Let’s say that I don’t find affairs between anybody shocking.”

      “Do you see anything in Pauline’s locker that would suggest she killed Ruddy?”

      “No. This was just a waste of time.” Trudi rearranged everything in the locker just as we had found it and slammed the door with a clank. “Anybody else you want to check up on while we’re breaking into lockers?”

      “I feel guilty enough about this already, and we didn’t find anything. We can’t just open everybody’s locker and see if we find something.”

      Trudi mused, “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “It’s not a good one, either. Clubs like this are run on trust. If it gets out that we’ve been breaking into lockers to try to figure out who the murderer is, people wouldn’t like it. We’ve lost enough members as it is.”

      Trudi plucked a tissue from the box on the counter and wiped off her small tools. “Still, it’s better than letting a murderer hang out around the club, especially when we have late events like that Nine and Dine, coming up.”

      I climbed to my feet, and Trudi walked over to throw away the tissues. She stepped on the pedal to open the top of the trashcan and was holding her hand suspended over it when she said, “Well, what do we have here?”

      “We have something?” I came and stood beside her and looked in the trashcan.

      Inside, a white leather golf glove was half-hidden by paper towels. From what parts of it that we could see, brown stained the thumb and first finger.

      I asked, “What? Somebody threw away a muddy glove?”

      Trudi shook her head. “I don’t think that’s mud.”

      “Oh, my word. We found a bloody glove, of all things.” I squinted and peered at it more closely. “I think it looks like mud.”

      “Of course, the blood has dried. It was over a week ago. Or even if it’s Lale’s blood, it’s been a few days. But that doesn’t look like mud. The splash material itself is too thin. There are streaks and sprays. It’s not clumpy or grainy, and there are no specks in it like you would expect to find if it were dirt.”

      “Bhagwan does overwater the course. It could be thin mud or thick pond water.”

      “It might not be.”

      “If we think it might be blood, we should just hand it over to the police.”

      “If it is just mud, then we look stupid, especially when I can just test it and see if it is blood.”

      I frowned at her. “Do you still have lab privileges at the university?”

      Trudi laughed. “I don’t need a lab. I just need the first-aid kit.”

      “Oh, Trudi, I don’t think we should do this.” I rummaged under the sink to find the first-aid kit. “What do you need?”

      “Rubbing alcohol, a cotton swab, and hydrogen peroxide.” She produced a small bottle from her purse.

      I got two paper towels from the dispenser and carefully fished the brown-stained glove out of the trash, holding it away from myself in the paper towels.

      Trudi said, “Lay it on the countertop.”

      I did, carefully avoiding any little water spots that might have still been on the counter.

      The brown stuff might be mud.

      I really hoped the brown stuff was mud.

      Trudi opened the bottle of rubbing alcohol and moistened the cotton swab with the astringent liquid. The smell of a hospital lingered in the air of the locker room.

      I asked, “How are we going to explain to the police that some of the blood is missing, if it even is blood?”

      “We will tell them that we have no idea how that little bit went missing, and they probably won’t even notice, anyway. Forensic technicians aren’t real scientists.” She gently brushed the damp swab over the edge of one of the glove’s fingers, where the brown stain was the darkest. She rubbed the leather glove until the cotton was faintly brown.

      Trudi opened a tiny vial that she had retrieved from her purse and squeezed one drop of the solution onto the tip of the cotton swab. “This is phenolphthalein.”

      “What on Earth is that?” I asked her, squinting and trying to read the label without my readers. “It looks like it has too many consonants.”

      “A very useful reagent. Not only is it one of the principal reagents in the Kastle-Meyer Test for blood that we are currently performing, but it’s also a really useful pH indicator for other assays, not to mention a powerful laxative if someone makes me angry.”

      Trudi scared me sometimes. “You wouldn’t put that in someone’s food, would you?”

      She glanced at me and went back to staring at the cotton swab. “Of course not. I would never do such a thing.”

      She had been my closest friend since our college days when the dorm lottery had assigned us to be roommates. “What did you do?”

      Trudi grimaced and stared at the ceiling for a second. “Remember when those guys were grabbing at the women last year? And then there was a rumor that the really horrible stomach flu that was also going around was transmitted by grabbing women’s boobs?”

      “You didn’t!”

      “That’s exactly my story, that I didn’t do it. And now we put the hydrogen peroxide on and see if it turns pink.”

      Trudi gently dripped just a little hydrogen peroxide on the swab.

      Even without my readers, I could see that the beige-stained cotton turned quite pink.

      Trudi sighed. “That means it’s positive for blood. That glove is covered with blood. I admit, I was hoping it was just mud, too.”

      “We’ll have to give it to the police.”

      “Of course, just as soon as we figure out whose glove it is.”

      “I’m calling them right now.” I grabbed my phone out of my pocket.

      Trudi looked pensively at the glove lying among the paper towels. “Almost assuredly, a woman put it in this trash can. That hallway outside the door always has people walking down it. If a man had come into the women’s locker room, all heck would’ve broken loose. Therefore, we can assume in the absence of any broken-loose heck, that a woman must have been in the locker room and put it in the trash.”

      My phone rang the police station, and I waited for them to answer. “Trudi, let the police handle it.”

      She inserted a slim metal rod inside the glove and lifted the edge, craning her neck to peer inside. “It’s a left-handed glove, so the person plays golf right-handed, as seventy-five percent of the club does. That rules out Manpreet, Xun, and Sultana, that I know of. I don’t think any of the women play Tommy-two-hand with two gloves.”

      “Trudi, quit messing with it.”

      “This glove is made out of Cabretta leather,” she continued as she examined it, “not the cheapo synthetic stuff. Sung-Min only wears fabric gloves because her palms sweat too much, but it could be anybody else’s. The police aren’t going to be able to lift a fingerprint off of that suede surface on the inside. It’s seen light use, probably only a few rounds. Someone threw it away because it had blood on it, not because it was worn out.”

      “Trudi, just stop.”

      She tilted her head, looking at where she was lifting the edge with the metal probe. “The tag says it’s a women’s medium, so it would fit around half of the ladies of the club. Not me, of course, but you wear a ladies’ medium.”

      “Don’t even bring me into this.” I covered my phone’s microphone with my hand, even though it was still ringing. “How do you know what size glove I wear?”

      Trudi shrugged. “I’m not blind. Besides, you get your weird brand of gloves by the dozen at the sports store in Hamilton when you get your clubs regripped.”

      “I do not want to know how you know all this stuff about me.” And I felt bad that I didn’t know the same sort of things about her, as usual.

      A voice emerged from the phone in my hand.

      “Hello, officer!” I said. “This is Beatrice Yates over at Canterbury Golf Club, where Ruddy Agani was murdered? We found a glove in the trash in the ladies’ locker room, and we think you should have a look at it.”

      I talked to them for a few minutes, giving them the basic details, while Trudi threw the evidence of our little scientific experiment in the Dumpster outside.

      Just as she entered the locker room where I was waiting with the bloody glove, two police officers followed her in. Officer Sandy was there again, my ex-student, who made me feel old just by existing as an adult in the world. The other officer introduced herself as Officer Amira Hashami.

      As expected, the officers wanted to take possession of the glove, so we backed away from where we had laid it on the counter, still wrapped in paper towels.

      Officer Hashami picked it up with tongs and dropped it into a plastic Ziploc bag. She started filling out a label for it.

      Officer Sandy turned to me. When she was five, I’d braided her straight, black hair into pigtails because she had gotten too hot from playing on the monkey bars at recess. She asked, “Was there anything else in the trash can?”

      Trudi and I glanced at each other, eyes wide.

      I said, “I guess we just saw the glove and it looked like it might be blood, so we didn’t look any farther.”

      “Let’s take a look.” Sandy tipped over the trash can and crouched, sorting through the fluff of paper towels spread over the carpeting by pushing the paper aside with a pen.

      As would be expected for a trash can next to a sink in a women’s bathroom, a whole lot of damp paper towels flowed out that smelled faintly of the green-and-forest balsam soap in the sink dispensers and the shower stall.

      Something thunked out of the trashcan and rolled onto the floor.

      “What was that?” Sandy asked and used her pen to poke through the rubbish.

      She cleared away the paper towels, revealing two golf balls.

      One was printed in the design of a yellow and black soccer ball.

      The other was white with pink hearts scattered over it.

      “Hey,” Trudi said. “That looks like the one I found in the water hazard and gave you.”

      “Yeah,” I said, frowning. “And the other one looks like my favorite bumblebee-colored soccer ball that went missing last week. I thought it must have dropped out of my bag while I was on the course.”

      “Did you lose the one with pink hearts?” Officer Sandy asked.

      “I don’t know. Let me look in my bag.”

      We went out to my car, and I dug around in the big pocket on my golf bag and the milk crate in the trunk, too. “I don’t see it.”

      Officer Sandy was frowning. “So, think before you tell me this. Is it true that two golf balls that resemble ones that had been in your possession were found in the same trash bag as the glove, which may have blood on it and be linked to the two recent murders?”

      “Well, yes,” I said, “but I lost them.”

      Sandy nodded slowly. “I’ll make sure to note in the report that you said you lost them, Mrs. Bee. Just between us, please be careful what you tell police officers and, um,” she glanced toward the clubhouse, “be careful that no more of your stuff turns up near bloody objects that might be related to a murder, okay?”

      After she left, I asked Trudi, “Did she just say that was evidence against me?”

      Trudi was frowning. “I wish I’d thought to look deeper in that trash bag. We could have gotten those golf balls out before the police saw them.”
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      THE next morning, I was on the driving range at seven o’clock sharp, taking my frustration out on a bucket of golf balls.

      Though the morning was warm, a light fog hung over the end of the driving range, near the forest that ringed the country club. The mist scuttled over the grass like ghosts.

      I shook my head as I gripped my driver, trying to clear my mind of all thoughts of ghosts, dead people, or murders.

      When a car pulled into the small parking lot behind me, I pulled back and whacked the next golf ball as far as I could, which wasn’t nearly as far as I would have liked.

      Footsteps crunched on the gravel and then were muffled in the grass as someone walked toward me.

      I didn’t hear the repetitive clink of someone carrying golf clubs in a bag.

      I spun, holding my driver at shoulder level so I could knock the intruder’s head off with it.

      The man walking toward me was Constable Sherwood Kane, and he was marching over the grass, his arms swinging at his sides in anger. “What are you doing, talking to the police and making yourself a bigger suspect than you already were?”

      I said, “I told them the truth. What was I supposed to do, lie?”

      He stood in front of me, his hands opening and closing like he was trying to figure out what to say. “First, you ‘found’ one murder victim—”

      “Three other people were with me when we discovered him. I have an alibi for most of the evening.” Most of it.

      “And then you found another murder victim, but you were all alone that time.”

      “Other people can account for my whereabouts all morning.”

      “Lale Kollen wasn’t killed that morning. She was definitely killed the night before. That’s why her porch light was still on.”

      “Oh, yeah. I noticed her front yard light was on. But the fact that I didn’t know when she was killed means that I didn’t do it.”

      “Do you have an alibi for the night before?”

      Not anything that anyone could verify. “I was at home, socializing my foster kittens. You can ask my neighbor, Coretta Dickinson, whether my lights were on. She was probably snooping.”

      “So you were alone and have no alibi for the time of the murder, and now you’ve ‘found’ a glove with blood all over it.”

      “Trudi von Shike actually found it, and she’s not a suspect at all.”

      “And two of your golf balls were sitting beside it.”

      “I told Officer Sandy that I lost those.”

      “And you were the only other person in the room with Ms. von Shike, your best friend, who backs up your claim that she found the glove just like any best friend would.”

      “Half the female population of the Canterbury Golf Club had been in that locker room in the last few hours. It was Ladies’ League day. Besides, I’m not even the best suspect for Ruddy’s murder. Oliver Shwetz had just had an argument with him. Plus, Ruddy’s wife, Linda, was getting ready to divorce him. They’d just had a huge fight that night. She’d already made plans to move to California.”

      Sherwood shook his head. “Linda Agani has an ironclad alibi for Ruddy’s murder and a gambling problem. We talked to her about her whereabouts that night. They had that argument about four o’clock that afternoon, before Ruddy showed up at the golf club for the outing. Right after their argument, she left the house and went to the tribal casino about twenty miles away.”

      “Well, that’s what she says she did,” I countered.

      “The casino’s closed-circuit security cameras show her car driving into the parking garage and a woman matching her description walking into the casino. Her slots reward card was in use in various slot machines for seven hours, and we can track a woman who looks just like her walking around the casino on the closed-circuit cameras. Her movements match the location of her slots reward card, too.”

      “Maybe she had a friend drive her car to fake an alibi,” I said, as if I knew anything at all about alibis.

      Sherwood said, “We asked around the casino, and some of the other regulars know her and said that she was there that night. She even ran a red light near the casino on her way home, and a red-light camera took a picture that shows her license plate, her car, and her face at three in the morning, well after the murder. Linda Agani didn’t do it, and we would be laughed out of court if we charged her. It’s about as close to an ironclad alibi as you can get. She couldn’t have set that alibi up any tighter if she had tried.”

      I put my driver back into my bag and pulled out a shorter iron. “She’s not the only suspect. Trudi and I have been trying to figure out who killed Ruddy. Considering that Lale Kollen was going to inherit Ruddy’s estate, maybe you should look at who gets the money now.”

      “Please, for the love of all that is holy, stop. You’re making yourself look worse and worse. It’s not that we don’t want your help. It’s just that you are making yourself look like the most likely suspect every time you find something. Please, Bee, stop snooping around with this. If for no other reason, the person who killed Ruddy may have thought that Lale Kollen was getting too close to figuring out that they did it, and that’s why they killed her, too.”

      “You keep suggesting that one person killed both of them,” I said.

      He sighed. “Because we’ve had two related murders involving knives in the last few weeks, the crime lab expedited our evidence. The same unknown fingerprints that were on the knife that killed Ruddy was also on the knife that killed Lale Kollen. It looks like the same person committed both murders. Ruddy was killed with two stab wounds. One hit a rib and bounced off. The second one hit his aorta, and it blew up. Lale Kollen had three stab wounds. One found her left ventricle. That knife was most likely from Lale’s knife rack, right there in the house. It matched her knife set and had her fingerprints on it, too.”

      “If you’ll just listen to me,” I said. “If you’ll just let me tell you what we found out about Pauline Damir—”

      He held up his hands. “Don’t say anything else. If you tell me something, then I have to tell the police what you said and that you told it to me. It will put you in an even worse situation.”

      I begged him, “Just listen to me.”

      Sherwood pressed his hands over his ears. “I am leaving. Don’t tell me anything.”

      He walked back to his car, and I was shaking so badly that I couldn’t hit any more golf balls.
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      THE next afternoon, the dining room in CGC’s clubhouse was arranged just as it always was for everyday use. Crisp, white tablecloths draped gracefully over square tables set for four or longer tables for eight people. Low centerpieces of silk flowers and golf pencils stood in the centers. Comfortable, upholstered armchairs ringed every table. The entire clubhouse was decorated in navy blue, gold, and white, typical New England colors. The ceiling soared above, nearly three stories above my head. At the end of the dining room, a glass wall of windows let the afternoon light shine in. The dining room could hold about a hundred people comfortably, or a hundred and fifty if we used stand-up serving stations.

      Only sixty people had signed up for the Nine and Dine this sultry Friday night, so we didn’t have to lift the wings of the square tables to turn them into round tables that could seat six or even eight people, in a pinch. I had about two hours to whip this dining room into a fun and interesting party space.

      Usually, I could count on at least a hundred people to sign up for the Nine and Dine, a regularly scheduled event that takes place on the second Friday evening of every month. After a fun nine-hole golf scramble, everybody came into the clubhouse’s dining room for a sit-down New England supper. Sometimes, we served lobster. More often, supper was scallops, seafood, and steaks.

      But as always for the Nine and Dine, the dining room needed to be decorated in a festive manner to make sure that people remembered that the social events were one of the benefits of belonging to a club rather than just paying green fees every time they wanted to play a round of golf.

      I wasn’t feeling particularly festive.

      Because we only had a little more than half of our usual sign-ups, Chef Leopold had decided to seize this chance to prepare a more involved menu than usual, probably in the hopes of increasing next month’s turnout when word got around about how extravagant the meal had been. Every table was already set with a gold charger for under the plate and an extensive array of silverware, plus two wine glasses.

      With all those forks lined up and shining in the afternoon sunlight, it looked like Chef Leo was going to serve at least five courses.

      He was going over the top for just a Nine and Dine. This wasn’t the Winter Formal or the Halloween Devil’s Ball, a pun related to how people complained that their golf balls must be possessed, and that’s why the balls didn’t fly or land as the person had intended.

      I was glaring at the dining room, my fists braced on my hips, as I tried to figure out how to decorate this little clubhouse using no additional money because the club was insolvent.

      Behind me, a woman’s voice said, “Hi, Bee. What do you need help with?”

      A thousand things ran through my head that I needed help with, starting with figuring out how to convince the police that I was not the number-one suspect in the murders of Ruddy Agani and Lale Kollen.

      However, I turned and beamed at her. “Hello, Ann! We need to decorate for tonight’s after-golf supper. I’ve done this so many times that I don’t have any ideas left.”

      Ann Carmo smiled, her crimson lips curving upward. You never caught Ann without her lipstick and earrings. She said, “We can narrow it down. When you are buying a boat, there are three things to think about: speed, comfort, and cost. You can have any two of those you want, but no one can have all three. You can have comfort and cost, but it’s going to be a slow boat with a small motor. Or you can have speed and comfort, but that’s going to cost you. So, you have to ask yourself, which two things are the most important here?”

      I scratched my head. “I’m sorry, Ann. It’s been a rough couple of weeks for me. I don’t get what you’re trying to say.”

      “Basically, I’m saying that we may need to do this cheaply, easily, and quickly, but you can only have two of those. The only way to get it done easily and quickly would be to hire someone else to do it, and that would mean it wouldn’t be done cheaply. If you want to do it cheaply and easily, we might have to find some things at our houses or call a bunch of people to see what they have, which means that it wouldn’t be done quickly. See? You have to choose your priorities.”

      I mused, “I think it should be done cheaply and quickly, which according to your rubric, means that it can’t be done easily, right?”

      “Right. That means we’re going to have to put in some sweat equity and figure out how to do things the smart way. So, are there any decorations, maybe some hiding in the clubhouse or in your garage, that we can re-purpose for tonight’s Nine and Dine?”

      I thought so hard that my eyes rolled up in my head, mentally ransacking the club. “That narrows things down a bit. I gave away most of my holiday decorations when I downsized to my little cottage, but there is a storeroom here at the clubhouse that we can look at. I don’t think anybody’s even been in there for ten years.”

      Ann Carmo’s face lit up in a grin. “Oh, I love poking around secret places. Let’s go.”

      I led her down the stairs, past the ladies’ locker room, to a rarely used door at the end of one of the hallways. I pulled out my little keychain, and thanks to Ruddy’s thrifty ways, the key to my office door fit the lock to the door of the storeroom, too.

      Inside, I flipped on the light switch. Dust floated in the glow from the fluorescent tube lights overhead. Brown boxes were stacked against one wall, while plastic storage containers in crayon colors filled the other side of the room.

      I walked inside and surveyed the boxes.

      Masking tape labels striped most of the boxes’ lids. Blocky letters spelled out the names of holidays and themes, like Fourth of July, Christmas Ball, Kentucky Derby, and America’s Cup Party.

      “Carrying this stuff upstairs is going to be difficult,” Ann said. “But, if we use something from down here, it will be cheap and quick.”

      I walked around the boxes, trailing my fingers over the gritty lids. “Christmas in May?”

      “Oh! These decorations for the America’s Cup would be nautical and New England-ish. Isn’t Chef Leo serving a seafood platter for dinner?”

      “Yeah, we could just put these out and be done with it. Help me carry this box upstairs.”

      With some huffing and puffing, the two of us managed to wrestle the long, heavy bin up the stairs and to the dining room. It wasn’t easy.

      Inside, we found adorable, wooden sailboats, navy blue chair bunting, and some prints of sailboats that we could insert in the frames instead of our usual paintings.

      Ann rubbed her hands together. “If you’ll start on the pictures, I’ll run around and decorate. Shouldn’t take too long.”

      Indeed, I found a screwdriver and started taking apart the picture frames for the rather nice prints of yachts cresting teal ocean waves.

      Ann bustled around the dining room, her arms full of little wooden ships, and she put together new centerpieces on the tables that, somehow, looked nothing like the original golf-themed ones, even though many of the elements were the same. She collected all the cups of golf pencils in the plastic bin and began tying the navy-blue fabric around the backs of the chairs.

      I managed to get two of the prints put into frames in fifteen minutes. “This isn’t going to take long at all. We’ll have you out of here in an hour or so.”

      Ann was leaning over the place settings at a long table, fussing over some silk greenery to integrate a tiny sailboat into the centerpiece. “I don’t have anywhere to go. I suppose I could go home and shower before the event, but we are playing nine holes of golf, first.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were coming to the Nine and Dine tonight.” With all the distractions lately, I’d just looked at the total number of people and hadn’t taken a close look at the sign-up sheet.

      “Oh, yes. I like to participate in the social events here at the club. I think Sherlynne paired me with the Nagarkars and Mint Bunnag for the scramble.”

      “Isn’t your husband signed up?” I asked as I used a screwdriver to pry a tough staple loose from the wooden picture frame.

      Ann laughed. “No, Wilber doesn’t do social stuff like this very often.”

      “But he golfs, doesn’t he?” I asked her. There wasn’t much point of paying for a CGC family membership unless at least two people golfed at least some. A single membership would be cheaper. I was just looking to save her some money.

      “Oh, yes, but not enough, and not well. His idea of a sport is sitting in the sun and waiting for a fish to eat his bait.”

      I laughed. “Ah, he’s big into fishing, then.”

      “Not so much anymore.”

      I sat back on my heels. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

      “We’ve known each other for decades. I can’t imagine what you don’t know already.”

      I gestured with my screwdriver toward the golf course beyond the windows. “Are you okay after we found Ruddy, out there?”

      Ann had moved from making the centerpieces to decorating the chairs at the long table, and she paused as she was tying a bow in the dark-blue bunting. “It was weird. I won’t pretend it wasn’t weird. I spontaneously said yes when you said you needed people to look for Ruddy. And then I found myself traipsing all over the golf course in high heels, and we found him. I’m still kind of shocked about how everything happened that night.”

      “Yeah, I was surprised that you didn’t change into your golf shoes like Trudi and Erick did.”

      “They were already in my car. It would have taken too long to go get them.”

      “How well do you know Pauline Damir?” I asked, pretending to be very busy with the picture frame.

      Ann stood and progressed to the next table, picking out a little anchor and a sailor to tuck into the centerpiece. “Not that well. I mean, she’s been around. We’ve been members here at Canterbury for several years, but I’ve only been active here in the past year or so. I’m just getting to know a lot of the people here.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve lived in the town of Canterbury for a long time, even back before you had your kids.”

      She brushed the wine glasses at one of the place settings as she reached for the centerpiece, and the crystal glasses rang together. “After I quit working for the school and had my kids, I just knew other mommies for a long time.”

      This happened to a lot of women. Not to me, obviously, though I certainly knew the mommy crowd from having been the town’s kinder teacher. “So you don’t know Pauline that well.”

      “Not really. She’s the florist who was talking at Ladies’ League about how Ruddy had been messing up her business by not paying her, right?”

      “She mentioned that. She was hanging around with you at the reception after the glow-ball tournament that night, right?”

      “She and I played with Arnie Holmes that night. She was already wasted by the time you asked people to go with you to look for Ruddy. I didn’t know she drank that much.”

      Yes, the two of them had played with my Uncle Arnie that night. As a matter of fact, my uncle Arnie’s group had just been finishing up and coming inside when Ruddy and Oliver Shwetz had been arguing. Ruddy had almost bowled Pauline over when he’d stomped out of the clubhouse.

      I asked Ann, “After you came in, did Pauline stick to you the whole night? Do you think that there may have been some time, maybe half an hour or so, maybe a little bit after Ruddy stormed out of the clubhouse, that you didn’t see her for a while?”

      Ann turned and looked right at me. “Yeah, there was. We had played together, so it’s an unwritten rule that you’re supposed to hang out together, afterward. You know, because it mixes up the couples so we don’t have ironclad cliques forming.”

      “Yeah, it’s one of the reasons we hold so many of these social events like scrambles with assigned teams, to mix everybody up.”

      “Anyway, I was hanging out with Arnie in the bar, drinking for a while, and then I came out to get a fresh plate of hors d’oeuvres. That was when I found Pauline again, and she was already half-soused. I don’t know where she’d been for the previous hour or so.”

      “So there’s an hour missing from Pauline’s alibi,” I mused.

      “Alibi?” Ann gasped. “Do you think Pauline Damir killed Ruddy Agani?”

      I went back to smoothing a print into the picture frame. “Someone did.”

      “I still don’t think a woman could have done it. It would have taken a big man to kill someone like Ruddy Agani. Do you know where Oliver Shwetz was the whole night? He had that argument with Ruddy.”

      “I told Oliver he could go up to my office to calm down, and then I didn’t see him for the rest of the night. I think he went home.”

      Ann shook her head, her dark ponytail twitching. “I wouldn’t believe a word Oliver Shwetz said about anything. I’ve heard that he was involved in a lot of shady deals over at the Gnostic Yacht Club, too, and I wonder if Ruddy found out about them. Maybe that’s why they were arguing, and maybe that’s why Oliver killed him.”

      I glanced at Ann. “I didn’t know Oliver was a member over at the Gnostic.”

      “Oh, yes,” she nodded while she was tying the blue chair bunting in a neat bow. “Oliver was a big sailor, and he was very involved in their finances. He was on the board and had the power to write checks.”

      Oliver must not have been concerned with having to sue the yacht club. “He wasn’t involved in their embezzlement scandal, though.”

      “They never caught who did it. They just closed the club.”

      “That’s odd,” I said.

      Ann shrugged. “Canterbury is a small town. Things happen, and people who have friends don’t get charged with things. Oliver is close friends with the chief of police and the mayor.”

      Those weird spreadsheets I’d found disturbed me even more. “The Canterbury police chief and mayor are members here, too.”

      “Hmmm,” Ann said. “And so is Oliver Shwetz, and the club has cash flow problems. That’s odd, isn’t it?”

      When I looked over, Ann was staring straight at me, her eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding and unhappy. “It’s odd.”

      After Ann left, I took one last look around the clubhouse that was now ready for the Nine and Dine.

      The centerpieces were cozy and cute. The pictures were now nautical and sporty, rather than golfy and sporty. The chair backs were festooned with navy-blue bunting.

      However—

      Some of the place settings were wrong.

      I walked among the tables, examining them.

      One plate at a four-person table had no dessert fork across the top.

      Another plate at a table by the window was missing both its soup and coffee spoons.

      All the settings at a long table near the back were missing their knives.

      I went back to the kitchen to tell Leopold that the tables needed to be checked for silverware, and he blew up at me that all the tables, all of them, were perfect, and how could I talk about silverware at a time like this? He went back to standing over a bubbling pot that smelled like browning butter and garlic.

      I grabbed Melanie, the hostess, and alerted her about the silverware problem. She sighed and said she would take care of it. “I set those utensils out with the girls. We set each one individually. I walked around with all the main course knives and placed them at each setting, and Jennie gave everyone a salad fork, and we kept doing it. I thought we did it all perfectly, you know? I thought every place setting was complete.” Melanie shook her head. “I know the club is short of cash, but I think we’re going to have to order some more silverware settings. It seems like they just walk off, especially the knives.”
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      ONCE I had finished decorating the clubhouse for the Nine and Dine, I grabbed the bundle of the club’s prints that had been in the picture frames and took them out to my car. If I’d left them in the kitchen or storage room, someone would have accidentally crushed them, I was sure.

      I juggled the rustling rolls of paper with one hand and opened the back door of my sedan with the other, catching them as they nearly fell onto the hot asphalt. Warm air billowed out of my car, and I hurled the rattling paper onto the back seat.

      The rolled prints landed on the newspaper from a couple of days ago, the one where Lale Kollen had written that horrible article about the club, calling it the Canterbury Golf and Murder Club.

      May God rest her soul.

      Man, that article made me so mad.

      Not that I had read it.

      And not that I ever was going to read it.

      If I read that article, it would just make me even more mad at Lale Kollen and the Canterbury Tales.

      And Lale Kollen was dead.

      It would be terrible to be mad at somebody who was dead. That had to be bad karma or a sin or something.

      And I certainly hadn’t wanted her or anyone else dead. I was getting flustered just thinking about it.

      Nope, I definitely should not read that article she’d written. I should pick up that newspaper, walk around the clubhouse, and deposit that trash directly into the dumpster.

      Yep, that was what I should do.

      I picked up the newspaper.

      And opened it, knowing full well that if I read that article, I would work myself into a white-hot rage.

      Everybody does stupid things, sometimes.

      The first few paragraphs were every bit as sensational as that nasty headline. Lale Kollen had written a hatchet piece.

      Well, I had known what the article was going to be before I opened up the newspaper, and now I was committed to reading it.

      

      The Canterbury Golf Club has long been an institution in the town of Canterbury, but its presence is not without controversy. Originally, the club was built on land bought from the town at an alarmingly low price. Nepotism and back-room deals were suggested.

      

      That patently was not true. The club had paid the town what the land had been worth at the time. The golf club was situated on a parcel that had been so far out from the town center that everyone had thought it was folly to build anything out there in the midst of the cows and vineyards. As a matter of fact, people had laughed at the Canterbury Golf Club for buying such an out-of-the-way plot that would surely come to no good and probably be overrun with chickens, rabbits, and poison ivy within five years.

      

      The club has come under criticism in the last few years for exceeding the amount of water that has been allotted for its use. The club now hogs in excess of three times the amount of water that it has been slated to use, drawing the water from the town’s underground perched aquifer, which is depleting rapidly in these times of changing climate.

      

      Yeah, okay. the board really needed to talk to our greenskeeper about that, again. I mean, the fairways and greens looked nice, but the town had set limits on our water use.

      But we were also using rain runoff that we caught in our water hazards. It wasn’t all new water from the town’s wells.

      But I could see her point on that one.

      

      After the murder occurred at the Canterbury Golf club nearly two weeks ago, the club resumed its normal operations in less than two days.

      

      My teeth ground together in my head at the thought of this terrible sub-textual accusation. How dare she insinuate that we didn’t care about Ruddy Agani’s death?

      Although, the course had been closed for only about a day and a half, afterward. I hadn’t been particularly comfortable with it, either.

      But we had to consider the other members, and the police officers had told us that first afternoon that they had finished their investigation at the site.

      The police had told us to open the course.

      —Maybe because Canterbury’s Chief of Police had had tee times that weekend for out-of-town guests.

      Oh, I didn’t like that at all.

      

      Despite this reporter’s ongoing attempt to learn about how the club was investigating the murder of Ruddy Agani, no one from the club has made an official comment on the record. However, at least one person has noted that they want to keep the club’s name out of the newspapers.

      

      The club was not investigating the murder.

      The Canterbury police were investigating the murder because that was their job.

      And yeah, that snide comment probably was directed at me. I hoped the rest of the board hadn’t given her any comments, either.

      

      Other members of the club, however, have been more forthcoming with details about the terrible night out on the golf course.

      

      Gosh darn it, I wondered which of the members had been squealing.

      

      It has been widely reported and was personally observed by this reporter that the victim of the horrible murder, Mr. Rudolph Agani, had an altercation earlier in the evening in the clubhouse with Mr. Oliver Shwetz of Canterbury. Mr. Shwetz is a local attorney who specializes in small claims and local matters. Though Mr. Shwetz was asked for a comment regarding the murder of Rudolph Agani, he had no comment. Indeed, Mr. Shwetz had a rather extreme reaction to this reporter contacting him, citing that he was bound by attorney-client privilege, and that speaking any more would be a breach of ethical and even legal privileges. At that point, Mr. Shwetz sputtered and devolved into a tirade, railing at this reporter again about attorney-client privilege. This reporter wonders who Mr. Shwetz’s client was and what provoked such an extreme reaction to this reporter asking about his involvement.

      

      I lowered the newspaper and looked out over the parking lot.

      Oliver had told me that the club had never been one of his clients. It was that whole conflict of interest thing, in case he needed to sue the club.

      After what Ann had said, this was just weird.

      Dang, I thought newspapers were supposed to answer questions, not make me think up more of them.

      

      Four people went out onto the course that night and discovered the poor, mutilated corpse of Ruddy Agani.

      

      Oh, good grief. Ruddy hadn’t been mutilated. Two stabs and nicking the aorta did not add up to “mutilated.”

      

      One of the people who found the victim, Ann Carmo, agreed to talk to me about that terrible night.

      

      Huh. Ann hadn’t mentioned that she’d talked to Lale Kollen. I hadn’t directly asked Ann whether she had spoken to the reporter, but maybe Ann should have told me that she had contacted the other murder victim, too.

      

      Ann Carmo told this reporter that she was horrified at finding the murder victim at the golf course. “Of course, after that explosive argument Ruddy Agani had with Oliver Shwetz in front of everybody, and then when Oliver went missing right afterward, I think we all know what happened. Oliver Shwetz has always had a terrible temper. When he was my lawyer, I was always a little frightened of him.”

      

      Oliver didn’t have a terrible temper. Ruddy had had a terrible temper, but not Oliver.

      Maybe Lale had gotten the names mixed up.

      But when we had been talking just a while ago, Ann had mentioned that Oliver had been a member of the Gnostic Yacht Club.

      But she had said that her husband had been very into sailing and fishing.

      If Ann and her husband had belonged to the Gnostic Yacht Club, wouldn’t she have said something while we were talking about it?

      Because it seemed like she had deliberately not mentioned her own involvement with the yacht club, but she’d specifically pointed out that Oliver was a member.

      Discomfort grew in my heart.

      And yet, while I was getting very uneasy about Ann and embezzlement, I knew that she couldn’t have been the murderer because Ann had worked for the school district with me. Her fingerprints would have been on file with the police for those background checks we did. If Ann had done it, the fingerprints on the knives would have matched hers in the police files.

      

      Another in-depth interview will be published next week in The Canterbury Tales.

      

      This was weird. Only someone who wanted attention would volunteer to be quoted like this. Ann didn’t seem like an attention-seeker to me.

      But it did seem like someone had been promising to tell Lale Kollen more information about the Canterbury Golf Club and the murder of Ruddy Agani.

      What else did Ann know?

      I looked around the parking lot, but Ann must have already left the club because her sporty little BMW was gone.

      She was supposed to be back for the Nine and Dine that night.

      I could ask her about the Gnostic Yacht Club and Oliver Shwetz then.

      And I could do that right after I’d finished interrogating Pauline Damir about whether or not she’d killed two people.

      Oh, the Nine and Dine was going to be a bundle of laughs tonight.

      I flinched, already dreading the confrontation, and walked around to throw the newspaper in the recycling bin behind the clubhouse.

      But, of course, as soon as my hand dangled that newspaper with its ugly article over the bin, I snatched it back.
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      I walked back into the clubhouse and dumped the offensive newspaper at the end of the bar.

      Early-evening sunlight bounced off the polished wood like a laser beam, and I shielded my eyes from the glare, inspecting the two figures in the bar area as I strode over. “Uncle Arnie, my favorite relative! Just the person I wanted to see.”

      My uncle Arnold Holmes was sipping a pale brown drink in a tall glass, probably an ale of some sort, and he snorted a little of it and coughed as I approached. “Bee, how was your day?”

      “Horrid. My day has been horrid. My week and my month-to-date have been horrid, thanks to whoever killed Ruddy Agani and now probably Lale Kollen, too.”

      Uncle Arnie nodded. “That’s how it goes.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      Uncle Arnie sighed and set his drink on the bar. “Not too much. If I’d heard anything of value or that I could depend on, I would have called you or told you during one of the times you’ve driven me to the club.”

      “Then tell me the gossip. I think I’m missing something, so I need to hear all of it.”

      “Investigating the murders, are you?”

      “Not at all. I just want to know who killed Ruddy and Lale so things can get back to normal.”

      “Right. That is certainly not investigating.” Arnie rotated the tall glass between his palms. Liver spots dappled the backs of his hands. “The primary club gossip is, of course, that you’re the murderer.”

      I raised one finger toward the bartender, who was chopping limes. “Maurice, I’m going to need something strong.”

      “Now, now, pumpkin,” Arnie said. “Has anyone stopped calling you for rides to the club or told you that you shouldn’t be in charge of things?”

      I considered my ringing phone and packed calendar. “It seems like I’ve been as busy as ever, driving people over here and seeing to the club’s needs.”

      “I’d say it lends the club and you a bit of mystique. Besides, everyone’s willing to risk their life to have you drive them around rather than call an Uber for four bucks.”

      “They’re all cheap bastards.” Maurice winked at me as he slid a low drink in front of me. “It’s on the house.”

      “Yeah, you’d better be careful because I’m so dangerous.” I turned back to my uncle. “So, I’m the club’s femme fatale.”

      “Everyone’s having fun talking about it, sure.” He waggled his white eyebrows at me. “It’s scandalous.”

      I sipped the drink, detecting orange juice, whiskey, and powdered sugar. “Maybe we should incorporate it into the club’s advertising.”

      “Anyway, everyone’s talking about it, but no one believes it. So, I don’t think you should worry.”

      I didn’t tell him about the mounting evidence against me that the police were accruing. Besides, I knew he was trying to comfort me. The side-eyed reactions at Ladies’ League and dwindling interest in social events told me the real story. “What else are they talking about?”

      He nodded. “They’re talking about the Gnostic Yacht Club a lot.”

      That was odd. “But it closed. The Gnostic is ancient history.”

      “Yep, it closed after a bunch of money went missing.”

      “I know that. Everybody knows that.” Well, I knew it after Erick told me, but I didn’t gossip much. Other people had probably known about it.

      “You know who did it?” my uncle asked me.

      I turned on my bar chair and regarded him. “No.”

      A smug smile creased his face all the way up to the four white hairs stretched across his bright pink scalp. “Nobody does.”

      “Dang it, Arnie. You got me.” I turned back to my drink, which though fruity, was properly strong.

      “But I know how they did it,” he said.

      “Now you’ve got something I should listen to.”

      “They formed corporations and used them as false vendors. They submitted invoices to the yacht club, and the club paid the invoices.”

      “But we have better accounting practices than they did,” I said, beginning to fret about pages and pages of businesses I’d never heard of written invisibly in white letters on a white spreadsheet.

      The companies that Erick had shown me had weird names like Deck Varnish and Rope International. Now that I thought about it, boats used deck varnish and rope, not golf courses. If the same people were embezzling here, they hadn’t even bothered to change the yacht-based names of the shell companies they’d used.

      I was insulted that they thought we were so dumb that we wouldn’t notice that a bunch of boat companies were submitting invoices to us.

      Even though we hadn’t noticed.

      “How hard would it be for something like that to happen here?” Arnie asked.

      “Completely impossible!” I insisted. “A committee member has to approve each invoice. People have to be elected to committees, and then each committee has to decide which one person will have invoice-approval authority. It could be anybody. Just because you’re on a committee doesn’t mean you get to approve invoices. And then, after the vendor submits the invoice, and after a specific person on the committee that oversees that particular facet of the club approves it, only then does one of the authorized check-writers like Ruddy cut the check.”

      “So, it’s not like the checks are just lying around for someone to tuck up her sleeves like she does the silverware and everyone’s personalized golf balls and ball markers. How does a person get on a committee at this club?”

      “You have to volunteer to stand for election. You know this.”

      “Uh-huh, but I’m being Socratic. How many people run for each seat?”

      I grimaced. “We never fill all the seats. The vote is a formality.”

      “Yes, and how does one nominate people for these highly coveted committee positions?”

      “We get people drunk and shanghai them while they’re smashed.”

      “Yes, quite. So, if someone were motivated to be part of one of our highly coveted committees, they could volunteer and get one quite easily, right?”

      I gripped my cold drink more tightly. “I suppose so.”

      “How many members serve on committees?”

      “We have a dozen or more committees, and each one has between five and fifteen members. The social committee has more than twenty.”

      “How many committees do you serve on?” he asked.

      “Five,” I said, not liking where this was going.

      “And how about little Trudi?”

      “Almost all of them.”

      “How many members really serve on the committees?”

      I thought about it. “Maybe a dozen people fill at least some of the spots on all the committees, and then other people fill the rest of the chairs. But there is always a core of people who keep any organization running. That’s normal.”

      Arnie nodded. “We have a lot of members in common with the now-defunct Gnostic Yacht Club.”

      Maybe some of the club’s revenue shortfall wasn’t due to our member-poaching problem, though that was certainly part of it, too. Maybe our expenses were too high because someone was stealing from us.

      The first murder victim had been Ruddy Agani, the guy who cut many of the checks that the committees approved, the guy most likely to discover an embezzlement scheme, assuming he hadn’t been a part of it.

      Or maybe he had delayed payments to the embezzlers like he had everybody else, and they’d gotten mad or scared that they had been found out.

      I glanced at the newspaper down at the end of the bar.

      And maybe the reporter, Lale Kollen, had found out too much, too.

      I tried not to growl, and surely my uncle understood the anger in my voice. “I need a list.”

      He said, “You can start with Pauline Damir and her husband.”

      The Damirs’ marriage didn’t seem solid enough for them to be partners in crime, and Pauline had mentioned that her flower shop had been in dire straits because Ruddy wasn’t paying her. That didn’t sound like someone who had a second stream of income from embezzlement.

      My suspicions about Pauline lowered a notch, but they didn’t go away. “Who else?”

      “All the usual suspects about town: the Shirazis, the Sauveterres, the Jacksons, the Walters, Oliver Shwetz, plus the Carmos, Shins, Rinaldis, and Berkowitzes were all members at Gnostic.”

      “Are those the usual suspects?” I asked, staring into my amber drink.

      “They are if we’re talking about being members of both clubs.”

      “Tell me more about the Damirs and the Walters.”

      “Like what?”

      I sipped my drink. The liquor burned my tongue and throat. “Like how long have Pauline and Erick been an item?”

      “Ah, so you know about that.”

      “I suspected.”

      “Pauline and Erick have only been carrying on for a few months. They were on a committee together.”

      I swallowed hard. “Which one?”

      “Grounds, I think? Or the clubhouse committee?”

      “Right.” I could find out.

      I sipped my drink and asked him about other things, anything to take my mind off of my growing suspicions. “So, what was the final verdict on how people liked the glow-ball tournament, other than the murder on the seventeenth?”

      “Oh, people liked it,” Uncle Arnie said, signaling to the bartender for another ale.

      “Did they, though?” I mused, swirling the dregs of my drink around the ice in my glass. “Sometimes, I think I organize all these things and people only pretend to like them because they’re supposed to, but they really don’t.”

      “Oh, no, honey.” Arnie wrapped his arm around my shoulders and jostled me around. “People like your events. Ann lost her nifty, glowing ball and wandered around in the dark for an hour looking for it because she’s such a magpie, but Pauline and Thorny had a great time. So did everyone else I talked to. You saw that everyone was in high spirits in the clubhouse.”

      “Yeah.” Until Ruddy and Oliver had their spat, but everyone recovered quickly afterward.

      “You’ll be okay. This murder thing will blow over. Next month, people will be on to something else.”

      Yeah, they would.

      If the murderer were caught.

      I needed to talk to Pauline Damir and probably Erick Walters, too. Maybe I could arrange to sit with Pauline at supper.

      The Nine and Dine began in an hour.

      Cars were already pulling into the parking lot, and the bag guys were zipping out in their carts to help unload clubs.
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      THROUGH the clubhouse’s front windows, I saw Trudi walking in from the parking lot, so I ran outside to walk in with her.

      Other people in the parking lot were farther away than they would be once we all got inside, so people were less likely to overhear us. Plus, people were talking to each other or the bag guys.

      “Hey, do you know which committees Pauline Damir is on?” I asked Trudi.

      “Pauline?” Trudi scrunched up her face. “I’d have to check the computer, but I thought she resigned from the social committee a few months ago due to time conflicts. I don’t think she has any official duties at all right now.”

      “So, she’s not on any committees? How did we miss her?”

      “I don’t know,” Trudi mused. “Well, she drinks. We can pour a few down her tonight and put her on the promo committee. That one needs members.”

      That halfway ruled Pauline out for being part of the embezzlement scheme. She was looking less and less likely to me, and yet, she’d had so much to say about Ruddy. A tickling suspicion about her would not go away. “That’s not quite what I mean.”

      I glanced around the parking lot, but everyone was beyond the median planted with blue hydrangeas.

      Ann Carmo zipped her little car into the parking lot and waved to us as she trotted into the clubhouse. We waved back.

      When Ann was far enough away, I whispered to Trudi, “It seems that we’ve had a little embezzlement problem.”

      “What!”

      People across the parking lot turned and looked at us, including Pauline Damir and her husband, Tom.

      Oliver Shwetz and his wife hurried past them.

      Huh, Oliver was showing his face around the club. He must have bought the tickets some time ago.

      I laughed and waved at all of them.

      They resumed walking in.

      “Keep your voice down,” I shushed Trudi. “Remember when Erick Walters was talking about spreadsheets in the budget committee meeting a while ago?”

      “Sure,” she said, her voice rising.

      I squinted at her. “Do you really?”

      Trudi waved her hand. “I remember that he was holding a bunch of paper that was probably going to take hours, and I had to get home to my grandbaby.”

      “Yep, that’s the time. Anyway, Erick showed them to me. It didn’t click at the time, but some of the companies’ names were things like Deck Varnish LLC, Rope International, and Shipmo Corp.”

      She frowned and gestured toward the clubhouse. “Our deck is concrete. It gets power-washed. What’s a shipmo?”

      “I know, but boats use deck varnish and rope. That’s the point. I think whoever embezzled so much from the Gnostic Yacht Club that they had to close—”

      Trudi’s eyes widened. “What?”

      More people turned, including Priscilla Sauveterre and her husband, who were walking past a row of sports cars.

      Oh, sweet baby-child in a manger, the Sauveterres had been members of the Gnostic.

      I laughed and waved again, and I shushed Trudi harder. “People are going to talk.”

      “You need to tell me what’s going on right now.”

      “Someone was embezzling from the Gnostic Yacht Club using shell companies. I think we have a problem, too. I think Erick found some of them on those weird spreadsheets I showed you.”

      “The spreadsheets with Oliver Shwetz’s name on them,” Trudi said. “The ones you showed me over lunch.”

      I stepped back, shocked. I had forgotten that Oliver’s name was on them, but it was. That was why Trudi and I had played golf with him and asked him about his clients. That was why he’d gotten mad. “Yes, those spreadsheets.”

      Trudi asked, “Does Erick Walters still have those spreadsheets? Is he going to be here tonight?”

      I gestured toward the winding road that led to Canterbury Vineyard and Winery. “He just drove into the parking lot.”

      She shook her head. “Dang, but we have a problem.”

      “And I think everybody who might be involved is coming to the Nine and Dine tonight.”

      “Oh, lovely. Did we invite a reporter to write it all up for the newspaper?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Inviting the media is part of our basic promo effort. They never used to come.”

      Trudi sighed, “But all of them are definitely going to accept their invitations to the Canterbury Golf and Murder Club.”
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      TRUDI walked into the clubhouse in front of me and scanned the room, looking for who she should talk to during the pre-golf social hour.

      I dawdled, ordered a drink from Maurice, and sidled up to Pauline Damir, who was standing near the punchbowl with her husband.

      Time to knock at least one suspect off my list of potential murderers.

      But I couldn’t ask Pauline directly whether she’d killed Ruddy. She would say no, whether she had done it or not. I needed to get Pauline to admit that she was somewhere else during the time that Ann Carmo had said she was unaccounted for. Then, we could determine where Pauline had been, either somewhere innocent or out on the golf course, murdering Ruddy.

      Her whereabouts for the time when Lale Kollen had been killed might be of interest, too.

      “Hello, Tom and Pauline!” I said, gesturing with a glass of sweet orange-juice stuff and whiskey toward Pauline and her husband. “How are you two doing tonight?”

      I chatted with them a while, not insinuating anything at all until Tom went to the bar to procure some before-golf drinks for himself and Pauline.

      I turned to her and tilted my head. “Hey, I was wondering, what do you know about Erick Walters?”

      Pauline finished sipping her bright pink punch quite deliberately before she said, “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      I looked up at the corners of the clubhouse’s ceiling, where the white molding met the peaked roof, and said, “It seems that he was missing for a while after the glow-ball tournament when everyone else was back in the clubhouse.”

      Pauline shrugged. “So?”

      “Erick was unaccounted for at least half an hour while Ruddy was out on the golf course and then killed.”

      She looked into her glass. “Oh.”

      “The police want to question Erick.”

      “About Ruddy?”

      “Lots of other people have alibis,” I said. “Lots of other people can account for their every minute after Ruddy stormed out of here. There aren’t many suspects who were missing for longer than half an hour.”

      “But, why would Erick want to kill Ruddy?” Pauline asked. “Erick doesn’t have a motive.”

      Shoot. I hadn’t thought this through. “Well, at this point, I think the police are looking at people who could have done it, who have a hole in their alibis. Everybody here told the police who they were with and when, and there’s about half an hour where Erick was missing.”

      Pauline gulped her punch.

      “I think the police might arrest him tonight,” I said.

      “But he didn’t do it,” she insisted.

      “They don’t know that.”

      Pauline glanced across the room. “I was with him during the time he was supposedly missing.”

      I followed her line of sight. Her husband, Tom, was leaning against the bar quite far away, talking to Maurice.

      She whispered, “We sneaked upstairs to his office to be alone.”

      “And you were there with him the whole time?”

      She nodded, tears springing to her eyes. “We’ve never done anything like that here at the club during an event. We always met during work hours, when no one would suspect anything. We were always careful so no one would find out.”

      “Sneaking out of an event together seems pretty risky,” I said.

      Pauline nodded. “When I came back into the clubhouse, Ruddy almost ran me over when he stomped out. I was upset, so I had a few drinks. Erick had some, too. We were reckless. We were gone for about half an hour. That’s the time he was missing.”

      “Ann Carmo said that you were gone for at least forty-five minutes,” I said, pushing Pauline to explain her alibi more.

      “How would she know?” Pauline shot back. “She was out on the golf course the whole time. She didn’t come back to the clubhouse forever, it seemed like.”

      I paused. “She was?”

      Pauline nodded. “Ann lost her glowing golf ball on the sixteenth. You know how obsessive she is about shiny things like that. We looked for ten minutes, but she insisted that we should go on inside without her. I was horrified later that she had been out on the course in the dark with the murderer.”

      This wasn’t making sense. “When did she shower and change clothes?”

      “After she got back, I suppose. Hopefully, she wasn’t out there for too long. It’s scary to think that the murderer might have gotten her instead of Ruddy.” She grimaced. “Especially since we left her out there alone.”

      “How many groups were behind you and Uncle Arnie?” I asked her.

      “We were pretty much the last group in.”

      I sucked down a decent gulp of my drink. “I need to talk to somebody. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Though Ann and Erick were nowhere in the bar area, I had seen Oliver Shwetz over by the bar, near Pauline’s husband.

      What I had to say to Oliver had nothing to do with Pauline and Erick, so I walked over. “Hey, Oliver.”

      He turned his chubby back to me and went back to talking to his wife, who peeked around his shoulder with wide, surprised eyes.

      I asked the back of Oliver’s collar, “Did you see the newspaper article where Ann Carmo threw you to the wolves?”

      He turned around to face me. “I beg your pardon?”

      I leaned on the bar and waved to the bartender. “Maurice? Do you by any chance still have that newspaper I dropped here earlier?”

      He grimaced but fished it out of the recycling bin.

      I flipped the paper open to Lale’s article and handed it to Oliver. “Take a gander at that last part.”

      Oliver Shwetz read the last few paragraphs where Ann Carmo had told Lale Kollen that she had been afraid of Oliver’s terrible temper when he had been her lawyer.

      I said, “She confirmed in this article that you were her lawyer, so that’s now public knowledge. She made it sound like you weren’t her lawyer anymore, though.”

      Oliver glanced at me, his dark eyes angry. “I cannot discuss matters that are under attorney-client privilege.”

      “So, she is or was your client. She’s throwing you under the bus, Oliver. She’s counting on you not to say anything. She’s going to implicate you for Ruddy’s murder.”

      “I didn’t do it,” Oliver said. “I’ve already given the police my fingerprints. They’ll rule me out soon.”

      “But the fingerprints might not matter. Anyone’s fingerprints could have been on that knife if it was dirty, and the murderer might have worn gloves. That kind of evidence supports the theory, but it’s not enough to eliminate you as a suspect.”

      “I cannot comment,” he grated out from between clenched teeth.

      I went in for a very quiet, whispered attack with my eyes wide open. “She’s going to crucify you in public. You were missing during the time of the murder. You went upstairs to my office. You could have gone right down the back stairs, grabbed one of the steak knives from a bussing bin in the kitchen, and gone out to the course through that exit next to the pro shop. After that, it would have been easy for you to walk through the fifteenth hole to the parking lot. No one would have seen you if you’d gone around that way.”

      “I didn’t do it. The police will exonerate me. I cannot discuss privileged information,” Oliver snarled.

      “Ruddy argued with you in public right before someone killed him. The police will have to do something, unless there’s better evidence that someone else did it.”

      Oliver Shwetz scowled at the newspaper again.

      “What did Ruddy Agani say to you when you were arguing?” I asked him.

      “Privileged.”

      “Why was he so mad?”

      “Privileged.”

      “You’re going to go to jail for murder. You need to tell people what happened.”

      His wife touched his arm and read the newspaper article, though the paper was quivering in his hand. She asked him, “Does this have something to do with the ethics committee inquiry?”

      His scowl deepened. “Beth, don’t say anything else.”

      “The ethics committee inquiry was for telling Agani something about your client during the argument.” Beth Shwetz turned to me and spoke in a hurried, low voice. “I won’t have my husband going to jail for something he didn’t do.”

      “Beth, stop,” Oliver said. “It still counts against me if you say it.”

      “It’s still better than murder charges.” She looked straight at me, resolute in what she was doing. “Ann Carmo has been Ollie’s client for years. She instructed Ollie to send a threatening letter to the club when her invoices weren’t paid on time. The club was three months in arrears.”

      “Ann Carmo was sending invoices to the club?” I whispered to Beth, thinking that yes, Ruddy had always responded badly to threatening letters from attorneys. I’d heard stories.

      She said, “Ann knew that they had been approved because she was on the committee that approved them.”

      “Because she was approving her own invoices,” I said.

      Some of the names of the shell corporations came back to me.

      Wilber and Friends, LLC.

      Ann’s husband was named Wilber Carmo.

      Carmo.

      Good grief, one of the shell companies had been named Shipmo.

      Not a car-mo but ship-mo, because they had been embezzling from a yacht club.

      It was as if Ann wanted to get caught.

      It was like she was doing it for the thrill as much as the money, to laugh at the people who were blindly paying her invoices.

      Like the Canterbury Golf Club.

      Real, true anger lifted in my gut.

      I asked Oliver, “Who else have you talked to about this?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny—”

      I turned. “Beth?”

      She said, “Erick Walters called two days ago, asking about the corporations. He said that the checks had been sent to Oliver’s office to be passed on, so he knew Oliver had something to do with it.”

      Oliver looked outraged. “How did you know that?”

      Beth’s lips were set in a firm line. “Ollie, I keep telling you to wear your hearing aids. Then, you wouldn’t have to put your cell phone on speaker so that everyone in the house can hear it.”

      “Beth, the police are going to want to talk to you,” I told her, and at that point, I was only talking to her. “How do you know that Oliver didn’t kill Ruddy that night?”

      Her chin lifted. Beth had this figured out, too. “He called me from his cell phone from your office, directly after the argument and right after he texted Ann that he’d slipped and told Ruddy that he was passing the checks on to her.”

      Things began to slip into place in my head. “Wait. He texted Ann that night, right after the argument?”

      Beth continued, “I didn’t come to your glow-ball tournament because I had a summer cold. Sorry, darling. I told him to come home and talked to him every minute, from walking down the back stairs to the parking lot, to when he was driving, until he pulled into the garage. He was distraught, and I didn’t want him to get in a road-rage wreck.”

      “I’m not sure how finely the police can track a cell phone’s whereabouts, but the timestamp might be important. Where was he the night Lale Kollen was murdered?”

      Beth pressed her mouth in a prim smile. “She called the house that afternoon and upset him again with all her questions. I didn’t want him to stew in it, so I took him with me to bridge night. All the ladies were so happy to see a man at bridge night that they posted selfies with him on their social media.”

      “Nice. I need to talk to Erick,” I said. “Do you know where he went?”

      Beth’s eyes became unfocused, and her gaze floated somewhere above my head. “I’m not sure. You might ask Pauline Damir if she’s seen him. No reason.”

      Wow, everyone knew about Pauline and Erick’s affair but me. I was always the last to know everything.

      “I’ll ask her. Thanks.”
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      MORE people had come into the clubhouse for the Nine and Dine, and I skedaddled across the dining room again to where Pauline was talking to Trudi and Priscilla Sauveterre about the nine holes of golf they were about to play. I asked the group, “Hey, have any of you seen Erick Walters?”

      Their confused looks and necks craning above the crowd told me that none of them had been keeping tabs on him.

      I asked, “Do any of you happen to have his phone number? Trudi, we’re on the operating budget committee with him.”

      Trudi tugged her phone from her immense purse—I do not know how she finds anything in that black pit of a purse of hers—and scrolled through the contacts. “I just have his email.”

      “Priscilla? Pauline?” I asked. “Anybody know it?”

      Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen either Erick or Ann for a while.

      Pauline had her phone out, too, and she tapped the screen. “Oh! Look at that. I do have it. Must have been from when we were on the social committee.” She held the phone to her ear and pointed at it. “It’s ringing.”

      We waited, looking at Pauline.

      Pauline bit her lower lip, looking back at all of us while she held the phone against the side of her head. “He’s not answering.”

      “What’s his number?” I said, leaning and looking at her phone. I tapped his digits into my phone and tapped it to call.

      My phone rang.

      And rang.

      “Darny doodles, he’s not—” But the ringing in my ear stopped. “Hello, Erick?”

      Priscilla cocked her head to the side. “Why is it so imperative that we call him?”

      Quiet voices mumbled in my phone, but no one answered my greeting.

      I looked straight up at Pauline. “You’re sure that’s Erick’s number?”

      She nodded, her eyes widening.

      I tapped my phone to put it on speaker mode and pressed it against my head, closing my eyes to hear better, as one does.

      A woman’s voice said, “I said that it’s none of your business.”

      Erick said, in a voice far away from the phone, “Put down the knife, Ann.”

      I tapped the phone to mute the microphone and my voice and gasped, “We have to find Erick and Ann. She’s got a knife. Where did they go?”

      Right then, I did something halfway smart for once in my life: I turned on the voice memo recorder app that I had used in Lale Kollen’s house and began to record what we were hearing and put the phone back on speaker.

      Hey, even a retired kindergarten teacher gets it right once in a while.

      We all bent our heads around my phone, cupping the phone with our hands to amplify the voices.

      I just barely heard Erick say, “I haven’t been in this office since the night of the glow-ball tournament.”

      I looked at Pauline.

      Her eyes were huge, but Pauline said, “They’re in Ruddy’s office.”

      “That’s odd,” Trudi said. “Why would the club’s treasurer not go to his own office since—”

      I ran.

      With my phone braced against my head, I sprinted toward the stairs. Clomping followed me, and I turned to see Trudi and Pauline hot on my heels as we ran through the dining room, dodging people. We ducked around and behind the club’s glass trophy case and into the area behind it because that passage was less crowded than the main floor, where people were walking between the dining tables.

      Over my phone, Erick said, “Now, Ann. We can talk about this. We can work this out.”

      Ann’s voice said, “I need you to give me Ruddy Agani’s notes right now. You don’t have concrete evidence for anything. I just want those notes.”

      I ran faster. Pauline and Trudi kept up right behind me.

      I didn’t want to alert the whole club that yet another murder was about to happen, especially with the Canterbury Tales reporter who had identified herself as Wendy Mack standing right by the bar and watching us with widening eyes, but we ran right past Constable Sherwood Kane.

      I grabbed his arm, and he stumbled but fell in with us.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as we reached the stairs.

      “Erick Walters and Ann Carmo got upstairs somehow. She’s been embezzling from the club, and now she’s threatening Erick with a knife!” I said as I sprinted up the stairs. My side hurt before we got to the first landing.

      “What!” Sherwood yelled as we ran. “You were supposed to stop poking your nose in where you—”

      “This is not the time! Do you have your gun?”

      “I don’t own a gun! I’m not a cop, just an elected constable!”

      I ran faster. Our footsteps thundered in the stairwell. “You should have a gun. Why wouldn’t you have a gun?”

      “And I certainly wouldn’t concealed-carry at a country club Nine and Dine!”

      “Well, this is the Canterbury Golf and Murder Club, so maybe you should!”

      At the top of the stairs, I grabbed the door and flung it open, and we all barreled down the hallway.

      On my phone, I heard Erick ask, “Are you going to stab me like you did Ruddy and that newspaper reporter?”

      Oh, all the cats and dogs in Heaven, Erick was trying to get Ann to confess while she was holding a knife on him and didn’t even know whether anyone was listening or coming to save him at all. That was pretty impressive.

      Ann said, “I need Ruddy’s notes. No one has to get hurt. We can even work out a deal. With Ruddy writing the checks, there was too big of a risk that I would get caught. If I approve the invoices and then you write the checks, we could both make some money, and there would be even less chance of us getting caught.”

      I told Sherwood, “She just confessed to the embezzlement, and she didn’t deny killing Lale Kollen and Ruddy Agani when he asked!”

      Erick said, “Yes, we should talk about cutting me in on your plan. So, what would my percentage be? Fifty percent?”

      “Fifty!” Ann retorted. “I’ve set it all up. I made it work. I’m taking all the risk. I was thinking more like five percent.”

      Sherwood scowled and turned on the gas, easily pulling ahead of Trudi, Pauline, and I with those stupid, long legs of his.

      “Now we’re just haggling,” Erick said, and he chuckled. “So why don’t you put down that knife?”

      We were almost to Ruddy’s office.

      Ann said, “Or, maybe I don’t want to split the money at all. It was pretty easy to stick a knife in Ruddy and that reporter. What’s one more?”

      Sherwood reached Ruddy’s office door and pounded beside the nameplate. “Open up!”

      On my phone, Ann said, “Who’s that?”

      I reached him and began fumbling in my purse.

      Trudi ran up beside us, but she already had her keys out and shoved one in the lock, twisting it.

      Sherwood pushed the door open. “Stop! Put the knife down!”

      In the middle of the room, Ann Carmo was indeed holding a long kitchen knife, her hand cocked above her head like she was about to attack.

      Erick had been holding his hands up, and with all of us piling into the room, he lunged for Ann’s knife.

      So did Sherwood.

      So did Pauline, shrieking, “You leave Erick alone!”

      Trudi and I were in the back, so we watched the pile-on, horrified.

      A masculine voice shouted, and then thumps and scuffling pounded the air in the room.

      Sherwood slammed Ann Carmo against a wall.

      Erick sat on the floor and held his bleeding arm while Pauline fussed over him. “I couldn’t remember the reporter’s name,” he said, gasping. “I kept trying to get her to confess, but I couldn’t remember the reporter’s name.”

      “It’s okay,” Pauline told him. “You did great. It’s okay.”

      Trudi and I looked at each other. She said, “Well, I guess that’s it.”

      Wendy Mack and Priscilla Sauveterre scooted into the office last.

      The newspaper reporter raised her cell phone and flashed a picture. “Anybody dead?”

      “Nope,” I said. “We caught the person who killed Ruddy Agani and Lale Kollen, and she was embezzling money from us and the Gnostic Yacht Club.”

      Wendy Mack thumbed text into her phone. “Now we’ve got ourselves a story.”
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      THE Canterbury police station was the other half of the Town Hall building, and everyone who had been involved in that fiasco needed to be interviewed.

      Ann Carmo was expected to be charged with the kidnapping and assault of Erick Walters to keep her in jail over the weekend. Charges for the two murders and embezzlement would likely be lodged against her on Monday morning.

      There weren’t too many witnesses this time, but I ended up in Constable Kane’s office instead of the police station.

      I suspected that he might be looking out for me.

      The Nine and Dine had been postponed until the next week, of course. Chef Leo had stormed around the club’s kitchen like a madman when Trudi had told him, ranting about how all the food was going to waste, until she told him that the club would reimburse him.

      Constable Kane came in and set his phone on a little stand. He tapped the screen a couple of times. “I have to video this.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      Sherwood stated his name, and we went through the events of the evening as I recalled it. He took a few notes, but he just nodded solemnly through most of it.

      When I was done recounting the tale, Sherwood leaned back in his chair, chewing the end of his pen. “So, that’s how Ann knew Ruddy was out on the golf course, because Oliver texted her before he called his wife. We’ll confirm that with the phone records.”

      “Of course.”

      “But I don’t get how she already had a knife when she was just out there playing golf,” Sherwood mused. “It looked like someone must have gone out after him. Wouldn’t she have had to come back inside to get one?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” I picked at a hangnail on my thumb. “I think Ann is a kleptomaniac. She stole my bumblebee golf ball and the one that Trudi gave me with the little pink hearts on it. When she and I were laying out the decorations for the Nine and Dine, a bunch of silverware was missing afterward. The club’s hostess even said we were going to need to order some new silverware place settings because the silverware just walked off so often. I think Ann had already stolen a steak knife just because, and that’s why she had it with her.”

      Sherwood nodded. “That’s not bad. It would explain her house.”

      “Her house?”

      He looked at the ceiling. “You ever see a magpie’s nest? Her house wasn’t like a hoarder’s, where there’s just stuff and stuff and piles and piles lying around. It’s more like a serial killer’s trophies. There were fifty spoons lying on the sideboard, lined up neatly, and a mound of golf balls in a bowl on the coffee table.”

      “Wow,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said. “We arrested her husband, Wilber, on the embezzlement charges, too. His signature was on the shell companies’ incorporation forms, and he came and got her dirty golf clothes from her car trunk on the night of the glow-ball tournament, just in case the police searched the cars.”

      “Oh, right. Ann showered and changed clothes after the tournament. Afterward, she was wearing that long, black evening gown but no make-up. I didn’t even recognize her at first without her red lipstick. She must have gotten some of Ruddy’s blood on her when she stabbed him.”

      “Wilber has been charged as an accessory after the fact, too. He told us that he burned her clothes after he got home because ‘something’ had stained them.”

      “Oh, and that’s why she didn’t change into her golf shoes to go out on the course, because Wilber had already picked them up. And she got those new, bright red golf shoes after he burned her old ones. I didn’t even think of all this.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t, either. It didn’t even register that night. I think that she didn’t expect to change clothes. Wilber said that they’d been up to the symphony in Hartford the night before and she’d changed clothes to drive home. The murder didn’t seem pre-meditated, just opportunistic.”

      “Right,” I said. “What I want to know is—”

      “I probably can’t tell you.”

      “—why the fingerprints on the knife didn’t match the fingerprints that she had on file with the police department.”

      “Oh,” Sherwood said, “that’s just a matter of record. The school district only started running those background checks ten years ago. She quit before that.”

      I smacked myself in the forehead. “I ruled out anyone who had worked for the school district, ever. That’s why I didn’t think of her. Dang it, I messed that up.”

      “Yeah, well,” he leaned in, “I’m not official law enforcement, just an elected official, so I can say off the record that our small town could use some sprucing up in that area. There were a few things they dropped in favor of policing the tourist beaches for parking ticket income.”

      I laughed, but said, “Speaking of money—”

      “Yeah?”

      “I thought Lale Kollen killed Ruddy because she was going to inherit.”

      “That didn’t pan out,” Sherwood said.

      “So who does inherit?”

      “His wife, Linda, should have rights of survivorship. However, if it turns out that she doesn’t get it, his last beneficiary in case of a family tragedy is Virginia Cohen, who lives over on Pink Myrtle Street.”

      “She’ll fill up the emergency food pantry and give it to war refugees.”

      “Probably,” he agreed.

      “But Linda should probably get it for putting up with him all these years.”

      “That’s the truth,” he said, fiddling with his pen. “Say, I’m sorry I told you to back off.”

      I shrugged. “It wasn’t very smart of me to poke my nose into a murder investigation. Look at what happened to Lale Kollen.”

      He nodded. “I’m glad nothing like that happened to you.”

      “Thanks, Sherwood,” I said.

      “If we’re ever around the CGC clubhouse early in the morning, maybe we could chat over coffee.”

      Surely, coffee wouldn’t be too much to ask. “I’d like that.”
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      THE next week, the Ladies’ League tee times were fully booked for our nine o’clock shotgun start.

      Light clouds filled the sky, cooling the air but not threatening rain. The air looked hazy, like happiness suffused the whole club.

      I strode out onto the practice putting green and grabbed the microphone from Sherlynne. All the faces looking back at me were white-streaked with sunscreen, and most of the women were wearing broad hats.

      For once, they were silent.

      Yeah, they wanted to hear what I had to say.

      I cleared my throat and switched on the mic. “Good morning, ladies.”

      No one said a word.

      “We have a shotgun start this fine morning, and we have threesomes starting at all eighteen holes. Today’s game is net score and total putts, so keep track of both. Your handicaps should be noted on your scorecard. Make sure you know what hole number you’re starting at. Walkers, please hang back a few minutes so that the ladies with carts can zip along the cart paths ahead of you. We’ve put cart people starting at the farthest holes.”

      Still, no one spoke.

      No one moved, either.

      The people who were walking shifted their weight and watched me.

      The riders stared from inside their little carts.

      “All right,” I said. “Go ahead. Who wants to ask?”

      Nell Rinaldi’s hand shot up. “Are the police sure Ann Carmo did it?”

      “She won’t talk to the police, and she is trying to find a new lawyer, too. It seems that her old one won’t take her calls. However, the police have her confession recorded from my cell phone. Constable Sherwood said that her fingerprints match the unidentified ones on both knives. I think that’s about as good as anyone could ask for.”

      Voices rumbled from the crowd.

      “Anybody else?” I asked.

      A woman in the back, Sun-Ling, asked, “So, it’s safe now?”

      “Perfectly safe,” I reassured her and the half of the league who were probably wondering the same thing. “It looks like Ann was responsible for both murders and the embezzlement. She’s awaiting an arraignment. Constable Kane says that it doesn’t look like she’ll be allowed bail.”

      The league sighed with relief.

      “Okay?” I asked. “Can we get back to business? Have a good round, ladies. Good luck.”

      The golf carts chugged down the cart path toward the far holes, and I gave Sherlynne back the microphone before I walked over to where Trudi and Moonie were waiting. “We’re starting at the third hole.”

      Trudi grinned at me and shoved her enormous, four-wheeled pushcart to get it moving. Her clubs might be cut down for her size, but she had every golf toy ever made in her bag and cart, and I suspected a few other things, too. “It’s a good day. I get my monthly BLT today, too.”

      “Are you staying for lunch, Moonie?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice resolute. “I am staying for lunch, and I will eat a sandwich.”

      I smiled at Moonie, who had many struggles but seemed to be doing well that day.

      We were all doing well that day, as the women of Ladies’ League trotted out to their assigned holes for a lovely, cheery, non-murdery day of golf.
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      Have you ever been around one of those people who say there’s something coming or something about to happen? Or you’ve been thinking ’bout her and she calls at that moment, that instant?

      My best friend, Iris Peabody, she’s not one of those psychics or anything, but she does get those weird feelings every once in a while. The first time we were in third grade. She swore to me how she’d seen a vision of Bobby Peters, the cutest boy in school, kissing me on the old rubber tire that was cemented into the ground on the playground. As soon as the teacher said it was time for recess, I darted out to that playground and perched myself right on top of that tire.

      Until…

      Bobby Peters himself ran by and pushed me right off, sending me to the ground and breaking my wrist. Boy, was Iris wrong.

      Then there was another time when we were in high school and Iris told me she’d had one of them visions where Bobby Peters was going to ask me to prom. When I saw him walk over to our table in the cafeteria, my heart went pitter-pat.

      Until…

      He up and asked Iris. She went.

      It wasn’t until years later, when I’d already gotten married to Richard Butler—making me Bernadette Butler, stay-at-home mom and ex-United States postal worker—and Iris was already divorced from Bobby Peters when she called me up at three p.m. one afternoon. I was getting ready to head on over to the high school football stadium to watch Grady. Oh no, he didn’t play football; he was the Sugar Creek Gap grizzly bear mascot that did get promoted to manager of the team the following year. Still, I went to every game Sugar Creek Gap High School played to watch my boy run up and down the sidelines in the ridiculous bear outfit, waving the high school flag in our very small town of Sugar Creek Gap, Kentucky.

      Anyways, back to Iris. Well, she called me right before I was setting out for the game, asking all sorts of questions about Richard and whether I’d talked to him. Her exact words were, “I feel like something is wrong with Richard.”

      To this day, I still get chills thinking about it.

      Iris insisted I call him, but I knew Richard was away on business in our neighboring state of Tennessee, according to the online calendar we shared. There was no reason to bother him, especially when Iris’s little “feelings” had never come true yet.

      I was cheering on the cute bear when I noticed the state Sheriff had showed up at the game. It was like a slow-motion scene when I recalled seeing them ask someone a question, and the person had pointed directly at me. The Sheriff officers’ eyes met mine, and my stomach dropped. Iris Peabody’s feeling about my beloved Richard had come true: he had been killed in a car wreck on his way to his meeting.

      I’m Bernadette Butler, United States postal carrier. Mom to Grady Butler. Widow.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Vince.”

      Vince Caldwell was sitting outside on one of the many swings across the long covered porch at the Sugar Creek Gap Nursing Home, looking at the morning paper.

      My phone rang just as I’d walked up. It was Iris. This was the second time she’d called this morning and the second time I’d sent her to voicemail.

      “Mornin’, Bernie.” Vince pulled the readers off the bridge of his nose and looked up through his bushy gray eyebrows. He patted the open space next to him and put down his crossword puzzle. “I was thinkin’ of you this mornin’. About to turn cold. I hope you start dressing warmer. I’d hate for you to catch a chill.”

      “Thank you. I think about you every morning.” I took a seat and at that moment realized exactly why Iris had called me but hadn’t left a message.

      Earlier I had been running late for my route, and I wanted to try to finish a little early since it was game day.

      “I still can’t believe it’s been ten years.” Vince reached over and patted my leg. “We sure still miss Richard and his guitar.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” I sucked in a deep breath. My heart sank into my stomach when I looked at my watch to see the date.

      The anniversary of Richard’s death. Something I’d never forgotten…until today.

      “You and Grady headin’ over to the cemetery before the big game?” Vince asked, because it was high school football season, and wouldn’t you know, my son Grady had gotten his degree in sports management with a minor in English and was now Sugar Creek Gap High School’s English teacher and head football coach.

      “I’m sure we will.” I tugged open my mailbag and took out Vince’s mail. We probably weren’t, but I wasn’t going to tell anyone. I usually went to see Richard alone. “You want this or want me to put it in the mailbox?”

      It wasn’t long after Grady was born that Richard and I had decided I’d be a stay-at-home mom and quit my job as a mail carrier. Childcare was expensive, and Richard had just gotten his first good sales job, which took him out of town a lot. It made more sense for me to quit my job than to try to find somewhere or someone to watch our son.

      After Richard had passed, I’d gone back to the post office. They’d offered to give me my route back, which was a driving route, but the downtown-area walking route was available. It was much harder to walk and carry the mail, but staying outdoors kept my mind clear and helped me escape from thinking too much about Richard.

      “I’ll take it,” Vince said, bringing me out of my thoughts. Vince was one of the many elderly citizens who had moved to the retirement condos the nursing home offered. My parents lived here too. They weren’t retired by any means, but it was a low-cost and low-maintenance way of living, and they loved it here.

      “Well, if I’m going to get to the game on time, I better get hustling.” As I stood up, the chains holding up the swing clanked. I handed him his mail.

      “Growllll.” Vince did his best impression of the grizzly bear sound the football crowd made when someone scored a touchdown. He got up too. “Goooooooo Grizzlies!”

      “Rah, rah.” I laughed and pumped my fist in the air. I noticed an Uber driver had pulled up. “Where are you going?”

      “Emergency city council meeting today. I’ve heard of some rumblings about Chuck Shilling selling his majority share of the country club to someone. Apparently, at last night’s commissioners’ meeting, things got a little heated.” He didn’t mention who might have bought the country club. “From what I understand, Dennis Kuntz is all up in arms. Should be a good one.”

      “Maybe I’ll stop in on my route.” I waved him off before I made my way into the building.

      Dennis Kuntz and Chuck Shilling owned the one hundred twenty acres the country club sat on, so why would Dennis be so upset?

      I pondered the question as I dropped the mailbag to the floor and filled the small community boxes as quickly as possible before I locked them back up and headed out in record time.

      In light of the news of the sale of the country club—which was huge if what Vince had told me was true—maybe no one would remember what today meant to me. Not that I didn’t love the way my community rallied around me and Grady, but it was as if they rehashed it every year when I was just wanting to grieve on my own.

      The bright sun had warmed the autumn day enough that I could take off my sweater. I tied it around my waist and walked over the Old Mill Creek bridge. Once over the bridge, I was standing right where I’d started my morning: next to the post office and across the street from where I’d begin the rest of my morning route. The downtown businesses were on the left side of Main Street.

      Eventually, I’d get to the small neighborhoods on the west side of downtown then make my way back to downtown, where I’d deliver all the mail to the business district of Sugar Creek Gap, which included the courthouse, doctors’ building, bank, and various other businesses. I liked to finish my day with a few neighborhoods just east of downtown that circled back to the post office.

      Briefly, I stopped to listen to the sound of the babbling brook swimming across the rocks as the old mill pushed the water down the creek. It was a daily ritual that I loved, only today there were a lot more cars on the bridge than usual.

      When I crossed the street, I noticed the cars were pulling into the courthouse parking lot.

      Out of curiosity about what Vince had said about the country club, I decided to switch up my route and deliver the mail to the courthouse just so I could pop my head into that emergency meeting.

      Social Knitwork was the first business I came to. It was our local yarn shop, owned by Leotta Goldey. She was a whiz with any sort of material. She was the go-to gal for anything that needed to be altered and lettered and had a monopoly on all things with names on them, including all the business she got from the Sugar Creek Gap schools and sports teams.

      When I pushed through the door, the bell above it knocked against the glass. Leotta looked up.

      “Morning, Bernadette,” she greeted me with a pair of knitting needles in her hand. “You doing all right today?”

      “I sure am.” I headed over to the counter. I reached around and grabbed her mail out of my bag, putting it in the basket that sat next to the register. “No mail today?”

      “Nope.” She stood over a customer’s shoulder, watching them knit something. I generally was here at the same time each day, which was when Leotta gave lessons as well. I was not a knitter or any type of crafter, but I did enjoy watching. “I’ll have some tomorrow. I’ll be writing out my bills this afternoon.” She pointed one of the needles to a coatrack, where some fluffy knitted fall-colored scarves hung. “I made some new scarves for tonight’s game. You take one if you like. It’s gonna turn real cold this week.”

      “These sure are pretty.” I thumbed through them. “Grady and Julia gave me the personalized scarf for my birthday this summer that I think you made. I better use it, or they’ll tan my hide,” I joked, thinking Grady probably had no idea that Julia had given it to me.

      “That’s right.” She looked up at me and smiled from over the student’s shoulder. “He’s such a good boy, Bernadette. And that Julia. She’s a quick learner.”

      Julia Butler was his wife. They’d met at college. She worked as a secretary for Mac Tabor, a good family friend who was the local architect. She’d graduated from business school. She and Grady had gotten married a couple of years ago and had yet to give me a grandbaby.

      “Quick learner?” I asked.

      “Yes. She’s been coming over here and taking a class from me during her lunch break.”

      That was news to me, but it didn’t seem odd, since Julia’s office was just a couple doors down.

      “You be careful out there this morning.” She pointed her needle toward the window at the street. “All sorts of people cancelled their knitting appointments because they are up in arms about the sale of the country club. Did you hear about last night’s meeting?”

      “Somebody said something about it over at the nursing home this morning.” I watched alongside her as another car zoomed down the street.

      “I wonder why so many people care.” Leotta shrugged and walked back to her student.

      “I have no idea. I’m not a member of the country club.” I put my hand on the handle of the door.

      “I’ll see you at the game,” Leotta called out to me from across the shop.

      “Sounds good.”

      My phone buzzed. I stopped on the sidewalk and pulled the cell out of my pants pocket.

      When I saw it was Iris for the third time, I figured she really wanted something, so I answered it.

      “Hey, Iris,” I answered as I continued to deliver the mail of the local businesses. Mostly the owners were busy with customers or not in the fronts of their shops when I delivered their mail, so I’d pop in and out as quickly as I could.

      I’d pretty much perfected my system over the last ten years.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been calling and texting all morning. I about left pies in the oven to come find you.” Iris sounded a little more on edge than the typical yearly feeling-bad-for-her-friend call.

      Maybe she was calling about the pumpkin sugar cookies I’d volunteered us to make for the high school boosters.

      “I’m fine. I’ll meet you at my house right after I get finished delivering my route.” I didn’t tell her how I’d already baked several dozen of the pumpkin sugar cookies last night when I couldn’t sleep. “I totally forgot it was the day until Vince Caldwell reminded me. I feel awful. I bet Grady wonders why I haven’t texted him.”

      “Huh?” Iris sounded all sorts of confused on the other end of the line.

      “Richard’s date of death.” Was she pulling my leg? Iris never forgot.

      “Oh my God!” Iris’s voice was so loud it made my brain rattle. “Bernadette, I’m so sorry. How are you? Did you get any sleep? You’re working? Of course you didn’t get any sleep and you just said you were working. I’m a bad friend.”

      “You’re a great friend. I’m fine. I slept,” I lied. “I just told you that I totally forgot.” I stopped shy of Tranquility Wellness to make sure I didn’t disturb any sort of class or clients’ quiet time. Tranquility Wellness was a one-stop Zen shop that did all the things the name would suggest, like spa treatments, yoga classes, meditation classes, nutrition classes, and any sort of spa treatments that I wanted to check out.

      “So if you weren’t calling to check on me so early this morning, then what’s up?” I asked.

      “First off, I think it’s a good sign you forgot. Maybe you can start dating now.”

      Leave it up to Iris to fix me up. She’d been trying to do so for the past nine years, leaving me one year to grieve.

      “Not on your life. The last thing I want is a man to have to cook and clean for.” I looked in the window to see if there was a class before I crept in and laid the mail on the counter. “What’s up?”

      For a brief moment, I stopped and took a deep breath. Even though I knew Peaches Partin, the owner, used a machine to pump a spa smell from a bottle into the vents, it still made me feel good to inhale and exhale the fragrance.

      “I had me a feeling. I know you don’t want to hear about it, but I was wondering if you’ve been by Mac Tabor’s house yet?”

      I’d asked her to stop telling me about her “feelings” after Richard’s death.

      “No. I haven’t gotten that far in my deliveries,” I told her. “I’m about to stop at Pie in the Face. You there?”

      Iris had created her business, Pie in the Face, after she’d caught Bobby Peters cheating on her in their own bed. Not only were he and the girl all snuggled up, they’d been eating Iris’s homemade pie right out of the pie plate.

      Forget he was cheating; Iris never let anyone eat out of the pie plate.

      “You didn’t even cut a piece out of the pie plate?” was what Iris had told me she’d said to the cheating couple when she found them in bed with her pie plate. “You get a pie in the face!” she yelled at them as she picked up the pie and slammed it into his face.

      She had come to our house all torn up, but Richard and I couldn’t stop laughing. Richard had suggested she make her baking side hustle into a real business. That was also when he had jokingly said she should call it Pie in the Face so whenever Bobby had to drive downtown to get to his lumberyard, the name on the bakery would be a constant reminder of his philandering ways.

      She ran with Richard’s idea and had a very successful bakery now.

      I did bake some items for her, and she paid me for them, but most nights, we were still baking in my farm kitchen, keeping each other company. If not for Iris and our friendship or our fun nightly baking sessions at my house, I didn’t know what I’d do with all my free evenings now that Grady was married off.

      That was when being a widow was the hardest. Night.

      “I’m not at the bakery. I had a few deliveries this morning, and now I’m off to the high school to help teach Cake Decorating 101.” Iris was also the baking consultant for the high school’s home economics department.

      “Anyways, when you get to Mac’s house or business, make sure he’s all right. And I have some outgoing mail, so be sure to grab it, because I’m not sure Geraldine even heard me when I left. She was on her phone Instagramming some of the pies.” Geraldine Workman was Iris’s only employee.

      Iris and I hung up. I quickly texted Grady.

      I knew Grady would be too busy in his classroom to even read my text, but I still didn’t want the day to go by and Grady think I didn’t remember.

      A group of men was standing on the sidewalk in front of the Wallflower Diner, my mom and dad’s place. One of them was Dennis Kuntz. I walked slower and pretended I was going through the bag to collect the diner’s mail.

      I recognized the other men from the football games. They all liked to hang over the chain-link fence instead of sitting in the stands with their wives.

      “I’m telling you, Mac Tabor threatened me last night when I told him I didn’t agree with Chuck selling his part of our country club to him. He’s not going to get away with it.”

      When anyone mentioned Mac’s name, it got my attention.

      Dennis Kuntz’s big belly hung over his pants, and a toothpick stuck in the corner of his mouth. His thin brown hair was combed to the side to help try to cover up the baldness, but he didn’t do a good job of it. He had plump cheeks.

      “I heard it,” I heard one of them say, but I didn’t look up to see who it was. “This emergency city council meeting better settle it, because I don’t have time to listen to this crap at tonight’s game. We’ve got to bring home a win.” The man shook his head. “The city council and the commissioners better get on the same page before this little town implodes.”

      As the mother of the coach, it was hard to pinch my lips shut. These men loved to give their two cents on how they’d run the plays that Grady gave the boys on the field. Once, I hadn’t kept my mouth shut, and Grady had been mad at me for a week. He said I should know better and it was part of being a mom of a coach.

      Nonetheless, I was a mom—a Sugar Creek Gap Grizzly mom that was a bear in her own right.

      “Mac Tabor and Chuck Shilling will regret it if they show up this morning.” Dennis Kuntz folded his hands over his big belly.

      If it hadn’t been for them talking about Mac and how Iris was hell-bent on those feelings of hers, I would probably have just walked on by with that night’s game my only care in the world.

      “You only own forty percent of the country from what Chuck Shilling told me last night after football practice it was a done deal.”

      Another one of the men had spoken up, and I recognized the voice as Peter Dade’s. Peter’s son, Samuel, was the star of the high school team. I knew his wife, Eileen, from the boosters.

      “Chuck pretty much said it was a done deal. Said it right there while we were standing on the fifty-yard line.” Another one of the men in the circle had stuffed some money into his wallet and was trying to put it in his back pocket when his elbow hit me. “I’m sorry.”

      “No problem.” I stopped, nearly stumbling over my own feet. “I should’ve been watching where I was going instead of sorting the mail.” I sucked in a deep breath and slid my gaze over to Dennis.

      “Ain’t you Richard’s widow?” Dennis asked me with furrowed brows.

      “Yes.” It was a title I hated, but it was what it was.

      “You got a great son. Good football coach. I’m really looking forward to tonight’s big game.” He smacked Peter on the back. They all nodded. Well, not Dennis.

      “Your husband and Mac Tabor were best friends.” Dennis’s chin lifted. He stared down his nose at me.

      “Yes, they were,” I confirmed. My stomach tightened. I could feel the gut punch coming.

      “You tell him that if he thinks he’s going to get his hands on my country club, he’ll have to go through me to do it,” Dennis said through gritted teeth.

      The other men laughed.

      “I’ll see you gentlemen tonight.” I hurried past them and pushed the diner door open.

      “Go, Grizzlies!” My dad sat at the counter with the other regulars.

      “Go, Grizzlies.” I pumped a fist in the air and weaved in and out among the full tables. “Here’s the mail.” I handed my mom the stack of various food-service bills and magazines she loved to display throughout the diner for those who were eating alone. “What’s the deal with the country club?”

      “Sure enough, there was a line out the door when we got here.” Mama shook her head.

      Her hair was still nice and brown, giving me hope I wouldn’t inherit the gray hair my father had gotten in his fifties. Mama was a little plump around the waist and hips from all those years of good cooking for all the people in Sugar Creek Gap. The years had been kind to her. She had very few wrinkles and wore very little makeup.

      “You know I can’t make hide nor hair of the truth, but I do know something about Mac Tabor,” she continued. “I was gonna ask Julia about it this morning, but she grabbed a biscuit and coffee before she headed out. Something about a long day.”

      Julia and Grady lived in the one-bedroom apartment above the diner. It was perfect for them because it was fairly close to their jobs. Julia’s office was a few shops down at Tabor Architects, and the high school was just about a mile down the road. Really, I should have been living in the apartment and they should have had the farm. But I couldn’t think about that right now.

      “Uh-oh, you got that look in your eye.” Mama handed me a Styrofoam box filled with some biscuits. “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged and took the box. “Harriette?” I asked with a nod at the biscuits.

      “Yes. She’s got the ladies coming over this morning for some front-porch gossip.” Mom winked. “I told her I’d send the biscuits with you.” Mom always had me delivering food, as if I was Uber Eats or something. “Gertrude has made some of her blueberry jam and canned a lot for the winter. I think I’ll get some for the diner.”

      Gertrude Stone, hands down, made the best jam in Sugar Creek Gap.

      “You in a hurry?” Mom asked when I put the container in my mailbag and started to wave.

      “Yes. I’m thinking about switching up my route and heading over to the city council meeting to see what’s going on around here.” I sighed. “It appears as if everyone has lost their minds over this.”

      “Rightfully so. When changes happen in a community, every one of us is trying to figure out where we will belong in the new system. I think that’s what’s going on.” Mom swiped the towel across the counter before she tucked it back into her apron. She took a to-go bag from underneath the counter. “For Rowena. Tell her they are from Granny.”

      “Aww.” I took the bag of leftovers my mom liked to give my cat. “She’ll love it.” I stuck it in my bag. “Will I see you tonight?” I asked her.

      “Of course you will,” she said. Mom and Dad never missed anything of Grady’s. Even now in their mid-seventies, they were just as active as the day I’d brought him home from the hospital.

      I gave her a quick hug and my dad a kiss before I headed out the door.

      Quickly I delivered the mail for the other shops between the diner and Tabor Architects.

      “Good morning. I’m so glad to see you,” I greeted Julia, my daughter-in-law, when I walked into the front office.

      “You won’t believe how crazy people have gotten over Dennis Kuntz and his partner, Chuck Shilling, selling the country club.” Then Julia told me some news I’d yet to hear. “And how Mac is buying it.”

      So it was confirmed. This was news that would travel fast in Sugar Creek Gap.

      “He is?” I wondered if Iris had had a feeling because she’d heard about the big news.

      “Yes. Mac has been doing some layouts for the new condos he wants to build. He told them about his plans at the city council meeting last night. Worst mistake ever.” Julia shook her pretty blond hair and put her hand up to her head. “I’ve already got a throbbing headache from people calling and protesting. What am I to do? I don’t make the decisions around here.”

      About that time, the phone rang. Julia raised a finger to signal me to hold on.

      I glanced out the door and noticed a few of the city council members and the mayor walking toward the courthouse with some signs under their arms. I almost got a crick in my neck trying to see what the signs said but couldn’t get past their glares at me through the window. What had I done? I shook my head and turned back to my daughter-in-law.

      “Tabor Architects,” she answered the phone. “I’m sorry. Mr. Tabor isn’t in right now. May I take a…” Julia pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it before replacing it in the cradle. “This town has lost their minds.” The phone rang again. She grabbed it but put her hand over the receiver of the phone and mouthed, “I’ll save you a seat tonight in the stands.”
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      Sugar Creek Gap wasn’t a tourist town. Our little community had been built on generations of families. We were a small community, but through the years, the owners of big farms had sold off various acres and built several subdivisions.

      Sugar Creek Gap was a tiny community surrounded by mountains.

      Sugar Creek Gap had been founded as an old mill town since it was nestled in the mountains. The old mill wheel was the first one built, and the preservation committee made sure to keep it running. Though we didn’t have any mill operations today, it was still a neat piece of history and was unique to have it right smack-dab in the middle of downtown.

      On most fall mornings like this one, you’d find residents who had walked downtown to get a nice cup of hot coffee and sit next to the wheel as they enjoyed the scenery and caught up with friends.

      Not this morning. It looked as if everyone had gotten their coffee from the Roasted Bean and headed to the courthouse.

      Our courthouse was located right behind the mill wheel and housed all the officially elected offices, clerks’ offices, PVA and much more. Most of the lawyers in town even rented office space there. The Sheriff department was in the back, and the volunteer fire department was located in the building next to the back parking lot. It was a one-stop legal shop for all of Sugar Creek Gap.

      Even the library’s parking lot, which was right next to the courthouse’s lot, was full.

      I swung my mail carrier bag around me to rest on my back as I tugged open the heavy leaded-glass doors. The hallway was filled with people talking and drinking their coffee. The clerk’s office always had a lot of mail and gossip, so I headed there first.

      “Hey, Bernadette, you’re early.” Trudy Evan looked up from behind her computer and smiled. “I guess you heard about last night. Law had to be called and everything.”

      I laid their rubber-banded mail on the counter and leaned on it.

      “Really?” I’d yet to hear that little bit of juicy gossip. “The sheriff?”

      “Yep. Angela was getting it when she ran into the courtroom after Mac threatened Dennis Kuntz.” Trudy shook her head. “I’m guessing Mac done told you.” She eyeballed me.

      “You know what, Trudy, I’ve not talked to Mac. I had no idea he was even trying to buy the country club until Julia told me a minute ago,” I told her.

      It was unusual for Mac to keep such a big secret from me. Uneasiness pierced my stomach.

      “It’s not a done deal from what I heard. I think Mac’s signing the papers this afternoon.” She dragged the mail off the counter and took the rubber band off. She started to thumb through it, sorting it into different piles as she continued to talk. “The mayor and a few of the council members are really trying to stop it. They don’t want condos going up, but if you ask me,” she looked up and whispered, “the city council members get free membership, and they don’t want to lose that perk.”

      “Anyways, if you want to get a good seat this morning”—she dragged her eyes to the other side of the room and gave a quick nod—“head through that door. You might have to stand, because the courtroom is already filled up. Judge Mason had to call off court just so they could have this emergency meeting.” She shook her head. “I feel so sorry for Emmalynn Simpson. She and Kenneth have been through the wringer on this one. Someone said Kenneth is the reason the country club is going to have to file for bankruptcy if they don’t sell it.”

      Murmuring and footsteps from outside the door caught her attention.

      “I bet it’s about to start.” Trudy grabbed a tube of lipstick and put some on. “I heard the TV cameras were going to be here.”

      TV? I watched Trudy scurry off to the door she’d told me to go through then followed. There wasn’t a local television station, so I wasn’t sure what she meant, though my curiosity had been piqued.

      “Told ya this was a good spot.” Trudy folded her arms and leaned back against the wall.

      It was standing room only in the courtroom. The judge’s bench and the court reporter’s desk had been replaced by three tables placed in a U-shape. If I counted correctly, there was a seat with a microphone for every city council member, twelve in all plus one for the mayor.

      There was a podium in the middle of the U-shaped tables with a microphone. As the city council members took their seats, I noticed Kenneth and Emmalynn Simpson sitting in the front row of what would be the jurors’ box. Dennis Kuntz was next to them.

      Mayor Leah Burch walked in and took the middle seat. The city council members all filed in and took seats at the other tables. After everyone appeared to be in their places, Leah stood up.

      “As we can all see, the matter of selling the country club has come to everyone’s attention. We all know last night’s meeting got a little carried away and out of control. Today we’ve invited members of the country club and the residents of the area to come and give us some insight on how they feel.” Leah took a deep breath and looked down at the list.

      I glanced around to look for Mac but didn’t see him or Chuck Shilling.

      “Ashley Williams is not only a council member but someone who does live in the country club neighborhood.” Leah looked at Ashley, who had a prestigious spot at one of the tables.

      Ashley stood up and adjusted her clothing on her way to the podium to address the crowd.

      “I’m Ashley Williams. As you know, I sit on the city council and was appalled to hear the city commissioners held a meeting and approved the new annex for the sale of the country club, giving Chuck Shilling, the majority stakeholder, the ability to sell the club—without the consent of Dennis Kuntz—to Mac Tabor. We have to stand together always if we care as much as we say we do!”

      Ashley’s voice got louder. She pounded the podium with her fist. Her shoulder-length brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail that swung from side to side with each thump, creating a more dramatic effect.

      “There is strength in numbers! And thankfully, our systems of government are designed to submit to the consent of the governed, which is you! Not money, not power, not influence, nothing else! Mac Tabor only wants to make a quick buck, and he will do that at the expense of our community.”

      The crowd cheered. Dennis Kuntz was the loudest.

      “Last night, I couldn’t sleep. I watched my daughter, who was lying in her comfortable bed, and thought about our peaceful community. I moved to the country club neighborhood so I could give my daughter a better life. One where she could run around the street and be home when the sun went down, not worry about the traffic over three hundred new homes will add. I sat there and worried about my daughter getting hit by a car and how I was going to have to keep her inside.”

      Leah was doing a great job instilling fear in everyone. She spoke with a deliberate tone and made good eye contact.

      “At five p.m. today, the city commissioners have agreed to meet at a larger location, the Agriculture Learning Center Building at City-County Park at the fairgrounds, in anticipation of a greater citizen turnout as they decide the immediate fate of the one hundred twenty-seven acres of golf course, restaurant, and pool.” Her eyes lowered. “Mac Tabor and Chuck Shilling are supposed to be there. Chuck has agreed to put the contract signing on hold. So I’m encouraging you to grab a SAVE OUR COUNTRY CLUB sign.” She picked up a sign that had been lying on the podium. “Take several, and give them to your friends and neighbors today. I, along with Mayor Burch and a few city council members, are going to be going door to door with these signs. Please. You have a voice. What Mac Tabor and Chuck Shilling did, going behind all of our backs and not getting the voice of our community, was wrong, and they should be held accountable!”

      She smacked the podium, and the room went crazy.

      It was my cue to get out of there. My first stop was going to be Mac Tabor’s house.
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      I made my way over to Little Creek Road, which was located on the west side of town. There were only about ten houses on the right-hand side of the street, while on the other side ran Little Creek; hence the name.

      I had to cross a small bridge over Little Creek. Eagerly waiting for me was the town duck, who knew I always had a treat for him. Today, he was getting one of the biscuits Mom had sent with me to give to Harriette.

      I watched the duck devour the bread and give a little quack of thanks before he swam off down Little Creek, maneuvering his way around the rocks. I knew that at the end of the street, the duck would be waiting for me under the other bridge so he could get the other half of the biscuit.

      I looked up from the bridge and down Little Creek. Neither the autumn sun and the crisp fall air nor the news of their neighbor Mac Tabor buying the country club would hinder the front porch ladies, which was what I lovingly called the four widow women who lived right next to each other. I could see that their blue-tinted hair was as shiny as the sun as they perched on Harriette’s front porch.

      My eyes feasted on the orange, yellow, and red mums planted in all of the yards. Neighborhood residents kept their yards nice and tidy, decorated with seasonal themes. Even Mac Tabor’s house had a couple uncarved pumpkins sitting on the wall of his porch. And his house just so happened to be my first stop.

      As usual, the ladies knew the time I generally came with the endless junk mail of the Publishers Clearing House, value coupons, and the monthly copies of Guideposts they eagerly awaited. They were going to have to wait a little longer today, because I had some questions about this country club deal for Mac Tabor, and I wanted answers. After all, Mac and I were practically family.

      As the fatal night of Richard’s accident played in my memory, I couldn’t help but recall how Mac had been a good friend and insisted he go to the crash site and take care of what needed to be done there so I could focus on Grady. Mac had been great. He’d encouraged me not to look up the details online, because Richard’s car had been so badly mangled that he knew Richard wouldn’t want me or Grady to see it. That was why I’d never gone looking for photos of the scene or even gotten the report of the accident. The only thing that mattered was that from that day forward, ten years ago, I would be living life as a single mother to Grady and would never date or remarry. I didn’t need to do that. Richard had been the love of my life, and I was his. It was unlikely to find that twice in one lifetime.

      And here we were today. Mac was still single and always willing to help me out. He’d become a big figure in Grady’s life. Mac had been there for every milestone: Grady’s heartaches, graduations, and giving the father toast at Grady and Julia’s wedding. So I couldn’t help wondering why he’d kept a big deal like buying the country club a secret from me.

      “Bernadette, you okay?” Mac answered the door without his shirt on after I knocked. I blinked a few times, a little taken aback at his physique. I had known it had to be somewhat good, since he did spend a lot of time with Grady at the football team’s workouts.

      He unlocked the screen door and pushed it open, his biceps bulging nicely.

      “No.” I gulped and busied myself with making his mail into a taco shape in my grip to hand it to him. “I…um…I heard…”

      His gaze drifted down to my hand and the personalized letter on top of the pile. I recognized the handwriting from some previous letters. There’d never been a return address on them, only a postage stamp from the college town Mac had attended.

      “You heard what, Bernadette?” He took the mail and stared at me.

      “About the golf course. I mean, it’s the talk of the town, and I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you’re buying it,” I blurted, sounding a little more hurt than I should have been. “You love that golf course. Are you really going to turn the land into condos? No one in town is happy about it. What about your company? If no one trusts you anymore, they won’t hire you.”

      “Wait right here. Let me grab a shirt.” He shut the screen door, taking a step back into the house. “You want a cup of coffee?” he asked. He thumbed through the mail, taking the letter on top with him.

      “I don’t want anything.” I was careful not to have too much to drink while on my route. My bladder was the size of a peanut, and there were only a few places along the way where I felt comfortable using the bathroom.

      Besides, one of the front porch ladies always had a glass of sweet tea waiting for me. I glanced next door to Harriette’s house. The four widows jerked around as if I didn’t feel their eyes searing the back of my head to see what Mac and I were talking about.

      “Sorry about that.” Mac walked back out. This time he wore a long-sleeved T-shirt and shorts, the perfect outfit for this type of seasonal weather. It was chilly in the morning and hot in the afternoon, only to return to cold at night. Mother Nature seemed a little more cynical in her decisions this time of the year, but it was still my favorite time.

      “And you’re not at work.” I started right in on him as I leaned back on the porch’s railing to ease the heavy mailbag off my shoulder.

      “Whoa, let me sit down and get a sip of coffee in me before you go all postal,” he joked, though I didn’t find it very funny. “Okay, bad joke.” He smiled and sat down in the Adirondack chair on his front porch.

      “Harriette, what did he say?” I heard Ruby Dean trying to whisper across the yard, but it was hard for her.

      “Turn up your ears so you can hear,” Harriette spat back.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see four little heads popping up over the brick wall on Harriette’s porch. No doubt they were trying to get some insider information on the sale of the country club.

      I returned my focus to Mac and watched as he took a few drinks of his coffee.

      I always wondered why he was single. Mac Tabor was a catch, at least in the looks and friendship department. He had thick brown hair that he always kept nice and tidy, not too short but long enough to run your hands through. Not that I ever imagined doing so, but Richard would come home telling me all sorts of stories about how girls adored Mac and fawned all over him. Then there were his deep brown eyes that told you he had more than just looks. He had some brains and substance. His teeth showed how well-groomed he kept himself. They were as white as snow, and from the dental reminder cards he got in the mail, I knew he kept up on his appointments.

      “Now, what was it that you’re so upset about?” he asked.

      “The country club and what it’ll do to the people who use it.” I dropped my mail carrier bag between my feet and sat down on the half brick wall that was built around his porch. I told him my concerns about the country club but left out how I was wondering why he was still single.

      “First off, the country club isn’t making money for Sugar Creek Gap. I’ve looked at all the numbers.” He smiled.

      Even with his hair all mussed, he still looked like a million bucks.

      “No one in the fancy neighborhoods wants to pay the Home Owners Association fee to keep the pool and golf course running, so someone might as well buy it and make money. Dennis and Chuck have damn near gone bankrupt over it, and I’m the only one who can buy it. Why would I buy a dying country club and keep it when I can make money on prime real estate for condos?”

      He let out a long, deep sigh and turned his gaze past me. I looked over my shoulder to see what he’d seen, because the disapproval on his face wasn’t hard to notice.

      The mayor, along with three of the city council members I’d seen just a few minutes earlier, was crossing the street with the signs I’d seen earlier under their arms.

      “Stand with the citizens of Sugar Creek Gap against Tabor Architect Firm,” I read out loud. “Wow. The whole town is against you. I just came from the emergency city council meeting. Did you know they’ve got a commissioners’ meeting at the fairgrounds tonight at five?”

      “They can’t do anything. Just want to create a lot of ruckus for me. That’s all.” He was as cool as a cucumber as he dragged the coffee cup up to his lips, his eyes barely looking over the rim at the mayor and her gaggle of sidekicks. “Planning and zoning already approved it, though Dennis Kuntz is giving me a little problem. I don’t know why, because he’s going to make forty percent off my deal unless he has something else up his sleeve. I’m signing the paperwork tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” I questioned, because I’d heard from Trudy that he was signing later today. But now I knew to chalk it up to gossip. This was why I had come straight to the source to get the real story behind all the tales swirling around out there.

      “This deal has been a long time in the making. Dennis is always saying he wants to have something when he retires. If he takes my full offer at the signing, he can retire. He can get out of Sugar Creek Gap for all I care.” He nodded toward the mayor and her crew.

      “Well, okay.” I pushed myself up and hoisted the bag back onto my shoulder. “I’ll see you at the game.”

      “Yep.” He got up from the chair. “I almost forgot.” He blinked several times. “I can’t believe it’s been ten years. Are you okay?” he asked with sincerity.

      “I’m fine.” My voice cracked. “Ahem.” I cleared my throat and looked at my good friend. “You lost someone special too. Are you okay?”

      “I’m all good, but I need to know that you and Grady are doing good today. I made a promise to myself when Richard died that I’d take care of you and Grady.” He reached out and touched me.

      I was thankful I had on long sleeves so he couldn’t see the chill that ran up my arm. My mind was having a hard time processing what this was. There was no way I was attracted to Mac. I smiled, shaking off the notion that I could possibly have an attraction to Mac. He was honoring his friendship with Richard. I had been alone for so long, I’d bet if the duck touched me, I’d get goose bumps.

      “We are fine.” I took a step back, teetering on the top step. “I release you from your promise.”

      His large hand reached out and grabbed me by my arm.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he questioned.

      “I’m just clumsy.” I smiled and turned around so he wouldn’t see me roll my eyes at how stupid I felt. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Yes, you will.” He pumped his fist in the air when I turned back. “Go, Grizzlies!”

      Without another thought about the country club, I walked next door to Harriette Pearl’s house, where the front porch ladies were all waiting for me.

      “Morning, ladies.” I greeted Harriette, Ruby, Gertrude, and Millie. They were all spread apart on different chairs with their hands busy with cups of coffee, chatting as if I hadn’t heard them say Here she comes, be quiet when I unlatched the gate.

      “We are good.” Harriette smiled and nodded. “What do you have for me today?”

      “Well, I’ve come with bad news.” I frowned and reached around in my bag to grab her stack of what I’d consider junk mail.

      “Oh no.” Her gray brows furrowed as she appeared to be considering what it could be. “Is it about…” She hesitated and jerked her head toward Mac’s house.

      “Mac? No.” I shook my head. “What about him? Did he have a woman over there?” I joked, knowing they were trying to get any news about his plans with the country club out of me.

      “Who told her?” Gertrude jerked herself up straight.

      A round of not me come from all of them.

      “Wait.” I was taken by surprise, getting stung by my own joke. “Did he really have a woman over there?”

      “Mmmhhhmmmm,” Harriette hummed through her pinched lips. “Young one, too. Not the first time she’s been there, either.”

      “Really?” A bit of panic suddenly rioted through me, making me all confused. What was this feeling? Not feelings of being attracted to him. Maybe?

      Nah. I continued to have a conversation with myself in my head as the four of them discussed this young girl with brown hair and a fancy car who had been crying when she left.

      Maybe I was panicking a little, because if he did date or get married, where would that leave me and Grady?

      “Bernadette, if his love life is not the bad news, what is the bad news you have for me?” Harriette stomped her black shoe on the concrete.

      “I…um…I.” I swallowed hard and blinked a couple of times. “You didn’t win the Publishers Clearing House.”

      I handed her the mail and the box of biscuits, minus one.

      It was no joke. Harriette filled out that sweepstakes form and ordered all the magazines. She was as serious as could be. I remembered when I’d see her at the grocery store when Grady was just a baby, and Harriette would pick up copies of different magazines, telling me how she swore Ed McMahon was going to be on her front porch one day with a big cardboard check made out to Harriette Pearl.

      “That’s all right.” She eased out of the rocking chair. “I’ll get the new one I filled out and your sweet tea.” She held up the box before she went in. “We’ll have these biscuits with Gertrude’s jam.”

      I forced a laugh, still thinking about Mac’s big lady news.

      Ugh.

      “I didn’t forget you, Bernadette.” Gertrude handed me a small glass jar with some fabric on the top tied with a little ribbon. “Jam for you.”

      “Thank you so much. You ladies are too good to me.” I hugged her then took the empty thermos out of my bag and handed it to Harriette in place of the full one she was about to give me.

      I hugged her before she sat back down in her rocking chair. “Now, for you ladies.” I looked at Millie, Gertrude, and Ruby, referring to their mail. “Would you like your mail now? Or I can put it in your mailboxes,” I asked.

      All of them put their hands out.

      I put my bag on the ground and sat on the top step to gather their mail. Plus, one stop for all four of them gave me a little time to chat and possibly find out more information about Mac’s mystery woman.

      “Mac didn’t say a word about a woman.” I shuffled through the mail, not because I had to, but it gave them time to give each other the side-eye and gather their thoughts.

      “Millie thinks he’s lost his mind.” Gertrude nodded at Millie. The two of them were sharing the porch swing.

      “I didn’t say that, Gertrude. You are rude.” Millie shifted on the swing, slightly turning away from Gertrude. “I just mentioned that it was out of his character to buy the country club to make condos when he loves Sugar Creek Gap so much. And now her.”

      “Something ain’t right in his head.” Ruby let out a long sigh as if it was normal to make such a comment before she took a sip of her coffee. “You, Bernadette Butler, are a fine woman. He needs to open his eyes to what is in front of him.”

      I shot her a look. My mouth dropped open then shut again.

      “I heard Kenneth Simpson plum drove the golf course into the ground.” Gertrude continued to gossip. “He spent all they had redoing the golf course and couldn’t afford to pay the pool staff or the upkeep, not to mention the restaurant.”

      “Poor Audrey.” Ruby tsked.

      “Poor Audrey.” Millie slowly nodded.

      “Poor Audrey nothing. She’ll be just fine. Your very own mama down at the Wallflower has been dying to get her full-time down there. She’s the best cook in all Sugar Creek Gap.”

      Harriette always made me laugh. She told it like it was, and I appreciated that, but I was definitely going to ask Mama about Audrey and if she’d said anything.

      “Looky here. They finally made it over to see us.”

      The mayor and her cronies were coming through Harriette’s gate holding their signs.

      “Good day,” Mayor Leah Burch greeted all of us. Following closely behind her were council members Willy Bingham, Ashley Williams, and Zeke Grey. “I’m guessing y’all heard about the country club issue. Well, we’d like to take a stand on it and bring this matter of making it into condominium living to a halt.” Leah put one foot on the step and leaned on the bent knee. “I did see you at the meeting this morning. Shouldn’t you’ve been working?” she asked.

      It would be just like her to tell the postmaster how I’d slipped into the meeting when I was technically on the clock.

      “I pertnear don’t see that I have a horse in this race.” Harriette pushed off the ground with her toe, rocking back and forth. “If they want to sell it and Mac wants to buy it, it’s none of my business.”

      “But you don’t understand,” Ashley said as she moved around Leah. “My family and I live in that neighborhood, and if they make those condominiums, no telling what kind of riffraff will move in. We moved there for a nice community. Surely you of all people understand that, raising your family on this nice street.”

      “Then it seems to us”—Harriette gestured to her friends, who were all looking up at the ceiling as if they didn’t like her throwing them under the bus—“and we all have discussed it,” Harriette followed up in a louder tone, “maybe your little fancy country club subdivision should pony up and buy it yourself if you want regulations on who can and can’t move in there. Or pay some sort of yearly or monthly homeowner fee to cover the cost of what Kenneth Simpson did to y’all. Seems to me that he had champagne taste on a beer budget.”

      “I never.” Ashley huffed and jerked around.

      “So you’re telling me you don’t want a sign in your yard?” Leah was relentless, making me wonder what on earth her beef was with the condos, but it wasn’t my business. “Stand with the community.”

      “There’s a commissioners’ meeting tonight at five p.m. at the fairgrounds before the big game.” Ashley was using any angle she could to capitalize on the situation.

      “No way. Not in my yard. I happen to really like Mac Tabor, and I think he will make those condos amazing.” Harriette gave Leah a look that made her blush and sent my heart racing.

      “You don’t stand with our community?” Zeke Grey spoke up, using Leah’s same question. It seemed as if they were using it as a way of guilting the citizens who didn’t care or didn’t want any part of this entire mess. “That’s not like you, Harriette,” Zeke said.

      He was Harriette’s age, and they’d run around with a lot of the same people, so he probably knew her best out of the three council people.

      “Zeke, my loyalty is to you and your family. When you ran for office, I sure did support you, and it didn’t matter to me what your views were, but that was an election based on me being loyal to your family. But this here.” She shook her finger at Willy Bingham, the youngest and newest member of the city council, who was holding the signs and not saying a word. “This is harassment to Mac Tabor, who has done a lot of good for the people of our community. It’s now time to let the community rally around him, and that’s what me and the girls are doing.”

      Millie, Gertrude, and Ruby all shifted uncomfortably.

      “I don’t hear them speaking up.” Leah continued to poke Harriette. “They have voices. They can speak for themselves about their property, because the last time I checked the PVA site, you didn’t own those three houses.” Leah pointed down the street to Millie’s, Gertrude’s, and Ruby’s houses.

      “May I help out, Mayor?” Mac’s voice floated across the yard. He was sitting on the brick wall of his porch with his coffee in his hand and a big smile on his face, enjoying the little fiasco taking place on Harriette’s porch.

      “Mac,” Leah’s voice softened.

      “Come on, Leah.” His smile faltered. “This is not a political gain. This is strictly a business move, and there’s literally nothing you can do about it.”

      “Let’s go.” Leah turned to her three cronies after giving Mac a few long seconds of her cold stare.

      “Just because you have money and can buy whatever land you want doesn’t mean it’s good for Sugar Creek Gap,” Ashley Williams said through gritted teeth. “If I have to lay over the threshold of the lawyer’s office tomorrow, you’ll have to stomp on my body to get in there to sign those papers. And even if you do get them signed, we’re going to find a loophole.”

      “Ashley, I’d sure hate to mess up that fancy suit you have on.” Mac just couldn’t let it go like I wished he would. “But it’s pretty much a done deal.” He held his coffee mug up in the air as if making a toast before he brought it to his lips and took a drink.

      “You think you’re something, but you’re not!” Ashley’s hands balled into fists at her sides. “I swear I will find a way that will stop you or put this whole thing on hold for a long, long, time. Mark my words.” She shook a fist at him.

      “Your threats today and from last night against me and Chuck Shilling were duly taken into consideration, and we decided to move forward.” The more Mac addressed Ashley, the madder she got.

      “Come on. We don’t need to waste our breath on him when we can be talking to the people.” Zeke Grey encouraged Ashley to join him, Leah, and Willy on the sidewalk outside Harriette’s gate.

      “I hate that man.” Ashley stomped over to them, her voice clearly louder than normal. She definitely wanted us to hear. “Mark my words, one day he will get what is coming to him.”

      The sheriff’s car drove up and parked at the curb between Harriette’s and Mac’s houses. We turned and watched as Sheriff Angela Hafley got out and stuck her big round brown hat on top of her head. Her eyes shifted between Mac’s porch and Harriette’s porch.

      “Sheriff.” Leah greeted Angela and took her foot off the step to stand tall. “We are leaving.”

      “Excuse me?” Angela seemed a bit confused.

      “Someone call you?” Leah looked back at me and the front porch ladies.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m here to see Mac.”

      Mac walked to the steps of his porch and watched Angela come through his gate.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked Angela. “Is this about last night?”

      “What can you tell me about that?” Angela and Mac were doing some sort of back-and-forth conversation that left me in the dark.

      “What’s she saying?” Millie asked Gertrude.

      “Shush.” Gertrude glared at Millie.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you want to know, because there’s nothing about last night that warranted the law being called.” He crossed his arms across his chest.

      Angela stood at the bottom of the steps. “It seems like someone spray-painted the golf course in orange spray paint.” She took her hat off her head. “There’s lines in the shape of buildings that have ‘condos’ written on them.”

      Mac’s eyelids lowered, and his jaw slightly dropped.

      “Where were you last night?” she asked him. “Where you at the golf course proving a point?”

      “I had company last night. Chuck Shilling stopped by, and I had a female friend here.” His eyes shifted to the side, and I could tell he was trying to look over my way.

      “Mmhhhmmm,” Harriette spoke up. “He did. But you did leave after the fight you had with both of them.”

      Mac jerked his head and gave Harriette a hard look.

      “Where did you go?” Angela asked.

      “I went to Madame’s.”

      He went where? I tried like heck not to look at him. Madame’s was a pub that had been a brothel when our little town was first founded. It was still a pretty seedy place, and I’d never even known he went there.

      This entire morning was turning out to be something of an eye-opener. Ten years ago had been a relationship changer for me and Mac. His loss of friendship with Richard and my loss of a husband had brought the two of us closer. I’d considered him my best guy friend these past ten years. Clearly, he had a lot more secrets than I knew or he cared for me to know.

      “You have eyewitnesses?” she asked. “If you don’t, you better tell me, because I’ve got Judge Mason filling out some paperwork so I can get the security cameras of the homes around the club. The club isn’t yours yet, and that would be vandalism.”

      “Chuck Shilling was there, along with my lady friend.” Mac’s chest heaved up and down. “I’ll be more than happy to have them call you.”

      “See, this is exactly the kind of thing Mac does to our country club and town.” Ashley held up the sign over her head. “Sheriff, you need to arrest this man right now!”

      “That’s one way to make good on her promise of stopping him from signing the paperwork tomorrow without her laying over the lawyer’s threshold,” Ruby joked, snickering under her breath.

      Angela and Mac had already gone into his house.

      “Now more than ever, we need to get the word out while Mac is detained. We can cover more ground if we each take a different street.” Leah bobbed her head and smiled when the others seemed to agree with her.

      Leah, Willy, and Zeke went back down Little Creek Road toward town, while Ashley finished off the rest of the houses on the cul-de-sac

      “I don’t want to watch her come back down here.” Harriette kept one eye on Ashley as she passed Ruby’s, Gertrude’s, and Millie’s houses before she went to the rest of the neighbors on the dead-end street.

      “That was something.” Millie wrung her hands.

      “It sure was.” Gertrude was still watching the four of them walk back down the street.

      “Mmmhhhh.” Ruby rubbernecked around the porch columns to watch them too.

      “This has been a big day already for Little Creek Road.” Harriette was giddy with excitement. “I reckon I might go to that commissioner meeting tonight.”

      “As usual, I’d love to stay and chat, but I must be on my way.” I turned to leave but felt a hand on my arm.

      “Honey.” Harriette handed me a little bag with tissue paper sticking out of it. “Did you think me and the girls forgot?”

      My eyes stung with tears, and my heart felt a sudden emptiness that was hard to explain.

      “We just want you to know we are thinking of you and little Grady.” Millie stood up and hugged me tight.

      “He ain’t little no more.”

      Ruby groaned and took her turn to hug me.

      “No, but we watched him grow up these past ten years into the man behind the Grizzlies!” Gertrude pumped her hands in the air before giving me a high five.

      “Thank you.” I pulled the tissue paper out of the bag and found a little guardian angel pin inside. “I will wear it every day.”

      I handed it to Harriette and let her place it on my shirt. I wasn’t sure if she meant to put it right over my heart, but she did.

      I felt all warm and loved inside even though it was a bitter day.

      With a livelier pace, I quickly delivered the rest of Little Creek Road’s mail.

      All but one house—the last house on the cul-de-sac.

      Mr. Macum. Boy…was he a pill. I’d never seen him with visitors, and he hated getting mail.

      “Buster,” I called out to Mr. Macum’s dog, which normally greeted me at the gate. I always liked to announce my arrival when I knew an animal lived there, because I didn’t want to get bitten if they weren’t expecting me. Plus, it helped that I carried dog treats with me.

      “Buster!” I hollered again. I heard him barking from inside the house, which gave me the go-ahead to walk into the yard and deliver Mr. Macum’s mail.

      I knocked on the door, because I had a special delivery to him from me: a stamp. He loved and collected stamps. Most of them weren’t worth anything, but when I did come across a neat stamp, I’d ask the recipient if I could have it off their letter.

      “What do you want?” He answered the door in his usual gruff manner. There were no mums or even a hint of autumn at his house, just dried-up annual flowers that had been planted for years.

      “I have some new stamps I’ve never seen before and collected on my route the past week.” I handed him his mail first then pulled out the baggie full of stamps I’d collected from the past week.

      “Thanks.” He grabbed the baggie and shut the door in my face.

      “Can’t make everyone happy with mail.” I grunted and headed over the bridge that connected me back to Main Street from this end of Little Creek Road.

      The sound of the duck quacking underneath the bridge brought me out of my thoughts about Mac. I couldn’t help but smile knowing my duck friend was waiting patiently for me to throw him the last little piece of bread I’d saved for him.

      I grabbed the other piece of bread from my mailbag and took out the thermos of sweet tea Harriette had prepared for me. I had a minute to enjoy watching my duck buddy eat his biscuit while I took a break to drink some tea before I headed back to Main Street and delivered the mail to the businesses on the mill side of the street.

      I dropped my mailbag on the ground and took out the other half of the biscuit. I rolled my head one way and then the other to help ease the tension caused by the heavy bag before I rose onto my toes and leaned over the bridge to see my duck friend.

      “Someone give you something to eat?” I questioned when I noticed he was pecking at something.

      “Quack, quack,” the duck vocalized and looked up at me.

      My eyes glanced past the duck. He certainly was pecking on something someone had thrown over the bridge. But it wasn’t food.

      It was a body.
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      “Let’s go over this again.” Sheriff Angela Hafley had me sitting on the sidewalk across the street, where the row of houses was located. “You came to feed the duck here; that’s when you found the body.”

      I nodded, still a bit in shock.

      “It’s all right.” Millie rubbed my back.

      The front porch ladies had heard my screams, and I’d like to say they came running. They weren’t able to run, exactly, but they did come humping it down the road as fast as they could to see what I was hollering about. Ruby had gone back up to Mac’s house and grabbed Angela.

      “Take a drink of the sweet tea.” Harriette somehow had the thermos she’d given me earlier. The time from her house to now was completely a blur. “See, your guardian angel pin already saved you.”

      “Yep. You could’ve been lying dead down there.” Ruby nodded with great big eyes.

      “Ladies, I know Bernadette appreciates all your support, but right now, I’ve got to ask her some questions. Do you mind giving us a little space?” Angela asked them.

      “I certainly do.” Harriette’s nose curled, and her eyes narrowed.

      “Do you want me to stay?” Mac had also come down with Angela.

      “I’m okay.” I lifted my hand and took the thermos.

      “If you’re sure.” Harriette had suddenly become a mother hen to me, which I truly appreciated. She looked at Mac with a threat in her eyes.

      “I’m good. Thank you.” I took a sip of my tea.

      “She said she’s fine.” Mac shrugged and took the group of ladies a few feet away.

      Barron Long, the county coroner, pulled the hearse tight up to the curb next to the bridge. I tried not to watch him as I answered any questions Angela asked me.

      “Did you see anyone out of the ordinary on your route?” she asked.

      “No. Leah Burch, Willy Bingham, Ashley Williams, and Zeke Grey putting out those signs is unusual, but you saw them.” I recalled the mayor and the city council members. “But nothing other than that. I stopped to talk to Mac for a few minutes and then stopped at Harriette’s, but as far as anyone driving or walking down here, nothing.”

      “What about any gossip that might make you think about a crime?”

      “Crime?” I asked. Angela’s question struck me as peculiar.

      “The man we found in the creek—he’s been shot.” Angela plopped down on the curb next to me. “There’s no weapon, and I’m worried this is a homicide. So if there’s anything you can recall, I’d be so grateful if you’d tell me.”

      Baffled and dismayed, I took a few more drinks of the sweet tea.

      “Do you know who it is?” I questioned.

      “No. The body is facedown. We’ll let the coroner look at it before we turn it over, so we don’t have an ID just yet.” Angela had always been a good sheriff, and she always played by the book. That was something I appreciated.

      The wheels of the church cart squeaked, catching my attention. I looked up and across the street. Barron and another Sheriff officer were pushing the gurney up the embankment of the creek. The white sheet fell off the body.

      Harriette Pearl let out a gasp that I was sure could be heard all across Sugar Creek Gap.

      “It’s Chuck Shilling,” Harriette said in disbelief. “He left Mac’s house last night, but not on his own recognizance. Mac pushed him out the door and down the front steps, leaving him lying in the front yard.” Harriette shrugged. “Not that I was looking, but when you hear yelling, you tend to see where it’s coming from.”

      “Harriette?” Mac questioned Harriette’s outburst.

      Angela and the other uniformed officer gave each other a look.

      Before Richard died, I hadn’t really paid attention to people’s body language. After he died was when I started to not only pick up on others’ body language but feel it. Literally feel it. All the sad faces, their words, their touches, their restraint not to touch…I felt it all deep in my bones.

      Just like the chill Harriette’s words had put in my bones. I shivered. There were so many things I had learned about Mac today. I wasn’t sure I even knew him at all.

      “Oh, honey.” Harriette rushed back over and put her arms around me. “You’re cold.” She turned around. “Millie, go get Bernadette a blanket from your house. And hurry.”

      “Harriette,” Angela called.

      “Sorry.” Harriette let go of me and took a few steps back. “I know, you need to talk to Bernadette.”

      “Wait, what did you say about Chuck and Mac Tabor?”

      All of a sudden, the spotlight shifted off of me.

      Harriette slid her glare to Mac. “He seems to have forgotten about that little part of his night.”

      Angela gave the other officer another look. I sucked in a deep breath as I watched him walk up to Mac Tabor. Mac shifted uncomfortably left and right.

      “Yes. That’s right. I heard them arguing last night. Now, mind you, I was not being nosy. That’s not neighborly.” Harriette was always nosy. Angela didn’t need to do a Sheriff investigation to know that. “But when someone’s fussing at ten p.m. and then doors are slamming, I wasn’t sure if it were a robbery and I needed to dial 9-1-1, but when I saw Mac, no less with his shirt off, push Dennis down his front steps and then a young lady run out of his house crying….well.” Harriette straightened up a little. “Let’s just say it’s something you don’t forget right away.”

      “Come on. We are entering into a business deal.” Mac shook his head. “We are in negotiations.”

      “You could see it was this man?” Angela asked Harriette, ignoring Mac’s outbursts. “In the dark?”

      “I might be old, but I can see. I’ve got twenty-twenty vision. You can go on down to Josh Adams and see for yourself.” The pride in her voice made it clear she valued her vision at her age.

      Josh Adams was our local optometrist. The doctor, eye doctor, dentist, and podiatrist, all in the same medical building on Main Street, were also my postal clients. They were generally the last stop on my route on Main Street, since it was the last building. Plus it was right next door to the post office, which made it nice to end my day there.

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Angela had written some things down on her notepad. “And you know I’ll also be asking Mac Tabor about it.” With her chin still down to the ground, Angela looked up under her brows.

      “Go on. Ask him.” Harriette pointed to Mac. “He’s right there.”

      I shifted around, snagging the butt of my polyester pants on the concrete curb, to see the officer putting cuffs on Mac’s wrists.

      I stood up.

      “I didn’t shoot anyone.” Mac’s jaw dropped, and his big brown eyes popped open. He looked back and forth between me and Angela. “Bernie.”

      “Sheriff.” The officer who had helped Barron Long retrieve the body walked over, interrupting Angela by handing her the victim’s ID. “It’s confirmed. Chuck Shilling.”

      Mac jerked his gaze to the hearse. The back was still open. He hurried over there.

      “This is ridiculous. Take these off of me.” Mac lifted his cuffed wrists. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Mac, I’m not finished talking to you.” Angela’s voice boomed out, catching the attention of another officer by the vehicle.

      The officer stepped in front of Mac, who put his arms down.

      “Let me see the body.” Mac shuffled back and forth to see around the officer.

      “Barron, let him see the body,” Angela hollered over to the coroner.

      Barron slid the rails on the inside of the hearse out, the gurney coming with it. Gently, he lifted the sheet covering the man’s face.

      “Oh my God,” Mac gasped and put his hand over his mouth. He turned his head to the side, chin down, and closed his eyes. From where I was standing, I could see his Adam’s apple moving up and down as he swallowed hard to get control of his emotions.

      Interesting. When Mac had come to my house after hearing the news of Richard’s car wreck and death, he’d not acted this upset. Or maybe he was trying to be strong for me then? Wouldn’t he try to be strong for me now?

      Again, it was the body language that perplexed me. There were some buried secrets inside Mac. I’d thought I knew everything about the man. Obviously I didn’t.

      “Mac is private,” Richard had told me once. “He has a life outside of Sugar Creek Gap, Bernie.”

      “I told you I had a feeling!” Iris’s voice trailed down the street. Her long, curly brown hair with streaks of gray was piled up on top of her head in a messy topknot. “Mac! You’re okay.”

      “So you’re telling me you had an argument with Chuck last night?” Angela shifted her focus squarely to Mac.

      “Yes.” He looked over at me. Our gaze met. “But it was business. Not murdering business.”

      “Around ten p.m.?” she asked.

      “Yes. I saw him at Madame’s a little later, and he was just fine.” He looked down at his feet. He rubbed his hands together. “Do I need a lawyer?”

      She went in with the big question. “Did you shoot Chuck Shilling, Mac Tabor?”

      There we stood—me, Iris, Ruby, Millie, Gertrude, and Harriette—all with bated breath. Millie hadn’t even given me the blanket; she held it up to her mouth, her eyes big.

      “Why wouldn’t Mac be okay?” I heard Harriette ask Iris.

      “I had a feeling.” Iris’s words caused a collective gasp from the older women.

      “Mac, answer my questions.” Angela’s voice got sterner and a lot louder as she repeated the question.

      “I’m sorry. If you want to question me any further, you’re going to have to call Tim Crouse.” Tim Crouse was a local attorney.

      “Take him downtown.” Angela twirled her finger in the air. “Mac Tabor, you’re being taken down to the department for further questioning in the death of Chuck Shilling. You can call your lawyer when you get there.”

      “I’ll call him,” I blurted as the officer escorted Mac to one of the deputy’s cars before putting him in the back. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to take up for Mac when I’d been feeling as if he wasn’t the person I’d grown to know and embrace over the past ten years. Before that, he had been Richard’s friend, but now…I wasn’t sure where we stood.

      But for Richard’s sake, I knew I had to help Mac out until I knew for sure he didn’t do it.

      The sheriff’s deputy’s car did a complete U-turn and zoomed off.

      “I told you I had a feeling,” Iris muttered under her breath as we watched the taillights disappear around the corner at the end of Little Creek Road.
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      “Tim.” I had called Tim Crouse.

      The sheriff’s department had the bridge at the dead end blocked off as part of the crime scene, forcing me to walk back down Little Creek Road to head back over to Main Street.

      “It’s Bernadette. Mac is in big trouble, and he needs you at the sheriff’s department.” I could feel myself starting to gasp for air as I tried to get out all the words.

      “Sheriff station?” Tim questioned. “Oh geez,” he groaned. “I told him that when the people of the country club found out he’s going to put up condos, they were going to tan his hide.”

      “No. Worse.” I gulped and ran across the bridge to Main Street. “Chuck Shilling is dead, and there’s all sorts of people who overheard Chuck and Mac fighting.”

      “Dead? Chuck?” My news struck Tim speechless. “I...I…yeah, I’ll walk over to the department right now.”

      Now that I could finish my route, I was in no mood for it. I stood on the corner of Short Street and Main Street, looking over at the old mill wheel. The water gushed over it with every turn. I looked to the left of it, where the courthouse stood tall. It was a large white courthouse, typical for the South, with a gold steeple on the top, the arrows of a weather vane pointing north, south, east, and west.

      The Sheriff department was located in the back of the courthouse, and it was where they were questioning Mac about Chuck’s murder. Angela would not let me in, but Mac had taken care of me and Grady when I was at my lowest point in my life. Now it was my turn to be there for him. Richard would think so.

      The sound of someone knocking on glass caught my attention. It was Lucy Drake, the morning DJ of the WSCG radio station located on the corner where I was standing.

      Once she knew she had my attention, she gestured me to hold on, flung her big earphones off her head, and met me on the sidewalk in front of the station.

      “What on earth is going on over on Little Creek Road?” she asked. “I’ve gotten all sorts of call-ins about it. Plus I couldn’t miss the deputy bringing someone to the department in the back seat.”

      Before I could say anything, Barron had brought the hearse to a stop at the stop sign.

      “Oh my God. Someone died?” Lucy gasped, bringing her hand up to her mouth. She turned to me as Barron took a left on Main Street and turned right into the parking lot of the funeral home. “What happened?”

      “Chuck Shilling was shot and killed.” I gulped, still a little bit in shock. “I found him in the creek.”

      “Who did they haul in?” She looked between me and the Sheriff station.

      “Mac Tabor.” My voice trailed off. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Wow. This whole country club thing has made everyone crazy.” She shook her head.

      “Why do you think it was because of the country club?” I asked.

      “Because it’s the only topic the callers on this morning’s show wanted to talk about.” She shuffled nervously. “I’ve got to get this on the news.”

      “Maybe you should wait. Mac wasn’t arrested. He’s just being taken in for questioning.” All of a sudden, I felt as if I’d put my foot into my mouth. “Plus, he had no reason to kill Chuck. They were doing a big business deal.”

      “Nothing was signed yet. I got a call this morning during the morning chatter segment about how the deal wasn’t supposed to be signed until tomorrow.” Lucy had a daily segment in her morning show during which she let people call in to discuss anything and everything.

      “That’s true, but why would Mac kill him when they were both gaining something?” I asked what I felt was a reasonable question.

      “Maybe the deal fell through at the last minute.” Lucy shrugged. “I also got a call from someone who said they’d seen Mac at Madame’s.” Her right brow rose. “They heard Mac yell at Chuck before he left that he wasn’t going to let him do that.”

      “Before who left?” I asked.

      “Mac and some lady.” Lucy frowned. “I’m sorry, Bernadette, but I’m afraid this isn’t looking good for Mac.”

      “Well, he’s innocent in my book until they have proof.”

      Just as I said that, Vick Morris , the radio station manager, ran out of the radio station.

      “Who was the caller who said they’d seen Mac at Madame’s?”

      “Lucy, Chuck Shilling has been murdered by Mac Tabor,” Vick interrupted.

      “That’s not true.” I was starting to get a little frustrated with all the gossip.

      “They found the murder weapon at his house.” Vick shrugged and stepped out of Lucy’s way as she ran back into the station, no doubt getting back on the air with this late-breaking news. “Now that Leah cancelled the special commissioners’ meeting at the fairgrounds, I’m feeling pretty confident they believe Mac is the killer and the country club sale has stalled.”

      No meeting? I stood there debating whether to blurt out how I’d heard Ashley Williams say something to the effect of how she’d do anything to stop the sale or at least halt it until they could figure out what to do.

      Anything?

      Did that include murdering Chuck Shilling? And who had called in to the radio station?
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      Monica Reed was putting away the certified letters from yesterday’s unable-to-deliver pile when I got back to the post office. Monica had long wanted a mail route job that would get her out of the building, but she’d never gotten one when she applied. It was good for me, because she jumped at the chance to take my route when I needed her to, which was rare.

      “Monica.” I grabbed one of the water bottles out of the big pack donated by the local general store. “It’s your lucky day.”

      “Why’s that, Bernadette?” Monica was doing exactly what I figured her to be doing, taking yesterday’s packages and putting them in big plastic mail containers.

      “I’ve got an emergency. I only finished the left side of downtown and the first five houses on Little Creek Road.” I took my mailbag off my shoulder and took the mail I’d yet to deliver out of it. “Do you think you can finish my route today?”

      “Absolutely!” She dropped the handful of packages she was going through into an empty container and grabbed the mail out of my hands.

      With my route taken care of, I jumped in my old truck and drove straight down to the Sheriff station.

      “Here’s Bernadette Butler.” Lucy Drake was standing outside of the back of the courthouse where the entrance to the Sheriff department was located. She had a microphone in her hand. “Bernadette, we are live on the air for WSGC. What can you tell us about how you found Chuck Shilling?” She stuck the microphone in my face.

      “I…umm…” I stuttered and stammered before Tim Crouse pushed the Sheriff department door open and motioned me in.

      “Well, folks, it appears Bernadette has Tim Crouse as a lawyer.” I heard Lucy tell her audience what she perceived to be the truth…and that was how rumors were started in Sugar Creek Gap. “But let me tell you what she told me just about twenty minutes ago.”

      Though it did bother me because I was sure all of Sugar Creek Gap was now tuned in, I knew better than to let gossip get my goat. I’d dealt with a lot of it during Richard’s death.

      Still, I didn’t like anyone to talk about me whether it was true or not.

      “How is he?” I asked Tim once we were safely inside and away from Lucy’s prying ears.

      “He’s being Mac.” Tim didn’t have to tell me any more for me to know Mac was shrugging it off. “He said he didn’t do it. Maybe you can talk to him when they release him.”

      “They didn’t charge him?” I asked.

      “They are going to charge him, since they found the weapon, but I’m hoping to get him out on bail.” Tim shook his head.

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      “I told Angela you’d give your official statement when you got here.”

      He walked me over to a desk, where an officer seemed to be waiting for me. There was a little silver case on top of his desk. I sat down in the chair and watched as he took out what appeared to be a fingerprinting kit.

      I jerked around and looked at Tim.

      “It’s standard procedure to fingerprint the person who found a body so they can clear any of your prints from the crime scene.” Tim still didn’t make me feel better. “Or even the gun.”

      “I didn’t touch anything.” I shook my head.

      “It’s just a formality. Then all should be good.” He gave the officer the go-ahead nod.

      The officer reached for my right hand. He took each finger and rolled my pad on the ink, then pressed each one on the paper in the proper labeled grid. After he finished with the right hand, he did the left, then handed me a wet wipe to clean off the black ink.

      While I cleaned my hands, I watched as the officer put the kit away. He pulled open his desk drawer, took out a tape recorder, and set it in the middle of the desk.

      “Please state your name, address, and how you know Mac Tabor.” The officer eased back in his chair and listened to me while I answered his questions.

      “Tell me how you found the body.” He wanted to know from beginning to end. I made sure I didn’t leave out how the mayor and Ashley had made it very clear they weren’t happy with the condos. “She should be a suspect,” I half joked, but he didn’t find it funny. Especially since she was ultimately his boss.

      “Please just keep it to the facts,” he informed me but didn’t erase it from the recorder, which made me happy since it was on record.

      Not that I thought the mayor did do it, but it got me doing some thinking…which sometimes got me in trouble.
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      “Think about it, Iris,” I said to my best friend.

      We were sitting at my kitchen table, rolling out the dough for the pumpkin sugar cookies I’d agreed to make for the Sugar Creek High School booster club to sell at the football game tonight. Iris had come by to help. “Maybe Ashley did do it.”

      I felt a low purr as my rescue cat, Rowena, rubbed up against my leg, curling her tail around the blue mail-carrier pants I’d yet to change out of. I picked her up and glanced over at the automatic feeder that dispensed kibble at six thirty a.m. and six thirty p.m. It wasn’t six thirty, but she was hungry. She was always hungry.

      “Why would she kill Chuck?” Iris did bring up a good question.

      “Because he was selling the country club. ” I took a few of the treats out of the cat treat jar and put a couple on the floor to tide Rowena over. I washed my hands and went back to making more cookie dough.

      The treats must’ve satisfied my little tabby, because she jumped up onto the cat tree and stared out at the bird feeder I’d hung near the back patio to keep her company during the day.

      I stirred the butter, oil, sugars, vanilla, eggs, and pumpkin together and thought about why she could be the killer. “She is leading the charge against it, not to mention I did hear her say that she was going to stop it somehow or stall it, even if she had to lay her own body over the threshold of the lawyer’s office.”

      Iris used the round cookie cutter to make the perfect circle before she put it on the parchment paper on the cookie sheet. “Why are you trying to do the sheriff ’s job?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I owe it to Mac to prove his innocence.” I put the ingredients under the mixer to make sure the dough was the perfect consistency that would bake up into a nice, chewy cookie. “I would do the same for you. You and Mac have been such good friends to me and Grady. I need to be here for him like he has been there for me.”

      “And how do you plan on doing that? Solving the crime?” She laughed and looked at me.

      I looked back with a stone face. “Yes.” The word fell out of my mouth without me even thinking about it.

      “You’re serious.” The smile on Iris’s face slowly faded away. She looked at the oven when the preheated timer beeped done. “And how do you plan on doing that?”

      Iris stood up from the old farmhouse table and walked over to the oven with two cookie sheets filled with pumpkin sugar cookies. She put them in the oven and moved to the counter.

      “I plan on talking to people.” I wasn’t sure what people, but people. I shut the mixer off and slid the lock knob to unlock, pushing up the top of the mixer to retrieve the bowl.

      Iris and I both stuck our fingers in the dough to taste it to make sure it was perfect. We let it sit inside our mouths to let the ingredients mix with our saliva before we swallowed.

      “I think it needs a little more pumpkin pie spice,” Iris finally said.

      “You’re right,” I agreed, reaching for the metal spice container.

      “Good. You don’t need to look into any murder.” Iris was mistaken about what I agreed with.

      “No, you’re right about needing more spice.” I shook the container over the mixing bowl. “Wrong about helping Mac. I’m going to start right now.”

      After a few final rounds of the mixer, I handed the dough to Iris to roll out while I grabbed my iPad.

      “What are you doing?” Iris had dug her hand into the dough.

      “I’m going to make some notes.” I touched the screen to bring up the notes app as I sat down across from Iris. “You’ve seen it in those Hallmark shows. The person who solves the crimes is usually a baker or librarian, even a campground owner. Surely I can figure out something.” The excitement of it welled up inside of me. “I’m a mail carrier. Don’t you realize all the gossip I hear? I drown it out every day with a smile on my face. I get people’s mail and know things they don’t want me to know.”

      “And that’s going to help solve Chuck Shilling’s murder how?” Iris wasn’t convinced in the slightest bit. She rolled the dough.

      “It’ll help figure out who heard what. It wasn’t like Dennis Kuntz was quiet this morning.” I recalled when I had passed the diner and he was outside with that toothpick in his mouth, his big belly full, talking about the city council meeting they’d had the night before. “I’ve got to go see Mama and see if Audrey heard anything and go back to the nursing home to talk to Vince Caldwell.”

      “I get Audrey, since she worked at the country club restaurant and has her side gig at the diner, but why Vince?” Iris walked over to the oven and flipped the light switch, illuminating the inside. She bent down to get a look at the cookies.

      “He has never missed a council meeting. He Ubers to each meeting.” I loved how Vince had embraced the new technology and not gotten complacent like I’d seen other elders do over the past ten years. “He will be able to give me some insight on what happened publicly between Mac and Dennis.”

      “Dennis?” Iris grabbed the oven mitts.

      She took the cookies out of the oven and used a spatula to take them off to put them on the cooling rack. We had found that with the right amount of dough and the perfect temperature and baking time, the perfect cookie was made.

      “Dennis Kuntz is Chuck…was Chuck’s business partner. It wasn’t an even split, and truly, he was just a financial backer to the failing club.” I looked over the cookies, which smelled great. “He was just as determined to stop the sale of the country club as Ashley was.”

      “Let me guess.” She watched me as I grabbed my iPad. “He’s going in your notes too.”

      “Good guess.” I leaned up against the sink and typed in my notes about Dennis.

      “Those look and smell yummy.” The hint of pumpkin, cinnamon, and sugar floated through my kitchen. My eyes took in the golden-brown edges of the cookie. I picked one up and broke it in half to look at the chewy middle. “Perfection.”

      I could imagine the faces of the customers who’d be buying some from the boosters as they bit down into the crunch, only to end with a chewy middle, sending them off into cookie heaven.

      Iris made her special pumpkin spice glaze to pour over the top of them while I continued to type notes into my iPad.

      “You’ve lost your mind.” Iris shook her head.

      “As long as we don’t lose this game tonight.” I quickly read through my notes.

      Iris had donated some of her Pie in the Face boxes to transport the cookies to the concession stand at the high school stadium.

      “I’ll be sure to keep my ears open too.” Iris looked up as she placed the cookies in the boxes.

      “You’re the best.” I took a step over to her and hugged her. “You know as well as I know that Mac didn’t kill anyone.”

      I headed down the hall of my little farmhouse to my bedroom so I could change into my jeans, Sugar Creek Gap sweatshirt, and tennis shoes.

      “I know that you are passionate about it, and I’m going to help you.” Iris’s words put a big smile on my face. “Tell me what you know.”

      “Great!” I hollered out the bedroom door, quickly changing. Rowena had followed me into the room and was sitting on my dresser when I turned around to sit on the bed and put on my tennis shoes. “Too bad I can’t have your keen sense to solve this crime,” I told her and gave her a couple of scratches on the head.

      My little ranch had been perfect for my little family of three. We had two bedrooms with a Jack-and-Jill bath between them. One room was mine and Richard’s, the other Grady’s. The hallway opened up into a large family room with a big stone fireplace and open kitchen.

      I had a very comfy sectional couch with big slouchy pillows and quilts to snuggle up next to the fireplace on cold winter nights. There was a big-screen television mounted above the fireplace, where Grady and Richard had spent many Sundays watching NFL while I made chili and baked a sweet treat.

      The farm table separated the kitchen from the family room. I had open shelves with very few dishes on them, since my family of three had dwindled to one.

      I sat down at the farm table with my iPad in my hand. I scrolled to the top of my notes and started to read what I’d already written. “Let’s go with the suspects one by one and their motives.”

      “Sounds good.” Iris hit the timer button to stop it dinging when it went off. She took out the other cookies and scooped them off the sheet to put on the cooling rack.

      “First we have Mac Tabor.” I got goose bumps even thinking I had to keep him on the list for obvious reasons. “He had been seen having an argument with Chuck not only outside his house but also at Madame’s.”

      “What?” Iris’s mouth dropped open. She knew the bar visit was out of character as well as I did.

      I shook my head.

      “The murder weapon was found at his house.” I used the pad of my finger to scroll down. “Ashley Williams is my next suspect. She’s on the city council that’s leading the charge for the citizens to stop the sale and the condos. She lives in the neighborhood, and she mentioned how she felt like their little community would be in for a lot of new traffic. She also said something about property values going down and how the dream of her daughter growing up in a great neighborhood is being shattered. She also got what she wanted with Chuck Shilling dead. No commissioners’ meeting, and the sale is obviously on hold.”

      I remembered what Vick had told me in front of the radio station before I’d gone to give my statement to the sheriff’s department and before talking to Mac.

      “You mentioned something about laying at the door of the lawyer’s office?” Iris inquired, making me happy that she was listening to me.

      “Yes. Mac said Ashley had threatened him and Chuck.” I nodded and typed it into the notes so I wouldn’t forget. “Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “Ashley said that Mac had everything he got coming to him.”

      “What did she mean by that?” Iris put the last cookie in the box and closed it.

      “I don’t know, but if she knew Chuck was dead…” My thoughts started to put some theories together. “She killed Chuck and knew it looked like Mac did it, so he would be charged and the deal would fall through.” I smacked my hands together. “And she spray-painted the golf course.”

      “Spray-painted the golf course?” Iris had yet to hear that little bit of news.

      I quickly told her about how Angela had come to Mac’s while I was delivering the mail and before I found the body and mentioned how someone had called into Lucy’s radio morning show about seeing Mac and a woman at Madame’s.

      “A woman?” Iris’s eyes popped open. “Who?”

      “Yeah.” Even after the few hours that’d gone by, my heart was still a little stung by that information.

      As I told her about it, I grabbed the scarf Grady and Julia had gotten for me and used the guardian angel pin to secure it in place. We put all the boxes of cookies in my minivan. “Be good, Rowena!” I hollered back toward the bedroom, though I knew she didn’t pay me any attention.

      “Nice pin.” Iris smiled.

      “Thanks. The front porch ladies gave it to me in honor of Richard’s ten-year anniversary.” I ran my finger over it and truly believed I was being watched over.
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      The high school stadium lights could be seen all over Sugar Creek Gap. I dropped Iris off at the pep rally so I could get on over to the field to give the cookies to Eileen Dade, the booster president.

      The campus consisted of all levels of education, with buildings for the preschool, elementary school, middle school, and high school. All the buildings were connected by an open-air walkway covered by a metal awning.

      The sports complex, which spanned all four buildings, included a basketball gym, tennis courts, a baseball field, a softball field, and a football field that also was turned into a soccer and lacrosse field during those sports’ seasons.

      But it was football that made everyone crazy around Sugar Creek Gap, and tonight was our big rival game. Since I’d not heard from Grady, especially since it was our day-of-death anniversary, I knew he must be really stressed.

      I pulled into the school complex and drove around to the back gate, where the ambulance waited for those just-in-case injuries. I quickly prayed there’d be none tonight or any night for that matter.

      Eileen darted around the corner of the concession stand building and waved when she saw it was me.

      “Let me help you.” She came around the back of the van and put her arms out. She was the mom of a current football player, Samuel. Grady really liked the young man.

      I took her up on her offer and loaded her up with a couple batches of cookies.

      “These smell so good.” She put her nose up to one of the cardboard boxes. “I might buy a whole box.”

      She smiled and turned around. Eileen’s hair was long and black. She had the standard Southern girl look. If I didn’t know Eileen was close to forty years old and had one child in high school and one in college, I’d have thought she was a college kid herself.

      “Who are you kidding?” I took a couple of boxes myself and followed her inside the concession stand. “You might have a nibble, but I’ve seen you out here walking the track when Samuel is out there on the field for practice.”

      I remembered a few years back when Grady had said how he couldn’t wait until Samuel got to be a junior and senior because he was on a whole different playing field athletically than the other boys.

      “I have to keep up with these boys.” Eileen took out a cookie and took just a pinch, just like I thought she would. “Tonight is a big night.” She sighed.

      “I know.” I reached out and touched her. “I know I’m not supposed to know, but Grady told me.”

      “Samuel is so nervous.” Eileen shook her head. “A big scout coming, and it would mean so much to his future if he would be recruited by a college and his entire school paid for.”

      “I know.” I squeezed her arm. “He’s smart and really talented. I’m sure once he gets on the field, his memory will take over, and he’ll get out there to get the job done.”

      “I sure hope so.” Her eyes grew big. She let out a deep sigh and clapped her hands. “Let’s get the rest of those cookies.”

      “All right.” I gave a hard nod and followed her back out to my minivan.

      There were a few men on the boosters who had already fired up the grill. Soon the air would be filled with good-smelling beef burgers from the local cattlemen’s association. The thought of them literally made my mouth water.

      “Emmalynn Simpson won’t be here tonight. She and Kenneth had some sort of argument.”

      When Eileen mentioned Kenneth Simpson, my ears perked up.

      “Oh no. I hate to hear that.” I was about to lay it on thick. “I thought they never fought.”

      “All this talk about Kenneth being the reason the country club went bankrupt has taken a toll on her.”

      “I heard the country club was going bankrupt, but I’d not heard anything about Kenneth.” This could be a good motive for Kenneth Simpson to have killed Chuck Shilling. “Plus now that Chuck has been…” I hesitated as I remembered his body lying there.

      My heart started to beat a little faster. There were so many questions rolling around in my head that wanted so desperately to slide off my tongue and out of my mouth that I literally had to pinch my lips together.

      “Oh God, Bernadette.” Eileen shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I completely forgot my husband told me it was you who found Chuck Shilling.”

      “It was awful.” I piled a couple more boxes in her arms and grabbed a couple myself. I continued to talk as we walked back to the concession stand. “Needless to say, it was the last thing I thought was going to happen today. Especially since it’s ten years ago today that Richard was killed.”

      “Geez, I can’t believe you’re here, much less still standing.” Eileen gave me that look.

      “I’m fine. Life still goes on.” Not for Chuck, I wanted to say, but instead turned the questioning back to Kenneth and Emmalynn. “Why did Kenneth and Emmalynn have a fight? Is Kenneth a suspect or something?”

      I figured if Emmalynn knew something about Chuck’s murder or murderer, that would be good cause for them to have an argument.

      “I have no idea.” She looked out the door when we heard the band in the distance. This meant we only had a few minutes to get this concession stand open for business. “You think?”

      “I just can’t believe they wouldn’t be here to see Teri cheer.” I wanted to lay it on thick that my disbelief was of epic proportion. “I can’t help but wonder if Kenneth is the killer, since he’d been accused for making the country club go bankrupt.”

      I decided to let that linger between us. I could tell by the blank look on her face that she was trying to process what I was saying. She took another cookie, which was completely out of character, and did something that was really eye-opening to me: she ate the whole thing without even realizing it.

      “You know, Kenneth was spending so much money on redoing the course, he didn’t even take into consideration what was needed for the pool or the restaurant. There are so many repairs that need to be done to the pool, I don’t even think they will be able to reopen it.” She shook a finger at me and leaned her hip on the counter of the concession stand. “Come to think of it, Emmalynn did say something about needing a lawyer for something.”

      “She did?” I put my hand up to my mouth as if I were in shock. “Oh no.” I shook my head. “Poor Emmalynn.”

      Now that I’d planted a little seed in Eileen’s head, I knew it was something I’d be able to come back and revisit in a couple of days. She was sure to ask Emmalynn. After all, Teri and Samuel were boyfriend and girlfriend.

      “Here they come!” we heard someone yelling outside the concession stand.

      We hurried back out to my car and grabbed as many of the cookie boxes as we could so we’d be ready for the crowd of fans walking behind the football team, who were walking behind the cheerleaders, who were chanting the high school fight song being played by the band.

      The booster members lined up across from each other on the field next to the goal posts along with the early fans who had come to the game instead of the pep rally to grab a good seat.

      Before I went to join them out on the field, I took my phone out and clicked on my notes, thankful the app synced to all my devices, and added Kenneth Simpson to the list. Now I had four suspects, all with good motives.

      As I cheered my loudest, I could see that Grady’s face was stern and serious. My gut fell to my knees as the pride swept across my face. I could’ve just cried looking at my strong, handsome boy. He had his game face on. When we made eye contact, I could still see the worry deep within his gaze. I gave him a Mom wink filled with love, causing a very slight upward curve on each side of his lips only a mother would notice.

      He knew I had him in my heart no matter what the outcome of the game was going to be.

      “We need to talk.” Someone grabbed me by my arm when I wasn’t looking.

      “Mac.” I gasped with relief when I saw it was him. “You’re free.”

      “Yeah. Do you really think I killed Chuck?” His brows furrowed as his eyes searched my face. His jaw slightly dropped. “Are you serious, Bernie? I had to use my business as collateral to make bail.”

      “Of course I don’t think you did it,” I whispered. I walked away from the line of fans cheering on the team as they made it onto the field for the warmup. “That’s why I have a list of suspects.”

      The band was playing the Grizzly fight song, and the crowd was doing its best impression of growling bears. It was so loud I could barely hear myself think, much less make my whisper audible to Mac.

      Instead of trying to talk above the crowd, I motioned for him to follow me to my minivan, where I could use the excuse that I needed help with the rest of the cookies if anyone asked.

      “Get in,” I told him and walked around to my side.

      “This is a nightmare,” he started off as soon as we got into the van. “I have an alibi. I was...” He stopped and looked at me. “Suspects?”

      “You have an alibi with a woman when Chuck Shilling was murdered?” I asked.

      “How did you know?” He jerked his head around.

      I wasn’t sure why, but having him admit it made it feel like a betrayal to me even though there was nothing between us. He had been Richard’s best friend, and there was no way after ten years that I was going to take it as anything but a charity-case friendship, though I did believe he loved Grady as much as Richard and I did.

      “Harriette told me this morning how she’d seen you and Chuck arguing right before a lady left crying.” I smiled when I noticed he was really bothered by me knowing. “Do you think you have to keep your love life from me?”

      “Love life?” He rolled his eyes. “Some love life. I can’t even find her to prove she was my alibi.”

      “One-night stand?” I knew she wasn’t. Harriette had said she’d seen the lady coming there for quite some time. But if he didn’t want to tell me, I wasn’t going to beg him for the details.

      “I’ve known her a while, but we had an argument that I’d rather not talk about.” He looked down at his hands and picked at a hangnail. “I just want you to know that I didn’t kill Chuck Shilling.”

      “Why did you and Chuck have a fight?” I wanted to know because I wanted to tell him that I was looking into who else could’ve had motive to kill Chuck.

      “After the city council meeting last night, Chuck came over. Tasha was there.” The muscles in his face tightened as he clenched his jaw.

      So her name was Tasha. Ugh.

      “He told me he wasn’t sure if he was going to sell his part of the country club to me after all. He mentioned how he was getting some pushback from not only Dennis Kuntz but members of the community.” He continued staring out the windshield.

      The referees were walking onto the field with two football players from each team.

      “Tasha and I…” He slid his eyes to me. There was a haunted look there that put a chill into my bones. “We…” He gulped.

      I couldn’t help but feel as if he was going to tell me something about his love life, but then he stopped.

      “I…” He shook his head. “I just don’t know.”

      “What don’t you know?” I asked. I watched Samuel clap his hands and jump up in the air after they did the coin toss in the middle of the field.

      My heart jumped. I knew Grady would be thrilled they had gotten the ball first. He had said that was how they would win: get the first touchdown and stay ahead. At least it had been his plan at the beginning of the week.

      “I don’t know what happened.” Mac lifted his hand to his head and rubbed it. “I just know I didn’t see Chuck after he left my house until the officer came and got me this morning.”

      “You had an alibi with Tasha?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.

      He nodded a few times.

      Mac didn’t have any good reason for me to believe him without any concrete evidence to back him up, but for some reason, I did believe him.

      He might’ve been telling me the truth about Chuck Shilling, but I had a feeling he wasn’t telling me everything.

      “I believe you.” I reached over just as the other team kicked the ball. “And I’m going to keep my ears open during my route.”

      “I appreciate it.” Mac turned to me and smiled. “You’re a good friend, Bernie.”

      “You, Mac Tabor, are family.” I gestured toward the field. “And if we miss any part of this game, Grady will kill both of us.”

      I noticed Mac didn’t find my little joke as amusing as I did.

      “Too soon?” I winked.

      “Let’s find the real killer first.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes and put his hand on the door handle. “I guess you better get out there before the Grizzlies score the first touchdown.”

      “Me? What about you?” I asked.

      “I’m not too popular around here right now. I’ll watch from my car.”

      “Mac.” I said his name to stop him.

      “Yeah.” He jerked his head around, his body half in and half out of the car.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about Tasha?” I asked. “Not that you had to.”

      The blood drained from his face. He took a hard swallow.

      “It’s not like Grady or I expect you to stay single and never have companionship. I’m just not sure why…” I could tell my words were making him uncomfortable. “…you would want to keep it from me. It’s not like you didn’t know I saw those letters. And they smelled pretty good.”

      “Listen. Mac stepped all the way out of the car and kept his head poked inside. “I don’t even know what the relationship with Tasha is about, and in fact, last night, I had a real hard conversation with her, and I’m pretty sure she won’t be coming around anymore. So we don’t need to bring her up again. Tim is working on finding her.”

      “Oh.” My eyes popped open.

      “If there ever was anyone serious, you and Grady would be the first to know,” he assured me and nodded his head toward the field. “Get on over there and root for our boy.”

      Our boy.

      Why didn’t it bother me when he said it as if Grady was ours?
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      “We won,” I told Rowena when I walked into my house after the game. She was meowing and rubbing up against me. I picked her up and snuggled her close. “Samuel made three touchdowns. Your brother was very happy.”

      It drove Grady crazy when I called Rowena his sister. He liked her, but he hadn’t grown up with her. We’d always had dogs on the farm, and after Richard’s blue heeler had passed away a couple years after his death, I just couldn’t bring myself to get another dog.

      I spent long days delivering the mail, so it wasn’t fair to get another dog who’d spend many hours at home alone. That would make me feel guilty.

      I’d taken an extra route for one of the other carriers during their vacation a couple of years ago. The SPCA was on his route, and I fell in love with the little orange tabby that’d been turned in with a few little babies of her own. Rowena was only eight months old and had done all she could to nurse the three kittens. She was unable to nurse them due to being so malnourished, so the SPCA volunteers had to bottle-feed her babies, and I took in Rowena. I had told myself Rowena was just a foster cat and would go to a fur-ever home, not realizing she was my ticket to not being so lonely at night.

      Rowena had wormed herself into my heart, and her stay ended up being permanent.

      She jumped out of my arms, and I took the angel pin off the scarf before I took the scarf from around my neck. I dragged the scarf down the hallway, letting Rowena pounce on it a few times before she got her claw deep into the fabric. I let go so she could play with it and occupy herself while I did my nightly ritual. I washed my face and got my pajamas on before I grabbed the book I was reading and tried to get some sleep before my five thirty a.m. alarm went off.

      “Mom! Mom!” Grady’s voice echoed through the house.

      “Hey, honey.” I popped my head out the door of my bedroom and saw him and Julia standing at the end of the hallway. “I’ll be right out.”

      “You scared me. You didn’t stay after the game and after today…” His voice trailed off.

      He’d remembered. I could tell in his tone that he remembered it was the anniversary.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.” Grady stood stoutly staring at me when I came out of the bedroom. He had a head full of curly brown hair. He looked exactly like Richard had at the same age. It was a blessing and a constant reminder when I looked at Grady.

      Julia had one hand rubbing Grady’s back, while the other was occupied with Rowena.

      “I’ve been so wrapped up in the game that I forgot.” His face was flushed.

      “I forgot because of all the stuff going on with Mac and the office.” Julia put Rowena down.

      “I forgot too,” I confessed in hopes of making them feel better. “Maybe it’s time for us to move on from the date.”

      The three of us embraced, and I could feel the emotions building up in my baby boy. I pulled away.

      “Enough of this.” I wiped away the tear that fell down my cheek. “We have a life to live, and your father would’ve wanted us to celebrate your big win.”

      I moved past them into the kitchen.

      “I’ve got some pumpkin sugar cookies for you two.” I took the Pie in the Face cardboard box from the counter and opened it. “I saved y’all some.” I put them on the farm table and sat down, patting the seat next to me. “Come sit down.”

      “What about Mac, Mom?” Grady grabbed the milk out of the refrigerator, and Julia grabbed three glasses off the shelf. “I can’t believe I didn’t hear that you found Chuck Shilling’s body until after the game, when Vince Caldwell asked me how you were doing.”

      “We had no idea.” Julia had gotten me some ice for my milk.

      “Mac didn’t do it.” I broke the cookie in half before sticking part of it into my mouth. “I’ve got a list of people who could’ve.”

      “Why do you have the list?” Julia asked.

      “Because I know he didn’t do it, and I owe it to him to look around.” My words made Grady look at me as if I had three heads and caused Julia to look at him with her big eyes wide open. “What?” I asked. “Mac has been very good to us over the past ten years. If I can keep my ear to the ground, find out a few details about why people wanted to kill Chuck—and there are many out there—then I’m going to help him.”

      “I don’t think you need to do that, Mom.” Grady gave me a tone and a look I certainly didn’t like.

      “I’m sorry if you don’t think I need to do it. I’m doing it.” There was no negotiation in my voice, but he kept on.

      “You sound crazy.” He pulled back and drummed his fingers on the table just exactly the way Richard used to do when I’d spent too much money.

      “Don’t you say that to me.” I pushed myself up from the table. “I’m tired. Just because tomorrow is Saturday and you are off work, I still have to work, so I’m going to bed.”

      “That’s it. You’re not going to rethink this crazy idea of taking a murder into your own hands?” Grady stood up, and we squared off. He was about two feet taller than me, but I was still his mother.

      “I’m going to keep my ear to the ground, that’s all.” It was apparent Grady was not happy with my decision, which just made me realize he didn’t need to know everything I was doing.

      “Grady, Bernadette wouldn’t do anything to endanger herself. Besides, I’m sure she’ll let Angela know if she hears anything.” Julia tried to reason with him. “Isn’t that right, Bernadette?”

      “Of course I’d tell Angela. Anything to get Mac off the hook.” It wasn’t easy not giving into Grady, as I normally would, but I felt a strong conviction to help Mac.

      “Mom, it’s not looking good for Mac.” Grady continued his campaign even as I walked them to the door. “He has a girlfriend.”

      “Tasha is not his girlfriend.” I shrugged.

      “Mom, he’s been seeing her for a few months.” Grady seemed to know more than I did. “People have seen them in town together. I asked him about her, and he told me that he’d introduce me when they took it to the next level.”

      I took a hard swallow and cleared my throat. “He told me they were over, and I really need to find her, because she’s his alibi. So if you know how to get in touch with her…” I put my foot in front of the door so Rowena wouldn’t run out when I opened it. “I’d love the information.”

      “She lives in Tennessee. That’s all I know,” Julia spoke up. “Do you remember when he was gone for that long weekend a couple of weeks back?”

      “The fishing trip?” I asked. Richard and Mac used to go on big weekend-long fishing trips together. “With Tim Crouse.”

      “Well, he gave me his keys to the house so I could water his plants.” Julia looked at Grady.

      “Don’t tell her this.” Grady let out a long, deep, unhappy sigh and looked away.

      “I’m telling her.” Julia shook her head. “I wanted to let you know about it that weekend, but Grady insisted I keep my mouth shut.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “While I was there, Tim Crouse called Mac and left a message on his answering machine. He said that he knew he was spending the weekend with Tasha, and he had the paperwork drawn up for her to sign. He said he was sorry he didn’t have it in time for his trip to see her. Which reminds me that I still have his key.” Julia’s eyes stared into my soul.

      “See, look at her.” Grady threw his hands up in the air. “I knew you would be hurt, Mom.”

      “I’m not hurt.” I tried to cover up the hurt I was feeling. “I’m just not sure why he’d not tell me. That’s all.”

      Grady looked down at me with his big brown eyes with a little bit of hurt in them too. It was the same set of eyes that had looked at me when he’d run inside after skinning his knee or when his own feelings got hurt.

      “No. I’m happy for Mac.” I placed my hand on my chest. “He deserves to be happy. Which is why I need to find this Tasha person and help get Mac off the suspect list.”

      “Grady has some crazy notion that one day, you and Mac…” Julia stopped talking after Grady grabbed her hand.

      “I’m tired. We’ve got to go.” Grady bent down to kiss me on the cheek.

      I stood on the covered front porch and watched the taillights of their car fade off down the driveway.

      Julia didn’t have to finish her sentence.

      “Me too, Julia,” I whispered the words.
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      I’d like to say I got a lot of sleep so I could be nice and prepared for the full day of walking ahead of me, but Mac, Chuck, and the entire country club situation weighed heavily on my mind, so much that I didn’t even get one wink of shut-eye.

      Even Rowena was sick of me moving around in the bed, leaving me at about two a.m. to find a more peaceful place to sleep.

      I gave in to my restlessness and got ready for work. I didn’t even bother making coffee because I knew it would be perfect timing to stop at the Roasted Bean on my way to work. I filled Rowena’s bowl, grabbed a piece of bread for my duck, and headed out.

      The Roasted Bean was a coffee shop on Main Street between the community center and Tabor Architects. It was perfect for me to park my car at the post office and walk across the street.

      Matilda Garrison was the young and hip owner of the coffee shop. She had gorgeous long black hair she wore in dreadlocks. She’d grown up in Sugar Creek Gap but moved away to go to an actual roasting school located in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina. After she completed school, she worked there and saved up enough money to come back home and open her own shop.

      “You’re in here awfully early.” Matilda was behind the counter, hand drying a few of the white ceramic coffee mugs. “I usually only see my regulars.” She nodded toward a group of elderly people at a table in the corner.

      The tables were at the front of the left side of the shop. There was a long counter on the right side with some barstools. The building had been an old-time soda fountain that had stood empty until Matilda revived it. The entire town had been happy to see she’d kept the original structure and interior.

      “You’re not delivering mail already, are you?” she asked as she put the mug on the hook with the others.

      “No. I couldn’t sleep with all the ruckus going on around here.” I eased down onto one of the stools.

      “I heard about Chuck.” She shook her head. “It was a shame. He was just in here a couple of days ago with Ashley Williams.”

      “He was?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I remember because he ordered a caramel frap, and she ordered one too. Normally she gets a pumpkin spice latte this time of year.” Matilda smiled. “He even complimented that I had just the right amount of the good stuff, he called it.”

      “I’m glad you have that fond memory of him,” I said. “Can I get a large hot coffee with cream to go?”

      “Sure.” Matilda turned and grabbed one of the white to-go cups.

      “Did you hear what they were talking about?” I asked.

      “I hear a lot of things.” After she filled the cup, she opened the refrigerator and grabbed the creamer. “She was saying something about the country club. They were whispering.”

      She put the black lid on the cup and slid it toward me.

      “On the house. I’m sure you could use the caffeine.” She offered me a sweet smile and put her hands in the front pockets of her apron.

      “If you recall anything you heard from Chuck and Ashley, please let me know. I’m really trying to help Mac out. I think someone is framing him.” I picked up the coffee and took a drink before I stood up so I could head back across the street to the post office.

      “Sure thing.” She nodded.

      Just before I walked out, Matilda hollered after me.

      “Bernadette.” Matilda hurried around the counter to meet me at the door just as I was about to walk out. “I did hear Mac and Chuck arguing a couple of days ago. Mac told Chuck it was a done deal and things were going through as planned, because he’d owed someone some money, and his investment in the condos was his way of paying them back.”

      “Mac owed someone money?” I asked to make sure I understood her correctly.

      “Yeah. I thought he was loaded.” She laughed. “Can’t judge a book by its cover.” She winked. “Look at me. See ya.”

      Gosh. Now I had more questions than I’d had before I went to bed. On one hand, I wanted to help Mac out so bad, but on the other, I was finding things out about him that made me wonder if I even knew him at all.

      I pondered all the questions as I walked back to the post office with no answers to any of them.

      Monica Reed was in the parking lot behind the post office.

      “Good morning, Monica.” It was still super early for any of the mail carriers to get there, but Monica was the main clerk, and she was always here by four thirty a.m. “What’s going on?”

      “I get to do a vehicle route today.” She was inspecting the vehicle to make sure nothing was wrong with it. It was something all the carriers who used a vehicle had to do after they swiped their time card. They would be checking for flat tires, leaks, any damage, and so forth.

      “That’s great.” I liked to see her get some time out from behind the counter. Sometimes dealing with the public could be brutal, especially if one had been at the window for five hours straight with no help and a line out the door. Grumbling mail customers weren’t fun to deal with. That was why I loved my walking route.

      “I already sorted your mail though,” she told me on the way into the building.

      That was part of her job as a clerk. She broke down all the mail and sorted it. It was my job to get the parcels, certified mail, and other special deliveries sorted according to my loop. I was lucky I was able to get my deliveries sorted by how I delivered my route. I always did all of downtown along with the small neighborhood with the front porch ladies as my first loop. Then I stopped back into the post office to get my second batch for the remaining stops on my route, the neighborhoods beyond the post office. I sort of wished I was doing the country club neighborhood so I could be a little nosy.

      Then I noticed Mac had gotten another letter addressed in the same girly handwriting. I knew it had to be from Tasha and wondered if she’d written him a letter about the argument and why he’d said she was no longer going to be an issue in his life. I wanted so badly to hold it up to the light since there wasn’t a return address and see if I could see anything, but that was illegal…if I got caught. Instead, I slipped it into my bag with the rest of today’s first loop.

      I was way too early for most of my stops. All but one—the Sugar Creek Gap Nursing home.

      It was the only place where customers weren’t waiting on me. Half the time, their mailboxes were still full from the previous day’s delivery or beyond.

      “You’re here awfully early.” Vince’s voice cause me to jump around.

      “Vince.” I gasped and put my hand up to my chest when I noticed him in the wingback chair near the entrance of the building. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “I usually start my day here and then take my coffee out on the porch.” He dog-eared the newspaper he was reading and looked over it. “I read here that you are the one who found Chuck Shilling.”

      “It was awful.” I walked over to him and took a seat in a matching chair next to his. “I never thought my day would end up like it did after I left you that morning.”

      “I saw you at the emergency meeting.” He rested his arms in his lap. The paper crunched shut. “You think your friend Mac Tabor did it?”

      “Heck no.” I shook my head. There were a lot of things I was realizing I didn’t know about Mac Tabor, but I knew he wasn’t a killer. “And I’ve vowed to keep my eyes and ears open to figure out who just might’ve killed Chuck, because a lot of people had reason.”

      “Is that so?” Vince’s tone made me think he wanted to hear more.

      “For instance, I overheard Chuck’s business partner saying how he was not happy with Chuck and they’d gotten into an argument the night before. He could’ve been keeping an eye on Chuck, and when he saw Chuck leave Mac’s, he confronted him and killed him. I’m not sure what their contract would’ve said about Chuck’s sixty percent of the country club, but I’d assume it’d go to Dennis. That’s motive.”

      Vince shrugged as if he wasn’t convinced.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It all depends on if Dennis has an alibi. How did Chuck get to the bridge? Was he killed there? Dumped? How long had he been there? Shot at close range? Far away?” Vince asked all sorts of questions.

      “You, my dear friend, have been watching too much of that one channel.” I snapped my fingers to try to remember.

      “MeTv?” He laughed. “That’s a great channel, and I love Matlock, but nope.” He rubbed his knees with his hands. “I’m a retired agent with the FBI.”

      “Good one.” I laughed and dug through my mail to get his out.

      “I’m serious.” He didn’t smile like he normally did. “I’ve been retired for fifteen years now. I’m not from here, as you know, and when I left the Bureau, I wanted a small, quiet little town with a good view.”

      “You’re not joking.” I sat back up and looked at him. “You’re serious.”

      “As y’all say around here, as a heart attack.” He smiled. “That’s why I don’t think Dennis Kuntz did it. He wouldn’t be going around making all sorts of veiled threats. And…” He hesitated. “I’ve done a little digging of my own.”

      “You have?” This really got my interest piqued.

      “Dennis Kuntz’s mother lives in the assisted part of the facility.” He nodded toward the door. “I sit on that porch every single night to watch the sun set. Every single Thursday night, Dennis Kuntz comes to visit his mother. They watch Jeopardy, and he usually watches a few other shows with her until she falls asleep.”

      “Then he’d been awake to have killed Chuck. Maybe he was driving down Main Street and saw Chuck. They took a walk.” I was throwing things out there. “We do know…” I grabbed my phone from my back pocket and pulled up the notes. “Thursday night, Mac Tabor had Tasha over to his house after the city council meeting. Chuck Shilling stopped by Mac’s house to tell him he wasn’t sure if he was going to go through with the deal because the town had gone nuts. Then Tasha and Mac had a fight, she left, and Mac followed her to Madame’s.”

      “Madame’s? Whoa.” Vince’s eyes lit up. “I’ve always wanted to get an Uber there.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed.

      “Anyways, Mac claims Chuck was there. That’s the last time he saw him alive.” I put my phone down and looked at Vince.

      “What else do you have on that phone?” He leaned a little closer.

      “Well, I have Ashley Williams as a suspect because she lives in the neighborhood. She claims that she’d do anything to stop the sale of the club because of the riffraff and traffic it would cause, but I think her main motive is her family.” The more I talked out loud, the more my theories started to come together cohesively. “She said they moved there to bring their daughter up in a great community. She wants that life, and like my mama said, when people’s lives get turned upside down, they don’t know how they are going to live in them, and that’s motive enough.”

      I scrolled down a little more.

      “I hate to even think maybe Kenneth Simpson had something to do with it.” There was a twinge of sadness when I thought about him and Emmalynn. They were such nice people, but nice people sometimes did bad things. “He’s the golf pro there and apparently being blamed for the bankruptcy of the country club. I’m going to ask Audrey about them today when I drop off some of the leftover pumpkin sugar cookies. And it just so happens Emmalynn said they had a meeting with a lawyer about some important business.” I could see by the look on Vince’s face that he was taking it all in. “They even missed their daughter cheering last night to take care of this business. That’s suspicious to me. Plus his reputation has been dragged through the wringer, and if the club did go under, who is going to give him a good recommendation?”

      “You’ve done your due diligence.” Vince sat back and drummed his fingers over his belly.

      “Which makes me wonder if he or Ashley were the ones who spray-painted the golf course.” I wiggled my brows and typed that into my notes so I wouldn’t forget.

      “The only way to see if any of your theories are true is to snake them out.” Vince’s eyes twinkled.

      “You’re enjoying this.” I smiled and gave him the side-eye.

      “It’s not easy living a life of detective work and then retiring. That’s why I go to all the council meetings and trials down at the courthouse. Keeps me in the game without being in the game.” A slow smile crossed his lips. “Not that I’m happy anyone was murdered, but I can’t help but think I’d like to get in on a little sleuthing myself.”

      “Like partners?” I asked.

      “Yeah. You are the eyes and ears on the street. I’ve got connections.” He leaned over a little like he didn’t want anyone hear. Like there was even someone up this early to hear us. “I even have my online logins from being with the bureau.” He snickered. “I guess I was an oversight.” He winked.

      “Like secret things?” I asked, having no idea what I was even talking about. His actions made me think it was very important though.

      “I’ve got ways of finding things out about people and money, things that might help us figure out why so many people are against the club. Things that might help us hack into security cameras, like the ones at the country club.”

      His words made my jaw drop. “You mean you can break into the country club cameras to see if a certain someone was spray-painting something?” I asked.

      “I’m not saying I’ll be able to jump on the library computer here at the nursing home and get it immediately, because I might be a little rusty, but I’ll be able to figure it out.” He winked, folded the paper up, and set it on the small round table between us. “Deal?” He stuck out his bony little hand.

      “Deal.” I gave him a good handshake. Or thought I did.

      “You aren’t going to break my bones.” He kept his hand extended. “We are partners, and I need a firm handshake.”

      “You are something else, Vince.” I did exactly what he asked to seal our deal. “So, now what?”

      “First, you need to find out everything about Mac’s night and find the woman. We not only need her account of Mac’s whereabouts to help me out, but she might’ve seen something at the Madame he didn’t.”

      Vince was asking me to do something that was pretty tricky, considering the situation of my friendship with him.

      “Okay.” I nodded in agreement even though I had no idea how I was going to approach this situation. “I can do that.”

      “Then you need to see Gill Tillett down at the General Store. We need to know who bought spray paint.” His eyes lowered as if a thought had come into his head. “I’m thinking this is a local job, the murdering, and probably a little premeditated if someone went to all the trouble to get a gun from Mac’s house. You need to ask all them widow women if they heard anything else that night.”

      “Okay.” I nodded and realized there was going to be a whole lot more to this sleuthing than I even thought.

      “I’m going to need you to also get me one of those burner phones from the General Store.” He reached around and pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet. “We are going to have to communicate somehow, and I don’t want it traced back to me.”

      “Got it.” I took the money.

      “You just come back here after your work shift and give it to me along with reporting in on what you found out.” His eyes twinkled. I could see the excitement and thrill this type of work gave him.

      After the plan we made, I was able to get the mail delivered to all the little mailboxes. I also took the time to write down in my notes app exactly what Vince wanted me to do so I didn’t forget something.

      I did wonder why he’d not addressed me finding out anything about the other suspects like Dennis Kuntz, Ashley Williams, or Kenneth Simpson. He was the expert, and maybe it was some sort of way the FBI weeded out the little things, so I went along with him, and happy to do it.

      I ran my hand over the outside of my mail carrier bag, knowing the new letter for Mac was in there. I certainly was looking forward to finding out exactly who Tasha was to Mac.
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      The courthouse opened at seven a.m. on Saturday and closed at noon. This was the only day I reversed my downtown loop and started with the courthouse first. Normally, I delivered the mail to the nursing home last, but this was not a normal day by any stretch of the means.

      I tugged the edges of my scarf up around my neck and put my hands in the pockets of my jacket. The weather was changing fast, and a bitter wind was coming in, which told me the first signs of winter were coming.

      The old mill echoed its groans with each turn, giving Main Street an eerie feel. The lampposts glowed in the dark. The sunrise wouldn’t show itself for another half hour. I loved the fall, and when I did this route on Saturdays, I generally enjoyed the quiet peace and serenity of the water rushing over the wooden wheel.

      But today, there was something in the air that brought goose bumps along my spine, and they weren’t caused by the chilly wind.

      It was as if I felt someone watching me.

      I hurried down the sidewalk as quickly as I could and passed all the shops I’d be visiting around the nine a.m. hour when they opened. The lights from inside the courthouse glowed, a welcome sight once I was past the old mill.

      Once inside, I stopped briefly at the door and let out a long sigh, happy the courthouse opened early every morning.

      “That was a loud sigh.” I heard Trudy Evans before I’d even seen her.

      “Hey, Trudy.” There was a bit of relief when I saw her.

      “You okay?” She looked at me with a cup of coffee in her hands. “Here. You look like you need this more than me.”

      “That’s okay. You know, with finding a body and all, I might be a little creeped out.” It sounded so dumb to be scared.

      “Honey, there’s a killer on the loose if you don’t believe Mac did it.” She walked over and handed me the coffee. “And I’m not so sure the sheriff’s department thinks he did do it.”

      “Why do you say that?” I questioned, keeping my ears open like Vince had told me.

      “Because that coffee.” She pointed to it. “I get it every morning from the sheriff’s department, and this morning I overheard someone saying the preliminary autopsy was back, and Chuck was killed at close range. No fingerprints on the gun. One of the officers said it looked like someone wiped the prints off, which doesn’t make sense if it’s Mac’s, because his prints would be all over it since it’s in his house and he put it there.” She took a step closer when someone came through the doors of the courthouse. “They didn’t find the gun in Mac’s house. It was in the bushes next to his front porch.”

      “You’re kidding.” My jaw dropped. There was so much information in what Trudy had told me that I wasn’t sure if I needed to go back and tell Vince or just keep going about my day and check off the list of things he wanted me to do.

      “What else did you hear?” I asked her.

      “Nothing,” she snarled. “They caught me listening in. One of them said, ‘Ain’t you got to get to work, Trudy Evans?’” She rolled her eyes then waved her hand in the air. “Which I do. You enjoy that coffee and stay safe out there.” She winked and smiled. “There is a killer on the loose.”

      I didn’t find anything funny in any part of her saying there was a killer on the loose. It didn’t entertain me in the least bit, but this little bit of gossip she gave me could help in Mac’s case.

      After I delivered the mail to the various branches of government in the courthouse, I walked up the big marble steps to where the businesses who rented from the local government were located. I was looking for Tim Crouse specifically.

      “Any mail today?” I asked Tim when I popped into his office.

      “Not today, Bernadette.” He took his glasses off and set them on top of his desk. “Have you talked to Mac?”

      He gestured for me to sit down. I did and put the mailbag on the floor between my legs.

      “I talked to him at the game last night.” I took a sip of the coffee. “How’s the case?”

      “I can’t really discuss it with you, but he’s going to need a friend to lean on.” The corners of Tim’s eyes dipped. He looked as if he knew something that he couldn’t tell me, and it made me worry Mac was guilty.

      “What about Tasha?” Not only didn’t I expect him to really answer me, but I didn’t expect the shocked reaction on his face. “Have you found her? Mac was with her the night of Chuck’s murder, and I’m assuming you’d want to question her.”

      “Mac told you about Tasha?”

      “Listen, Mac has been amazing to me and Grady. Grady is off and married. A grown-up. And just in case you hadn’t noticed all the bags under my eyes, lines around them, and this”—I pointed to my chin— “I’m an old broad. I didn’t expect and never wanted Mac to stay single and feel like he needed to take care of me and Grady.”

      “It’s the friendship.” A little snort of laughter escaped Tim’s nose. “I wish I had as good a friend as Mac was to Richard…and you.”

      “So did you get in touch with her?” I wondered but left out the part about the papers he wanted Mac to have her sign.

      “Her phone has been turned off.” He drummed his fingers on the top of his desk. “I’m guessing she wants nothing to do with Mac or this investigation.”

      He only fueled me more to find out what really happened to Chuck Shilling.

      “What if she doesn’t want anything to do with it because she knows something? Good or bad?” I shrugged.

      “Whose side are you on?” I knew he was joking, but my loyalty should never be questioned.

      “Mac’s, of course. Or I wouldn’t be going through a list of suspects I’ve collected.” I probably shouldn’t’ve told him that.

      “What list?”

      Yep, judging by the look on his face, I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I hear things as a mail carrier. I can’t help but think that Ashley Williams could’ve done it because she’s leading the charge to stop the condos going up. She framed Mac. Plus, she’s been very vocal about how nothing is going to stop her even if she has to lay over your threshold.” I pointed to his door. “Then there’s Dennis Kuntz. He’s got everything to gain because I’m sure he’s going to get all of Chuck’s part now that Chuck is dead.”

      Tim leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingers together.

      “What about Kenneth Simpson? He is being blamed for the country club going bankrupt, forcing them to sell it. Plus, Emmalynn and Kenneth didn’t show up to watch Teri cheer last night, which is odd. They’ve come to every game.” The words continued to spill out of my mouth as if my brain was doing some sort of dump. “Emmalynn told someone they weren’t coming because they needed to see a lawyer. Now, were they seeing a lawyer because they knew it was only a matter of time before Kenneth was named Chuck’s killer?”

      “No, they needed a lawyer to be sure they could get out of his contract at the country club so he could take a job in North Carolina, which is where they’ve been the past two nights.” Tim leaned up and rested his elbows on his desk. “I’m that lawyer.”

      “Oh.” Dang. I mentally crossed him off my list.

      “And Dennis Kuntz doesn’t gain anything from the contract. Chuck’s son will take over his part of his father’s businesses, including all contracts.” Before I could say maybe it was the son who had some sort of financial gain, Tim stopped me. “His son has a solid alibi. Angela has already gotten this information from me.”

      “It still doesn’t mean Dennis Kuntz didn’t kill him.” I shrugged.

      “True. But you really need to leave it up to Angela and the sheriff’s department.” It was written all over Tim’s face that he didn’t like me snooping at all.

      I changed the subject when I knew he wasn’t going to budge on Mac and Tasha’s relationship. “I guess it’s good news about no prints on the gun.”

      He perked up. “How do you know that?”

      “Umm…” I took another drink of the coffee. “I just heard it downstairs.”

      I wasn’t going to reveal my source because I didn’t want Trudy or the officers who were talking to get in trouble.

      “Just now?” He looked over at the clock on his wall.

      “Right before I came up here.”

      I noticed him look at the coffee cup I was drinking from.

      “That cup is from the sheriff’s department.” He snapped his fingers. “Listen, I’ve got to make some calls. Be sure to stop by and see Mac.”

      “Oh, I plan on it.”

      I stood up, happy that he didn’t press me any further. I lugged the mailbag over my shoulder and threw the coffee away in the trash receptacle in the hallway before I delivered the rest of the mail to the businesses on the floor.

      The next stop was the sheriff’s department. When I walked in, no one was there. I really wanted to see if I could get as lucky as Trudy had and overhear something, but that wasn’t going to be possible. They had a few pieces of mail in their outgoing basket, so I grabbed them, tossed them into my bag, and headed out. I was happy to see the sun popping up over the mountains, making the outside not so scary anymore.
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      The only stores with lights on were the Wallflower Diner and Tabor Architects. Both employed people I wanted to see. Since Tabor Architects was the first one I came to, I headed inside.

      “Good morning,” Julia greeted me. “You’re early today. Did you stop by the diner and see Grady?”

      “No. My next stop.” I reached around the mailbag and grabbed their mail, which was just a monthly architectural magazine Mac subscribed to. “How’s Mac?” I asked when I noticed a light coming from underneath his office door.

      “He’s not doing so good. I think he stayed here last night.” She didn’t sound sure. “He’s on the phone with some clients who haven’t paid. He said he’s going to need the money for his defense.”

      “Did they charge him with the murder?” I asked, wondering if it was a new development.

      “Not that I know of, but he told me to finish the billing for this past week and just go home for the day.” She picked up the stack of papers. “I’ve already done these and only have a few more left.”

      “Then you and Grady can go have some fun.” I loved when the two of them could spend some time together.

      “We planned on doing a little hayride and romantic supper before the cold weather really hits.”

      It was so nice to see how much she loved Grady. It was exactly what a mother wishes for her son, and Julia was a blessing to our family.

      “That sounds like a lot of fun. But don’t forget tomorrow night’s Sunday supper,” I reminded her.

      Every Sunday, I have my parents, Grady, and Julia over for supper. It was a long-standing tradition I’d been continuing since I took over my parents’ farm. Richard had loved the parents. Some Sundays he missed because he’d have to leave town for work so he’d make it to his early-morning Monday meetings. But he wanted every single detail when he’d call on Sunday night before he went to bed.

      “I’ll be right back.” Julia popped up from her chair and went to the bathroom.

      I couldn’t help but notice the keys sitting on her desk. I knew they weren’t hers because I didn’t see the monogrammed keychain I’d given her, but this set might be the one she said Mac had given her for housesitting.

      For a split second, I debated whether it was ethical if I took them and sorta let myself into Mac’s house while he was here. Apparently, I wasn’t too ethical, because I wanted to find those letters from Tasha. I’d like to say I wanted to find them so I could find her like Vince wanted me to, but if I was being honest with myself, it was strictly because I wanted to know what was in them and if they were having a relationship.

      I grabbed the keys and slipped them into my bag.

      “I wanted to make sure Mac was occupied before I gave this to you.” Julia handed me an envelope. “Not that I want Grady to get mad at me for snooping, but I did a little digging around this morning and found Mac’s business plan for the condos. It appears as if he’s going to sell them as soon as he builds them. This could be a reason someone is trying to set him up.”

      Judging from the sound of Julia’s voice, she was on board with my sleuthing around, unlike my son.

      She looked over her shoulder. When she saw it was clear, she looked back at me. “I think he’s in financial trouble. He’s trying to pay off something, but it’s cryptic in the system.” She frowned. “I’m sorry I’m not more helpful today.”

      “Maybe this was why Chuck Shilling didn’t want to go through with the deal. He knew Mac was just going to turn it and make a profit, which wouldn’t be good for our community.” I tried to shrug off the gut punch, but I felt sick to my stomach. This was a whole different situation than just a murder.

      Julia excused herself again.

      That was when I headed out the door. It was still early enough that the front porch ladies might not be out, and that was probably best if I was going to sneak into Mac’s house.

      There was one problem. Rushing over to Mac’s house while he was at the office would put me off schedule for my delivery route, and when I was off schedule, it made for cranky customers. Literally, I had customers who sat next to their window or even greeted me on the street. I was willing to have cranky customers so I headed right on over there.

      I knew my little duck friend would hear me when I crossed the bridge to head on over to Little Creek Road, so I grabbed the extra slice of bread I’d taken from home and tossed it into the creek after I heard him give a few quacks.

      “I can’t hang out this morning,” I told the duck. “I’ve got a murder to solve. And don’t swim down to the other bridge, because I won’t be there for a while.”

      I laughed and wondered if Iris was right about me needing some sort of companionship. The extent of my day consisted of talking to a duck.

      The entire street was still asleep. The small frosted globes on the front porches next to the doors were glowing in a line when I looked down the row of houses. I was glad to see Mac didn’t have his front porch light on, because the darkness would make it much easier to slip in without being seen.

      It was the creaky gate that generally got the neighborhood dogs barking or the ears of the front porch ladies to perk up. I slowly opened the gate and tried to push up or down on it to lessen the noise. I made sure I didn’t make any sudden moves in case someone was watching out their windows and saw my shadow. I wore big thick-soled shoes for walking, so I knew those would be nice and quiet as I tiptoed up to the front porch. It was then that I darted up the stairs, confident I hadn’t been seen.

      The key was ready in my hand, and I jammed it into the lock. Inside, it was completely dark, so I dragged my phone out of my pocket and hit the flashlight feature. I set my mailbag on the floor next to the front door so I didn’t have to lug the thing.

      The wooden blinds on all the windows were shut, so I wasn’t worried about someone seeing my flashlight.

      “What are we looking for?”

      The shaky voice startled me.

      “Oh my gosh! Harriette!” I saw her standing in the open front door when I turned the phone flashlight on her. “You scared me.”

      “You scared me sneaking through Mac’s gate like that.” She put a hand on her waist. Her housecoat swung from side to side. “So, what are we looking for?”

      “Letters.” I walked over and hurried her past the threshold so I could shut the door. I did take a quick look outside to see if any of her other friends would be joining us. “Letters from Tasha.”

      “That woman he’s been dating?” she asked. I nodded. “Why?”

      “She might have some information that’ll help Mac. She was with him the night of Chuck’s murder, and she’s his alibi. Only he can’t get in touch with her. Tim Crouse said her phone has been disconnected. I also heard Chuck, Mac, and Tasha were all at Madame’s after they had the fight you saw.”

      “Then I reckon we better get to looking.” She pointed to Mac’s home office that just so happened to be located on Harriette’s neighboring side. “He works in here a lot, and I’ve seen him open his mail in here a time or two.”

      I shot her a questioning look.

      “What?” She shrugged and pushed past me. “I like to know my neighbors are safe, and if I’m outside on my porch or sitting at my kitchen table, I can’t help it if I can see over here. Do you want me to wear blinders?”

      “Did I say anything?” I asked and followed her into the office. “If you can help me find Tasha, then it’s all good.”

      Harriette was already opening and shutting the drawers of the desk. There were a lot of rolled-up building plans in the corner of the room next to what he called his planning desk, which had a cantilevered top with an overhead lamp clamped to the edge of it.

      “This looks like her.” Harriette picked up a photo showing Mac laughing next to a younger woman. “They look a lot younger, but I’m sure that’s her.”

      I took the photo and was surprised at how young Tasha looked.

      “I thought you said she was young.” I couldn’t help but see the big smile on Mac’s face.

      “She is young.” She snapped the photo out of my hands. “Hell, you’re young compared to me.”

      “So she’s my age?” I asked, putting pieces together. Harriette hummed out a yes. “I bet she and Mac went to college together. Richard said Mac was never at a loss for women.” I stood there and contemplated whether I’d ever heard Richard mention a Tasha, but I didn’t recall.

      “Here we go.” Harriette had opened a closet door and taken out a shoe box. “Lots of letters in here.”

      She brought the box over to the desk.

      “Gosh, it seems so personal to look through these.” I picked up the letters and cards. There were happy birthday cards. Always signed with big X’s and O’s. There were even some with lipstick kisses on them. I shuffled through them.

      “Is there a return address?” I asked when I noticed none of them had envelopes.

      “Just the cards and letters.” Harriette was busy reading the letters. “I had no idea Mac was going to visit this woman so much.”

      “You should know,” I said under my breath and put the cards I’d read back into the box. “I have another letter from her for today’s delivery.”

      “What is the return address?” Harriette asked.

      “There isn’t one. Only a postmark from Tennessee. It’s a broad city stamp that would cover miles of homes.” I shrugged.

      “This woman must’ve been married before. That’s the woman I saw him fighting with.” Harriette had found a photo at the bottom of the shoe box. The photo was of Tasha, Mac, and a little girl.

      “I wonder if she got married after college and over the past few years had gotten divorced. He has been so worried about me and Grady that he didn’t want to tell us.” My stomach dropped, and I felt terrible. I’d been so wrapped up in my life and had not even thought about Mac and his needs. “He’s always put everything on the line for me and Grady. This is why I have to find Tasha. According to Mac, he claims she won’t be coming around anymore, but she’s just our ticket to figuring this out and getting on the road to the real killer.”

      I held the photo in my grip and stared at it a little longer. Mac had always been good with Grady when he was little. I could only imagine how he’d been with Tasha’s daughter. Tasha had shoulder-length brown hair and big brown eyes. Her daughter looked just like her.

      “Are you going to ask him about it?” Harriette asked.

      “No. I only want to find her first so he’s got a solid alibi and witness. After she comes forward, I’ll let him go and live his life.” It was a vision I had to come to terms with. “Richard never left Mac in charge of his family.”

      “We all love you and Grady.” Harriette put the cards and letter back in the box. “We need to put these back where we found them.”

      “Don’t tell anyone we were in here, or Angela will arrest us for not only breaking and entering but also tampering with evidence,” I told her.

      “You talking about all those old coots?” She referred to the front porch ladies. “They can’t hardly hear anything I tell them.”

      Harriette and I snuck back out of Mac’s house. When she took a right into her gate, I quickly moved down Little Creek Road, delivering the mail as quickly as my legs would carry me.

      “Hey, Buster.” I flipped him a treat before he could start barking and wake up the neighbors. “How are you?” I asked him after he gobbled up the treat and came back to the fence for another one.

      “You’re early.” Mr. Macum opened the door, scaring me half to death. “Thanks for the stamps yesterday.”

      “You’re welcome.” I handed him the junk mail. “I’m early because I’m trying to help out my friend Mac.”

      Then it dawned on me. I looked at Mr. Macum and twirled around to look at the bridge right across the street from his house.

      “Mr. Macum, did you hear or see anything on Thursday night?” I asked.

      “Nope. I keep to myself.” He gave a hard nod.

      “Yes. I understand that, but I don’t know if you know, but yesterday…”

      “You found that man’s body.” He must’ve seen the commotion. “I just like to keep to myself.”

      “Yes, but my friend Mac Tabor, your neighbor…”

      “The man who is buying the country club to build all those condos? We’ve got enough traffic in this town as it is. We don’t need any stinking condos and more people.” He looked at the sign in his yard.

      “Well, that’s not what I was going to say, but you do have a point. Really, I just wanted to know if you saw anything funny or suspicious or heard a gunshot?” I asked. When I noticed he wasn’t budging, I said, “My friend Mac’s life depends on it. I don’t think he did it, but he’s going to be charged with murder.”

      “It’s none of my business. I voted for Angela Hafley as sheriff, and I think she’ll do a fine job of figuring out who killed that man.” He patted his leg, and Buster came running up and into the house. “Have a good day. Don’t catch a cold.”
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      Between Mr. Macum not wanting to be of any help and my not finding Tasha’s mailing address, it appeared my efforts on Little Creek Road had been futile.

      I went back to Main Street, where I finished up the shops’ deliveries. Iris did have a lot of outgoing mail, but she wasn’t in, so I couldn’t tell her about what Harriette and I had found out about all of Tasha’s love letters.

      I’d also decided not to return to Tabor Architects with the key. I figured I’d be able to disguise it in the mail on Monday, hoping they’d think they’d just overlooked it if they’d been looking for it.

      “Good morning!” I sorted the diner’s mail on the way through the door. I gave the bills to my dad and the junk to my mama. I sat down on the stool and put my mailbag on the floor. “How’s it going?”

      “We’re all fine. Just fine.” Mama looked over her shoulder. She cut a slice of her homemade Southern pecan butter bread, put it on a plate, and slapped some butter on top to melt. “How’s Mac?” She set the plate in front of me. “You need to eat.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I didn’t even bother using a fork; I just pinched off pieces and washed them down with a hot cup of coffee Mama also sat in front of me.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to him this morning.” I took another sip.

      “He went in early. I seen him with a coffee from the Roasted Bean, and shortly after, Julia ran out, saying something about fielding phone calls this morning.” Mama leaned on the counter and folded her arms, eyeballing me to make sure I was going to eat all of the big slice of bread she had given me.

      “I’ve been doing some digging around.” I knew my mama wasn’t going to like what I was doing.

      “What? We try to keep things swept under the rug.” She lifted a brow.

      “I told Mac I’d keep my eyes and ears open to see if there are any rumblings about who else could possibly want to kill Chuck Shilling.” I pinched off another piece of bread and stuck it in my mouth, letting the buttery goodness take over my senses. It was a much-needed stress relief.

      “I like Mac. He’s done good by you and my grandbaby.” She leaned in a little more, topping off my coffee. It was her way of making me hang around a little longer. “Audrey came in, and she said she was actively looking for another job. I asked her why, figuring the country club would go off the market since Chuck was, well, you know, and thinking that his demise killed the deal.” Mama shook her head. “Nope. She said the club was going to have to close because it was bankrupt and everyone is jumping ship. Including Kenneth Simpson. He hasn’t showed up to any of his clients’ golf lessons. They are demanding their money back.”

      “Did you give Audrey a job?” I asked, knowing Mama had been wanting to get out of the kitchen a little more. But when one owned a restaurant, it was a twenty-four-hour gig. I knew this well, because I had worked in the diner since I could walk.

      “Thinking on it.” She grabbed my empty plate.

      “Thank you, that was good.” I took another drink of my coffee and wiped my mouth. I picked up the now-much-lighter mailbag and stood up, tossing it over my shoulder. “I know you hear a lot of gossip, so let me know if you hear anything.”

      “As long as you don’t do anything to get you in trouble.” She gave me the Mom look, which proved one was never too old to get the Mom look.

      “I won’t.” I gave her a hug. “I’ll see you and Dad tomorrow night for supper,” I reminded her before I headed to the General Store to get Vince’s burner phone from Gill.

      “Mornin’!” Gill lifted his head from the morning paper on the counter. “I got some mail for ya.” Gill was a good ol’ boy who wore overalls and boots. He was about my parents’ age.

      “I’ve got some for you too.” I weaved in and out of the standing displays. “And I need one of those phones you add minutes to.”

      “Ahhh…” He lifted a brow. “Anyone I know?”

      “Huh?”

      “Most people come in here to get these phones to disguise who they are talking to.” He reached behind him and took a phone off the hook before he rang it up.

      I wasn’t about to tell him it was for Vince and some FBI sleuthing, but I did want to know about the spray paint. “I’m looking for some information on spray paint. Has anyone come in to buy some?”

      “Everyone who has a kid at Sugar Creek Gap High. They all came in here and bought all the brown, red, and gold paint to make all those signs for the game. Poor Ashley Williams was a little too late.”

      When he laughed, my ears perked up. Ashley Williams was the last person on my suspect list.

      “Oh no. What happened?” I questioned, laying it on thick as if I really cared that poor Ashley didn’t get the Grizzly colors. I took out my wallet and handed him the cash for the phone.

      “Well, she said she was making some signs for the game, but the only color I had to give her was orange.”

      “Did you say she bought orange spray paint?” My gut dropped. Angela had said someone had spray-painted the country club with orange spray paint.

      “She bought me out of that color too.” He held the phone out to me. “Said it was the closest color to red we had and it’d be fine for what she was going to do with it.”

      “Thanks, Gill.” I bounced on my toes. “You’ve been a big help.”

      He muttered something when I hurried out the door, but I didn’t stay to hear it. Ashley Williams had not only spray-painted the country club to make it look like Mac did it, she’d framed him for murder!
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      “And how did Ashley get Mac’s gun?” Angela crossed her arms and let out a deep sigh.

      When I left the General Store, I went straight to the sheriff’s department with the news about Ashley buying all the spray paint.

      “I don’t know that, but I do know Ashley bought Gill Tillett out of orange spray paint.” I was handing her this information on a platter, but she wasn’t too impressed.

      She uncurled her arms and pushed herself off the edge of her desk, grabbing the phone behind her.

      “Vita,” Angela said to Vita Dickens, the dispatch operator for the department. “Can you send out a deputy to talk to Ashley Williams and question her about the orange spray paint she bought at the General Store?”

      She let out a few ahs, huns, and hms before she hung up the phone. “Happy?” she asked me.

      “Yes. Thank you.” I nodded. “I understand Kenneth Simpson has an alibi. What about Dennis Kuntz?”

      “Why, Bernadette Butler, if I didn’t have this here badge resting on my chest, I’d’ve thought you were elected sheriff of Sugar Creek Gap.” It was not only apparent in her tone but written all over her face that she didn’t like my line of questioning.

      “I’m really just trying to help out Mac.” I thought she’d understand.

      “He’s got a lawyer for that. The best thing you can do for him is to be his friend.” She said that as if there was some more evidence against Mac that I didn’t know of. “Thank you for letting us know about the orange spray paint. We will check that out.”

      “Did you find any spray paint at Mac’s house?” I asked before she pointed to the door.

      My phone rang as I was leaving the department.

      “Iris, I think Ashley might be the killer,” I said in a hushed tone as I rushed past a group of reporters in the courthouse as I tried to get to the front door.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “I’m just leaving the courthouse and going to rush to deliver the rest of my route.” I wrapped the scarf more tightly around my neck. The gray clouds had started to take over the day and bring a rush of cold air in with them.

      “While I was delivering some pies today, all the talk was about the country club and Chuck. Someone told me they’d heard Ashley had cornered Chuck at Madame’s.” I nearly dropped the phone as she talked. “You come right over to Pie in the Face after your deliveries, and we’ll go have a cocktail at Madame’s.”

      Iris didn’t have to say it out loud, but I knew she meant we were going to go see if anyone wanted to tell us anything.

      “Yeah. I’ll buy.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I headed to the east neighborhoods, where they had mailboxes on the street that made my job a lot easier.

      Even though the temperature was getting cooler by the minute, the fast pace I was keeping actually was making me sweat.

      “Are you okay?” Vince asked when I stopped by his condo to drop off the phone before meeting Iris.

      “I’m fine. You aren’t going to believe everything I found out today.”

      He ushered me in.

      “Kenneth Simpson was out of town, and Ashley Williams is behind the country club spray-painting job.”

      He already knew.

      “How?” I asked as I took the phone from my bag.

      “I told you I had ways.” He winked and took the phone. “I have a friend who likes to play golf. He lives on the thirteenth tee. I called him up and asked him to send me his Ring Doorbell footage. It showed her perfectly. I sent it to the sheriff, and she asked me if I’d talked to you.”

      We laughed.

      “Yeah, she gave me a hard time after Gill told me Ashley bought the orange spray paint.” I shook my head.

      “I even had my buddy go over to Ashley’s house and look in her garbage cans. Nothing, but…” A big smile crossed Vince’s lips when he hesitated. “He went to the country club dumpster and found all the empty orange cans.”

      “That means Mac is cleared.” I brought my hands up to my face. Tears stung my eyes.

      “Only on the spray-paint charges.” His news busted my bubble. “Unfortunately, Ashley lawyered up when the deputy brought her in. Some fancy attorney from somewhere else. He won’t even be here until Monday.”

      “Are they holding her?” I questioned.

      “It seems like they are for twenty-four hours.” He shook his head. “I’m just not sure how she got Mac’s gun.”

      That was the million-dollar question.

      “For now, I think you need to keep looking into things. I’m still trying to get into the nursing home security system to see what time Dennis Kuntz left Thursday after visiting his mother. I’m a little rusty with all this new technology.” He tapped his temple with his crooked finger. “I’ll get it, though.”

      “Iris and I are going to Madame’s, because Iris heard Ashley and Chuck had an argument there. So we are going to go and see if anyone heard them.” I hiked the strap of the empty mailbag up on my shoulder.

      “Let me get my coat.” Vince turned around.

      “You’re not going,” I told him.

      “I told you this morning I’ve always wanted to get an Uber there, so I’m going.”

      He wasn’t about to take no for an answer.
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      “And how did she rope you into this?” Iris was cleaning out the ovens at Pie in the Face, as she did every night before she went home.

      Vince was busy shuffling in front of the bakery display case while licking his lips. “Pies, pies, and more pies.” His eyes were glazed over. “These all look so good.”

      “I didn’t rope him into anything.” I moved around the counter. “Which one do you want?” I asked Vince.

      He lifted his hand and pointed to the silk pie then shook his head and pointed to the lemon Philly pie.

      “What if we give you a piece of each and you can take one home?” I smiled when his eyes lit up. “I’ll pay,” I said after I heard Iris give a little harrumph.

      “I was the one who exposed Ashley Williams as the one who spray-painted the golf course.” Vince took the plate with the slice of lemon Philly on it and sat down at one of the few café tables in the middle of the bakery. He left out the part about his FBI background and the people he knew.

      “Do they think she killed Chuck? Because if they do, we don’t need to go to Madame’s.” Iris made a good point. “Though I could use a drink.” She made another good point, so we all agreed and helped her finish cleaning up.

      Well, I helped her clean up. Vince only cleaned his plate. He didn’t leave a single morsel of pie on it.

      Madame’s wasn’t the kind of bar I’d ever step foot in. It wasn’t that I was too good for it, but it was a rocker bar with loud jukebox rock-and-roll music. Give me a good old country song or even a pop song to bebop too and I was happy-go-lucky. This rock music and chicks in leather were not what I’d thought Mac was all about, but as I was finding out more and more, Mac was nothing like I’d thought he was.

      Not only that, but it was smoky.

      “I thought there was no more smoking in bars.” I fanned my hand in front of my face, not only to catch a breath but to part the smoke so I could see.

      “What can I get ya?” The burly man behind the bar had on a leather cap, a short-sleeved heavy-metal-band shirt, and a leather vest.

      “We’ll have three beers.” I held up three fingers in hopes he was reading lips, because I could barely hear myself think above the blaring screams of the singer much less hear my own voice.

      He must’ve understood me, because he came back with three bottles of beer, though I’d never said which kind. We didn’t care. I played with a book of matches while the three of us sat there like bumps on a log.

      “I’ve not seen a book of matches in years.” Iris took one of the packs and slipped it into her purse.

      “Me either.” I looked at the logo of Madame’s and ran my finger across it.

      “So, why are you really here?” The bartender slung a couple of shots back while he waited for the three of us to answer. “It’s not every day we see two middle-aged women and an old man come in here. We have regulars.”

      “We are looking for some answers.” Iris was beating around the bush.

      “Specifically this guy.” I took my phone out and showed him a photo of Mac and Grady. “The guy on the right.”

      “Yeah. He was in here a few nights ago. What about him?” he asked.

      “I’m a good friend of his and …”

      “I’m not ratting the guy out if that’s what you wanted to know.” He waved his hands in front of him before he took the wet towel and wiped down the bar top.

      “No. In fact, he’s being accused of murder, and we’re trying to find other suspects to help clear him.”

      I wasn’t sure if he believed me.

      “And we want to know if you saw this guy.” Vince pulled out a newspaper clipping with Chuck’s photo.

      Iris and I looked at him, both thinking it was odd he’d brought a newspaper clipping.

      “I’m old-school. Remember?” He laughed and set the piece of newspaper on the bar. “This is the guy Mac Tabor is accused of killing, and we think it was the girl with him that did it.”

      “Dude.” The bartender nodded. “I saw this on the TV. I was wondering how I recognized his face. When you put both of their photos together, I remember.” He continued to nod. “Yeah. They sat right over there.” He pointed to the far end of the bar. “This lady with brown hair to here. Loud.” He’d described Ashley to a T. “Yeah. Her and that guy got into a fight. They ended up leaving together.”

      “What about him?” I asked and showed him my phone again with Mac’s photo.

      “He left in an Uber way before them. He was smashed drunk.” The bartender laughed. “I had to quit serving him. Dude was off the charts.”

      “Looks like we have some eyewitnesses here that say Ashley left with Chuck.”

      It was a great lead, and if the hour weren’t so late, I would have called the department and had them come up here to talk to the bartender, but I figured Ashley was already in custody for twenty-four hours.

      “Would you be willing to identify them to the Sugar Creek Gap sheriff?”

      Vince took the whole sleuthing thing to a whole new level. I sat there in awe as he worked the young man into exactly what he wanted to.

      By the time we’d finished our beers, Vince had gotten the guy to agree to meet him down at the department tomorrow afternoon after the bartender woke up.

      “That was amazing.” I gasped for air after we walked out.

      “It was a cool place.”

      Iris was off her rocker.

      “No, I meant how Vince handled that guy back there.” I rolled my eyes and got into Iris’s passenger seat in the back, giving the front to Vince.

      “Just years of shaking people down.” Vince took pride in his former profession.

      “Let’s see what we’ve come up with.” I pulled my phone out and started to go back through my notes. “We can cross Kenneth Simpson off the list because he’s got a solid alibi, being out of town on an interview, along with Tim Crouse’s statement.”

      I used the back button to erase Kenneth from my notes.

      “Poor Mac. I still can’t explain how someone got his gun unless Ashley slipped in there.” I frowned when I realized I couldn’t technically take him off the list, but even deeper was the hurt that I truly felt that I didn’t know the real Mac Tabor.

      “Dennis Kuntz?” I questioned Vince.

      “Yep. I got the footage. I even went to the night-shift nurses’ station to ask to make sure I was right.” Vince turned his chin slightly to the left as he spoke so I could hear him. “He fell asleep at his mom’s on Thursday night, and when he woke up, it was too late to go home, so he stayed there. Video cameras show it, so he’s off the list.”

      “That leaves Ashley Williams, who has motive because she lives in the neighborhood and wants the best for her daughter. I’d kill for Grady.” It was a sad but true statement. A mother’s love would go up against practically anything. “And if that wasn’t enough, she tried to set Mac up for the spray-painting, she verbally threatened him in public, and she was seen leaving with Chuck right before he was murdered.”

      “Leading him back to Little Creek Road so it looked like Mac did it.” Iris smacked the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. “If Mac was as hammered as the bartender said, do you think Ashley could’ve gone in his house and taken the gun?”

      “She shot Chuck on the bridge. He fell over and then she tossed the gun in the bushes after she cleaned it off.” Vince finished up the theory.

      I typed away in my notes under her name.

      “All of this could be possible.” I nodded. “I’ll send these notes to your phone in a text so you can give them to Angela.”

      “You don’t want to meet us down there?” Vince asked.

      Iris was pulling up to his condo.

      “I’ve got a full day off work, and I plan to clean and cook for my family,” I told him before he got out. “But let me know what happens.”

      “Oh, I will.” He bent down into the car. “You know what, I hate how someone died, but I have to say that I’ve had a lot of fun dipping my toe back into the investigation work.”

      “I hope all this work is to help Mac out and not hurt him worse.” I couldn’t help but think all the snooping we’d done here and there was for nothing.
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      I wasn’t sure if it was the relief I felt after the bartender had identified Ashley not only arguing with Chuck but leaving the bar with him that I had a sense of peace that all was going to be good for Mac. But the last thing I remembered was snuggling Rowena on the couch with my phone in hand so I could call Mac to tell him what we had found out.

      It wasn’t until Rowena had practically smacked me awake to feed her that I realized it was morning.

      Instead of calling and giving Mac the good news, I simply included him in the family text that I was going to be cooking our favorite shrimp-and-sausage gumbo for supper and to be here by five p.m.

      With a few cups of coffee down me and a nice hot shower, I ran to the grocery store and picked up the hot sausage, shrimp, crushed tomatoes, tomato sauce, onions, okra, and frozen vegetables along with a couple of bags of rice. Of course, I had to make my famous cheesecake-stuffed pumpkin bread, too. It was Mac’s favorite, and I was seeing our supper as a little celebration of his not being a murder suspect.

      I’d leave all the questions I had about his relationship with Tasha for another day. Today was a time to celebrate, because according to Vince’s burner-phone text message, he and the bartender were on their way to the sheriff’s department.

      I pulled the truck into my driveway and pulled a little too hard on the paper bag, ripping the bottom out of it. I reached down to the floorboard and grabbed my empty mailbag and threw the groceries in it, carefully balancing the other paper sacks so it didn’t tear apart.

      “Hello, Rowena,” I greeted my little girl, practically tripping over her as she rubbed against me. “Let me get these groceries put away, and we will play.”

      Since I was gone all day long, I really did try to spend as much time as possible playing with Rowena on the weekends. She loved the little feather-on-a-stick toy the ladies at the nursing home had made during one of their crafting classes.

      I took the food out of the mailbag first, because the last thing I needed was a stinky mailbag tomorrow.

      “What is that?” I reached the bottom of the bag and noticed a letter. “Mac,” I groaned when I realized it was the letter from Tasha I was supposed to deliver when I decided to break and enter instead. “Well, he won’t realize the date.” I put it back in the mailbag to deliver with tomorrow’s mail.

      The letter kept coming back into my brain as my eyes focused on the bag lying on my kitchen table.

      “No. We can’t look,” I told Rowena as if she was going to agree with me. “It’s not our mail.”

      She jumped up on the table and lay on my bag as if she was telling me to open it.

      “No. It’s illegal, and I could get fired.” I looked at her eyes. “I know. No one would know. Tasha would think it got lost in the mail.” I flung the sausage back and forth as I reasoned it out, finally putting it in the refrigerator.

      Rowena let out a little meow as if she agreed.

      “And it’s not like the other letters she sent had anything in them.” I didn’t really recall any important information other than that she loved him and couldn’t wait to be together. “Is it?”

      Rowena stretched out. I stood there, gnawing the inside of my cheek, before I shooed her off the table. Before I even knew what I was doing, it was like the devil dove inside me, and I ripped that letter open.

      “Mac, I won’t be ignored,” I read out loud to Rowena. “Did you hear that? She won’t be ignored.” I read it so dramatically Rowena took special interest and sat up. “If you don’t come through with the money, I’ll be forced to tell everyone your big dark secret and then what will you do? Poor, poor you. Ellie will hate you. Can you live with that? If you don’t come by my house on Sunday, you can kiss everything about your secret little life goodbye.”

      I blinked.

      “She’s sending death threats through the postal service, Rowena. This is illegal.” I shook the letter. “This is my new address. Be there. I’m not kidding.”

      I eased down into the kitchen chair and put the letter on the table.

      “Seriously.” I ran my hand down Rowena’s back. “Do you think Mac killed Chuck? How much money are we talking here?”

      My mind reeled for about five minutes as I noodled what to do.

      “I think I’m going to go talk to her. Woman to woman.” I nodded at Rowena and grabbed my keys to the truck. “I’ll be back in time to fix supper.”

      I didn’t tell her Mac might not be there, depending on what I found out from Tasha. It would crush Rowena’s furry little heart.

      If I timed it just right by my phone GPS, I could get to Tasha’s house across the Tennessee line in about an hour, visit with her for an hour, and then be back on the road in plenty of time.

      The only thing I didn’t factor in was all those Tennessee mountains and how my GPS didn’t like them.

      “Hi.” I stopped at the next gas station and took the letter with the address of Tasha Linder with me to show to the attendant. “Do you know this address?” I asked the girl behind the counter.

      “Ms. Linder.” She nodded and smiled. “Why?”

      “Oh good, you do know her.” I put my hand up to my heart and pretended I was glad, though I really wanted to know what her big secret with Mac was. “I’m a long-time friend of hers from college.” I made sure I threw that in there because it was how Mac said he’d met her. “And we recently connected on Facebook, of all places, after all these years,” I lied. “And she gave me her address.” I flipped the letter over and showed her the address. “My GPS on my phone is having the hardest time finding her house in these mountains.”

      The girl took a long look at the scribbled address. She hesitated.

      “Can you point me in the right direction?” I put my hands together in a “pretty please” way.

      “I…” She hesitated again. “Sure. You’re gonna go out of the gas station right. Then the second left you’re gonna drive down this windy road until you come to a fork. There’s an old, run-down barn on the right. It’s got a red door. You ain’t gonna miss it. Go the opposite direction. Then you’re gonna come to a real old church with a big white steeple. Keep going past that until you see a bunch of donkeys on the left. Turn there.” My head was spinning with her directions. I grabbed the pen next to the cash register and tried to write down and remember the landmarks.

      “You’re gonna go up a big hill like a mountain, and there’s going to be a big steel gatehouse on the right. That’s not hers. Hers is the little cabin directly across from it. There’s an old blue Chevy Nova on cement blocks. That’s how you’ll know it’s her house.”

      “Thank you so much.” I smiled at the girl. “I truly appreciate it.” I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      “Ma’am.” The girl stopped me when I turned around.

      “Yes.” I answered without looking back at her.

      “My pen.”

      A sigh of relief waved through my body when I realized it was only the pen she wanted back and not to question me any more about Tasha.

      “Yes.” I held it up and slapped it onto the counter. “Thank you.”

      I hurried out the store and jumped into the truck.

      I drove the truck in and out of those curves, making sure to keep repeating the landmarks as I came to them.

      “Opposite direction,” I read out loud when I’d gotten to the fork in the road with the red-doored barn.

      The closer up the mountain to Tasha’s house I got, the faster my heart raced. There was a big secret between her and Mac that I needed to know, and maybe she’d be able to provide some sort of information to help me prove Mac didn’t kill Chuck. If Mac said he was with Tasha, I needed to get her to prove it even if Angela wasn’t making a great effort to do so.

      When I pulled in, Tasha was just getting out of her car.

      “Well, you aren’t Mac.” Tasha stood at the door. In one hand, she had a rolled-up McDonald’s sack, and with the other, she was gripping a little girl’s hand. “Let me introduce you to my and Richard’s daughter, Ellie.”

      Richard’s daughter. My mouth dried. My heart raced. Then a little bit of panic set in.

      “Ellie, this is Mac’s friend.” Tasha didn’t refer to me as Richard’s wife. She opened the front door, and they walked in. “Are you coming?”

      I gulped and, against my intuition, went in.

      “She and I have a little bit of business to discuss. Can you run over to the Basses’ and see if they have some sugar we can borrow for those brownies we are going to make for school tomorrow? You can eat along the way.” Tasha handed the food sack to the little girl.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      The little girl looked at me, and instantly I tried to find Richard in her but didn’t. My heart sank to my feet.

      “I might be a minute.” Ellie bounced up on her toes and kissed her mom. “I want to pet their new puppies.”

      “That’s fine. Just be home by ten.”

      When Tasha said that, I knew she wasn’t planning on baking any sort of brownies for school tomorrow. I looked at the clock on the wall next to the door. It made me nervous, because ten p.m. was a long ways away.

      The door closed behind the little girl. Tasha put her hand up for me not to move. She peeled back the curtain from the window and peered out. I could see the little girl skipping across the street to the large steel gate.

      “Now, we have some business to take care of.” She reached over and dropped her keys in the basket on the table beside the door. She slid open the drawer.

      “I was just coming by to ask if you’d please help me with Mac’s release for being accused of...” My jaw clenched, and my eyes focused on the gun in her hand. “Listen, I had no idea Richard…”

      “Are you stupid or something?” She waved the gun in front of her. “You think Richard had been coming to Tennessee every week on business? No.” She shook her head. “I met him years ago when a group of my friends and I went to a bar. Oh, he was on business. Then he made me his business.”

      “Are you telling me Richard had a relationship with you?” My head was so jumbled I couldn’t figure out if he’d had a one-night stand or a relationship, because she sure did sound like they’d had a relationship.

      Was I to believe her?

      “Please, put that gun away. You’re scaring me.” I started to realize there was more to this story than I knew.

      “Chuck Shilling overheard me and Mac arguing about money and Richard.” She waved the gun around all willy-nilly.

      “Money?”

      “Ellie deserves a life. Her daddy died.” She tapped the gun to her chest. “My Richard died, leaving us with nothing. I’ve worked hard over the past ten years to become the manager of Food City. It’s taken every bit of Richard’s inheritance and what I make to make ends meet.”

      “Inheritance?” I questioned then realized that all those letters Mac had been getting from the Tennessee address were actually to Richard. I bet Mac was giving them to Richard, and Richard was storing them at Mac’s. Mac’s financial problem was Tasha and Ellie, Richard’s problem.

      “First Federal every month puts in a lump sum of money in Ellie’s name. Only it stopped about three months ago. I started writing Mac since I didn’t have his phone number, and he refused to answer me. I even sent him a photo of Ellie, begging him to help us out and find out where the money had gone.” Tasha’s black eyes narrowed.

      It was then that I noticed her hair was cut exactly like Ashley Williams’s. The bartender had had it right. We’d had it wrong.

      “Come to find out, Mac had been putting money into an account so you and your little boy wouldn’t find out about us after Richard died,” her sordid tale continued.

      Then it hit me.

      “Richard paid for two families?” I just couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This would kill Grady.

      “You want to know how angry I was that night? I had to find a babysitter for Ellie so I could drive to Sugar Creek Gap to find Mac. Then Chuck Shilling showed up.”

      She’d already told me this, which made me think she was getting nervous and jumbling her thoughts.

      “I didn’t know about you so why are you going to hurt me?” Not that she’d hurt me yet, but judging by the situation, she looked as if she was going to.

      “Because you know!” she screamed. “And don’t play dumb with me!”

      “Okay, so I know.” I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about.

      “You think I can just let you leave here and go back to that nosy sheriff of yours and tell her Richard had a love child? She’d for sure connect the dots that I was the one who killed that old man.”

      My mouth went dry.

      “You killed Chuck?” I choked out. My eyes shifted back and forth as I tried to add this little nugget to all the other jumbled-up pieces in my head. “Why?”

      “You are an idiot. I just told you he overheard me and Mac arguing about the money.” She held up her free hand and rubbed the pads of her fingers and thumb together. “He was at Mac’s house discussing this big business venture. I busted in and started going off about the money from Richard stopping.”

      “Let me guess.” I frowned, and tears welled in my eyes. “Chuck figured out Richard had a child by you, Mac had been paying you to make it look like Richard had been, and he told Mac that if Mac didn’t drop buying the property, then he was going to expose Richard. All because he didn’t want Mac to turn around and sell the condos, giving you the money for Ellie to live on.” I blinked, and the tears fell. “Mac didn’t want Richard to look bad in the community, so they had a fight. He kicked Chuck out…”

      “He kicked Chuck out and then me. He said he had to think about it and that I should give him until the morning. But it wasn’t Richard he was trying to protect.” The disgust was written all over her face. “It was you.”

      “Me?”

      “Come on,” she snarled. “Richard even told me how Mac had a thing for this lady who had a kid and lived on a farm. Richard described you to a T, but the catch was that she was married. I had no idea he was talking about his own wife.” She was saying things I didn’t want to hear. “So I followed Chuck to a local bar. Got him all good and drunk, because I told Mac before I left his house that he was going to build those condos and give me a couple for income.

      “Mac was good and liquored up. I put him in an Uber, figuring I could talk Chuck into selling the country club, and when he wasn’t budging, I worked my magic on him. I knew exactly where Mac kept his gun, and it was easy to hit on old Chuck, making him think he was going to get a little.” She was enjoying every second of this.

      I was having a hard time catching my breath. I bent over and placed my hands on my knees.

      “Lord, you’re gonna keel over, and I’m not going to have to kill you myself.” Her tone told me she was pretty pleased with the reaction I was having.

      Only…

      I knew this feeling all too well. The first time I’d had it was when Richard and I took Grady on his first vacation to Florida. We drove over a long bridge across the bay to get to our hotel. I could hardly breathe driving over the bridge in fear we were going to plunge to our deaths. It was my first panic attack. There were a few more here and there, but nothing like the one I’d had when I was told Richard was dead.

      “Please just give me some water before you let me die here.” I gasped and eased myself down onto a chair before I truly did pass out.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone coming out of a heart attack with a drink of water.” She shrugged.

      With blurry vision, I watched as she went into her kitchen.

      My chest heaved as I tried to take deep breaths and get myself out of this panic attack. It was as if nothing was real around me, but I knew if I could think of something I might get out of this situation.

      That’s a blue couch. That’s a blue couch. That’s a blue rug. I repeated the things I saw that were blue. I’d had enough therapy to learn that when I was having a panic attack, if I focused on something that was real, like a color, I was able to distinguish that the feelings caused by the panic attack weren’t real.

      Just as I heard her turn off the water faucet, I looked behind me to see if there was a weapon or fireplace poker or something. There was a baton. It had to be Ellie’s. It wasn’t one of the full-sized ones but a smaller one.

      Slowly, I dragged it over to me and slid it under my thigh.

      “Please call the ambulance,” I begged Tasha for good measure, though I was feeling much better.

      As she got closer, I noticed the gun wasn’t in her hands. I figured she’d put it down in the kitchen, possibly thinking she didn’t need it because I was dying of what she thought was a heart attack.

      Think again.

      With a shaky hand, I reached up to get the water at the same time I gripped the baton under my leg and swung it up to meet Tasha’s skull.

      I jumped up, dropping the glass, and watched her go down in slow motion.

      She didn’t move. She was knocked out cold.

      I ran over to the door where I’d seen the shoes and jump rope. I knew I had to get her tied up so I could call 9-1-1.

      With her bound by the jump rope, I walked to the kitchen, where I found the gun. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed 9-1-1, picking up the gun with the phone tucked in between my shoulder and ear.

      “Yes. Please, I need help. Someone has tried to kill me.” I rattled off the address.

      Exhausted.

      I slid down the door with the gun pointed at Tasha until I heard sirens barreling up through the mountains.

      “Bernie! Where are you?”

      I jumped up when I heard Mac calling my name. I jerked the door open.

      “Mac!” I dropped the gun and ran into his open arms. I was mad at him for keeping Richard’s secret, but I was so glad to see him.

      Sheriff Angela Hafley appeared out of nowhere. “Where is she?”

      “Inside.”

      I looked around and noticed Angela’s sheriff car. Confused, I looked back at Mac. “How did you find me?”

      “Mr. Macum of all people.” Mac smiled and dragged me back into his arms, running his hand down my hair. “He saw someone who looked a whole lot like Tasha on the bridge with Chuck. He said both of them looked drunk and as if they were having a lovers’ quarrel. Buster was barking the whole time they were fighting. He said he’d not paid any attention to it until you mentioned it to him when you were delivering his mail. He has one of the Ring Doorbells and looked back at the footage. As soon as Tasha shot him, Buster barked, but Mr. Macum doesn’t hear very well and he’d just taken off his hearing aids.”

      I smiled. Tears of relief rolled down my face.

      Another Sheriff cruiser and an ambulance pulled up. The first responders ran into the house. Angela walked outside and talked to the officer.

      “When you weren’t home for Sunday supper, everyone knew something was wrong. I went to the sheriff’s department to report you missing. Angela is the one who asked me if she thought Tasha might have you, but I had no idea where she moved.” He drew back and looked down at me. Tears clung to his bottom eyelids.

      “Uncle Mac?” Ellie was standing behind us with the neighbor. “What is going on with Mommy?”

      Mac looked at me and then back to Ellie. He dropped his arms from around me and walked over to kneel in front of her.

      “She’s okay, Ellie Belly.” He reached out and tickled her stomach.

      “Why don’t we go back to my house, and you stay the night until your mommy feels better.” The neighbor and Mac looked at each other.

      “Yeah. That’s a great idea.” Mac planted a big grin on his face for the little girl and nodded.

      “A sleepover?” Ellie was innocent in this entire mess and had no idea what was going on.

      “Yeah. A sleepover.” The neighbor grabbed Ellie by the hand.

      “Bye, Uncle Mac.” Ellie waved and went with the neighbor.

      “I guess you know about Ellie now.” Mac’s big smile was long gone. “I’m not sure she’s Richard’s, but Tasha claimed she is.”

      “So this was Richard’s Tennessee business?” I could hardly believe I was saying these words.

      “He and Tasha had been together a really long time. They met when he came to see me, and I’m sorry.” His voice cracked. “I’m so sorry. I tried to tell Richard…”

      “I don’t want to hear any more excuses.” I watched Ellie cross the street. My heart broke for that little girl. “Her dad is dead, and now her mother will go to prison for murder.”

      “Tasha has a long history of telling lies to keep Richard. They’d not seen each other for a few months because Richard tried to break it off.” As Mac told me about Richard’s affair, I did recall that a few months before he died, he was home more than he’d ever been. “She told Richard she was pregnant with his baby. He was sick over it. Richard had set me up with an account to make sure money was funneled weekly to Tasha. When he died, I should’ve come clean, but I took over his payments and kept giving her money. I’m not even sure if Ellie is his kid.”

      “The business plan for the condos.” I gasped. “The debt you owed was to Tasha.”

      It was becoming very clear the steps Mac took to make sure he kept Richard’s secret.

      “Yeah. She was going to tell you and Grady. I just couldn’t do that.”

      “Richard didn’t deserve you as a friend.” I was so mad the tears poured out.

      “No. Not Richard. You. I couldn’t do that to you.” His eyes searched my face. “Richard didn’t deserve you. Tasha put a strain on our relationship. You. You.” He gulped. “Bernadette, if you’ve not noticed, I’ve been single since the day I met you.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I blinked past the tears.

      “I’ve been single all these years because no woman has ever been able to stand up against how I feel about you.” He cupped his hand around my face and used the pads of his thumbs to wipe away my tears. “Richard knew I’ve been in love with you since the day you two started dating.”

      I blinked, trying to process what I was hearing.

      “Did you think I really wanted to take the country club? It was the only land available for me to make money on and pay Tasha to keep her mouth shut. Madame’s? Do you honestly think I’d go there? No. Tasha likes hard rock, and it was to keep her mouth shut.” His hands slid from my face to my arms. “Can’t you see that it was all for you?”

      He pulled me to him. I melted into his body as he brought his lips to mine and sealed his words with a kiss that sent an electric shock wave to my tiptoes.

      “I’ve seen it all now.” Angela walked past with Tasha Linder in handcuffs, taking her to her car. “Mac Tabor  saved the country club, solved a murder, and stole Widow Butler’s heart all in one day.” She snickered. “We got someone to drive your truck back to Sugar Creek Gap, Bernadette.”

      I was glad Angela knew I was in no shape to drive.

      “Saved the country club?” I questioned Mac.

      “Yeah. I figured I might as well put the money into the country club restaurant and pool instead of tearing everything down just to build some condos.”

      I started to see a glimpse of the old Mac I had known just two days ago—the real Mac Tabor.

      “Ashley Williams agreed she’d get the city council to help the neighbors pass a homeowners’ association fee so we won’t be in this mess again.”

      “Widow Butler? Is that what people call me?”

      “Not anymore if I can help it.” Mac wrapped his arm around me and walked me to his car, and I knew he was going to take me home. “Let’s get you home so you can make that gumbo for all the folks waiting at your house.”

      The entire way home, I stared out the window. I wasn’t sure what my future with Mac was, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to tell Grady he might have a little sister, but there was one thing I knew for sure.

      Mac had been right. There was a houseful of people who loved me and were waiting for me when I got home. And I couldn’t wait to get there into their warm embrace, exactly where I belonged.
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      The bell over the door tinkled to let me know I had a customer.  I slammed shut the France on a Shoestring guidebook I had been reading and shoved it under the counter.

      “Ooo!  It is so cute in here!” the woman squealed to her friend.

      She was in her early fifties and had perfectly bobbed and highlighted hair.  From her clothes, I could tell she wasn’t from around here.  Everything she wore screamed high end, the kind of casual elegance you only get shopping at boutiques where a pair of flip-flops will set you back a few hundred bucks.  The locals of Seaside bought things from catalogs and then, to save money on shipping, waited six weeks to get it so by the time it arrived, it was already out of fashion.  Not that it was fashionable in the first place.

      My name is Paige Comber.  I'm not local, either.  Well, sort of.  My granny owns the Bitter Beans Coffee & Bookshop.  It is a sweet little place housed inside of an historic wooden building with a western-y looking false-front.  It has the vibe of an old-timey general store—wooden floors, wooden walls, wooden shelves, wooden tables, and wooden chairs.  The shop smelled of coffee and cinnamon and new books.

      Bitter Beans is located in beautiful, sunny Seaside, a small town on an abandoned stretch of coast on an all but abandoned island.  You could only get here by ferry and, truth be told, aside from the mean espresso I knew how to brew, I'm not exactly sure why anyone would bother.

      Back in the day, Seaside was an old fishing village.  There was a cannery that closed, and then the rest of the industry moved on, too.  There was some rugged backwoods, if you were into camping; a couple of places to moor your boat, if you were sailing around the world or something; and then just the little village where I was doomed to spend an unending summer.  I had already been here two weeks and was about to lose my mind.

      But as I looked at the two women, I knew these were bona fide tourists.  The days of opening the shop and seeing no one except the other shopkeepers were at an end.  It was like spotting the first crocus of spring!  Tourist season was beginning!

      “This is just the cutest little shop!  And look at this!” said the first woman, picking up a pewter fountain pen-and-ink set.

      Granny handpicked all of the knickknacks in the shop.  She said she liked to "inspire dreamers."  All I cared about was if I could inspire them to buy a cup of coffee so I wouldn't have to face Granny with an empty till.

      “May I help you ladies with anything?” I asked.

      “Ooo!  This is just the CUTEST shop!” she gushed again, putting the ink set down.  "I have ALWAYS wanted to have a bookshop.  With a coffee bar!  And in such a CUTE little town!”

      “They say we make the best cinnamon buns on the island.  Can I tempt you?” I pressed, going in for the hard sell with a hopeful smile.

      “Oh no.  We’re just browsing,” she replied.  She picked up a book about the history of Seaside and bent the cover so far back, there was no way we were ever going to be able to offload it.

      It took everything in me not to snatch that poor book out of her hands and whisper to its broken little spine that it was going to be okay.  Instead, I just gritted my teeth and plastered a grin across my face.  “Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

      She set the book back on the shelf, not even bothering to put it where it belonged, and turned to me as if the thought JUST occurred to her.  “Oh!  I'm TOTALLY going to buy something, but do you have a restroom?”

      I pointed to the back where there was a huge sign that said restroom.  She handed her purse to her friend and strolled back, touching everything on every table between her and the lavatory.  Her friend stood awkwardly.

      “Can I help you with anything?” I asked.

      I could see her looking for something to say.  “Um… no chance you sell sunscreen?  The sun in these coastal towns is so brutal."  She looked me up and down and sighed.  "Although, you’re so lucky.  You’ve got such pretty olive skin.  I bet you just tan.  Never burn.”

      I tried to pretend I was commiserating.  "Oh, when I have a chance to get outside, it’s rough, even on me.”

      “Oh.”

      “They sell sunscreen at the general store at the end of the block,” I offered, pointing off to the left.

      “Oh.  Well.  You should carry some here,” she said and then sank back into silence, shifting back and forth and staring at the ceiling.

      I tried to busy myself with tidying up behind the counter.  There was nothing to tidy.  I had already tidied everything and tidied it again.  My most recent How-To-Pass-The-Time game was to try to guess how many coffee cups I could stack on top of each other before they started to sway.  I was losing.

      A small "mew" came from a plaid pillow on the window ledge.  The woman looked over and her face lit up.  "Is that Captain?" she exclaimed.  "THE Captain?  Really?"  She looked at me for confirmation.  "I follow him on Instagram!"

      Captain was the bookshop cat.  He was a sweet, orange tabby and, I have to say, quite the celebrity.  He showed up on Granny's doorstep one day and decided she was his people.  What can you do?

      He was the cutest little thing.  When he was wee, something stunted his growth. We called him Granny's perma-kitten, and he had the personality to match.  He took it upon himself to be the town's unofficial welcoming committee and had a habit of commandeering any empty lap in Bitter Beans.  I'm pretty sure everyone with a cell phone who has ever visited the island has hashtagged a selfie with Granny's cat.

      "That's him!" I chirped.

      The woman pulled out her phone and snapped a couple pictures.  That cat knew exactly how to play to the camera.  He batted his paws at her lens, which elicited coos and awes, and kept her busy until her friend finally came out and walked over to the counter.

      She grabbed an obligatory tin of mints to purchase and I rang her up.

      "That’ll be $1.99," I said.  As she dug through her purse, I asked, "Where are you visiting from?”

      “Newport Beach,” she said, not finding her wallet.  She began unloading wadded up tissues and lipstick tubes.  "That’s in California.”

      “I’ve always wanted to visit,” I replied, trying desperately to find some friendly, homespun connection we could chat about.

      “Oh!  You should!  You should!" she stated.  "It’s not as quaint as this place, but we get by.”

      She finally found her wallet, but despite a wad of cash I could see, she pulled out her credit card.  As I rang her up, she scooped the mints into her hand, unwrapped them, leaving the cellophane on the counter, and popped two into her mouth.  Judging by her waist size, it was probably her version of a hearty lunch.

      “Well, come back again soon!” I said as they walked out the door, giving them a friendly wave.  As soon as the door closed, I collapsed against the counter.  Our first customers of the day and all they bought was a package of mints.  And any profit from the mints had been eaten up by card fees and toilet paper.

      I walked around the counter and picked up the discarded book the woman had abused.  I ran my hand along the spine, as if somehow I could smooth away the damage.  But there are some things that you can never put back to the way they were.  I placed it softly on the shelf, but this time face out.  I patted it reassuringly.  "Don't you worry.  Though you might not go home with anyone, I'm going to make sure you get all the attention."

      I rested my hands on my hips, looking around for something to do.  It was the beginning of the day, but I had been up since the crack of dawn making our pastries to beat the rush from the ferry boat.  I'm pretty sure those two ladies were it.

      This summer wasn't exactly what I had hoped for.  Since I could remember, my mom and I spent summers in Seaside, visiting my granny.  Having your own business was ingrained in me.  It had taken four years to finish my associate's business degree, but only because I split my time between the community college and a local vocational school, learning how to bake.  Sure, I could have gone to the state school with my friends, but the reality was it would have cost more than I could afford.  So, I graduated with a nice little nest egg, even if I didn't have a fancy diploma to hang on the wall.  I told everyone my dream was to own my own shop like my granny someday.  Except… well… there were some dreams I didn't mention, too.

      I went around to the back of the counter and pulled out the guidebook to France.  I rested my cheek in the palm of my hand as I flipped through the pages, looking at the pictures of the Louvre and the Eiffel Tower.  Someday, I was going to train at the Cordon Bleu, I was going to become one of the best pastry chefs in the world.  I'd own a high class tea shop in Paris or New York or London.  I'd make sculptures out of spun sugar and three-story cakes that movie stars bought for their red carpet galas.

      I tried to talk to my mom about these ideas a few weeks ago, and she decided I needed a dose of reality.  She informed me a summer working in my granny's shop was the best education a person could get in running a business.  And thus, I was shuttled off to Seaside.  I let out a huge sigh.  So far, all I'd learned was to keep your books behind glass and only let real customers use the restrooms.

      The bell above the door tinkled again and I looked up, ready to put on my cheeriest face.

      Instead, I had to remember how to breathe.

      Standing in the doorway was one of the most beautiful men I’d ever seen.  He was tall with broad shoulders and wore a blue plaid shirt tucked into his jeans.  The sleeves were rolled up to show off his muscular forearms.  His light brown hair almost matched the color of his sun-kissed skin.  His nose was flat, like maybe at some point it had gotten broken.  But what struck me the most were his kind eyes.  They were deep and dark, but had a twinkle.  There was a mischievous turn to his smile, like he was just on the verge of telling you a joke.

      I smoothed back my hair nervously, not that it helped anything.  It was already pulled back into a ponytail, and any wisps that had escaped were not magically going back into place.  I smiled and tried to remember how to form words.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly.

      It seemed to be amusing to him.  When he spoke, it was like there was laughter under his words.  “I’m looking for some coffee.  I heard you were the person to see.”

      Coffee!  I could do coffee.  Suddenly given a task, I felt like I could handle this situation. “I might have a cup or two I could spare you,” I replied, suavely reaching for a cup... and then I dropped it.  I grabbed another off the top like nothing happened.  "How do you like it?”

      “Straight up, the stronger the better,” he said, leaning his elbows on the counter.  "I want it so strong, it’ll punch me in the mouth.”

      “One tooth smasher, coming right up.”  I measured out and packed the grounds into the portafilter.  Sure, I could have just poured him some pre-brewed coffee from the pump pots, but I wanted him to have to hang out as long as possible.  He was going to get a full-on Americano straight from the espresso machine.  There's no way I was letting him out of this shop without him thinking that he had just tasted the best cup of coffee he had ever had in his entire life and that he would need to come back for more.  "So, are you just in town visiting?”

      “Sort of.”  He ran his hand along his forearm.  Dare I say I detected a little bit of nervousness.  "My uncle lives here.  Just… well, I'm here to give him a helping hand.”

      "Me, too!" I said, smiling and then realizing that made no sense.  "I mean, I'm not here to help your uncle.  I'm here helping my granny.  She owns this shop and I'm just here for the summer… helping… because I want to have a shop… a bakery… someday… and it seemed like a good place… to learn how to run a shop…"  I wished that the pressure from the espresso machine would cause it to explode, instantly killing me in a fiery death.

      He just laughed as if random women rambling at him about the minutia of their lives was the most delightful thing a person could ever hear.  "Well, it's good to know there'll be a friendly face whenever I need a cup of coffee."

      I wiped my hand on my apron as I waited for the steam to drip through.  "How long will you be here to get coffee?  I mean… to help your uncle?"

      "Oh, at least two weeks," he replied.  "He's getting older and… well… just coming to see if there's anything I can do to help."

      "Is there anything I can do to help?" I asked and then realized that probably sounded crazy.  "I mean, we're a small community and if you need help, don't hesitate to ask."  I poured the espresso shot into the cup and filled the rest with hot water.  "Who is your uncle?"

      "Byron Edward."

      "Oh," I said, not recognizing the name.

      "He lives up on the hill," Nate said.

      "OH!  THAT Byron!"  I replied.

      So, there is this mansion a little way out of town.  It sits at the top of the hill.  My granny had always just told me it was the Founder's House.  I'm sure she mentioned who owned it at some point, but who remembers those sorts of things?  It belonged to the families who settled Seaside.  I never really paid any attention beyond that.  I mean, it was just a bunch of dead people I didn't know, right?  But now I had a FOUNDERS family member standing in our coffee shop.

      "Your family has lived here for a while," I lamely offered like I was in the know.

      He shrugged.  "We're not really close.  I haven't been here in years," he confessed.

      “Well, welcome,” I replied, determined to make him feel like this was a great place to spend the summer.  "I’m Paige.”

      "Nate," he said, sticking out his hand for a shake.

      As I placed my palm in his, his hand was strong.  Not crush your-hand-in-his-I-don't-know-how-to-shake strong, but… reserved strong.  As if he could smash things, but he knew it, and so he held back and all you got was gentleness.  His hand had the muscles of a potter or a man who knew how to knead bread.

      "It's lovely to meet you," I replied as our eyes locked.  Once again, all of the oxygen seemed to whoosh straight out of the room, and we held each other for just a little bit longer than polite society would dictate.

      He pulled away first, as if maybe he was a little surprised by whatever it was that was happening, too.  He looked around as if needing to ground himself, too.  “Really lovely place,” he commented.  His eyes fell upon the history book about Seaside the tourist woman had bent.  He took it off the shelf carefully and read the back.  "Is this any good?" he asked.

      I nodded as I put his coffee on the counter for him.  "All the information a person could want.  Although, to be fair, even if someone wanted more, they'd be out of luck.  Rumor has it, the historians had a tough time finding enough stuff to write about for one book."

      He stroked the cover gently where it had been damaged and then nodded, placing it next to the register.  "I'll take it."

      "Really?" I asked.  "We have editions that are in better shape…"

      "No," he replied, taking out his wallet.  "I want this one."

      And I knew at that moment that I really, really liked this guy.

      I opened up the pastry case, profits be darned to heck.  I got out the tongs and a bag.  "We're having a special offer," I explained.  "Buy a beat-up book, get a homemade cinnamon roll for free.”

      "What a bargain!" He inhaled deeply.  "Those smell really good."

      "I make them myself," I informed him.  I got out a box and a bag and put the book and the pastry and some napkins inside, taking the time to arrange them nicely.  He wouldn't notice, but I wanted to make sure that if for some reason he did, he'd know that he wasn't just another random customer to me.  "You'll have to come back later and tell me what you think."

      He laughed, and it wasn’t one of those forced or restrained laughs.  Here was a guy who wasn’t afraid to just find joy in things.  "You have yourself a deal.  Put me down for coffee and pastries tomorrow.”

      “I'll look forward to it,” I replied, a delighted tickle dancing across my heart at the prospect.

      "Tomorrow!" he repeated as he took his things and backed toward the door.  He suddenly stopped.  "Say… what do people do for fun here?”

      My brain raced, trying to come up with something.  “Well… they go to the beach?” I offered.

      He nodded as if agreeing with my sound suggestion.  “You’ll have to show me sometime.”

      "I'd really like that," I answered and realized I actually meant it.  "I'd be happy to.  Anytime."

      “Good,” he replied.  "How about tomorrow?”

      “Um… sure,” I replied.  "That would be great.  Tomorrow.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” he said.  And I could tell he meant it.  I gave him a little wave as he walked out of the door, balancing it with his hip so that he wouldn’t knock over his coffee.  He returned my wave with a smile.

      Perhaps this wasn’t going to be such a bad summer after all.
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      The bell over the door tinkled a little after one o'clock as Granny came in to relieve me.  She was still a glamour plate.  She liked to tell me back in the day, she turned many a young fella's head before landing my grandpa.  Her once shiny black hair was now gray, but she kept it dyed a shocking shade of red and done up in a bouffant.  Today she wore a form-fitting blue sweater covered in pink flamingos, which was still loose enough to cover "that which God never meant man to see."  She wore tight blue jeans rolled up to her calves and, despite having turned seventy a couple years ago, still insisted on wearing sassy little mules to show off each week's pedicure.  This week, her toes were a Florida scene that matched her top, painted pool blue to show off the rhinestone flamingos and palm trees.

      "How's business?" she asked as she walked in and dropped her purse on the counter.

      "Oh, we sold a book and a cup of coffee and some mints…" I told her.

      "Why, we are practically rolling in the dough!"  She took my face in her hands and gave me a great big kiss on the cheek.  And then she spent the next minute wiping red lip prints off me.  "Now, you get out of here and I don't want to see you back until tomorrow morning."

      "Done!" I replied, taking off my apron and handing it over.

      As she took it, she gave me a sly look.  "I hear that there is a veeeery attractive young man who just came to town.  No chance he stopped by?"  She batted her eyelashes at me innocently.

      "Maybe!" I laughed, knowing that she probably knew more details about my encounter with Nate than I did.  And I had been there.  Such are the joys of living in a small town.

      "Well, he'd better take you out to dinner so the two of you can get acquainted.  Seaside is nothing if not a hospitable town, and Paige, I just nominated you to be the president of the welcoming committee."  She snapped the apron at me.

      I laughed as I sidestepped away.  "I told him I'd take him down to the beach tomorrow,"  I informed her.

      She gasped in horror, collapsing upon the counter like a Southern belle in full swoon.  With the back of her hand against her forehead, she declared,  "TOMORROW!  Why, that is just a lifetime away!  You should go see what he's doing for dinner TONIGHT."

      "TONIGHT," I repeated, gathering up my things, "he is going to be spending with his uncle."

      "His uncle?" asked Granny.

      "Byron Edward.  He said his uncle was Byron Edward and lives in the Founder's House."

      Granny's nose wrinkled like she had smelled something bad.  "Oh.  His uncle is Byron Edward."

      I was shocked that this particular bit of the gossip had not already gotten to her ears.

      Granny picked up one of the towels and flung it over her shoulder.  "Maybe you shouldn't ask him to dinner.  And maybe rethink that trip down to the beach."

      "What?" I asked, mystified by this sudden turn.  "Why?  You were just telling me to track him down tonight.  He seemed very nice."

      "Well… let's just say that the Edward family is not the most… friendly… as it were."

      I crossed my arms.  "He seemed plenty friendly to me.  Besides, he says that he barely knows his uncle and hasn't been here for years.  Said that there were some things he just needed to check in on, that his uncle was getting older and was having a hard time."

      Granny pointed her finger at me.  "Age might excuse grumpiness in an old man, but it doesn't excuse a lifetime of being a jackass."

      "GRANNY!" I said, a little shocked.

      She shushed me.  "You just watch yourself around the Edward family.  There's a reason they live up on that hill and it doesn't have a thing to do with them being high and mighty.  Although they sure do behave like that's what they consider themselves."

      "Granny, they're the founders of this town---" I replied.

      She cut me off, waving my words away.  "Let's just say if they didn't consider themselves royalty, we would have voted them off this island years ago."  She sighed.  "Now git.  Don't worry your pretty little head about the politics of our little corner of heaven.  A young girl like you shouldn’t be stuck indoors all day, keeping an old woman company.  Get you out into that sunshine!  Get some sun on your bones!  You'll be having a vitamin D deficiency and then I'll have to send you home with rickets and I'll never hear the end of it from your mother!"

      Granny picked up the day's newspaper and came around the counter as I grabbed my beach bag and some leftovers we hadn't been able to sell yesterday.  I gave Granny a kiss on the cheek.  "You're the best.  See you for dinner tonight."

      "If I don't have a hot date!" she replied, licking her index finger and flipping through the pages as I walked out the door.

      A gull cried as I stepped onto the Main Street.  I lifted my face to the sun and filled my lungs lustily with the salty, ocean air.  It carried with it the faintest hint of jasmine.  I pulled the long strands of my chestnut hair back and redid my ponytail, fighting against the breeze that was insistently blowing it into my eyes.  The street was pretty quiet.  Just a few tourists popping in and out of the line of white, clapboard-sided shops.  A calico cat sat in front of the antique shop next to our bookshop, watching the world with interest.  I bent down and gave her a scratch behind the ears, which she tolerated for about five seconds before moving out of reach.

      For all my complaining that it wasn't Paris, I loved summer here.  I loved how the blue sky contrasted with the white buildings, how the white light posts contrasted with the red geraniums hanging in the baskets.  Main Street never heard the word "franchise."  We had a locally owned general store, a bar, a café, and a yarn shop, which, I must say, did shockingly good business.  I guess if you’re on vacation for too long, you need something to keep your mind off of the peace and serenity, and nothing like a little crafting to do that for a person.  There was a souvenir shop with little shells written on with Sharpie marker, and terrible tourist shirts that read things like, “I saw Seaside by the seashore" and "My parents went to Seaside and they should have stayed."

      I walked behind our bookshop and pulled out my bike.  It was a pretty, powder blue, beach cruiser that my granny lent me.  It had a bell on the handlebars and a straw basket that her orange tabby, Captain, would sometimes hop into for a ride around town.  Hence Captain's celebrity status.

      But Granny had loaned it to me for the summer since I didn't have a car and she lived over the shop.  I put my lunch and beach bag in the basket, hopped on, and took off.

      A couple of fellow shopkeepers waved at me as I rode by and I gave them a little jingle of my bell in return.  There were some tourists eating ice cream next to a little takeout window that opened to the boardwalk, and a couple more having a locally grown, farm-to-table experience at a restaurant.  There isn’t much to do around here besides garden and farm, so it really wasn’t that big a deal.  It kept you from going crazy and was actually less of a hassle than ordering food in from the mainland.

      I turned the corner and rode down toward the beach.  The street ended in a parking lot.  I leaned my bike against the white, slatted fence that flanked the dunes.  It was a small enough town that no one would steal it.  Eighty-percent of the population would witness your flight before you got home.  And where would you take it anyway?  The ferry only came twice a day.

      I grabbed my lunch, took off my flip-flops, and stepped into the warm sand.  It was like powder and oozed between my toes with each step.  The sound of the waves greeted me as I crested the hill.  The salt water hit my nose like a drug.  Immediately, all tension was gone, all worries of the world.  I marched on down the beach, listening to the gulls cry, and plopped myself down near a grass-covered bluff, hoping I was far enough away that no one would bother me.  I opened up my bag and pulled out my France on a Shoestring book.

      I flipped it open as I took a bite of my sandwich.  I traced the path from the Louvre to the Eiffel Tower.  Someday I would walk that path.  I flipped to the restaurant guide and dog-eared the bakeries I was going to submit my resume to.  You know.  After I learned how to speak French, but I figured once I completed my training at the Cordon Bleu, I'd be in great shape.

      I sighed again, realizing how far away this dream was.

      There was no way to get any closer to it, though, if I didn't get started now.  I pulled out my phone, plugged in my earphones, and started my French language tracks.  I closed my eyes and lay back in the sand, repeating the words in between bites of sandwich.

      "Je voudrais une tasse de café, s'il vous plait," I murmured.

      A shadow fell across my face.  "Voodoo rays something on a silver plate?"

      I opened my eyes, squinting up at the sky, and then smiled.

      My friend, Johnny, stood over me.  His mop of curly, sandy-blond hair was backlit by the sun like a halo.  He was dressed in a black and blue wetsuit and held his surfboard.

      "Hey Paige!" he said with a friendly wave, like he was just now realizing who I was.

      He'd gotten thrashed by the surf a time or two in his day.

      Johnny and I had known each other since we were kids.  Every town has their dysfunctional family, and unfortunately, he drew the short straw.  But he got away from it all by spending as much time as he could at the beach and eventually, it turned into a full-time gig.  While I was finishing my fourth year of community college, he put together a dive shop.  While technically his family owned it, his mom skipped town years ago and his dad was always passed out at home, so it was Johnny's place.  In addition to air tanks and flippers, he rented paddle boards and wetsuits and took tourists on short trips around the island.

      Johnny flung himself beside me in the sand.  I pulled out a sandwich from my bag and handed it to him.  He took a great big bite and then handed it back to me.

      “Hard day?” I asked, taking a bite myself.

      “Totally killer,” he said.  "Man.  I’m like… swamped.  I had… like… ten people come in.”  He stared at the water thoughtfully, about to drop something profound on my head. “I’m glad people are, like, finding their way to my shop and through my shop, finding their way to their bliss.  I was just thinking how lucky I am to be a part of that.  It's like, all a person can ever hope for during their time on this planet.”

      "Sure is, Johnny,” I said, handing him the rest of the sandwich.  With ten customers considered an overwhelming rush, sometimes eating was a luxury for him.  Bliss doesn't help with the groceries as much as it should.  He devoured the sandwich like it was the most incredible thing he’d ever tasted.

      In between bites, he noticed the book at my hand.  "You booked your flight yet?” he asked, his mouth full.

      “Not yet," I replied, guiltily hiding it away.  "But someday.”

      “Gotta lose sight of the shore if you ever want an adventure.  Or need to get in a plane if you ever want to see Paris.  Or something."  He paused a moment as he tried to sort out his metaphors, and then gave me a nod that he had gotten out what he had been trying to say.

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      "Hey, did I see that new guy going into your shop?” he asked.

      I tried to be casual.  "Yeah.  Really nice guy.  Named Nate.  He'll be here for a couple weeks.”

      "Rocking," he said, taking another bite.  "Bring him by the shop.  I'll comp him a boogie board."

      I stared out into the water and noticed a shape caught in the surf.  “Johnny?” I asked, "Do you see that?"  I squinted.  At first, it looked like a tree trunk, but then suddenly I realized it was not a tree trunk.  Not at all.  I  rose to my feet.  "Is that a man?”

      “Oh man,” Johnny said, leaping up.  "I hope it's no one I rented to."  He took off running down the beach.

      I yanked out my cell phone and dialed the police.  I realized my hands were shaking as I gave them our location and a description of what was going on.  As soon as I got off the line, I charged down the sand to see if I could give Johnny a hand.

      He was hauling the guy out by his armpits and dumped him on the beach above the water line.  It looked like it had been an older person.  He had white hair plastered to his head and he was wearing brown, striped pajamas.  Johnny wiped his hands on his wetsuit and did a grossed-out, oogie dance.  I stood ready to help, but he shook his head and motioned for me to stay away.  It was pretty clear this guy wasn’t coming back.

      Sirens wailing, two police officers arrived just moments later.  The police station is just up the block, and I stepped aside to let them take over.  Officers Stan and Fred were older guys with not a lot to do.  They were always looking for a problem, yet seemed like they rarely solved the issues already on their plate.  They had been busting Johnny's chops for every petty offense since he was twelve years old and this time was no different.

      “Did you sell this guy faulty equipment, Johnny?” shouted Officer Stan as he marched down the beach, pointing an accusatory finger at my friend.

      A crowd had started to gather on the beach to see what all the sirens were about.  Officer Fred took great pleasure shooing them back and saying, "Nothing to see here!  This is a crime scene!  Nothing to see!  Just a suicide.  Maybe a murder!  We've got a man dead and I need everyone to respect our authority and stand back!"

      Meanwhile, Officer Stan was totally in Johnny's face, leaping to conclusions with no reason to go leaping to conclusions.

      “No man, no!” Johnny said, backing away.  "I had ten whole customers and no one is dead!"

      "That seems a convenient number," Stan replied accusingly.  "Are you sure it wasn't ELEVEN?"  He poked Johnny in the shoulder.

      "That’s Old Man Byron," Johnny replied, holding up his hands.  "He’d never get into the water on his own.  I just hauled him out!”  He ran his fingers through his hair and looked at the body.  "Plus, he's in his pajamas.  I don't rent to people in their pajamas!"

      Officer Stan looked closer at the body and squinted.  "So, you’re right.  Well.  Someone told him to get into the water in his pajamas instead of coming to you for a wetsuit.  Unless he knew you wouldn't rent to him in his pajamas."  He growled at Johnny like a dog protecting his meal.  "Stay close!  Don’t go leaving town.”

      Johnny nodded in serious agreement and backed away as Stan and Fred started pounding stakes around the body and cordoning it off with yellow tape.  I have no idea why they were preserving a crime scene that wasn't a crime scene.  All there was to learn from this spot was that Johnny hauled the guy out of the ocean.  I packed up my things and we drifted back toward my bike.

      “That is some seriously heavy stuff to lay on a guy right after he eats a sandwich," said Johnny.

      "I am so sorry—" I started.

      Johnny shook his head in horror.  "You’re not supposed to swim at least a half an hour after eating and I was like… I just jumped right in there.  I could have…” He grew silent.

      “You could have what, Johnny?”

      But he had already space cadetted and forgotten what he was in the middle of saying.

      "Did you say it was Old Man Byron?" I asked.

      Johnny came back to earth and nodded.  "Yeah.  Karma's a bitch."

      "Karma?"

      "Meanest old man in town.  Leaves his light on Halloween just so he can shout at the trick-or-treaters for disturbing him."

      "I don't know if that's really a 'die in the water' offense… karmically speaking…"  I pointed out.

      "You don't know, man," Johnny replied sagely. "You just don't know."

      I glanced back over my shoulder at the beach.  “That guy who came into the shop today,” I said.  "Nate?  That's his nephew."

      “Oh, man.  That sucks."

      “I know.  To come to town and have your uncle die?”

      “I was thinking to have Old Man Byron be your uncle.  That Nate guy has got to have some serious issues.”

      We arrived at my bike and I loaded my bag into the basket.  “I should probably go check on Nate."

      Johnny looked puzzled. “Who’s Nate?”

      “The nephew.”

      “Riiiiight.  The nephew…"  He looked at me a little puzzled.  "Wait.  How do you know him again?"

      “He's the guy who came into the shop,” I replied, brushing the sand off my pants and climbing onto the bicycle.

      “Riiiiight.  He came into the shop."  Johnny looked out on the horizon.  "Think he might have killed the old man?"

      “Johnny?" I said.  "You hit that head of yours one too many times.”
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      I walked into Bitter Beans and the whole place was buzzing.  Granny was leaning over the counter, chatting it up with several of the gals from the neighboring shops.  I knew I was in for it.  I liked to call them Granny's Posse.  I braced myself to get grilled with questions.

      Granny looked up at me. "Well, there's my girl.  I heard you were in the middle of this mess."

      It had barely been fifteen minutes.  "News travels fast," I replied, looking at the three other women whose eyes were fixated on me, begging for the inside scoop.

      Marnie was one of Granny's closest friends.  She was a plump, older woman who owned the yarn shop at the end of Main Street.  She let her hair go grey and braided it like a skein of twisted wool that hung over her shoulder.  She waved her iPhone at me.  "We got some great video of Stan acting the idiot.  And you can aaaalmost see the body if you zoom in on the picture…"  She knocked her reading glasses off the top of her head onto her nose and squinted at the screen.

      Granny peered over her friend's shoulder as she popped her gum.  "Is it true?" Granny asked me.  "Old Man Byron drowned in the ocean?"

      I nodded.  "Yeah… Johnny pulled him out of the surf."

      There was a sympathetic clucking from the group.

      "Poor thing," said the woman standing beside Marnie.  For all of Marnie's naturalness, Wanda was the polar opposite.  Her hair was cut short and spiky and dyed an electric shade of blue.  She smoothed her tight fitting "If You're Going to Whine, There'd Better Be Wine" t-shirt over her hips.  She owned the souvenir shop and believed in every single merry mantra she sold on each plastic knickknack.  She made many of the seashell covered mermaid boxes herself.  "As if that boy didn't have enough hard knocks in his life, to then have to pull a body out of the ocean."

      "He's okay!" I said to them, trying to call off the guard.  If I didn't intercede, this sympathetic army would be marching over to the dive shack to descend upon Johnny with hugs and warm blankets.  This crew of women would put the Red Cross to shame.

      "Still, we should probably bring him a meal…" said Holly.  Holly ran the general store, which was basically just a convenience shop with an overlay of old-timey character.  She liked to wear her mousy brown hair up in a bun like a Gibson girl.  Her suggestion was met with more clucking and nodding of heads.

      "I'll bring a casserole!" Marnie volunteered.

      "We should put together a food train for the next two weeks!"

      "It was just a horrible accident.  Old man Byron was probably just out walking and got hit by a rogue wave or something," I offered, hoping to get their energies redirected.

      "Rogue wave my ass," said Granny, slapping her behind for emphasis.  "That man wouldn't have gone out to enjoy the sights of the ocean if a pod of naked mermaids was spotted on the shore."

      "You think it was murder?" whispered Holly in a scandalized tone.

      "Whoever did it, Byron had it coming," Granny pronounced.

      All the women's heads bobbed up and down in agreement.

      "And I heard his nephew came into town," said Holly, looking at me for confirmation, as if they all didn't already know that Nate had come into the shop earlier.

      "Well, there you have it!" said Wanda, as if that proved something.

      "Whoa!  Whoa!  Whoa!" I said, holding up my hands to slow their roll a bit.  "You all are jumping deep into the conclusions."

      There was a pause as they all looked at me with pity, that look you get when someone is about to launch into a speech about how you'll understand someday.

      "Paige, you don't know that family," said Granny, wagging a painted nail my direction.  "I mean, sure the old man is one of the founders of Seaside.  But that man was a bastard."

      "I'm sure he wasn't that bad…"

      "No, I mean literally, he was the illegitimate son of the family and there was this whole… THING… about how he shouldn't have gotten the family money and the land.  That nephew of his… Nate, right?"

      I nodded that she had gotten the guy's name right.

      "Well, I seem to remember that the inheritance of the land was supposed to be Nate's, and it went to Byron instead because Nate wasn't of age."

      "Bet he attacked Nate and Nate just defended himself," noted Holly conspiringly.

      "By pushing his uncle into the ocean," added Wanda.

      "Byron was a mean old man," Marnie reiterated, in case I missed it before.

      I grabbed a couple of cookies from the counter and poured two to-go cups of coffee.  I backed toward the door.  "I'll be right back," I replied, but they were all so caught up in their conspiracy theories, they didn't even notice.

      I figured this was probably a good time to go and see how Nate was doing and whether I had agreed to hang out tomorrow with a murderer.
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      I walked up to the base of the hill and stared up at the Founder's House.  It was this ornate Victorian.  Or perhaps a better description was "was" an ornate Victorian.  At one point, I'm sure it was one of the prettiest houses ever built.  It had gingerbread trim, curved bow windows, and a turret topped with a witch's hat roofline.  There was a wrap-around porch and sunburst panels over the windows.  The roof had fish-scale shingles and a weather vane that was shaped like a ship.

      But the good old days seemed to have come and gone long ago.  The dark green paint was peeling and the porch was sagging.  The white picket fence was missing a few pickets and the garden had grown over.  There was a brick sidewalk leading to the front door, but it was wonky and uneven as the grass pushed through the crevices.  In the center of the yard was a three-tiered fountain that was now clogged up with dead leaves and twigs.

      The gate was hanging open and I walked inside.  The front door was inset with a stained glass window of a stormy ocean.  I couldn't decide if it was ironic or appropriate that it was the sea that finally took Old Man Byron.

      There was a big, iron bell-pull hanging by the door.  I half expected it to pull the house down when I yanked on it.  But I could hear a bell ringing inside, so I hoped that I had made the right decision.

      A few minutes later, the door opened and revealed Nate.  His formerly mocha-colored face was practically white as a sheet.  His brown eyes were red and rimmed with dark circles.  His hair was sweaty and a mess.  He looked like crap.

      "Hi," I said.  He seemed to not even recognize me.  I gave him an awkward wave as I tried to jog his memory.  "Paige.  From down at the coffee shop?  You asked me if I wanted to show you around the beach?  I know you said tomorrow, but…"  My voice trailed off as I suddenly felt like this was a super dumb idea.

      He ran his fingers through his light brown hair as if suddenly realizing where he was.  He cleared his throat as he pulled himself together.  "Right!  Of course I remember you.  I'm sorry.  It's… um… I don't think I'm up for a tour of the beach right now."

      He turned and walked into the house.  Though he left the door open, he didn't invite me in.  Any idiot could see the poor guy was in shock, so I made the executive decision to follow him.  He wasn't in any shape to be left alone.

      "I didn't mean that I was here to take you to the beach.  I just heard… I'm so sorry about your uncle," I called out as I stepped into the foyer and shut the door behind me.

      If a person's home is truly an indication of someone's mind, his uncle was a wreck.  The entire hallway was stacked almost floor to ceiling with magazines and paperwork.  There were boxes labeled: "Sort" and "Toss."  But his uncle seemed to have gotten distracted halfway through.

      Nate turned around, suddenly realizing that he had left me behind.  He looked like he was about to apologize, but I held out my hand to stop him.  "Go.  Sit down.  I brought you some food."

      "That's what people do in these sorts of situations, isn't it?" Nate said, looking at the coffee holder I was carrying with some recognition.

      I'd take recognition.  Seemed a few steps ahead of where we were moments ago.  "Where shall I put these?"

      He looked around.  "The place is such a disaster… I don't even know."

      I took his arm and steered him into the parlor.  The walls were covered in red, flocked, wallpaper with a fleur-de-lis pattern.  There were ratty-looking velvet sofas with carved arms and legs.  They looked like what you'd find inside a dollhouse… if the dollhouse people had come to life and spilled on them every day for thirty years.  I pushed aside a stack of newspapers on the marble coffee table, clearing just enough space to put the stuff from Granny's shop.  I then heaped the dirty laundry from the sofa onto the floor and steered Nate to the seat.  I put a cup of coffee in one of his hands and a cookie in the other.

      "Thank you," he said, again as if just remembering that I was there.

      "What happened?" I asked.

      "I just came to the house," he said.  "There was a note on the door saying that my uncle was going to be back in five minutes.  I came inside.  The door was unlocked.  I couldn't believe how bad things had gotten…"  He looked around, aghast at the room.  I followed his eyes, seeing every cobweb in every corner.  "It wasn't always like this…" he explained.

      I patted his arm.  And man, I know the guy was in the middle of grieving and my brain shouldn't have gone there, but he had some muscular forearms under that flannel shirt.  I tried to cover my inappropriateness with sympathy.  "I'm sure it wasn't."

      He took a sip of his coffee and looked surprised.  "Just the way I like it."

      "I remembered from when you came in earlier," I said.  "Strong enough to punch you in the mouth?"

      He nodded and I could see that he was really grateful someone would extend a kindness.  "Better a punch to the mouth than a kick to the teeth."

      "So… you came in…" I prodded him.

      He motioned to the room.  "And the place was just like it is now.  I waited and waited and then the phone rang.  My uncle doesn't have voicemail or an answering machine, so I picked up."  His eyes pricked with tears.  "Um… and then the police… well… the police were on the phone…"  I saw him wrestling with his emotions.  "Sorry," he apologized as he squashed everything down.  "It's just… I lost my parents not too long ago.  I'm an only child.  Uncle Byron wasn't the nicest guy, but… he was all I had left."

      I dug around the paper bag and pulled out some paper napkins and handed them to him.  "I’m so sorry."

      "Do you know what happened?" he asked.

      I nodded.  "Everyone knows."

      "Oh."

      "It's a small town… text messages… also…"  I didn't quite know how to introduce this particular facet of the story.  "Um… I… um… my friend was the guy who discovered your uncle's body… and I was with him."

      His pale face got even paler.  He stared down at his coffee cup like he wished he could stuff all his feelings beneath the lid and throw everything away.  "Oh," was all he said for a bit.  And then he cleared his throat.  "I should go thank your friend."

      "Johnny," I offered.  "He runs the dive shop down by the beach.  I can take you down to him.  You know.  Whenever you're ready."

      "Right," replied Nate.  "That would be great.  Maybe not today, but tomorrow.  Or something."

      "Sure!" I replied, resting my hand on his arm once again.  "Tomorrow.  Or whenever.  There's no rush."

      The bell suddenly rang again and he looked up, as if bracing himself for another shock.  I guess if you have a day like the one he was having, you start responding to doorbells and phone calls like a tragic version of Pavlov's dog.  He got to his feet and walked to the door and I followed.  He opened it.  I saw over his shoulder that it was Seaside's two friendly, neighborhood police officers, Stan and Fred.

      "Hello.  Would you care to come in?" he asked, stepping aside.

      "Sure."  Officer Stan swaggered in, glancing up at the ceiling and around the foyer like all his suspicions were confirmed.  "We just have a few questions we're hoping you can clear up for us."

      "Of course," replied Nate.  "I'd be happy to."

      Officer Stan saw me and gave me a nod.

      Officer Fred bustled forward like he was holding me back from rushing them.  He held up his hands and got between me and the rest of the group.  "We'd prefer to speak to Nate alone."

      I couldn't believe these guys.  I mean, just from a human sympathy point of view.  "I was just on my way out," I replied.

      Nate reached out and gave my hand a squeeze.  "Thank you for stopping by, Paige," he said.  "It means a lot to have someone who cares."

      There was a look of such gratitude on his face.  It felt a whole lot better to see that than the abject despair I had witnessed about ten minutes earlier.

      "Sure," I answered.  "Let me know if there's anything I can do.  Make phone calls.  Bring you some meals.  Whatever."

      He nodded.  "I have a feeling that I'm going to take you up on that."

      I smiled as Nate ushered the officers into the living room and I showed myself out.  I shut the heavy door behind me.  As I looked out at the overgrown yard, I couldn't help but think about all the mess Nate had unintentionally inherited.
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      The news came the next day.  I had just finished opening the shop.  The air hung thick with the smell of cinnamon and butter and freshly brewed coffee.  There were a few early risers who came in to get a little nosh, but otherwise, things would stay pretty quiet until the ferry boat came in.  Later, folks would either be looking for a warm cup of something to drink on the ride home or be jonesing for some caffeine after getting off.  But this early, it was just the folks up for a morning walk.  The newspaper wouldn't come in until the ferry arrived, so there really wasn't even an excuse to get up early for that.

      I was leaning on the counter, getting caught up on yesterday's stories, when the doorbell tinkled.  I looked up to see Johnny.  He was wearing his board shorts and his dive shop t-shirt.

      "You're up early," I said to him.

      He shook his hand, pinkie and thumb sticking out.  "Surf's up."

      "Right," I smiled, grabbing the tongs and sticking a couple cinnamon rolls into a bag for him.  Only reason he'd get out of bed was to catch a wave.  And by a wave, I mean "a" wave.  There wasn't a lot to surf on this shore.  But he was always happy with whatever he got.  I held the bag out for him.

      "Thanks, Paige!" he said with a smile, but then his brows furrowed like he was trying to remember something.  "Oh! That Nate guy?"

      "Yes?" I asked, suddenly ready to give him my full attention.

      "Hope you guys didn’t have plans today.”

      “He asked me to show him the beach, but then… well... things got a little complicated, so I think it's off.  Why?”

      “Oh."  He scratched the back of his neck.  "He just got arrested.”

      “He what?” I asked, dumbstruck.

      He looked in the bag and pulled back the paper edges.  He took a great big bite and spoke as he chewed.  “Yeah.  Turns out, he murdered his uncle.”

      My jaw dropped open.

      He jerked his thumb to the shore.  "Want to come out with me?”

      I shook my head, too dumbstruck to put words together.  "No.  I have to work.”

      He gave me double thumbs up and jogged out the door.

      Just as he left, Granny came wandering down from her upstairs apartment.  This morning she was wearing a fuzzy, yellow sweater that reminded me of a baby duck and she had switched out her nail polish for something in more of the banana palette.

      "I'm headed out to meet the girls for breakfast.  Was that Johnny?" she asked with a smile.  She fully supported my efforts to make sure he got fed every day.  In fact, when I wasn't around, she usually just packaged up all of the day-old food and took it over to his dive shop.

      But today I was having trouble focusing on Johnny.  “They ARRESTED Nate for murder,” I informed her.

      Granny hadn't met him and, to her, Nate was nothing more than a point of gossip.  She shrugged her shoulders as she poured herself a cup of coffee from the pump pot.  "Goodness. Well, he arrived in town and there was a murder.  Hasn’t been a murder here in years.  Correlation is not causation, but it seems awfully coincidental.”

      But I needed her to understand how this was all wrong.  “I’m sure he didn't do it.  He was SO nice,” I explained, but it came out sounding so lame.

      “You need to watch out for the nice ones, dear,” she clucked as she kissed me on the cheek and headed out.  "It is always the nice ones!"

      I watched as she sashayed across the street to meet up with her posse.  They took off, heads together, as they caught one another up on all the gossip.

      It couldn't have been Nate.  It just couldn't!  It wasn't just that he was nice, he was… normal.  Just a guy who came out to help his uncle.  And he was all alone here on this island with no one to help him.  I wiped down the counters out of habit.  I mean, even if Stan and Fred remembered to give him a phone call, there was no way he could get a lawyer here by the morning ferry.  And then it was the weekend and he'd be locked up in the jail cell until Monday.

      A thought formulated in my head that wouldn't let go until my shift was over.  Nate needed a friend, and it looked like I was the only one he had.  I sped through the rest of the day in a haze, but the moment that clock hit noon, I packed up a lunch bag with as many goodies as I could squeeze into it and the moment Granny came back, I headed toward the door.

      "Going somewhere?" asked Granny as she put on her apron, making sure to refluff her magenta hair in case it had gotten mussed.

      "Just going to see how things are going for Nate," I replied.  "See how he's being treated."

      "I'm sure Stan'll treat him fine," she dismissed.

      Having seen Stan in action, I wasn't so sure.  "I'll be back soon," I said, my hand on the handle.

      "Don't make me have to call your mother to tell her you're marrying a convict because of some forbidden love nonsense!"

      "I promise I won't marry a convict," I replied, backing out.

      "Better not!  I've done some stupid stuff in my time and I support you upping the ante.  But nothing THAT stupid."

      "Cross my heart."

      She pointed her finger at me and her reading glasses slid down her nose.  "Better not hope to die."

      I blew her a kiss and dashed out onto the street.
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      The city jail was a two-cell joint about a block away from Bitter Beans.  It was mainly used as a drunk tank for the idiot tourists who didn't understand just because we were living on an island didn't mean the ferry was a booze cruise.  The jail was shaped like a brown, concrete box, circa late 1960s.  Above its glass doors were stone carvings of the great seal of the United States of America.

      Despite it being positively gorgeous out, the air conditioning was running full tilt and blasted me as I walked inside.  I rubbed my arms to chase the goosebumps away.  Stan looked up at me from the front desk, which was a brown, square piece of walnut that matched the outside of the building pretty perfectly.

      He looked at my bag and then, using his brilliant powers of deduction, asked, "Did you bring those for us?"

      I gave him a sweet smile.  "Maybe."

      "Maybe?" he said, narrowing his eyes.  I guess he wasn't really the playful type.

      "Compliments of the house," I continued, placing them onto his desk.

      He was immediately all smiles again, rubbing his fingertips as he opened up the bag.  He pulled out a cinnamon roll and tucked a paper napkin into the front of his shirt.

      I leaned forward.  "Listen, Stan, I heard that you got Nate locked up.”

      He answered with his mouth full, little flecks of bread spraying across his paperwork.  "Sure do.  Open and shut case."

      "Really?" I asked, wondering if somehow something had come to light that was going to make me look like an ignorant jerk.

      "We're still gathering evidence," he said to me with a wink, "but I'm pretty sure we got our man."

      In other words, they had absolutely nothing on him.  I shook my head.  "Seemed like such a nice guy.”

      Stan shrugged his shoulders.  "You can never tell about a person.”

      I leaned over the counter again.  "Listen, Granny asked if I could check in on him.  He’s new in town.  She thought you wouldn't mind, thought maybe a woman's touch might even loosen up his tongue a bit.”  I was making this all up as I was going along, but it seemed to make sense to Stan.  I think he was just thrilled at the prospect of having someone handle the Nate problem for him.

      “You turning into some angel of mercy?” asked Stan, taking another big bite.

      I shrugged.  "No fighting the power of Granny,” I replied in a conspiring tone.

      "She makes a good cinnamon roll," he replied.

      I didn't mention I was the one who baked now.  "Sure does."

      "What'd you say you bring me the rest of the leftovers tonight and I'll let you have a private interview with our prisoner?"

      Seemed like a fair trade.  I mean, other than that Nate should have been allowed visitors without having to bribe an officer of the law, but sometimes you gotta play the hand dealt ya.  I hated to think I was taking food out of Johnny's belly, but maybe I'd take him out for hamburgers tonight to make up for it.  "You got yourself a deal."

      He took the keys from his side and tossed them to me.  "I can only give you five minutes, though,” he said.  "Visiting hours.”

      “Totally,” I replied like I totally got where he was coming from.  Five minutes?!  The guy was rotting in a jail in Seaside.

      Stan dug into the bag and pulled out a blueberry muffin.  "Let yourself in. Just bang on the door when you want out."

      "Sounds good," I replied, waving the keys at him.

      I opened up the door that separated the front office from the jail area.  Nate was sitting on the cot with his head in his hands.  He looked up at me as I came in and I gotta say, he looked like crap.  And it wasn't because of the pale green walls or awful fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, although neither was doing anybody any favors, either.

      Nate's eyes were red and puffy.  His face was swollen.  He wiped away his eyes as soon as he saw me but didn’t get up.  And as uncomfortable as that narrow, barely padded cot looked, that's saying something.

      I walked over to the bars of the cell.  “Hey!” I said.  "How are you holding up?”

      He smiled without humor.  “You mean other than being accused of killing my uncle and being arrested for murder?  Great.  This is a really lovely bed and breakfast they set me up in, but I got to say, I’m looking forward to check out.”

      "I figured that you probably had enough 'bed' in this joint and could use a little more of the 'breakfast'," I replied, opening up my backpack and pulling out a second bag of cinnamon rolls.  "Watch out for the nail file I baked into each of these.  Wouldn't want you to break your teeth."

      That got a real smile from him.  He stood up and took the paper bag as I squeezed it through the bars.  "Sneaking contraband into a prison," he said.  "I couldn't be more grateful."

      I hooked my thumb back at the office.  "They're idiots."  I watched as he took a bite and closed his eyes to savor it.

      "This is really good," he stated.

      I realized my eyes were lingering on the way his thumb wiped the frosting off the corner of his lip.  “Soooo… what happened?” I asked, trying to change the subject in my brain.

      I kind of hated myself for taking him out of the moment.  He sat back down on the cot.  "After you left, they asked me some questions.  Told me not to leave town, which of course I wasn't going to do.  I needed to take care of my uncle's funeral and notify people and… well… all the stuff you have to do when you are the executor of an estate and a family member has died.  And suddenly they showed up a few hours later and placed me under arrest for murder."

      Everything he said rang true, and it wasn't the sexy convict or the finger licking swaying my opinion.  "That's CRAZY," I said.  "Do you need me to contact anyone?  Let folks know where you are?"

      "Do you know a good lawyer?" he asked without humor.

      "No," I confessed.

      "Me, neither," he replied.  "I mean… I've never been accused of murder before."

      We sat in silence for a moment.  I mean, how do you even go about finding a lawyer when you've got something like this happening?  It didn't seem like something you'd want to hire from the yellow pages or a park bench ad.

      "It’s okay,” he said, leaning his forehead in his hands.  "I was told I'm being kept on a 72-hour hold as they collect evidence.  If they don’t find anything, I’m free to go.  And if they do?  Well… what do you villagers do to murderers here?  Keel haul them?  Stone them in the town square?”

      "I don't know if our town has ever had a problem that couldn't be solved with a cookie and a beer."

      "That'd be a nice way to go," he replied thoughtfully.  "Death by insulin overdose and alcohol poisoning.  Promise me you'll be the executioner."

      "No one gives a person diabetes like me."

      He gave me a sad smile.  "Thank you for coming to see me.  It means a lot."

      Stan banged on the door.  I guess my five minutes were up.  I was surprised he had enough brain cells to tell time.  He probably just made it to the bottom of the bag.

      On impulse, I reached out and gripped Nate's hand.  "It'll be okay.  I'm going to make sure."

      He sighed, but tried to put on a brave face.  "I hope you're right."
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      I decided to walk my bike back to the shop rather than ride it.  I just needed a minute to get my thoughts together.  There was no way that Nate was the murderer.  He didn’t have the eyes for it.  He didn’t have the soul for it.  He was kind and funny.  There is no way that he could have killed a man he so obviously cared for.  I mean, I guess everyone says it's always the one you least expect.  Whenever the news has interviews with criminal's friends, they're always saying he was so quiet and lovely.

      But this time was different.

      I bent down to scratch my ankle as I felt a bug bite me.

      Or was thinking "this time it was different" part and parcel to the whole denial thing?

      I sighed.  I didn't know what to think.

      And I didn't have time to ponder anything more because a woman's voice called out.  "Been to the jail, have ya?"

      I stood up to see who it was.  I simultaneously squashed down my dread and tried to look happy as I waved back.  It was Marnie, the owner of the yarn shop, and Wanda, the blue-haired owner of the souvenir shop.  They were out for a power walk, complete with matching visors.  Both had cups of hot tea from our shop.  They probably already got all the gossip straight from Granny's mouth.

      "Do you think he did it?" shouted Wanda as they crossed the street toward me.

      I knew I was in for it, one way or the other, so there was no point beating around the bush.  "Something didn't feel right," I replied back.

      "Darn," said Wanda as they drew beside me.  She confessed to Marnie, "I was going to send him a thank-you basket."

      Marnie smacked her in the arm in mock shock.  "No speaking ill of the dead."

      Wanda touched her hand to her heart. “I would NEVER speak ill of the dead,” she replied.  She leaned my direction and said in a conspiring tone, "But I can name at least five people who will be throwing a party tonight.”

      "And you said you didn't get my invitation," teased Marnie.  They tittered and then pulled themselves back together.  "Not that I would speak ill of the dead," continued Marnie, pointedly.

      "What did Byron do?" I asked.  "I mean, everyone keeps talking about how awful he was, but… was it just him?  Or did he do something?"

      Marnie took a long sip of her tea as Wanda pulled a flask out of her bra and added a little tipple onto the top of her drink.  She then looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening in.  “Oh, he was all high and mighty, living in that old house up on the hill."

      "Which, may I state for the record," Wanda interrupted, "was absolutely beautiful once upon a time."

      "So, while he couldn't even be bothered to take care of the place he had, he found this loophole and starts buying up half the street in Seaside," continued Marcie without missing a beat.  "Then he starts jacking up the rent on everyone unfortunate enough to have a shop on the parcels he's picked up, as if any of us is rolling in the dough.  Especially during the winter.  It’s a miracle any of us survive the season, much less to suddenly be expected to hand over wads of cash to that skinflint."  She leaned in. “Did you know he has not eaten ONCE at Yvette’s cafe.  Not ONCE.  That place has been an institution ever since her husband got hauled away.”

      I couldn't really blame Byron too much on that front.  Yvette wasn't exactly my favorite person on the island.  For some reason, she saw our coffee shop as a direct competitor to her café.  But her café had a walk-up window for ice cream, and featured sandwiches and a soda fountain.  It had little marble-topped tables and black-and-white tiled floors.  Our bookshop was the polar opposite and, you know, we sold books.  But maybe having her husband arrested was the reason for her attitude.

      “Her husband got hauled away?” I repeated, unable to keep up with all of the bits of information she was throwing at me.

      Marnie and Wanda nodded at each other knowingly before Wanda continued.  “Oh, it was a mess of a divorce.  He was dallying on the side with a tourist and she caught him.  Turned out he had been dallying in the moneybox, too.  All of his weeklong shopping trips into town were always a couple days longer than they needed to be and he always came back with a tan.  And we’re not talking a Seaside tan.  You don’t get that sort of brown without some coconut oil in a tropical location."

      "Poor Yvette," clucked Marnie.

      Absentmindedly, Wanda ran her fingers through her blue hair to spike it up.  "Stan was good enough to haul that no-good, low-down, cheating man away for embezzlement until the Feds could come collect him, but for some unknown reason, the whole business of Yvette's ex stealing from her made Old Man Byron madder than a hornet.  And not at him.  Byron came after her."

      Marnie took a judgmental sip from her tea.  "Just goes to show, birds of a feather, if you know what I mean."

      Wanda nodded in agreement.  "Those are the only two men in this town dirty and scheming enough to enjoy each other’s company."

      Marnie continued the thought.  "He swore he’d never set foot into Yvette’s shop.  And who even knows why?  But he had no problem buying out the land beneath it to try to drive her out of business.”

      “Oh!” I said.

      "It was like he had a vendetta against the whole town once Yvette's husband's sins were brought to light."

      "Bitter, bitter, nasty old man, that's what I've always said," said Wanda.  "I'm not one to speak ill of the dead and all."

      "Me, neither," said Marnie.  "But some people are dead because they just need killing."

      "Like putting down a rabid dog that keeps biting the hand that feeds him."

      "Town is better off without that bastard," said Wanda.

      "Did you hear that Jake is throwing a wake for Byron at his tavern tonight?" Marnie laughed.  "Down at his place.  Dollar whiskey shots until the bottle's gone."

      Jake owned the local watering hole.  Jake's Tavern wasn't very fancy, but in a town like Seaside, you had two choices—dive bar or wine bar.  The wine bar was usually filled with tourists celebrating whatever anniversary caused them to book a room at the local B&B.  Jake's Tavern was where the rest of us hung out, the folks who wouldn't be able to tell the difference between a $1 shot or a $5 shot, and were more interested in the fastest way to oblivion, rather than the best way there.

      If Nate was innocent, it seemed like a good place to hear a lot of information on people who might want Byron dead.  "A wake?" I repeated, suddenly very interested.

      "More like a 'thank God he's dead' party, but you can't go saying those things out loud," said Marnie.

      "It's tacky," added Wanda.

      "Can anyone go?" I asked.

      "The more the merrier!" said Wanda, lifting up her paper cup.  "Just don't let that new boyfriend of yours hear about what we're up to."

      "Nate is not my boyfriend…" I mumbled.

      "Wouldn't want to hurt the poor duck's feelings," said Marnie.

      "Of course," I replied.

      Marnie looked at her watch.  "Oh, I should be getting back inside.  Evening ferry's coming in."

      Wanda downed the rest of her tea.  "On my way, too!"

      There was usually a bit of a rush and then things would slow down again, so I headed to the coffee shop just to see if there was anything that needed to be done.  Granny was snoring away in one of the chairs.  If our town was any less safe, we’d be robbed blind every Tuesday.

      I gave her a shake when the bell over the door didn't wake her up.  "Granny!" I whispered.  "The ferry is coming in!"

      She took a great big breath and opened her eyes.  She saw me and smiled before giving herself a sleepy stretch.  "I was wide awake.  Just reading the back of my eyelids," she informed me.

      There must have been something really interesting written there because she took every moment she could get to "read."

      As Granny sashayed behind the counter in her lime green mules, I started straightening the books on the shelves.

      “Do you think that maybe we should expand our inventory?” I asked, picking up a book that was a big seller five years ago.

      “Oh, we have plenty,” she said, waving me away.  "When the summer comes, people will want something trashy to read on the beach and throw away afterward.”

      But a thought was starting to percolate in my head.  “I don't know," I said. "Maybe some books on local history.  You know… about the town and the sights.”

      “We’re making money hand over fist with all of the pastries you're making.  Everyone likes a little something made with love," she reassured me with a comforting smile.

      But now that this idea was in my head, it wasn't letting go.  One of the most prominent men on the island had just been murdered and I couldn't get anything on the history except stories that he was a jerk.  It seemed like a really great excuse to talk to people.  "I could put something together," I offered.

      "What was that, sweetie?" she asked, looking up from the till.

      "Well, I was just thinking I could put together a little booklet about where to eat and places to hang out and we could sell it for a couple bucks.  Maybe even interview some people in town and get some old stories."

      "We have a couple of books like that already," she reminded me, pointing to the shelf.

      "Yeah," I admitted, "but this would be new!  With updated information."

      She smiled at me, and I think she figured out something else was up, but she was willing to play along.  She nodded as she mulled over my proposition.  "Sure.  If that seems like something that would be fun."  Her smile widened.  "In fact, I've got that copier in my office.  We'll print it out and bind it up and make it an island-wide bestseller!"

      I didn't have the heart to tell her the only reason I was thinking about it was that I wanted an excuse to dig a little deeper into the lives of the people living here.

      I glanced out the window and saw Yvette walking down the street in deep conversation with Jake.  I wondered if they were talking about the recent murder.

      Remembering the wake that Jake was throwing tonight, I asked Granny, “Do you need me tonight?”

      “No!  No!” she said, dusting the leaves of a fake plant that we kept on top of the bookshelf.  "Go out and hang out with all the young people!”

      There weren’t really any young people in the town, but as I watched Yvette plant a kiss on Jake's cheek, I figured when you want the gossip, you have to go where the gossip is.
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      I tugged up my shirt, realizing it was showing off just a little more cleavage than I felt entirely comfortable with, especially since we were headed to a wake.  The chill from the ocean was rolling in and a light fog was causing a yellow halo to appear around all the streetlights.  Johnny walked next to me, completely unaware of the world around us.

      "So... um… thanks for asking me out for a drink,” he said.  He reached his hand out and stopped me.  "Just so you know?  I've known you, like, forever, and you're, like, a sister.  Sooo… I just want you to know I don’t feel about you, like, that other way.  If that's why you asked me out.”

      “I KNOW,” I said for the twentieth time.  "I just need you to be my wingman at the bar tonight.”

      “OHHH!” he said, smiling with relief.  "I get it now.  But as long as you know.”

      Sometimes it was like talking to a wall.

      We walked into the bar.  It was paneled with honey-colored wood and had a pool table in the middle.  A chair railing ran around the room at the perfect height for people to set a drink and a couple of tall tables were scattered throughout.  Usually, just the hardcore drinkers, like Johnny's family, would have been taking up barstools, but tonight the place was buzzing with all sorts of locals.  I waved to Granny's posse, Marnie, Holly, and Wanda, who lifted their fluorescent drinks my direction.  I knew I was going to have to be on my best behavior or I'd hear all about it in the morning from all sides.

      I sidled up to the bar.  Jake was wiping out the inside of a pint glass with a dirty-looking rag.  I'm pretty sure the man had never heard of a dishwasher and a good wipe down was the most his glassware had ever received.  The alcohol he poured was hospital-grade, though, and strong enough to burn anything living.

      Jake smiled when he saw me.  "Hey, Paige!  How are things at the bookshop?”

      “Slow,” I confessed.

      He shrugged.  "Just wait until Memorial Day.  This place will be hopping."  He threw his towel over his shoulder and gave me an appreciative look up and down.  "You clean up nice.  You get all fancied up for this crowd?”

      I yanked down my skirt and gave another futile attempt at pulling up my shirt.  "No.  Just… sometimes a girl likes to look nice, you know?”

      "Mission accomplished,” he said, high-fiving me.

      I pulled out my credit card.  "Open a tab for me?”

      He waved it away.  "This is a wake!  First one is on Old Man Byron.”  He poured what he knew I liked, a hoppy red lager, and shot a finger gun at Johnny.  "What can I get you?"

      Johnny was so spaced out, he didn't even hear Jake over the din of the crowd.

      "He'll have some water," I answered for my friend.

      "Pre-partying?" he asked, giving Johnny a knowing look.

      "High on life," I replied.

      "High on something," Jake remarked, pushing the glasses toward me as Johnny just wandered away.

      I took a polite sip of my pint and tried to look casual.  “So, did you know Byron?” I asked.

      He leaned his elbows on the counter.  “Yeah.  Mean old bastard,” he said.  "I’d say that nephew of his did us a favor.”

      “Do you think he actually did it?” I asked.  "I mean, it just seems pretty dumb, to come walking into town, meeting people, making sure that everyone knows your name, and then going and killing the one person you’ve told everyone you’ve gone to see.”

      Jake shrugged.  "I don’t know.  Crime of passion?  Idiot?  People do dumb things in the heat of a moment.”

      “I guess," I said, taking another sip.  "He just doesn’t seem the type.”

      “And what kind of type would that be?” Jake asked.

      “I don’t know.  Rougher.  Colder.  Like some of the guys who camp out and come to the bar.  A drifter or something.”

      "Don’t judge a book by its cover,” said Jake.  "Some of those rough guys, they’ll be the ones to save you in a tough moment.  They’re only that way because they’re survivors.”

      “Sure,” I said, wanting to explain and then realizing that I couldn’t put into words the feeling I had in my gut.  "You're probably right.”

      “All I know is that I’m glad they got him.  We’ll all sleep better tonight knowing that the guy is behind bars.”

      "Did you deal with Byron a lot?” I asked Jake.

      “Not really,” he said, giving his counter a wipe.

      "I heard he really didn't like Yvette."

      "That's putting it nicely," Jake said with a humorless chuckle. "That ex-husband of hers was up to something and double-crossed him.  A man like Byron'll screw you over from here to next Tuesday, but heaven help you if you hit him back."

      “That's what some other folks have been saying.  So, were you and Yvette talking about Byron earlier?”

      “Earlier?”

      “I saw you two walking by the coffee shop," I said.  "Figured you were talking about the murder and how that was going to affect things.”

      “Ah,” said Jake, rubbing the back of his head, looking a little embarrassed.  "No, we weren’t talking about that…”

      “What were you talking—”

      And that’s when Yvette’s voice chirped up behind us.  I turned around.  She was dressed in a little red number that was so tight, it looked like it had been painted on.

      “Ah,” I said, realizing what their conversation was more likely about and Jake's reluctance to get into specifics with me.  I raised my pint.  "Happy dead dude night!"

      Yvette sidled over to the bar, leaned over, and gave Jake a kiss on the cheek.  "Pour me something hard,” she said, sitting down and giving him a wink.

      Jake gave me a look and I realized that was my time to vamoose.  I smiled at Yvette while he was putting together her beverage.  "How are things at the cafe?” I asked as I slid off my stool.

      “Much, much better,” she said brushing back her frizzy blonde hair.

      “I heard a lot of people are really happy about Byron,” I noted offhand.

      “I would never speak ill of the dead,” she said, taking the whiskey on the rocks and holding it up to Jake in a toast.  "But let’s just say I’ll never speak good of him, either.”  She downed it all in one big, long gulp and set it down hard on the bar.  "Pour me another.”

      Jake seemed only too glad to oblige.

      “Seems like he was on everybody's bad side.  What’d he do to you?” I asked.

      I'm pretty sure that these weren't her first two drinks of the night, because she actually answered me.  Her voice slurred a bit as she said, “Oh, Byron and that bastard of an ex of mine were in cahoots.  Business dealings and such.  Byron was running people out of town and I am glad he's gone.  Now, if someone could just get rid of my ex."  Jake gave her a wink and she laughed just a little too loud.  "I should ask that nephew of his to finish the job."

      "What business were they doing?" I asked leaning forward.

      She shrugged.  "I have no idea, but it wasn't good.  All I know is that Byron was madder than hell when it turned out my ex was stealing from the till and used the money to take his girl-toy on an all-expense-paid trip to the Bahamas.  You'd think I would've had more of a right to be angry, but Byron acted like my ex cheated on him and like I encouraged him to do it.  Made no sense at all!  That bastard was trying to drive me out of business.  Lucky for us, that nephew of his decided to come in and take matters into his own hands.  I don't know what made him do it, but I will personally fund that young man's entire legal defense as service to the community."

      "Too late!" said Jake, taking a tip jar from behind the bar.  It had a piece of paper taped to the front that read "Free Nate Edwards Legal Fund."

      Yvette took her cocktail purse from her shoulder, opened it, and poured all of her loose change into the jar.  Jake turned around and started ringing a big brass bell, which caused the entire bar to cheer and lift their glasses.

      "Next round is on the house!" shouted Jake.

      I picked up my beverages to get out of the way as everyone started rushing the bar.  Johnny had drifted over to the dart board.  He was watching the players like they were shooting darts through space and time.  I put a glass of water in front of him.

      "Thanks," he said.  "Something so weird is going on here."  He raised his glass as one of the players hit the dead center of the board.

      "Bulls-eye," I replied.
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      We hung out for only another hour. The bar was so loud and noisy, I couldn't hear any conversations and Johnny was starting to nod off.  I walked him over to his shack by the beach and made sure he passed out in the general direction of his bed before I grabbed my bike and headed for home.

      Granny's little apartment above her bookshop didn't have a whole lot of room, so she rented me a cottage for the summer as part of my wages.  My place was on a hill, which is why it was so cheap.  Most tourists wanted an easy walk down to the beach.  Sure, it was a bit isolated at the top of a gravel road, surrounded by nothing but tall, golden grass.  And, yes, I’d taken to walking my bike so I wouldn’t pop the tires on the rocks.  But still, I liked it very much.

      The cottage was covered in blue-gray clapboard. Two windows flanked the red door and there were sweet little window boxes filled with bright geraniums.  I lifted my bike up the three wooden steps leading to the slatted porch and opened the front door.  Most nights, I didn’t even bother locking the place, but with the murder, I found myself turning the deadbolt as soon as I got in.

      The cottage was not much more than a studio.  On one wall was an antique brass bed covered in an old patchwork quilt.  On the other was a ratty, green velvet couch and a television set that got a whole two channels if the antenna was angled just right.  A braided blue-and-white rug added a splash of contrast to the light pine floor.  The kitchen walls were blue-gray beadboard, painted from the same bucket that had been used to paint the kitchen cabinets and the outside of the house.  There was a cooktop and oven, a small farm sink but no dishwasher.  I had a landline, but no internet.  The cable companies only provided service in town.  The owner talked about maybe getting satellite up here, but then figured out if he started marketing the place as a retreat away from the distractions of everyday living, he could make bank off of that angle without having to pay extra utilities.

      I stripped off my skirt and t-shirt, letting them stay where they landed, and made my way into the bathroom.  I turned on the faucets to the claw-foot bath and sat on the edge, resting my elbows on the lip of the pedestal sink as I waited for the tub to fill.

      My brain just couldn't stop thinking about Nate and wondering what he was doing.  It was crazy that Stan had arrested him just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, namely that he came to town just in time to find out his uncle was dead.

      I climbed into the tub and soaked until my fingers got pruney.

      It sounded crazy, but all I could think is that anyone could have done a better job than Stan figuring this out.  Everyone in the town hated Byron.  There were half a dozen people I had met today who had a motive.  Something wasn’t right.

      I looked at my wrinkled fingertips.

      Had he really died from drowning?  Or had something else happened?

      The phone started ringing and I dragged myself out of the bath to see who it was.

      "Hello?" I answered as I wrapped a towel around me.

      "Oh, Paige…"

      My heart skipped a beat as I realized it was Granny.  She never called at night.

      "I'm so sorry, I hate to disturb you but…" her voice trailed off.

      "Are you okay?" I asked, scrambling around the room to find pants and a shirt.

      "It's probably silly, but… I've looked everywhere for him but I can't find Captain.  Did you let him out?  Is he with you?"

      "No!" I said.  "A tourist must have let him out."

      "Oh, what if an eagle got him!  Or a shark!"  The panic in her voice edged towards hysterical.  "I've looked everywhere.  He sometimes goes outside for some fresh air, but he always comes back for dinner.  Only this time, he didn't come back.  Oh, Paige, if something happened to him…"

      I stopped her.  "I'm on my way over.  I'm sure he's fine.  Probably found some leftovers behind the café and has been having himself a buffet of leftover fish and chips."

      "Please hurry!" she said.

      "I'm headed out now," I said.  "I'll search all the way between here and there.  We'll find him."

      I hung up and threw on my clothes and a jacket.  I grabbed a can and a spoon from the kitchen.  Granny called Captain to dinner by tapping on the lid of his tuna can.  Maybe if I tapped on the lid as I went, I could call him out of hiding.  I grabbed a flashlight and stuck it in my pocket as I headed down the hill, calling for Captain.

      I didn't have to go far.  Halfway between my shack and the town's main drag, I heard a plaintive little meow and Captain came into sight.

      "Oh, you fool cat," I scolded as I walked over to scoop him into my arms.  "You scared the daylights out of Granny."

      But he wouldn't let me pick him up.  He dashed into the tall grass and out of sight.  I took off after him, trying to track him by the movement of the grass ahead of me.

      "What are you doing?" I shouted after him. "CAPTAIN!"

      The grass cleared and Captain was sitting on a fallen log, as pretty as you please, licking his front paw like he had been there the whole time and the chase was all in my imagination.

      I wasn't playing around this time.  I gave the can another tap, then popped the corner of the top.  THAT got his attention.  I held it out, and as soon as he stretched to sniff, I grabbed him.  He struggled, but I unzipped my hoodie and cocooned him inside my jacket, and he settled down.  Between balancing the cat and the cat food and the flashlight, it was going to be a wonder if I made it to Granny's place with everything.

      "What is going on with you?" I asked as I walked toward the road.  It was at that moment that I stumbled on something soft that didn't feel right.  I shone the light down from my flashlight.  "Oh no," I said, backing away.

      I dropped the can and the flashlight and fumbled for my phone as Captain tried to leap free again, but I wasn't letting him go anywhere.  The phone rang several times before the line picked up.

      "Seaside Police Precinct.  What seems to be the problem?"  Officer Fred yawned.

      "Fred?" I said into the receiver as I peered through the grass just to make sure I wasn't going crazy.  "I need to report a dead body."
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      The red and blue lights of the police car were making me queasy as they flashed across the dark hillside.  The entire town had left the party at Jake's Tavern and was now out to see what the commotion was about.  Granny came racing toward me in her quilted housecoat.  I numbly passed Captain over to her.  "I found him for you," I said.

      She gathered me up into her arms, pressing Captain between us in a great big hug sandwich.  "Do you think I'm worried one wit about this idiot cat right now?  Are you all right, Paige?"

      I nodded.  I mean, time was all wonky and it felt like maybe I was in a dream that I might be able to wake up from later.  "I was just out looking for Captain and I…"  I couldn't say much more.  Just pointed in the direction of the body.

      Stan sauntered over, his thumbs hooked into his belt.  "Well, quite a bit of excitement for a sleepy town like Seaside."  He pushed back his hat.  "Gonna be a couple days until we're able to figure out who this fellow is."

      "What do you mean, Stan?" asked Granny, her arm still around me.

      "Nobody I recognize and he's been stripped of all identifying information.  We'll send him down to the coroner.  Cross check the missing person's reports.  Fingerprint him…"  He seemed at a bit of a loss as to what he was supposed to do aside from those things.  "You know.  Figure it out."

      I shivered.  It was so cold out, and I couldn't keep my body from trembling violently.  I just wished I could get my legs to stop shaking.

      Granny rubbed my shoulders.  "Come on with me.  I'm not letting you sleep in the cottage by yourself on a night like tonight."

      I felt like I needed more answers, though.  I kept feeling that hand beneath my foot.  I just needed reassurance, as crazy as it sounds, that he had been dead.  That he hadn't just been injured and then died while I freaked out. I mean, the fact he hadn't said, "Ow!" was a pretty clear indication, but I needed to make sure I hadn't ignored someone who needed my help while I had gotten as far away from the body as I could to flag down the police.

      "Can you tell how he died?" I asked.

      "Garroted," said Stan, miming a choking motion, in case I didn't have enough of an imagination.  He sighed.  "I guess this means we still have a killer on the loose."

      Some pieces came together slowly in my head.  "So Nate is free?" I asked.

      Stan seemed really disappointed.  "Yeah.  I'll have to call the precinct and tell Fred to let him go.  I was really hoping this was an open-and-shut case."

      "I'm so glad that you will be able to devote yourself to finding the real killer now, though," I replied, a little pointedly.

      He waved my words away, like he hadn't understood them.  "Don't leave town.  I’ll need to bring you in tomorrow for a statement."

      "And where do you think she is going to go, Stan?" chided Granny.

      "Well, I don't know," he replied defensively.  "But I'm supposed to tell people to stay in town.  That's not such a crazy request."

      She shook her head.  "Really.  The very idea.  My granddaughter has had quite an ordeal. A little human kindness would not be uncalled for.  I'm taking her home and will personally ensure that she does not 'skip town.'  As if she were some sort of a murderer.  Really, Stan."

      "All these murders started when she arrived," he muttered under his breath.

      "What did you say?" she snapped at him, eyes flashing.

      He backed down and kicked at the ground.  "Nothing."

      "I thought not," she replied, grabbing my hand and her cat, and stalking away with her chin in the air.  "That man has rocks for brains," she growled as she steered me down the hill and toward her little apartment.

      The crowd parted and let us through.  I wouldn't have tangled with Granny, either, if I had been in their shoes.  I could hear them whispering and feel all their eyes on me.  Tomorrow was going to suck.  I mean, not as bad as it sucked for the guy who was now dead.  But I had a feeling all the gossip I was going to be deflecting was going to make me wish we could trade places.

      Main Street was quiet.  The shops were all dark inside, but their fronts were bathed in the glow of the street lamps.  Thankfully, the sound of the ocean drowned out the hubbub on the hill.

      Granny unlocked the front door to the coffee shop, ushered me inside, and locked the door quick as you please.  I got the feeling she still hadn't walked off her irritation at Stan.

      Behind the counter was the door to her apartment.  She opened it and I followed her up the narrow hallway with its darkly stained, beadboard wainscoting.  It led to her small living room.  She had painted all of her furniture bright colors—red and turquoise.  Her walls were painted a bright, cheery yellow and covered in hopeful sayings about goals and dreams that seemed really, really out of place and shallow after you've stumbled upon a dead body.  She pulled a pillow and some bedding out of a closet and wordlessly made me a nice little bed on her narrow couch.

      She steered me beneath the covers, she kissed my forehead, and planted Captain between my ankles.  "He's always been a good watchcat," she informed me.  "He probably knew something was up and snuck out to watch over you."

      "Good old Captain," I replied, scratching him under his chin.  The shock was starting to wear off and his warm, rumbling purr was a comforting reminder that right now, in this immediate moment, everything was okay.  The cat was better than a personal zen master.

      "Try to get some sleep," Granny instructed me as she turned off the light and went into her room.

      I shifted onto my side, trying hard not to disturb the cat.  He settled himself into the crook behind my knees.  I stared at the light beneath Granny's door as I tried to sleep, but the Sand Man had nothing for me tonight.  Every time I tried to close my eyes, I kept going back to that visceral memory of the field.  I felt so powerless, so trapped by the world.  I hated it.  And I vowed that when the morning came, I wasn't going to let myself feel that way ever again.
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      I didn't sleep much.  In fact, I was up well before the 4:00 a.m. hour I usually had to rise in order to get the baking done for the shop.  I yawned and went downstairs.  There was a lot of therapy in making up the cinnamon rolls.  Most mornings, I would let the mixer do the kneading, but today, I really enjoyed pulling the dough out and beating it into submission with my hands.  I could almost imagine that last night was nothing but a bad dream.

      But from the moment I flipped the door sign from "Closed" to "Open," I realized that no one else was going to let me pretend it had all been in my imagination.

      It seemed like the entire town had decided our shop was Ground Zero for the emergency of last night.  Granny's posse was the first to arrive and they arrived in full force—Marnie, Wanda, and Holly.  I bit my tongue and stopped myself from asking them if they didn't have their own shops to run.

      "Oh Paige," clucked Marnie, tossing her grey braid over her shoulder.  "We heard what happened!  If you need anything… anything at all… you just let us know," she said, patting my hand sympathetically as I passed her a roll and her cup of coffee.

      Wanda barely bothered with the pretense.  "Just AWFUL!" She leaned over the counter.  "And no one knows who he was, is that right?  Some stranger who was just drifting through town and murdered?"

      "I don't really know," I said, trying to rush through their orders so I'd have an excuse to not talk about it anymore.  "It was very dark."

      "And near your cottage!" squeaked Holly, sipping her tea as she held it in both hands like I was some riveting TV show.  "I wouldn't be able to sleep at night knowing a murderer might be right outside my door!"

      I took a deep breath as I rang up their charges on the till, reminding myself that Granny's posse were good people.  But I felt like I was just a few moments away from telling them that maybe they should all go get a good look of the outside of the Bitter Beans door.

      Instead, I just decided not to give them the "friends discount."  Wanda stared suspiciously at the change I put in her hands and bobbed it up and down like she knew it should weigh more.

      We were interrupted by Granny coming out of her apartment.  Gone was her funky sweaters and kooky shirts.  She was dressed in a magenta button-down shirt that matched her magenta hair and magenta mules.  You know things were serious when Granny pulled the business casual out of the closet.

      "Now now, girls," Granny said in a no-nonsense tone.  "You're not hounding my granddaughter, are you?  We'll have none of that."

      Her friends took the cue.

      "Just here to let her know that if she needs a place to stay," squeaked Holly, pushing her old-fashioned, brass-rimmed glasses up on her nose, "I know that we all have couches and spare rooms and, Paige, you are COMPLETELY welcome."

      I knew that if I took up any of them on their offer, I could look forward to my life being the subject of all the village gossip until I left town.  It was a bad idea to show fear.

      "I'm fine," I said.  "Really.  I can hardly wait to get back to my little cottage.  This was just a fluke."

      "She's so brave!" Wanda exclaimed to Granny.  "A fighter!"

      "Yes, she is," affirmed Granny, her hand upon my shoulder in solidarity. "Now, she has a lot of baking to do, and I'm sure you all have work to be done before the morning ferry.  I'll let you know as soon as we hear anything."

      The three of her friends nodded and clucked and cast me sympathetic looks as they walked out the door.

      "Bunch of nosy biddies," she said as the last of them left.  She turned to me.  "Do you want the day off?  Because if I were you, I might want to spend the day watching TV."

      "We only get two stations," I reminded her.

      "You really don't need to stay at your cottage.  I would like it so much better if you stayed here."

      "I LOVE my cottage!"

      "You should see if Johnny wants to stay with you."

      "I'll totally ask him today if he wants to crash on my couch," I assured her.

      She held her arms out wide.  "I have a shop full of books that are looking for a reader."

      I could see she really wanted to do whatever she could to make me feel okay.  I smiled.  "I think that being distracted by work will do me good."

      She squinted at me, trying to figure out if I meant it.

      "I mean it!" I insisted.

      She seemed to believe me, because she exhaled and said, "Fine.  FINE!  But I don't want you telling your mother I made you run a cash register on a day that I thought you should spend at the beach."

      "It will be good for me to be here."

      "Okay," she replied, reluctantly walking back toward the door to her apartment.  "I'm going upstairs now.  But you come get me at ANY point you start feeling like you need to sort out your head.  You promise?"

      "I promise," I said.

      She suddenly rushed over and kissed me on the forehead, and then went back to the door.  "Good.  I love you."

      "I love you too, Granny."

      The rest of the day was a blur, and we completely sold out of my baked goods.  I guess nothing pushes product quite like drama and gossip.  There was the normal influx of tourists, plus every single person I ever met in town.  The till was full by the time Stan stopped by to drag me off for my statement.  Granny shooed me out, as if it weren't a complete hassle for her to hold down the fort while I said into a tape recorder everything I told Stan the night before.

      He sat me across the desk from him, and Fred kept popping his head into the office to eavesdrop.  When I was done, Stan folded his arms and sat back in his chair.  "If you hadn't been so insistent that Nate was innocent, we might not have wasted such valuable time holding him," he said.

      "What?" I replied, not following his logic at all.

      "A person comes along, saying someone is innocent, and I have to waste all my time proving that they aren't," he clarified with exasperation.

      "That's kind of how the law works," I oh-so-gently reminded him.  "Innocent until proven guilty?"

      Stan began shuffling papers into a manila folder defensively.  "Well, if I didn't have to waste all that time proving Nate guilty, I could have been out there looking for the person who really WAS guilty."  He then gave me a hard glare.

      I needed to make sure I was understanding the subtext of that glare correctly.  "You're blaming me for the death of a stranger who was killed practically on my doorstep?"

      "Did you kill him?" asked Stan, pointing a finger at me.

      The man had been watching too many episodes of CSI.  "Of COURSE not," I replied, completely aghast.

      He seemed disappointed.  "You sure?  It was dark out."

      "I am absolutely, positively sure that I did not kill the man whose death I called you to report."

      "Where were you last night?" he asked sharply, like he was a detective in some black-and-white movie.

      "Over at Jake's with the rest of town celebrating Byron's life."

      "Because you're happy he's dead?"

      "NO!" I answered, unable to comprehend the way these questions were turning.  "I went to Jake's Tavern along with the rest of the town because they were serving $1 shots.  Then I walked Johnny back and put him to bed---"

      "You sure he went to bed?  That kid has always been trouble."

      "His DAD has always been trouble, Stan.  Johnny has been one of the sweetest kids in the world," I retorted.

      "But you're SURE he went to bed?"

      "He passed out before I left," I replied.  I have no idea if Johnny actually passed out or not, but I was sure he didn't head off into the countryside to start murdering strangers.

      "And then what?"

      "I went home.  Granny called.  Her cat was missing."

      "That's definitely out of the ordinary."  He stopped me to take a few notes.  "Captain is a good cat.  Not like him to go missing."

      "Yes, a very good cat who likes to sit inside Granny's apartment," I replied.  "So, I went out to find him and I found him.  And as I was carrying him back, I stepped on the hand of the body."

      "No chance the cat could have killed him?" he asked, not looking up from his notepad as he continued to scribble.  "Accidental homicide?  Cats are always tripping people."

      I blinked at Stan.  "You said the man had been garroted.  Are you saying the cat garroted him?"

      With a disappointed sigh, he crossed off something on his pad.

      "Did you really write Captain's name on your list of potential suspects?" I asked him.

      He shrugged.  "Everyone is a suspect until proven otherwise.  As Sherlock Holmes says, the remaining answer, no matter how improbable, is the truth.  Seemed like a cat accidentally strangling someone would fall under the improbable."

      "The cat didn't kill him," I restated.  "Do we even know who him is?"

      "Not yet," said Stan, tapping his pencil next to an item on his to-do list.  "But it is next on my to-do list."  He shook his head.  "I still think it is that Nate fella is mixed up in this somehow."

      "He was barely in town when Old Man Byron was killed," I reminded him.  "And he was locked up and in your jail when this other guy was killed."

      "Probably a red herring.  A detail he orchestrated to throw me off the scent.  Seems pretty open and shut if you ask me,” he replied.

      “How can you say that?” I asked.  "There’s nothing open and shut about it.”

      “Well," Stan responded, folding his arms and leaning back in his wooden chair.  "That’s why I’m the town’s police officer and you’re not.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He shifted uncomfortably.  "Well…”

      I suddenly saw that he didn’t have a good answer for me.  I realized that he didn’t actually know what he was doing and this was the problem.  He didn’t want anyone to know that he didn’t know.  And that's what made him an idiot.

      He leaned forward.  "The thing is, we never had a murder in this town until he showed up.  I mean, we might have had a missing person or two, but it was years ago.”

      “Okay, so because Nate was here and a murder happened, you think he did it?” I repeated back at him slowly.

      Stan shrugged his shoulders.  "Listen, I don’t tell you how to do your business.  You don’t tell me how to do mine."  He put down his pen to take a sip of his coffee.  He blew on it and scalded his tongue.  "Should have gotten an ice cube…”

      "Can I go now?" I asked, so done with this conversation.  "Granny is all by herself at the coffee shop and it's a Saturday afternoon."

      He nodded reluctantly.  "Just don't go skipping town!  I've watched a Sherlock or two in my day and it is always the one you least expect.  You're not off my list yet."

      "I really, really didn't kill that man," I reiterated, hoping he might understand how much I really didn't kill him.

      "All the same," Stan replied.  "Don't leave town."

      "I'll be here all summer," I responded, getting up.  "You know where to find me."

      I walked out the door and heaved a gigantic sigh.  If this is what Nate had been going through, I owed him a visit to see how he was doing.

      I got back to the coffee shop to relieve Granny.  The more time passed, the madder I got.  By the time the last customer left and I flipped the sign to "Closed" I was fit to be tied.  I cleaned the coffee bar and swept up the shop with a fervor I don't think I'd ever displayed.  I took off my apron.  Granny had caught on I wasn't in the best of moods and had gone upstairs, leaving me to my cleaning therapy.

      I walked out of the shop and locked the door behind me.  We always stayed open late on the weekends, and the sun was already down by quitting time.  I could hear the sound of people in the restaurants down the road as I wandered down to the empty beach with no Stan around to harsh my mellow.

      The moon hung full overhead.  The sound of the waves washed over me and I closed my eyes.  This was my peace.  This is where I felt whole.  I collapsed onto the sand and just let the sound of the wind and the waves crashing on the shore wash over me.

      I heard footsteps in the sand and looked over, figuring it was just a tourist.

      But it wasn’t just a tourist.  It was Nate, the one person who, I am sure, was having a worse day than I was.  He hadn’t seen me yet.  He just stood at the top of the bluff, gazing out into the ocean.  I saw him heave a huge breath and then his shoulders collapse with sadness.

      I didn’t know what to do.  It was such a private moment.  But if he saw me and I didn’t say anything, it would seem like I was some sort of crazy voyeur.

      “Hey!” I said softly.

      His head jerked up and he brushed away his cheeks.  He saw me and relaxed.  "Hey, Paige!”

      I patted the sand beside me and he seemed grateful for the invitation.

      "So, you busted out, huh?"

      "A regular jailbird," he replied in a weak attempt at a joke.  He sat down and stared out at the ocean.  "Thanks again for coming to see me," he said, grabbing up a fistful of sand and then watching as it sifted through his fingers.  "I really appreciated it."

      "I might need you to return the favor," I replied, shaking my head.

      "What?" he asked.

      I waved away his question.  The man had just gotten out of jail and the clutches of that jerk of a police officer.  "It's nothing.  How are you doing?" I asked.  "Are you okay?"

      He brushed away some grains that had landed on his pant leg.  I could see his brain scrolling through the five million things he wanted to say.  He finally settled on: "It has been a tough couple days."

      I rested my hand on his shoulder.  "It’s okay now.”

      “It’s not,” he said.  "It really isn’t."  There was a crack in his strong, silent veneer and I caught a glimpse of the vulnerable man I had witnessed in his private moment.  "To be accused of doing…  to be..."  He stopped himself.  "To have someone you cared about die horribly and then be locked up in a prison and accused of doing it.  And to know the real killer is out there and no one cares.  And you know that if you just had a chance you'd at least try to find out the truth since the idiots guarding you are never going to figure it out… but you're stuck sitting in a cell… powerless… it doesn't make for the best end of the week.”

      It came out of my mouth before I could stop it.  It was that word "powerless."  I had sworn last night I would never let myself feel that way again, and I wasn't about to let someone like Nate feel that way.  "I’ll help you find whoever did it.”

      Nate looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time.  "Really?” he asked.  "You’d do that?"

      “Of course,” I replied.  I then decided I owed him a little more explanation.  "Stan just accused me of killing a dead guy I found last night."

      "There's been a second murder?" asked Nate, in shock.

      I couldn't believe Stan and Fred.  "They didn't tell you when they let you go?"

      He shook his head.  "They just said the hold was up, and not to leave town."

      "Jerks."

      "Yeah," he laughed without humor.  He looked at me with concern.  "Are you okay?"

      I took a deep breath, not wanting to lose control.  "I didn't have such a great day, either," I admitted.

      "Oh, Paige," said Nate, reaching out to give me a comforting awkward side hug.  It's hard to angle your body right when you're sitting side-by-side in the sand with someone.  But I appreciated the effort.

      "I came down here to see where it happened," he confessed.  "I wanted to do it when there weren't a ton of people around to stare at me.  But I'm glad that you were here.  It sounds like we both really needed the company."

      "Ain't that the truth," I replied, pulling my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around my legs.

      "So…what happened?" he asked.

      I really didn't want to bring up all of the memories, so I just gave him the abbreviated version.  "That's the real reason why they let you go," I finally finished.  "It looks like we've got a serial killer on the loose."

      "Great," said Nate.  He then looked at me.  "And you're sitting here alone by yourself on a beach?"

      "I'm a tough broad," I tried to joke.  From the look on his face, though, I could see that my own veneer was cracking and I was showing off my inner marshmallow.  I tried to push past it.  "Stan keeps swearing that he's going to pin this on you somehow.  He was mad at me because I kept insisting you were innocent.  He accused me of doing it.  He even accused my Granny's cat."

      "A cat.  For real?"

      "Said that maybe the cat tripped the guy.  You know.  Tripped him and then strangled him to death."

      "As cats do."

      "Stan is not going to help us.  But if we're not careful, he's going to invent some story he's going to pin on us because he doesn't want people to figure out he's a train wreck."

      "I'm glad you believed I was innocent, Paige," said Nate sincerely.

      "I knew you couldn’t do something like that.  Murder someone.  I knew it wasn’t in you.”

      He leaned back and regarded me.  “And how did you know that?” he asked.

      “You have kind eyes,” I replied with a smile.

      They were full of tears and red and puffy, but there was a crinkle that came to the corners.  He reached up and brushed back a wisp of my hair that had come free from my ponytail.  "Of all the people here, you’re the only one who thought that.”

      “Well, it is easier for them to think an outsider did it,” I said.  "Otherwise, they’d have to admit it was someone they know.  But there's only one way in and out, and that's by boat.  So, either the murderer has already left… or is still here.”

      We stared out at the ocean together, lost in thought.

      Nate finally broke the silence.  "We'll find him.  If he's here, we'll clear our names and find him."
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      The next morning came entirely too soon.  Mondays are never anyone's favorite day, but for me, it wasn't too bad.  Since weekends are our busiest times, I got my day off on Tuesday, and we closed up early during the week since there was no reason to stay open.  The tourist crowd headed home on the afternoon ferry, and all the locals stopped by yesterday to ogle at me, so it was just the normal, run of the mill hassles as opposed to the sympathetic and curious looks from the day before.

      In fact, by the time it was time to shutter up the place, there wasn't a single customer I needed to shoo out.

      But I spoke too soon.  As I was walking to the front to flip the sign to "closed", a gentleman walked in.  He caused every single red flag in my soul to start waving for my attention.  Something was really, really wrong with this guy.

      His face was weathered and sunburned and his dirty blonde hair would have been bleached white by the sun except it was covered by a layer of dirt that left it an awful shade of grey.  There was brown dirt clogged in his pores.  His face sported a beard, but no mustache.  He wore a navy blue turtleneck and dirty, white jeans.  Atop his head, he wore a ship's captain hat that I might have dismissed as a Halloween costume, except that it was so authentic.

      "Can I help you?" I asked, trying to figure out how to politely ask this guy to leave.

      He pointed a gnarled finger in my face.  "Are you the one that found that body?"

      If I didn't tell him, anyone else in the town could, so I decided to cop to it.  "I am," I offered.

      He cut me off, waving his finger once more in my face. "Stay away from these murders," he said.  "This is not some game.  You keep your nose out of this business."

      My mouth was dry and my throat clenched.  "Or else…?"

      He leaned forward.  "Curiosity killed the cat."

      And with that, he turned and left the shop.  I couldn't lock the front door fast enough.  I stood there with my heart pounding, wondering what had just happened.  Had I just been threatened?  I mean, you can't exactly go to the police and tell them a strange, crazy man dressed like a sailor stood there and whispered a cliché at you.  But by the same token, things were not okay.

      So, this sailor didn't want me to go around asking questions.  The thing was, I hadn't been asking questions.  I mean, people came in and gossiped with me, but that was it.  Had he been eavesdropping on the conversation Nate and I had on the beach last night?

      Chills ran up and down my spine.

      It made me wonder if he made a similar visit to Nate.  I pulled out my phone, but realized I didn't have Nate's number.  I chewed the inside of my lip as I tried to figure out what to do.  Granny was at bingo, so she wouldn't miss me if I bugged out for a little while.  I hung up my apron, making the decision to swing by Nate's house and find out.

      I grabbed my bike from behind the shop and took off toward Old Man Byron's place on the hill.  The sun was just setting by the time I arrived at the mansion.

      A few lights dotted the windows, but I didn't spot the mysterious sailor anywhere, so that seemed like a good sign.  I leaned my bike against the front fence and opened the gate to the yard.

      It looked like Nate had tried to rake up some of the leaves that Old Man Byron had left since last autumn, and then given up.  Can't say I blamed him.

      I went up to the front porch and knocked.  A few moments later, I heard the sound of footsteps and the swing of the peephole's cover.  The door opened and Nate stood there, looking both happy and worried to see me.

      "What are you doing here, Paige?" he asked.

      It wasn't exactly the "Great to see you!" I had been hoping for, but a fair question.  I shivered, despite the fact that it wasn't particularly cold outside.  "Can I come inside?" I asked.

      "Of course!" he replied, as if suddenly remembering his manners.  He stood to the side and swept his arm toward the hallway.

      I walked in and rubbed my arms, trying to chase away the chills.  I didn't realize how much that encounter with the sailor had affected me.

      "You look like you've seen a ghost," he said, shutting the door, unable to keep the concern from creeping into his voice.  "Did something happen?"

      "Did you have a visitor?" I asked.  "A creepy sort of sailor wannabe?"

      "No…" he replied, glancing out the window with full-fledged concern now.

      "I just had the weirdest thing happen.  This guy stopped by the shop and asked if I was the person who found the dead body the other day.  He then told me I was asking too many questions and should butt out of it.  And then… I think he may have threatened me…"

      Nate didn't even hesitate.  He gave me a great big hug.  He then held me out at arm's length.  "Are you okay?  We should go report this to the police."  He began walking to the door.

      I stopped him.  "Nate, you know and I know that reporting this to the police will just make them ask what I did to provoke it and they will probably even side with the sailor."  I could see in his eyes that he knew I was talking the truth.  I sighed.  "Besides, it wasn't a real threat… just a veiled threat… that could have been a threat…"  I ran my fingers through my hair, feeling so unsure and confused.  "Oh, I don't know.  It's just so weird.  I mean, I haven't been asking questions.  You and I talked about finding out who did it last night there on the beach, but that's it.  Do you think he overheard us?"

      "I don’t know. Do you think he did?" Nate asked.

      "I don't know either," I admitted.  "It was all just so weird."

      He took my hand.  "Come on.  I'm going through some of my uncle's old files and I could really use some help.  It'll help keep your mind off things… and I don't like the thought of you going back to your cottage alone with someone like that creeping around."

      He led me into a musty living room.  Or maybe it was an office.  It was hard to figure out what exactly it was beneath the clutter.  I'd seen tidier rooms on Hoarders.  Two Tiffany-style table lamps barely lit the dim room.  There was a desk and a sofa, and probably some other furniture, but everything was buried in boxes and paperwork.  Half-filled file drawers hung open with sloppy files of wrinkled paper.  I did not envy Nate at all.

      "Take a pile, any pile," said Nate as he moved me toward the couch.

      I picked up a stack of papers on a coffee table.  "Been through these yet?"

      "Nope," he replied.  "Have at it.  There's plenty."

      I started flipping through.  "What are you looking for?"

      "Well, I have to dispose of his property, so anything that looks like it might be important or historic… but I'm also looking for anything that might be a reason for people wanting to kill him."  He motioned to the mess around the room.  "Seems like a pretty stupid way of sleuthing, but I don't have any better leads."

      We sat sifting through papers for about an hour when I found an interesting folder.  "Nate, it looks like you may have a lot more property to dispose of than you thought…"

      "What is it?" he asked, coming over and looking over my shoulder.

      "It looks like he was buying all of the land under Main Street.  And look!"  I pulled out a second set of papers.  "He has bids from a series of contractors to tear down all the buildings."

      "He was going to tear down Main Street?"  He took the file out of my hands and began flipping through it rapidly.  "But… it's Main Street.  It's why anyone even comes to the island."

      There was a stack of full-color brochures in the next folder and I passed them over.  "It looks like he may have been planning on building a resort with a high rise hotel."

      "This is one of the worst ideas I've ever heard!" Nate exclaimed taking the brochures.

      "Do you think someone found out and they decided they needed to put a stop to it… permanently?" I asked.

      Nate paused, staring at the pictures of happy couples frolicking across white sandy beaches.  "It makes sense…"

      "But who?" I mused.  "And what about the second body?  That stranger I found?"

      "Maybe he was someone who worked for one of these companies my uncle was trying to hire?" asked Nate.  He began tidying up the papers, stacking them neatly and smoothing out the wrinkles.  "Once the body is identified, we'll know for sure."

      "Maybe tomorrow we should start talking to people to see who knows what," I suggested.  The side of my mouth quirked up.  "Plus, if someone was desperate enough to warn me not to dig too deep, it's probably a sign that there's something there to discover."

      Nate looked at me and the gratitude practically shone from his face.  "Thank you, Paige.  No one deserves to die the way my uncle died, and finding out why will give me some closure."

      A warm wash of good feelings coursed through me, and I realized that maybe my intentions were not entirely unselfish.  Sure, we needed to find the murder to clear both our names, but it didn't hurt that I was going to have to see Nate a lot in order to figure things out.  I smiled and stood.

      "We start in the morning," I said.  "We'll get to the bottom of this."

      He put down the folder and walked over to me, giving me a huge, warm hug.  His arms wrapped around me and held me close.  It felt so safe.

      "Thank you," he murmured, his words whispering in my hair.  "Thank you."
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      Nate walked me home and, fortunately, there were no creepy people lurking in the tall grass.  Still, I appreciated it, and there was a sweetness in the way he said goodnight that kept me smiling till I drifted off to sleep.

      He was at the coffee shop first thing in the morning, and a few minutes later Johnny wandered in looking for his breakfast.

      "Hey, Johnny!" I said as I put together a bag of goodies for him.  "Got a minute?"

      "Always.  What's up?"

      "We're gonna catch a criminal.  You in?"

      He considered for a moment.  "Can I wear a fedora?"

      "You got one?"

      "Maybe."

      "If you can find it, you can wear it."

      "I'm in."

      I motioned to Nate.  "Have the two of you met?"

      Johnny jerked his chin in friendly greeting.  "Whaddup?"

      "Thank you for trying to rescue my uncle," Nate said, reaching out to shake Johnny's hand.

      Johnny's arm was sort of noodly, like he didn't exactly know how the shaking hands thing worked.  "It's all good," he replied.

      As they talked, I walked to the front door and flipped the sign to "Closed."  After that sailor somehow knew Nate and I were planning on doing a little sleuthing, I was completely paranoid.  We only needed five uninterrupted minutes, so hopefully we could squeeze in our conversation before the caffeine addicts showed up, jonesing for their morning hit.

      I walked over to the counter and pulled out a paper map of the main street.  It was one of those touristy things we handed out to folks just off the ferry.  It was hand drawn and was all about the shops and what they offered.

      "So, we know that your uncle was buying up land under all of these shops."  I pointed to all of the buildings on the side of the street opposite to the beach.

      "And I stayed up late going through his paperwork and saw that he had only gotten as far as this corner."  Nate circled the buildings on the right-hand side.

      I gave a low whistle.  "He was one building away from owning the land under Granny's bookshop."

      Johnny let out a breath.  "That would have like… seriously sucked.  Like.  For serious."

      "Totally," I agreed.  I turned to Nate.  "I guess first up, we need to decide if people were mad at him for buying up the land, or mad at him because he was thinking about buying up the land."  I stared at the door to Granny's upstairs apartment.  "I'll start with Granny and see if she had any idea that your uncle was after this place.  She'll be able to let us know if it was general knowledge or something folks found out after the fact."

      "And I'll start talking to people on this side of the ferry dock," said Nate.

      "Which means I can ask people on this side…" Johnny looked at the map and then squinted at it.  He flipped it upside down and then looked outside.  "Wait.  Which side am I talking to?"

      "Anyone you can talk to, Johnny," I offered.  "If you run across any of your friends, anyone you know, just chat them up and find out if they heard anything."

      "Riiiight," he replied, as if hearing our plan for the very first time.

      "And if anybody asks," I said to him, marking up his map so he would know where Nate and I were going to go, "just tell them Granny and I are working on putting together a new brochure for the tourists."

      "That is like… super brilliant.  They'll never see what hit 'em."

      He gave me a half salute and then crossed toward the front door in a half jog.  He fumbled with the locks a bit and then turned and gave me another little half salute and tripped out the door.

      "Do you think he comprehended anything that is going on?" asked Nate with a note of bemusement.

      "Who?  Johnny?"  I hooked my thumb at where my friend had disappeared.  "That guy is crazy like a fox.  He'll probably have all this solved before dinner.  And hopefully, he'll even remember what he discovered long enough to tell us."

      "Him?" confirmed Nate.

      "It was no accident he found your uncle."  I held up my hands and stopped myself.  "I mean, it was an accident, but in the grand scheme of life and the universe and chaos theory, he, of all people on this island, definitely would be the one to stumble across him.  What's that whole saying about how God looks after drunks and fools?  Well, Johnny's hit his head enough to qualify for the 'fools' part and, I gotta say, somebody upstairs is definitely looking out for him."

      "Cool," replied Nate, totally on board after hearing my reassurances.  "I'll look forward to seeing what lands in his lap before sundown."  He picked up the map.  "Mind if I take this?  I'm still learning my way around."

      "Have at it!" I replied.  "I'll meet you at Yvette's café around one for lunch?"

      "I dunno," he said.  "I hear her place has a 'no shirt, no shoes, no killers' policy."

      "We'll see if she serves us anyway," I replied, giving him a wink.

      He laughed.  "See you then," he replied.  He walked over to the door and then stopped with his hand on the handle.  He turned back to me, a small, warm smile creeping across his mouth.  "Thanks for doing all this, Paige.  I don't know why you're doing it and I don't know how you got mixed up in it all, but I'm glad that you're in this with me.  And I'm glad that we're working on this together.  If I had to face this all alone… well…"

      A rush of heat flared up in my cheeks, and I'm pretty sure I had turned as red as the cranberries in my orange cranberry scones.  I don't take compliments too well.  "Well.  Of course.  You know.  I just… I just wanted to help.  It's wrong what happened and I'm sorry that you have to go through all this.  Plus, my behind is on the line, too."

      He smiled at me once more as he left, but there was a knowing look in his eye.  I didn’t know that a bell ringing over the door could send my heart into mushy palpitations.

      I put on my apron and managed the morning rush.  Granny showed up around 11 AM, her hair perfectly coiffed.  She gave me a hug and looked over at the till.  "Busy day?"

      "Things are picking up," I replied.  "I think we're on the verge of the tourist season."

      "Glad to see that word is getting out."  She picked up a duster and went into the shop, tidying up and putting things back in their proper place.  Captain was sleeping on a leather chair by the window, next to a little sign encouraging people to tag their photos of him with our suggested tag of "#CaptaintheSuperCat."

      "Granny?" I asked as she puttered around.

      "Yes, darling?" she replied, not even looking up from the stack of books she was putting away.

      "Did you know that Old Man Byron was about to buy the land under your shop?"

      She froze, horrified, as if I had just announced I was pregnant from a one-night stand with a recently freed convict.  "He WHAT?"

      "I was over at Nate's last night, helping him sort through some paperwork.  We discovered that he was buying up all of the land under Main Street and yours was next on his list."

      "Well, that son of a---" She stopped herself.  "Now, I'm not one to speak ill of the dead, but that BASTARD.  I mean, I know he bought up half the town, but who in tarnation does he think he is, waltzing in and buying up land under MY shop?"

      "It was the weirdest thing," I replied.  "He bought up everyone on the other side of the ferry and was working his way down this way.  Would you mind too much if I found out if anyone knew what he was doing?"

      "Oh…"  She seemed to be sorting through a whole list of things she wanted to say, but settled on an explosive, "I will most DEFINITELY help you find out who he was planning on swindling.  In fact, I'll head down the street right now to start talking to people!"

      "Someone needs to run the shop…" I reminded her.

      "Oh, forget the shop," she replied, waving me away.

      "I know your friends will swing by for their afternoon cup.  Maybe if you could just casually talk to them when they come in and find out what's what.  I don't want to start some witch hunt.  It could be that everyone who sold knew what he was up to...?"

      "I can't imagine that," she replied with conviction.

      "Just, let me ask around… quietly… and if I can't find anything out, then we'll send out the big guns."

      She hitched her hip and placed the end of her feather duster in her pocket like a holster.  "You just let me know when you're ready, because I'm locked and loaded."
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      Nate just happened to be at the end of the block as I came outside.  His arms were full of shopping bags. I gave him a wave and he strolled over.

      "How is it going?" I asked wondering what on earth he had bought.

      He shrugged.  "Slow going.  For some reason, people aren't exactly the most forthcoming to an accused murderer who happens to be the nephew of Byron Edwards, and who also is nosing around for information on their business dealings."  He lifted up his purchases.  "I resorted to bribery."

      "Did it work?"

      "Not as well as I had hoped."  He set down his bags and dug around for a jar. He read from the label.  "Need some lavender honey sugar algae face scrub?"

      He put it in my hand, and I took it with a laugh.  "I see that you've been in to visit Wanda's souvenir shop."

      "Let's just say that lady made sure all my holiday shopping was done before she would open up."

      "They'll warm up to you," I assured him, tucking the jar into my purse.

      "They better, otherwise you may have to free me from debtor's prison, too."  He glanced over at my map as he fell into step beside me.  "Where is your first stop?"

      I pointed to a place at the far end of the road.  "I think I'm going to start with Tim in the fish and tackle shop."

      Nate looked at the quiet shop.  "Really?  It doesn't seem like he would have many visitors."

      "A bait shop?  On an island?  You really are a city slicker, aren't you?" I teased before explaining my reasoning.  "It was a sailor who threatened me.  And if you're a sailor, odds are you're going to have to fish for dinner, at least every now and then.  And where else are you going to go?  Plus, a fish and tackle shop is perfect for buying weapons that don't actually seem like weapons."

      "How so?"

      "Knives to gut fishes.  Oars to knock people over the head with.  Ropes to choke people with."

      "Remind me never to tangle with you."  Nate grimaced.  "I'll leave you to it," he said and then gave me a little salute.  "See you at the café in about an hour to reconnoiter?"

      "Sounds perfect!" I replied, unable to keep the smile from spreading wide across my face.

      "I'm going to go drop off my purchases at my place and hit a few more spots.  See you  soon, okay?"

      I admired his retreating figure before turning back toward Tim's fishing shop.  Investigating a murder that I may have been accused of should have put me in a much fouler mood, but it was hard when you had a partner who looked as good as Nate.

      I tried to look casual as I walked over to the shop.  The fish and tackle shop had a cluttered display window filled with old glass floats and thick nets.  There were some pretty antique fishing lures someone had once hand-tied.  I had a feeling that Tim's wife probably set up the window, but Tim took it upon himself to add the stuff that he thought was cool.  He didn't quite understand that there was a rhyme and a reason to not putting every single interesting thing he offered in his shop on display.

      I opened up the heavy wooden door and stepped inside.  The planks of the floor were wide and if they ever had any polish on them, it had long worn off from all the feet traipsing to and fro.

      "Hey, Tim!" I called out to the man at the far end of the shop, raising my hand in greeting.

      "Well, hello there, Paige!" Tim called back.  He was older, but still in crazy shape.  While it was more likely because he ran regular deep-sea fishing trips, rumor had it he once served in the Coast Guard and kept up his physical fitness in case they ever needed him to leap into the fray.  His hair was curly and reddish, his face was permanently burned.  He had a regular rotation of plaid flannel shirts he wore no matter what the weather.  He folded up the newspaper he was reading, took off his brass-rimmed reading glasses, and put them on the counter.  "What can I do you for today?"

      "Oh..." I replied, glancing around the shop.  "Thinking about putting together a new brochure of all the stuff in Seaside.  A lot of tourists ask questions I have no answer for.  Realized I'd never really come in to see what you have."

      "Well, take your time!  Look around!  Make yourself at home."  He got out his glasses and put them back on his face.  "Let me know if I can answer any of your questions."

      I picked up a jar of bait eggs and pretended I was super interested in them.  "Isn't it crazy what's been taking place here on the island?"

      He took his glasses off of his face again and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  "I know.  You think you live in a quiet little village, but then suddenly have two murders in a week.  What is our town coming to?"

      "Did you know Old Man Byron much?" I asked as nonchalant as possible.

      Tim gave out a disgusted grunt.  "More than I would have liked."

      "Really?" I asked.  "What was he like?"

      "Meanest, greediest, son of a biscuit eater, if you excuse my French, I ever did meet.  Not that I would ever wish harm on any human creature, but some people just need killing."

      I couldn't help a small, rueful laugh.  "That's what I'm hearing from a lot of people around town."

      "You'll be hard pressed to find a single person who liked that man.  Here he was, one of the richest people in town, and all he wanted was more.  Never did anything good with his money!  All he did was collect it.  It would have been different if he had used his power to do something good... like... building that community garden that Marnie is always talking about.  Or a library for the kids.  Or even donated to the flower fund for the geraniums on Main Street."

      "He never did anything like that?" I said.

      "Miserly freeloader."  Tim launched into it, totally wound up.  "I'd understand if he was saving up to buy a boat or something, but he never did anything.  Just sat up in that miserable house of his, thinking his miserable thoughts, living his miserable life."

      "Not exactly a ray of sunshine?"

      "Not a bit."

      I put down the eggs and picked up a packet of fishhooks.  "So weird they found him in the water.  Did he have any connection to the sea?"

      Tim barked out a laugh.  "Not that I know of.  He never booked one of my excursions.  I'd be surprised if he took the ferry to the mainland more than once a year.  I think that's how Stan knew it was murder.  Byron wouldn't have so much as gone down to the beach to admire a sunset.  NO chance he would have even been there to get knocked down by a rogue wave."

      "That's so weird," I said.

      "What is?"

      I hesitated.  "There was a guy... he looked like a sailor... he stopped in my shop last night."

      "What did he look like?" asked Tim, his ears pricking up with interest.

      I gave him the description.  Tim's face turned several shades of pale, and there was a decided shift to the temperature in the room.

      "Do you know him?" I asked when I was done.

      "No," said Tim, suddenly rushing from behind the counter.  He began mopping his forehead nervously.  "Listen, I just remembered I have a doctor's appointment and need to shut up shop for a couple hours.  I'm afraid I'm going to have to move you out."

      "Oh!" I replied, putting the fishing hooks back where I had found them.  "Oh, that's fine."

      "I'm so sorry," he said, completely distracted.  "It is just this dentist appointment."

      "I thought you said doctor?"

      "Did I?  I meant dentist.  Slip of the tongue," he answered, putting a hand on my back and guiding me out the door.  "Say hello to your grandmother for me.  Tell her that my wife and I will invite you two over soon and get caught up.  But for now, I really need to go."

      "Sure!" I said, allowing myself to be pushed out of the door.  "I'll interview you about your shop later."

      The door shut behind me a split second after I stepped onto the threshold and Tim quickly flipped his sign to "Closed."

      I wonder what it was about that sailor that had Tim so scared...
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      The next person on my list was Georgia.  Georgia was an interesting woman.  She was forty years old and already a grandmother several times over.  I had heard her family had been here on the island since before it had been officially settled.  Byron's family got off the boat and Georgia's family were there to help tow the dinghy in.  Not that they were native to the island or anything.  Her family just didn't like people very much, and so braved the treacherous waters in an effort to get away from everyone.  Evidently, it didn't work.

      Which made it even more surprising that someone who didn't like people as much as Georgia didn't like people would end up working the ticket booth for the ferry.  I'm not sure if she actually paid that much attention to who came through her turnstile.  I know she really liked it when somebody tried to sneak through without a ticket, and she had a chance to give them a good talking-to.  She never messed with the police.  She liked to handle all the trouble herself.  In fact, she REALLY liked to handle all the trouble herself.  One could even say that she sought out trouble just so she could handle it.

      I was not looking forward to talking to her.

      The ferry terminal was in the middle of Main Street.  There was a small white booth built by the WPA in the 1930s.  The now-crumbling concrete was occasionally plastered over in a vain attempt to get it looking a little more welcoming.  Granny, in fact, had tried to organize a city council meeting on regular repair of the place, but no one else seemed concerned, so the matter was dropped.

      Georgia sat behind a large glass window next to the turnstile, guarding the covered waiting room.  We really didn't get that many people.  It fit less than a couple hundred and it was only full during the summer.  Rumor had it that Georgia had the volume on the speakers turned up so when she made an announcement, she could count how many people jumped.  I guess if you're stuck in a glass box selling tickets for only two ferry rides a day, you look for ways to amuse yourself.

      I walked up to the window.  Georgia had short, frizzy hair that was once strawberry-blonde, but now the roots were white and she kept forgetting to dye them to match.  Her face was squashed.  It would pretty much look the same if she was sitting there or had it pressed up against the glass.  She wore round, red plastic glasses on her pug-like nose.  Her teeth were crowded in her mouth and her face wore the permanent lines of a permanent scowl.  Her chin disappeared into her multiple chins, and if she had a neck, the waddle folded over her chest so many times you couldn't see it.

      "Hey, Georgia!"  I waved as I walked up to the booth.

      She licked a thick finger with her wrinkly tongue and then turned the page of the newspaper.  She didn't bother looking up.  "Yep?"

      "How is it going?"

      Again, she didn't bother looking up.  "It was going just fine until you decided to swing by and interrupt my reading."

      "Sorry," I apologized.  And then realized I really didn't have anything I should be apologizing for.  "Listen, some weird things have been going on here and I was just wondering…"

      She cut me off, again, not looking up from her paper.  "I said all the saying that I was going to be saying to Stan when he swung by.  If you have questions, you should go talk to the cops."

      I could tell my "just trying to write a new brochure" excuse wasn't going to fly with a person like her.  "Well, I'm trying to help them out," I explained.

      That made her put down her paper.  "Good.  Because they have too much to handle already on the island without you going around killing people."

      My jaw dropped.  I was absolutely taken aback.  "I am not going around... killing people..."

      "Well, that's just what a person like you would say, isn't it?"

      "What would make you think I'm the sort of person who could kill someone?" I asked.

      She squinted at me, and then licked her thumb and turned another page in the newspaper.  "I see things.  I know people."

      I took a great big breath.  "Well, then, maybe you can help me.  I didn't kill anyone---"

      "Mmm-hmmmm."

      "---but I want to find out who did.  I want to help Nate figure out who killed his uncle."

      Georgia paused her reading again to look up, her frowny mouth now contorted into what I think was sadness.  "That was a good man, he was."

      "Byron?" I asked, just to clarify that she was indeed talking about the same guy that everyone else on the island hated.

      "Totally misunderstood by these fools.  He was just trying to look after us and everyone here was always so bent on shunning him and making him feel unwelcome.  He was a good man."

      "What did he do that was so good?" I asked, genuinely hoping there was something kind I could pass along to Nate.  I felt like half of our conversations were him apologizing for being related to Byron.

      But Georgia didn't have anything.

      "I just can tell about people.  I can look at a person and just know.  He spoke plainly and what was on his mind instead of hiding it behind all sorts of fancy talk.  He wasn't fake.  He was real.  And that is more than I can say about just about anyone on this island."

      I took another breath, biting back all of the words other people had told me about their feelings about Byron.  "Well... I'm glad you feel that way, because I think you're the only one who can help us."

      "Darn tootin' I'm the only one who can help you!" she exclaimed, sticking her elbow in the middle of where she had been reading and leaning forward to point her finger at me.  "It is my patriotic duty to pay attention to the comings and goings of the people on this island and, let me tell you, I've been paying attention to everyone coming and going for years."

      "That is FANTASTIC!" I said.  "Tell me!  Have you noticed anyone suspicious?  Anyone who came over but then didn't go back?"

      "Nope," she replied, her energy expended in her one outburst.  She went back to her paper.

      "Well, what about a sailor?" I asked.  "There was a sailor who came and talked to me.  He seemed rather strange.  Maybe like he had seen some hard times."

      "Oh, him?  He wasn't suspicious.  Just another man of the sea coming to say hello to the island."

      I didn't waste my breath telling her what his "hello" entailed, namely threatening me.  "When did he come over?"

      "Don't remember."

      "Did you see him leave?"

      "Naw.  I expect he has a boat here somewhere."

      "Are you sure?" I pressed.

      "Well, I don't remember seeing him come over and he didn't leave, so either he had a boat or else he is still here."

      That simple sentence made my heart beat just a little bit faster.  "Right."  I chewed on the inside of my lip.  I wasn't sure if I could trust anything that Georgia said, but I asked anyway, "Can you think of any reason why anyone would want Byron dead?"

      "Oh, I can think of one..." Georgia muttered.

      "What?" I asked.

      "I'll take it to my grave."

      "Lives may hang in the balance," I insisted.

      She considered me with her rheumy eyes.  "The thing is... he was always sweet on me."

      That gave me pause.  "What?"

      She heaved a sigh, and I think she may have even wiped a tear from the edge of her cheek.  "He never said anything, but we understood one another.  Every time he bought a ticket, I was pretty sure that he was going to pop the question."

      "Really?"

      "And I'm pretty sure that the rest of the women on the island were jealous.  Ours was a forbidden love, but his heart belonged to me and no one else.  I'm pretty sure it was one of those 'if I can't have him, no one can' cases."

      "Oh," I replied, so confused with how far off the rails this conversation was going, and whether Georgia was crazy, or if there really was something going on between her and Byron.  I mean, I didn't know the guy... who knew?  Maybe the whole reason he was such a recluse was that he needed to hide his feelings for her... or something...

      "I'm pretty sure if Stan goes digging around a bit, he'll find out it was one of those busybodies who hangs out with your Granny that killed Byron."

      That was the moment I knew she was crazy.

      She sighed and rested her cheek upon her ham fist.  "I think he actually went over to the mainland to buy a ring for me."

      "When did he go over to the mainland?" I asked.

      "Two days before he died," she replied.  "He went over, looking very secretive and didn't even want to look me in the eye.  And then when he came back, he just tucked his head down into his collar and wouldn't even acknowledge I was here.  A man like that has secrets, and I know he knew that if he looked at me, he'd have ruined the surprise."

      "Two days before he was killed, huh?" I mused, picking out the only bit of useful information from her ramblings.  "Any chance you have a record... credit card records or something... of people who were on the ferry the day before he died?"

      "I do," she replied.  "But I'm not giving that up to you or no police unless they serve me with a warrant.  Like it says in the Constitution."

      "Right," I said with a sigh.  "Well, thank you so much for your help."

      "You're sitting here taking up all my time," she grumbled.  "I'm going to have to cut short my break to make up for all the time you wasted."

      I looked over my shoulder and up and down the street.  There was no one anywhere around me who needed her help.

      "Sorry about that," I apologized.  "I'll be running along."

      "And don't bother me again!" warned Georgia.  "My love for Byron was between the two of us, and if I hear that word gets out, I'll know it was you!  I'm pretty sure he left me everything he owns in that will, so you tell that nephew of his not to get too comfortable."

      "I'll pass it along," I replied, my face frozen in what I hoped was a pleasant expression, and not the horror I was feeling at being in the presence of such a hateful woman.

      She gave me a little half wave.  "Get gone!"

      And I did.  And man, was I glad that interview was over.
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      My next stop was Jake's Tavern.  It used to be that during the day, only the hard cases took up stools.  But Jake had expanded his business model to include a small grill for burgers and fries, and it was a hit.  Guess there was a market for folks wanting something a little more artery-clogging than the foodie joints up and down Main Street.  I stepped in.  Most of the tables were full and the entire place smelled of grease and meat.  The jukebox was cranking out 80's hits and a rumbling din as people tried to talk over the music.

      "Hey, Paige!" Jake called out.  "That grandmother of yours run out of things for you to do?  I've got some dirty dishes in the back you can wash up if you're looking for a job."

      "Ha ha," I replied as I sat down at the bar.

      He tossed his dishrag over his shoulder.  "What can I get for you?"

      "Just a Coke," I replied.

      "A Coke?  You came in here for a Coke," he chided.  He poured the drink and put the large pint glass in front of me and shook his head.  "If you wanted a Coke, you should have gone down to the soda fountain.  This here is a bar."

      My stomach growled, betraying the truth that the burgers were smelling better and better.  "Okay, and also a burger."  I'd just pretend I hadn't eaten when I met Nate in a few minutes.

      "THAT'S what I'm talking about.  Show that Yvette she's not the only place you can get a decent meat sandwich in this town."  He went into the back.  I could see him through the pass-through flipping the burger on to the grill.  He shouted at me over the sound of the sizzling grease.  "How are you doing, by the way?  You had a pretty big scare the other night."

      I stuck the straw into my cup and took a big mouthful.  "I'm okay, but it isn't anything I'd like to repeat."

      "Glad to hear it," Jake said, looking through the pass-through at me, making sure I caught his eye so that I understood he really cared.  "Nobody should have to find something like that."

      I shrugged.  "I think even more..."

      "Just a second!" he shouted.  I could hear him plating up my burger.  He walked around to the bar and put it in front of me.  "Now, what was that you were saying?"

      "I was just thinking that more upsetting than finding the body... I mean... it's like, burned into my skull..."

      "Play some video games," he suggested.

      "What?" I replied, completely confused.

      "Yeah, there was this article I read.  Play some video games with the sound on.  It short-circuits your brain and stops you from looping over a bad situation again and again."

      "Oh," I said.  "That's really helpful.  Thanks, I'll do that."

      "Anytime," he replied, going back to wiping out his glasses.

      "But, what I was saying was that---"

      "Hey, Tim!" Jake shouted, waving at the bait shop owner I had just said goodbye to a few minutes ago.

      Tim's face paled as he looked at me.  He patted his pockets.  "I left my wallet at my shop.  I'll be right back!"

      "I'll spot you, Tim!  I know you're good for it!"

      "No," said Tim, walking backward.  "Thank you, but I think I need to go get my wallet right now.  I'll be back.  In a little while."

      "I'll keep the griddle hot for you!" Jake said as Tim hurried out the door.

      Tim's back pocket had the suspiciously square shape of a man's wallet.

      "Do you think Tim is acting really strange?" I asked.

      "Seems fine to me," said Jake.  "But that could just be Tim.  He's always been a little off, if you know what I mean."  He circled his finger around his ear knowingly.  He then folded up his arms and rested his elbows on the bar.  "But I know you aren't crazy.  You were saying something when he came in."

      "It's nothing," I replied.

      "No!  Go on!"

      There was just something about Jake that made me want to confide in him.  "The worst thing about this all has been being accused of killing that guy myself."

      Jake outright guffawed.  "People think YOU were even CAPABLE of killing that guy?"

      "RIGHT?"  I said, feeling for the first time like someone understood how ludicrous it was.  "I mean... Look at me.  I wouldn't even know how to do it."

      "And it was a big guy, too, wasn't it?" Jake asked.

      "I actually have no idea," I replied.  "I kind of ran away as soon as I realized I was stepping on his hand."

      "Smart girl," Jake complimented.

      "But then this sailor came into Granny's shop earlier today."

      "A sailor?" repeated Jake, looking at me with some disbelief.  "Next you're going to tell me stories about butlers killing people in drawing rooms with candlesticks."

      "No, really!  This crazy sailor guy!  And the moment I mentioned it to Tim, he suddenly had to go running off like he had forgotten something.  Just like he did now."

      Jake looked at the door.  "Huh.  Some sailor has Tim all scared?  What did the guy look like?"

      I gave Jake the full rundown.  By the time I was done, he gave a low whistle.  "Listen, I'll stop by and see what's up with Tim.  It could be nothing more than an unwanted relative or one of his wife's ex-boyfriends.  Who knows?"

      "I hope it is just something like that," I admitted.

      "Do you think it might have been something more?"

      "I don't know," I replied, suddenly realizing I had just unloaded all over Jake and forgotten I was supposed to be the one asking questions.  "We — Byron's nephew and I — were looking through some of Byron's things and discovered he was buying up a lot of land under people's businesses.  Did he ever approach you about stuff like that?" I asked.

      Jake shook his head.  "Nope.  Never did.  Although if that old bastard ever stepped across this threshold, I would have popped him in the nose."

      "Why?" I asked, surprised by Jake's vehemence.

      "Aw, he was trying to crowd Yvette out of her shop."

      "Why was that?" I asked.  "What did he have against that shop?"

      "Maybe he thought he could squeeze Yvette out if he bought up everything under her and around her.  He was a vindictive old bastard."

      "Oh," I replied, realizing where some of the puzzle pieces might fit.  "Someone said that this all started after Yvette's husband was arrested.  That's when Byron started acting differently toward her."

      "Don't know about that," said Jake.  "Feels like things were never right with that guy."

      "It seems like everyone hated him... I mean... everyone but Georgia."  I leaned forward and whispered.  "She told me she thought he was going to propose."

      "GEORGIA!" Jake burst out with laughter.  "Oh man... that is RICH!  And makes so much sense.  Birds of a feather.  Him and GEORGIA!"  He slapped his thigh.  "Well, I never."

      "Don't tell anyone!" I said to him.  "She made me promise not to tell anyone."

      "We bartenders keep secrets better than a priest in a confessional."  He gave me a wink.

      I realized he had done a really good job of getting me talking.  "So, since you hear so many people talking, can you think of anyone who would want Byron dead?  I mean, not just hypothetically?"

      Jake thought for a few moments.  "Did they get the autopsy report back yet?"

      "Not yet," I replied.

      "Well," said Jake.  "If it was just a drowning, it would have had to have been someone who could have lured him to the edge of the bluff.  I can't think of anyone who would have been able to do that... except..."  Jake looked concerned.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Well, if what you are saying is true and he was after Yvette's shop... no.  I don't even want to think such a thing.  I've known Yvette for years.  No."

      I realized what he was saying, though.  Everyone said Byron was after Yvette's business.  He probably would have met her anywhere.  Was she desperate enough to take a man by surprise and push him off a cliff?  Looking at Jake's face, I saw how much he didn't want to believe Yvette was capable of such a thing.

      I offered up a hypothesis.  "But if that's what happened, maybe he lured her out there.  Maybe he attacked her and it was just self-defense."

      Jake seemed relieved to have an alternate idea.  "That could be what happened.  I mean.  If that's even what happened.  We won't know until we see the autopsy report."  He leaned on the counter.  "Because if for some reason he was drugged or incapacitated, someone would have to have been strong enough to carry him to the bluff."  Jake looked at the door.  A shadow crossed over his face.  "You don't think Tim...  I mean... he's strong enough to haul in nets full of fish, and has landed some swordfish larger than a grown man..."  He stopped himself again.  "Now you've got ME going through crackpot conspiracies."  He hadn't quite talked himself out of the thought, though.  "But if the autopsy comes in, and Byron died from anything but drowning, someone pretty strong must have moved him."

      I stood up.

      "Hey!  You barely touched your burger," he said.  "You want me to box it up for you?"

      "All this talk made me lose my appetite," I said.

      "Sorry about that," he replied.  I started to pull out my wallet but he waved me back.  "Don't worry about it.  On the house.  You gave me some of the most fascinating conversation I'll have all day.  Come back anytime!"

      I smiled.  "Thanks, Jake."

      "Really, anytime," he reiterated, clearing my plate away.  "Keep me updated on your sleuthing, Nancy Drew."  He gave me a wink.

      "Will do," I replied.  "That's a promise!"

      As I walked out the door, I realized it was almost time to meet Nate.  And fortunately for the both of us, it was in Yvette's cafe.  I had a few questions I wanted to ask her; and I wanted to see, too, if she was hiding any bruises.  As much as Jake wanted to think the murderer might be Tim and not Yvette, there was a part of me that wondered if perhaps Jake was blinded by love.
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      Nate was sitting inside the cafe as I arrived.  Yvette's place wholeheartedly embraced the shabby-chic, French country look.  Everything was whitewashed shiplap.  Pretty blackboards hung from the wall, featuring handwritten menus in colored chalk.  There were booths by the window, and Nate had found a spot where we could have a good view of the sidewalk.  He was looking at his menu, but the bell over Yvette's door tinkled merrily and he looked up.  A great big smile crossed his face.

      It felt good to see him so soon for me, too.  I slid into the booth across from him. "How'd it go?" I asked.

      "Very, very interesting," he said.  He held up his hand to reveal a highly buffed manicure.  "The ladies in the beauty shop are absolutely lovely, by the way."

      I laughed.  "They do good work."

      "How about you?" he asked.  "Did you have any success?"

      "I think I did," I replied.

      I stopped as Yvette came over.  She pulled out her pad and a pencil.  "And what will you two lovebirds be having to drink?"

      "Oh... we're not..." Nate and I said in unison.

      Yvette crossed her arms knowingly and smiled.  "My point exactly."  She gave us an obnoxious wink.

      "Yvette?" I asked, figuring it was going to be really awkward if I didn't get the elephant in the room to put all the cards on the table.  "You know Nate, right?  Byron's nephew."

      She didn't even bat an eye.  "We haven't met.  Now, what will you be having?" she asked.

      I grabbed a coffee while Nate just had some water.  Yvette's drip coffee was out of a pre-brewed pump pot, but I didn't want to seem like a snob.

      "I'll give you a few more minutes to look things over and be back," she announced.

      "Did she seem suspicious to you?" said Nate, leaning over the table to whisper at me.

      "Not particularly…?" I replied.

      "And THAT doesn't seem strange to you?"

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Think about it.  I'm the nephew of the most hated man in town, a man who hated her evidently, and she was totally fine.  Didn't say, 'Oh, I'm so sorry for your loss' or 'Your uncle was a bastard' or anything.  It should have been at least a little bit awkward."

      "Maybe she's just trying to be polite…?" I offered.

      Yvette rang up a couple of tourists and then fired up her espresso machine for their drinks.  I glanced over and tried not to judge how long she allowed the shots to sit, as she puttered about, before adding them to the drinks.  No wonder we had her beat on the coffee front.

      "Just feels like there's something else going on," Nate mused.

      I leaned across the table.  "I just talked to Jake, and he was thinking there might be something funny going on with her, too."

      "Huh," said Nate, staring over at her and squinting.

      "We should figure out what we're going to order so that WE don't look suspicious," I replied.

      By the time Yvette came back, we had both picked out the least murder-y things on the menu.  I went for a salad.  Nate went for the soup and sandwich combo.  Hopefully, our choices seemed normal and not like we were there to find out if Yvette killed Nate's uncle.

      While Yvette disappeared into the kitchen, I told Nate everything I had learned, including Tim's weird reaction when I mentioned the sailor and Georgia's belief that she was set to inherit all of Byron's belongings.

      "She said they had a 'thing' between them?" Nate clarified.  "That woman in the ferry booth had a 'thing' with my uncle?"

      "That's the one.  She said not to get too comfortable in Byron's house because she is sure he wanted to give it to her."

      Nate laughed.  "She can HAVE it.  Seriously.  I'm ready to just set fire to the place and call it a day."

      "I'll let her know," I replied.  I sipped on my tepid coffee.  "Huh," I mused.

      "Huh?" Nate repeated back at me.

      "Well, I just wonder... if you DIDN'T want someone like Georgia noticing your comings and goings, I wonder where you might land instead."

      "Huh," said Nate, sitting back and contemplating my question.  "Well, we're on an island and there are plenty of beaches where you could come ashore...  I mean… I guess?"

      "There are a lot of cliffs," I said.  "The water is pretty deep in some areas, but there would have to be some places."

      He paused for another moment.  "Do you think Johnny would know?  I mean, surely, with all his surfing and diving, he must know this island better than anyone else."

      "Maybe after lunch, we should see if he wants to take us out," I suggested.  "It couldn't hurt.  Maybe if that sailor came in on an actual boat, we'll see it somewhere."

      "Sounds like a really good idea, Paige."  Nate smiled.  "You're pretty fantastic at this whole sleuthing business."

      "That's just what Jake was telling me at the bar."

      Yvette came out of the kitchen with our order.  She set it down in front of us and then drifted politely away.

      Nate bit into his sandwich, set it down, and then pointed at it.  "This is good.   I really hope that Yvette is not the murderer, because this is REALLY good."

      As soon as she saw him finish chewing, she drifted back over.  "How is everything over here?" she asked cheerfully.  "Good?"

      "EXCELLENT sandwich," Nate complimented as he wiped his mouth.

      "I hope you're getting done what you need to get done," she replied.  A muscle twitched in her jaw as she clenched her teeth.  It said louder than words that her earlier politeness was skin deep.  "Headed back to the mainland soon?"

      I thought now was a good time for mending some fences.  And maybe see if Yvette would talk to us over the fence, as it were.  "Listen, Yvette.  Nate was going through Byron's things and realized his uncle was buying up a lot of land.  He wants to be able to sell it back to the shop owners for what his uncle bought it for."

      Nate looked at me like I had gone mad.  I figure that it is a gentleman's prerogative to change his mind and he could backtrack later.  But if we could somehow convince Yvette that Nate wasn't the enemy, we stood a much better chance of getting people to loosen up and welcome Nate in.  Maybe even to stop killing people.

      I didn't want to say it, but I was thinking about that dead man I discovered.

      What if the killer had seen Nate hanging out with me?  What if he thought Nate was coming to see me at my cottage?  It could have been an easy enough mistake to make in the dark.  If someone killed his uncle, it made a lot of sense that they would have gone after the next of kin.  MUCH more sense than them just killing a random stranger.

      It was that flash of tension on Yvette's face that made me tell the lie.  Maybe if we created the gossip that Nate wanted to do right... well... I just wanted to do what I could to make sure it wasn't Nate's body I stumbled across the next time.

      And if Yvette was the killer, maybe I could convince her to give Nate a fair shake before taking him down.

      It seemed to work.

      Yvette seemed totally taken aback.  "Oh!" she said. Her demeanor softened and she cautiously seemed to warm a bit toward him.  "Well.  That is a really nice thing for you to do, Nate," she said.

      "Is it true that Byron bought your land?" I asked innocently.  "We're just trying to make sure that everyone is accounted for.  Things were a real mess up at the house."

      Yvette's face flushed and she cast her eyes down at the ground.  "No.  No, he didn't buy my land.  He wanted to.  But he didn't."  She smiled again, but this time much more real.  "If there's anything I can do to help, let me know.  If you want, I can ask around."

      Now I was totally confused.  Why had everyone told me that Byron had bought Yvette's land?  On the map Nate and I looked at the night before, it said he owned it.  How did she get the property back?

      "That's such a relief to find out we're square with you," said Nate, sighing.  "You make a mighty fine sandwich, and I would've been sad if I couldn't come back for another one tomorrow."

      She smiled again and this time it was a little bigger.  Nate really knew how to work the charm, I thought.

      "Well, you and I are right as rain, Nate.  He very much wanted this place.  In fact, sometimes he was a little pushy about it.  But, I held firm."

      "Why did he want your place so badly?" I asked.  "I mean... not that I am into gossip, but I heard he REALLY wanted this place bad."

      Yvette shrugged.  "I just don't know.  He was bent on it, though.  He would stop by at all hours.  Call me at home.  Call my family at home..."  Her mouth thinned into a line.

      "That's AWFUL!" I said.

      "I know he's your uncle," said Yvette to Nate, "But he wasn't always the kindest man to people.  I'm glad to see that quality was not passed down through the family."

      "I'll try my best to make up for any of the hardship he put this town through," said Nate.  "And I mean that."

      Yvette took the check off the table and ripped it up.  "Listen.  This lunch?  On the house.  On account of all that you've been through.  You haven't exactly been welcomed into the community with open arms, and that was our mistake.  You're always welcome here, Nate." She leaned forward.  "You know.  As long as you don't go trying to buy my place."

      Nate stuck out his hand.  "You have yourself a deal."

      And then they shook on it.

      Yvette went back to the counter as the bell over the door rang to alert her to new customers.  Nate sat for a moment, smiling and watching her until he was sure she was fully engaged and then leaned over the table at me.  "Um... thanks for making promises I may or may not be able to keep...?"

      "I'm sorry!" I apologized.  "It just came out.  But look!  You had someone who hated you and now she doesn't.  That's a good start, right?"

      Nate ran his fingers through his light brown hair.  "Listen, I don't even know if I CAN keep that promise to everyone else.  I mean, I would like to..."

      You know, I had been a little judgmental about the way that Jake had been unable to believe Yvette could have done something wicked.  But Nate's kneejerk stonewalling gave me a flash of realization that I might be guilty of the same sin.  "Why couldn't you?"

      "I was looking through his paperwork, and it is a LOT of money."

      "Is that a problem?" I said.  "I mean... he was buying it up from people for pennies on the dollar."

      "But... The value of the land is SO much more."

      "Which is why you should sell it back to them for the cost of what you got it for."

      "I don't know how much he owed," Nate replied.  "I don't know if he borrowed money from a bank or got some investors to buy it.  I mean, it seems like something he would have had to do.  How am I going to pay that back?"

      "Nate, your uncle swindled a bunch of people out of their land.  Land that sits under their shops and... I mean... these are people's lives.  Their ONLY lives.  It is not like they can go off and get another job somewhere."

      "I just don't know WHY he did it yet," Nate said.  "Let me figure out why, just to make sure I'm not getting us into hotter water than we already are.  It could be there are contracts or loans or... I don't know what.  Just... Let me figure where everything stands, first.  It could be that he was in financial trouble.  Maybe he bought it because he really needed to sell it.  I just don't know."

      "But if that's not the case, if things are free and clear, you'll sell it back to everyone at cost, right?"

      Nate didn't say anything.  Instead, he picked up his sandwich and bit into it guiltily.

      "You mean, you might not?" I asked him.

      He chewed and then swallowed, I think trying to buy himself time.  "I just don't know, Paige."

      "What do you mean you don't know?"  I replied.  "It seems like a really, really black-and-white issue of right and wrong."

      "I just mean… I don't know."

      I looked at Nate like I was seeing him for the very first time.  "You know, you might have a little more of your uncle in you than I thought."

      "C'mon, Paige.  Don't say that..."

      I got up.  "I lost my appetite.  I think I'm going to head on down to the beach and see what Johnny is up to."

      "I'll come with you," said Nate, standing to join me.

      I held up my hand.  "No.  I think you shouldn't.  I'll talk to you later if I find out anything.  You know, anything that won't cause you to lose a penny of your millions to the hardworking people of this town, who just happen to be the reason you have any money at all."

      "PAIGE!" Nate called out after me as I stormed out the door.

      I didn't care.  I didn't care if everyone was staring at me.  The fact he didn't categorically state that he was going to do everything in his power to set things right made me mad.  Yes, I know he was in a complicated situation; but the more I thought about it, the more I wasn't cool with it.  Did he think he could just walk into some shops and buy a couple presents and things would be fine?  This was an entire town's livelihood his uncle had tried to screw up.

      I slowed down as I neared the beach.

      I had judged Jake for letting his feelings for Yvette get in the way of his objectivity.  Was I guilty of the same thing?  I mean, not that I thought Nate was a murderer.  But maybe there were some other facets of his personality that his charm distracted me from noticing.

      I walked over to the sand dune to the little blue dive shop seated next to the walkway.  It wasn't much more than a glorified garage with a cash register.  It rented out bikes and boards, as well as snorkel equipment and fins.

      Johnny waved at me.  "Yo!  Paige!"

      I waved back as I tripped on the sand toward him.  "Hey, Johnny!  How's it going?"

      He shrugged, leaning against the counter.  "Quiet."

      "Want to close up early?" I asked.  "Maybe take a private client out for a tour of the island?"

      He looked around, mystified.  "Who is the private client?"

      I cleared my throat and raised my hand.

      Johnny's face broke out into a wide grin.  "Heck yeah!"  He pulled the chain on the side of the wall that rolled down the front door and started locking up, securing the entire shop with a simple padlock.  Anyone who might be interested in breaking in would have had no problem.  But even if they did, they'd be stuck on the island, and it's hard to miss someone trying to pawn a bunch of used air tanks and flippers.

      I slid out of my Keds, using my toes to hold the heels down, and it felt so good to have my feet in the warm sand.  Johnny hung the key around his neck.  "Okay, so the boat is moored off of the dock.  This is SO rad!  We're like... skipping out... like school.  Except, it's like... part of my job.  Because you need a tour.  Rad."  He looked at me.  "Why do you need a tour again?  I mean... you like... live here and junk..."

      "So, we... I mean... I was talking with Georgia---"

      "That woman is SUCH a bummer."

      "I know.  But I talked to her---"

      Johnny stopped me, folding up his arms and staring at me with intent focus.  "Go on.  I'm listening."

      I took a deep breath and continued. "So I TALKED to her and she said she didn't see the sailor come in on the ferry."

      Johnny's hands flew slowly from the side of his head as he mimed his brain exploding.  "Oh man... you... like... you think he must have SAILED here?  Whoa."

      "Right.  I was thinking he might have sailed here, but there are no new boats moored at the pier, so I'd like you to take me around the island so that I can see if there is a boat somewhere else."

      "MAN, Paige.  You are GOOD at this.  I NEVER would have thought about doing something like that.  Like... using a boat... to find a boat."  Johnny stopped in his tracks to contemplate the enormity of it all.  "It is, like, so meta..."

      I patted Johnny on the back.  "I know.  We will have plenty of time to think about it on the boat.  As we look for a boat."

      "Riiiight," he said.

      We walked over to the dock and I slid my shoes back on my feet.  No need to go catching tetanus from rusty nails.  Johnny just had a little motor boat moored on the dock.  It wasn't fancy.  Pretty much a bathtub with an outboard attached, but it got him where he needed to go and, now, was going to get me where I needed to go, too.

      I stepped in first, then Johnny untied the line and hopped in, too.  We were at low tide and the weather was nice enough that the ride wasn't too choppy.  We began puttering along the coast and, without being able to help himself, Johnny launched into his sightseeing spiel that he usually reserved for tourists.

      "And you can see from here the main street where the majority of our businesses are located."

      "Johnny," I said, interrupting him.  "I live here.  You don't need to tell me the story."

      Johnny nodded in understanding but then explained, "It helps me not get lost."

      "Ah," I said, realizing that this was a valid argument for a guy like my friend.  "Then, by all means, have at it."

      Johnny launched back into his tour.  He pointed up the bluffs at Byron's house.  "And there is our founder's house.  The family first arrived in 1866 and helped to settle our island."

      "Stop just a second, Johnny!" I said.

      "Okay," he replied, cutting off the motor.  "But I may need to repeat that sentence, otherwise I'll forget."

      "That's fine," I replied.  "I just wanted to get a look at the bluff."  I looked up at it.  There were trees and scrub all along the top of the cliff.  And at the base, were some massive rocks.  "Johnny, do those rocks get submerged during high tide?" I asked.

      "No," he replied.  "I mean, you get some tidal pools and some wash, but most of the waves break much farther out."

      I realized there was something fishy going on with the sea.  "Johnny, if I pushed a body onto those rocks from above, the body would have stayed caught on the rocks, right?  Because the water would have never reached it.  But it didn't.  Byron floated ashore."

      "Huh," he said, looking up at the bluff.  "Yeah.  And, like, the tides probably wouldn't have carried it toward us anyway."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Yeah, the time of day when we found him?  He would have gone that direction."  He pointed in the opposite direction of where the beach was that we found Byron's body.

      "Which means..." I mused, "that he wasn't pushed off that bluff."

      Johnny stared at the cliff.  "Whoa."

      "So, why did they assume that he fell off the bluff and then drowned?" I wondered.

      "Well, if someone beat him, it could have been like he had been dropped on the rocks," mused Johnny.  "Or Stan and Fred just guessed.  They do that sometimes."

      "They won't figure out what killed Byron until the autopsy comes back," I replied, knowing pretty much for sure that Stan and Fred were making things up as they went along.  "But there's no way he could have fallen from there."

      "What do you think it all means?" asked Johnny.

      "I think it means that someone took him somewhere else, and then tried to make it look like he fell from the bluff.  But why would they do that?" I mused.  "Why hide the murder site?"

      "No, I meant, what do you think it all means?"  He stared at the bluff, a faraway look in his eyes.  "Death and life and us in the grand scheme of the cosmos?"

      I did not have an answer for him.

      "Johnny?" I said, pulling him back to the moment.  "I think I'm ready for the rest of the tour."

      "RIGHT!" he said.  He fired the motor back up, settled into his seat, and got focused.  "And there is our founder's house.  The family first arrived in 1866 and helped to settle our island...."

      As Johnny's voice droned on, my brain started churning through the implications if someone killed Byron and then moved the body to make it look like a potential accident.  It could have happened anywhere. But wherever it actually took place, it meant that there was some sort of clue linking the murder to the murderer.  Something that the murderer did not want anyone to know about or see.

      We turned the corner and there was a boat sitting in the inlet.  I couldn't believe that it was just sitting there.  But then a movement on the shore caught my attention, and I tapped Johnny's arm.  "Keep going."

      "WHOA!  NO!  Isn't that, like, the boat you were looking for?" Johnny asked.  "Shouldn't we, like, check it out or something?"

      What I didn't want to tell Johnny was that I had seen a man who looked suspiciously like Tim, the keeper of the bait shop, step out onto the beach and then, as soon as he saw our boat, go back into the tree line.

      "I'll explain later," I said.  "Just keep going.  But keep the boat in sight for as long as you can.  I'd even really like to see who gets on the boat if possible."

      "Right," said Johnny.  "You know.  We could, like, moor our boat on the beach and then, like, sneak up and see if something's there.  You know, like Navy Seals."

      "I think that's a great idea," I said.  "Let's go do that."

      Johnny swung the boat around, and as soon as we were out of sight, he cut off the motor and let the boat drift toward shore.  We dragged it up the sand and then ran through the trees back to the beach.  Just as I suspected.  Tim was in a boat, heading toward the sailboat.

      "What is he up to?" I mused.

      "Who?  Tim?  Maybe someone forgot their fishing tackle and he is delivering it.  A man's gotta eat," he commented, as if that explained everything.

      A familiar face stepped onto the deck of the boat.  "That's the sailor!" I hissed.  "That's the one who threatened me!"

      "WHOA!  THAT guy?" asked Johnny.

      The wheels in my brain started whirling.  I sat back as I tried to sort everything out.

      "Careful, hoss," Johnny said.  "You look like you're about to break something."  He poked my forehead.  "And by 'something', I mean your brain."

      I pushed his finger away.  "Give me a second."  The picture was starting to form.  "Listen, what if Tim did it?"

      "Tim?  Naw, he's a good guy.  He cuts off the lock to the dive shop all the time, for free, when I lose my keys."

      "RIGHT!  He's an expert at opening locks!"

      "I dunno, Paige," Johnny replied, his voice full of doubt.

      "He cuts padlocks.  With his own two hands.  He's SUPER strong.   He doesn't even have a motor on his rowboat, Johnny.  He rowed all the way out from shore.  He could TOTALLY lift Byron's body and dump it somewhere."

      "WHOA!" said Johnny.

      "And then there is that whole deal with the sailor," I added.  "That sailor threatened me.  Why would he threaten me if he was here for good reasons?  And the moment I mentioned the sailor to Tim, he freaked out and came here.  Those two are up to SOMETHING and they don't want anyone to know about it.  Otherwise, they wouldn't have met here in secret, and the sailor would have moored at the pier.  Something is really, really wrong Johnny.  I feel like maybe we should let Stan know."

      Johnny ran his two hands through his hair as he considered my words.  "You think you got enough for the police?"

      "Well..."  I hemmed.  "Not a ton, but maybe just enough to help them out, you know?  Like, not enough to make an arrest, but if the autopsy comes back showing that Byron was beaten before he died, they'll have something to go on.  At least enough to clear Nate's name and mine."

      "I dunno..." said Johnny.  "It seems like a mighty big stretch to me."

      "I'm not saying that Tim did it.  I'm just saying that he was acting really suspicious, and now he is out here with a guy who threatened me.  That's not cool, Johnny.  If there is a completely reasonable explanation, they can tell it to Stan."  I got up and started walking back down toward the beach where we left the boat.

      Johnny ran after me.  "Wait up, Paige!  Come on!"

      My feet slid on the sand dunes as I hurried along, feeling an urgency.  "Johnny, we need to get back to the village to talk to Stan and Fred."

      He gave out a great big sigh.  "But I didn't even get halfway through my tour before you decided you were done.  If I don't give you the whole tour, my boss is gonna be pissed."

      "Johnny, your boss is your dad and he's passed out on his couch right now."

      "True," said Johnny.  "But he is gonna be pissed."

      "He's pissed no matter what you do, and he's probably going to be more upset that you DIDN'T get back sooner.  He doesn't care if you finish or not."

      Johnny ran his fingers through his hair nervously.  "I dunno, Paige.  He's always going on at me about not finishing what I started.  And this is definitely not finishing what I started."

      I reached out and grabbed Johnny's hand.  "Listen, how about this.  I'm not feeling well and need to go back to the village.  Can you give me the rest of the tour later this week?"

      "OH!" said Johnny.  "So, I wouldn't be... like... not completing it.  I would just be like... completing it later."

      "EXACTLY!" I replied.

      "Oh!  Yeah.  That should be fine!"

      I let out a huge sigh of relief that I had been able to get Johnny's brain around my idea.  Listen, Johnny was my best friend on the island.  Always would be.  But he sometimes had a rough time figuring things out.

      We got back into the boat and pushed it out to sea.  Had to go over a couple waves, but we made it.  Johnny turned on the motor and we were off.  By the time we got back to the village, it was nearly dinner time.  I hoped that Stan or Fred were still in the police station.  Sometimes they would just forward all the lines to their house phones and go home for the evening.  I walked up to the front door, though, and it was unlocked.  Stan was sitting at the front desk, spinning in circles.  He took one look at me and pushed back in his rolling chair, dread covering his entire face.

      "What do you want this time?" he asked.

      "What I want," I informed him, "is to clear my name and Nate's name from all wrongdoing."

      He folded his arms across his chest.  "Oh?  So you think that the best way to solve a murder is for the accused murderer to go out and provide an answer to the problem that doesn't involve her."

      "Um… A) You're accusing me of murder so it does involve me.  And B), look at me, Stan," I said, motioning to my scrawny legs hanging out of my cutoff shorts.  "REALLY look at me.  Do I really look like someone who could have killed that man I found?"

      Stan shrugged.  "Once you eliminate the probable, whatever is left, no matter how ludicrous, has to be the truth."

      "But you haven't even eliminated the probable," I pointed out.

      "Well, that's what I'm trying to do, but you keep riding my tail!" he grumbled at me.

      "That's because you've accused me OF MURDERING SOMEONE."  I took a deep breath.  "Listen, I was in my shop, and this sailor came in."

      "Ah!  The mysterious sailor!  A stranger from another land who is guilty of EVERYTHING," said Stan, waving his fingers as if I had suggested that the murders had happened because of magic.

      "NO!" I replied.  "Except that he came in and threatened me.  And then when I mentioned it to Tim, Tim got super weird.  And when I was talking to Jake about it at the bar, he said that the only person who would have been strong enough to carry Byron's body would have been someone like Tim, who regularly wrestles in massive fish from the bottom of the ocean."

      Stan rubbed his lower lip.  "Huh.  Jake said that."

      I almost rolled my eyes that it took a guy like Jake to endorse what I had been trying to say since day one before Stan would consider taking it seriously.  "Yeah.  Jake said that.  And then we talked to Georgia, and she said that no one by the sailor's description left by ferry.  So, Johnny and I took out the boat and sure enough, there was a strange sailboat moored over near the rocks where Byron's body supposedly was pushed.  But we looked, and there is no WAY his body would have been carried out to where Johnny and I were.  That body was moved, Stan.  It was moved to protect someone."

      "Huh," said Stan.  He stood up.  "Well, if Georgia and Jake said that it is what happened..."  He seemed to be thinking it through a bit.  "Well, maybe I'll just bring Tim and this sailor in for questioning.  Just to see what they have to say about things.  The truth will always come out."

      "That's ALL I'm asking," I replied.  "Just talk to them."

      "Right."  He put his keys onto his belt loop.  "But if I find out you're wasting my time..."

      "Just talk to them, okay?"

      "Johnny can show me this boat?"

      "Yeah.  He just took me there."

      "Okay.  I'll check it out."  He looked at me, and there was this energy in the air.  I couldn't quite figure out what it was.  Was he going to thank me or something?

      Turns out it was nothing.

      He just leaned across the table and talked to me like I was an idiot.  "You need to leave before I can go.  I gotta lock up."

      "Right," I said, heading for the door.  "You're welcome, too."

      I headed down to the coffee shop to take over Granny's shift.  Even Captain could tell something wasn't right.  I'm not sure who paces the shop more, me or the cat.  I perched on a stool and stared out at the street, my leg bobbing up and down with nervous energy.  What was going on?

      I didn't have to wait too long, though, to get the answer.

      Granny's friends Marnie and Wanda came scooching in just about an hour later.

      "Is your Granny here?" asked Wanda.  She was wearing a t-shirt that said, "If you can't say something nice, sit next to me," which seemed appropriate.  Her eyes were lit up with the gossip she was holding in.

      "She is!" I replied, standing up and walking over to the stairs leading up to Granny's apartment.  I opened up the door and shouted up.  "Granny!  You have some visitors!"

      I went back to mind the counter and pretend like I wasn't eavesdropping on the conversation.

      Granny came down, dressed in a blue t-shirt that she had tied in the back to show off her figure.  Coincidentally, it matched Wanda's hair almost perfectly.  Granny's hair, however, was in rollers underneath a scarf, and she was filing away a rough edge from a red fingernail.

      Marnie waved her over and leaned in, her gray braid falling over her shoulder and into her tea. "Did you hear?"

      "Hear what?" asked Granny.

      Marnie realized what had happened and pulled her hair out of her cup.  She grabbed a handful of napkins and tried to soak out the liquid as I set about brewing her up a new cuppa.  "Tim's been arrested for murder.  BOTH of the murders.  Can you believe it?  TIM!"

      Granny popped her gum in disbelief.  "Tim?  No.  I've known Tim for YEARS!  That man is the gentlest giant.  Whatever made Stan think that TIM could possibly be capable of murder?"

      "Well, evidently Johnny was showing some tourist around the island and saw Tim go onto this boat that was anchored in the cove.  I mean, really.  A boat that hasn't even been registered.  Just ANCHORED.  In the COVE.  Well, Stan went out there and Tim was on the boat, and he kept shouting something about maritime law and such.  But Stan just went right onto that boat, pretty as you please.  And what do you think he found there?"

      "What?" asked Granny.

      "Nothing," said Marnie.  She gratefully took the new tea from me.

      "Can you believe it?  NOTHING!" emphasized Wanda.

      "But why did Stan arrest Tim for being on a boat?" asked Granny, confused as to where this all was going.

      "I have no idea!" said Wanda.  "Stan said something about new evidence that has been uncovered and Tim was a prime suspect and that he could come the easy way or the hard way, but it certainly wasn't going to look good in front of a judge if Stan reported he had found Tim trying to skip off the island on an illegal sailboat."

      As she paused to take a breath, Granny jumped in.  "Was the boat illegal?"

      "Oh, you know Stan," said Wanda, brushing aside her question.  "He likes to put the fear of God into a person to get them to admit something they might not want to admit at first."

      All three of them nodded their heads in understanding.

      "So, Tim went along the easy way.  But what do you think could have made Stan point a finger at TIM?" asked Marnie conspiratorially.

      "I just can't get over that he arrested TIM!" Granny said again.   "I mean, I've known that man since high school, and that was a long time ago.  He wouldn't hurt a fly."

      "Well, he is AWFULLY good at descaling a fish..." said Wanda.

      "And handling a knife..." added Marnie.

      "And killing seafood..."

      "A fish is a lot different than two men," said Granny.

      "Just seems awfully suspicious, if you ask me," said Wanda.  "I mean, why would a man agree to be arrested for murder, without an ounce of protest, if he wasn't guilty of SOMETHING?"

      "I don't know, girls," said Granny, shaking her head dismissively and going back to filing her nails.  "It just feels wrong."

      Captain gave a meow of agreement from his pillow on the window ledge.

      "Well," said Marnie, casting a knowing look Wanda's direction.  "We will keep our ear to the ground and let you know if we hear anything.  You do the same.  Promise?"

      Granny nodded.  "Promise."

      The ladies sashayed out of the coffee shop, leaving just Granny and me.  She let out a huge sigh.

      There was something about Granny thinking that Tim couldn't be capable of murder that made me wonder if maybe I hadn't been seeing things right.  I picked up a rag and started wiping down the coffee machine nervously.

      "Such a shame about Tim," I said, trying to be casual.  "They say it is always the quiet ones."

      Granny walked over and leaned against the counter, chewing her gum thoughtfully.  "I just don't know, Paige.  Something isn't right.  It just coudn't be Tim."

      "Well... if it wasn't him, who else could it have been?"

      "I don't know.  You've been the one snooping around town asking questions," she said with a knowing wink.  "Who do YOU think it is?"

      My face burned bright red.

      She patted my hand.  "Oh, don't worry.  I know you are just trying to clear your name and Nate's name, but make sure you don't go pointing your finger at an innocent man just because you want to get out of a sticky situation.  It makes you no better than the people who accused you."

      "But don't you think that it is awfully suspicious?  The boat?  And Tim's about the only man in town strong enough to have carried a body... or two bodies... And everyone who came onto the island through the ferry is clear.  When I told Tim about the sailor, he got really weird."

      Granny stared out the window at the street, watching as the gossip of Tim was passed down the road.  The other shopkeepers were looking over their shoulder in the direction of Tim's shop.  "I don't know, Paige.  It just doesn't feel right.  I don't know what DOES feel right, but it's not this."  She rapped her knuckles on the counter.  "You keep looking.  There is something off.  You make sure, and you make doubly sure, that Stan hasn't locked up that poor man for the wrong reasons."

      I nodded.  "I promise."

      She grabbed a cookie from the pastry case and headed back toward her apartment.  She lifted up the cookie.  "I look forward to your report!"

      I swiped my cloth one more time across the counter.  Had I made a mistake?  Was I wrong for thinking what I thought?  Had I accused an innocent man?  Granny's words were hitting home and I felt ashamed that I had gone to Stan without concrete proof.  I was just so scared that Tim and that sailor might disappear.

      I rested my chin on my fist and thought through everything I had learned.  There seemed to be only one loose end.  If Byron hadn't drowned, but instead had been killed and moved, someone needed to find the original murder site.  I was pretty sure it wasn't going to be officers Stan and Fred.  That assumed there WAS an original murder site.  Maybe I was right about Tim, and this was a wild goose chase.

      At that moment, Nate passed by the store window.  He gave a furtive look up, but the moment he saw me looking at him, he cast his eyes down again.

      It was worth making sure, for all of our sakes.  It was worth making sure that I was right.
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      The next day came and went.  Every local who came into the shop had an opinion they felt obliged to share with me on Tim's guilt or innocence.  The more they talked, the worse I felt.  You know things are bad when you start looking forward to the tourists.

      Finally, my work day was over, and I could not fold my apron fast enough as Granny came down to take over.

      "I'm headed out!" I said, loading up the bag with some leftovers.

      "Have a nice afternoon!" she replied, blowing a bubble with her gum.  "See you tomorrow!"

      I went around the back of the shop and unlocked the powder blue beach cruiser, and placed the bag of goodies in the basket.  I turned my bike in the direction of Nate's house.  I know things weren't exactly right between us, but I needed his help to figure out if I had completely screwed up with Tim.

      I pedaled up the hill and was breathing heavily by the time I reached his house.  I noticed he had made some minor improvements.  The yard had been cut back and there was a sprinkler trying to bring the dead grass back to life.  I didn't have the heart to tell him there was more likelihood of his uncle coming back than that yard.  I pushed open the gate and it didn't squeak.  He had obviously oiled it.  His uncle's old pickup truck was parked in the driveway, and it looked like it had just gotten a good wash.  I walked up the path, tripping in my flip-flops on the uneven cobblestone, and knocked on the door.  I waited for a few moments and then it opened.

      Nate stood there.  His face was awash with a mix of emotions.  I think he was glad to see me, but also a little scared and nervous.

      It was up to me to bridge this gap.  I held out the bag.  "Peace offering?"

      He smiled, all tension disappearing as he took it from me.  He opened up the bag and nodded.  "There's not an international conflict on this globe that could not be solved with your baked goods," he said.

      "I'm totally a dealer in weapons of mass appetite destruction," I replied.  I shifted on my feet and folded my arms. "I see you're fixing up the place!" I offered.  "It looks nice."

      "Well, just a little therapeutic work," he answered, rubbing the back of his neck.  "Needed something to keep my mind off of things."

      I realized he was talking about the way we left things yesterday.  I wet my lips.  "Listen, Nate," I said.  "I was wondering..."

      "Yes?" he replied, his head lifting quickly as if he was hoping for something.

      I wasn't sure what I was ready to say about what was going on between us, though, so instead, I just lamely asked, "I was wondering if I could take a look at the maps of the land your uncle purchased."

      Nate's face fell.  "Sure," he replied.  "They're this way."  He motioned for me to come inside.

      He walked me into the dining room and began digging around some file boxes.  "I think I saw them here somewhere," he said.  "Ah!  Here they are!"  He pulled out some folded paper and brought them over to me.  He laid them out on the table for me to get a look at.  "Turns out, he owns all of this land."

      I squinted at the boundary lines.  "I didn't know he bought the old fish cannery."

      Nate shrugged.  "Seems like he was buying up everything that was for sale.  I even found some contracts saying that he hired a surveyor.  I haven't been able to find any of the results of the survey, and the company won't be open until Monday, but I'll need to give them a call to find out if we owe them any money."

      I shook my head.  "Being the executor sucks."

      "Completely," said Nate with a sigh.

      "I'm sorry you have to sort all of this out," I said, hoping he'd also get the implied apology for not being understanding yesterday.

      "Thanks," he replied.

      I motioned to the maps.  "Do you mind if I borrow these?"

      My question seemed to make him really uncomfortable.  "I'm not sure," he replied.  "They're the only ones I have..."

      I cut him off.  This conversation wasn't going the way I wanted it to go.  "What if you brought them with you?" I offered.  "Maybe tomorrow you could go with me to these plots of land?  I think we can figure out where most of these are.  Maybe we can just look around and see if there is anything there, maybe some clues."

      "Clues?" Nate asked.  "What about Tim?  I heard he is all but convicted of the crime."

      Now it was my turn to be uncomfortable.  "Nate, I might have done something really bad," I admitted.

      "What?" he asked, leaning against the table with a concerned look.

      "I might have jumped to some conclusions.  And I might have gone to Stan with my suspicions.  And he might have taken my suggestions for routes of investigation as an accusation that Tim was the murderer." I grimaced, bracing myself for Nate to lay into me about what an idiot I was.

      But he didn't.  Instead, he rested a hand on my arm and said, "It takes a big person to admit they might be wrong."

      "I could be wrong," I admitted.

      Nate smiled.  "And that's what I love about you."

      I knew he was just joking around, but the word hit my heart like an arrow.  Did he just say that was what he loved about me?  I felt the heat rising in my cheeks and tried to hide my smile as I looked down at all the maps.

      "We'll either clear Tim's name or come up with evidence that he did it," Nate pronounced with finality.

      I felt a wave of gratitude wash over me.  No matter what, he was the one guy on the island who viscerally understood the tangled web of this whole mess.  "I'm sorry we fought," I said.

      "Me, too," he replied.  And then he gave me a great, big, warm, make-up hug that was so wonderful I almost felt like I wanted to pick another fight just so he would have to hug me again.

      Instead, after we pulled away, I decided to refocus our energy on the task at hand instead of the list of other things that hug made me want to do.  I pointed to the town.  "So, he bought up the parcels of land on Main Street, but it looks like he also purchased a bunch of land on the other side of the island.  I wonder why?"

      Nate looked closer.  "It’s on the open ocean side," he answered.  "Perhaps he was planning on building a dock?"

      "A dock?"

      "Cruise ships maybe?  The boats could come in, and then he could bus people to Main Street and build up hotels along the road…?  I don't know," Nate guessed before giving up.  He motioned to the mess of papers in the room.  "I'm sure the answer is here somewhere, but I haven't found it yet.  It doesn't mean it isn't here or even that I haven't seen it.  But, I promise you I will find it, Paige."

      I smiled.  "Okay.  I'll keep you to that promise."

      "Shall we go tomorrow?" Nate asked, looking like maybe he was just as excited as me about our grand adventure.  "Maybe early?"

      "Sure!  That sounds perfect!" I replied.

      "Okay," he said.  He reached over and tucked a stray wisp of hair behind my ear.  "I'm glad that you came over.  And I'm sorry I was a jerk."

      "Me, too," I replied.

      "You're sorry you're a jerk?" he laughed, thinking he had caught me in a logic blip.

      "I am," I said.  "And I'm also glad I came over."

      His gaze lowered to my lips and lingered.

      There's a moment when you're about to kiss someone for the very first time.  You both want to cross that distance, you both have to decide who has the courage to say "yes."

      And it turns out that Nate was braver than me.  His lips touched mine lightly, tenderly.  They were soft, yet firm.  Just that gentle brush sent a rush of warmth up from my naked toes in their flip-flops to the tip-top of my ponytailed hair.  His arm snaked around my waist and pulled me closer.  All I wanted was for him to keep going, but instead, he stopped himself.  Because he is a gentleman, the jerk.

      His hand cupped my face and his thumb traced my jaw.  "I should let you go," he murmured.

      "Are you sure about that?" I asked.

      He closed his eyes and nodded, but I could see that he was having a herculean battle to not pick up where we left off.  As much as I wanted to fling my arms around his neck and tell him I had nowhere to be besides here with him, I respectfully disentangled myself and stood back.  I shyly smoothed my hair as he let out a deep exhale.  He smiled, and I could see in his eyes he was already regretting breaking things off.

      "I'll see you tomorrow," I reminded him.

      "Yes," he replied.  "We will pick up where we left off tomorrow."  And I could see that he wasn't just referring to the job we had to do.

      He walked me to the door and his hand lingered upon mine as I walked out.  "Tomorrow," I reminded him.

      "Tomorrow."

      As I walked out of the front gate though, the fact of the matter is I'm a liar.

      I didn't have the heart to tell him that from the moment I looked at the map, I had already decided I wasn't waiting until tomorrow to prove Tim's innocence.  I didn't want to give the murderer another day to clear out whatever it was he or she was hiding.  I was going to head out to the old cannery this afternoon.  I looked back at the house and waved to Nate, who was standing in the window watching me.

      The sooner I solved this mystery, the sooner we could figure out if that kiss had any future.
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      I grabbed my bike and headed off toward the other side of the island.  It was about ten miles away and my guesstimate was it would take me about an hour.  Fortunately, the land was fairly flat and deserted.  There were a few houses out this direction, inhabited by summer folk, but the season was still early and most of the places looked vacant.  People came out to hike and camp on the island, but most of those folks went through the paths that went around the island, where the view was better, as opposed to the boring road straight through.  I didn't pass a single car as I pedaled.

      It was turning into a hot and humid day, though, and I was sweating by the time I got to the far end.  The sky was gray in the distance and it felt like we might get an afternoon thunderstorm.

      And that was when I was in for a bit of a surprise.  There was a concrete barrier across the road to the old cannery with a sign that read, "Closed."  I mean, if Byron owned all of this land, there wasn't much sense in anyone using the road except him.  But still…

      I walked my bike behind the barrier.  The road was covered in dead branches and pine needles and potholes.  Maybe he had blocked off the road because it was in such bad shape, I thought.  I propped my bike behind a tree.  There was no chance of anyone seeing it and I wasn't sure the tires would survive the punishment I would inflict riding it.  I stumbled my way along.  Although it was light now, I realized I needed to make sure I wasn't out here when either the darkness or the rain fell.

      The trees finally cleared and I found the expanse of the cannery before me.  It was an old, wooden, rotted-out building.  The cobblestone parking lot had been taken over by Mother Nature.  The weeds cracked through and were as tall as my waist.  I slapped my calf as something bit me.  I made a mental note to check for ticks as soon as I got home.  My shorts and flip-flops were an idiot idea.

      There was a tall security fence around the building and metal bars on all the windows.  There were great, big, orange hazard signs warning of toxic chemicals.  It's why the place never became a party spot.  It's only fun and games until someone slips in a puddle and dissolves into a pile of goo in industrial waste.

      Which is why it seemed really, really weird to see a construction trailer set up in one corner of the parking lot, and the fence to the building unlocked and open.  I picked my way toward the trailer, not exactly sure what I'd say if someone was inside, but feeling like I should check it out before I went trespassing.

      I knocked on the door.  No one answered.  I peered into the window.  It looked like a standard office trailer.  There was a conference table and plans tacked up on all the walls.  Looked like it was outfitted with a computer and printer.  I moved over to the next window, and there was a bed set up, and some men's clothes draped over a chair.  No one was home.

      I realized I had kind of been hoping someone would be there to stop me from what I was about to do next.

      I crept toward the cannery building.  The whole time, my brain kept telling me how stupid I was to head here without Nate.  Why couldn't I have waited until tomorrow?  Why had it seemed so urgent to come today?

      I looked down at my phone.  There were no bars.  I guess demand for cell towers isn't particularly a high priority in the boonies.  I couldn't even call Nate to tell him to meet me.

      I stepped through the gate and into the building.  The floor of the cannery was concrete, which was a small blessing.  At least I didn't have to worry about falling through rotted out floorboards, although it seemed like a hearty sneeze might bring the whole place down around my ears.

      The building still had a fishy, metallic, machine smell to it, even after all these years.  It was two-stories tall and had a long, open floor plan, as they might say on HGTV.  The squat, narrow windows ran along the top of the walls, but they were so covered in dirt, they barely let in any light.  Old, rusted vats sat on one side of the room, and an old, rusted catwalk hung over them.  Bits and pieces of the cannery's assembly line were still bolted to the ground and ran down the center of space.

      I guess that Byron had decided to try to flip this flop, because there was a modern clipboard and tape measure sitting on the conveyer belt at the far end of the factory.

      I carefully picked my way over, praying that the place was so abandoned even the rats had decided to pull up stakes and go where the pickings were less slim.

      I looked down at the clipboard.  There was nothing useful there.  Not even letterhead.  It was just a yellow legal pad with a bunch of measurements in handwriting so sloppy, I couldn't make heads or tails of it.

      I put my hands on my hips and looked around.  Where was the person that this clipboard belonged to?  Had he decided to take a smoke break down at the beach?

      And that's when something caught my eye.

      Back in a dark corner, behind one of the large metal vats, was a lump.  I opened up the flashlight app on my phone and tried to figure out what the lump was.  It looked like a pile of dingy, green material.

      I walked around it, and there was enough space between the vat and the wall for me to get a closer look.

      It was something wrapped in a dusty, wool Army blanket.

      I nudged it with my foot.  It was something stiff and hard.  I reached out and lifted up the corner.

      And found myself stifling a scream.

      It was the skeleton of a girl.  Or at least, I assumed it was a girl.  She had been dead a long time.  There wasn't much left of her, except a short, red party dress that looked straight out of the 90s party scene.

      I dropped the blanket and backed away.  THAT'S what the guy in the trailer must have found.  He came in here and discovered a body.  But what had he done next?  Where had he gone?  And what was I supposed to do?  Wrap up the body in the blanket and bring it with me back to the police station?  Bury it?  Leave it… just lying there… My heart was racing and I couldn't think straight.  My thoughts were all white noise.

      That's when I heard a sound outside.  My heart flew into my mouth.  Who would come out here?  Maybe it was just an animal.  I prayed it was the guy from the trailer.  Unless he had killed the girl, in which case, I hoped it wasn't him at all.  Who would find their way down a closed-off road and just stumble into the cannery?  I mean, yes, technically, that's what I did, but I had a reason to be here.  I flipped off my flashlight and crouched down, watching the door.

      I rested my head against the vat.  I was so dumb coming out here alone.  Anything could happen and no one would ever know.  Heck, no one would even know I had been out here to look for me.  Would they think that I had killed this woman?

      I heard footsteps enter the cannery.

      I glanced around the corner, feeling sick to my stomach.  I ducked back, terrified.  Standing out in middle of the cannery was Yvette.  Yvette, the same woman who should have been minding her cafe.  Yvette, the woman Byron hated, yet whose land had magically returned to her.  Why was she here?  Was this where Byron had been killed and then moved away from?  Was she covering up her tracks, now that Tim was about to take the fall?  Or had she worked with Tim?

      I heard her shuffling around, and then I heard her footsteps coming my way.  Had she seen me?  Was she coming to deal out the same fate to me as she had dealt to Byron and the man outside my cottage… and maybe the girl I had found hidden behind the vat?

      And then she stopped and started moving the other way.

      There's a moment in everyone's life where they decide fight or flight.  And being alone, out in the far end of the island by myself?  I picked flight. I ran toward the door as fast as my legs could carry me.

      "Who's there?" I heard Yvette call.  And then I heard her shout, "PAIGE!  PAIGE!  GET BACK HERE!"

      There was no way I was going back, not without police protection.  It sounded like she was running after me.  I doubled my speed.

      And that's when all the humidity that had been building up all day decided to show what it was really made of.  The skies opened up and the rain began pouring down.  It was not a gentle summer rain.  I cursed myself for not checking the weather before I left.  I couldn't hear Yvette anymore, and I figured maybe I had lost her.

      

      I stumbled back the general direction I thought the road was.  And it was not the right direction.  I ended up at the shore.  I pulled out my phone to try and work my GPS to find my way back to the road.  And that's when my phone leaped out of my hand and landed in a puddle of water.

      I picked it up, dripping.  "Oh no..." I said.  That was the last thing I needed, to destroy my phone before I could call for help.  I knew if I turned it on now, it would be toast.

      I took a deep breath.  I was on an island.  I might be lost, but all I had to do was turn around the other direction.  I had my bearings.  I plunged back into the tree line and just kept running in a straight line until I emerged on the other side.  I followed along the edge of the forest and the field until I found the road, which led me to the closed road, and my bike.  I kicked up the kickstand and headed toward town as fast as my legs could spin those pedals.

      The journey back to Main Street seemed to take twice as long as before.  I was cold and shivering and the rain was coming down in torrential sheets.  I prayed that Yvette wouldn't pass me on the road.  There was no place for me to hide aside from dropping my bike on the ground and crawling into the grass.

      When I arrived, the police office was dark and shuttered.  Granny was at bingo night.  My cell phone didn't work.  The only light was from Jake's Tavern.  I wiped the raindrops from my eyes.  He'd have a phone and he'd know Stan's phone number.

      I walked up to the front door.  The bar was completely empty.  I guess on a rainy night, people prefer to stay indoors rather than stumble down the road for a game of darts.  But I could not have been more thankful.  Jake was washing out a glass when he saw me come in.

      "What the heck happened to you?" he asked, racing around the bar.  "Wait here.  I think I may have a jacket someone left in the lost and found."  He was back a few minutes later with a black coat that smelled of old beer and cigarette smoke.  I didn't even care.  I slid into it and it felt like heaven.

      "Here!  Sit down!  Is there anything I can get you?" he asked.

      "Something hot?" I replied.

      "Of COURSE!" He grabbed the coffee pot and poured a cup into a sturdy white mug.  "It's no Bitter Beans, but it'll have to do."

      I wrapped my hands around the cup and felt a million times better already.  I tried to ignore the fact that my hands were trembling.

      "Thank you," I said.  "I can't stop shivering."

      "I bet that rainstorm chilled you to the bone," he said, "Your lips are blue.  You should get home.  What were you doing out there?"

      "I think I may have found where Byron was murdered."

      He leaned forward, suddenly even more concerned.  "What?"

      "It was out on the other side of the island.  The cannery.  And... I think I may have... I think I may have found something else."

      "Seems like you need a little something that will warm you a little better than that coffee," he said.  He reached below the counter and pulled out a bottle of whiskey, giving me a shot.  He put it on the table in front of me.  "Are you okay?"

      I knocked it back and enjoyed the burning tingle as it spread out through my body.  "I think I need to call the police..." I replied.

      "What did you see?"

      "Oh Jake," I said.  I started trembling even more.  My eyes filled up with tears as the shock and fear wore off and the emotions of what I had seen rushed over me.  "It was awful."

      He gave me a squeeze.  "Listen, Stan will have closed up the jailhouse and gone home to bed.  Half the time, he turns off his ringer.  You go home.  Get into some dry clothes.  I'll head over and pick him up.  Bring him to your place.  Okay?"

      I smiled in relief.  It felt so good to have someone else step in to take care of things.  "You have yourself a deal," I replied, getting off the bar stool.

      "I'll see you soon!" said Jake, closing up the till as I walked toward the door.

      It's funny, I felt a little woozier than I should have from that little splash of whiskey that Jake had given me.  The whole world seemed like it was spinning.  I got to my bike and tried to put my feet on the pedals.  They kept slipping off.  I knew it was just that I was exhausted, and chilled to my core, and in shock, and I hadn't eaten all day.  I rode my bike up the hill, but couldn't seem to keep the wheels facing in the right direction.  I finally just got off and started stumbling to the door.  I didn't even bother dragging the bike beside me.  I let it drop into the grass, and figured I'd pick it up tomorrow.

      It felt like the world was turning into a tunnel, and all I could see was the faintest pinprick of light from my cottage in the distance.  I stumbled and fell to the ground.  The rock gashing my knee brought me out of the stupor for just a second.  I just needed to get into the cottage.

      I put my hand on the door, but it kept slipping off the knob.  Finally, I figured out how to work the key in the lock, and the door swung open. I fell face first onto the bed, and then all was dark.

      I woke, aware that someone was in the room.  I pried open my eyes.  They felt like they had been glued shut.  There was a part of me that was telling me all was fine, that I should just ignore it and go to sleep.  There was another part of me that was screaming to get up.

      "Hello?" I croaked.

      "Hey, Paige."

      "Jake?" I asked.  It sounded like his voice, but I couldn't see him.  The door to the cottage was open, and he was standing in silhouette.  "Did you get Stan?"

      "No, I didn't get Stan," he replied.  I felt him sit on the corner of my bed.  "Tell me, Paige, what did you find at the cannery?"

      "A body," I murmured as the darkness threatened to engulf me again.  "I found the body of a girl."

      "Oh Paige," replied Jake.  It sounded like he was very sad.  "I was afraid you were going to say that."

      I suddenly felt a pillow over my face, and I couldn't breathe.  I could feel Jake trying to hold me still.  I kicked and thrashed and somehow managed to get away from him.

      I crouched on the ground, my head banging.  I realized Jake had put something in my drink.  "Why are you doing this, Jake?  Why?"

      He shook his head as started coming toward me.  "I wish you hadn't gone there.  I wish you hadn't found that girl.  I really liked you, Paige.  I felt like you had such a bright future."

      "What are you talking about?" I croaked.  My head was so fuzzy and my mouth felt like it was full of cotton.  My body felt so heavy.  "Did you kill her?  Did you kill her, Jake?"

      "I didn't want to," he said coming around the bed with the pillow.  "Just like I don't want to kill you.  But sometimes we have to do things we don't like."  And then he lunged again.  He had me pinned between the bed and the wall.  There was no place for me to wiggle away.  There was no place for me to go.

      And then suddenly I felt Jake's body lurch, and the pressure lifted.  I felt someone pushing Jake off of me.  I heard the sound of a struggle, and a loud crash, and then silence.

      "Paige?  Paige, are you okay?"

      The pillow lifted and there was Nate, standing there looking at me.  "Oh, Nate!" I blubbered, unable to get my lips and tongue to work properly, and the tears and snot making it even worse.

      Nate gathered me up into his arms and held me, simultaneously pulling out his cell phone and dialing someone.  "I'm calling for help," he explained.  He said something into the receiver, but I was having a hard time hanging onto consciousness.

      I felt him put my arm around his neck and lift me.  Within moments, he helped me out of the cottage.  The blast of cold air brought me back to consciousness.

      "Stan is on his way," Nate said, putting my feet on the ground.  "It’s all going to be okay, Paige."

      I nestled into his shirt.  I felt my knees go to rubber, and if I hadn't had my arms wrapped around him, I would have fallen to the ground.

      He pushed back the hair from my face, and I guess whatever he saw there was bad.

      "Paige?" His voice was filled with concern.

      "Jake put something in my drink," I slurred, unable to keep my head straight.

      Nate swung his arms beneath my knees.  I felt my body bouncing as he ran.  I pried my eyes open and saw his uncle's car in front of us.

      "I need you to stay with me, Paige," Nate said as he opened the passenger's door.  "I need you to stay awake."

      "But it would feel so good to go to sleep," I replied, my eyelids becoming unbelievably heavy.

      "But if you go to sleep, I might not see you anymore," Nate replied. I heard the door next to me shut, and then the driver's side door open.  I felt the bench seat shift as Nate climbed in and revved the engine of the old truck.  "You still with me?  Stay awake!  I want to see your eyes open, Paige.  I want to see you!  If I didn't see you anymore, that would make me sad."

      "Okay," I replied, sleepily.  "How sad would it make you?"

      "Very, very sad," he replied.  He reached out and grabbed my hand as he drove with the other.  "See, I was planning this big date for you and me, Paige.  I was planning on this great day out.  I was going to take you to the beach and put together a picnic. Just you and me.  Oh, Paige, don't leave me now..."

      But I didn't have much say in the matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      The next thing I knew I was lying in a hospital bed.  There were IVs sticking in my arms and a circle of familiar faces around my bed.  I weakly opened my eyes and tried to smile.

      "I had the strangest dream, Auntie Em, but there's no place like home," I croaked, my voice not coming out much louder than a whisper.

      Nate flung his arms across my shoulders and pressed his cheek against mine.

      "He wouldn't leave your side," said Granny, sitting on the foot of my bed.  "This young man saved your life."

      Johnny gave him a double thumbs up.

      I tried to moisten my dry mouth, which Nate seemed to notice, because he picked up a cup of water and held the straw for me until I could get a good gulp.  I relaxed my head on my pillow, unable to hold myself up for any longer.  "All I remember is Nate putting me into the car after Jake attacked me.  What happened?"

      "Well," said Granny, gazing with pride and approval at Nate.  "After Nate knocked Jake out cold, he drove you here to the medical center, where a team of Seaside's finest have been detoxing your blood like an ODing addict."  She gave a nod to Johnny.  "Johnny was particularly helpful in identifying what Jake slipped in your drink."

      Johnny gave me a little salute.  "Happy to be of service."

      "Nate called Stan, and Stan went up to the cottage and found Jake unconscious on the floor just like Nate told him," Granny continued.  "Stan's an idiot, but even he could see that Jake hadn't been there on a social call.  Stan made the arrest, and we've just been waiting for you to wake up long enough to tell us exactly what happened."

      Nate put his hand in mine and I gave it a grateful squeeze.  I was still confused, though. "But why did you come up to my cottage in the first place, Nate?  We weren't supposed to get together until tomorrow."

      "Well," he replied, rubbing his jaw, "I had been thinking about everything that we talked about… my uncle and the land and…  I just thought that maybe we should get some stuff on record."  He looked at me guiltily. Even in my state, I could tell something was weighing heavily on his heart.  "I thought I also might see what Tim had to say.  And… this whole time you've been here at the hospital, all I've been able to think is that if I had called you and told you I was going to talk to Tim, maybe you wouldn't have gone to the cannery.  Maybe I could have stopped this."  His shoulders slumped.  "I'm so sorry, Paige.  I should have told you.  I should have let you know what I was doing.  This is all my fault and I'm so sorry."

      I shushed him, feeling so awful that he had been carrying around a sense of responsibility for my, frankly, idiotic actions.  "I should have told you.  I headed over right after I left you," I tried to reassure him.  "I was out of range. You wouldn't have been able to reach me even if you tried.  I was the jerk."

      I don't know if he accepted what I was saying.  I think it was going to take him a little longer to come to peace with what happened and to understand he had nothing to feel guilty about.  I decided I was going to have to heal up fast to prove to him it was going to be all right.

      He re-gathered his thoughts and continued his story.  "The office was closed, but that's when I ran into Yvette in the parking lot.  She was so upset.  She said she went out hiking and she likes to park where the road is closed off by the old cannery and head out to the beach, but then she saw your bike.  She said that she saw the door to the old cannery was open and wondered what was going on.  She went inside and you were in there, but something really spooked you and you took off in the rain toward the shore.  She went to see what it was and… well… she found what had frightened you."

      "Stan says it was a girl who had gone missing at least fifteen years ago," Granny explained gently.

      "We couldn't find Stan or Fred anywhere," Nate said.  "That's why I didn't immediately drive out to the cannery.  It was all happening so fast, and I couldn't abandon Yvette.  I thought we'd find Stan or Fred quickly; by then, you'd be back, or they could show me how to get there."

      "Stan was with me in the dive shop," Johnny piped up.  "I was supposed to be taking him out to the sailor's boat in the cove, but the rain nixed the cruise.  Total bummer.  But, that meant we were around and stuff.  Isn't it crazy how everything is in divine order in the universe?"  He fell into silence as he became completely mesmerized by the drip of my IV bag.

      "By the time we reached Stan," Nate continued, "you still hadn't shown up.  I couldn't shake the feeling that something was really wrong.  So, I went to your place.  And that's when I found Jake trying to kill you."

      "Jake's in the prison now, but he's not talking.  We know he's tied up to that girl somehow, but the murder site is so old, there's no proof," added Granny.

      At least I could help there.  "He said that he hated killing her, just like hated that he was going to have to kill me," I replied.

      "Whelp, that seems like enough," Johnny logic-ed out.

      "Maybe I can help, too," said a voice.

      We all turned to look as a man pushed back the curtain separating my hospital bed from the rest of the room.  It was the sailor who had come into the shop and threatened me.  Only, now he was cleaned up and looking a million times less scary.

      "How are you feeling?" he asked.

      My brain was having a really tough time figuring out why he was here.  I could tell everyone else felt the same way.  "Better," I replied.  "I'm feeling better... thanks for asking…" I looked at him in confusion.  "Sorry to be rude, but exactly who are you and why are you here?"

      The sailor stuck his hands in his pockets and lowered his head to stare at the ground.  "My name is Allen," he mumbled.  "I'm a... friend... of Tim's."

      "Ah, well, now that we've got that cleared up," said Granny sarcastically, folding her arms across her chest and popping her gum.  "It all makes sense now."

      Her challenge seemed to give him the nudge he needed, because he held out his hands in a sign for patience as he explained.  "Ten years ago, I was on this island.  I knew Jake from college.  We were roommates.  I sailed out one night and was at Jake's bar and there was this party girl…  He seemed really into her.  She played fast and loose, so I didn't think much when she went home with him.  But… she went over to Jake's place and… I don't know exactly what happened, but I got a call that night that somehow he killed her.  He swore it was an accident and talked me into helping him hide her body at the old cannery."  He took a deep gulp of air and stared up at the ceiling tiles.  "I know I should have called the police, but instead I got in my boat and left.  I mean, it was Jake.  He was my friend."  He shook his head, as if the next statement was more towards the internal argument he had been having with himself over the years, rather than to us.  "But it turns out you can't run from your troubles, no matter how far across the globe you sail.  I joined the coast guard, thinking I might be able to do some good.  That's how I got to know Tim, and we talked a lot about a lot of things.  I've been doing a lot of rethinking of my life and came back to set things right.  I almost ran out of courage.  But Tim has been walking me through a lot of these changes.  He told me that if I did it, I could hold my head high wherever I go. He said the only way to get through it is to face it."  He turned to each of us earnestly, as if he really needed to understand his sincerity and intentions.  "I was going to go to Stan and confess as soon as I got to town, I swear; but then he threw Tim into the slammer for killing that man, and I got scared."  His eyes rested on me, and they were full of apology.  "But I was even more scared when I found out Jake tried to kill you.  I could have prevented all of this.  That's a cold, hard truth I'll have to live with.  So, I just wanted to stop by to say I'm sorry.  And I am.  I'm sorry."

      As soon as he finished, it was like a huge weight had been taken off his shoulders.  Granny looked from me to him, checking to see what I thought of his story.  I gave her a little nod of acceptance.

      She reached out and patted his hand.  "You done right."

      He let out a huge exhale.  "I just came back from my meeting with Stan," he continued.  "He let me come here and explain.  Turns out that if you're willing to testify against a murderer, they sometimes go a little easier on you."  He gave me a grim smile. He reached behind the curtain and brought out a silver, mylar balloon with a yellow smiley face on it and handed it to me.  "I hope you get better soon."

      He turned to leave, but I called out.  "Wait!"  He stopped and glanced over his shoulder.  "Thanks," I said.  "Thank you for setting the story right."

      He nodded.  "It's my responsibility now."  And then he walked out and pulled the curtain shut behind him.

      "Hey!" said Johnny, looking like he was noodling through a really big thought.  "What if Jake killed Old Man Byron because Old Man Byron found the body of the dead girl when he went over to the cannery after he bought it.  And then that other guy who was killed must've been a surveyor or something and must have stumbled across the same thing.  So, Jake killed him, too.  Yeah.  I bet that's it."

      I rested my head against the pillow.  Johnny always got the right end of things.  "I think you are an absolute genius, Johnny."
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      "Are you ready for this?" Nate asked, gazing into my eyes.

      I wet my lips.  "Yes.  Yes, I am."

      Yvette put the double scoop hot fudge sundae in front of us and presented us with two long spoons.  We dipped into ooey-gooey goodness and I couldn't help the moan of pleasure that came out of my mouth.  I had been released from the hospital yesterday and this was the first non-broth, non-bland food to hit my tongue in far too many days.

      "This is SO GOOD," I said to Yvette.

      She smiled.  "I made it special just for the two of you.  I'm going to call it the Superhero Sundae."  She rested her coffee carafe on the table and gazed out of the window.  Finally, she shared her thoughts with us.  "I’m grateful you uncovered the truth.  I never would have guessed about Jake.  Just doesn't even seem real, that the man I was dating could be capable of such a thing."  She paused and then gave a little laugh.  "Guess my picker is still broken."

      "Did you ever find out what your ex did that made Byron so mad?" I asked.

      "He was stealing from both of us.  He took Byron's money for the resort and my money.  He was supposed to use it all to buy up the land on Main Street, but it turns out that uncle of yours, Nate, did something to piss off my ex.  When my ex bought up all the land under all the shops here on Main Street, under my café?  He didn't put the title under Byron's name.  He put it under mine. And that's why your uncle didn't own it, Nate, and why he came after me."

      "That's amazing!" I said, in shock.

      "Seems Byron had a bad picker, too," she said apologetically to Nate.  "But it turns out mine isn't as bad as I thought."  She smiled.  "My ex was a sleazy, slimy, no-good idiot, but he was my idiot."  She poured some coffee in our cups.  "I sure do appreciate you letting the rest of the people in the town buy back their land at cost from you, Nate."

      Nate looked at me with a strange smile.  "I was reminded that the legacy of what my family created lives in the people of this town.  It belongs to you all.  And that's worth fighting for."

      She rubbed his shoulder and looked like she might have been a little teary. Instead, she cleared her throat and said, "I should see to my other customers.  Gotta make sure I stay in business long enough to make this investment worthwhile."

      She wandered over to the counter.  Nate dipped his spoon into the ice cream, his eyes never leaving me.

      "What?" I asked, fighting him for a glob of the warm chocolaty sauce.

      "Just thinking how different my life would be without you."

      "Besides rotting in jail?" I joked.

      "I'd be trying to dig my way out of Stan's correctional facility with a spoon," he laughed.  He then got serious and reached across the table to grip my hand.  "You scared the heck out of me, Paige.  I don't like that feeling… that feeling that maybe you weren't going to be there tomorrow or the next day.  I don't ever want to feel that way again."

      "Well," I said.  "Maybe you should do something about that."

      "I was thinking…" he started and then stopped himself, as if he was wrestling with deciding how to string together the words.  "I was thinking maybe I would stay."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Uncle Byron's house needs a lot of work.  And his land needs to be managed.  And… I was just thinking… maybe I would stay.  You know.  At least for the rest of the summer.  And… for however long you might be around."  He glanced up at me, checking in to see what my reaction would be.

      "Oh," I said, putting my spoon down.  I thought about how just a few weeks ago, it seemed like coming to work in my granny's shop was the worst summer I could ever have.  I had these dreams of the excitement and romance of Paris.  But sitting across from me was a guy who made me feel all the things I thought I would have to travel halfway across the globe to feel.  And all I had to do was to travel across the distance of the table.

      So that's what I did.

      I got up and sat next to him on the red Naugahyde bench seat.  I leaned my head against his shoulder.  He was warm and comforting and solid and real.  "I would like that.  Very much."

      "You would?" he asked.

      I lifted up my head to gaze into his deep brown eyes.  They twinkled at me, so gentle and tender.

      "Very much," I said again.

      He smiled and leaned down, giving me a soft kiss that held promises of the days to come.

      It was going to be a great summer.
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        Saint Agnes, Montana

      

      

      Someone had painted a mural on the big front window of my bakery, blocking my view of the parking lot. Flaking red hearts cascaded all the way down one side and circled up around the other, with Happy Valentine’s Day painted in frilly white script in the center. It looked like a bad homecoming float. In order to even see my car, I had to get close enough to look between the letters, where the glass was still clear.

      That was saying a lot, considering my car was a monstrosity of green paint with a wheelbase so wide, it took up a space-plus. The Humvee had been a parting gift from my dad when I’d left North Carolina. Moving to the mountains apparently required a quote-big-rig-unquote.

      The Tank was overkill, but that was my dad for you. Overkill was his first, last, and middle name. His thirty-three year-old daughter had moved across the country, and he paved the whole way with Duke flags and Humvees.

      He has no idea what happened. He still thinks I chose this.

      Before I could give much more thought to the mural that had sprung up overnight, the bell above my door gave a sad little jingle. My shop neighbor, Emma Brent, let the screen door slam shut and squealed. “Oh, Vangie! Your hair…”

      I glanced at my reflection in the streaky window, focusing on the unpainted parts between the hearts. Dark pins held down tufts of short, brown hair, making my pixie cut go flat across the front. “I have to wear a cap when I’m baking. I forgot to fix it.”

      “I’m gonna get you a mirror for back there.” Emma came up behind me, pulling out bobby pins and running her fingers through the spikes. “You have customers.”

      “Not today, I don’t.” I angled my head toward the empty dining area.

      My trendy blonde friend fussed with my hair until it resembled something human-ish. While I’d rather be in the kitchen, lost in French pastries, Emma lived for fads and fashion, and was a perfect gift shop owner, with her eye for decoration and detail.

      I probably had her to thank for that mural, come to think of it.

      “Vangie, you have to care more about how you look.” She clucked at my apron, which was still covered in the crime scene spatter of morning baking. Emma tugged it off me and held it out in front of her, like it was made of nuclear material.

      “Do you like the mural?” she asked once she’d finally disposed of the apron. “It matches the one I did on my window, since they’re side-by-side. Subconsciously, it will make people want to shop in both stores.”

      I looped my arms over my chest, eyeing the paint job, not sold on the marketing. I didn’t want to say no—she was a good friend—but I couldn’t say yes. Given that it obscured my view of the Tank, it would keep me from seeing customers as they entered my oddly-shaped store with the opaque front door I was dying to replace.

      “You mind?” Emma lifted the glass coffee carafe and the end of her sentence. “You’ll have to make a new pot for the lunch rush anyway.”

      “Aww. It’s so cute that you think there’ll be a lunch rush.” I was about to join her at the coffee pot when a ding sounded off to my left.

      “I told you we missed a turn, Henry.” The speaker, a sharp-featured woman, drawled out Southern-tipped words and turned up her pointy nose at whoever lingered outside the door. “Honestly. I wish you’d stopped and asked for directions.”

      Miss Georgia offered me a cramped little smile and kept walking around my tables. A slim, sandy-haired man breezed in behind her, dressed in the most spectacularly cut charcoal pinstripe suit.

      His gaze flitted around, like he couldn’t really focus, and he followed the woman who was likely his wife. This must be Henry. He could have passed for a supermodel with those cheekbones.

      “I’m so sorry, darling. I appear to’ve forgotten more than I thought,” he said in a breezy James-Bond accent. His vowels were elongated and refined, and he smelled like freedom. Like the beach.

      Like home.

      “Some days, I could just throttle you. We’re gonna be late.” Miss Georgia pouted at the counter with a black-gloved hand on one hip.

      Emma cleared her throat from the corner of the room, reminding me of the previous no-customer complaining. Come on, now.

      I crossed between the feuding couple, slid behind the white-wood-framed bake case, and lit up the fakest of fake smiles.

      “What can I get you?” I asked.

      “Coffee,” Miss Georgia said with a bite. “Wait.” She held up a hand and took a deep breath, her movements exaggerated. “Is it…organic?”

      “Organic and grass-fed,” I said. A sing-song answer to a drama-queen question. James Bond let out a small chuckle, and I found myself meeting his eyes. They were dark, deep, delicious, and…totally married.

      I recentered on his wife. “It is organic, yes.”

      “You should really put that on your sign.” Miss Georgia placed one finger on the white-wood counter. “You know, we almost didn’t stop.”

      Now, that would’ve been a travesty, y’all.

      Grabbing one of the paper cups, I bit my tongue and poured the coffee, leaving an inch below the rim. Miss Georgia seemed like a cream and sugar girl. I passed it across the counter and waited for more ordering.

      James Bond slid a hundred dollar bill in my direction while his wife made a clip-clop beeline for the condiment bar. “Keep the change,” he said in a low voice. “Sorry about her.”

      “We need to get to Saint Agnes before noon,” she said. “If you’re not ordering, Henry, just leave the poor girl alone.”

      “This is Saint Agnes.” I pushed the hundred back. “And I can’t make change for this.”

      “I mean it.” Henry covered my hand, stopping the progress of the bill. “Keep the change. Lord knows we can afford it.”

      When I looked down at his hand—no wedding ring—and glanced at his perfect jawline, I felt compelled to pull up a chair and ask him to read the phonebook. But he was definitely married, ring or not.

      “This is Saint Agnes?” Miss Georgia turned so fast, she almost caught the open-topped coffee cup with her elbow.

      “It sure is.” I pulled the bill out from under Henry’s hand and clicked open the vintage cash register. No luck. Clicked again. When the old drawer finally popped out, I shoved the money into the till and cursed my sister for convincing me to choose cute over functional.

      “We’re right on the edge of town,” Emma interjected with a low giggle. “That’s why my shop next door is called Saint Agnes Agates and Gifts.”

      “Hmmmm.” Henry turned a thousand-watt smile on her. “I suppose we should have noticed that.”

      Miss Georgia approached the counter like it was time to put the kibosh on the flirting. “Where are the city limits?”

      “You passed them, back at the sign that said Welcome to Saint Agnes,” I said. “Technically, you’re in the city limits right now, but just barely.”

      “I knew we should have asked for directions.” She swatted Henry’s arm. “I don’t care if they did move the highway, your memory is a sieve.”

      “You can ask us,” Emma said. “Tourists always stop in, asking for directions since we’re the first place you come to. We’re used to it.”

      “We’re looking for a bank.” Miss Georgia drew her neck straight and delivered her words with and-the-Oscar-goes-to gravitas. “The Rocky Mountain Bank.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s down on Broadwater,” Emma said. “You’ll want to take a right at the stoplight.”

      “The stoplight?”

      “There’s only one.” I offered a quick smile. “Can’t miss it.”

      “So, I have to ask.” Henry lowered an elbow onto the counter and looked up at me through dark lashes. “What is this Matchbakery business anyway?” He picked up one of the laminated menu cards and read from it. “‘Let the Matchbaker decide for you.’ What does that mean?”

      Pulling the card from his hand, I debated a snappy read-the-rest-of-the-card answer. My little sister, a professor of interior design, had helped with the branding for my new business. At the time, it had seemed memorable—given that the small town would know me for my other part-time job and given that my mother had been a baker. Baking had been my only solace since…well, since Edward. Baking made sense. But the Matchbaker branding sometimes gave me the eye-rolls.

      I slid the card back onto the pile. “I…match you. To a pastry. Or to a coffee drink or a sandwich, or whatever.”

      “What?” Henry’s brows both shot up. “You match me?”

      “She tells you what you want to eat today.” Emma sidled up to me. “Like a psychic.”

      “I am not a psychic. Let’s get that straight. I just…”

      “She reads people.”

      Henry held out his hand, the corners of his mouth tugging up. “Read me.”

      I pushed at his arm. “I don’t need to see your palm.” This was something I got pretty often too. The urge to roll my eyes was strong with this one.

      “Tell him what he wants, Vangie.” Emma gave me an elbow in the side.

      But I didn’t want to Match him. This LA-trendy, over-attentive married man. He didn’t need more attention. He needed a leash.

      “Yes,” Henry said, drawing closer, gaze going darker. “Tell me what I want.”

      “I can tell you what she wants.” I nodded at Miss Georgia, avoiding Henry’s strange, insistent eye contact.

      “Yes, you should do Scarlet. She’s the one who wanted to stop, after all.” He took his wife’s hand and pulled her to his side, in front of the counter, the wattage of his smile dimming just a touch. He wasn’t used to being turned down.

      I looked up and down Scarlet’s body. Of course that was her name—it matched all those long, Georgia vowels and pretty, petite features. A little self-indulgent, but too worried about appearances to order a mocha. “Dark roast with room for cream. That much was easy.”

      Scarlet made a pointed huff and turned her nose up—a classic for a reason. She wore a three-piece tailored skirt suit in slate gray, thick hose, and black ankle boots with stiletto heels and the kind of intricate silver bead and buckle work that couldn’t be done by a machine.

      She didn’t have the too-skinny look of a woman who avoided dessert for fashion’s sake, but she didn’t succumb often. She was the type who would order a fancy dessert, like a macaron—which she would both spell and pronounce correctly—and let it sit on her counter, taunting her, until she couldn’t hold out any longer. Or it went stale and was no longer appetizing.

      I stepped behind the glass case and constructed a small paper box. Henry shadowed my movements, leaving his wife to stew in front of the cash register.

      “I’m dying to know what you’ll pick for her. She really is addicted to sugar, y’know.” He leaned on the counter like an underwear model and the edge of his accent tapered off, turning almost American on his last words. Interesting.

      I slipped a glove on my left hand and pressed a sheet of tissue paper into the bottom of the box, crinkling it just enough that it would safely hold the delicate cookies. Using my sanitary hand, I selected a small, white macaron. Perfect smooth top, perfect ruffled foot, filled with a vivid red raspberry buttercream.

      “They’re macaroons, Scarlet.” Henry glanced up, proudly, his accent back in spades. “You’re a macaroon.”

      “Macaron.” Scarlet corrected him at once, sharpish, and I couldn’t help but indulge the victorious smile pulling at one corner of my mouth. Another score for the Matchbaker.

      Three more small delicacies joined the vanilla-raspberry in the box. Rich whirls of color nestled into the ruffled white paper. A bright green matcha cookie filled with ginger buttercream—because she would want people to think she was interesting enough to like green tea, even though she probably hated all things umami. A graham-cracker-crusted peach pie cookie—because it would remind her of home. And a strawberry cookie dusted with sanding sugar and filled with a glistening layer of jam—because her husband would actually eat one of them, and he would want something that sparkled.

      I folded the box top—more of my sister’s work. A clear plastic cut-out showed the customer their “matched” treats, above the script-y signature logo stamped in a robin’s egg blue. Henry took it out of my hands and pulled out the green tea macaron, holding it up to the light.

      “These are quite perfect,” he said, fully back into James Bond mode. “I’ve never seen the like.”

      “Oh, give me that ridiculous box.” Scarlet grabbed for the green cookie, but Henry pulled it away, his thumb cracking the top.

      He turned it over and over in his hand. “It’s more fragile than I would have expected. When I pulled it out of the box, it felt quite hard.”

      I took off my glove and stepped back to lean against the counter beside Emma. She sipped at her coffee, clearly not as intrigued by Henry as I was.

      “Macarons are made from meringue, so they’re very delicate,” I said, as though he knew what meringue was. “Hard on the outside, but soft on the inside.”

      Henry bit into the cookie and it crumbled around his lips. His eyes went wide, and he stared at the little dessert tucked between his fingers. “That’s incredible.”

      “Oh, come on.” Scarlet pulled on his arm. “We can’t be late. You have a call with Brad at exactly one o’clock. You know they moved the shooting back just for you and we have a plane to catch tonight.”

      His golden brows drew together with artful precision, and all the pieces locked into place for me. He was an actor. Shooting. Accents that tried too hard. An aggressively put-together wife. So much LA in one little package.

      Scarlet sighed and stalked across the room, coffee in one hand and purse on the other arm, not waiting for his frustration to ebb, swaying to some internal runway rhythm.

      Her husband picked up the dessert box with a rueful smile. “Thank you for these, Miss Matchbaker.”

      “Henry.” Scarlet stopped in front of the door, her hot glare igniting the last smoldering straw. “Stop flirting.”

      “I’m being polite, darling. You should try it.”

      “You always flirt with the fat ones.” Her tone was a touch too loud, like the head cheerleader holding court in the cafeteria. “It’s like you have a pork fetish.”

      Henry glanced over his shoulder, his features constricted, shaking his head in apology. Before he could say anything, his wife yelled out, “What street did they say to turn on?”

      My chest moved fast, breath rushed. I hated bullies. Maybe more than philanderers. I gripped Emma’s arm before she could answer and plastered on that fakety-fake smile again. “Take your next left. Then look for the stoplight and turn right.”

      Henry gave us apologetic eyes but no more of his melty accent. Then the bell dinged again, and they were gone.

      “Evangeline Vale!” Emma hurried across the room, stopping at the window and watching the car pull away. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      I pulled the bake case closed with a hard tug. “Justice was served.”

      “Holy crap, girl. They’re really taking a left.” Emma put her finger on the window, pressing it in between two painted red hearts. “There she goes.”

      I stood behind her, watching the black car turn up the road. An old, beat-up pickup pulled in behind it, headed in the same direction. Away from Saint Agnes. I watched until the black car disappeared into the canyon. “Yup. They’ll be at the stoplight in Rolo in about fifteen minutes. Teach her a lesson.”

      “What lesson is that?” There was a touch of sarcasm in her bright tone. She already knew, of course. It was the same lesson everyone learned eventually.

      Karma occasionally wore a clergy collar and called itself the Matchbaker. At least, it did in Saint Agnes.
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      By the afternoon, the sun was starting to peek through the silver sky. It looked like there might be actual warmth headed our way, if the Chinook stuck around. The glint of a car window turning off the road to Rolo cut through the Valentine’s mural, reminding me of what I’d done earlier. The guilt gut-bomb settled in like a bad meal. Hopefully, Miss Georgia and her apologetic husband had made it to the bank.

      A familiar voice called out, “Sorry I’m late, Miss Vee,” and the bell dinged as my afternoon help pushed through the door.

      “You’re always late.” I flashed Leo Van Andel a quick smile.

      “Hey, Miss Vee.” Austin Krantz, fair-haired and muscled with Clark Kent glasses, followed Leo inside.

      “Hi, Aussie.”

      The quiet quarterback of the Saint Agnes high school football team slid his books onto the corner table without another word. He was serious and focused and used the afternoon to finish schoolwork while his mother finished her shift at the bank.

      These were my secret weapons. Two strapping teenagers in black letter jackets. High school girl magnets.

      Smart marketing, that’s what I called it.

      “What are we doing today?” Leo emerged from the kitchen, coatless, tying a white apron around his waist. His dark eyes always lit up when there was baking to do. When he’d turned eighteen, his parents had encouraged him to get a job in a field he wanted to work in, and I had been the lucky recipient of a pastry-chef-in-training.

      “Can you guys hold down the fort while I go to the bank?” I slid off my own apron. “We can work on macarons when I get back.”

      “Sounds good.” Leo slipped his thumbs behind the straps of his apron. “Consider the fort held down.”

      “Emma’s next door, as always.” I grabbed my purse and pulled out the little cylinder of Febreeze I used to cover up bakery odors that clung to my clothing when I had to go out into the real world. Not everyone liked the smell of baking.

      Freshly Febreezed, I clicked open the cash register. It caught this time and both boys snickered. The running joke was, the ghost in the drawer had it out for me. I preferred to think it was just finicky.

      Leo walked over and pressed the button that made the drawer pop out. “There you go.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I picked the deposit envelope from under the drawer.

      Leo was rinsing out the coffee pot and the water hid whatever sarcastic reply he’d made, but I wasn’t paying much attention. The significant wattage of a familiar James Bond smile smacked me like a hand to the face, peeking through the lacy hearts in the window mural.

      Henry stepped through the door, looking strangely pleased. “Well, that was a treat, if I do say so myself. Better than the macaroons.”

      “Macarons.” I couldn’t help correcting him. I gripped the thick strap of my purse. “Sorry. I mean. I really am sorry.”

      “Actually, I enjoyed watching Scarlet implode. She has a vein that pops out when she’s truly enraged. It’s like a ride at Disneyland.” He leaned on the wooden wall near the door, looking impossibly hot and—I reminded myself—indubitably married.

      “At least you were entertained.” I tried to walk around him, but he blocked my path.

      “Yeeeees.” He purred out the word like a predatory cat. “I was…entertained.”

      He leaned in so close it made all the fine hairs on my neck rise, and I found myself stepping back, even though what I needed to slip past him.

      “Watch out for her, man,” Leo called out from the back of the bakery, full of both warning and laughter. “She’s what you would call a vicar.”

      Those perfectly-manicured eyebrows rose right on cue, and Henry stepped back, nearly into the wall. “A vicar? Really?”

      “Well, I prefer ‘pastor’,” I said. “Since we’re in America.” And you’re clearly not British, anyway.

      “But…” Henry looked from me to Leo and back, his dark brown eyes confused and wide open. “I thought… Aren’t you the Matchbaker?”

      “Part-time.” I shouldered past him, ready to be on my way. “Thanks, Leo. Bye, Aussie.”

      If I told him the whole story, we’d be there for hours. What could I say? I came here in scandal and agreed to stay out of the papers. That would go over well in the gossip capital of the known world.

      “Bye, Miss Vee,” Leo yelled after me as I scrambled out the door. Unfortunately, Henry didn’t take the hint, and he stepped out right behind me, his shoes scraping on the sidewalk.

      “Now I’m the one who’s sorry.” He grabbed my arm. “Please, let me apologize. I get…” He tripped over the edge of a large rock that had also appeared, along with the mural, but kept his feet.

      There was now a cluster of filled-in truck tires sitting against the building between Emma’s door and my door, painted in bright colors and thick with dirt in the center. Around the edges were some large, boulder-like rocks, filling in the gaps, looking like the oddest garden I’d ever seen. I shook my head at Emma’s decorating and stopped, letting Henry walk around me before he really took a dive over the thing. I owed him.

      “It’s fine, really. Leo’s just protective of me. Like a little brother.”

      “No, I shouldn’t have been…well…you know.” Henry stuffed his hands in his very fashionable pockets. “This afternoon with Scarlet. It just got me on edge.”

      “Is your wife okay?” I looked around the parking lot. “I don’t see her.”

      “Wife?” Another articulated brow-raise. “Good heavens, no. Scarlet’s not my wife.”

      I cocked my head to one side, studying him. My first impressions of people were almost never wrong—it’s what made me able to do the Matchbaker thing. I had been so convinced he was married, even when he wasn’t wearing a ring. Was it possible he was lying to me?

      Not that it mattered. He had a plane to catch, and I was not interested in anything romantic with anyone for a long, long, long, long time.

      “She’s at this bed and breakfast we had to find.” Henry nodded back toward town. “We missed the appointment and the man I need to meet had to get a crown put on at one o’clock, so we’ll have to stay the night. Meet him first thing in the morning.”

      A pang of regret caught me hard in the chest. “I’m so sorry for sending you to Rolo.” The words tumbled out like warm laundry. “I don’t usually do things like that, but she was so—”

      “Really. It’s fine.” Henry put his hands out to calm me, but pulled back quick like a big Vicar sign had flashed behind his eyes. “She is impatient on her best day. It’s part of what makes her a good agent.”

      I dug for my keys, focusing absently on Leo’s old, beat-up Datsun truck, and the Tank, of course. I didn’t see another vehicle. “Where’s your car?”

      “Back at the B&B.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “Scarlet went down for a nap, and I needed to get out and stretch my legs.”

      I glanced through the big, muraled front window of the bakery and saw Leo standing behind it, his arms crossed, staring at us. He gave me a crook of his head, like he was asking if I needed him to come out and kick some fake British butt.

      Henry followed my gaze and clucked his tongue behind his teeth. “That one has got a look, as Scarlet would say.”

      “A look?”

      “It’s what she says right before she pounces on someone.”

      “Well, that’s just gross.” I took a big step toward the Tank. “Epic gross. Leo’s only eighteen.”

      “Not like that,” Henry said, laughter lining his tone. “She’d want to see if he had representation. Hand out her card. That sort of thing.”

      “That’s marginally less gross.”

      “I really am sorry about the…” He gestured back at the bakery. “I didn’t mean to hit on a vicar.”

      I waved a hand, opening the door and stepping one foot up into the Tank. “Don’t worry about it. I’m only part-time at the church, anyway. It’s tiny. They barely use me fifteen hours a week.”

      “You don’t strike me as the vicar type.” He took another step forward, and I hugged back against the frame of the vehicle.

      “I’m sorry, but I really do have to run.” I inched my way up into the seat. When I finally landed in it, I reached for the door, but Henry held it. He had this look on his face…one I’d seen before. When someone needed to talk, but didn’t want to admit that need, they looked stoppered up, like a cartoon pipe holding back gushing water. A little desperate, but trying to hide it.

      “Well, if you have to run…” Henry released the door. “Would you mind dropping me back at the B&B?”

      “Sure. I’m just on my way to the bank.” I looked up to see Leo still in the painted window, joined by Austin. Both boys were shaking their heads at me in slow motion. But I had to make up for making him miss his appointment.

      “Great.” He settled into the passenger seat. “I really do appreciate this.”

      We drove through the small town, barely long enough for the Tank to fill up with Henry’s crisp, clean scent. Saint Agnes was a tourist center, on the edge of one of the country’s largest National Parks, and everything had that alpine look to it. The grand mountain vistas in the background dwarfed all the buildings, but there were moments when I thought I was in the Alps—or, rather, in a kitschy-theme-park version of the Alps—instead of in a little tourist town in Montana.

      Henry pointed to the auto shop on the corner of Mockingbird Lane, and I turned. Down at the end of the street, yellow school buses had lined up, waiting to be boarded by the students.

      “Is that the high school?” Henry asked, losing just a touch of his accent again.

      “Yeah, although it serves the whole county now. There used to be a school in Rolo, too, but they had to close, I guess. Now, all the students from three or four towns bus in to Saint Agnes. Bedford, Rolo, Four Buttes. They call it a co-op school.”

      “I’m right here.” Henry pointed to a Victorian-style, green-paneled home with a little sign out front that read Mockingbird Bed and Breakfast.

      The black sports car with the rental company sticker on the windshield sat in the well-manicured driveway. Neat piles of snow lined the sidewalks, and the streets had been cleared all the way to the curb. Likely by hand, given the precision of the rounded little banks.

      “Thank you for the ride, Miss Vee,” he said, opening his door. “Or should I call you Vicar?”

      “You can call me Vangie.” I pressed on the brake pedal and gripped the shifter, trying to ignore the little twinge of regret that he’d left my vehicle—and probably my life. Something felt unfinished, still. “And I am really sorry about sending you to Rolo.”

      “No, you were right to do it.” Henry leaned down, looking effortless and breezy. “She can be horrid, on her worst days, and today was…” His brows tightened. “Well, let’s just say, she deserved it.”

      “I hope things go well for you in Saint Agnes,” I said. The trick I’d pulled on Scarlet had caused Henry some grief, too.

      I was supposed to be doing penance, not vengeance.

      “Thanks, Vic.” All the tension released from his face. “I hope you don’t mind me calling you that. It’s short for Vicar. Somehow, Vangie just doesn’t suit you.”

      A tickle of amusement bubbled up through me. I’d never been fond of the name my parents had chosen for me. Evangeline, like they were branding me for the mission field. I’d chosen urban ministry over foreign ministry, and preferred Vangie to Evangeline and whiskey to wine. I excelled at letting my parents down.

      “I’ll answer to it.”

      “Look. Vic…” He paused and somehow, I knew what was coming. This man had something on his mind. “What are you doing for dinner tonight?”

      “Probably reading sermons and watching Sherlock.”

      “Would you have an hour or so to chat with me? I’ll pay for the meal.”

      The words set off a little warning bell in my head. Typically, I didn’t make a habit of doing pastoral counseling one-on-one in restaurants. But being in the same room, alone, with him…that wasn’t safe, either. He was too…handsome? Charming?

      No.

      Smooth.

      But dinner was the least I could do. It was my fault Henry and Scarlet were stuck in town for the night. So when I pulled up in front of the Rocky Mountain Bank, I had a phone number in my pocket for one Henry Savage, and a promise he’d walk back to the Matchbakery without a coat, again, if I didn’t call.

      I walked into the bright lobby of the hometown bank, envelope in hand. Austin’s mother, Nikki Krantz, glanced up from her teller counter and motioned me forward. Our daily ritual.

      The woman was straight-up beautiful—the kind of stunner who drew your eye from across the room. I’d never met Austin’s father, Auggie Krantz, who had been killed in action years ago, but there was something to the adage that beautiful parents made beautiful children.

      I placed the envelope on the plastic pad emblazoned with the bank’s logo and smiled at Nikki. “How are you today?”

      Nikki Krantz didn’t answer me, clearly focused on her task. With elegant fingers, she began to sort the checks and count the cash, and her mouth drew into a thin line.

      “Have you heard?” said a voice from the next half-boxed, half-private counter. A pretty young blonde with a loose, low bun hovered over the top of Nikki’s space. “Henry Savage is in town!”

      My breath slowed almost to a dead stop. I tried not to let any emotion show on my face, but the little blonde’s eyes flashed when she spied interest.

      Nikki shook her head with a tiny exasperated sigh. “Tessa, you made me lose count.” The words were just clipped enough to get the other teller to back up, but Tessa’s didn’t stray from me.

      “I saw him in the bank, here, myself.” Her brows accentuated the myself and she looked around, carefully sneaking the edge of a smartphone over the top of the counter. “Don’t tell anyone, but I got a picture of him and that woman.”

      “Which woman?” I asked, trying to remember if Henry said he’d dropped Scarlet off before or after they went to the bank. Not that it would have mattered… Nikki looked up with another sigh. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to make you lose count again.”

      “No, you’re fine,” the teller said, moving to the side counter so she could tap the pile of checks back into order. “It’s been a tizzy in here, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m gonna put it on Instagram. Hashtag hottie,” Tessa whispered to me, drawing her lips to one side. “If Nikki and I hadn’t switched lunch breaks, I would have followed him and gotten his autograph.”

      “Wait,” I said with a shake of my head. “Autograph?” I’d guessed he was some sort of actor, but famous was a whole different ball of beans.

      “Of course.” The blonde smirked with a roll of her eyes. “I love him in that TV show. The Western one, with all the pelts. He’s like a fur trader or something.”

      “Oh, Tessa, will you just shut up?” Nikki slapped her hand over the checks, then carefully offered me a consoling look. “I’m so sorry about that, Pastor Vale. I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, no. It’s fine.” I raised my hands in apology. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve said much worse.”

      “Still. I don’t like to say those things.” The dark-haired beauty glared at the young woman at the next booth until Tessa slid off her stool and walked over to the little cluster of staff standing next to the drive-through banking tubes. “They have no sense of decorum.”

      I tried to stay silent while Nikki finished up her deposit, even though I wanted to sneak a few questions about Henry Savage in Tessa’s direction. I pulled my own smartphone out of my purse and set it on the counter so the bulk would hide my secret internet research.

      I opened the browser and went straight to Wikipedia. Sure enough, a search for Henry’s name pulled up a picture of a familiar sandy-haired stud. It looked like it had been taken at an awards ceremony—the white canvas drop cloth behind him was covered in gold words and a gold statue imprint, repeated every foot or so.

      His acting credits weren’t extensive, and it looked like he hadn’t been on the scene for very long. Until recently, he’d played mostly supporting roles. His current show, which had to be the fur trader show Tessa was so hot and bothered about, was called Bronson and he played a character called Tom Bronson.

      But a couple of familiar words along the right hand side of the screen caught my attention and I stopped breathing for real as I read his vital statistics.

      Hometown: Saint Agnes, Montana.
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      When I returned to the bakery, a few cars dotted the parking lot. Second-hand, beat-up models that smart parents let their teenagers drive. Safe enough to protect the people inside, old enough not to be worth repairing if someone backed into them at the Wal-Mart.

      Austin did homework in the corner, avoiding eye contact with the girls at the next table. Leo was huddled behind the bake case, packaging something for a blonde about his age who bit her lip and rocked back and forth on one foot. He seemed oblivious, which was likely why he had such an extensive fan club.

      He handed over the paper box and went to the cash register to make the appropriate change. His eyes lit up when he saw me, and he came around the case, leaving the little blonde with her cash and her box of pastries.

      “That guy who was in here, the one who got in your car,” Leo said in a low voice. “Do you know who he is?”

      I set my purse down and took the apron he offered. “I do now. I didn’t when he was in here before.”

      “Turns out he’s some kind of big movie star.” Leo’s voice was low, reverent, like he was impressed, which surprised me. Henry Savage had never been on the Food Network and I wasn’t aware that Leo’s TV got any other channel.

      “Yeah, I guess he is.” I tied the apron around my waist, trying to forget how much I’d been thinking about that some-kind-of-movie-star. I did not add that we’d just gotten off the phone, fixing a time to meet.

      It was starting to feel like a dinner date.

      “He’s went to school here,” Leo said. “My mom knows him.”

      I grabbed a cleaning cloth and the vinegar spray and swiped at the counter. It was strange to be out-of-the-know in Saint Agnes. A big perk of pastoring in a small town was being privy to everyone’s everything. Yet I hadn’t heard a peep about the movie star who’d grown up here, let alone that he was flirty. Okay, and gorgeous.

      It unnerved me.

      I didn’t like not knowing things.

      “Did your mom go to school here, too?” I asked.

      “She went to Four Buttes, before the co-op.” Leo leaned against the back counter, looking out over the dining area, his face taking on the protective line from earlier. “It kinda seemed like he was hitting on you.”

      “I think he flirts with everyone, so I wouldn’t worry about me, kid.” I glanced at the clock over our heads. “It’s about time to close up. You have homework?”

      “Just Advanced Chem.” He waved me off the homework train. “It can wait.”

      “Then can you box up the rest of these macarons? I want to make a couple of stops on my way home.”

      Leo began constructing the little treat boxes. I started cleaning the counters, but the repetitive activity didn’t do much to keep me from thinking about Henry.

      I knew I should call and cancel. But it felt like he was hiding something, and I wanted to give him the opportunity to unburden himself. I often felt people’s need to confess before they even said a word, like they had swallowed something that needed to come back up and only I could see it.

      The bell dinged over the door, a little louder than usual from a forceful push. In walked the tall, broad-shouldered, dark-bearded cowboy sheriff of Twin Valley County, Malcolm Dean. Probably the last person I wanted to see.

      My hand clamped around the cloth and I took in a deep, soothing breath. Malcolm was my neighbor in the back hills, up against the mountain. He seemed to have taken an instant dislike to me, and the last couple of days, he’d been on me about using my cell phone out in front of my house.

      Okay, so maybe I was a little bit on his property when I was doing it. But just barely on the corner.

      Sheriff Dean stalked up to the counter, his eyes dead-fixed on me. I dropped my shoulders and stood straight, facing him.

      “Evangeline.” He gave me a John-Wayne nod. “I need to speak with you.”

      Leo was at my side in half a second. “Hi, Sheriff. What can we do for you? You here for the Matchbaker treatment?”

      Malcolm removed his wide-brimmed white hat, shooting a quick, annoyed glance at my afternoon help. “I’m here to see Miss Vale.”

      I held up a hand, calling Leo off, but he didn’t seem to relax one bit. “Can you finish those boxes? I’ll just be in the kitchen with the sheriff.”

      The sheriff waited for me to lead the way. I scooted in front of him, momentarily glad there were no donut jokes floating around in my head that might accidentally succumb to the typical Vangie blurt-to-relieve-tension.

      Malcolm Dean wasn’t one to laugh at himself. He took life way too seriously for that.

      We walked far enough into the kitchen to have privacy, but no farther. I wanted to be within sight of someone. Just in case.

      Malcolm set his hat on my stainless steel counter and reached into his pocket. “I’m going to show you a picture of a woman, and I want you to tell me everything you can about her.”

      I nodded, crossing my arms and preparing for mug shots. But when he turned his phone around, I saw a pallid hand clutching the edge of a Matchbakery treat box.

      My mouth went dry and my breath was hollow in a parched throat.

      A dead woman’s hand.

      My box.

      One pink macaron was still visible, nestled in white tissue paper. A rounded imprint cracked its perfect top. Like a fingerprint.

      He flipped to the next picture. Same scene, zoomed out. The box sat on the torso of a woman, just where her belly button might have been. A few inches above that, her shirt gaped open along a jagged tear. The edges were caked with blood.

      There were more gashes, but I couldn’t look.

      I had to grab Malcolm’s arm to steady myself, and the human contact restarted my breathing. He bent his knees, supporting me, keeping his arm tensed while I leaned on him. I realized I’d been pitching forward and righted myself.

      I didn’t want to faint in Sheriff Dean’s arms. It was just a picture of a dead body. And it wasn’t my first.

      He flipped to the next image, which finally showed her face. She had dark, wavy hair with frayed ends and large, soft lips. Her eyes were closed.

      Unfamiliar.

      “What can you tell me about her?” he asked.

      “I…I’m sorry.” I swallowed hard, releasing his bicep. “I’m not sure who that is.”

      “Can you tell me when she was in here?” He flipped to the next photo, which was more focused on her face. Dirt smeared over one cheek and she had a gash on her lip. Light, yellow bruising mottled the skin around one eye and around her neck.

      “I don’t recognize her.”

      “But she was clearly in the bakery.” Malcolm flipped back to the first picture again. “This is your box.”

      “It is my box, yes. But she didn’t get it here.”

      “Look at her face again.” He slid his thumb across the screen until the frontal shot of her face came up. “You’re telling me you’ve never seen her? Not today or yesterday, or ever?”

      I took a step back, suddenly feeling crowded by his big body. “I don’t appreciate the insinuation that I’m lying to you.”

      “Excuse me, Miss Vale,” he said through grinding teeth, “but surely you can understand why I would be surprised that you don’t seem to know the girl who died with your product in her hands.” He clicked the phone off and stuffed it in his pocket, grabbing for his hat.

      “That’s Pastor Vale to you, Sheriff Dean.” I crossed my arms again, feeling suddenly protective.

      “You’re not a pastor right now.” His eyes swept down my body and he grunted, like that proved something. “Not that I’d trust you any more if you were. I’m speaking to you because a box of cookies from your bakery was found at the scene of a homicide.”

      “So I clearly must be involved.” I stepped back again, feeling the hard edge of the countertop press into my lower back. “I suppose you’re going after her clothing designers, too, and the people who made her shoes? Just in case they’re to blame?”

      “You’re blowing this out of proportion. I’m not here to accuse you of anything. I’m just trying to establish the timeline of the murder.”

      “It sure feels like an accusation.”

      “I have to ask these questions, Evangeline.”

      I cringed at his use of my full name. Ever since our neighborly dispute, he’d refused to call me anything except Miss Vale or Evangeline, and it drove me insane…which, come to think of it, was probably why he did it.

      “Well, I told you, I don’t know who she is. Question answered.”

      “Do you know how she got her hands on a box from this bakery if you haven’t seen her before?”

      “No.”

      “And how often do you make the cookies in this box?”

      “I made a batch this morning. I won’t make them again until this weekend. But I’ve never made them before, here in Saint Agnes.”

      He scratched something in his notebook. “Does anyone else ever wait on your customers?”

      I opened my mouth to deny him again, but this time I let it hang open. I’d left Leo in charge just this afternoon. I snapped my lips shut.

      “Who would wait on them besides you?” He kept pressing, like he’d seen the hesitation in my face.

      “What’s going on back here?” Leo stalked into the kitchen, eyes blazing, shoulders back, like he planned on a fight.

      “It’s okay, Leo.” I tried to wave him off. “The sheriff is asking me questions about a customer.”

      “Which customer?” He came around the steel-topped table and stood between me and the sheriff.

      Malcolm pulled out his phone again and went through the same series of pictures. Leo didn’t flinch until I put my hand on his arm and pulled him back. He gave me a frustrated I’m handling it glare, the cute kid.

      “I don’t recognize her,” he said.

      “Do you know how she could have gotten that box?” The sheriff stuffed the device back into his pocket with an angry puff of air. “I find it strange that neither of you seem to know who she is, when she’s clearly been in here.”

      “You don’t know that she’s been in here.” Leo stepped forward, tensing against my hand. “Anyone could have given her that box.”

      “How many of these boxes do you give out a day?” Malcolm asked, retreating just enough that some of the tension in the room seemed to ease.

      “Not many, these days,” I said. “We get a steady stream of people on and off, but most of them eat in-house. On a typical weekday, I’d say we give out maybe ten of them.”

      “Are there any other staff besides the two of you?”

      “I hire a cleaning crew out of Madison Falls once a month, and when I’m in a pinch, Emma Brent from the agate store next door comes over to help me out.”

      Malcolm’s brow went up. “Does she have a key to the place?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have one, too.” Leo finally un-tensed, allowing me to pull him back like a leashed pit bull.

      “Does anyone else have a key?” said the sheriff.

      “I have some spares in a locked box in the office. But no one else has access to them.” I looked up at the clock. It read 5:04. I pushed on Leo’s back. “Can you go shoo those girls out of here? Let’s lock the doors.”

      “You want me to get rid of Austin, too?” Leo asked, going around the table to avoid the sheriff.

      “No, his mom will probably be by soon to pick him up. I just saw her at the bank and she’s off at five.”

      He followed my directions, glaring at the sheriff the whole way. But that left me alone again with Malcolm Dean, hulking and sulking, taking up all the air.

      “I’d like to go through your transaction records for the day, Evangeline.” The sheriff slid his wide-brimmed hat back onto his head. “It seemed like there were some other cookies in that box at one time. I couldn’t tell exactly what they were, but there were crumbs in the paper that weren’t from the pink cookie you saw in the first picture.”

      My throat thickened and I squeezed out, “What color crumbs?”

      The sheriff had his little notebook out and was flipping through the pages. “It looked like there were some bright green, some white, and then another, darker color, maybe brown. I couldn’t be sure, because we didn’t want to move the evidence until it had been fully documented. I’ll have more information in a day or two.”

      Sorting through all of today’s customers, I was positive I’d only sold one box of multi-colored macarons. Unless Leo had sold a box right after my departure—and the buyer had immediately given the box to the murdered girl, and she had immediately been killed—it was unlikely this was a different box of cookies.

      I hadn’t entered the price of the macarons into the till, because Henry hadn’t wanted change for his hundred dollar bill. Even if Malcolm were to check the register, he wouldn’t see the sale of macarons at eleven-thirty. The only way he would know was if I told him.

      Something made me not want to tell him about the cookie purchase. Spite, maybe. But I didn’t know Henry, and it wasn’t my job to protect him, let alone go to jail for him. Besides, keeping evidence from the police was a crime.

      Vangie Vale was a lot of things, but not a criminal.

      “I did sell one box like that today. I think the transaction happened around eleven-thirty.”

      “Do you have a credit card receipt for that sale?”

      “No. He paid in cash.”

      Malcolm raised his dark eyes to mine, holding them hard. “Do you know who the customer was?”

      “Henry Savage.” Once the words were out of my mouth, I felt a rush of relief, and the rest came tumbling after. “He bought a box of four different macarons. Apparently, he’s some movie star who used to go to high school around here.”

      “And he was in here alone?” Malcolm flipped to a new page and continued scratching notes.

      “No. His agent was with him.” My mind went right to Miss Georgia and her pinched-up face. “Scarlet. Her first name is Scarlet. I don’t think I ever heard her last name.”

      “And they were on their way…?”

      A hot ball of shame bounced in my chest, thudding along with my heartbeat. They were on their way to the bank, until I derailed them. But I was too ashamed to admit what I’d done. “They had an appointment at Rocky Mountain Bank at noon.”

      That was the truth, after all. They had a noon appointment.

      “Do you know what for?”

      “No.”

      “And did you see them again after that?”

      “Henry came back, just after the boys showed up. They have their last period free, so this was before school got out.”

      Malcolm’s lips pulled together in surprise. He glanced down at his notes. “He came back? Was he after more cookies?”

      “No.”

      “Why was he here, then?”

      “They ended up missing their appointment.” I reached my hands backward and grabbed the cold, steel countertop. “He came back to let me know they’d taken a room at the Mockingbird B&B.”

      And to flirt with me…is that what you want to know, Malcolm? Hmm?

      I had to clap my mouth shut to keep from uttering those words. When he kept writing, I tried to ignore the pounding of my heart. Was it possible Henry really had been involved in this murder? Or Scarlet? Otherwise, how had the box ended up on a dead woman’s body?

      “Down by the high school?” Malcolm finished his scrawling and folded the cover over, sticking it in the opposite pocket from his phone.

      “That’s the one.” I let my voice lift slightly at the end, in a we’re finished here way, but I had a feeling I would be seeing more of Malcolm Dean before the night was through, and I didn’t like that one bit.
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      By the time Leo cleared out the remaining customers, Austin’s mother had swooped in to pick him up. They were all heading to the girls’ basketball game at the high school. I said my goodbyes to all three of them, loaded the boxes of macarons into the Tank, and locked up the bakery. I hadn’t quite gotten in to the local sports teams yet. I knew more about Navy football than anyone should—because Austin would be a plebe in the fall—but I still couldn’t name the Saint Agnes school mascot.

      In an effort to earn some goodwill in the community, I had taken to driving boxes of baked goods to local businesses, either owned or operated by members of my parish who had agreed to be taste testers. So when I pulled up to Murphy’s Feed Store, the owner was expecting me. The only all-purpose warehouse-like business in town, Murphy’s was a big box of a building with the customary Saint Agnes alpine touches—high and narrow roofing, white textured siding, dark accents…it was unique, to say the least.

      I smiled up at Danny Murphy, stocky and barrel-chested, who had the genuine smile of a man without artifice. I rolled my window down and Danny’s round laugh immediately filtered into the car.

      “Well, Pastor Vangie. I can’t deny I’ve been looking forward to this all day.” He patted the little, protruding belly encased in his button-up plaid shirt. “Although Carolyn says I’ve got to stop taste testing for you pretty soon, or it’ll put me in an early grave.”

      Normally, I would’ve laughed at Danny’s joke, but my sense of humor was on holiday when it came to all things death or murder. I laid my hand on top of one of the boxes. “Would you rather I pass you up this time?”

      “What kind of cookies y’got there, today?” called out a thin, wheezy voice from behind Danny. An old farmer in a tan shirt clapped the feed store owner on the shoulder. “We sure do appreciate you bringing them by.”

      “Happy to oblige,” I said, passing a box through the window. “Macarons today.”

      “Mack-a-what?” the farmer said with a laugh, flipping the lid on the cookies. “Never heard of it.”

      “They’re French.” Danny’s eyes twinkled, like he was proud of the world for having invented such a rare treat. Danny was a hoot.

      Another plaid-shirted, suspendered farmer showed up, shoving his hands into the white box and thanking me, so I decided to leave them a second box and skip the sheriff’s department. Even though I had no doubt that Irma would miss the delivery, I wasn’t in the mood to face Malcolm Dean again. That man just did not like me.

      Plus, y’know, it might be a little weird after the whole cookies-at-a-crime-scene thing.

      The men were still commenting on the various flavors when I left, but Danny promised to collect all the feedback. His convivial attitude had almost cheered me up. Almost.

      The bank was closed by the time I drove by, and John’s Bar wasn’t quite open yet, so I dropped a box at Morty’s gas station and headed straight for the church.

      There were a few churches in Saint Agnes, hidden in the various shady recesses of town, and then one church on the main street. That one was mine. The Saint Agnes Community Church was a conglomeration of different denominations. At its height, during the copper rush, Saint Agnes had been almost ten times its current size, and it had boasted every flavor of denomination under the sun. But the steadily declining population had left a lot of places feeling empty, and the town had been left with no choice but to adapt. Like the co-op high school, several of the smaller churches had combined together into the community church.

      I liked the idea of a united church, anyway.

      The building itself was about a century old, covered in white clapboard, facing the main thoroughfare with one of those old changeable letter signs nailed to the front. A green sedan was parked along the street, just in front of the side door, and I pulled the Tank in behind it.

      I brought a white box to the near door of the parked car and slipped it into the backseat. Peter never locked his car. He’d take the cookies home to his wife, Loretta, who would distribute them at the senior center and collect feedback.

      By the time April rolled around, I wanted to have my menu settled. From what I’d been told, the high tourist traffic started in April, and given our proximity to the national park, I wanted to have tasty, unique treats for all the international tourists who would come through Saint Agnes from April to October.

      The side door was open, and I pushed through, carrying my big, heavy messenger bag filled with stacks of old sermons. The last two pastors had been paper men, and in order for me to get through all their old files, I either had to sit in my dark office for hours on end, or take things home in chunks. I preferred the chunks.

      “Is that you, Vangie?” Peter’s voice rang through the long hallway, although I couldn’t see him. “Can you give me a hand here?”

      I quickened my pace, past the tiny church office and the darkened library toward my office. Peter struggled under the weight of a big, folded-closed cardboard box. I lifted one side and got it off the cart, onto the little round table that hugged one side of the office.

      “I figured you would be by, so I wanted to drop off the rest of Mark’s sermons.” Peter clapped his weathered hands together and stared up at me, his round glasses magnifying brown eyes that would have looked more in place on a fly than a human. He was a short, round man with fringes of white hair surrounding his yarmulke of a bald spot. His job as the parish council leader filled all his time—the adage of never-been-so-busy-since-I-retired was true for both the Mayhews. I saw Peter more than anyone else in town, since there always seemed to be church business to attend to.

      I unpacked the old files from my bag and placed them in a pile beside the box. “I’m working on Norman, now. I’ll start on Mark probably sometime next month at this rate.”

      The old man stepped back, his features drawn. “I don’t know why you insist on reading Norman first. Mark was your predecessor.”

      “I know.” I placed the last of the files in a pile and knelt in front of the cabinet to re-load my messenger bag. “But given that everyone on the council has been here for something like twenty years, I wanted to start with Norman first. Get a sense for your theological background. I had thirty years of sermons to read.”

      My shoulders tensed. I couldn’t cop to why I didn’t want to read Mark’s sermons, and I didn’t want Peter to start fielding guesses. He was the only one who knew the real reason why I’d come to Saint Agnes, and we still hadn’t addressed it out loud—not in the four months since I’d been given the post. But my bishop back home had promised the head of the council would be the only one to know, and for public consumption, I was working off my student loans—which had the benefit of being true. It just wasn’t the whole story.

      The denominational offices in Raleigh had been the bane of my existence for so long, I’d forgotten we weren’t adversaries in this whole mess. They’d been on my side, really. My bishop knew a bishop in Montana who had a super part-time vacancy they hadn’t been able to fill for almost two years, and that had solidified my trek to the Rocky Mountains. I could stay ordained, stay in the good graces of the denomination, and as long as I didn’t do anything wild and crazy for three years, then I could come back home.

      It had been a long four months so far. I wasn’t sure I’d make it through the whole three years. I wouldn’t have made it at all if my father hadn’t decided to invest in a business with me. The church only had fifteen hours a week for me, and I would have gone crazy without the bakery.

      Or. Crazier.

      “What are you preaching on this week?” Peter asked, his words cautious.

      “Still in the Beatitudes.” I transferred the last of the files and stood, offering my boss a little smile. “Blessed are the peacemakers.”

      “Look, Vangie,” he said, a dark look passing over his features. “Loretta took a message from Malcolm Dean…” He let the words trail off, leaving an ominous space for me to fill in.

      Something dropped inside, like I’d jumped out of an airplane. It shouldn’t have surprised me that the gossip about the Matchbakery box would get passed around our little town like a hot potato. But it did. Malcolm had only just left my place of business.

      “What’s the problem now?” I asked, leaning back against the edge of the wooden desk.

      “He says you’ve been coming onto his property.”

      Oh. That. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or not.

      Peter looked over his glasses at me, pulling off his best impression of a disapproving grandfather. He wore it well. “As the chair of the parish council, it’s my duty to inform you that if you use his egress again, he’s going to officially file a complaint against the church.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “I’ve been taking calls on that corner for almost four months with not-word-one from Sheriff Dean. I don’t know why, all of the sudden, he’s mad. There’s no cell service anywhere on my property. He knows that.”

      “Yes, well, he insists it’s not his problem what does and doesn’t happen on your property. He just wants to make sure you’re not on his.”

      Frustration bubbled up inside my chest, and I pressed my toes hard into the soles of my shoes to avoid showing emotion in front of my boss. The only corner of my property where I could almost get a bar of service was covered in lilac trees. However, if I crossed the hedge and hugged the corner of Malcolm Dean’s property, I could get just enough bars to make calls. I’d been doing it for months.

      “Does he want me not to use my phone?”

      “Knowing Sheriff Dean, I don’t think he cares whether you can use your phone or not. Just get a landline,” Peter said, glancing back at the box on the table. “I expect you to abide by the rule of law, Vangie. I’d hate to initiate a conversation with Raleigh.”

      I nearly shivered from the chill of those words. If he did that, it would end up in the council minutes, and people would want to talk about why I left, and I didn’t want to talk about that. Not with Peter Mayhew. Not with the archbishop. Not with anyone.

      “I’ll stay off his property. I promise. I’ll call about a landline tomorrow.”

      Peter gave me a pointed look and pushed the little dolly out into the hallway. I let out a long breath, staring at the box of old sermons he’d brought by. I didn’t ever want to read them. Mark Findlay was a hypocrite, and the last thing I wanted to do was read four years of his windy preaching. Running off with the church secretary sort of invalidated everything you’d tried to condemn up to that point. Of course, Peter didn’t want to talk about that either.

      I heard the door open, and I threw on my messenger bag, sticking my head out into the hallway to find Peter’s wife, Loretta, standing in the hall. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, and she catapulted forward and threw her arms around me.

      “Oh, Pastor,” she wheezed, clutching at me. “I’ve only just heard.” She pulled me through the hall, toward the front door, and my anxiety rose a little with each step. “That poor girl. I mean, can you imagine?”

      I shook my head, looking past Loretta, through the flung-open door. Her husband was closing the trunk of his car.  When he found out, he was going to blow a good-old-fashioned gasket. As much as I wanted the killer to pay for what he’d done, I preferred for Peter not to know about my involvement.

      “And to think she’s one of our own.” Loretta put one wrinkled hand over her mouth, fluttering her fingers. “Was one of our own. Oh, Vangie.” She collapsed against me again, and that brought Peter’s attention to us.

      “What’s the matter now?” he called across the gray, snow-patched grass, and his wife turned her head, giving a melodramatic sob. I righted the woman, shepherded her out the door, and shut and locked it behind us.

      “Someone’s been killed,” Loretta spat out. “That’s all.”

      Peter’s bug eyes went buggier and he hurried down the sidewalk, looking around like they were about to get caught doing something naughty. “Who died?”

      “Claire Hobson, according to Irma at the sheriff’s office.” The old woman wiped at her nose and pulled away from my shoulder. “She’s Nikki Krantz’s little sister.”

      Those words struck me straight in the center of my chest. Nikki, from the bank. Nikki, Austin’s mother. I saw them practically every day. Her in-laws were regular members of my congregation.

      “Auggie’s widow?” Peter stroked at his chin. “Poor woman. She can’t be more than forty herself. Her sister must have been young. What happened?”

      “Irma didn’t say.” The old woman wiped at her eyes, shaking her head. “All I heard for sure was that there was going to be an investigation. It’s only just happened.”

      “I’m surprised Malcolm didn’t mention it when I talked to him earlier,” Peter said. He looked up at me. “You know Nikki Krantz, don’t you?”

      “I do,” I stammered, as the woman’s kind face surfaced in my memory. “I just saw her, maybe fifteen minutes ago, when she picked Austin up from the bakery.”

      “Oh, that poor boy,” Loretta said, fluttering her fingers against her lips again. “To lose his aunt like that…”

      “I didn’t even know Nikki had a sister.” I looked up as a car honked, and someone waved at me through the open window of their pickup truck. It looked like Danny Murphy.

      I waved back, holding my hand in the air, and marveling over the strangeness of life, No matter how much evil took place in the world, time continued its relentless plod. People waved from cars, people ate cookies, people complained about property lines, and the world just kept turning.

      Meanwhile, Nikki Krantz would never see her sister alive again.

      I shook myself out of the moment and put a hand on Loretta’s shoulder. “I should get home.”

      “You should go and visit Mrs. Krantz,” the old woman said, her brows arched high.

      “Nikki doesn’t attend SACC, though.”

      “But Auggie’s parents have been long-time members of our parish, even if they haven’t attended much lately, and Nikki’s not going to church right now. Who else will visit her?”

      “Her mother’s a Lutheran,” Peter offered. “Best to get over there before Tom does.”

      I paused with my mouth open to answer, but the words stuck in my throat. The thing was, it wouldn’t look good for me to go to Nikki’s, not when a box of my macarons had been found at the crime scene.

      “She’s at the high school,” I remembered aloud. “There’s a basketball game tonight, and Leo told me she was going with Austin.”

      “You don’t think she’d go to a basketball game after finding out her sister’s been killed, do you?” Peter asked.

      “I don’t think she knows yet.” There hadn’t been any darkness to Nikki’s features. No ominous pronouncements to Austin. Just a quick wave in my direction, followed by a direct path toward the high school. “She was at work until five, and then she came to the bakery to pick up her son. It didn’t seem like anything was wrong.”

      “Maybe the sheriff hadn’t had a chance to notify her yet.”

      I concentrated on the memory of Malcolm Dean in my kitchen. He hadn’t used the woman’s name, and he’d asked me more than once to identify her. Had he recognized her? Of course, I’d learned how much cops liked to withhold information to test your responses, so it was possible he’d known the whole time and hadn’t said anything as a test of my honesty.

      I wouldn’t put anything past Malcolm Dean.

      “I’ll tell Irma about Nikki being at the basketball game so she can let the sheriff know.” Loretta grabbed her husband by the arm and pulled him toward their car. “We’ll go by on our way to the senior center.”

      “I don’t want to stick our noses somewhere they don’t belong,” Peter said, reluctantly allowing himself to be dragged away.

      I couldn’t help wondering if that was really true. If I’d told Peter about the sheriff stopping by the bakery to ask me a few questions about a murdered woman, would he have taken such a highbrow posture?

      I waved at the Mayhews as they drove off, but they were too engrossed in conversation with each other to notice. I got into the Tank, ignoring the other box of macarons that sat, undelivered, in my front seat. The drive across town seemed longer than normal, and I avoided the high school and the B&B, taking the long way.

      When I turned a corner and saw the lanky, well-dressed form of Henry Savage walking along the side of the road, I couldn’t help the lump that formed in my throat. Part of me had known, when Malcolm came to the bakery, that I should cancel this meeting with Henry. No matter what he needed to say. But I hadn’t called. And now, I couldn’t drive past him without him knowing it was me. It was impossible to go incognito while driving the Tank.

      My kingdom for a Subaru.

      I pulled up behind him, and he turned, his face lighting up when he saw me. He had ear buds in, the long white strings hanging around his neck, but he pulled them out and shoved them in his pocket.

      “Well, Vic. Fancy meeting you here.” He walked toward me, coming around the side of the Tank and resting his hand on the frame.

      I felt myself leaning back into the seat, like he was coming too far into my personal space. “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      “I was just out for a walk. Scarlet was being a pill, and I wasn’t in the mood to get yelled at.”

      “You don’t have separate rooms?” I pulled my brows together. “Isn’t there any escape?”

      “They put us in a suite,” he said. “Adjoining rooms…with no locks. Let me tell you how much that thrills me to death.”

      “Well, you could have worn a coat, all the same.”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t bring one. But I’ve been colder, wearing less than this, and still survived.” The smile that curved over his lips was downright devious, and I couldn’t help echoing it. He was amusing, if nothing else.

      “I live just up the road,” I said, pointing toward the base of the pine-covered mountain. “If you don’t mind waiting in the car, I could change clothes and we could have an early dinner right now. That way, you could get back and get some rest before your meeting tomorrow.”

      And I could ask you some questions about a certain box of cookies.

      “All right, but no funny business,” he said with a wink. ”I have a date later with an adorable vicar.”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue. A date? Is that what this was?

      Crap on a cracker.

      Henry walked around the front of the Tank, keeping those bright eyes on me, and the speed of my pulse amped up, reminding me just how attractive he was. It was easy to forget when he was sparring with me. Calling me nicknames, making jokes. It was a kind of flirting I hadn’t done in…so long. Even then, Edward hadn’t been half the flirt Henry was.

      He opened the door, and his eyes went wide at the sight of the white box. He grabbed it off the seat and slid in where it had been. “These cookies, Vic,” he said, touching the plastic window on top of the box. “They are just incredible.”

      I stared at him unabashedly as he put the cookies in his lap, fastened his seatbelt, and pulled the door closed. There wasn’t a shred of artifice or shame in him. I had a radar for those things, and he did not act like a guilty man.

      “Did you end up finishing all the ones you bought?” I asked offhandedly, putting the Hummer into gear.

      “Scarlet wouldn’t let me,” he said, frowning down at the little confections in his lap. “I’m supposed to read for this role when I get back and she’s all up in arms about calories.” Henry shot me a slit-eyed, conspiratorial look. “Which is why this dinner of ours has to be an absolute secret.”

      “Secret?”

      “I’m planning to have pasta tonight.” His smile went wide and my heart fluttered. Just enough that warning bells started going off in my head. I hadn’t felt a flutter like that since Edward, and there weren’t enough sirens in the world for that.

      “I promise not to tell on you,” I said, tearing my eyes away from him and turning the last corner. My light green bungalow came into view, hidden behind the long hedge row that led back to a walking path, joining a larger system of paths that curled through the whole town. I turned down my driveway, looking beyond it to the sheriff’s house. His vehicle wasn’t in front of his garage, as far as I could tell.

      “Just let me change into something a little less caked in sugar, and we can leave from here.” I put the Tank into park.

      The curl of his lips sent my stomach sinking again. His eyes went dark with mischief and he nodded his assent. “That sounds just fine to me, Vic.”

      “I’ll leave the car on if you want to wait out here,” I said, opening my door and feeling the cold air wash over my skin. “I’ll only be a couple of minutes.”

      “Right-o, then.” He passed the box across the console, but I stopped its progress, shaking my head.

      “Those are leftovers. I can’t have them in the house.”

      “So you’re leaving them here with me? What if I eat them all?”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said with a smirk. “But don’t blame me if you ruin your pasta.”

      I had to close the door before the flirting got too out of control. What was I thinking, agreeing to have dinner with this guy? And it had turned into a date? I couldn’t be his pastor and his date. Not appropriate.

      At least he hadn’t reacted with anything other than pleasure at the sight of the cookie box, which put a stroke in the not-a-murderer column.

      It was just dinner, anyway. He wasn’t proposing. We were two people who were going to eat pasta across the table from each other. There was nothing in the world wrong with that.

      Nothing.
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      The black-skirted hostess found us a quiet booth in the corner of the Madison Steak House—the fanciest restaurant in town. It was more tourist trap than steak house, truth be told, and it looked more like a set for Legends of the Fall than a legitimate modern restaurant. The walls were rustic, made of barn-door wood, and animal heads adorned all the prominent spaces. But it was probably the only place in town where we could get a decent plate of pasta.

      The closest Italian restaurant was the Olive Garden in Madison Falls, and that was not happening. Not only were the winter roads unsafe at night—especially the canyon on the way to the only major city in the region—but a part of me was genuinely afraid to leave town. Malcolm Dean wasn’t done with me, and I couldn’t afford to show even the slightest bit of nonchalance when it came to this murder investigation.

      Henry ordered a tagliatelle dish, musing about whether or not the pasta would be hand-made, and a glass of red wine. I picked the tenderloin with a loaded baked potato. I passed on the alcohol, but watched with interest as Henry performed the wine connoisseur’s ritual upon receiving his glass. I typically did not do pastoral calls that included table service and a sommelier.

      He glanced up at me, his nose still in the bouquet, and gave me one of those lightning-bug smiles. “What?”

      “There’s quite a buzz around town about you, y’know,” I said, playing with my small water glass.

      “What sort of buzz?”

      “Oh, just that you’re some big Hollywood star. Your own TV show and everything.”

      “Not for long.” His features darkened. “Scarlet says they’ll cancel us at the end of this year. Not pulling in the ratings we had last year, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” A strange desire came over me, pushing me to reach for him and offer comfort. It was a natural, pastoral instinct, and I had to check myself to make sure it wasn’t more than that.

      Henry Savage had crawled under my skin. It was partially his attractiveness—I was only human—but his sadness had struck me on a much deeper level. Even underneath his brightest smiles, there was a layer of despair so evident, it almost screamed at me.

      Henry was profoundly unhappy, and doing his best to cover it up with the whole James Bond act.

      “Something else on your mind, Vic?” he asked, taking a long pull on his wineglass, connoisseur’s ritual forgotten. “Ask away.”

      “I’ve been wondering…what the accent is all about.” I rearranged the forks into straight, perfect lines, aiming at nonchalance. “I mean, I heard you’re from here, and I don’t hear a lot of British accents floating around Saint Agnes.”

      His expression didn’t falter, but he set the glass down. “It’s called method acting,” he said, in the same accent. “It’s not widely known yet, but I’m up for a recurring role in a very popular television show… Let’s just say there’s an of in the title.” His brows waggled in an almost comic way.

      But he wasn’t going to derail me.

      “Because it seems like you’re hiding something.” I waited for the words to land, but he had either practiced not responding…or…was it possible he wasn’t hiding anything? Was I being too paranoid? I narrowed my eyes at him. “And the sheriff showed up at my bakery today, asking about the murder of a woman named Claire—”

      “Wait.” He held up his hand. “Claire? What’re you talking about?” Henry’s accent had disappeared, and his face took on the strangest, brow-knit look. I couldn’t quite place the emotion. “Claire Barnett?”

      “No, not Barnett.” I reached for his hand, gripping it. “Hobson. I don’t even know her, I only know her sister. But the box of macarons you bought this morning was found on Claire’s body…”

      Henry shook his head, closing his eyes like he was shutting everything out. “Who is her sister?”

      “Nikki Krantz.”

      His face went white, bringing more attention to the small dusting of freckles on his nose. “Nikki Barnett. She married Auggie Krantz. Barnett was her name when I knew her.”

      “Oh.” I squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry, Henry. Did you know her well?”

      A flash of pain crossed his features and he continued to shake his head, like he couldn’t assimilate what was happening. He started mumbling, nearly inaudibly, and I leaned closer to try to make out what he was saying. No go. I looked around the dining room, which was practically empty, then pulled myself out of the booth and grabbed my purse. “Henry,” I said, nervously smoothing down my long, black dress, “are you okay?”

      He had his phone in his hand before I saw what he was doing. The strange mumbling had stopped, but just barely.

      I touched his shoulder, but he didn’t seem to register my presence. He pressed the phone to his ear without looking at me. I flagged down the waitress and asked for our food to go, handing over my credit card.

      Whatever was happening to Henry at the moment, it was obvious he needed to leave. I didn’t want to stick the restaurant with uneaten, un-paid-for food. And I wanted Henry to have his pasta.

      “Scarlet, where are you?” Henry hissed into the phone, his British accent reappearing. “Wake up and call me back right now. Something’s happened to Claire.” He tapped the screen and stuffed the phone back in his pocket.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, touching his shoulder again. This time, he glanced up at me, eyes wide.

      “Scarlet won’t answer her phone.”

      “After the waitress comes back, I’ll take you back to the B&B so you can check in on her.” He just stared at the wall, a blank look on his face, but I decided to take that for a yes. After a stop at the B&B, I would have to take him to the police station. If he was this worked up, he clearly knew something that would help the police find Claire’s killer. At the very least, he could explain to them how his box of macarons had ended up in the hands of a murdered woman. A murdered woman he knew.

      Right after he finished explaining it to me.

      The waitress appeared with a little black folder. I signed the slip, put my credit card back in my wallet, and left the folder on the edge of the table.

      “Come with me.” I lowered my voice to a whisper, pulling on Henry’s hand. “People are staring.”

      That made his back go straight. He nodded and stood, pulling a couple of bills from his pocket and tucking them into the folder. He gave an awful fake smile and made some comment about always leaving a good tip.

      I allowed him to take me by the arm and lead me out of the dining room. The waitress followed, handing me a white plastic bag with two paper boxes inside. Our food.

      The ride to the B&B was almost silent, with Henry trying Scarlet’s phone every minute or so. He didn’t say a word to me.

      My mind was filled with dozens—no, hundreds—of questions, but I wasn’t quite sure what to ask him. It was obvious that he didn’t want to tell me anything about his agitation, but the change had been so dramatic…

      As we turned onto Mockingbird Lane, I caught sight of a familiar vehicle sitting in front of the B&B. My breath caught in my throat and I instinctively reached for Henry’s hand.

      The big, block letters of the word Sheriff were blazoned across the back of the tan SUV. I saw that vehicle every day and would have known it anywhere, even without the identification on the back. After all, he was my neighbor.

      Henry’s jaw worked wordlessly. He squeezed my fingers and looked at me, all the light gone from his eyes. “Looks like someone beat me to it.”

      “What’s going on, Henry?” I asked, pulling in behind Malcolm’s empty vehicle. “I’ll help you if I can. I don’t believe you had anything to do with this.”

      And when the words left my lips, I knew they were true. It wasn’t just that I felt sorry for him, and it definitely wasn’t attraction. There had been a moment of such genuine loss on his face when I told him about Claire. Even a great actor can’t fake that kind of immediate, unconscious response.

      It felt a little Benedict-Cumberbatch-y to say, but I just knew, in an instant, that he didn’t kill Claire. I often wished I was completely aware of how I knew things, like Sherlock was, but it didn’t make me any less certain. It was like the Matchbaking. The combination of little details told a story.

      “They train us well, Scarlet’s people,” he said with a touch of sadness. “Don’t speak to anyone, once the police are involved.”

      “Scarlet’s people?”

      “It’s the rule of thumb in Hollywood. Never answer questions. Not from the press, not from the police.”

      “What about the clergy?” I said, as he reached for the door.

      “We don’t have any of those.” Henry gave a tight, unbrilliant smile and shook his head. It was the most normal, honest thing I’d seen him do all day. “Thanks for your help, Vic, but I should get inside to Scarlet.”

      He opened his door and stepped out into the cold night, which had only gotten colder now that the sun had gone down. I considered whether I should follow or not. On one hand, Peter had made it quite clear that one more whiff of scandal—even if it was cell-phone related—would warrant a call to my archbishop. That would be it for me. On the other hand, I couldn’t let Henry face this on his own. Not when he looked like he’d just seen a ghost. Leaving him this way wouldn’t be the charitable thing to do.

      I followed him toward the house, but just as I stepped onto the sidewalk, the front door of the B&B opened, and Malcolm Dean pushed Scarlet out onto the porch, holding her hands behind her back. She was clearly fighting him, but he had the same dark-faced, set-jawed look he always had when he was getting things done. I’d never seen him arrest someone before, but this was exactly how I’d imagined it going down. No nonsense. No drama.

      Scarlet’s yell cut the air—a wordless, feral sound, followed by a barrage of angry half-understandable things. “…if you don’t…my lawyer…can’t pin this…redneck hick!”

      The last words were completely crisp and clear, but they made no apparent impact on Malcolm. He just kept walking the struggling woman forward, holding her arms so she wouldn’t misstep when they hit the stairs. He finally caught sight of Henry and paused.

      Scarlet’s yells turned more intelligible. “Henry! Henry, don’t say a word. Don’t answer any of their questions. Remember, you have the right to remain silent.”

      The tall, suited actor had frozen in place on the sidewalk as soon as Scarlet had emerged, and hadn’t moved since. I couldn’t see his face, but his body language was that of a deer caught on a mountain road with a car barreling toward it at full speed.

      “Henry Savage?” Malcolm’s deep voice thundered out in the cold night air. When he looked farther up the sidewalk and his eyes locked on me, his whole face went dark. “Evangeline. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m…I just dropped…” I held up the plastic bag with our takeaway dinners, like I was making an excuse to a grade school teacher. “We came back from dinner when he couldn’t get ahold of Scarlet.”

      “You,” Malcolm pointed one finger at Henry, “Get in the car. I’m taking you down to the station. And you,” he pointed at me, “go home and keep your nose out of this.”

      “You can’t take him into custody without arresting him,” Scarlet yelled out, planting her stockinged feet in the grass so that Malcolm had to push her forward to get her to move. “Henry, don’t get in his car unless he arrests you.”

      “I’m telling you, lady, I have questions for him.” Malcolm wrestled her forward, passing both Henry and me through the grass. He opened his back door. “If you don’t come with me, I’m going to mark you down as uncooperative.”

      “Don’t go! He can’t make you go. You have rights.” Scarlet kept screaming at him until Malcolm got her into the SUV, hand on top of her head, and closed the door. Her words were drowned out by the glass, but she was still livid.

      The sheriff rested his big hands on his lean hips and stared at Henry. “Either you come with me right now, or you come down to the station of your own free will later, but you’re going to answer my questions, or I’m gonna arrest you for what I should be arresting her for.” He thumbed back toward the window where Scarlet was still yelling.

      “And what was that?” said the actor, his British accent crisp and clear.

      “Murder.” Malcolm walked around the SUV and climbed inside. Scarlet wouldn’t stop screaming as he drove off, and in the silence of the Saint Agnes night, I could hear her angry cries long after Malcolm’s car was out of sight.

      Henry seemed frozen in place, although some of his poise had returned. He stared at the ground, and I could see the gears turning in his head. I wanted to know what was going on in that brain of his, but the more pressing thing seemed to be that he needed to get to the police station.

      I walked up to him, touching his arm with the lightest of contact. Henry’s gaze flashed to mine, dark and stinging with the hidden pain I’d sensed before. He didn’t try to smile it away this time, and moisture formed a sheen over his brilliant blue eyes.

      “I can give you a ride to the station,” I said.

      He covered my hand with his, providing a little barrier of warmth against the chilly air. “I should take my own car. I don’t want to make you wait for me while the sheriff asks me questions.”

      “I don’t mind waiting.” I raised the white bag of food. “I’ve got your pasta, too, if you want it.” When it looked like he might argue, I bowled over his objections with a simple shake of my head. “I won’t take no for an answer, Henry. You’ll have to wait while Malcolm questions Scarlet anyway, and I don’t want you to be alone.”

      I wasn’t completely sure why I had offered my company—or, rather, insisted on it—other than the fact that Henry seemed so listless and alone, so much like a little boy who’d lost his mother at the fair. I wanted to make sure he was safe, and that Malcolm didn’t intimidate him into admitting to anything he hadn’t done.

      I’d read enough true crime to know that even normal people sometimes admitted to things to get interrogation to stop. Something told me that Malcolm might push him too far. I could do my Christian duty and sit with this man who was clearly in turmoil.

      Finally, he gave in and climbed back into the Tank. Would it count as a scandal to Peter Mayhew if all I did was sit in the sheriff’s office and eat a meal with a man who might be accused of murder? Surely even Peter couldn’t spin something like that into an issue. No one would ever get wind of it, except the people at the station, and half of them were in my parish already.

      I’d bring a few cookies inside to ensure their stomachs were happy. Something about the way Henry’s demeanor had changed had me on edge, and I wanted to make sure he didn’t do anything to incriminate himself, especially since I was so certain he was innocent of the murder. Whatever he was hiding, it wasn’t that.

      It couldn’t be.
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      The box of macarons was apparently an acceptable bribe because Irma—the department administrator—allowed us to dine on one of the empty desks in the back of the bullpen. Memories of visiting the precinct in Southeast Raleigh, or of the Durham police department made this bullpen dinner seem like a scene straight out of Mayberry.

      My steak was lukewarm, but tasty enough with the creamy gorgonzola sauce. Irma warmed up Henry’s pasta in the microwave and the thick ropes of hand-cut tagliatelle steamed as he put the first bite into his mouth.

      Henry had been in a daze ever since we arrived at the station. Malcolm had already taken Scarlet down the back hallway into what was likely an interrogation space.

      “Did the sheriff arrest her for Claire’s murder?” Henry said, his accent back in full throttle. He wiped his mouth with one of the napkins.

      “I’m not sure. I guess they don’t technically have to arrest you in order to detain you, right?”

      I cut the skin of my baked potato and took a starchy bite. The toppings were cold and I found myself wishing I hadn’t put it in my mouth. I pushed the plate away.

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Do you know Scarlet didn’t kill her?”

      Henry didn’t answer right away, and he twirled another bite of pasta onto his plastic fork. “I know I was with her a good part of the day.”

      “But not the whole day.”

      “No.”

      “Look, I have a feeling this is going to come out anyway, so I’m just going to tell you…” I put my fork down and crossed my hands in my lap, affecting my very best comforting minister posture. “The sheriff came by my bakery early this evening, and he showed me some pictures of the crime scene.”

      Henry wouldn’t meet my eyes. He twirled his fork around, loading it up with more slippery tagliatelle.

      “The box of macarons you purchased,” I said. “Do you know what happened to them?”

      He shrugged, giving off the tense look of a little boy in the principal’s office. “I think I threw the rest away when we stopped. Or maybe Scarlet did.” He pursed his lips, finally meeting my eyes. “When you sent us up the road to Rolo, I didn’t realize it at first. I haven’t been back here in probably twenty years, and they moved the highway.”

      A tight fist squeezed in my chest, like it was holding my organs hostage, but he didn’t seem to be accusing me of anything.

      “By the time we hit the city limits, Scarlet was a mess. We had this stupid meeting at the bank at noon, and we were clearly going to miss it, only she doesn’t really understand the geography around here, so she kept saying, It must be just around this next corner. You know how that road is—I mean, it’s a winding mess, and there aren’t many turnouts.”

      “I know.” I nodded, feeling the heavy press of guilt, and lowered my gaze to my half-eaten expensive meal. “I am still so sorry for that.”

      “She really did deserve it,” Henry said, and it was obvious a kind of relief washed over him when he said those words out loud. “She always says horrible things like that to people, and neither of you girls are fat, anyway—not that it would make it okay if you were, but she was just…” He let out a long, weary sigh. “She can be truly horrid.”

      “Yeah, but I should have just ignored her.”

      “It’s not your fault, Vic,” he said, squeezing my hand. He picked up his fork again and tried another twirl of pasta. “Scarlet turned right at that stoplight in Rolo and kept looking for the bank, and by the time I realized what was going on…I was on the phone with my lawyers, and I just wasn’t…it wasn’t my best moment.”

      “It wasn’t mine, either.”

      “I’m choosing glass-half-full,” he said, raising the Styrofoam cup of water Irma had given him like it was a wine glass. He touched it to mine. “Because we missed the meeting, I got to spend some time with you.” His smile was dazzling and camera-ready, and it made my insides go a little jumpy. “Besides, we’ll make the bank appointment in the morning. I’ll be back in Malibu this time tomorrow.”

      My internal trampoline-fest came to a screeching halt.

      Of course he was leaving tomorrow. I’d known that all along. His job was in LA, and my jobs were both here. As much as I’d like to be on my way back to a beach in the morning, too, my life would go on, in land-locked Saint Agnes.

      I cleared my throat, trying to clear the silly school-girl stuff that had popped up out of nowhere, and focus on the problem at hand. “So, did you stop somewhere and throw the box out?”

      “Box?”

      “The box of macarons you got at my bakery.”

      Henry gave a little shake of his head, like I’d stumped him on that one. “I can’t remember. I think one of us threw it out when we stopped for directions.”

      “Where did you stop?”

      “We circled back to the gas station by the baseball field. Right when you come to that stoplight.” He stabbed at the pasta and put a bite in his mouth, guiding the straggling ends in with the utensil.

      “Did you see Claire Hobson?”

      That name stopped him mid bite. Henry choked a bit and had to down some of his water. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because if you didn’t see her, then you can tell the sheriff as much. It’ll help convince him to send you on your way.” I felt a little heat rising in my throat, like the emotion of being cast aside was already catching up with me.

      His brows knit together. “Do they even know how she died?”

      “Are you sure you want to know?”

      “I’m assuming that’s a yes, then.” Henry put his fork down, leaning in with just the tiniest bit of aggression. “All this for a box of macarons? Do they know for sure it’s the same box that I bought this morning?”

      “I didn’t sell any other boxes of macarons today, and I made the first batch I’ve ever made this morning. So, they’re pretty sure.”

      “But you’ve been giving them out all over town,” Henry said, pointing at the front of the room where Irma had the big white box open on the front of her desk. “How can they know it’s mine?” He stood from the rickety chair. “I’m going to get my car and find the box that I bought, just to prove it to you.”

      He was halfway to the door when Malcolm Dean cleared his throat behind us and said, “And just where do you think you’re going?”

      Henry didn’t stop right away. “I’m going to get my car.”

      “There’s no need for that, Mr. Savage.” Malcolm stepped out from the hallway and into the main room, his arms crossed. “It was your box at the crime scene. Scarlet’s told us everything.”

      The immediate freeze of Henry’s body was so similar to his reaction at the restaurant and outside the B&B, it was like muscle memory. Or method acting. I was beginning to fear there was no difference.

      “What do you mean, she’s told you everything?” he asked, turning slowly around until he faced the sheriff.

      “I mean we have enough to arrest you now, so I’m going to call the DA and then read your rights, and we’re going to book you for murder.”

      The words hung in the air, like they were being held there by the three of us collectively not moving. He seemed awfully calm for someone who was about to arrest a dangerous criminal.

      “What evidence do you have?” I asked.

      Malcolm glared down at me, as if from on high. “What’s it to you, anyway, Evangeline?”

      “I’m his…” I hesitated on the word date. After all, we hadn’t managed to have one—the closest we’d come was our dinner at this empty desk at the police station.

      “His…what?” Malcolm asked again, a hard smirk on his face. “I have news for you, missy.” He pointed at Henry. “This one’s married.”

      My breath actually stopped moving in my chest. It felt like my blood and the earth and time had all stopped moving at the same time.

      He’d told me he wasn’t married to Scarlet, but I guess I’d never thought to ask if he was married to someone else.

      I tried to form words, but they wouldn’t come. This red-hot humiliation was not new to me, and I could feel the press of tears in my throat, threatening to choke me.

      “Vic, it’s not—”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snapped, anger bubbling up suddenly. “You’re not British, and I’m not a vicar.” I held my breath for a long moment to keep the tears away, then rounded on Malcolm. “And why would it matter to me if he’s married?”

      “If not, why would he matter to you at all?” Malcolm raised his brow.

      “I’m a pastor. It’s my job to stand up for those who can’t stand up for themselves.” I said the words slowly, in case he had a hard time processing them. “Not only that, but it’s a free country, and if I want to be here, I can be here.”

      “Well, you can’t be in the interrogation room, and you can’t be here when I book him, so you might as well just scurry along home.” Malcolm gestured for Henry to come to him. “It’ll go easier on you if you cooperate, son.”

      He said the word son like he was some ancient, Old West marshal with a shot-up silver star and a six-shooter. But he wasn’t. He was barely any older than me or Henry, and he was an elected official. I wanted to rub all that in his stupid face, but I couldn’t find the words. I was still too stunned by the news that Henry was married.

      I should have trusted my gut. Something had told me he was married from the moment he’d walked into my bakery—partly because I was so attracted to him, and my lot in life was to be attracted to unavailable men, and partly because of the way he carried himself. His flirting had also seemed too casual, the dabbling of a man who wasn’t single but remembered how much he’d enjoyed it.

      One of these days, I would learn my lesson.

      Henry offered his hands, Malcolm pointed toward the hallway he’d just come through, and they disappeared into the back.

      Would Scarlet be on her way out, or would he charge her? I still didn’t know what kind of evidence they had on either of them.

      But I couldn’t help remembering the look that had crossed Henry’s face upon leaning of Claire’s death. It hadn’t been a look of guilt. He’d been shocked by the news, but more than that, he’d seemed profoundly sad.

      He was certainly guilty of stringing me along, but he wasn’t guilty of murder. And if Henry hadn’t killed Claire, the sheriff had the wrong man in custody.

      That meant the guilty party was getting away.
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      I stood in the back parking lot of the high school, leaning against the front fender of the Tank, debating my better angels about heading in there to look for Nikki Krantz in the stands of the gym. Outside in the dark, it genuinely felt like I was arguing with heaven.

      There’s a difference between country night and city night. In any city, anywhere in the world, the sky never gets really, truly black. Between streetlights and houselights and such, there’s always a dull glow somewhere. But country night is deep black. So black, sometimes, you can’t even see two feet in front of you on the ground.

      But you can see the stars. There are layers of stars and galaxies you never even knew existed until you get to the country. Every night in Saint Agnes was clear and crisp and dark as outer space. It was unnerving for some, but it had surprised me how much I loved it. It felt closer to heaven.

      The amount of cars in the lot indicated the game hadn’t ended, but what if I walked in right at the end, drawing stares from everyone? Really, I shouldn’t be interfering. Still, I found myself pushing off the Tank and heading inside. I gave my money to the girl at the ticket booth, and she stamped my hand with a cat’s head logo in an awful shade of orange. Ah, that was the mascot.

      The front lobby of the gym wasn’t crowded. A few people milled around the open windows of the concessions stand, swimming in the smell of fresh popcorn. The squeak of sneakers and low hum of crowd noise were further clues the game was still in progress.

      Anticipation rose in my throat as I made my way through the nearest doors. The bleachers rose up beside me, hands and arms hanging over or snaking through them, like they were all praying at the sanctuary of sports. Having grown up in North Carolina, I’d worshipped regularly at this altar.

      A whistle blew and the crowd gave a collective groan.

      I scanned the crowd and saw a few familiar faces, but there was no sign of Nikki Krantz. The better angels should have won out on this one. It had been wrong of me to come here, wrong of me to poke around a victim’s family like I was some kind of cop.

      Suddenly, a crush of girls in uniforms came racing down to my side of the court. The crowd’s attention followed. I took in more of the audience. No one seemed to register me, which was good. A basket swished, and the crowd jumped to their feet. I took that as my exit cue.

      I was halfway through the lobby when I heard someone yell out, “Miss Vee,” from behind me. I turned to find Leo Van Andel running across the lobby.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, his face bright with a youthful glow.

      “I came looking for…” I stopped. Telling Leo that I was looking for his best friend’s mother should have been innocuous enough, but this situation was a powder keg. I was here to ask questions about her dead sister. Not a nonchalant social visit. “What are you doing here?”

      I felt like an idiot as soon as the words were out of my mouth.

      “My sister’s on the team,” he said, pointing back at the gym. “They’re pretty much slaughtering Manhattan right now.”

      “Of course.”

      “Austin was just here, too, but I think they’re gone.”

      Score. An in. I hadn’t had to awkwardly introduce the subject myself.

      I ticked my head to one side. “How is Austin, anyway?” I asked, trying to make it seem innocuous. I probably tried too hard, but Leo was usually a saint about letting me be awkward and dumb when I needed to be.

      “Good. You just saw him like two hours ago.”

      “Yeah, I just wondered. He seemed…I don’t know…like maybe not himself today. I just figured… y’know…I should check in on him.”

      Lord’s Barnacles. I was probably blushing up a red streak, I was so nervous. This shouldn’t have been so rocket-science-y. I asked questions for a living.

      “Nah. He was fine. His mom seemed a little edgy when she took him home, though.”

      “Really?” I pressed a little harder. “Did you talk to her before they left?”

      “No. She ran into the sheriff and they probably had a fight or something.”

      “A fight?” It bent my mind a little to imagine straight-faced Malcolm Dean having a fight with any woman.

      “Yeah. They haven’t been on speaking terms for awhile, I guess.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, probably, since the breakup. I mean, you don’t want to cozy up to your ex, right?” He said the words in an off-handed, Royal-You kind of way, but they bit into me. The memory of my ex—which I’d been working to repress for almost a year—surfaced in my mind. My throat burned with an answer.

      No, I didn’t want to cozy up to my ex, either.

      Wait just a cotton-pickin’ minute…

      Ex.

      “Malcolm and Nikki are exes?” I gave my head a tiny shake. “Like… she’s his ex-wife?”

      I’d heard it said the sheriff had an ex-wife somewhere, but I’d figured she was long-gone. I tried to imagine graceful, long-necked Nikki Krantz with the dark-haired Viking of a sheriff we had in Saint Agnes. A romance novel cover formed in my mind like someone had chiseled it out of a rock. Slow and deliberate.

      “Not his ex-wife. I mean Nikki dated him for a while last year, between our junior and senior year. Austin spent a lot of time at my house while they were together. I don’t think he likes Malcolm very much.” Leo stuffed his hands in his pockets. “You gonna stay for the rest of the game?”

      I weighed my options. Nikki had talked to the sheriff and then gone home. If I followed her there, I would have to be honest about why I wanted to talk to her. I’d never been to her house before, and there would be no way to pretend I was doing anything other than snooping around. On the other hand, if I stayed at the game, I might end up being able to pass myself off as an interested basketball fan. I would never have to let on that I’d come to see Nikki in the first place.

      I went to sit with Leo and his parents for the remainder of the game. Jenna and Mike were probably ten years older than me. Jenna had always been polite, though I hadn’t really met Mike before. It had the strange feeling of being introduced to your boyfriend’s parents, and I was hyper aware of the weirdness as I sat there, watching them cheer on their daughter.

      There was no way in the world that Jenna Van Andel wasn’t judging me right now. I’d felt it as soon as Leo had brought me over. The vibe was so painfully awkward, I half expected Leo not to show up at work anymore. He had always felt like my little brother, so I couldn’t understand why they felt so uncomfortable. Were they imagining Fatal Attraction scenarios? Did they think I’d followed him here?

      I should’ve just gone home.

      The game didn’t last much longer. The girls had been, in fact, slaughtering the other team. By the time the final buzzer rang, the losing score was about half the winning score. Jenna and Mike rose, trying to say an awkward goodbye to me.

      Leo was oblivious, bless his heart. He was grinning as we all walked out into the lobby. His mother was fussing about waiting for their daughter, and I saw it as an opportunity to slip away. But I found myself wondering if they might know something about Nikki.

      No pain, no gain, right?

      Besides, if I told them a partial truth about why I was there, they’d stop thinking whatever they were thinking about me and Leo.

      I swallowed my pride and smiled at Jenna Van Andel. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      Her brows went up, like she wasn’t entirely convinced she should answer. “I suppose not,” she finally said.

      “Leo mentioned that Nikki used to date Malcolm Dean, and she had a fight with him tonight before she left with Austin.” The words came tumbling out, thankfully fast. Jenna’s brows inched up a bit more, though this time I fully understood the awkwardness. It had been an awkward question.

      “I wouldn’t call it a fight.” Jenna crossed her arms. “He came in looking for her. She was sitting with us, and after they talked, she was a little agitated. But it wasn’t a fight.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because Nikki doesn’t fight with anyone.”

      “I thought she and Malcolm were exes.”

      “Yeah, but they ended on amicable terms.” She waved a hand at her son. “You can’t trust Leo. He was sitting over with Austin in the student section until the Krantzs left. He didn’t see what happened.”

      “I think he gave her some bad news,” I said, lowering my tone to a confidential space while Leo’s dad took him to the coat rack to recover their outerwear.

      Jenna’s hand went to her throat. “What happened?”

      “Her sister passed away. She was found this afternoon, and from what I understand, it was an unpleasant scene.” There was no time to reconsider whether I should share what I knew. I just had to keep talking and hope that Jenna didn’t spend too much time wondering how I knew these things. It helped that I was a pastor. A lot of people gave me the benefit of the doubt by virtue of my title alone.

      “Claire?” She elongated the word, bringing it up hard at the end. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I heard the news from Peter Mayhew about two hours ago.”

      Leo handed a purple coat to his mother and slid on his own black jacket. “What’s wrong, Mom?”

      “Did Austin tell you anything about his aunt dying?”

      The young man’s thick eyebrows knitted together. “Something happened to Miss Kay?”

      Jenna shook her head, hard and fast. “No. Not Willa. His mom’s sister.”

      “His mom has a sister?” Leo said.

      “Did he say anything before he left?” she asked, a note of exasperation in her tone. When her son shook his head, she turned to her husband. “Oh, Mike. We need to stop by Nikki’s.”

      Leo’s dad seemed unmoved. “What happened?”

      “Nikki’s sister is dead.”

      That got a response from him. Wrinkled forehead, intake of breath, tightened fists. He seemed more the stoic type, so his reaction surprised me.

      “Nikki doesn’t have a sister,” Leo insisted, zipping up his jacket.

      “Let’s stop by, all three of us,” Jenna said, packing her tone with some kind of warning that only her husband apparently understood, because I was as oblivious as their son at the moment.

      “I have Advanced Chem,” Leo said with a hint of a childish whine.

      “Then we won’t stay long.”

      “We have a test tomorrow, Mom. I have to study, since I didn’t—” He glanced at his parents, each in turn, like there was something he wasn’t saying. “Besides, if you take off, somebody has to wait for Janie.”

      His mother pressed her lips into a line. I inched away slightly, feeling like I should leave to avoid being privy to any kind of family drama that might ensue. I should have encouraged Leo to do his homework earlier. Jenna sighed, turning to me.

      “Would you like to come with us, Vangie?”

      I could have swallowed my tongue, I was so surprised, but instead, I closed my mouth and nodded. “I’d like to make sure Nikki is all right.”

      “Someone needs to sit with Austin.” Jenna shot a look at Leo. “I think Mike and I should talk to Nikki, and I don’t want Austin overhearing what we’ve got to say.”

      I stoppered all my questions, hoping that if I was quiet and acquiescent enough, they might deign to share whatever was too shocking for an eighteen-year-old to hear.

      The Krantzs lived a few blocks from the school, and it didn’t take us long to get to their narrow, brown-brick, mid-century modern home with panels of clear glass inset at intervals across the front. It looked like something out of a fifties sitcom. Spiky plants. Round bushes. Orange door.

      I let Jenna and Mike approach first, and stood behind them as they rang the doorbell. Nikki Krantz answered the door in black yoga pants and a baggy pink shirt, her dark hair stick-straight, her eyes red.

      She collapsed onto Jenna’s shoulder and then widened her eyes in shock when she saw me. “Oh! Pastor Vale. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.”

      “Please, call me Vangie.” I extended my hand and gripped hers when she offered it. I’d found that people preferred stability in grief, and I didn’t back off. She motioned for us to follow her inside.

      “Malcolm told you?” she asked as Jenna took her arm, leading her through the dark-wood-paneled hallway and into a bright, high-ceilinged kitchen.

      “Actually, Miss Vee told us,” Mike said, taking a seat at the high-topped table in the breakfast nook. There was a half-full glass of wine on it, I noticed.

      The three of them looked right at me and I felt the heat of their scrutiny. I still hadn’t quite decided whether or not I would tell Nikki that Malcolm had been to the bakery, and this seemed an odd time to say, Your sister died with my cookies in her hands. In front of all these people.

      There was no need, really. There would be a swarm on this news inside of the hour. If there wasn’t already. Between scanners, social media, and the senior center, Saint Agnes was like a zombie apocalypse where everyone consumed other people’s secrets instead of living flesh.

      “Peter Mayhew told me. I think Loretta heard it from the dispatch.”

      “Malcolm wanted me to go down to the morgue to…” Nikki’s voice wavered and she gripped the countertop. “But I told him to find Derek.”

      “What happened, Nik?” Jenna reached out to stroke her friend’s hand.

      “All I know is what Mal told me.” The elegant woman collapsed into the chair next to Mike, picking up the long-stemmed wine glass and taking a long sip.

      “I’ll go check on Austin,” I said, thumbing toward the door. We’d passed a hallway on our way to the kitchen, and I assumed it led to the bedrooms. But Nikki reached for me.

      “I haven’t told him yet.”

      “Nik!” Jenna exclaimed, exchanging a look with her husband. “He’s gonna find out from someone. It should be you.”

      “He’s got to meet with the football coach from Annapolis again this weekend, and I don’t want him going into that meeting all ripped up over family that we never even see.”

      “The kids are going to ask him at school tomorrow, Nikki. For crying out loud,” Mike said.

      Her face crumpled, like she hadn’t considered that option. “Maybe I’ll keep him home from school.”

      “He’s a resilient kid,” Mike said. “You should tell him now. He’ll be fine, so long as you don’t tell him anything he doesn’t need to know.”

      “I can break the news if you’d like, “ I offered. “I didn’t know her at all, and it sounds like there’s some reason Austin didn’t know her. I can’t explain any of that to him, but I can warn him that people are going to be asking questions.”

      Plus, I wanted to get far enough out of the kitchen that they’d start talking about whatever they thought Austin shouldn’t hear. It didn’t take a Sherlock to deduce they were all trying not to say something important—their silent stares practically screamed it.

      “She’s a pastor, Nik. She’ll be better at this than any of us.” Jenna practically pleaded with her friend and Austin’s mother finally gave in, pointing me down the hallway to his room.

      “It’s the last one on the left.”

      When I knocked on Austin’s door, he didn’t answer at first, and I found myself listening back toward the kitchen. I took one step away, straining my ears, but they still hadn’t begun to talk.

      After a few more seconds, the door opened and Austin answered, thick headphones pulled down around his neck. His brows winged up when he saw me. “Miss Vee?”

      “Hey,” I said with an awkward wave. “Is it okay if I come in for a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” He opened his door and backed into his room. It was exactly what I would have expected from a football player on his way to college. Lots of shiny posters of athletes in various poses of action, complemented by motivational posters with eagles and mountain vistas. The walls were nearly papered with them, which made sense, because the wallpaper behind it was…hideous. Pukey was the word.

      “Your mom sent me in here to talk to you about your aunt.” I sat on the edge of his neatly-made bed and he took a seat back at his desk, in front of what looked like math homework. Lots of equations.

      “You mean Miss Kay?” he asked.

      “No. Is that your aunt Willa?” I asked.

      “Yeah. She teaches at the high school.” He waved his hand over his math homework as if calculus explained everything. In this case, maybe it did.

      “Your dad’s sister?”

      “Yeah.” Austin reached across his desk and pulled a picture frame from behind his computer monitor, handing it to me. “That’s her with my dad.”

      The photo was older. Weathered. It showed a family of four—dad with a blue cap that said Navy in big block letters, mom with a matching sweatshirt, son and daughter in gray Navy T-shirts. All dark haired and beautiful and smiling. Idyllic. Happy.

      He pointed to the girl. “That’s her. I call her Miss Kay so much, though, I forget to call her Aunt Willa.”

      “Do you have any pictures of your mom’s family?” When I handed the frame back to him, he set it in the same spot, right where he’d be able to see it when he looked at his computer screen. My heart ached for the kid, to have a reminder of his late father in front of him all the time.

      “Yeah.” He reached for the other side of the computer. This photo was just of his mom and an older woman who could have been her aged twin. The background was sandy, with familiar-looking stone structures behind them that had to be the Egyptian pyramids. In the upper corner, tucked in between the glass and the frame, was a small, cutout school picture. His mother looked fresh-faced and young in the smaller picture, and she was smiling widely—unlike in the sandy photo, where she looked almost vacant.

      “That’s my grandma,” he said, pointing to the other woman in the picture. “I never met my grandpa, or my mom’s sister.” He took the frame back and set it beside his math book. “Mom doesn’t even know I know about her.”

      I let the sentence sit there, begging for some response, but I didn’t say a word. I clammed up in the hopes that he would keep talking.

      “Grandma Barnett still has pictures of her in a scrapbook she keeps hidden, although when I asked about them one time, she lied to me about who she was.” He took a breath, like he was worried he wouldn’t be able to stop talking once he started. “Told me she was a cousin, but I found out that was a lie.”

      “How did you find that out?”

      He looked down at his hands, flexing his fingers and looping them around each other. The breath he took was massive, and he needed a few seconds to blow all the air out of his lungs. “Because I met her. Yesterday.”
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      Nikki had sent me back to break the news to Austin, assuming it wouldn’t affect him. Did it change things that he’d met her? Should I go back in and ask her?

      Austin kept staring at his hands. “I don’t like being lied to, Miss Vee.”

      “Of course you don’t,” I stammered out. “No one does.”

      “I’ve assumed my mom was an only child my whole life.”

      “I’m sure she had a good reason for not talking about her sister.”

      He shook his head, almost violently. “I’ve always wanted more family. Aunt Willa doesn’t have any kids. My mom never had any more kids. My dad’s parents spend most of the year in Arizona, since I was ten. I don’t even have any cousins, y’know.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you how you met Claire?” I ventured, treading out into the deep water without any life raft. But he clearly wanted to unburden himself, and I wasn’t about to stop him.

      “She was sitting on the bench outside the bank.” He swung around in the chair and stood, walking to the other side of his bedroom. “When I went there yesterday at lunch to meet my mom and pick up her car, Claire recognized me and introduced herself.”

      “And what did you talk about?”

      “Not much. She had just talked to my mom, and she was pretty emotional. I guess they don’t get along, which isn’t that surprising since Claire was basically kicked out of the family.”

      According to her, no doubt. I wanted more than anything to go back in the kitchen and start asking Nikki questions. Get the whole story from her point of view.

      “She wanted to see me again today.” Austin was facing the closet, his hands on his hips. “I told her to come by the bakery, because I knew I’d be there with Leo.”

      I swallowed hard, pieces falling into place. That had to be how she’d come by the box of macarons. She’d bought it while I was out dropping off Henry. But that also made Austin one of the last people to have seen her alive, which was starting to unnerve me.

      This was a sticky situation, and I wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. Legally, if someone told me information about harming another person, I was supposed to go to the police, even if they were unburdening their souls. I was pretty sure Austin hadn’t harmed his aunt, especially when he was so eager for more family, but his story brought some interesting developments to light. Things Malcolm needed to know about. The fact that Claire had come to the bakery after school changed the whole timeline of the murder investigation. If that box of cookies was what tied Henry and Scarlet to the case, this put them in the clear. Those weren’t the same macarons.

      But I couldn't think about that quite yet. And I couldn’t leave either. Austin deserved to know the truth. I opened my mouth, hoping the right words would come out.

      “Do you know why Malcolm came to see your mom at the game today?”

      His shoulders tightened. He didn’t turn around right away, so I couldn’t see the look on his face, but his body language changed so fast, it was uncanny.

      “No.”

      “I think your mom may have wanted to be the one to tell you this, but…” I expelled a short breath and Austin turned around, eyes wide.

      “What?”

      “Your aunt passed away today.”

      His face tightened and all his features went dark. He worked his lips almost like he was spreading lip balm on them, but he didn’t speak.

      His reaction soothed any lingering concern that he might have been involved.

      “That’s why Malcolm came to find your mom. She’s the next of kin. He wanted someone in the family to know Claire had passed.” I decided to leave the murder part out. This wasn’t some nameless, faceless person to him anymore.

      Austin’s head began to nod, almost imperceptibly, and his eyes were watering. “I guess that’s the story of my life.” He glanced up at the poster with The Few, The Proud, The Marines emblazoned across it. “My dad died just before I was born, y’know.” His voice was dark, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “My grandpa died before I was old enough to really know him. And I guess my aunt died before I had a chance to know her, too.”

      I stood, reaching for him. He was a bit taller than me, but I managed to give him a comforting hug without feeling too terribly small. There was no emotion in the gesture on his part, like he was too stunned to receive the comfort. But he would need it later, when it hit him what he’d lost.

      He patted my back, like it was a football huddle, and I stepped out of the hug. I watched him carefully as he picked up his clothes, throwing them in the hamper in the corner. There was very little clutter in the room—he may have been practicing for the Naval Academy—but he seemed to be on a mission to get rid of whatever was left.

      In the hand life had dealt him, there were some dud cards. He played them with as much resilience as an eighteen-year-old kid could manage. It made me proud of him. Proud and sad.

      “How did she die?” he asked, his back to me, standing near the hamper.

      “I’m not sure I should—”

      “I’ll find out at school tomorrow if you don’t tell me,” he said, using my own argument against me. Smart kid.

      I let out a long breath. “They don’t really know how she died yet, and I haven’t heard all the details. But Malcolm did open a homicide investigation.” Austin hung his head. Part of me wanted to leave, to head straight to the police station to give Malcolm this new information, to help end the investigation, but I still needed to offer some words of comfort to Austin. Bigger than his grief, he was feeling some resentment, and he needed to get that out of his heart before it ate him alive. I put my hand on the door frame and cleared my throat.

      “You need to talk to your mother about this, Aussie.” I used the nickname that Leo had given him, trying for a little levity in the midst of all his heartbreak. “She’s pretty worried about you, and I would be willing to bet she thought she was doing what was best, not telling you about Claire.”

      “She still lied to me.”

      “True. But sometimes, you tell lies to protect people from things that might hurt them, and I think that’s a different kind of lie.”

      He chuffed out a hard laugh. “I thought you were a pastor. Isn’t do not lie in the Bible or something?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say there weren’t consequences to lying, no matter why you do it,” I said, feeling an internal sting of my own. “But here’s the thing. We all do wrong things, all the time, and we can’t stop loving people just because they’ve done something wrong.”

      As the words came out of my mouth, I had a flash of Edward. Anytime lying came up, his face surfaced in my mind. It was like a Pavlovian response, thinking of my old love.

      Love. That wasn’t the right word.

      Austin took a seat at his desk, like he’d decided to forget the whole situation and hunker down with his homework, and I turned around, heading back toward the kitchen. As I approached, I could hear the adults’ voices rising and falling like waves on a beach.

      I couldn’t hear any complete thoughts, and as much as I wanted to know what they were saying, I also didn’t want to be caught lurking or eavesdropping. I made a compromise: I slowed my steps a bit at the end of the hall, trying not to make enough noise to tip them off to my approach too soon.

      “Someone needs to find Derek,” Mike’s voice rang out a little louder. “By not telling Malcolm…”

      Derek? They’d mentioned that name once before. Nikki had said she’d told Malcolm to bring him, Derek, to the morgue. Was he one of the morgue attendants? I had only ever dealt with the funeral home in town, not the hospital morgue.

      “It’s not my job to find Derek,” Nikki hissed out. I turned the corner and could see straight into the back of the kitchen. Mike was still sitting in the same chair, but his back was hunched and he was leaning forward. Nikki wasn’t beside him anymore, and I couldn’t see Jenna at all.

      “I’m telling you, we have to tell Malcolm he was looking for money.”

      “We’re not throwing Derek under the bus.” Jenna’s voice was resolute, and came from the far side of the kitchen, the one I couldn’t see. I kept walking, but just barely, hoping they wouldn’t realize I was there.

      “They were always looking for money. That’s nothing new.”

      Mike leaned back, sighing, and seemed to catch sight of me from the corner of his eye. His gaze shot back to something in front of him, he gave a brief nod, and Jenna came around the corner.

      “How’s Austin?” she asked, a heavy drop of sadness in her voice.

      “He seems to be taking it well,” I said, walking all the way into the bright kitchen. Nikki was in the corner by the lazy Susan, caught between the two countertops like someone had fenced her in. She looked haggard, and part of me wanted to tell the Van Andels to leave so Nikki could get some rest.

      I’d been through murder investigations before, when I was working in Raleigh.  Working with at-risk populations often put me in contact with the police, and being a pastor, I was often grandfathered in by the families. They trusted me—often, more than they trusted the police. These investigations were long, exhausting ordeals, and they weren’t easy on the victims’ families.

      “Thank you for doing that,” Nikki said with a tired smile. “I just couldn’t handle the questions right now. Not with all this.”

      “He’s a good kid,” I said. “I think he’ll be fine.”

      The room went quiet, like everyone present was collectively mourning for all the things that had happened to Austin. I hoped that the promise of Annapolis would help. Maybe he could meet a nice girl, get married, and have ten kids. Finally get the big family he wanted. There was always hope.

      I said my goodbyes to Nikki and the Van Andels, trying not to overstep by telling Nikki how to handle her grief. It wasn’t easy to cut siblings out of your life, and whatever had made her disown Claire must have been a pretty big deal. If there had been some wrongdoing on Claire’s part, and she’d died before Nikki could hear the apology she’d always wanted, that opportunity was gone now. That would need as much grieving as the loss of life.

      I drove The Tank right over to the police station, passing dark businesses and a couple of lively bars on my way. The Madison Steak House was still open, but it wouldn’t be for long. Not on a Tuesday night. Soon, only the bars would be open. And the jail.

      The sheriff’s Bronco was still parked along one side of the building. The station was attached to the county courthouse—a big, white building in the middle of town, surrounded by green on all sides. It had a very official feel to it.

      Armed with news that would surely exonerate Henry, I pushed my way through the glass doors and into the little waiting room. Irma looked up from her desk, eyes tired, and buzzed me inside.

      “Reverend Vale,” she said, stifling half a yawn. Only the Lutherans called me Reverend, which was a dead giveaway. A Catholic had called me Father Vale once on accident. I’ve learned to take these things in stride. No one quite knows what to do with a female preacher in Montana.

      “Is Malcolm still here? I saw his car.”

      “He is. He’s back with your British man,” she sighed, flipping her gaze up toward the ceiling. “I’ve seen a lot of things in my day, honey, but that man is positively beautiful to look at. I just can’t believe he did this.”

      “I don’t think he did.” I pointed to the back of the big, open office, indicating the hallway Malcolm had taken Henry down. “Can you buzz him for me? Or go get him?”

      “Oh, the sheriff doesn’t like to be bothered when he’s in interrogation.”

      “Not even with some new information?”

      Irma’s eyes bugged out, and her mouth formed a small O. She sat there like that for what felt like a full minute, just staring at me. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry, honey, I don’t know what to do. We’ve never had anyone walk in with information in the middle of an interrogation before. Usually, they just tell Malcolm what he needs to know during questioning.”

      I could imagine. If Malcolm Dean chained me to a table and fired questions at me, I’d probably confess to killing JFK—even though it happened more than twenty years before I was born.

      “Is there a way to get in touch with him in there?”

      She picked up the phone gingerly, like it might bite her. “He really doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

      “Trust me, he’s going to want to know this.”

      With a hesitant sigh, Irma pressed a couple of buttons. Malcolm answered, and I could practically hear his shout reverberating from the back of the office.

      He really didn’t like to be disturbed.

      After Irma explained the situation, the sheriff came bursting out of the door. He barreled toward me, coming through the aisle like a bull seeing red.

      “What could you possibly have to say that couldn’t wait, Evangeline?”

      I was momentarily speechless. I couldn’t quite form the words with him heaving angry breaths and hulking over me. Even pastors get intimidated.

      But I cleared my throat and met his blazing eyes. “She got the cookie box herself. She came to the bakery after I left this afternoon.” A long sigh followed the words, and I couldn’t believe I’d gotten them all out in one breath. I was still a little thrown off by the memory of Malcolm charging toward me from the back of the station.

      We had definitely elected the right Sheriff. He was a terror.

      “What?” he said, narrowing his gaze on me. “What are you talking about?”

      “You came to the bakery earlier, asking me about whether we’d served her or not. It turns out she was there this afternoon, so it couldn’t have been Henry’s box you found at the crime scene.”

      Malcolm shook his head. “You’re not talking sense, Evangeline. Just. Stop.”

      “No, I talked to Austin Krantz, and he said his aunt came to the bakery this afternoon while I was gone.”

      “That’s not possible.” Malcolm put his hands on his hips. “She was already dead this afternoon.”

      The words hit me like a fist. I moved my lips wordlessly, thinking back over my conversation with Austin. He’d said that his aunt had come to the bakery, hadn’t he?

      “Plus, Scarlet was already in the system, and we found her fingerprints all over the box that was on Claire’s body. I have no doubt your boyfriend’s prints will be on there as well. As soon as we process him, we’ll know.”

      I stared up at him, trying to come up with some witty retort. Henry wasn’t my boyfriend…but that hardly seemed the thing to argue at the moment. Austin had definitely said he planned to meet his aunt at my bakery.

      The way he talked, I thought she’d been there when I was out. Was he lying to me?

      Behind me, there was a knock on the glass door, and a buzz sounded in my ears. I turned to get out of the way and backed up to the chairs in front of Irma’s tall, Formica-topped intake desk.

      “Can I help you?” the old receptionist said in a voice that told me she was tired and wanted to go home for the day. I didn’t blame her. I would do just about anything to curl up in my bed and forget this day had ever happened.

      “Yes, I got a call from the sheriff’s office. I was told to come down here.” The man’s voice was rough and edgy, and he looked like a biker. Leather coat, worn jeans, thick-soled boots, and tangled blond hair that hung across his face like a curtain. “I’m Derek Hobson,” he said, moving the hair back behind his shoulders. “I think you have my wife.”
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      Malcolm led Claire’s husband into the back of the office, giving me a dark look that I’d seen before—mostly when he was trying to get me off his property. It said, Go home, Evangeline, and I was prepared to ignore it.

      I needed to talk to Henry.

      On the back corner of Irma’s desk, I spotted the white Matchbakery box, unhinged and half-open. With a casual nod, I said, “How were the cookies, Irma?”

      “Oh, honey, they were just a delight.” She swiveled her desk chair to pick up the box and set it on the higher counter in front of me. “I didn’t care much for the green one—it tasted like dirt to me—but the rest were just a treat.”

      “If I promise to bring another box tomorrow, do you think I could have just a quick word with Henry, while Malcolm is in with Mr. Hobson?”

      Her little eyes rounded, and she looked from one hallway to the other, her mouth forming a little o. I could tell she wasn’t convinced, so I tried another tactic.

      “Henry is innocent, Irma, I know he is. I think Malcolm is barking up the wrong tree. I want to ask him a question, but I can’t do that unless I can get five minutes—just five, I promise—with Henry.”

      The gray-haired receptionist glanced back at the door through which Malcolm had disappeared. It was big and framed in dark wood, and his name was spelled across the front in gold letters. The frosted door was angled just right that he wouldn’t be able to see us if we went around the sides of the desks and back toward the interrogation rooms.

      “Well, I’m going to run to the restroom, and if you happen to make your way back there, he’s in room two.” She laid a finger on the side of her generous nose and winked at me, setting her keys on the desk with one sticking out, cleared away from the rest.

      I took the keyring and slipped around the sides of the deputies’ desks, hurrying toward the little hallway that led back to the interrogation rooms and, presumably, the holding cells. I hadn’t been back in this area before, but Irma’s directions had been pretty straight forward. There was a line of three rooms, so I picked the middle one and used the key. It worked.

      Henry sat at a small gray table, his head bowed over, his hands sunk into his fair hair. He glanced up when he heard the door close, and his eyes were red-rimmed and tired.

      “Vic,” he said, his tone laced with wonder. “How did you get in here?”

      “I only have a few minutes.” I slid into the chair that Malcolm had no-doubt occupied moments before, grabbing Henry’s hands and squeezing them in a comforting gesture.

      “Have you seen Scarlet?”

      The question caught me off-guard, and I shook my head. “Um…no, I’ve just come from Nikki’s house. Do you know Nikki? Claire’s sister?”

      “Not really, no, but I knew her late husband. He played football for Saint Agnes back in the day, before the co-op.” His accent had faded to an almost unnoticeable level. I wondered if his commitment to method acting had extended into the interrogation room. Malcolm would almost certainly have judged him if he’d asked answered his questions with a phony accent.

      “You knew Claire.” It was a statement, not a question. There was no other interpretation of the way he’d reacted to the news of her death.

      His eyes went dark. “This town is small, Vic.”

      “Listen,” I said, squeezing his hands again. “I know you didn’t do this, but Scarlet told Malcolm something that made him suspect you. Do you know what that something was?”

      “Probably that we were at the crime scene.” He glanced up at the ceiling, revealing the undersides of some very bloodshot eyes. “We stopped at the gas station…”

      “Was that where you threw away the box?”

      “That must have been Scarlet. I can’t even remember for sure. If you’d asked me an hour ago, I would have said the box was still in my car. Come to think of it, I don’t know it’s not still in my car.”

      I shook my head. “He said he found Scarlet’s fingerprints on the box at the crime scene. They’ll take yours, as well, so if it is yours, they’re gonna find your prints.”

      “But if it is my box, then of course my prints will be on it. That doesn’t matter.” He pulled his hands out of mine and ran them through his hair again. “It’s not like she was killed by the box.”

      “No.” I pulled my lips to one side. “She couldn’t have been. I’ve seen pictures of the crime scene. It looked like she was stabbed with a pretty awful knife. The wounds were jagged.”

      The clock ticked overhead and I turned to see the time. There wasn’t much left. I wanted to keep my promise to Irma, and I also absolutely did not want Malcolm to find me here. If he did, I’d probably find myself in an interrogation room of my own.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and opened the voice recorder I used to take notes for sermons. “Okay, I don’t have any paper, so I’m going to record this. I believe that you’re innocent, Henry, but I don’t think Malcolm does. If I’m going to help you, you’re gonna have to promise to tell the truth.”

      He glanced down at the phone, then met my eyes with a twinge of sadness. “I’m only married on paper, Vic. That’s why I didn’t tell you. My wife and I have been separated for more than a year.”

      “You’re still married.” The clipped edge of my voice surprised me. “But regardless, I feel responsible for you being in this mess, since I’m the one who sent the two of you to Rolo—”

      “Vangie,” he cut in, sliding one of his hands over mine. “This is not your fault.”

      While a part of me warmed at his concern, another part was very aware of the ticking clock. I needed to get out of that room. I pressed the record button and pushed the phone toward him.

      “Walk me through what happened at the gas station.”

      He let out a long breath. “I sort of remembered the place when we circled back to it. I knew I’d been there before.” There was a far-off look in his eyes, and his voice took on a strange, far-away quality. “I only realized why later. When I went to school in Bedford, we used to stop there on our way to games in Saint Agnes. We’d get these licorice ropes that were longer that I was tall, and Cokes and sunflower seeds. We’d spit them out the windows of the bus when our coach wasn’t looking.”

      Henry shook his head. “Scarlet pulled over at the station and I…I got out to ask directions. At the time, I only knew we were somewhere I recognized. I hadn’t been to Rolo since…since high school. So it was…” He paused and gave a tight chuckle. “Not quite a trip down memory lane, but something like that.”

      “Did you leave Scarlet alone in the car?”

      He leaned back in his chair and his eyes refocused over my head again. “Yes, while I went inside to ask for directions. When I realized where I was, I thought about buying a licorice whip for old times’ sake”

      “How long did that take you?”

      “Like I said, maybe a minute or two. Not long.”

      “Did you end up buying the licorice whip?” I asked, hopeful that there would be a transaction time I could nail down at the convenience store.

      “I didn’t, no.” He folded his hands in front of him, staring at them. “Scarlet had just yelled at me about eating carbs. She would’ve lost it if I bought candy, let me tell you.”

      “And what happened when you got back to the car?”

      He swallowed. “We drove back to Saint Agnes. Scarlet was a pill the whole ride, and I had to turn on the radio to drown out her complaining.”

      “What station?”

      Henry’s face scrunched up, like a little kid doing a math problem. “I can’t remember. Some talk radio thing. NPR, maybe?”

      He seemed so tired, and I hated putting him through these paces when I knew Malcolm would probably continue to interrogate him in a few minutes. I really needed to get out of that room. I had a lot to go on so far, and if I could nail down the timeline of Henry’s unintentional visit to Rolo, I might be able to prove his innocence.

      “Oh, and one more question,” I said, offhandedly. It was the one thing I hadn’t asked him yet. “What was the bank appointment for?”

      The sigh that escaped Henry’s lips was both tired and frustrated. “My mom’s estate. It’s been a bit of a runaround, trying to get everything transferred to my name and getting her loans paid off. I came up here to settle the last of it.”

      I raised a brow. It seemed strange that he’d need to do it in person. I wasn’t sure how much more to push him, though. I wanted him to know I was on his side.

      Still, I couldn’t deny that something felt off about the conversation.

      It could have been the fake accent, even if it was fading. It could have been the fact that I knew he was an actor. Or the fact that he’d lied to me before, even if it was just by omission. Like I’d told Austin, lies always had consequences.

      I reached for his hands again. “You were looking for spiritual guidance from me, Henry. I don’t blame you for not telling me about your wife.”

      His relief was almost palpable. That undercurrent of sadness was back, even as he smiled at me. It was the strangest, most familiar thing about him. Like looking in a mirror.

      “It’s not something I talk about,” he said, his voice low, like he was afraid of being overheard. “Dara was just one mistake in a long line of mistakes that I stupidly thought I could fix by getting married. A word to the wise, Vic, never try to fix a problem by getting married.”

      “I could’ve told you that,” I said, returning the smile. “Maybe don’t get married for any reason, but I’m still holding out hope to be proven wrong on that one.”

      “Ouch,” he said with a wince. “That smacks of bitterness.”

      “Well, if you’d had the kind of luck I’ve had the last several years, you might agree with me on that one.”

      A phone buzzed in the corner of the room and Irma’s voice clicked through. “Your five minutes are up, Vangie,” she hiss-whispered.

      I grabbed the keys and my phone, but Henry grasped my hand as I turned to leave. He placed a kiss on the top, and the press of his lips sent a jolt of warmth through my body.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Vic,” he said, his eyes practically watering. “I don’t have many people in my corner.”

      An uncomfortable feeling swirled in my gut, clutched at my throat. I wanted to pull my hand away, but I couldn’t. He needed the comfort. I was leaving him all alone to be interrogated again.

      By the time I got back out to Irma’s desk, she was pacing and wringing her hands, and when she saw me, she reached for her keys. “Oh, Vangie, I don’t like deceiving the sheriff like that.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, Irma. But Henry is innocent and Malcolm just won’t see it. When I told him about Claire in the restaurant, he was in genuine shock. The kind you can’t fake.”

      Irma scrunched her lips together, not buying it. She crossed her arms. “And I suppose no one told you he’s a Hollywood actor.”

      “Oh, I know what he is,” I said. In more ways than one. “But he’s innocent until proven guilty. Isn’t that the lynchpin of our justice system?”

      “Well, that other woman is a handful, let me tell you. The one we brought in with your actor boy.” Irma glanced around, like someone might hear us gossiping. “She’s a bossy little thing for being a prisoner.”

      I stifled a laugh. I’d only met Scarlet twice, but it didn’t surprise me that she was everyone’s headache. Yet Henry had asked about her; he, at least, was concerned about her.

      My instinct was to trust Henry over Scarlet, and I was rarely wrong about people. It was why my sister, who had always been enamored of my natural ability to read people, had convinced me to give the Matchbaker concept a try. In truth, I was much happier putting it to use by doing things like this. Helping people.

      “Did either of them ask for a lawyer?”

      “The woman did,” Irma said, and something inside me clenched at the fact that Henry would answer questions without someone in there to look after his legal interests.

      “Someone local?”

      “No, there’s someone headed up here from LA as we speak. They’re trying to keep it all hush-hush on account of him being so famous. Offered me money to keep my mouth shut, even.” She turned her head, like she’d heard something, and a second later, the sheriff’s door opened.

      Derek Hobson walked out into the open room, eyes red, cheeks swollen. Before Malcolm could appear, I ducked around the desk and sat in a chair. If I’d thought it would help, I would’ve crossed my legs and folded my hands in my lap, but Malcolm knew me well enough to recognize that as an act.

      We’d had enough conflict in the last two days over that corner of our property. I hadn’t been the kindest Christian person to him, and I knew it. Part of that was because he was such a stickler for the rules, no matter what the circumstances—an attitude I hated.

      Malcolm followed Derek to the door in silence. Then he leveled me a withering look and let out the most frustrated sigh I’d ever heard from him. “Evangeline. What are you still doing here?”

      “I was just talking to Irma,” I said, as innocently as could be, not addressing what I’d been doing before that. “But I’m happy to leave if you’d like me to.”

      “Yes, I would.” Malcolm looked around, his muscles taut like fishing line with a catch at one end. “I need to send Irma home, and I can’t do that if you’re out here bothering her.”

      “Oh, she wasn’t a bother, Sheriff,” Irma said, her voice trying for bubbly, but I could tell she still felt guilty.

      “I don’t like you being here this late at night,” Malcolm said, softening just a touch and looking at his receptionist. “If we hadn’t had all this noise, I would have sent you home hours ago.”

      “There was work to be done, and I wasn’t about to leave you to handle it by yourself.”

      “Well, at least let me walk you out to your car.”

      “Oh, nonsense.” Irma buzzed around her desk, gathering her things. She shouldered her purse and handed the white box to Malcolm. “Here. You haven’t eaten all day, at least have one of these cookies.”

      He took the familiar item from her hands and turned it over. “Where did you get this?”

      “I brought it by this afternoon,” I said, standing up defiantly. “I drop them off at some of the businesses around town occasionally, to get peoples’ thoughts on new flavors I’ve been trying out.”

      Malcolm narrowed his eyes on me, all the lines on his face going tight. “I told you I found one of these at the scene of a homicide—” he hefted up the box, “—and you decided to deliver them all over town? What? Are you trying to throw suspicion off your married boyfriend?” The last words were ground out so hard, it sounded like truck tires on a rocky road.

      “First of all, stop calling him my boyfriend, and second of all, the box you found must be in evidence. It’s not like I snuck back there and switched it out or something. I was just bringing cookies to friends.”

      He pressed the box toward me and put a hand on my back, guiding me to the door. “Well, don’t do that anymore, at least not until this is all settled. I’m still not convinced you had nothing to do with this, Evangeline, so you’d better watch yourself.”

      My undignified grunt of annoyance matched Irma’s, and my friend called out on her way out the back door, “Reverend Vale wouldn’t hurt a fly, Sheriff. I promise you that.”

      A muscle tightened in Malcolm’s jaw as he pushed me out the door, but he didn’t say another word. I stood in the empty lobby, stunned into silence. He’d been frustrated with me plenty in the past, but he’d never physically removed me from his space before. Not even when I was at my most belligerent.

      Did he really think I had something to do with all this?

      That was not good. Not good at all.
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      The Tank took up its customary space and a half at the courthouse, where the parking always seemed to be narrower than I remembered. I threw the box on the passenger seat and looked out the window into the dark lot. A motorcycle was parked beside my vehicle, its back wheel against the curb.

      Derek Hobson sat on the low, long bike, his head hanging over the handlebars. No helmet. I walked around the back of the Tank and he looked up when I came into his line of sight. His eyes were redder than they had been inside the sheriff’s office, and the pungent tang of marijuana caught my nostrils. In one hand, he held a smoking joint.

      But those red-rimmed eyes weren’t from drugs.

      I held out my hand and introduced myself. “Vangie Vale. I was just inside. I’m so sorry to hear about your wife.”

      He shifted the joint to his left hand and shook mine, giving me what could only be described as the side eye. I didn’t have my collar on, so it couldn’t be the pastor thing. Besides, years of urban ministry had kept me from developing the pastoral air possessed by my Seminary colleagues. Maybe he was worried I’d head back to the sheriff’s office and tell Malcolm about the joint.

      “Derek Hobson. Nice to meet you, Vangie Vale.” His voice was raspy and deep, like a radio DJ. He set the joint on top of his bike’s headlight and pulled his fingers through his long hair. The movement was slow, almost sensual. He gathered the mass and pulled it back with a black band.

      The Brock-O-Hurn-moment was ruined when he picked up the joint and put it in his mouth. The smoke stung my nose and I backed away, trying not to wave my hand in front of my face.

      “I know your sister-in-law,” I ventured, unsure of my footing.

      “Nikki?” He scoffed and smoke puffed out in front of him. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t get along?”

      “I barely know her.”

      “You’re not from around here, then?”

      “Used to be,” he said, taking another long drag. Waiting for him to smoke was putting a serious damper on the back-and-forth flow of our conversation. “I went to high school here for a while, but when Claire—”

      That name stopped him fast, made his eyes round, made him go silent.

      I was so accustomed to offering comfort when I saw people suffering that I took a step toward him, intending to pat him on the back, hug him, something. This man was clearly suffering. I wanted to let him know there was another human in the world who cared about what he was going through, but before I could come any closer, he shook his head and took another long drag. It was enough to stop me in my tracks.

      “I really am sorry for your loss.”

      “Yeah, well, she was asking for it,” he snapped.

      I couldn’t form a response. I hadn’t seen that sentiment coming at all. Maybe his mellow demeanor was artificially induced, and he was hiding some kind of pent-up anger. Still, he didn’t seem like a man who was glad his wife was dead.

      “I tried to tell her to stay away from Saint Agnes. Tried to fix things for her.” Derek looked off into the back of the parking lot and his eyes seemed to lose focus for a second. “She wanted to move here, a couple of months ago, but I kept holding out. Coming back here makes her…made her…edgy. I wanted to stay on the road. She was better off on the road.” He shook his head. “But she wanted to be home.”

      “Home is…” I stopped myself from quoting any clichés. It didn’t sound like Claire’s heart had been in Saint Agnes anyway. “I can understand wanting to be home.”

      “Funny thing is, I don’t know that this was home for her. When she started fighting with her mom, she went to Minnesota to live with her aunt. Then I got myself emancipated and moved there to be with her. We’ve been together mostly ever since.” A long, heavy pause, and his gaze dropped. “Had been together.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get to know her.” I lifted my shoulders against the cool air. “I’m sure she was a lovely woman.”

      Derek chuffed out a laugh and left the joint on the headlight again. “She was unstable, and she could be seriously unhinged. But…she was tough.”

      Even though I’d assumed Nikki and her mother might have had good reason for cutting Claire out of their lives, I’d started to imagine Claire as a victim, a sad woman. The way Derek talked about her added some dimension to who she’d been.

      Derek cleared his throat and picked up the joint from off the front of his bike. Licking two fingers, he snubbed out the end. He knocked off the still smoldering part, stuffed the rest into a bag he produced from his pocket, and then tucked it out of sight. I could still smell the fumes.

      “She was only thirty-two years old, y’know.” He sniffed, putting his hands on the handles of his bike. “It’s not fair.”

      I finally gave in to my pastoral instincts and put my hand on his shoulder. He paused, dropping his head for a second. There was no pot around this time, so I was pretty sure he was getting emotional, not doing a party hunch. I stepped a bit closer and moved my hand along his back.

      “Death is never fair,” I said, trying for my best pastoral-comfort-voice. I must have missed the mark, because he laughed.

      “You mean murder, don’t you, Vangie?” He shook his head and lifted it. “That’s what the sheriff said in there. That they were opening a murder investigation.”

      My hand stilled. I had already known they were investigating Claire’s murder, of course—I’d just been in the interrogation room myself—but it suddenly occurred to me that Malcolm might have said any number of things to Derek.

      “They’re going to have more questions for me,” he said, wiping at his face. His voice wavered and he turned a key on his bike. “Sheriff asked for my alibi and everything. What kinda BS is that? Like I would ever kill her.” His lip quivered. “She was my world.”

      “I’m sure it’s just standard procedure,” I said, parroting every TV cop I’d ever seen. Always look at the spouse—apparently, even if you had a potential suspect in custody.

      “Well, the sheriff told me not to leave the area, so I guess I’m stuck in this dump for who-knows-how-long.” He shook his head at me, finally making eye contact again. “I can’t stand this place.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      His tongue moved around in his mouth, lodging somewhere between his back molars, making his lips curl over like he was thinking. He gave me a tight smile. “Don’t say any of this to Austin, okay? I was just spouting off. He’s a good kid. It’s his mom I don’t like.”

      Nikki and Claire must have had a much more complicated relationship than I’d realized, because he hadn’t been just spouting off. There was genuine anger under there somewhere. Anger at quiet, respectable Nikki. The money had to be important.

      “Thanks for talking to me, Vangie Vale.” He pushed down on the pedal to start his bike, and the noise roared in my ears. I backed up and he waved at me as he guided his bike out of the parking lot. He was a hurting man, that much was for sure.

      Part of me wanted to head straight back to the Krantz house, but I wasn’t sure if the Van Andels would still be there. I didn’t want to have to talk about the situation with Derek in front of other people, however close they were to Nikki.

      The door to the building clicked, and I looked up to see Malcolm exiting the office. His eyes met mine and darkened. He shut the door behind him and came out into the night.

      “Evangeline. I thought I told you to go home.”

      I thumbed behind me. “I was just talking to Derek Hobson.”

      Malcolm’s brows came together hard, like bumper cars. “You know him?”

      “No. He was parked beside me.” I dropped my hands to my sides in frustration. He was determined to think the worst of me. “He needed to vent about his wife’s death.”

      “You shouldn’t be talking to him.” Malcolm crossed his arms. “Or do you just have a thing for criminals?”

      “Don’t assume that he’s a criminal just because he rides a Harley.”

      “He is a criminal, Evangeline.”

      I hated the way he said my full name all the time. Like he was my father or something. And I hated the patronizing tone, which conveyed the message that he thought I was just some stupid girl who couldn’t handle herself.

      “I’ve been around plenty of so-called criminals in my life,” I shot back, feeling heat rise in my cheeks. “And let me tell you, sometimes they’re better people than the so-called good guys.”

      “Except this guy actually has a rap sheet.” His patronizing tone was back in full force. “So, by definition, he’s a bad guy.”

      “Rap sheets aren’t proof that someone is a bad person.” I walked toward him, feeling my anger flare again. I hated the self-righteousness that bubbled up when people judged each other. Like they were white-washed. “People commit crimes for all kinds of reasons—usually desperation, not evil. So don’t you dare judge him.”

      Instead of indignation, which I had expected, Malcolm cocked his head to one side and studied me like I was a puzzle with a missing piece. Something to solve. “You’re pretty worked up about this. You have a thing for him, too?”

      “I don’t have a thing for anyone.”

      “Derek doesn’t have an alibi for the time of death, and I know he was in Rolo all day because he was seen there.”

      “Good, then, that makes him innocent.”

      “What?” Malcolm reared back, shocked. “If we hadn’t already caught the killer, it would make him one of the primary suspects.”

      “How? If she died here?”

      His eyes went dark. “Claire died in Rolo.”

      My mouth dropped open. I searched my memory of Malcolm’s first visit to the bakery. I was positive that he’d said the box of cookies had been found in Saint Agnes. Positive that the crime scene had been here, too.

      “I thought…” I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing pulse, as the sheriff advanced on me again. I backed up against the hard edge of the Tank’s door. “I thought she was found here.”

      “No.” He stopped, putting his hands on his hips, a confused look on his face. “Her body was found behind a gas station in Rolo.”

      The breath that had been filling my lungs suddenly stopped, pulsing there as I held it in. A gas station in Rolo. I was afraid to ask which one, in case there was only one. In case it was the one that Henry had stopped at. I couldn’t process the information fast enough, and Malcolm took one step closer.

      “So I want you to stay away from Derek Hobson. I mean it, Evangeline.” He grabbed my arm, but I wasn’t listening to him much by that point. I was still trying to process the fact that Claire had died behind a gas station in Rolo. With a box of cookies in her hands that had been purchased by Henry Savage.

      And I was the one who’d sent him there.

      I managed to nod my head. Somehow, I got into the Tank and started the drive home. Malcolm watched me leave the parking lot all the while, like I was in some sort of danger. Or like I was the danger.

      But I still couldn’t stop thinking about the convergence of events. The box of cookies. The gas station in Rolo. The wrong left turn.

      This was all my fault. Claire had died because of me.
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      I didn’t sleep well that night, and by the time I woke up at three a.m., having tossed and turned for the last time, I decided I was up for good. It was pitch black outside, but it didn’t matter. I bundled up in my down coat and fur-lined boots and went outside. I needed to talk to my sister.

      The lilac bushes between Malcolm Dean’s property and mine had turned spindly and emaciated. I crunched across the crust of snow that hadn’t quite melted yet, watching the bars on my phone for any sign of life as I paced next to the bushes, sticking as close to my own property line as possible.

      Unfortunately, the mountain hadn’t moved in the night, and I still couldn’t get any reception. It wasn’t until I walked all the way into the street and around the hedge that I got my first bars.

      Peter’s stark warning still rang in my ears. Malcolm had called the parish council, which meant it was an official complaint to my superiors. He could, of course, arrest me for trespassing. But I could be super quiet on the phone. He had to be asleep. He’d never even know I was out there.

      I made a mental note to call the phone company about that landline.

      There was a bite to the morning air, like there was snow coming. I wouldn’t be out for very long. Cilla would just be finishing her Miracle Morning—the program that made her get up at ungodly-o-clock—sitting down with her coffee and her success journal. My sister and I used to share a bungalow in Raleigh, North Carolina, and our morning routine had been the same every day.

      Priscilla was so unlike me, with her goals and her vision board and her desire to rule the world. She’d been doing this morning visualization and alignment practice ever since I could remember, and it was the most Cilla-esque thing I could imagine. I used to wake up near the end of her hour-long focus session, and make her another cup of coffee in the Keurig, and we’d sit at the kitchen counter and talk about our plans.

      There were days when I missed her so much, my heart actually ached, but this was my life. I’d made my own choices, and it was time for me to do my penance. Maybe, at the end of all this very cold, very painful absolution, I’d get to go home and be the prodigal daughter.

      One could hope.

      I checked Malcolm’s windows for signs of life. I was still a good half an acre away from his house. The lots up against the mountain tended to be a little wider than they were long, and the houses were farther apart. Small favors. There’s no way he would hear me.

      Everything was dark in the Dean house, and I took my life into my hands, pulling off one glove and bringing up my sister’s number. On the days when I was already at the bakery at three a.m., I could put her on speakerphone while I did my work. The reception over there was only slightly better. But I wasn’t due at work for another hour, and I needed to unburden myself now.

      “Hello?” Cilla’s voice immediately eased the tension building in my chest. I kept one eye on Malcolm’s windows—thankfully, his bedroom was on the other side of the house—and hugged as close to the bushes as I could get. I’d done this enough to know where the hot spots were.

      “Hi,” I whispered, going for a little noise as possible.

      “Hello?” my sister said, louder.

      “Shhhhh. I have to be as quiet as I can.”

      “Vange? I can barely hear you. Are you out at that stupid bush again?” She was already frustrated, and it was barely five in the morning back there. Not a good sign.

      I raised my voice half a click, still speaking in a whisper. “I’m in a little bit of trouble.”

      “There we go,” she said, her tone easing a bit. “I had to turn off my audio book.”

      More tension ebbed away. I could imagine the scene as easily as if it were right in front of me. Priscilla—whom I have called Cilla and Silly interchangeably since she was born—would be stretched out on the slate gray tufted chaise lounge in her home office, white porcelain mug of coffee on the side table, iPad on her stomach, eyes closed, listening to some self-help book on Audible. She had likely just returned from jogging around the Boylan Heights neighborhood, which I could still do in my sleep.

      “What was it today?” I asked, smiling. “Tony Robbins? Or Tony Robbins?”

      “Oh, stop.” Cilla laughed, and I cringed, wondering how far the sound traveled. I should have brought my headphones, but they often made me talk louder, and I couldn’t risk that.

      A rush of emotion caught me by the throat. “I’m in trouble, Sil.”

      “Van. What did you do?”

      “I went on a sort-of-a-date with a guy, and he…may…or may not…have…murdered someone.” Halting the sentence to search for the right words did not make the content any less awkward, and my sister squealed.

      “What!?”

      “I know. I know. I just…I didn’t see this coming.”

      “Evangeline Susanna Vale.” A healthy dose of scolding saturated her voice, and she was right to be mad. I would have scolded myself—in fact, I’d spent most of the night wondering how I could have been so blind. The sheriff’s revelation about Claire’s place of death had changed my thinking. There was a chance Henry was guilty. I just didn’t want to see it.

      “Look, I’m not calling to vent. I’ll do that later from work. I need to know what your schedule is like today in case I need you to go in to head office, and I know you don’t check your email until you get to work.”

      She took a long breath. My sister was not a religious person, and she really only tolerated my first profession, but she did it like a champ. While she did not personally attend a church, she had, on several occasions, been to the denominational offices with me. She’d struck up a rapport with one of the secretaries that had proven useful when I was going through my…relocation. I couldn’t risk calling anyone directly, but I knew that if Priscilla went in with her designer handbag and had a casual conversation with the fashion-conscious-but-budget-constrained secretary, there was a good chance she could get me the information I needed without the request coming directly from me.

      In other words, there would be no record of my inquiry.

      “I have to teach at ten,” she said on a sigh. “And I have office hours after that, until four, and then a client meeting, but I can go in before ten. I swear, Vangie, I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but you are sabotaging yourself at every turn.”

      A light flickered on in Malcolm’s house and my heart almost stopped. Case and point.

      I ducked down, but there was nothing to hide behind. I was in front of the hedge, so that wasn’t going to cover me. Crap on a cracker.

      “I’ll call you when I get to the bakery,” I said. “Gotta go.”

      I scurried around the hedge and hid on my side of the property, watching as the light came on in another room, farther toward the back of the house. That was Malcolm’s room, I was pretty certain. I flat-out ran for my house, trying to make as little noise as possible. By the time I was safely inside, my heart was racing so fast, I had to stop in the hallway to calm myself before I went back to the window to see if Malcolm had come outside.

      With all the lights off in my house, I went into the living room, which faced my one and only neighbor. I slipped along the wall, peering out into the yard from the very edge of my curtained picture window.

      Both of the lit rooms in the other house had covered windows, so I couldn’t see what was going on inside, but at least Malcolm wasn’t out in the yard, looking for evidence that I’d been trespassing. And thank God there was a Chinook on, so the ground wasn’t covered in snow—which it had been just last week.

      Suddenly, the curtains in the side room of his house flew open, and the sheriff stood there with his arms spread wide, staring out at me. I jerked back, holding my breath.

      Like he could hear me breathing. Ugh.

      When I peeked back out, he was still standing in the light, but he was looking around the whole yard. He had on a rumpled gray T-shirt, and his brown hair had some fly-aways. I smoothed my hand across my own head.

      Only he couldn’t see me like I could see him. My lights were all off, but he was illuminated against the dark by the bath of yellow behind him. I could see the set of his jaw. Yup, he was mad. He knew it was me, too, probably.

      At least he hadn’t caught me this time. He couldn’t prove it was me.

      I collapsed onto my slate gray, tufted love seat. The one that matched the chaise lounge my sister had back in North Carolina. They were supposed to be a set. Just like us.

      I wanted to go home.

      I closed my eyes and let the silence sink into me, thinking about what I’d done to earn my exile. It wasn’t something I’d shared with anyone else in Saint Agnes, and the only people who knew the reasons for my displacement were Priscilla, four people at the head office, and Peter Mayhew.

      They’d promised me three years. Turn this little church around in three years, and I could go back home. Maybe even start moving up in the ranks again. Maybe get my classes back at Duke. Probably not. But maybe.

      I certainly wasn’t going to get any reinstatement if I got arrested for trespassing. Or murder.

      There had to be something I could do to help close this case. I felt too responsible to back away, now. I sent Scarlet and Henry to Rolo, and Claire had died. If there was something to be done to right my wrong, I was going to do it.

      I’d come all the way to Montana to right one. I couldn’t let another hang in my balance.

      

      I did half an hour of yoga, showered and dressed, and packed a black clerical shirt and my white collar in a duffle bag. I had to work at the bakery all day before I started making congregational and hospital visits, and I didn’t want to be the Pastor Baker. Being the Matchbaker was bad enough, as far as reputations went. I’d been informed on more than one occasion that the idea of the Matchbakery was uber-touristy, which didn’t always sit well with the locals.

      The customary outfit I wore to work at the bakery was a robin’s egg blue T-shirt with the Matchbakery logo scripted across the front in royal blue. The irony of those juxtaposed colors was lost on the Montanans in a way people back home would raise hackles over. It was my sister’s alma mater jab, and the shirt always made me think of her.

      I felt fresh-faced by the time I got to the bakery, and I called Cilla and put in my cordless headphones while I worked. I needed to vent about the situation, and it felt good to chat with her, like we were sitting at the breakfast nook in our old house.

      The pastry dough had been chilling in the refrigerator overnight, and while I chatted, trying to clear my head, I started baking up the few sweet rolls that I would need to have fresh upon opening. By the time I could smell the pastry in the oven, my sister had to leave the house, and I reluctantly put my headphones away. She promised to stop by the denomination offices, and I tried to keep my thanks on the effusive side. We agreed that she’d keep it casual, but she was going to try to find out if Peter Mayhew had called the bishop.

      I lost myself in the baking. Baking relaxed me, and as I did precise measurements and lost myself in the morning prep, the yuck I’d been feeling all the previous day just melted away. I felt in control again. Right.

      Nadine Winters was already waiting in my parking lot in her silver sedan when I finally opened the doors at six a.m. She was my favorite of what I called the “coffee ladies,” and seemed to be the one in charge of organizing them.

      The coffee ladies were a set of widowed older women who frequented the Matchbakery every morning. Nadine’s late husband, Norman, had been a pastor at Saint Agnes Community for almost forty years. It was so unusual to have a pastor in our denomination stay at a post for that long. I had immediately latched onto her when I came to town, wanting to learn more. She reminded me of my own grandmother, and I often imagined what Norman might have been like. His sermons were erudite and thoughtful, so I pictured him as a white-haired, spectacled, reedy man with a perpetual collar, nose always buried in a book.

      So unlike the man who’d followed him.

      Norman’s widow was the epitome of a small-town busybody, but she would have made a great pastor’s wife. As the other ladies started to arrive, she herded them to their customary table, bussing the coffee cups herself, pouring coffee, making orders. She was a marvel.

      By the time I brought out the first tray of steaming pastries, they had all arrived and taken up residence in the corner table—the perfect place for inconspicuously spying on the patrons who entered, but thankfully, not in the direct path of the kitchen, so they couldn’t spy on me. The table was nestled against the packaged goods case, which held the breads, buns, rolls, and cookies that I kept stocked for customers—some fresh that day, some not. That corner rarely got traffic during the morning breakfast time, which was mostly farmers and ranchers on their way to the field or range, the coffee ladies, and the occasional couple who’d come in for a treat.

      The coffee ladies’ normal routine was to include me in the gossip of the day, which I usually tried my best to avoid. This morning, however, it was obvious they were talking about me—when I approached with their food, they all quickly zipped their lips.

      I set down a plate in front of each of them, trying to maintain my distance, knowing they wanted to get back to their gossip, but something struck me. Between the five of them, they probably represented the full history of Saint Agnes. They had certainly been around long enough to know a thing or two about Claire Hobson.

      With my best, brightest smile, I asked about the coffee. I got very little response—they weren’t coffee connoisseurs, not like Scarlet had been—but it at least got them talking. Still, not one of them had made eye contact.

      I put the serving tray under my arm and shook my head. “Okay, ladies. You’ve obviously heard some gossip about me. I want you to spill it right now.”

      All their eyes went wide, like white rims around little colored saucers. Nadine finally smiled, setting down her coffee cup, and gave me a direct look.

      “There was a murder over in Rolo yesterday, and I’ve heard—that is to say, we’ve heard—that you were involved, somehow.”

      I released a low sigh, keeping my smile. “Well, not directly involved.”

      “Oh, no,” giggled one of the ladies—I still hadn’t memorized all of their names. “You didn’t commit the murder, of course.”

      “We just meant, your name came up in the investigation,” said another, over a sip from her mug.

      “Do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions?” I said, soldiering on past their insinuations.

      “Ask away, dear.” Nadine offered me a polite smile, and they all gave me their attention.

      “Did any of you know Claire Hobson?”

      “I did,” Nadine answered, looking around at the others. No one else spoke up. “I taught over at the elementary school for a couple of years after my kids left the house. I had been subbing for Miss What’s-Her-Name who had the baby and then quit before her maternity leave was over.”

      “Colter,” offered one of the women. “Bethanne Colter.”

      “Right. Missus Colter.” A heavy accent on the married part. Nadine waved her hand. “Anyway. I had Claire in my music class.”

      “What was she like?” I asked, leaning on the sturdy side of the open shelves.

      “Sullen.” Nadine made a face like she’d swallowed a lemon. “She was always scowling. Fighting with her family. Eventually, her mother got so tired of dealing with her trouble-maker ways, she sent her off to live with her aunt in Minnesota.”

      “I heard she went to a school for troubled kids out there,” said a woman in a purple hat with pinned flowers.

      “Well, I don’t know where she went, exactly, because she left in the summer, so I went from having her one year to not having her the next. I think she would have been up in the high school by then, anyway, so maybe that’s why I didn’t think anything of it.” She raised her hands, palms up, around her shoulders. “I don’t know. Bad family situations tend to breed bad kids, so I just chalked it up to teenagers needing to make their own way. I know my girls both had their rebellious phases, but I never had to send them off to another state to get them to behave.”

      That set off a round of conversation about other rebellious teens—their children, most of whom were no doubt full-grown adults, and kids in town—which was a topic I couldn’t stomach. Some of the most dangerous decisions any of us ever make happen in our teen years. I loved working with kids in that age group. I missed my job back in Raleigh.

      I was about to go back into the kitchen when the bell over the door rang. I turned with a big smile, ready to welcome whatever green-capped farmer had decided to darken my doorstep, when my breath caught in my throat.

      Derek Hobson stood in front of the muraled window, leather jacket hanging open, long hair in a man bun, dark eyes round with shock. His hands moved to his hips and he choked out a caustic laugh, shaking his head.

      The coffee ladies gasped, like a murder mystery play audience, and I imagined their hands fluttering over their mouths—one lady’s actually did. They clearly knew Derek Hobson, and his relationship to Claire Barnett Hobson.

      He swore and advanced on me. “I should have known.”

      Before any lasting damage could be done to my already floundering reputation, I grabbed his arm and pulled him into the kitchen, away from the nosy busybodies outside.

      I had no idea what he was doing in my bakery, but I had a feeling he’d heard about the white box his wife had been holding when her body was found. Either that, or word about my macarons was really getting around in this town.

      I closed my eyes and prayed for the latter.
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      “Is this why you gave me the third degree last night?” Derek asked, stalking toward the back of my kitchen. He raised his arms wide. “Because you or someone at your bakery was involved in Claire’s death?”

      I shushed him—which got me a caustic laugh—and tried to gather my thoughts. “I was actually there to see…” I came to a quick stop with that one, too. Man, I was striking out again. Impulse told me to lie and say I’d come to see Irma, but I didn’t want to do that. I blew out a long gust of air. “I was there to see Henry.”

      Derek rounded on me. “Who’s Henry?”

      “Henry Savage. He’s the one that the sheriff is questioning in your wife’s…case.”

      All of the man’s features went as dark as a hurricane sky. I shifted toward the center table, steadying myself and giving him a clear path out the door if he felt like he needed it. I didn’t want to get in his way.

      “I didn’t know they’d made an arrest.” He took one step, then another. “The sheriff just said something about finding a bakery box at the scene, and he asked me if I’d ever heard Claire talk about coming here. I came right away this morning so I could check it out and…” With a shake of his head, he indicated me. “Here you are. The woman who wouldn’t stop asking questions about my wife.”

      “I was only asking because my bakery box ended up at the scene and now Malcolm thinks I’m involved somehow. He’s taken that as evidence of some sort of connection, even though I’d bet money it was planted there.”

      “That’s cops for you,” Derek scoffed, looking at the ground in front of his steel-toed boot. “I don’t trust any of them.”

      “Well, I did not have anything to do with her being killed. I promise you that.”

      “That’s a great comfort,” he said, feigning a smile. “When I’m laying alone in my bed at night, I will rest easy knowing that you promised you didn’t kill her.” He took a long breath, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what was happening to him. “You think the cops have this wrong?”

      I nodded. “I think they’re barking up the wrong tree with Henry.”

      “How do you know that?”

      I thought back to his reaction in the restaurant—the shock he’d clearly felt at the news of Claire’s murder. I’d always been able to read people, but it was next to impossible to explain that to someone without sounding like a wannabe psychic. The best explanation I could muster was to liken it to profiling. It was the combination of little factors all strung together to form an assumption that was almost always right.

      “Do you know who Henry is?” I asked.

      Derek just stared at me, like he was waiting for the answer to the question.

      “He’s a Hollywood movie star. He’s in town for meetings about his mother’s estate.”

      “Why do they think he killed Claire?”

      “Because I’m pretty sure the box they found at the scene belonged to him.”

      His face went dark, wrinkled in frustration. “Then how do you know he didn’t kill her?”

      “Because as far as I know, the only thing tying him to the crime scene is a planted box of macarons.”

      “You think they made an arrest based on a box of cookies?” Derek asked, shaking his head.

      “I don’t know that they’ve made an arrest yet. Malcolm came here to get me to identify the box, and then I told him about Henry, and…” I stopped. That wasn’t exactly how it had gone, though, was it? Malcolm had arrested Scarlet first. He’d said her prints were in the system. “It was right after they’d found her, I think.”

      Derek turned around fast, like he was looking for something to kick, and my reflex was to jump at the threat of violence, but he held himself back. He slumped over the back table, body heaving.

      I rushed over to him, resting a hand on his back. But he wasn’t crying. He was huffing air like a bull about to charge. I couldn’t tell if he was holding back tears or anger, but my response would have been the same. My hand moved along his back, trying to soothe him.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m sure she was a lovely woman.”

      His laugh was harsh and quick. “No one will miss her…except me.” The last words were so sad, like part of his grief had started before her murder.

      I wanted to kick myself for the lovely woman comment, but sometimes, grief was overwhelming for the spectator. Platitudes pressed at your lips even if you knew they wouldn’t be helpful.

      There was a tendency, among people outside of the death industry, to assume that every death was sad. But I’d seen reactions from family members in grief that ranged from happiness to relief to elation to anger to retribution. Every death was as different as every life.

      Apparently, Claire Hobson wasn’t the kind of woman whose death was going to be a sad occasion for everyone in her life. It made me wonder how Nikki and Austin were handling things, the morning after. And how Mike and Jenna Van Andel were wrapped up in the situation. It had sounded like they all had frustrations with her. But surely they would be sad about her death.

      I hoped Derek was wrong.

      “You really think the cops are botching this?” he asked, turning his head just enough to look straight into my eyes.

      My hand stilled. I wasn’t sure how to answer. Part of me was always at odds with Malcolm Dean, and it made me angry that he suspected I could be part of this. But there was no denying he took his job very seriously.

      “I don’t think they have all the evidence right now,” I finally said, caution underlining my words. “Once they do, they’ll release Henry.”

      “What other evidence do they need?”

      I knew enough from Sherlock and Criminal Minds to know about MMO: Means-Motive-and-Opportunity. Did a person have the means to commit the crime, did they have a motive, and did they have the opportunity.

      The sheriff hadn’t arrested Henry until after Scarlet’s interrogation. I wasn’t sure exactly what Malcolm knew, because I didn’t know what Scarlet had told him, but now I knew that Henry had at least had the opportunity to kill Claire.

      Which was my fault for sending them left when they should have gone straight. I would never stop feeling guilty about that decision.

      The thing I didn’t understand was the motive. It seemed to me that anyone could have means and opportunity. But motive?

      Why was always the hardest part to understand—unless you were dealing with a serial killer, which was not my bag. But the psychology of what would drive a normal human to kill had always fascinated me.

      It was part of what had led me into the pastorate. Needing to help people find and accept and release the darkness inside them. Not so much to punish them, as to help them heal. I had definitely sensed Henry’s need for healing, but his wounds just didn’t seem like the type that would drive him to murder an innocent woman.

      But I didn’t know him well enough to say that for sure.

      “I don’t really know what evidence they have,” I said. “All I know about is the bakery box. They found fingerprints on it, and I’m assuming some of them were Henry’s. I know some of them were his agent’s. She was the one who threw the box in the trash.”

      A high-pitched jingle rang out, jolting me to attention, and I hurried out of the kitchen, around the little half-wall, and out into the front room, asking Derek to wait there in case it was a customer. Emma rushed through the tables, holding out her arms and hugging me as she came around the bake case.

      The coffee ladies leaned in. They were so far across the room, they couldn’t possibly have heard Derek and I talking. But now, I was out in the open.

      “Oh, Vange. I heard about the sheriff questioning you.” My friend was breathless, and dressed like she’d come from home before getting ready for work. Green Bay Packers pajama pants, a gray cotton T-shirt with a purple jacket over the top. Her blonde hair was piled into a messy bun, not unlike the one Derek had pulled off so effortlessly.

      “I promise I’m okay.” I patted her shoulder. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “But Netta said she saw you getting carted off over on Mockingbird Lane.” Emma’s eyes were wide and worried. “And that they found some of your stuff at a murder scene.”

      “Well, Netta is wrong.” I stepped away, pulling on the straps of my apron, trying not to get angry, and trying to keep my voice down so I didn’t make a scene in front of the coffee ladies. “Malcolm did detain someone. I was present for it, and I did drive to the station after that, but I was never questioned, and they didn’t find anything of mine at any crime scene.”

      Sometimes, the gossips of the town really needed to get their stories straight.

      “Oh.” Emma canted her head. “What were you doing going down to the station?”

      “I had to take…” I paused. I hadn’t exactly told Emma about the dinner with Henry, or really anything that had happened after the lunch rush was over. I hadn’t seen her again since Henry and Scarlet’s morning visit to the store, and she usually closed up her shop if the foot traffic was too low. Like me, Emma had another job. She made the most beautiful handmade, hand-carved, intricate furniture and wood pieces. She did sell some of them at her gift shop. Others, she consigned to a furniture store in Madison Falls. But she couldn’t do woodwork in the agate store, and when business was slow, she had to cut her losses.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, giving me a quizzical eyebrow. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Henry. The guy who was in here yesterday.”

      “Captain America?” she asked, her eyes going wide.

      A little laugh burst out of me at that thought. He did have a bit of that look. “Yeah, him. He came back after lunch and asked me out.”

      Emma’s eyes rounded. She clearly hadn’t been as privy to the town gossip as she thought. “Wow, Vange. Look at you!” She squealed. “Oh, you have to tell me all about it.”

      I wasn’t sure where to start. With the widower in the kitchen, or my—married—date in the jail cell. I decided to start from the beginning. I pulled her close, lowered my voice, and told her as much as I could about the last day, leaving out my thoughts and theories about what had happened, since the window to the kitchen was right above my head, so I wasn’t sure if Derek was listening or not. I left out most of the tangled situation with Austin and Nikki, since Emma didn’t know them well. Plus, it felt strange revealing confidences about them within hearing of Austin’s estranged uncle. I still didn’t know Derek, and frankly, I didn’t know who to trust anymore. I did, however, tell her that Henry was married, and separated from his wife, but even that didn’t dampen her excitement.

      Emma seemed thrilled by the whole sordid tale, which was odd, considering part of the reason my meeting-slash-date with Henry had ended was because he’d gotten arrested for murder.

      “But you don’t think he did it?” she asked, blue eyes bright. “You know, I heard something about him last night, too.” She looked around and leaned in. “Did you know he was a movie star?”

      “Is that why you call him Captain America now?” I said, barely containing an over-the-top eyeroll. It was such an Emma thing to say.

      “No, I call him Captain America because he looks like a big, hot superhero. Which, by the way, is probably why he’s a movie star. You know, I really don’t get why this hasn’t hit the big national news yet.”

      But I knew. After the knowledge that Scarlet had offered Irma money not to talk to anyone, I wasn’t surprised to see it not hit the national news. Not to mention, Saint Agnes was a tiny, rural town. I wasn’t even sure they knew what Twitter was.

      Emma nudged me with her elbow. “Come on. You have to admit you had a good date. Murder investigation aside.”

      Date? Was it really a date? I supposed, technically, I had gotten dressed up and we had gone out for dinner, although my hope had been to give him pastoral counseling, rather than a kiss goodnight at the end. As to whether or not I’d enjoyed myself… It was the closest I’d had to a date since Edward. Henry was polite and entertaining and probably not a murderer.

      Maybe probably. Definitely probably.

      Was it too sad a thing to admit that the murder investigation had been more interesting than the date?

      “He was a gentleman,” I finally said, settling on something benign.

      “Well, that’s no fun.” Emma smiled, glancing over my shoulder. Her eyes settled on something behind me.

      I turned to find Derek Hobson standing in the awning to the kitchen, face dark, arms crossed. He clearly wasn’t happy.

      “You went on a date with this guy?” he said, raising a brow. “You don’t think he murdered my wife because you have the hots for him?”

      I walked toward Derek with my hands held out, but he backed up, anger melting off him like buttercream at a summer wedding. He smacked one of my hands away. I heard the murder-mystery-play-gasping-audience-routine again, and rolled my eyes. It was my destiny to put on a good show for the coffee ladies.

      “You’re trying to get information out of me so you can get your boyfriend out of jail. I’ve seen this before.” He pushed past me and then ran straight into Emma.

      She went flying backward and Derek rushed to catch her, apologizing and setting her upright. She held on to him, urging him to wait and assuring him she was all right.

      My heart was beating fast. I couldn’t lose Derek Hobson. I needed his help. He was going to be my link to Claire’s life. Derek deserved some justice, and so did Henry, and I wanted to find it for both of them. Not because of hormones. Because it was the right thing to do.

      “I promise you,” I said, standing back as far as I could while still remaining within his line of sight, “That’s not what’s going on here. Not at all. Henry didn’t do this. But I will find out who did.”

      He heaved breaths in and out, looking from me to Emma and back, like he was looking to her for validation that I was trustworthy. Even I couldn’t answer that question for him, let alone Emma.

      “What happens if you find out your boyfriend was the one who killed my wife?”

      “If there’s evidence that proves Henry did this, I will turn it over to the police.” I raised my hands in defense of myself. “I’m after justice here.”

      Derek stared, his breaths coming slower now, but gave me no hint about what was going on in his head. I hated it when people could go flat like that. It meant I couldn’t read them, and that always worried me.

      “Fine,” he finally ground out, his tone hard and uncompromising. “If you really think he’s innocent, and you think the police won’t find out who really killed her, then I want to help you.” He picked up a pen from the counter and scrawled something on one of my order slips, tearing the sheet off the top, and handing it to me. “Here’s my address, and my phone number. You find something out, you track me down. I want whoever did this to pay.”

      I nodded, feeling the tension diffuse inside me, but then I looked up and saw Nadine, with a disapproving look on her face. Of course, all five of them had likely overheard everything we’d just said. Given the strength of the collective gossip mill in this town, it would be all over Saint Agnes in a matter of minutes that the Honorable Reverend Evangeline Vale was helping a biker get a criminal out of jail.

      Just what I needed.
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      I sent Derek home for a shower, and Emma home to get ready for her day, and tried my best to sweet talk the coffee ladies out of repeating what they’d overheard. Nadine seemed only partly convinced that it would be a bad thing to mention this little bit of interesting news to everyone she knew.

      But I did finally manage to convince them.

      I hoped.

      The coffee ladies were still sitting in the corner, buzzing around their half-finished pastries, when the little bakery bell rang over Nikki Krantz’s head. She looked like she hadn’t slept all night, and she was holding my coat.

      My coat. I hadn’t even realized I’d left it at her house. It was my good coat, something my sister had picked out for me for a birthday. Hand-stitched by some famous designer in the Garment District, no doubt, like everything Priscilla owned.

      Nikki held the item out, some kind of apology tumbling out of her mouth. I pulled her back behind the bake case, where I was at least a little sure the coffee ladies couldn’t see us.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “I just…”

      “You’re exhausted,” I finished for her, touching her shoulder. “I completely understand.”

      “Austin told me, last night, what he told you.” Her face crumpled like wadded paper. “He’s so…angry with me.”

      “It’s all fresh. He’ll be okay in a day or two.”

      “He’s too much like his father. Sullen. He’ll hang on to a grudge for so long.” Nikki shook her head, sniffing. “Anyway, I wanted to stop by to return your jacket, and to say thanks for talking to Austin last night. I wasn’t ready to do it myself.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” I said, stroking her shoulder. “You’ve both been through a trauma, losing a family member, and part of my job as a pastor is to comfort those who are in mourning. I’m happy to do it.”

      Tears fell down her face, and I noticed, for the first time, a very light dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks. I hadn’t ever been this close to Nikki before. Usually, I saw her at the bank, or in the crowd while I delivered one of my sermons, or in passing when she came to pick up Austin from the bakery. But her beauty had layers.

      “I’m sure Austin will be here after school again,” she said, pulling a tissue from her black purse and wiping her nose. “He went to Leo’s place after we fought last night and I haven’t seen him since. Can you tell him something for me?”

      I nodded, shifting the jacket to my other hand. “Of course I can.”

      “Tell him I never meant to hurt him. I always had his best interests at heart.” Her lips tightened, and tears welled in her eyes. “I’m his mother, after all.”

      “Nikki, you know I’ll do whatever I can to help.” I held the jacket tight, feeling the cold press of the material against my skin. I almost told her that I was investigating Claire’s death, but she seemed so fragile. I didn’t want to overload her. It could wait until I saw her again, hopefully in a calmer state.

      Besides, I still didn’t understand her relationship—or lack thereof—with Derek, and I didn’t want to make her day any harder. She was dressed in her best banking outfit, and it looked like she had a whole day of work ahead of her. We could talk about these things later.

      “I appreciate that, Vangie.” She grabbed my free hand and pressed both hers around mine. “I don’t know what I’d do if Austin turned his back on me.”

      “Anything I can do.”

      Nikki gave me a quick side-hug and walked away, clutching her purse to her side and giving a quick wave to the women in the corner. They had a predatory look, like they might, at the slightest provocation, swoop in with casseroles and hungry ears. Nikki was wise to avoid them.

      I stowed my jacket with my bag, in the little office in the back of the kitchen, and pulled out a file of Norman’s sermons to peruse.

      My mornings in the bakery typically followed a few waves. After the farmers and coffee ladies—and whatever stragglers stopped in—it was usually dead for a couple of hours before the second wave started. Early lunch farmers, business people on their midday break who wanted better coffee, and straggling high school students who decided to drive all the way out here—some of the girls looking hopefully around for Leo, who was never around at that time of day. And then there would be another lull, with only the occasional customer, until the after-school break began.

      I could typically use my down times to catch up on reading or do the computer work that needed to happen to keep the church running, but Peter and Loretta and the parish council did most of the day-to-day work. They only paid me for fifteen hours a week at the church—with the parish house as a bonus—so I had to devote the majority of my time to the bakery. Without the distraction, I would have gone mad. Fifteen hours a week was about fifty less than I’d devoted to my old job. But the bakery took all fifty.

      There was a little window in the kitchen wall, and if I sat just so, at one of the cleaned-off prep tables, I could read and watch the front of the business at the same time. If there were customers other than the coffee ladies, who didn’t need my attention at all, I would sometimes sit at the back counter in the front of the bakery and do my reading there, but I preferred the quiet of the kitchen.

      Nadine and her little flock had left by the time I looked up from the last batch of Norman’s sermons I’d brought with me. I’d been making my way through the Lenten series, and he was using The Cost of Discipleship as his reference point in the group of sermons I was studying, which was giving me all sorts of ideas about my own series.

      The bell dinged and I glanced out to see Malcolm Dean striding across the dining room with purpose. I quickly came around the half-wall that functioned as a kitchen door. My old drop-in-center-training wouldn’t let me be isolated with anyone where there might be a potential conflict, and I still didn’t know if Malcolm had it out for me or not.

      “What can I get you today, Sheriff?” I asked, like he was an old customer.

      “I saw you this morning.” His voice was so gruff, it sent chills across my skin. “I told you not to come on my property.”

      “You saw me?”

      He tightened his lips. “I saw something, and I’m sure it was you. My—” He swallowed whatever accusation he’d been about to level. “I told Peter Mayhew that if this happened one more time…”

      I tried to hold back my frustration, but given how much Malcolm and I had come to loggerheads these last couple of days, I was just done. “I can’t get any reception in my house, Malcolm. None. The only place even remotely close to my house where there’s even a half bar of reception is at the corner of our property, by that little bush, and it’s got to be a hundred feet from your house! It’s practically my own property, anyway.”

      “This is not my problem. Get a landline.”

      “I will. But for the love of Pete, it takes more than a minutes to do that.”

      “Well, make the call today, then. That’s my property you’re on, and you do not have my permission to use it.” A curt shake of his head stopped the conversation. He wasn’t in the mood to fight. “But that’s not why I came here.”

      Tension started to crawl across my chest. He was going to arrest me. I could feel it. Or, if he wasn’t, he sure wanted to.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I need you to come down to the station and get finger-printed. Willingly, I’d prefer. I don’t have enough evidence to arrest you for anything right now, but don’t push me.” Malcolm rested his hands on his hips, shifting his weight from side to side. “I need yours for elimination. There are two more sets of prints on the box, and I assume one of them is yours, but we need to know for sure.”

      The whole thing sounded suspicious to me. The police could ask you for DNA or prints or anything, but they couldn’t make you cooperate. Giving fingerprints was only involuntary after you were arrested.

      While the old adage of running-makes-you-look-guilty applied to the assumptions cops made, it did not apply to civil rights. I was under no obligation to provide my fingerprints to the department, but I also wanted to prove my own innocence.

      “Elimination, meaning, you don’t think I’m involved anymore?” I asked. “Because you just threatened to arrest me, so I’m disinclined to acquiesce to your request…”

      “I want to know why a box from your business with the prints of two of my suspects was clutched in the hands of a dead woman. And I want to know who else had their hands on that box.”

      Oh, honey, if I could tell you that, this would all be over…

      I wanted the answers as much as he did, but there was little point in telling him that. I was sure he wouldn’t believe me.

      “I can tell you as much as I know,” I offered. “They stopped in to get coffee, and they bought a box of macarons. When they left, they took a wrong turn, which is how they ended up in Rolo…and missed their bank appointment.” When I let it all tumble out like that, it didn’t seem quite so scary.

      “Why did they take a wrong turn? The sign out there says—” he made a left-turn gesture with his hand, “—Rolo, this way.”

      My jaw dropped open, like it was going to answer by itself, but I didn’t want to admit to what I’d done. The ultimate reason why I felt invested in this case, above and beyond whatever sympathy I felt for Henry, whatever sadness I felt for Austin and his mother and his uncle. I felt responsible for Henry and Scarlet getting caught up in this mess.

      I felt like it was my fault they were in jail.

      “I told them to take a left to get to the bank,” I finally said, turning my gaze toward the white and glass countertop. My hands desperately wanted to be cleaning something, but I couldn’t move under Malcolm’s glare.

      “You what?” His tone had a sharp takeoff, like a rocket ship.

      “It was a simple mistake. I just…” No, I wouldn’t lie. Heaving out a long breath, I shook my head. “Scarlet said something awful to Emma and me on her way out the door, and when they asked for directions, I gave them the wrong instructions.”

      “Evangeline.”

      “I know. It was a momentary lapse in judgment. I figured when they saw they were heading away from town, they would turn back, and it wouldn’t be a big deal. But they got all the way to Rolo, and I guess they stopped at a gas station. Scarlet threw out the box while Henry was inside asking for directions.”

      Malcolm pulled the white hat off his head and walked away from me, frustration coming off him in waves.

      “I wasn’t thinking. I just...it’s not a proud moment for me, okay? I just had to admit to you that I did an uncharitable thing because someone hurt my feelings. I’m not proud of what I did, but I didn’t do anything criminal.” I came around the bake case, meeting him face-to-face. “Look, I don’t know what Scarlet told you, but Henry couldn’t have killed her. They were barely there for two minutes.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Malcolm snapped, using his hat to point at me, like he was scolding a small child. “You’re parroting whatever he told you, and that’s not the truth of what happened. I’ve spoken to Scarlet, and I’ve spoken to the convenience store clerk, and they both say that she was the one who went inside to get directions. Not only that, but she was there long enough for him to have stabbed Claire and return to his car before anyone was the wiser.”

      My mouth hung open, and my face had to be reflecting the disbelief running through my veins. The weird inner lie detector that took up residence between my ears was almost never wrong. Henry really had been shocked to learn about Claire’s death, I knew that like I knew the sun would rise tomorrow. But he’d also told me a version of events about their stop in Rolo that wasn’t true. I had known at the time that there was something he wasn’t telling me, but it hadn’t seemed possible for his version to be that different from the truth.

      I should have known better. Never trust a beautiful man.

      “All right, fine.” I threw my hands up. “I have been lied to. I’ll come down to the station to get fingerprinted so you know which prints are mine. But you’re going to give me something in return.”

      Malcolm narrowed his eyes, suspicious. “What?”

      “I want to talk to Henry.”

      I could tell how little he liked the idea from the way he immediately sucked in his breath, but I was beyond caring. I needed to look in Henry’s eyes and ask him exactly what was going on, and I wanted him to tell me the truth.

      “I’ll tell you what,” the sheriff said, putting his hat back on his head. “I’ll give you five minutes, while he’s waiting for his lawyer to show up, but I can’t guarantee it will be private.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t need privacy.” I crossed my arms. I just needed the truth.

      Malcolm left, somewhat satisfied, and I closed up my bakery and put up a sign saying I’d be back in half an hour. I took the Tank down to the station, where I willingly offered up my fingerprints.

      By the time I finally sat down in front of Henry, I was downright angry. He looked haggard, gray-skinned, and tired, which made it harder to stay mad at him.

      “Hey, Vic,” he said when I took one of the metal chairs on the other side of the table from him. “I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon.” His accent was in full force.

      “You can cut the method acting thing. I’d rather talk to the real Henry for five minutes.”

      He lifted his hands, unsurprised by my outburst. “This is the real Henry. The real Henry is an actor who’s trying to get ready for a major role that could make his career. The real Henry isn’t going to miss an opportunity to perfect an accent that not even trauma can shake.” His face turned ashen, like some important realization had just set in. Like he’d realized he wouldn’t have a chance at that part if he didn’t get out of this. “I can’t give up this far in.”

      “Your accent was coming and going last night. Practically at the drop of a hat.”

      A strange shadow passed across his face. “I let my guard down.”

      I took a short breath and went for the gut punch. “Did you let your guard down with Claire? Or were you the real Henry with her?”

      That landed. His whole demeanor changed, like a switch had been flipped. He went from the confident, calm character he played in front of others to a worried, untrustworthy accused criminal. “Okay, Vic. Okay. I’ll stop.” He’d reverted to the all-American boy I’d seen flashes of the night before. “There. Now will you believe me?”

      I crossed my arms. “I don’t know how I can, when you keep lying to me.”

      “So, you found out about Claire?” he asked, his shoulders slumping, head bowed. “I was hoping to avoid this.”

      “Avoid what?”

      “Having the talk about this, with you.” He glanced up quickly and met my eyes. There sadness there almost made me reel. “You were from here, but you weren’t, and you were such a refreshing change from the girls I meet in LA. It was like I could have the best of both worlds with you. I didn’t want you to know.”

      “Know about what?”

      “About Claire.” He shook his head, blowing air out slowly. His eyes settled somewhere on the wall, but they seemed unfocused. “I saw her yesterday, at the convenience store, and I didn’t think anyone knew. There was no one around. It happened so fast.”

      My breath caught in my throat. What was he about to say?

      “She’s been following me for a while, on and off, like a sporadic thing.” A hollow note entered his voice, like he was reciting something rote. “She came to a couple of shooting locations.”

      “I thought you’d only known her from around town.”

      His gaze went dark. “She’s been stalking me for months, Vic. I mean…Vangie.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “I can’t remember.” He waved a hand. “Scarlet would know for sure. I figured she would stop eventually, when she realized I didn’t want her around, but then I’d see her again at another shoot.”

      I tried to process that, but something was nagging at me. It wasn’t a lie. I could tell, this time, it was the truth. But was it the whole truth?

      “Why did you tell me Scarlet stayed in the car?”

      “She told me to.” He gave a little shake of his head. “That’s what has me so confused about all of this, I guess. The sheriff clearly knows that I talked to Claire, but I don’t think Scarlet would have told him. Before I’d even heard about the murder, Scarlet told me to switch stories, so I did. We were going to file a restraining order against her, tom—well, today, I guess. Now.”

      “So, you had a conversation about what you were going to tell the judge to get the restraining order,” I finished for him.

      “Yeah. We fought about it most of the way back to Saint Agnes. She wanted to keep my name out of the papers and she thought that if she filed for the restraining order, she could keep me out of it. But I promise you, Vangie. When I left her behind that store, Claire was alive.”

      The door behind me opened and I heard Malcolm’s voice call out, “You’re done, Evangeline.”

      “Please, Vic,” Henry said, urgency in his voice. “You have to believe me.”

      “I said, you’re done,” Malcolm repeated, coming around the table.

      “She was alive,” Henry said. His accent had returned.

      “Your lawyer is here.” The sheriff hauled Henry out of the room, and I sat there stunned, unable to speak. Yes, Henry might have lied—he might still be lying about some things—but I firmly believed that last statement was true.

      Claire had been alive when he’d left her.
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      I sat with Irma, just long enough to watch a deputy bring Scarlet out of the interrogation room. Like Henry, she looked haggard—skin sallow, eyes red. She still had on the same green shirt dress she’d been wearing the previous evening, and I imagined that she could do with a shower and a change of clothes.

      The deputy walked her out through the office, guiding her toward where I was sitting, which made my stomach churn a little. I didn’t know what to make of Scarlet, and from the look on her face, I was pretty certain she was still mad at me, which was absolutely understandable. I was still a little mad at me.

      “Sheriff said to let this one go,” he said, releasing her at the desk. He reached back, under the counter, and grabbed a yellow envelope. “This is what she came in with.”

      The lack of security at this station was a little amazing to me, given what I was used to in urban settings. I mean, there were procedures here, just like anywhere, but it wasn’t the same. I wasn’t sure if that encouraged or frightened me.

      Irma busied herself with some paperwork, while Scarlet massaged her wrists and scowled. She finally signed the forms and took her envelope, turning to me like I was the last guard on the way out the door.

      Her eyes narrowed on me. “This is your fault, you know. I hope you’re happy that you ruined all of our lives.”

      “I’m so sorry, Scarlet,” I said, keeping my seat. I’d ostensibly stayed with Irma to get feedback on the additional box of macarons I’d brought with me, but I found myself caring less about this season’s tourist flavors, and more about doing penance for this woman.

      I owed her.

      “That’s not good enough,” she spat back, clutching the envelope.

      “I never meant for any of this to happen.”

      “Well, it did. So you can keep your sorry. It doesn’t undo any of what’s happened in the last twenty-four hours.” With that, she turned on her heel and stormed through the doors.

      I made my apologies to Irma and ran out after Scarlet. This was mine to fix.

      She stood on the sidewalk, staring around the parking lot, no doubt realizing that she had no way to get back to the B&B. I pointed to the Tank.

      “Let me at least give you a ride.”

      “I don’t need your charity,” she snapped.

      “It’s not charity. I owe you. Really. Let me help.”

      A momentary flash of terror crossed her features—why? Something told me I needed to know—but she stuffed it down admirably. She had enough self-control to make the fear go away when she needed it to. I would’ve loved to have that ability.

      She finally took a step toward my giant green Hummer and I climbed into the driver’s seat. Her entrance was reluctant and slow, and I didn’t blame her for the hesitancy. When she was strapped into the passenger’s seat, I back out and pulled into the street, heading for the B&B.

      It didn’t take long for her odor to catch me by the nose, but I wasn’t going to say anything to her about it. Spending a night in jail—in who knows what kind of accommodations—was excuse enough. But there was something besides just body odor in her sweat. She’d consumed alcohol yesterday, and lots of it. Maybe last night, maybe earlier, but it had stuck to her skin.

      “You’re just a diversion.” Her words were sharp and caustic. “To Henry.”

      I was surprised that her assessment didn’t hurt me, but I’d already had to distance myself from Henry, so it didn’t sting like she probably intended it to. I nodded. “I know that.”

      “When we leave here, you’ll never hear from him again.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “So you can stop trying to be helpful in the hopes that you’ll, like, get discovered or something. We don’t do that.” The way she said the last sentence gave me pause, like she was trying to convince herself of something.

      “That’s not why I’m helping you,” I said with a quick laugh. “I’m not interested in Hollywood or movies or television or anything.”

      “Well, that’s a lie. Why else would you go out with Henry?”

      “Um. Have you seen Henry? He’s gorgeous.” With a shrug of one shoulder, I tried not to blush at how quickly the words had spilled out of me.

      “If you’re into that type. Y’know, blonds.” Her indifference was stunning.

      I wasn’t quite sure how to answer that. I’d never particularly been into blonds—in fact, Henry might have been the first one I’d ever found attractive. But he was potentially the perfect specimen.

      “Besides,” she continued, her neck straightening, like her haughty side was coming back in waves. “He’s technically still married, so he’s not doing anything long-term at this point.”

      “Technically,” I repeated, having already squared off with that demon. “Well, isn’t that a relief.”

      “She’s a doll, you know. Dara.” Scarlet opened the envelope and began to search through the contents. “British, redhead, just impeccable breeding, and her daddy wants to finance one of Henry’s movies.”

      “But they’re not going to stay married?”

      “Oh, no.” She waved off the question, like it was a ridiculous notion. “You don’t know Henry. He’s just…he’s not built for that stuff.”

      Those words settled into my chest. Maybe that’s what I’d sensed about him yesterday morning at the shop—less of the I’m-married vibe, and more the emotionally-unavailable one. Being able to read people well, sometimes I didn’t always know what it was I was reading. I just knew whether it made me uneasy, or scared, or happy, or safe. Generally, the pieces would click into place over time, and I would know what it was I had initially sensed. But I wasn’t Sherlock Holmes or anything. I couldn’t always figure it out.

      “Not everyone is built for marriage, I guess.”

      “Oh, he loves getting married.” Her smile was eerie, her enjoyment of that fact almost too keen. “That’s probably his problem. He likes the beginnings…the bloom, my grannie used to call it. But he is the worst at finishing.”

      I turned the last corner in silence, driving down the long street toward the school. The black sports car was still in the drive at the B&B. It was strange how familiar this all was, even though I’d only known the two of them—Scarlet and Henry—for just over a day.

      “This doesn’t mean we’re square,” Scarlet said, putting her hand on the door handle as I pulled up behind the rental car. “Just so you know, I still hold you responsible for this.”

      “I hold myself responsible, Scarlet.” I shifted into park. “I can’t apologize enough. You just…you made that comment about Henry liking fat girls, and I lashed out.”

      She didn’t balk at the reminder, but I could tell it hadn’t dawned on her there was a reason for my misdirection. Every woman has some kind of awareness of her body, and given everything her husband had put her through over the years, Emma was acutely aware of what she considered her shortcomings. To Scarlet, who had the unrealistic proportions of a Barbie, everyone who wasn’t a size zero was probably fat on some level, but words like that would be damaging for Emma.

      They hadn’t made me happy, either.

      But this was a steep price to pay for cruel words, and I had to have compassion for her. I knew all about paying steep prices.

      “You don’t know what you’ve done,” she finally said, a hollow quality to her voice. “We missed the meeting at the bank yesterday, which meant we couldn’t leave town for the meeting we had scheduled with a major producer last night. Now that Henry can’t get out of jail, we’ll miss the bank meeting again, and that’s one thing I can’t handle for him.”

      “Henry acted like it wasn’t a big deal.” I rested my hand on top of the steering wheel and turned to face Scarlet, like we were friends having a chat. “He said they’d keep rescheduling.”

      She laughed, sharply. “Of course he would think that. He thinks everything can just be rescheduled. That’s why I’m the one who runs his life.”

      “What’s going on at the bank, anyway?” I asked, trying to seem casual. I didn’t want to push her—she didn’t seem to like me much—but I did feel like I needed to keep helping them.

      “None of your business,” she snapped.

      “Scarlet, I’m just trying to help.” I reached for her arm, but the movement felt forced. I didn’t care for her any more than she cared for me, but I did feel a lot of compassion for her predicament. “I’ve been trying to get answers to the questions I don’t think are being asked, and people have been willing to talk to me, so far.”

      “You need to stay out of our lives. You’ve done enough.” She pushed the door open and climbed out without another word.

      I left the Tank running and went after her, walking up the steps to the B&B, trying to call out to her, but she was having none of it. She stalked across the long side porch and then in through the door, slamming it behind her. The old glass seemed to warp for a split second, and I thought it might actually shatter, but it stayed in one piece.

      Staring after her, I debated going inside. I really did want to help, but more than that, I wanted to get a better sense for whether she was telling the truth. The most accomplished liars often couldn’t keep their stories up when their emotions ran high.

      But she ran up the stairs in front of the door, and I didn’t want to follow her up to her room. That would just be creepy.

      A gray-haired head popped around the wall, to the edge of the glass, like a busybody cuckoo clock. I recognized the woman from around town, but couldn’t quite place her name. She didn’t attend Saint Agnes Community. She opened the door and came out onto the porch.

      “Reverend Vale,” she said. With a pointed glance at a sign next to the door, she raised her brows at me. It read: Please do not slam this door.

      I shrugged. “I’m so sorry. I just dropped Scarlet off, and I’m afraid she was in a bit of a rush.”

      “Well, I’ll have to slip a note under her door.” The woman ran her hand along the green door frame. “All the wood in this house is original, and I’d hate to have someone do damage we can’t repair.”

      “She’s been through a rough night. I’m sure it won’t happen again.” I reached out my hand. “I’m very sorry, Mrs.…?”

      “Oh, yes. We won’t have met before.” She took the offered handshake, if a bit limply. “Marvella Nelson. And it’s Miss. I go to the Lutheran church, just up the road.”

      “That’s good to hear.” I nodded, offering her a big smile. Most people started in on their religious histories directly upon meeting me, like they thought they needed to make excuses for why they hadn’t darkened the church doorstep. I was always happy to listen, but I was rarely asking the questions they assumed I was.

      “How do you know the Hollywood couple?” she asked, clasping her hands in front of her little rounded belly. She had on a mid-calf-length gray dress with round red flowers dotted in regular intervals, and black loafers. Like Hyacinth Bucket.

      “I just met them yesterday.”

      “All this business with the sheriff is just ugly.” Marvella wrinkled her nose in distaste. “And that man on the Harley! No wonder they’re in trouble with Sheriff Dean.”

      I paused, a mini alarm going off in my head. “Man on the Harley?”

      “Oh, yes.” She nodded, stepping away from the door and leaning in. “He was here just after the handsome man went out yesterday afternoon.”

      “Here? You mean, here at the bed and breakfast? Was he looking for a room?”

      “No, no, no, no,” Marvella said, her head shaking in quick punctuation. “He was here to see her. Went up to her room and everything.”

      Her tone left no doubt—she considered it quite the scandal for Scarlet to have entertained a biker in her bedroom.

      “How long was he there?”

      “Probably an hour. He arrived just after the blond one left on his walkabout, and came right in. I only saw him for a minute. He had one of those…oh, what do they call them now?” She put her hands on top of her head, like a halo. Or a crown.

      Or a manbun.

      “Did you happen to catch his name?” I asked, trying not to let the frog in my throat make me croak. I didn’t want her to think I was prying.

      “I didn’t speak to him at all.” Marvella nodded back at the door. “I usually don’t sit at the desk in the afternoons once all of our rooms are full. They know to ring me if they need anything.”

      “Then how did you see him?”

      “I was on the other side of that alley,” she said, pointing, “salting the ice on the back sidewalk. There’s a dip in the sidewalk, and when the snow melts during the day and freezes at night, we can get a little sheet like an ice rink back there. That’s where most of the guests park, so I need to keep it safe for them to walk.”

      She seemed so pleased with herself for this little detail, she practically beamed and I nodded my thanks. I apologized again for the door issue and made my excuses. It was time to get back to the bakery.

      But something nagged at me, the whole way back.

      If Derek Hobson was the manbun-wearing biker who had visited Scarlet’s room, it hadn’t been long after Claire’s murder. He’d either known to come here because he’d been following them, or because they’d agreed to meet—the B&B was too far off the beaten path to be a drop-by stop. And if Scarlet had arranged to meet Derek without Henry…something didn’t sit right about that.

      When I got back to the Matchbakery, Emma’s lights were on in her shop. The lot was empty. I usually had a bigger lunch rush on Wednesdays, so I needed to get to prepping.

      I hadn’t gotten far into my soup making before Emma came over to partake of the coffee pot. Her visits were practically like clockwork.

      “I saw you were gone when I got here,” she said, sipping from the cup and standing in the doorway, not really inside the kitchen. “What happened?”

      “Can you make a new pot for the lunch crowd?” I asked, putting the last of the vegetables into the soup pot. I was making my mother’s Ribollita, which was a bean, tomato, and cabbage winter soup with leftover bread that she’d often made when I was growing up. I hadn’t realized just how much I needed comfort until that moment. I was making my mother’s comfort food.

      “You don’t want to talk about it?” Emma asked, her words gentle.

      “It’s not that.” I began cleaning the prep station, careful of the knives. Knives were my kryptonite. “I just wasn’t anticipating being gone this long, and I forgot to pick up the little notes Irma promised to give me about the macarons.”

      “You forgot them?”

      “I got distracted.”

      She filled the pot with water at the big silver sink. “By…Henry?”

      I wanted to roll my eyes. Emma had too much of an interest in doing my hair and fixing me up on dates. There was a murder to solve here, people.

      “By his agent.” I stood next to her, placing the knives into the appropriate sink and beginning the cleanup process. I had to concentrate a little more on food safety regulations, since my natural inclination was to cook with abandon.

      “What did she want?” Emma walked out of the kitchen, disdain in her voice.

      Mostly to belittle me. But I couldn’t tell my friend that. She’d get defensive on my behalf, and that move had already gotten us into trouble.

      “I gave her a ride home from the sheriff’s office.” My shoulders went up in anticipation of a tongue-lashing, but it never came. I wasn’t sure she’d heard me, until she stuck her head around the corner, her brows drawn together.

      “You feel guilty, don’t you?”

      “Of course I feel guilty. If I hadn’t sent them to Rolo, they never would have gotten into this mess.”

      “Well, that’s not true,” she snorted. “From what Joshua told me, it was just a matter of time before that whole mess imploded.”

      I placed the knives in the drying rack and wiped my hands on the towel hanging over my shoulder. “What mess?”

      “I don’t think anyone knows about this,” Emma said, sneaking into the kitchen with wide eyes. “And Joshua made me promise not to tell anyone—”

      “Wait. When did you talk to him?” I crossed my arms over my chest. Emma seemed to have this moth-to-flame thing with her deadbeat jerk of a cheating husband, no matter what he did.

      The most recent what was to run off in the middle of the night to some casino in Northwest Montana with about ten thousand dollars Emma had saved up for a new car, promising he could triple their money.

      While the jury was out on whether he’d had any luck, his type never returned with good news in the long run.

      “He called about an hour ago.” Emma looked at the floor, nervous. Normally, she told me everything, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about the purpose of his call. But I didn’t need her to share in order to know what he was doing. He always did the same thing.

      “Don’t give him any more money, Em.” I shook my head. “It was a big enough mistake leaving your savings book out.”

      “Will you listen for a second?” she said, an edge of anger in her voice. “I think there’s something you need to know.”

      “What’s that?” I didn’t uncross my arms. I was still looking for a way to talk out the situation with her husband. But she got prickly around that topic.

      “Claire Barnett is the reason Henry Savage left Saint Agnes.” She widened her eyes, looking at me with conspiratorial interest. “Joshua doesn’t know much, but he was in the same year as Henry, and they graduated right before the high school co-op. So they didn’t know each other well, and he doesn’t know exactly what happened. But he knows Claire and Henry were getting hot and heavy—which he thought was weird for a senior dating a freshman—and then, all of the sudden, Claire went nuts on him. Like, seriously crazy. We’re talking showing-up-where-he-worked-and-peeing-on-his-car crazy. He was supposed to stay through the summer, but he ended up leaving for Los Angeles early.”

      I swallowed against this new information. Somehow, I’d known there was much, much more to the story. The thought of Henry and Claire having this old relationship, in addition to the stalking, was throwing me for a loop.

      I needed more information, but I sure didn’t want to track down Josh Brent. I had to find a way to talk to Claire Barnett’s mother. Before someone else realized this connection and clammed up for good.
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      Austin didn’t show up with Leo after school, but I still had to leave him to run the bakery alone. Dressed in my clergy shirt and collar, with my hair brushed into what I assumed was a trendy comb-over and a little makeup on my face, I made a presentable pastor.

      The Barnett house was a short-pitched, ranch-style brick home, nearly across the street from the high school. It also happened to be just up the street from Henry and Scarlet’s bed and breakfast. The black sports car, I noticed, was still in the driveway.

      I still wondered about that little meeting between Scarlet and Derek, and I wanted to stop in and ask questions. Perhaps the collar would work on Scarlet.

      Hmm. Doubtful.

      The door opened and a bleary-faced Austin Krantz answered. I was a little taken aback. When he didn’t accompany Leo to the bakery, it was usually because he was lifting weights in the gym with the rest of the football team as part of their off-season workout.

      “Miss Vee?” he asked, quirking up an eyebrow. His eyes went immediately to my collar. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came by to see your grandmother.” I clutched at the plate of macarons I carried—my peace offering. At least it wasn’t in one of the white Matchbakery boxes.

      “She’s in the kitchen.” He backed up, opening the door all the way. “Come on in.”

      I followed him through the house, holding back the awkward questions that wanted to spill out of my mouth to fill time. Austin’s grandmother stood in front of the stove—a slight, dark-haired woman in a red, polka-dotted apron over grey slacks and a white shirt. She looked up through her glasses, her gaze first landing on my collar and then on Austin.

      “Gran, this is Miss Vee. She’s here to see you.” He took the cookie plate I offered and set it on the counter. He slipped back into a chair at the kitchen table, books split open and papers spread, just like they would have been at the bakery.

      “Frances Barnett,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron and then extending one. “I’ve heard a lot about you lately, Reverend Vale.”

      That was a loaded statement. I had a notion it wasn’t all good. I took Mrs. Barnett’s hand. “Please, call me Vangie.”

      Frances turned back to the stove, plunking a few potatoes into the water off a white cutting board. She gave the pot a quick stir and set the spoon on the counter, turning to Austin. “You keep an eye on that stew, honey. I’m going to go speak with Reverend Vale in the living room.”

      “Okay, Gran.” Austin moved his chair just enough that he could see the big stock pot.

      Frances pulled off her red apron and settled it on the back of the other chair at the table, then kissed Austin’s head. She led me through the house to two big wing-back chairs near a window, and gestured for me to sit in one of them.

      Her living room had a preserved feeling. Plastic on all the furniture, pristine carpets, wood grain visible on tables and bookshelves without a speck of dust. Impressive.

      On one side, opposite the short, wooden box that housed a television, was what could only be described as a shrine. Set into the middle of the bookshelves that lined the space, it was about three feet wide, and extended from the floor to the ceiling. A flag draped over the counter, coming about halfway to the floor. Framed pictures of military men sat on the flag. Above them, on another star-spangled shelf, sat two glass boxes displaying medals I couldn’t see. A framed set of knives that looked like they might have been from another century adorned the shelf above that.

      “Are you from a military family?” Frances asked, her eyes also on the display. She had a wistful, proud countenance. I couldn’t quite tell where she was looking, but there were three very large framed pictures on display, each obviously from a different era.

      The newest of the three sat in the middle, a picture of a young man in a pea coat with gold buttons down both sides of his chest, set against a blue background. To his right and left, similar formal pictures, only the men were in fatigues, sitting in front of flags. One was obviously older, practically in sepia tones.

      “My uncle was in the Army,” I said. “He went to West Point.”

      Frances seemed to take in the entirety of the shrine and then let out a long breath. “I’d hoped that Austin would choose to apply there, instead of going to Annapolis,” she said, giving me a little smile. “But he’s got his heart set on playing football for the Naval Academy, just like his Daddy. That boy has such a need for family connections. I should have known he’d pick the Navy.”

      I took my life into my hands, shifting subjects when she gave me the opening. “That’s probably why he was so devastated about Claire.”

      Every muscle in her body tightened, and the smile faded. “How do you know about Claire?”

      “Just what I’ve heard from Nikki and Austin.”

      “Nothing, then.” She sighed and sat back in the tall, soft chair. In a different century, a different country, she could have been a queen. The way she held herself so straight, her look so pensive. She and Nikki both shared a fine-boned, almost bird-like gentility.

      “I wanted to check in on you. Often, when these tragedies take place, those who survive can be left with confusing, difficult emotions. Given how often I see Austin and the fact that I’m a pastor, I would like to help if I can.”

      “This wasn’t a tragedy, Reverend Vale,” she said with a bite to her tone. “It was the inevitable consequence of Claire’s life choices.”

      I tried to keep the shock off my face, but I couldn’t avoid feeling some amazement. She seemed more torn up about the pictures on the mantel, the loss of those men who had volunteered their lives in service, than she did by the murder of her own daughter.

      “What life choices?” I asked, tentatively.

      She crossed her hands in her lap. “Ever since she took up with that Savage boy, she’s been on a bad path. For almost twenty years, I’ve been unmaking her bad choices for her, and now she’s gone.”

      The way she said the words, putting such little emotion behind them, caught me off-guard. I was used to people being numb in the wake of death. Or stricken. Or angry. But resigned? That was one I hadn’t experienced before.

      “What happened with Henry Savage?” I asked.

      She glared at me. “That boy ruined her life, that’s what.” Frances Barnett caught herself, like she thought she’d shown too much emotion, and went back to looking at the shrine. “If my Daniel had been alive, he would have exercised better discipline. But after that boy…after they…broke up, she was different. I didn’t know what to do with her.”

      “Different, how?”

      “Sullen. Disobedient. Angry.” She shook her head, a long sigh escaping her lips. “I had to send her to a special school, off in Minnesota, where my sister could look after her.”

      Something shifted in her features. There was a tightness just under her slightly wrinkled skin, like she was holding something back. I sat very still, hoping she would keep talking without any prompting.

      Her eyes seemed to glaze over, and she moved her hands up, crossing them over her abdomen. “Auggie died not long after that, and Nikki had to come home from overseas. She wasn’t even here when all that happened.”

      “Yes,” I noted, remembering my conversations with Austin. “I’ve heard Nikki’s husband was a great man.”

      “Of course he was,” she said, with a little snap, pulling her hands up even more, until they practically cupped her abdomen. “They were married in Africa, you know. None of the family was there, but it was a beautiful ceremony.”

      “Why Africa?”

      “That’s where August was stationed. Nairobi.”

      Something tickled the back of my mind, like a familiar itch I wanted to scratch. But before I could ask any more questions, she’d risen from the chair and crossed to the shrine.

      “They gave him the Purple Heart for being killed in action.” Frances picked up one of the boxes of medals. “My Daniel received one, as well, and so did my father.”

      I came to stand beside her, and she handed it to me. With a glass front and a velvet inset, I could clearly see the black leather case inside that read Purple Heart in gold filigree letters. Beside the case was a gold medal in the shape of a heart with a bust inside, hanging from a V-shaped purple ribbon. Above it was a pin and a purple rectangle.

      Frances picked up another box, containing rectangles of ribbon with different stripe patterns and a couple of medals I didn’t recognize. “Auggie’s parents have his Purple Heart, but I have Daniel’s.”

      “These are beautiful,” I said, trying to think of a way to steer the conversation back to Claire and Henry, but any pivot would seem like prying, at this point. The natural flow of the conversation had moved directly into military service awards, which neither Claire nor Henry possessed.

      “Nikki lets me keep Auggie’s picture here, and Austin has a little one at home.” She replaced the boxes, reverently. “I like to keep all our military men together.”

      The way she said the word our gave me a little chill, like anyone else’s claim was superfluous, and she owned them. I handed her the Purple Heart like it was a bomb. If I could have wiped my fingerprints from the case, I would have.

      I pointed to the knife collection. “Those are beautiful, too.”

      “My Daniel hated guns. Unfair in a fight.” Her lips settled into a strange smile. “He made his own knives, you know.” She turned to the kitchen, leaning back just a touch. “Aussie, can you come in here for a moment?”

      The young man bounded through the doors, eyes wide like something was wrong. When he saw us standing in front of the shrine, he paused, his face going dark. “Yes, Gran?”

      “Do you still have Papa’s knife? I wanted to show it to Reverend Vale.”

      “Why?” His voice took a rough turn. “You gave it to me.”

      “Aussie,” she scolded. “Don’t be rude in front of guests.”

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Barnett. Really,” I said.

      “No. You simply must see it. Daniel was an expert craftsman and Austin carries it with him everywhere, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      “I don’t have it on me now.” He shoved his hands in his back pockets. “I’ll show her sometime at the bakery.”

      Frances looked decidedly nonplussed. She fussed us both away and into the kitchen, where the soup pot sat unattended. From her jerky motions, it was obvious that she was unhappy with her grandson, but I thought it best to let the subject drop.

      “I really just stopped by to make sure you were all right,” I said, putting a hand on Austin’s shoulder.

      Frances moved to the stove, pulling the apron back over her head. “We’re fine, Reverend, but I appreciate the visit.”

      “Have you decided where to do the funeral, yet?” I ventured, cautiously.

      “Oh, we’re not in charge of that.” Frances stirred the soup, acting as though I’d been asking about the parade arrangements for Homecoming, or some other silly thing. Not her daughter’s funeral.

      “But I assumed—”

      “Really, Reverend, we haven’t known Claire for nearly twenty years now. She’s been part of someone else’s family for much longer than she was part of mine. Nikki and I don’t speak of her anymore. I’m not even sure we’ll go to the funeral. Derek will be handling all that, I’m sure.”

      Her back was turned, so she didn’t see the look on Austin’s face—or the muscle spasming furiously in his jaw. I tapped his shoulder and he released the tension, looking up at me.

      I was about to ask if he was okay, but the strange difference in his appearance made me keep my mouth closed. I didn’t want to alert his Gran if he didn’t. I couldn’t help being on Austin’s side. He was the one getting hurt by all this silence Nikki and Frances had been keeping for years. Missing out on knowing his aunt and uncle.

      And the idolizing of Auggie Krantz bothered me in a way I couldn’t quite verbalize. I needed time to think. To sort this all through.

      Frances insisted on having Austin show me to the door. Her words were sweet-tipped and quick, but it was obvious I’d tripped a nerve by bringing Claire up again. Something was off about this entire family.

      Austin walked me through the dark hall and held the door open. When we were almost out onto the stoop, I put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’m here if you ever need to talk. You can always find me at the bakery.”

      “Thanks, Miss Vee.”

      I stepped off the stoop and toward the Tank, but something made me turn back. Austin was still standing in the open door, staring at me. It was an odd, calm stare, like he had something to hide from me, too.

      But I’d seen signs of anger and hurt in him. I paused and asked, “Will you be going to the funeral?”

      The response was immediate. But it wasn’t the flash of anger; a slide of sadness washed over his features like a slow stream.

      “My mom won’t go. Gran just said she’s probably not going. I guess that means I shouldn’t go either. Mom will kill me if I bring it up again.”

      “Then I’ll take you. Or Leo can. But you’re eighteen, aren’t you?”

      Austin shook his head, finally looking up to meet my eyes. “Not until the end of May.”

      “Well, you’re almost eighteen. I think that constitutes adulthood.”

      He nodded, still hesitant, and swung the door like he might close it, but when he looked up and saw me still waiting on the stoop, he paused. “Miss Vee, can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “You said last night that all lying was wrong, even if it’s for someone’s own good, because all lies have consequences.”

      “I’m not sure that’s exactly what I said, but that’s about the gist of it, yeah. Why?”

      He pushed at the door, all nerves. “If you lie to someone, and then they never find out, who pays those consequences?”

      The question stopped me short. It was such a poignant, deep, honest inquiry, and the answer was so complicated—emotionally, not to mention theologically—that I wasn’t sure exactly what to say.

      “That depends. Am I sorry that I lied?” I asked, taking his you seriously.

      He thought about that for a long minute, staring up at the place where the door met the jamb in a way that made me wonder if he would tear up…and if I would move to comfort him. “What if you’re not sorry?”

      “Then I’ll bear that burden. Or my conscience will.”

      Austin nodded, as though that was what he’d expected, and turned back into the house. I wanted to tell him to unburden himself. To tell me what the lies were. But I had a feeling they had been buried under the weight of yet another death.

      By the time I drove past the B&B, the black sports car was gone. I made a stop at the hospital, where I visited the members of our parish who were in the nursing home and in hospital rooms. I had plates of cookies for everyone, and they were very well received.

      When I finally returned to the Matchbakery, there were only two vehicles in the parking lot. One was Leo’s old Datsun. The other was a truck I didn’t recognize. Through the bell-laden door, I could see Leo at the corner table with his mother and father huddled around him. The Van Andels were in the middle of an important conversation, everyone leaning in, frustrated creases on their brows.

      Leo’s dad slapped the table so hard, I could hear it through the door. He pointed aggressively in Jenna’s direction. His wife grabbed his finger, about to speak, when she saw me.

      I nodded and came through the door, wincing as the bell jingled in the silence. I made my way over to the bake case and the corner table. Jenna Van Andel latched onto her husband’s hand like they’d been in the middle of a romantic gesture.

      “Miss Vee,” Leo said with a big smile. “You’re back early.”

      “I wanted to close up before I did any more errands.” I walked around the table to stand between him and his dad. “I figured you would have better things to do than hang around here, babysitting freshmen.”

      “Nyah, I don’t mind.” He settled his hand down on top of his parents’ clasped ones. “My parents stopped by to carb-load before they went to the gym. They were just leaving.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I held it back. The quote-unquote-gym in Saint Agnes was the high school training room. The football coach opened it up after the team’s open lift hours were over.

      “Actually, we came here to see you, Miss Vee.” Jenna’s words were just a little too saccharine for my taste.

      “You really can call me Vangie.” I smiled at her, trying to relieve whatever pressure she felt.

      “Leo needs to stop working here,” Mike said, turning his head up so he could look me directly in the eyes. But the glance didn’t last long. He felt bad about this.

      “He…what?”

      “Dad, I told you, I’m not going to quit.” Leo’s tone was firm, very adult-like.

      “I don’t care what you say, son. You’re neglecting your studies. That was our agreement. Your grades suffer, you’re done.”

      Leo bounced up, chest out like a caveman. “I’m eighteen. You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “I’m your father, I’ll do whatever I want.”

      “Hold on, here. There’s a simple way to fix this,” I said, putting my hands out to calm everyone down. I wasn’t about to cause any more problems in this town. “Leo, you’re fired.”

      “What?” His brows came together so hard, there was almost a snapping sound. “Vangie, you can’t do that.”

      “That’s Miss Vee to you, and I just did.” I put a hand on his shoulder, trying to calm him down. “Look, your parents have your best interests at heart. If they think you shouldn’t be working here, then I think you need to listen to them.”

      “But I want to be a baker. This is the only bakery in town.” He lowered his voice, leaning in. “You know I need the hours to be ready for Escoffier.”

      That sent a little pang through me. Leo’s dream was to get accepted at a great pastry school. I knew that firing him would put a damper on his ability to be ready for the application process.

      I glanced from Mike to Jenna and back.

      “Leo’s classwork is suffering,” Mike said, but his nervous body language said there was something else going on.

      “That’s so not true,” his son shot back. “One A-minus, Dad. One. All I do is homework and school. This is the only time I have to work on what’s really important to me.”

      Both parents seemed a little skewered by that comment, and they squirmed in their seats. I walked back to flip the open sign to closed. I wanted Leo to stay, but I needed his parents to approve of the decision. I wasn’t going to allow my shop to come between him and his parents. I made my way back toward the table of awkward body language.

      “Look,” I said, crossing my arms. “I can tell there’s something else going on here. Leo has good grades, he wants to keep his job, and I’d like him to stay, but there’s obviously a reason the two of you don’t want him to work here. I’d like to know what it is, so all our cards are on the table.”

      The two parents exchanged tense glances. They had one of those silent conversations people can only have after years of being together, and it ended when Jenna’s shoulders drooped and she gave him a short nod.

      “We don’t want Leo being involved with the kind of person who would stand up for Henry Savage,” Mike said, releasing Jenna and leaning back again, crossing his arms.

      My vision narrowed and my palms itched. I could feel frustration rising up inside me. They thought I was some sort of bad influence on their son? This was ridiculous. I wanted to lash out, defend my actions, put Mike Van Andel in his place.

      But if I allowed my response to be influenced by the adrenaline rush currently flooding my body, I would say something I really regretted. I slowed my breathing, trying to focus on what I really wanted out of this situation. I wanted to protect myself, of course. Who wouldn’t, when they felt attacked? But I also wanted to know why they thought it was wrong of me to protect Henry.

      I finally opened my mouth, dry tongue sticking to the roof for a second. “What is wrong with Henry Savage?” I asked, tripping over the words a bit.

      “He’s a murderer.” Jenna said the words a little too quickly, looking at Mike instead of me. “Malcolm arrested him for murder.”

      “But he didn’t do it,” I argued. And he still hadn’t actually arrested him, but arguing that was moot.

      “If the sheriff thinks he did it, then he did it.” Mike’s tone was hard, but something else crawled beneath it, like fish under the cap of ice on Hebgen Lake.

      There was no convincing them. They wouldn’t trust my intuition. They trusted Malcolm’s. New tactics.

      “What would it take for you to let Leo continue to work here?” I asked, resigning myself to the situation.

      “You need to stop asking questions about this murder, like you think Malcolm isn’t doing his job,” Mike said. “Leave Austin alone. He’s had enough death in his life. The less he thinks about Claire Barnett, the better.”

      The request made me pause. It seemed so much like none of their business.

      Could I really leave an innocent man to suffer the consequences of someone else’s misappropriations? Of course, it was possible I was wrong about Henry. I just didn’t buy that the stalking would have been motivation enough for murder. Especially not in broad daylight. And if he had killed her, why on Earth had he stayed in town?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      Part of me wanted to share these thoughts with Malcolm, just to see what he had to say about them. Maybe, if I could be assured the sheriff had considered all of that, I would be able to leave it alone.

      That didn’t really count as continuing the investigation.

      So I nodded at Mike and Jenna Van Andel. I agreed to stop asking questions about Claire’s murder. I agreed to stop defending Henry Savage.

      Okay, okay. I lied.
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      A text from my sister was waiting on my phone when I finally got back to my purse in the back office of the bakery. You’re in luck. No calls to the bishop, she had texted me. And then, the next one, Try to stay out of trouble, V.

      Even the Love you she ended with didn’t quite ease the tension churning in my gut. I was desperate to talk to someone about Claire’s murder and my fears about not being able to extricate myself from the situation. But she would be at the gym. Unreachable.

      I sincerely hoped that talking to Malcolm would help put these things to rest.

      It was just after five, and the sheriff’s office was dead when I got there. There was one car in the parking lot—a white Taurus that I thought I recognized but couldn’t quite place. Irma was still at the desk, writing something on a piece of paper that lay on top of a manila folder. She buzzed me into the office and placed the paperwork on the lower counter, folding her hands over the Formica and smiling.

      “I have those little comment cards, if you’d like them,” she said.

      “Thanks, Irma, but I’m here to see Malcolm. Is he around?”

      “Oh, honey, you just missed him. He’s gone home for the night. But there are two deputies here, if you need to report something.”

      Home. Malcolm was at his house, which happened to be next door to my house. I could easily stop by to chat—and drop some of my thoughts about the investigation into the conversation.

      Y’know. Casual-like.

      “I can probably catch him at home.” I glanced into the back of the office, toward the interrogation rooms and the hallway that led to the holding cell.

      “Do you want to see Henry instead?” she asked, a compassionate drop to her voice.

      My mouth hung open in surprise. I hadn’t even considered the possibility. We had been strangers thirty-six hours ago, but he and this murder case had sucked up so much of my focus. It would be strange to let go of Henry without seeing this through until the end.

      Looking around, I didn’t see any of the deputies. No one else was around. No one to tell the Van Andels that I’d been in to see him. No one to tell Malcolm. I shrugged my shoulders. “Why not.”

      “Let me take you back there,” she said, scooting out from behind the counter. “You’ll have to talk to him through the bars of the holding cell.”

      I followed her past the interrogation rooms and through a big door that took her a solid minute and two keys to open. It was quite the setup for such a small jail, but I felt comforted by the knowledge that at least this was secure. If we did ever get real criminals in Saint Agnes, they would be handled.

      Behind the bars, Henry sat on a cot, still wearing the same suit he’d had on the previous day, head in his hands, looking defeated. My insides melted a little. I hated seeing people like this. I hated seeing him like this.

      “Stay back here, honey,” Irma pointed to a yellow line that ran along the back of the room, parallel to the holding cell. Henry looked up when she spoke, and his brows curled together when he saw me. He stood, walking to the bars and gripping them.

      “When you’re done, buzz me on the intercom and I’ll come back and get you,” Irma finished, then used her keys to get through the door again.

      “What are you doing here, Vangie?” Henry asked in his normal, American accent. It caught me off-guard and I stepped forward, over the yellow line.

      I wanted to comfort him, but that wasn’t a great idea. I stepped back. “I just wanted to see how you were doing. Whether there’s been any news.”

      “My lawyer advised me not to talk about it.” He sighed, long and slow, closing his eyes. “But I’m going crazy in here. Have you seen Scarlet?”

      “I took her home after they released her.”

      “Did she say anything?”

      “Mostly, she tried to convince me how insignificant I was, which…go figure. She also told me about your wife.”

      “Ex-wife,” he said, turning back into the cell. “We may not be officially divorced yet, but that’s the next step.”

      I felt some hesitancy rising in my stomach. “How many times have you been married?”

      Henry gripped the bars on the left side of his cage, not turning to face me. He shook his head. “Scarlet told you I’d been married before?”

      “She may have mentioned it.”

      “She likes to tell women that so I don’t have anyone to rely on except her.” He pushed off the bars and came back toward me. “What if I told you it was a lot? More than once? Would that scare you off?”

      I shrugged. “Henry, I’m only worried about getting you out of this jail cell.”

      “Because it’s been more than once.”

      “Fine.”

      “More than twice, even.”

      “Okay.”

      “More than three times.”

      “Got it.”

      He finally cracked a smile, and everything inside me relaxed. I looked to my left, checking to see if anyone would notice if I crossed the line again. There was a camera over the door, and I didn’t want to push my luck, even though there was no red dot, the telltale sign it was recording.

      “Like I said, I just want to make sure you’re okay,” I said. “I can’t shake the feeling this is all my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault, Vangie.” He lowered his head. Apparently, the Vic nickname was part of his British persona. “Claire must have been following me. It’s not like she hangs out at that gas station. She doesn’t even live around here.”

      I opened my mouth to correct that statement, but decided against it. “How do you know where she lives?” I asked instead.

      Discomfort radiated off him. He gripped the bars. “I can’t answer that question.”

      “Why not?”

      “My lawyer told me not to answer anyone’s questions about the incident.”

      The incident. He said those words like Claire hadn’t been brutally murdered. Maybe he hadn’t killed her, but he’d lied about plenty of things—seeing her at the gas station, knowing her at all. What else was he lying about?

      I wanted to ask more questions, but if I got lawyered one more time, I was going to stop being so charitable with him. There was no reason for him not to tell me what was going on. I was on his side. He had to know that.

      “Where is your lawyer staying?”

      “Scarlet’s giving her statement to one of the deputies. He’s in the interrogation room with her.” Henry shrugged. “I don’t know where he’s staying. Probably at that B&B.”

      “Scarlet is here, giving her statement?”

      “Yeah. She just came in to see me, with the sheriff looking on, of course.”

      “What did you decide to do? Tell the truth?”

      Henry’s face lined with concern. “I’ve been telling you the truth.”

      I crossed my arms. That was blatantly untrue. “But, tell the truth to Malcolm? To the sheriff? About the real events of your morning yesterday?”

      “Yes. My lawyer advised me to tell the sheriff what really happened. Why we switched our stories.”

      “Good. If you’re innocent, you should act innocent with the police. Tell them the truth.”

      He looked around the holding cell area, studiously avoiding me. I didn’t like the nervous look on his face. Even if he hadn’t killed Claire, there were plenty of things he could have done that were still criminal. I got that feeling again that there was something big he was holding back.

      “I’m not that innocent,” he said, staring at the floor in front of my feet.

      “What does that mean?”

      Henry shook his head. “You’re going to find things out about me that you’re not going to like, Vangie.” He finally raised his eyes to look into mine. They were so red and bloodshot, I knew he was on the verge of tears. “I’m afraid of the look on your face when you do.”

      I pressed my lips together, feeling an onslaught of emotion. This exchange had a goodbye feeling to it, like he was about to tell me to stop coming to see him. Probably the only thing he and the Van Andels had in common.

      “You could tell me yourself,” I said. “I promise, I’ll handle it better coming from you.”

      “I don’t think I could bear watching you hear it.” He pushed on the bars, like he was Sampson. Or maybe Superman. But they didn’t move. “I’d rather be holding you.”

      A shiver ran through me, standing all my fine hairs on end. Not with attraction, but with fear. Who said something like that to a near-stranger?

      In my discomfort, I turned away just enough that I saw one of the interrogation room doors open through the cross-hatched security window in the big jail room door. The deputy who emerged stood with his back to me, ushering someone out of the room. I expected Scarlet and the infamous lawyer.

      Instead, I recognized the elegant neck and up-do and profile of Nikki Krantz. My breath caught in my throat.

      What was she doing here?

      “What’s wrong?” Henry asked, pressing closer to the bars. “Is that Scarlet?”

      “No. It’s Claire’s sister.” I walked to the intercom and depressed the button, calling for Irma. I looked back at him, and the tension rolling through him was palpable.

      “Don’t leave me, Vangie,” he whispered. “Please. Don’t go yet. I can’t be in here alone.”

      There was an urgency underlying his words that I couldn’t quite read. Henry reached one of his hands through the bars, as though he would physically stop me from leaving if he could. He had clearly formed an attachment to me that I didn’t return. I felt for him. Sadness. Sorrow. Pity. Not desire.

      I squeezed his hand, quickly, waiting for Irma, who came trundling down the hallway toward me.

      “I’ll be back in the morning,” I said to Henry. “I’ll stop by the bed and breakfast and get you a clean suit. A toothbrush, maybe, and deodorant. Just so you can be more comfortable.”

      He gave me that million-dollar smile, looking up with hooded eyes. “I’ll bet you make a great vicar,” he said, his British accent returning. I could almost see him take on the character again. It was eerie.

      “I bet you make a great actor,” I said, returning the smile.

      Irma came through the door and escorted me out toward the front. Nikki Krantz was standing with her back to me, the deputy’s hand still lingering there. They were clearly friends.

      “You don’t have to do this, Nikki,” he was saying. “I promise, we’ll get this guy without you.”

      “Malcolm said you needed me,” she said, her voice low.

      “He shouldn’t have done this.” The deputy stepped back, shaking his head and taking his hands off Nikki.

      Irma pushed past me and toward the two of them, hustling Nikki to the front of the counter. When she turned around and saw me, her whole body tightened. Her smile was a few seconds too late.

      “Miss Vee,” she said, her hand clutching her purse to her stomach. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just dropped by to visit with Irma,” I said, regretting the lie only a little. “I like to bring my new pastries over to get feedback for the tourist season.”

      “Oh, yeah,” the deputy said. “Those little cookies you brought were killer.” He offered a big smile as I walked around to stand near Nikki, on the civilian side of the intake counter. His shirt had the words Van Andel stitched into the brown fabric.

      He was too young to be Mike’s brother. He couldn’t have been much older than Leo, although I knew Leo didn’t have any older siblings. Still, the sight of the name made my stomach churn a little. If he knew I’d been back visiting Henry…

      “Macarons,” I said, speaking through a little tremor. “They’re called macarons.”

      “Well, they’re great.” He stuck his thumbs into his thick belt and leaned back on his heels. “All tens. I filled out one of those little cards Irma makes.”

      The secretary, as if on cue, gathered them together and handed them to me. “Thanks so much for stopping by, Reverend. The cookies were a big hit this week. They devoured both boxes.”

      She smiled at me as I left the three of them standing at the counter. Nikki’s words rang in my ear: Malcolm said you needed me. To make the case against Henry, I assumed.

      The whole ride back to my house, I was forced to contemplate which I needed more: a talented staff person, or an answer to what had really happened to Claire Barnett Hobson.

      I decided to take my life into my hands and visit the sheriff at home. I hadn’t actually been to his house, which was something of a no-no for a clergyperson. It sort of defied the “love your neighbor” rule. But for me, it was a necessity. Malcolm had always made it clear he was no fan of mine. I tried not to annoy people who hated me.

      Malcolm’s house was a little yellow box, with dormers sticking out on either side. The living room was in the front of the house, facing the street. When I reached the stoop, I could see the blue glow of a TV in the low light of the early evening.

      Either no one was in front of the TV, or they were on the opposite side of the room, because I couldn’t see anyone sitting on the couch. I took my chances and reached for the doorbell, but there was a little black hole in the siding where the doorbell should have been. Instead, I knocked on the screen door.

      Quick steps followed the knock, and I saw a head walk past the curtained window. Then I saw the rest of him—Malcolm was coming down the hallway, a T-shirt in his hands. Naked shoulders. He pulled the shirt over his head before opening the door. There was a hard set to his face as he pushed the screen door open. I backed down the cement steps so he could come out onto the stoop.

      He had on a pair of jeans and a gray T-shirt that looked vaguely familiar. He smelled like sweat, and I imagined I had either interrupted bedroom time or workout time. I did not want to know which one.

      “What do you want, Evangeline?” He crossed his arms and came down the steps.

      “Okay, hear me out.” I put my hands out, like I needed to placate him, and I suppose I did. I’d been warned off his property on more than one occasion. “Since you found a box from my bakery at that crime scene, and you initially suspected—”

      “Still suspect your involvement,” he said, his tone dark. “Let’s get that straight.”

      “How could you suspect me? I was at work all day.”

      “You’re bending over backward to help Henry Savage.”

      “Because he’s innocent.” I took a breath, trying to keep calm.

      Malcolm narrowed his dark eyes. “He’s not innocent. This is why you leave the police investigation to the police, Evangeline.”

      “I was with him when he found out Claire was dead. He was completely shocked, from the first moment. I know you’re going to say, ‘He’s an actor,’ but you have to understand how micro-expressions work. I know—”

      “Don’t give me that,” he spat out, taking a step toward me. “I’m not going to just take your word that he’s innocent because you watched an episode of Lie to Me.”

      “That’s not fair.” Frustration was bubbling up inside. I tried my best to diffuse it, but I just couldn’t. It was so hard to explain my ability to read people, let alone justify it. I could try to talk about how Henry’s face had looked at that moment: the ridge of his brow, the lines around his eyes, and the immediate edge of fear, but I doubted he’d listen to me if I told him none of those things pointed to guilt. I’d seen guilt often enough to pick up on it anywhere. But that sounded woo-woo, and I knew he wouldn’t set any stock in it.

      “I was elected to this job, and I take it very seriously. The men and women who have served as my deputies all take it very seriously. We’re not just going to arrest someone because we don’t like them. I’ll arrest him because the evidence points to him.”

      “What evidence?” I asked, putting my hands out between us, almost like I expected him to place the evidence there.

      Maybe I did. Maybe I needed to see it for myself, because I just couldn’t shake my impression that there was a lot more to this than just Henry.

      “When we close the case, you can request the file and I’ll be happy to let you read it. Until then, you need to stop interfering, or I’ll arrest you for obstructing the course of justice.”

      I sighed, turning to one side and crossing my arms. “You clearly have a problem with me, Sheriff. I don’t understand it, but don’t discount what I’m saying because of how you feel about me. Don’t let that get in the way of justice.” I couldn’t look back up at him—I knew my eyes would have anger in them. He had all the answers to my questions, but he wouldn’t even give me a breadcrumb.

      “I have a problem with you, because you continue to act like the law doesn’t apply to you, which doesn’t surprise me. You’re just like the rest of them.” His vehemence was shocking and I could feel his anger reverberating through me.

      Wow, he had a problem with women. And probably women in positions of power, too. Double whammy. I wasn’t sure how to get around this issue between us, but I needed answers.

      The only way, with guys like this, was to give in. Or appear to give in.

      “Okay,” I said, turning back to him and dropping my hands to my sides. “Let’s say you’re right, and Henry is guilty. I’m not on anyone’s side, here. I just want to see justice done. So maybe I can help you put him away.”

      “How’s that?” He looked a tiny, tiny, tiny bit interested. Or at least, not angry anymore.

      “You still haven’t officially charged him. So there must be something keeping you from doing that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He’s still in his suit. He hasn’t been fingerprinted yet. That’s why there’s no paparazzi, isn’t it? Because you haven’t filed official charges yet, so no one knows you even have him. And for now, Scarlett can keep it out of the papers, because he hasn’t been officially processed. You have forty-eight hours to charge him, and it’s been barely twenty-four. You could keep holding him without charging him, pretty much until tomorrow night. But you’re waiting on something. What is it?”

      A muscle ticked in Malcolm’s jaw and he stared down at me. “Let’s say I am waiting on something. How are you going to help?”

      “People have pretty much been answering all of my questions, which, I’m willing to bet, isn’t happening with you.”

      His head cocked to one side, like he was about to tell me to get off his property again, but then something released, just enough that his whole body seemed to unlock from whatever had been keeping it tight. “Okay, then. If you’re so interested in helping me out, tell me what Henry told you when you were in the office yesterday.”

      I instinctively backed away. “You won’t be able to use it in court. It’s heresay.”

      “Do you want justice? Or do you want to protect your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Malcolm scoffed, digging a toe into the grass next to the sidewalk. “That’s not the way he tells it.”

      “I literally met him yesterday. He’s not my boyfriend. I promise you. I’m just trying to get justice for someone I think is innocent.”

      “Let’s say, in a hypothetical situation here, that I have both motive and opportunity, but I’m still trying to prove the means of the crime. I’m pretty sure he told you something that will help me find the murder weapon.”

      My mouth dropped open and my jaw flapped for a second as I tried to remember my conversation with Henry. “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I think he told you where he was talking to Claire.”

      “I thought you were listening in on that conversation.”

      “We don’t have that capability. Our precinct is too small.”

      “But you told me you couldn’t guarantee it would be private, and then you came in and got him.”

      “Your five minutes were up.”

      I threw my hands in the air and turned around, pacing a little ways across the sidewalk. Did I know anything useful? What, exactly, had Henry said?

      Malcolm’s hand seemed to come out of nowhere, grabbing me hard. “You said you wanted justice, Evangeline,” he said, but there was genuine fear on his features.

      I had been walking toward my house. Did he think I was going to go without telling him what he needed to know? Crap on a cracker, he needed to settle down.

      “I was just thinking, Malcolm,” I said, shaking his hand off. “You don’t have to manhandle me. I’m on your side.”

      “You’re on Henry’s side,” he corrected, pointing his finger at me. “That’s not my side.”

      “I told you, I’m on the side of justice.” I let out a long sigh, feathering the bangs of my pixie cut.

      “Then tell me where the murder weapon is.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “You know where he was standing when he talked to Claire. Evidence on the scene suggests she wasn’t killed where we found her, but we haven’t been able to find the original scene of the crime and I think somebody cleaned it up. I’ve had guys combing that parking lot, and they’re not finding anything.”

      My memory flashed back to the pictures of the crime scene. Despite all those nasty wounds, there was no blood on the ground. Why hadn’t I noticed that at the time?

      “Tell me something, first.” I took in a breath, trying not to think about how much this was a betrayal of Henry. When it came down to it, Malcolm was right, I had to be on his side. On the side of justice. I just wanted the right people to be punished for this. “I know he had opportunity—I’m assuming that’s what Scarlet told you in her interrogation that made you come out and arrest Henry. But I still don’t understand why you think he would kill her. They were getting a restraining order against her. The problem was going to go away.”

      Malcolm gave a short, mirthless laugh and shook his head. “Evangeline, you have no idea, do you?”

      “Apparently not. But you’re going to tell me, or I won’t tell you what Henry told me in the interrogation room.”

      He bent his head down, all seriousness. A flash of concern darkened his features and he grabbed my shoulders. “Claire was claiming assault. In fact, she was going to tell the world about it. Scarlet said he was livid when he found out.”

      The world went sideways for half a second, and stopped breath burned in my throat. Malcolm kept me upright, but my knees eventually recovered. Everything else still felt like jelly.

      Like a robot, I repeated word for word what Henry had told me. Then I pulled my arms around my body and started walking down the sidewalk toward the street. Malcolm was calling after me, but I couldn’t register anything.

      I felt numb and vacant when I climbed into the Tank, like I was outside my own body. Malcolm kept coming down the sidewalk, but I started the car, put on my seatbelt, and pulled away from his house. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I needed to get away from him.

      He’d proven me wrong. This was the piece I had been missing—the why. The real why. Now that I knew the why, I knew Malcolm was right. Henry had been about to tell me earlier, in the jail. After all, his lies were about to come out into the open, and Malcolm would be able to prove he had killed Claire.

      I had picked the wrong man. Again.
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      I kept driving, steering down the winding roads to Madison Falls. It was fully dark by the time I got there. I wasn’t sure what would be open, but I needed to get somewhere in public so I would stop going crazy. And I needed to not be in Saint Agnes.

      There was a little coffee shop in a strip mall just as I got into town, and I went inside, dragging the messenger bag full of sermons with me. I only had a few of Norman’s to finish before I was done with this batch.

      The place was nearly deserted, all red-brown wood and trendy carpeting. The cashier was a little too bubbly for me, but I realized I was still wearing my clergy collar. It typically ensured friendly treatment.

      I sat down with my Glacier Chai Latte—which was probably dangerously caffeinated given the hour but I still needed to drive back to Saint Agnes that night, so maybe the caffeine wasn’t such a bad thing. My computer was in the messenger bag, and this place had free wi-fi, according to the little tented placard on the table, so I hooked in and opened an email to my sister.

      Priscilla wasn’t much of an email person, but it was way too late to call her. I started off by thanking her for going to the denominational offices and then proceeded to tell her as much of the story as I could. It felt good to tell her everything about Henry, and some of the tension released from my body.

      But, boy, I sure knew how to pick ‘em. Or they knew how to pick me, one of the two. I knew that’s what Priscilla would say, as a joke, but it would still sting. I had misjudged Henry so completely, I should be forced to lay down my Matchbaker apron.

      My sister would have reminded me that, when I first met Edward, I had also misjudged him. He had so much in common with Henry, it was uncanny. Minus the murder.

      A kind-faced older man sat down beside me and I looked up to see that the place had gotten a little busier. It was nearing eight o’clock. My latte had barely been touched in my haste to get an email off to Priscilla, so I sipped at it.

      I probably should have gone to Emma, or to Peter, or someone in Saint Agnes. I had a few friends, but no one like Cilla. There were plenty of people I could call, friends from home who would love to hear from me, but there was something different about unburdening myself to my sister.

      Tomorrow morning, we could talk for real while I was making pastries. Then, I might feel all the way better.

      I reached for the sermons, ready to immerse myself in Norman’s musings on The Cost of Discipleship again. In front of the folders lay the rubber-banded set of feedback cards from the police station’s stash of macarons.

      Why not. It would be a distraction.

      I opened the document I kept on my Mac with all the recorded feedback from the surveys and placed the cards on the small table beside my computer. The first one was, ironically, Malcolm’s. I was impressed that Irma had gotten him to fill one out. His comments were brief but complimentary.

      It would be a long time before I stopped seeing the look on his face as he prepared to tell me that Henry had killed Claire to cover up having assaulted her. Protective. Strange.

      The next card was from Irma, and her scripty writing made me laugh. I’d rather be eating your cookies than sitting on a beach drinking my weight in Mai Tais. She was a bright spot in my day, and her friendly comments were a buoy to my sad little heart.

      Stefan Van Andel was the name on the next card. That had to be the deputy from earlier this evening. Stefan. Despite what I’d learned, I was still curious to know how he was related to Mike.

      I pulled up a new browsing window and searched for the name Stefan Van Andel. One of the first things that came up was his Facebook page, so I clicked it open. Most of his page was public, which I found extremely helpful. I loved public Facebook pages. So much easier to be nosy.

      The pictures he’d posted were mostly of him and his friends doing various outdoor activities. Hunting, fishing, boating, and the like. Mike and Leo were in a couple of the pictures. Lord’s barnacles, Malcolm was even in one. I clicked on the pictures individually, so the captions came up on the sidebar.

      I paused when I reached a wedding photo. Mike and Stefan and two other men, dressed in matching ties and vests, standing alongside the groom, whose vest was a different color. All had slight variations in hair color, but their facial features were uncannily similar. They were staring off into the middle distance in a field of golden grass, with a green mountain vista in the background. It was John Van Andel’s picture; he’d tagged all of them and captioned it: my four brothers stood up with me at my wedding.

      Wow. Five Van Andel boys.

      Stefan was at the end of the line, and they were obviously arrayed in order of ascending age, except for the groom. Mike was the oldest, it appeared, and they stair-stepped down, probably a year or two at a time. It was possible that Stefan was somewhere in his early thirties, with Mike, the oldest, probably around forty. Or over forty.

      I saw that Mike’s name was lit up, indicating he had a Facebook profile as well, and I clicked on it. He had the smarts to have everything locked down, but that gave me a thought. I opened up another browser page and searched for Mike Van Andel and Saint Agnes.

      There was a page from the high school about Mike’s twentieth class reunion—apparently, he was the chair of the reunion committee. The reunion had been three years ago. Several sets of new-and-old pictures lined the page. A group of men in letter jackets on the left side, and a group of older men in plaid or polo shirts on the right. A big class picture on the left side, and a smaller, more sedate group photo in the Saint Agnes gymnasium on the right.

      I did a quick search on the page for Mike’s name and three results popped up. The first was from the caption under the letter-jacket lineup. The second was a picture of a high-school-age Michael Van Andel, his arm around the shoulders of a young Jenna. It was uncanny how much Leo looked like her.

      But the third picture almost took my breath away. It seemed innocuous enough at first. A picture of several men with hammers in their hands. They looked to be building something, though whatever they were hammering was out of the shot. One of the men was obviously Michael Van Andel, and standing next to him was a man in profile, looking at something away from the camera. My breath caught when I realized why this other guy was so familiar. His profile was almost identical to the one I saw every day in the bakery. Austin Krantz.

      Was that Auggie, then? I searched my memory for the picture from Austin’s room, but couldn’t bring it up.

      The men had recreated the scene at the reunion. But there were three men missing from the original. One of them was Austin’s lookalike. I opened up another web browser and typed in the name Auggie Krantz. Something had been bothering me about him, and I couldn’t quite make sense of it. I hoped that learning more about him would ease that itch in the back of my brain.

      The first result was on Wikipedia, which surprised me. When I clicked on the name, it opened to a page with a military picture—not the one from Frances Barnett’s living room, although the man’s face seemed the same. This must have been after he graduated, because he was in formal Marine attire.

      The right side read his vital statistics. Birth name, nickname, born in ’74. Died August 7, 1998. Years of service…

      Hold on a second.

      August 7th, 1998. Auggie Krantz had died in the embassy bombing in Nairobi. One of only two military casualties. According to Austin, his father had died right before he was born, but I knew Aussie’s birthday was in late May.

      Someone had lied to him about that, though I couldn’t think why. I put my hand over my mouth and sighed. Poor Austin.

      The clock on my computer said 9:45 p.m. and I knew it was past time to get back to Saint Agnes. I normally went to bed at around nine so I could get to work early to do some fresh baking. Bakeries with a higher volume of sales usually had a three o’clock start time. No doubt, I would need to do that once tourist season started, but at the moment, I did mostly café business. Soups, sandwiches, coffee, and then the bread case sales, which were steady.

      I closed my laptop and packed my things, scanning the coffee shop. The traffic had died down significantly. As I left the building, one of the staff thanked me for coming in. I turned to say you’re welcome, but something caught my eye. Something familiar.

      Through the big glass windows, I could see chunks of the lit parking lot outside, including the silhouette of a man on a motorcycle. I exchanged a final pleasantry with the barista and scooted out the door. The Tank was to my right, but the motorcycle was to my left.

      Derek Hobson.

      I stalked toward him instead of my car. He was just pulling on his helmet, and shock was written all over his face.

      “Hey!” I called out, crossing the big sidewalk and moving toward him. “Don’t move.”

      Derek dropped the helmet in front of him, resting it on the seat, and let out a long sigh. “All right, I’ve been following you.”

      I shook my head, startled by the admission. “You’ve what?”

      “I saw you leaving town tonight, and I followed you.”

      No words came out of my open mouth. He was probably the last person I would have expected to follow me. Malcolm? Yes. I was surprised he wasn’t following me. Jenna and Mike? Yes. Even Scarlet would have made sense. But Derek?

      “Why would you follow me?” I asked.

      “Because you’re investigating Claire’s murder. I figured you were headed somewhere to look for clues. Not sit in a coffee shop for two hours.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you. I had work to do.”

      “And you couldn’t have done it in Saint Agnes?”

      The honesty of his question pinned me. No. I had been running away, but I didn’t want to talk to Derek Hobson about that.

      “I felt like a change of scenery,” I said, giving half the truth and hoping he wouldn’t press me for more.

      Derek leaned forward, putting both big forearms on his helmet. “Are you any closer to finding out who killed Claire?”

      Part of me wanted to out and tell him what Malcolm had said, but I was afraid he’d get violent, and while Henry was in jail, I was standing on the asphalt in front of him.

      “I don’t know anything for sure.” I shook my head, trying to clear it. “Do you think Henry did it?”

      “You were the one who said he didn’t,” he spat back.

      “Yeah, but apart from what I said, do you have any reason to think Henry didn’t kill Claire?”

      The hesitation was minuscule, but I picked up on it.

      “You do, don’t you?” I said, taking a step closer to him.

      He glanced around the darkened lot, lit only by pops of lamps in grassy medians that made circles of light around them. We were standing in the darkness between those circles, and a tiny lick of fear went up my spine like a tongue, lighting up every nerve. I took an instinctive step away from him.

      “I didn’t kill my wife,” he said, through gritted teeth.

      “Okay, fine. But tell me what you were doing meeting with Scarlet at the bed and breakfast yesterday.”

      “Who told you about that?” The little curl of his shoulders sent another jolt of fear through me, and I took another step back—prey preparing to run from a predator.

      I stammered for a second, then said, “The woman who runs the B&B. She mentioned that she’d seen a biker come upstairs to Scarlet’s room while Henry was out on a walk.”

      When he turned his head, I could see his jaw working in the shadows of the street lamp. A car buzzed by us, heading into the nearby drive-up window at the coffee shop. The mechanical voice of the barista cut through the still, cool air, and I pulled my coat a little tighter around me.

      Derek kept his eyes fixed on the car. A little Honda that looked to be full of high school students. Once they were finished ordering and had pulled up to the pick-up window, he relaxed a bit.

      “She shouldn’t have told you about that,” he said, finally.

      “I just want to know why you were meeting with Scarlet—who’s not even from Saint Agnes—about an hour after your wife was murdered.” It felt a little like I was taking my life into my hands. I hoped there were surveillance cameras in this parking lot. Just in case he killed me for impertinence.

      He swung his helmet around to the back of his bike, securing it somewhere out of sight, and climbed off the thing. I kept stepping backward, feeling unsafe.

      Derek pointed to the Tank. “Let’s go somewhere private. I don’t want to talk about this out in the open.”

      “No one here knows either of us.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Vangie,” his voice went soft, almost desperate. “I just want to go somewhere we can’t be overheard.”

      “Just let me do something, quick,” I said, pulling out my phone. I snapped a picture of him and the flash went off.

      Derek took a step toward me with his hand outstretched. “What are you doing?”

      I sent the picture to my sister with the text, JIC, before he could get near enough to take my phone. “It’s an old code with my sister. When we would go on a date somewhere that’s not super public, we texted each other a picture of the guy with JIC—just in case. Like a safety net in case the guy turns out to be a serial killer.”

      “I’m not a serial killer,” he said, spreading his arms out, like that would convince me. Didn’t he know how much Criminal Minds I’d seen in my lifetime?

      “Which is exactly what you would say if you were a serial killer,” I said, slipping my phone back into my coat pocket. “Either way, if you do anything to me, my sister will know I was with you.”

      “Did you take a JIC picture of Henry?” He lifted a brow, like he knew everything about me.

      The tension in my chest about misjudging Henry hadn’t really left me, even after driving all the way here and busying myself with work and Facebook stalking for a couple of hours. Derek was right. I had trusted Henry. I shouldn’t have, but I had.

      “Just get in,” I said, unlocking the Tank with my key fob.

      If there was one good thing about that beast of a car—apart from the fact that I would be all set in case of zombie apocalypse—it was the interior setup. Someone had converted it from what had no doubt been military equipment into a pretty amazing home-away-from-home setup. The console between the two front seats was as wide as an entire seat. It had a flat, corrugated surface that would hold almost anything still, including my laptop, on occasion, when I had to travel and sleep in the vehicle. The massive cup holders easily accommodated a Nalgene bottle. There were three of them spread across the front of the car, and they were all in easy reach. There was even the equivalent of a dinner tray just behind my seat that would have nicely held a picnic basket.

      The whole console kept me almost three feet from Derek, giving us the privacy he wanted with at least a measure of the safety I wanted. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that everything inside me felt as tight as an over-tuned guitar string.

      “Okay,” I said, turning in my seat to face him. “Spill the beans.”

      He pursed his lips and I felt a buzz in my coat pocket while he formulated his words. That would be Priscilla texting me back an OK that she’d gotten the JIC, and probably a little scolding that I’d woken her. But it could wait.

      “I need you to promise me, this stuff won’t go any further than this vehicle,” he said, placing his big hands on the dashboard like he was tempted to use it as a launching pad to jump through the windshield. “We’ve worked hard to keep this stuff out of the papers, and I want to make sure it’s not going to get leaked.”

      “I’m not going to tell anyone,” I said.

      With a heavy breath, he settled back into the seat. “Henry was supposed to set up a fund for Claire, but he and the agent missed their bank appointment. The fund…it was something he and Claire had talked about once before, on one of her trips to see her kid.”

      “Claire had a kid?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve never met him.” He looked down at his hands. “She would never let me.”

      “How long had this been going on?”

      “A couple of years.” He sniffed. “She cleaned up, Claire did. For a long time, she was a junkie. We would split up for a year or two at a time because of it. Me hoping she’d get sober. A few years back, she got clean and took off for California. When she came back, she told me about her son, and how she was trying to get in touch with the kid’s dad. I didn’t learn until yesterday that it was Henry Savage.” Derek said the words without a trace of anger.

      There was no way he knew about the assault, which made me wonder how recent it had been. Had it happened before the Hobsons’ move to Rolo? If so, it meant Henry had been back here more recently than he’d indicated.

      Oh, Lord.

      Had he assaulted her yesterday?

      Every single inch of my skin tried to crawl off my body. Henry had touched me since then, more than once. Bile rose up in the back of my throat and I had to struggle to hold it down.

      “Vangie.” Derek reached across the console, taking my arm and putting his other hand on my back. “Are you all right?”

      I tried to nod, but I was afraid to lose my latte. “I’m fine,” I choked out. “I just…I think I had some bad shrimp.” I couldn’t tell him about the assault, not when I knew so little about it. Not when we were sitting in an enclosed space together.

      He kept patting my back until I managed to calm the nausea.

      “So,” I started, hoping I could finish my sentence intact, “when you saw Scarlet yesterday, was it the first time you’d seen her?”

      “Sort of. Claire had given me her phone number, and I arranged to meet her to talk about all of this, but she was gone by the time I got up there.” Derek’s hand remained on my back, stroking me like I was a sick child. “The number…it was in a letter Claire left me yesterday morning. It said her son lived in Saint Agnes, not California. Henry was the father, and she was going to get money from him. She said it was super important not to let anyone else know. No one. That was in the letter several times. She said Henry was going to open a bank account for the kid and put our names on it so we could take care of him. One of the bank higher-ups who was about ready to retire and move to wherever, Snowbird City, was going to set it up without anyone at the bank knowing about it. The guy wouldn’t be around to tell anyone anything.”

      I swallowed, hard. The story about his mother’s estate had been a lie, and Claire hadn’t been stalking him at all—she’d been trying to get him to take responsibility for their child. Was there any end to the lies that Henry had told me? Was anything he’d said true?

      “The only stipulation Henry had, I guess, was that we couldn’t ever tell anyone. No newspapers or reporters, no town gossips. No one.” He gestured around the interior of my vehicle. “That’s why I needed secrecy. I couldn’t chance someone else hearing this stuff. But you, you’re a minister. You’re used to keeping secrets.”

      With a half-hearted smile, I nodded. He was right—people felt compelled to tell me their secrets, and I usually felt compelled to keep them.

      Not this time, though.

      The ride back to Saint Agnes, once I’d divested myself of Derek, was numbing. I felt like I was driving back into the heart of some horrible darkness. As much as Derek wanted secrecy, I knew I had to talk to Malcolm Dean again. His house was dark when I got back, and I knew better than to rouse him from sleep.

      I didn’t get my sister’s text message until I was on my way to the bakery the next morning, and in cell range.

      Evangeline Susanna Vale, what are you doing on a date with a BIKER?

      No matter what happened in my life, Cilla had a way of popping in and making me smile. I texted her back, He’s not a date. Just having a conversation and wanted a JIC.

      I got the standard in a meeting, call later text, but I was itching to talk to her. Tuesdays and Thursdays were her busy days at the university, and she might be in meetings and class until the afternoon. I needed someone to debrief with me, still. If I couldn’t process all this, I was going to go nuts.

      I wanted her to tell me not to call the sheriff. Even though I knew I needed to. I hated breaking a confidence. But there was just no other option. He and I had the same goal: justice.

      Didn’t we?

      After the breakfast rush and the coffee ladies’ departure and a call to the telephone company to put in a landline at my house—just in case he asked me—I called the sheriff’s department. Irma picked up on the first ring. When I asked to speak to Malcolm, her unease was almost palpable, but she put me through. Lord’s barnacles, had he even told Irma about the trespassing stuff?

      This town was too small.

      “Hello, Evangeline.” Malcolm’s greeting was less gruff than I had expected. He sounded tired. We were all tired.

      “I wonder if I can come in this morning, I—”

      “You won’t be able to see Henry Savage.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Just let me finish.” He sighed and there was a scruffy sound, like he was passing his hand over his face. “We found Henry hanging in his cell this morning. I guess I should have taken his belt, but I never…”

      He kept talking, but I dropped the phone.

      Henry was dead. Lord have mercy. Henry was dead.
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      Emma was standing in her gift shop, among the glass display cases of rocks and jewelry. I’d staggered over to her store after closing the bakery. Instead of putting up the customary back-in-30-minutes sign, I had scrawled Temporarily Closed on a piece of printer paper and taped it to the inside of the door.

      The whole world felt foggy, like I was trying to walk out of a storm that just wouldn’t pass. Emma must have known something was wrong just from looking at me, because she hurtled toward me, arms out.

      “Oh, Vangie, what’s wrong?” she asked, enfolding me into a hug.

      I couldn’t speak. There were tears in my eyes, but they wouldn’t fall. I kept blinking at them, trying to expel them. Everything inside felt numb. I barely remembered the rest of my conversation with Malcolm.

      “Henry is dead,” I whispered, clutching at her. “They found him hanging by his belt in his cell this morning.”

      Emma made all sorts of exclamations, some including God’s name, but I could understand the sentiment.

      “I saw him last night. He was so…” I stopped myself from saying the word that came to mind. It would seem disrespectful to say so now, but he had looked pathetic. Like he was ready to throw in the towel.

      Still… Suicide?

      “You saw him before he killed himself?”

      “Yeah. I stopped at the station to see Malcolm, and Irma let me head back to the group cell to see Henry.” I sniffed, stepping back, out of the hug.

      Emma’s face was lined with concern and she looked around, drawing me toward a couple of chairs behind the sales counter. “Did he give you any indication?” she asked once we were both seated.

      I tried to remember, but the night was such a blur in my head. Things had happened so quickly and changed so much, and then…I had just gone to sleep like there would be another day tomorrow. Because there always was.

      But not for Henry.

      “I don’t know. I mean, he was definitely down. He was facing murder charges, but…” Something clicked into place in my brain. “Wait. Malcolm hadn’t even charged him yet.”

      “He hadn’t?” Emma twisted in the chair and grabbed me a tissue. I wiped at my cheeks. The tears had fallen, after all.

      “No. Malcolm was still looking for the murder weapon. He was holding Henry because he thought he’d caught the murderer, but Malcolm never actually booked him. It just doesn’t make sense. I mean…Henry seemed relieved when I told him I’d bring him a new suit from the B&B.”

      My friend, bless her heart, was concerned for me, but there was something hanging out under the surface, some nervousness that I couldn’t quite place. The tick of a finger against her leg, the teeth on her lip.

      “Do you think his death was a confession?” I asked.

      “What’s that razor thing you’re always talking about?”

      I grunted in response. “Occam’s Razor?”

      “Yeah. The don’t-make-up-a-complicated-theory-when-the-events-tell-the-right-story thing. You wouldn’t let me call the police about being burgled, because you said—” she smacked her hands together, “—Occam’s Razor, Joshua took the money. And he did! I would have wasted all this time trying to install security cameras and all that…”

      When her voice trailed off, I could see the pain twisting her pretty features. What she didn’t say to finish the sentence was, instead of assuming my husband was stealing from me. She was never ready to go there.

      I didn’t blame her. Love really was blind.

      But I hadn’t been in love with Henry Savage. I wasn’t trying to explain away his bizarre behavior because I couldn’t let myself believe that he’d done something horrible. I had been ready to break confidence, last night, to help the sheriff keep him behind bars.

      Even so, I couldn’t get over the fact that suicide just didn’t make sense. Sure, he had been down—there was no denying it—but suicidal?

      Over the years I’d spent doing urban ministry in churches in Raleigh and Durham, both during Seminary and before, I’d seen my fair share of suicidal people. Some successful, some not, but they all shared that same bone-deep despair that seemed to come off them like it had a texture, taste, and smell.

      Henry hadn’t been like that. Sad? Yes, deeply. Afraid? Yes. But, suicidal?

      No. I just didn’t see it. “No,” I said aloud, shaking my head. “I don’t see it.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” Emma said, sitting back in her chair and crossing her arms. Her short blonde curls bounced on her shoulders when she made contact. “You think that because he was excited about getting a clean suit, his suicide wasn’t a suicide?”

      “That’s not exactly what I’m saying.” I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, trying to clear my thoughts, “I could just tell.”

      “How?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but I couldn’t exactly pinpoint how I knew. The lack of extreme emotion. The verbalized assumption that we would see each other again. Heck, he’d made a pass at me! The first time he’d been aggressively romantic.

      All rolled together, the little signs seemed so minuscule, and explaining them out loud would make it seem like I was pretending to be psychic. But I did have a knack for picking up on subtleties like that, and she knew it. Heck, she was always the one who pushed me to do the Matchbaker thing.

      “I can’t explain exactly how I know, Em. I just do.”

      The door opened and a couple of people wandered in. Strangers. Emma stood to greet them, but I stayed in my seat, still a little dumbfounded. It didn’t feel real. It was like talking about the death of a character I’d really cared about in a TV show or book. Like I could still just go down to the jail to see Henry.

      Maybe it would help me accept the truth if I asked the coroner to see his body. Not to examine anything, just to know he was dead.

      A huge crash startled me to my feet and I looked around. It had sounded so close, like it was next to my head, but nothing in the store appeared to have been toppled or ruined. One of the tourists ran to the door of the shop, and I followed him. Nothing could be seen out of the window, which was painted with the same impenetrable mural as mine.

      We all rushed into the parking lot. As soon as I stepped outside, I could hear a woman screaming. I pushed past the tourist and found Scarlet, in black yoga pants and a purple puffy coat, launching another giant rock at the window of my bakery. It bounced off the white wood below the window and plopped harmlessly onto the sidewalk. The glass had already shattered from the first stone.

      At least it was the one with the mural. Tiny favors.

      I ran at her with my hands out, but she turned on me and swung as soon as I was within swinging distance. She missed, but she wasn’t done.

      “You!” she wailed, taking another swing. “This is all your fault!”

      I finally managed to get my hands on her arms and settle her. Emma called out that she’d get the police on the line, but I waved her off.

      “Just go back inside, Emma. I’ve got this.” I didn’t want to get Scarlet in any more trouble than she was already in with the Saint Agnes police. “I’ll handle her.”

      The tourists were reluctant to leave, watching Scarlet with wary, worried glances. Emma pulled her cell phone out of her pocket as they all went back inside, but I wasn’t going to press charges. They could send all the deputies they wanted.

      Scarlet had every right to be angry.

      “This is your fault,” she repeated, chest heaving. “If we hadn’t stopped at this stupid bakery, we never would have gone to that stupid gas station and that stupid girl wouldn’t have cornered Henry for more money and he would still be alive right now.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her whole face was red. She stared at me with such hatred in her eyes, it took my breath away.

      I knew it wasn’t my fault. Claire had been following him around, and she would have confronted him regardless of where he’d gone. But I hated that I’d played a roll in this. Of course, none of that would matter to Scarlet. She was just angry, and that was okay.

      “I’m so sorry, Scarlet,” I said, reaching for her shoulder, but she yanked away from me so fast, I lost my balance a little.

      “Like that makes anything better.” She sniffed and ran her jacket sleeve across her nose. “You can’t just apologize and then, poof, Henry is back.”

      “I know.”

      “I hate you.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “And don’t try to pull the cutesy pastor thing on me.” She pointed a long, skinny finger at me. “That crap might have worked on Henry. You sweet-talked him into thinking you’re a good person, but I see you. You are evil.”

      Those words struck the core of my being. I took a long breath, holding back tears. She knew how to push my buttons, all right.

      “I really am sorry about Henry. I know you cared about him—”

      “Cared about him?” she scoffed, walking toward the shattered window with her hands on her hips. “I was the only one who really loved him.” Her words had such a caustic edge, I was afraid she might pick up another rock and hurl it at me. I could tell that was what she really wanted to do. Hurt me.

      “I’m sure he knew that,” I offered, trying to give comfort.

      “Of course he knew that. Idiot.” She rolled her eyes skyward. “And if you think he really killed himself, you’re dumber than I thought.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe he did. Unless something changed after I saw him last night.”

      “When did you see him?”

      “While you were talking to the deputy with your lawyer.”

      Scarlet crossed her arms, turning away from me and facing the broken window. “I saw him after that.” Her voice shook. “He didn’t tell me you’d been there.”

      “I wasn’t there long.”

      “But he tells me everything.” A sudden tremor went through her, and she straightened her neck. “Told. He told me everything.”

      I crossed the space between us and put my palm, tentatively, on her shoulder. I half expected her to pull away, but she dropped her head into her hands and began to cry in earnest. We stood there like that for a long while before she pulled her Miss Georgia persona firmly back into place.

      “I had just signed a contract to represent Henry when Heath Ledger died, you know. We watched the academy awards together that year, and he made a comment to me about how great I’d look accepting an award on his behalf.” She sniffed, not looking at me, wiping at her cheek quickly. “And I told him that I would never accept an award on his behalf—that he would have to be there, or the podium would stand empty, and he promised me…promised me, that it would never be empty.”

      She finally pulled away from me. Apparently, the time for comfort had passed. I was at least mildly certain that he wasn’t up for an Academy Award this year. At least Scarlet would be saved that moment.

      “Do you need anything?” I asked, taking a step toward the bakery and pulling the keys from my pocket. “I could put on some coffee.”

      “I don’t particularly want to talk to you.”

      Coming around to the front door, I could finally see her face, and she was a red, puffy, swollen mess. She needed not to be alone right now.

      “You don’t have to talk to me at all,” I said, pulling the door open. That stupid bell jingled out a painful memory of the first time I’d met Henry, so handsome and full of life, but I tried to push it down. “I’ll just make the coffee.”

      She reluctantly agreed and came inside, taking a seat in front of the bake case, near the coffee stand. I put on the pot to brew, and while I waited for it to finish, I got out the big broom and brushed all the glass into one pile. The floor-to-ceiling window would need to be completely replaced. Most of the mural was gone, although there were bits of paint on the jagged glass that remained.

      I poured Scarlet a cup of coffee, doctored it up for her with cream and sugar, and set it on the table in front of her. She was staring off into space, but I knew she’d eventually come around and drink the coffee. I tore some garbage bags open and taped them, one at a time, over the gaping hole left by the broken window. By the time I’d finished, Scarlet was done with her coffee, and I poured her another cup.

      “You would have been his next wife,” she said in a hollow voice, as I brought over the cream and sugar. I froze with my mouth open, ready to deny that whole notion, but she waved off my reply. “You don’t know him like I do. I saw the look in his eyes when he saw you. He would have pursued you until you said yes. He has a thing for cherubic girls.”

      I choked out a laugh and put the cream carafe and the sugar shaker on the table. “Is that a fat joke?”

      Scarlet shook her head. “No. That was… You have a fresh face, an unspoiled look. You could practically pass for Mandy Moore with short hair. He always had a thing for her. Those big, innocent eyes.”

      Subconsciously, I pulled at my hair. I didn’t like being described to my face. Especially by someone like Scarlet, who could so easily turn a compliment into a slice-and-dice.

      She poured cream and sugar into the cup and stirred it with the little red straw I’d left in there. “That’s part of what made me so mad about having to stay here. He’s still not divorced from Dara and he’s already picked out his new target.” Scarlet’s stirring hand paused. “Or, had.”

      I sat down in the chair across from her and tried to come up with a way to respond to that. I was at a loss. I don’t know that I’d liked Henry that way, even before I heard about the assault, although there was no doubt he was attractive, and flirty. But his next wife? Definitely not. Still, it seemed best not to argue with her.

      “The sheriff is convinced he killed himself,” she said, sipping at the coffee. “But you and I know he didn’t.”

      “And if he didn’t, then that means he was murdered,” I supplied for her. “And whoever killed Claire probably killed him.”

      “That was my thought, too.” She took a long drink, like it was alcohol or oxygen. “I need to find out who did it, before anyone gets wind of this and it hits social media or TMZ or something. That sheriff sure isn’t going to investigate. Not when he thinks the case is finally closed.”

      That was a problem. That meant it would be up to us, for sure.

      Us. I had never imagined being grouped into a category with Scarlet. Until about half a second ago, I would have said she wasn’t even on the same side as me. But apparently, we were slated to be allies.

      “Where should we start?” she asked, finishing her coffee and setting the cup down. She looked determined, which made me like her a little more than I had before.

      “I should close, anyway, and call the window guy to come and replace this. So I’ll have some time today.” I gestured around the bakery. “I wonder if you can get us in to talk to the banker. It sounded like he knew something about the situation, and I haven’t had a chance to talk to him yet.”

      “What banker?”

      “The one you were using to open the account for Claire and Derek.”

      Scarlet scoffed at me, with a little shake of her head. “What account?”

      “That’s why you were at the bank. To open a secret account, to give money to Claire and Derek so they’d keep quiet about Henry’s kid.”

      “Well, that’s a lie.” She smacked her hand lightly on the table for emphasis. “Henry was in town to settle his mother’s estate and sign the final paperwork to transfer her house loan so we could sell that eyesore. There was no secret account, and I don’t know what banker you’re talking about.”

      “What about the money for Claire and Derek? For the kid?”

      “He’s been sending money for that kid for years, long before I ever became his agent.” Scarlet pushed up from the table, grabbing her cup and walking over to the trash can. “You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      All the air seemed to suck out of the room. Derek had lied to me, about all of it. But he had seemed so certain. Was it possible that Claire had lied to him?

      I needed to talk to Derek Hobson before he skipped town. If he hadn’t left already.
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      Scarlet dropped her car at the bed and breakfast, and I picked her up in front so we could find Derek. The address he’d given me brought us to a rundown shack in a row of other rundown shacks on the north side of town.

      The roof of the place was low and flat, and seemed to have some sort of metal or shine to it. This did not seem like the house someone would rent or buy if they had a bunch of money from blackmailing.

      I almost said as much aloud to Scarlet, but decided against it. She was in a fighting mood. I needed her cooperation—if I could get the two of them in a room, I might actually have a chance of figuring out exactly what was going on with the blackmail and the money.

      “His bike is here,” I said, pointing to the Harley sitting in the driveway. There was no other vehicle. “Let’s go inside. Follow my lead.”

      She made a disagreeable noise in the back of her throat, but she didn’t argue. Scarlet was unpredictable, and I wasn’t sure exactly what to expect of her behavior today. So far, it had vacillated between destructive and depressive. I wasn’t sure how Derek would respond to either one.

      I knocked on the door and heard someone call out from inside. In a matter of seconds, a shirtless, surprisingly ripped man with long hair was standing in the doorway. I had to look up from the abs to see that it was Derek.

      “Vangie?” he said, a little stunned.

      Scarlet pushed past him. “Why did you lie to her?” She disappeared into the dark room, and I could do nothing but stare at Derek, a little shell-shocked by her direct approach.

      “Uh. Come in?” He stepped aside, a little sarcasm in his tone. “You could have called. I would have dressed.”

      The sweatpants look worked on him. The house smelled faintly of dude, but it appeared clean. Spare on the furniture end, with only a couple of pieces in the room we entered, but there was no garbage. No messes. I was impressed. Not a lot of guys were this clean.

      But not a lot of guys had cleaned up after a drug addict most of their lives, either. That probably had something to do with it.

      “You haven’t heard yet?” I asked, ignoring Scarlet’s tapping foot.

      “Heard what?” Derek lumbered down the hallway and came back with a shirt, which he pulled over his head. “I only just woke up.”

      “Henry was killed last night.” I let the words tumble out, fast, and watched them land on Derek’s face. The stunned look on his face read as genuine, but I wasn’t sure if I could trust my instincts anymore.

      Derek paced across the room, passing a still-angry Scarlet, and plopped onto the green sofa. “What happened?” he finally managed.

      “They found him hanging in his jail cell,” Scarlet snapped at him. “But Henry wouldn’t have killed himself.”

      “Wait. Who are you?” Derek asked, looking at her with his head cocked to one side.

      “I’m Scarlet Jakes. Henry’s agent.” She looked down at her hands, pausing. “And his friend.”

      Derek offered his hand and introduced himself. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for two days. I even came by your hotel.”

      “Well, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’ve been busy being questioned by the police,” she said with a snarky scowl. “Sorry if that got in the way of your cash grab.”

      “It wasn’t a cash grab.” He put his hands on the couch like he wanted to push himself up, but then gave his head a little shake instead. “I was just trying to save Claire from having to do the dirty work.”

      I came around the green couch and took a seat on the blue couch that lined the opposite wall of the narrow room. It had the feel of a dorm room or a bachelor pad, with the distinct garage sale look.

      “What you told me yesterday in the car,” I said, leaning forward. “Why did you lie to me?”

      “Lie?” he said, face wrinkling in frustration. “I didn’t lie to you.”

      “You said Henry was going to set up an account for you two.” Scarlet came to stand directly in front of him, arms crossed, legs wide. “That’s an outright lie.”

      “That was what Claire told me.” Derek launched himself off the couch and went down the hallway again, returning with a piece of paper. “Read it yourself if you don’t believe me.”

      Scarlet took the letter and read through it. Her shoulders relaxed and she looked up at Derek. “So, you’ve got the kid here? Or is he at school?”

      His brows drew together. “Why would I have him here?”

      “You’ve got to have him with you. How else could she expect to get even more money out of Henry?”

      “More money?” Derek asked, his tone getting a little harder.

      “Hang on, now.” I came off the couch and stepped between them, trying to diffuse the situation, but it just left the three of us in close proximity, everyone on edge. This was a recipe for disaster.

      “She was getting money already,” Scarlet said, dropping her shoulders and facing off against Derek, through me.

      “That’s not possible. I have access to all her accounts.” Derek shook his head, leaning forward just enough to be intimidating. “She was broke all the time.”

      “Well, he was sending her money, constantly. When he told me about the kid the first time, he showed me the transactions. Said if anything ever happened to him, he’d leave everything to his son.” She narrowed her eyes, looking between Derek and me. “That’s confidential.”

      “Then why would Claire tell her husband she was going to get money?” I asked, turning around just enough so that Scarlet was at my back.

      He sighed and I could feel the tension fading. Grabbing the letter from Scarlet’s hands, he folded it as he walked over to the couch. He rolled it up in one hand and stuck it in his back pocket. “She had a tendency to lie when she wanted to do something she thought I would be angry about.”

      “Crap on a cracker.” I threw my hands up. “How are we ever supposed to get to the bottom of this?”

      “I know an easy way.” Scarlet crossed her arms. “Show me the kid.”

      “I don’t have the kid,” Derek said. “Claire used to go see him in California, but she said in this letter he’s here in Saint Agnes.”

      “He was never in California,” Scarlet shot back. “She told Henry he was with her in Minnesota.”

      “Then what was she always doing in California?”

      “She was stalking Henry!” There was a healthy dose of anger behind the words, and I was worried she’d resort to some sort of physical violence.

      I put my hands on her arms, trying to back her out of the living room. The last thing we needed was a noise complaint that brought the police. We had to stay off their radar until we had a better handle on this situation.

      “She wasn’t stalking anyone.” Derek came off the couch again, and I felt like I was in the middle of a very dangerous game of keep-away.

      “Oh yeah?” Scarlet said. “Then why did she always used to show up on Henry’s sets when his show was shooting? Henry would call me up whenever he saw her, and I’d come down to the set with a couple of security guys. She’d only back off when it became obvious she wasn’t going to get near him alone.”

      “Okay, everybody,” I said, putting my arms out between them. “Let’s all just take a deep breath and settle down.” My heart was racing and I was worried that adrenaline would turn us all into half-crazed fight-or-flight idiots if we didn’t cool off all the emotions in the room.

      “We’re finally getting to the bottom of this, Vangie.” Derek held his hands out, like he was showing me he hadn’t been hiding his brussel sprouts. “I don’t have the money, and if Claire had it, she was hiding it from me and not spending it. As far as I know, she went to find Henry on Tuesday so she could finally get some money out of him. But Scarlet says he’s been sending money somewhere for years. What was really going on?”

      The information swirled in my head, and I kept trying to remember everything Henry had said to me in the interrogation room and the jail cell. Had he said anything that could shed light on the situation? But why would he lie to me about it? Or Scarlet? That didn’t make any sense.

      The one person who seemed to have been lying to everyone was Claire Barnett. Couldn’t get around that.

      “What I really want to know is, where is this kid?” Scarlet said. “He’s not in Minnesota, or in Saint Agnes with Claire and Derek. Where is he, and who has him?”

      “Do you have access to Henry’s accounts?” Derek asked, his tone almost helpful.

      “Well, his accountant would. I have access to his accountant.”

      “Can you find out where the money was going?” I said. “Maybe that would lead us to the kid. If the kid even exists.”

      Both of them took a step back with their mouths open, like they hadn’t considered that possibility. Derek spoke first.

      “You think she made the kid up?”

      “Well, do you remember her being pregnant?” I asked.

      He had to think about that for a long minute, then he shrugged. “There were several times, when she was on a bender, that we were broken up long enough for her to have gotten pregnant and given birth. But I have no idea what she would have done with the kid. I always figured she’d left him with his father.”

      “Henry definitely did not have a kid in LA.” Scarlet shook her head. “We were together so often, I would have known.”

      I backed away from the whole conversation, trying to gather my thoughts. Everything was swirling in my mind, memories of conversations and glances and information, and I couldn’t make any of it fit.

      There was a knock on the door, and I automatically reached for the handle, pulling it open. A look of recognition passed over Jenna Van Andel’s face, followed quickly by a frustrated pull of her brows.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, a bite in her words. She carried a big black duffel bag, holding it up against her body.

      Derek ran up behind me, pushing the door closed and standing in front of it. “Just give me a second.” He slipped on a pair of shoes and slid through the door, closing it solidly behind him.

      Scarlet shot me an angry look. “Who was that?”

      My jaw flapped for a few seconds before I found any words. Seeing Jenna here was like seeing your father at a Green Day concert. Incongruous.

      “Jenna Van Andel,” I said, pressing my ear to the door. It wasn’t very thick, so there was a chance I could hear through it.

      Nothing but mumbles.

      “Who’s Jenna Van Andel?”

      “They all went to high school together.” I waved Scarlet off. “Quiet. Let me listen.” I pressed my ear to the seam of the door, where I could feel just a touch of cold air leaking through. The sound wasn’t any better. Either they’d stepped away, or they were talking in such hushed voices it was impossible to hear anything.

      “With Henry?” she asked.

      “Shhhh.” I kept listening, but when the doorknob turned, I stepped back.

      Derek slid back inside, carrying the bag low in his hands. “Sorry about that. I didn’t realize Jenna was coming by.”

      “What’s in the bag?” Scarlet asked, a tight look on her face.

      “Just some of Claire’s stuff. I ran into Mike Van Andel yesterday and he said that Claire’s family had packed up a bag of her stuff from the Barnett house. They wanted me to have it. I told him I’d try to make it over to Frances and Nikki’s before I left town, but—”

      “You’re leaving?” she spat out, zero to angry in half a second. “Your wife got killed and you’re just gonna skip town?” Scarlet advanced on him, her finger held out. “How do I know you didn’t kill Henry? Huh? And her?”

      Derek dropped the bag, stunned. “I did not kill my wife. I loved her.”

      While the two of them argued, I knelt beside the duffel, too curious to stop myself. Mike Van Andel had made a comment, back at Nikki’s place, about Derek coming around for money. A bag like this could hold a lot of cash.

      Expecting to be stopped at any moment, I worked fast, pulling the zipper open and the flaps apart. Glinting up at me, from on top of a folded, ratty Saint Agnes sweatshirt, was a familiar-looking knife. Derek’s hand came from out of nowhere, reaching for the bag.

      “Don’t!” I grabbed his arm, hauling him down and away.

      He stumbled under my weight and caught himself, pulling me up with him. “What’s wrong, Vangie?”

      “Don’t touch that,” I said, making desperate eye contact, trying to convince him through sheer willpower. “Don’t touch any of it.”

      “Why not?” Scarlet asked, backing away like we’d just opened a can of Ebola.

      “You don’t want the cops to find your prints on that.” I swallowed hard. “I’m pretty sure Jenna Van Andel just dropped off the knife that killed your wife.”
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      Derek stared at the knife for a long time, his eyes turning glassy. I didn’t dare try to comfort him. I never should have said what I said, but I needed him to back off the bag. We all stood there in silence for a long time, staring at that weapon like it was a ticking bomb.

      Maybe it was.

      The shrill ring of my phone cut the air and I pulled it from my pocket, only to find Peter Mayhew’s picture staring up at me. Crap on a holy cracker. This was not turning out to be a good day.

      With a shaky hand, I answered the call.

      “Where are you, Vangie? I’ve just been by the bakery.” I could hear a car buzzing in the background of Peter’s voice.

      Holy cracker for the win. He hadn’t even waited to get where he was going before calling me. Totally safe, dude.

      I closed my eyes. Peter was mad. I could hear it. There was no getting around the fact that my window had been destroyed.

      “It was an accident,” I said, finally, waving at Derek as I walked outside. I covered the phone with my hand and told them not to touch anything until I got back, then went back to Peter. “No big deal. I’ll get the glass company to come and replace it this afternoon.”

      Peter snorted. “There’s no glass company in Saint Agnes. You’re going to have to talk to someone at one of the window places in Madison Falls, and good luck with that. They won’t be able to schedule you for a week.”

      The door opened behind me and Scarlet came outside, also on the phone. I covered my speaker, just in case Peter could hear any of her words. As soon as she was out of hearing distance, I went back to the call.

      “Vangie?” Peter was asking. “Vangie, did you hear me?”

      “I did. I’ll call the window place right now. Thanks, Peter.”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” He made a clucking sound with his tongue. “I warned you, Vangie. I told you if anything else like this happened, I was going to have to put in a call to the bishop.”

      “Someone destroyed my window…” I made a quick glance at Scarlet, who was still at the end of the sidewalk, “…on accident…and you’re going to report me?”

      “The stipulations of our agreement with the denomination are very clear. If anything scandalous happens, you’re to be stripped of your ordination and fired.”

      Those words landed hard, right in the middle of my chest, and made me suck in a deep breath. My bishop had said to me, more than once, that I’d been trying to get myself stripped of my ordination ever since I got ordained. He thought I didn’t want to be in the ministry. But that wasn’t true at all. I knew I was built to do this.

      I just didn’t like to be told what to do.

      “Please, Peter,” I said, dropping my voice. “It was just an accident. There isn’t going to be a scandal.”

      “That’s not what I hear from Travis at the local paper. He said they’re doing a whole story on your involvement in this  mess with the actor and Claire Hobson, and they don’t even know about your little incident in North Carolina.”

      I heard the phone ring inside Derek’s house, and I wanted to pull my hair out. I could only babysit so many things at one time.

      “Please, Peter. I’ll talk to Travis. Just give me a day to fix this before you call anyone in Raleigh.” I tried to sound appropriately contrite, given that he probably just wanted to scare me. But at this point, I couldn’t take any chances. He’d been holding his knowledge of my misdeeds over my head ever since I came. I couldn’t let this be the thing that ended my career as a pastor.

      He agreed, reluctantly, and I hung up the phone with a long sigh. This was a super crap day.

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Scarlet said, walking toward me, staring at the screen of her phone. “Henry’s accountant just told me that he was making regular payments to Claire Hobson, like I said, starting about fifteen years ago, but the checks weren’t going to Minnesota.”

      “They were going here, weren’t they?” I asked, stuffing my phone in my pocket. “I just know it.”

      “Yeah. The checks were sent to Claire Hobson, but the mailing address was on Mockingbird Lane.”

      “I’ll bet it was Frances Barnett’s house.” I swallowed hard, reluctant to bring this up, but…I couldn’t hold out any longer. I had to know. “What did Henry tell you about Claire?” I asked.

      Her silence was pretty telling, but I kept waiting, hoping she would answer. If we could somehow poke a hole in Henry’s motive, we might be able to convince Malcolm to keep investigating.

      “Not a lot.” When she finally spoke, her voice had turned from whiny beauty queen to concerned friend. “I know it happened a long time ago. I think it was when he was in high school, maybe right after. I don’t know. He got drunk once last year and started talking about it. After he graduated high school, ‘an ex’ got so crazy, he had to leave Saint Agnes. I mean, it turned out that coming to LA earlier than planned was a great move for him. He happened to run into a casting director at his gym and they had him read for a big soap opera part the next day. It was definitely serendipity.”

      I bit my lip, trying not to point out that she’d just intimated the assault had helped his career. That was not going to help loosen her tongue. And it made me hate her just a little bit.

      “So, you didn’t know who it was?”

      She looked down at her hands. “He never told me outright, but I figured it was Claire after she started showing up on set when he got cast as Tom Bronson.”

      “Then why did you tell the sheriff about the assault?” I asked, stuffing both my hands in my coat pockets. This was the part that didn’t make sense to me.

      “What?” She was genuinely angered by the suggestion. The lines on her face went an inch deeper. “I didn’t tell him anything. He already knew about it. He asked me a thousand questions about it, and I couldn’t lie to him.”

      I paused with my hand on Derek’s door, trying to think of a reason for Malcolm Dean to know about an assault that clearly no one talked about. Unless he had been at the party the night it had happened—which I couldn’t rule out completely—I couldn’t imagine how he’d known.

      “Let me just see if he’s off the phone yet,” I said, slipping the door open just a crack. Derek was standing over the duffel bag, the knife glistening in his hand. My throat went thick with fear as he pointed the knife at us, his hand shaking, and I slowly edged into the room with my hands up.

      “Now, Derek,” I said, trying to force a calm, collected tone. But my heart was pounding so hard, I could practically hear it beating in my chest. “Why don’t you put the knife down and tell me what’s wrong?”

      “Shut up!” His words echoed in the low-ceilinged room. “Just shut up. I need to think.”

      My brain was moving a thousand miles a second, much too fast for me to focus on one thought. He hadn’t even thought about fingerprints.

      Was he guilty after all?

      A loud, groaning noise sounded off to my right, and both Scarlet and I jumped for a moment. It was just the pilot light pushing the heater on. I grabbed Scarlet and pulled her all the way inside, closing the door to keep out the cold air. No need making everyone more jumpy than they already were.

      “What happened, Derek?” I asked. “When we left, you were fine. I need you to tell me what happened.”

      He pressed the knife-wielding hand to his forehead, like he’d had a thought distracting enough to make him forget he was holding something dangerous. If that knife did end up being the murder weapon, it was completely tainted now.

      “Did you know that he assaulted her?” The choking emotion in his voice nearly broke my heart, and I couldn’t lift my eyes. “You did. I knew it.”

      “I thought you would be better off not knowing.”

      “The sheriff,” he croaked out, dropping the phone completely. “He said the case was closed. Henry murdered her to cover it up. Killed himself because he got caught. You lied to me. You said someone killed him.”

      “I didn’t lie.” I held up my hands, glancing at Scarlet for support, but her face was so white, she could have passed for a vampire Buffy was about to stake. “Right, Scarlet?”

      “N-n-n-n-n-n-n-n-no…” Her stammer was punctuated with little breaths, like she was trying to work up the courage to say the word.

      I nodded my head. “You said Henry felt guilty about it for a long time, that he was sorry. He wouldn’t have wanted to kill Claire.”

      She returned the gesture, wildly, like a little kid. I was afraid she was going to edge toward me, making us a bigger target. We needed to split his focus. I tried taking another step along the wall, but the knife went up again, and I stopped.

      “That must have been why she went to get money from Henry. Why she told me he would pay her. It was bigger than her kid.” He nodded, sniffing and slouching back onto his heels.

      Scarlet opened her mouth to object, but I snapped my fingers at her. Don’t do it, I tried to advise her telepathically as soon as our eyes met. If only silent conversations really worked.

      “It wouldn’t have mattered if she’d talked to the press. We had a file on her, for all her stalking behavior. It would have been easy to prove she was unstable—”

      “Stop saying that!” Derek said, despair edging his voice. “She was not stalking him.”

      Scarlet didn’t even attempt to look contrite. She just stared straight ahead, like she was trying hard not to show weakness. These two were impossible.

      “We found the payments to Claire,” I said to Derek. “They’ve been going to an address here in town.”

      That seemed to relax him a little, and he dropped the knife to his side. “So she was getting what she wanted?”

      “I’m not sure. The checks were made out to Claire, but mailed to a local place.” I pulled the door shut behind me, stepping to my left, toward Scarlet.

      He shook his head, wiping at his nose with his wrist. “I don’t understand any of this,” he bellowed.

      Him and me, both.

      “Let’s talk it out, Derek. We’re not going to resolve anything otherwise.” I said it in my calmest voice. Then I turned toward Scarlet. “Henry said Claire talked to him while you were inside the convenience store in Rolo,” I said, trying to change the subject back to the task at hand. “Did you happen to see her, at all, when you left the store?”

      “No.” She paused, then added, “I was in there for a while because the clerk was playing stupid video games on his phone. It wasn’t until I got the first text from an unknown number about money for Claire—” she shot a look at Derek, “—that I asked Henry about it. He said he’d talked to her briefly while I was in the store.”

      “So, how do you know he didn’t kill her?” Derek asked, his brows pulling together, knotty and angry. “You don’t.”

      “He wouldn’t have had time. And where would he have gotten that knife?” I said, pointing to Derek’s weapon.

      “This thing?” He held the weapon out in his open palm, like he was offering it to me. “This is Claire’s knife.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s Austin’s.” I reached for it and he didn’t pull away. Before I knew it, I had the thing in my hand. It was hot from his touch, but I’d disarmed him. Or he’d allowed himself to be disarmed.

      “Yeah. He gave it to Claire.” Derek walked back to the couch, pulling the black bag along with him. “She saw him on Monday and he gave her that knife. It belonged to her father.”

      Breath caught in my throat and several things clicked at once in my brain, like a kaleidoscope moving into place. Austin meeting Claire outside the bank, finding out she was his aunt, giving over a knife that had once been his grandmother’s prized possession.

      And he’d proceeded not to tell either his mother or grandmother about the meeting at the bank. Or about his plan to meet her at the bakery. There were plenty of lies to pick from in Austin’s pantheon.

      But the knife hadn’t been in Austin’s hand before the murder. It had been in Claire’s. That put everyone right back on the table as suspects. Including both of the people in the room with me.

      Great.
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      “You don’t even know for sure it’s the murder weapon.” Derek pointed at the knife in my hand.

      He had a point. I turned it over, looking for any signs of blood. There were none. “Well, I know the entry wounds were jagged, this knife has been missing since the murder, and you just told us Claire probably had it on her, so it makes sense this would be the murder weapon.”

      “I thought we were going to turn it over to the cops,” Scarlet said, from near the door. “Then they’d determine whether it was the murder weapon.”

      “Yeah, until boy genius over here decided to touch it.” I pointed at Derek, more than a little frustrated. This certainly complicated matters with the police. “What else is in there, anyway?”

      He bent to pick up the bag and set it on the couch. “There’s an old sweatshirt of hers and a stuffed animal, some books,” he said, riffling through it. “I didn’t intend to touch any of it, but…” He trailed off, looking at the far wall.

      He didn’t say the words, as if doing so would make the whole thing real again.

      It was a seductive idea—the thought that you could deny the truth of something by not acknowledging it. A complete lie, of course, but a beautiful one.

      “We’re going to have to do something with the knife,” Scarlet said. “If it really is the murder weapon.”

      In the end, we decided to wait on what to do. Malcolm wasn’t out looking for the murder weapon—he thought the case was solved—and Derek wasn’t doing anything illegal that would cause the cops to come in and search his house. If we found evidence that was strong enough to convince the sheriff to re-open the case, we would turn the weapon over at that point. The police probably wouldn’t collect evidence on a closed case, anyway.

      I wasn’t sure I was willing to live with probably, but it would have to do for the time being. If Peter caught wind of this, I was done.

      We all left, Derek driving behind us on his way to the funeral home. Scarlet offered to work her magic on Travis at the paper, as she was constantly working to keep this out of the national media attention—which seemed like a full-time job on its own—while I tried to fix the mess at the bakery. But Derek still needed to bury his wife. I’d offered to go along, and he turned me down. We all agreed to text or call if anything happened, and traded numbers.

      After the morning we had, it felt like all of us needed to be alone.

      As we drove across town, I watched Scarlet out the corner of my eye. Her demeanor had changed quite a bit over the last few days. That prissy, Southern drama queen still lurked under her skin, no doubt. Her down-quilted winter jacket looked like it had cost a thousand dollars. Probably something you’d buy at Barney’s New York. Maybe that part of her would never change. But I could tell this week had changed her—at least on some level.

      “How long do you have to stay here?” I asked, turning onto Main Street and driving through the heart of town. I had come to appreciate the landscape and beauty of this place, but I wasn’t sure someone like Scarlet ever could. That was okay. Hollywood would gladly take her back.

      “I’ll probably try to make another meeting with that banker about Henry’s mother’s estate. If Henry is—” her voice broke, but she caught herself, “—gone…then I’m not sure what will happen. I certainly don’t have the legal authority to sign for anything, but when I get back to LA, his lawyers will need all of the relevant information. I might as well gather it.”

      “Why’d she stipulate that he had to be here in person, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “She always had a big thing about him not coming back. She didn’t like to travel, so they never saw each other again after he moved to LA.”

      “Wow.” I couldn’t imagine not seeing my dad for twenty years. I hadn’t seen my own mother in twenty years, but she wasn’t alive. Several months without my very-much-alive father had been hard enough.

      “Yeah. She wouldn’t come to his weddings, but she’d lay a guilt trip on him every time he called for a holiday about how he never came to see her.”

      “When did she die?” I asked, turning the last corner onto Mockingbird Lane.

      “Maybe four years ago.”

      “That’s a long time not to deal with an estate.”

      She shrugged. “He doesn’t have any siblings and he’s the last living relative, so there wasn’t even a funeral when she passed. It was right around the time he landed the big part on Bronson. They shot the pilot that summer, and then he had two long film shoots, back to back. After the show got picked up, he had to be on set pretty much all the time. He just never had a chance to get to it. This was his first genuine break in years, and I think he knew he couldn’t put it off any longer.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. He told me he was running out of time to take care of it, but I figured he he was just taking advantage of the real estate market up here.”

      I laughed, pulling up in front of the bed and breakfast and putting the Tank into park. “There isn’t a market up here, to speak of.”

      “Well, whatever the reason, he was ready to get it done. We finally both had a break at the same time, so he made an appointment with the banker and I bought the plane tickets.” She put her hand on the door handle, but she didn’t open it. A pensive look lined her pretty features. “Y’know, I just thought of this. If he was planning to do something specific with the money, maybe that was what the deadline was about.”

      I nodded, having been mulling over similar thoughts ever since Austin had made the comment about getting money when he turned eighteen. Follow the money was a rule for a reason. It was so often the place where the motive hid. People would do a lot of illegal and immoral things for money. Murder was only one on that list.

      “Would he have talked over any of that with the banker?” I asked.

      “Maybe his lawyer. He’s still in the state, too, although he’s not here at the B&B with us. He’s staying in Madison Falls at the Hilton.” Scarlet stretched and sighed. “I would so prefer that to this dump.”

      When she thumbed toward the old house, I felt my hackles raise again. Scarlet wanted the Stepford familiarity of comfortable beds and perfectly tiled bathrooms, while I was the kind of person who preferred the character of this old house. The history. The depth.

      We couldn’t have been more different. But in one thing, we were the same. We’d both cared for Henry. In our own way.

      “Do you need someone to stay with you?” I asked. “Are you going to be okay?”

      Her pout turned from spoiled princess to genuine sadness, and I couldn’t help worrying about her.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I’ll find this Travis person and handle that story. You don’t have to worry about your precious job. Call me if you discover anything else.” Scarlet didn’t say goodbye when she left the car. Once again, I was alone.

      The bakery parking lot was empty when I got back, but Emma’s shop was open, so I went inside. She sat behind the counter, poring over a book—her usual between-customers activity.

      She pulled me up a chair and I called all the window shops in the phone book. Peter had been right—no one would be able to get to it for several days, and it sounded like it would cost me thousands of dollars.

      Emma convinced me to open for lunch, even though all I had was the Ribollita from yesterday. It was a good idea. It gave me something to do, other than obsess about Henry’s death, the knife, and all the things we still didn’t know.

      After the lunch crowd cleared out, I checked the seams on the garbage bag window cover. They seemed to be holding up all right. I could probably afford to stay open most of the rest of the day, although I didn’t like not being able to see into the parking lot. It felt like being blind on one side. Every time the bell rang, it made me jump.

      Peter Mayhew stopped by again, giving me yet another warning and eyeing the blacked-out window with severe suspicion. This time, he’d been to the police station and discovered the case of Claire’s murder had been closed. I wondered what the man did all day. He was worse than the coffee ladies with his gossiping. I tried to reassure him that everything was fine, and when I pulled out a file folder of sermons I’d already read, pretending I was desperate to return to work, he finally left.

      Whoever had put a bug in his ear at the paper was going to get me fired if Scarlet didn’t work her magic. If I hadn’t just been warned about not stepping a toe out of line, I might have gone down to the paper to crack a head or two. In my clergy shirt, maybe. But I was sure Peter would hear about it.

      Scarlet had promised she’d handle it. I had to trust her.

      I finished the audio version of the Bonhoeffer book and prepped the pastry dough for the next day. Leo walked in just as I was pouring water for the coffee.

      He kept glancing back at the place-where-there-used-to-be-a-window, his eyes wide. “What happened, Miss Vee?” he finally blurted out.

      “A tiny accident with a rock. Nothing to concern yourself with.” I gave him a bright smile and mentally added, or your parents, but I decided to keep that nugget to myself. Between Jenna’s appearance at Derek’s and the presence of a Van Andel in the sheriff’s department, I was getting more and more of a sense for just how wrapped up they all were in this case.

      I didn’t know why yet.

      “Austin’s at his grandma’s again,” he said.

      “Do you have homework?” I asked, walking over to the bake case and surveying the remains. The macarons were all completely gone, which was for the best. They didn’t last more than a few days. “Hey, that reminds me, are you still coming in to bake tomorrow morning?”

      “What reminds you?” He gave me an easy smile as he leaned against the counter.

      “Looking at the macarons almost gone.” I reached in and picked out the last of the bright green ones. Leo took it from my hand and smelled it. I took the last vanilla and we toasted cookies before downing them in a few bites. “I should have called you so you wouldn’t come in. With the traffic from the window, I’m almost out of everything. I’ll have to close before the after-school rush, I think.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll just do my Advanced Chem here until you leave. Yeah, I can come in tomorrow morning.”

      “Good. We’ll have to try a different recipe this time.”

      “Yeah, those green tea ones weren’t your best work, Miss Vee. I don’t know if I’d make them again.” He licked his thumb and his eyes shot to the front door. A second later, the bell dinged.

      I turned around, saying, “That’s what the feedback cards said, too. Oddly, that was the one…” But I didn’t continue.

      The angry face of Mike Van Andel stopped me.

      “Hi, Mike,” I said, backing up like I’d done something wrong. “What can I get for you?”

      “Nothing. I need Leo to come with me.” He put his hands on his hips, standing wide like Superman, though he was dressed more like a lumberjack in his flannel shirt and jeans.

      “Dad, we talked about this—”

      “Just for this afternoon,” Mike said, not giving up the hard look. “You can come back tomorrow.”

      Leo shook his head but didn’t talk back. The tone of his dad’s voice didn’t leave any room for argument. “I have my own car. I’ll see you at home.”

      There was some kind of silent conversation between the two of them as they glared each other down. They were much better at communicating this way than Scarlet and I were, because there was no more talking after that. Mike left Leo and I behind the bake case. He did turn back once at the door, giving his son a pointed—but silent—look.

      “That was chillier than it needed to be,” I said, shaking out my limbs like I’d just gone on a run. There was a twinge of adrenaline in my body and I had to calm myself down.

      “He’s mad at me because I decided to keep the job here. Tried all night to keep me from coming back to work.”

      I cocked my head to one side. That struck me as so odd. It had to be about more than just my support of Henry, didn’t it? Something else was going on.

      Mike was the one who’d stopped Derek and told him about the duffel bag, wasn’t he? How did he figure into this whole thing?

      “Hey, can I ask you a quick question?” I said as Leo grabbed his backpack.

      “Fire away.” He shouldered his coat on, then his pack, and stood waiting to hear what I would say.

      “When is Austin’s birthday?”

      Leo raised a dramatic brow. “You gonna make him a cake or something? You never made me a cake.”

      “No, but that would be something good for you to practice. I could have you come in early on his birthday, and help you make him a cake.” I traced my finger along the edge of the counter. “When would that be?”

      “Oh, it’s not until the end of May. After school’s out. Like, the very last day or something. We can talk about it later? I gotta go.” He waved at me and walked out the door. I followed him, locking the door behind him and flipping the Open sign to Closed.

      Mike Van Andel still sat in his truck in the parking lot. Once he saw his son, he called to Leo to follow him, started the vehicle, and backed out without acknowledging me.

      Yes, there was something very strange about his behavior.

      I decided to grab my purse and follow him, as well, just to see where he was going. The Tank didn’t exactly blend in with anything, but maybe that would work to my advantage. No one would think I’d try following them in a car like that. Besides, the town was pretty small. It would be easy to pretend I was going somewhere else, and I could always pull in somewhere unexpected.

      By the time I was inside the Tank, Leo had already pulled away. He was headed down Main Street, and I skidded out to follow him. He was a few car lengths behind his dad. We wound through the outer parts of town, past houses and a church and a convenience store.

      When we got to the stop light, which was green, Mike turned right. Leo did the same. The light turned red, but I had an easy vantage point, so I watched as they drove all the way down to the end of the block and pulled up in front of the Rocky Mountain Bank.

      Instead of following, I went straight at the light and then took the next right and circled around. I parked the Tank outside the newspaper office.

      I hurried down to the end of the sidewalk, ducking into one of the stores across from the bank. It was a drug store, and I walked to the big picture window. It gave me a good view of Mike and Leo, who were standing outside the bank talking. No, arguing. Leo’s body language said that he was not only impatient, but mad. He was all tightness and hard, closed-mouth breaths.

      Austin came through the sliding front doors, hands fisted and mouth pressed in a line. He didn’t see Leo or Mike, and kept walking down the street. Mike made a gesture and Leo ran after his friend.

      A round-faced clerk came over and asked in a bubbly voice if she could be of any assistance. She even called me Reverend. I let her sell me a couple of postcards and then ran through the front door as soon as Mike Van Andel pulled away from the bank parking. He went back the way he’d come, taking a left on to Main Street.

      I had no idea where he was going, but my heart was starting to race again, and I couldn’t help worrying that he was on his way back to the bakery to talk to me about something. At least he hadn’t seen me. At least I didn’t think so.

      Should I follow Leo? With his dad gone, I might be able to ask Austin some questions about the knife. Like what Claire had planned to do with it.

      Austin and Leo were still walking down the opposite sidewalk, only together now, and I needed to know what they were saying to each other. I hurried back to the Tank and pulled out onto the street, following the two boys at a bit of a distance.

      I cranked the window open and a cool blast of air hit my face. I tried to drive up alongside them, nonchalantly, but they stopped talking as soon as they saw me. The only thing I heard was—“You can’t blame her”—blowing on the air.

      “Need a lift?” I asked, leaning over the console. I knew Leo had his car with him. I’d seen him take it, but it was the only excuse that came to mind.

      Leo shook his head, pulling on his pack and looking back at the bank. “I’m good, Miss Vee,” he said.

      “I’ll take one.” Austin jumped off the curb and into the car, and before Leo could protest, we were off.

      “Where to?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful.

      “Home.” The word was sullen, and he crossed his arms, settling back into the seat.

      “Your wish. My command.” I turned off Broadwater street, just in case Mike Van Andel had circled back around to check on the boys, and headed back up toward Austin’s house in the bluffs.

      He looked out the window mournfully.

      “I thought you were at your grandma’s house this after.” I put a little smile behind my words, but he didn’t even glance at me.

      “I told Leo that so he wouldn’t come with me to talk to my mom. He thinks he’s some kind of big savior or something. I just want the truth.”

      “And did you get it?”

      “I sure hope so.” A muscle ticked in his jaw as he clenched it, and his hands fisted again. “If I didn’t, they’re all going to regret it.”

      I swallowed, trying to figure out a kind, compassionate, non-judgmental-of-Claire’s-choices way to ask if he knew who his real parents were.

      Because I did.
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      When we pulled into the driveway of his house, Austin didn’t make a move to get out of the car. I threw the Tank into park and sat for a long moment, still not sure what to say.

      “Have you talked to Leo or anyone about what’s going on with you right now?” I finally ventured.

      His hands had relaxed, and he no longer looked coiled for an assault, but a bone-deep sadness hovered underneath his skin. Or maybe I was projecting, because I’d thought the same thing about his father. His real father.

      “I can’t talk to Leo. He doesn’t understand.”

      “Well, you can talk to me, if you need to. If you don’t have anyone else to talk to.”

      A tired smile crossed his lips as he laid his head back against the seat. “Everyone keeps saying that to me. But what if I don’t want to talk to anyone?”

      “Who’s trying to get you to talk to them?”

      “Uncle Mike. My grandma. My mom.”

      “Wait. Uncle Mike…the Van Andels are your relatives?”

      “Not really. Jenna and my mom were best friends growing up. I guess I just call them that.”

      “You don’t want to talk to Uncle Mike?” I asked, venturing out on the shaky bridge of not-my-business.

      “He doesn’t really want to listen to me. He just wants to talk.”

      I had to smile a little at his description of Mike. I could so easily imagine Leo’s dad being that guy. The one who said he wanted to help, when he really just wanted to fix things. It was such a dad thing. My own father was the same way.

      “And my grandma did ask me to come over after school, but she’s worse. When she thinks something’s wrong, she makes a bunch of food and tries to stuff down whatever’s going on with me. I couldn’t take any more of that today.”

      A car turned on to the street behind us and I found myself looking back and expecting it to be Mike Van Andel’s truck. Thankfully, it was just a little car. I really needed to settle down.

      “Say, that reminds me,” I said, trying for nonchalance, just wanting to see how he would handle the request. “That knife your grandma told me about, the homemade one…do you happen to have that here? You said you’d show it to me sometime.”

      He stiffened, his fingers going stock straight against his blue-jeaned legs. After a second, he relaxed and gestured toward the house. “Um…it might be in my room.”

      I opened my door without asking for an invitation inside, and hopped out onto the driveway. Two can play at that game, bud. If he could pretend it was there, I could pretend to believe him.

      By the time I got around the vehicle, he was halfway to the front door, walking fast. He wasn’t going to find the knife up there, but then I could ask him about giving it to Claire without seeming like I was trying to get anything out of him.

      The interior of the Krantz house looked different in the daylight. Almost the whole back wall of the living room was a plate glass window, which made it extremely bright. The hallway from the front door led straight back into the living room, through the kitchen, and I remembered Nikki and Jenna and Mike standing at the center island on Tuesday night, shrouded in half-darkness, talking about Derek and Claire and who knows what else.

      Austin led the way to the kitchen and grabbed a Gatorade from the fridge. He offered me one, too, and I declined, preferring not to drink my calories. Not everyone had the metabolism of a seventeen-year-old boy.

      He suggested I wait in the living room while he retrieved the knife, and I took a seat on the big, white leather sectional that faced the backyard, planning what I would say when he came down without it. Could I just tell him that I knew he’d given it to Claire? Would that be safe?

      A big deck was accessible by a door alongside the windows, tucked next to a set of white-painted bookshelves. The yard sloped out from under it, and I could see almost all the way down into the gully that appeared to separate the Krantz house from the back neighbors. At the bottom of the manicured slope was a strange little formation of stones with a big American flag sticking out of it.

      I walked to the windows to get a better look, but the angle wasn’t quite right, so I unlocked and opened the deck door, and walked out into the cool afternoon air. At the edge of the deck, I could see more clearly. It was a white rectangle of stones with a big white hunk of marble at the end farthest from the house. There was a little white light at the base of the flag that probably lit it up at night.

      Footsteps thumped on the deck behind me and I turned around to see Austin advancing, hands in his pockets. He came all the way to stand beside me, looking out over the yard, eyes fixed somewhere near the flag.

      “That’s Auggie’s grave,” he said somberly.

      “I thought soldiers killed in action were buried at Arlington,” I said.

      His breath stopped and held for a minute, and I felt like an idiot. Of course, it was easy to talk about the theory of where someone should be buried when it wasn’t a member of your family. I looked for a way to apologize, but it seemed best to just let the awkwardness pass.

      “He’s buried at Arlington, too. He was cremated, and they gave my mom part of his remains to bury here. She got an easement from the city and everything.” The hollowness of his voice sent a chill down my spine. It was the same kind of absence of emotion that Henry had shown on my last visit to the jail. Like he was numb from the weight of it.

      Austin had to know the truth. He hadn’t shown this kind of oddness about Auggie when we’d spoken about him on Tuesday night. Still, I wasn’t sure how to politely ask him if his father wasn’t really his father. Maybe there was no polite way to say it.

      “You seem different today,” I tried, going for the roundabout way. “Like something changed since I saw you last.”

      He shrugged, leaning against the railing. “I do?”

      “It feels like you’re…like you’re in pain.” I matched his stance, leaning forward so I could look down at the yard. “I know what that’s like.”

      “You do?”

      “Sure. Sometimes the unexpected happens, and you don’t know how to react, so you stuff it all down inside. It feels like it’ll just go away if you don’t talk about it, but it won’t.” The last words echoed deep into my own heart. A little too much truth for my own comfort.

      “So, you know, too?” The edge in his voice told me I had to tread lightly.

      “I don’t know anything, Austin.” I used his adult name, feeling like the Aussie nickname would be too diminutive right now.

      “Well, you’ll know, soon enough.” He kicked at the wood railing and the whole deck shook. “I’m sure everyone will find out, since they’re looking into Claire’s murder.”

      My breath went shallow, like when an animal hides from a predator and doesn’t want it to see any signs of life. I didn’t ask any more questions, hoping the truth would just spill out of him.

      “Claire is my real mom.”

      I pursed my lips, nodding slowly. “Okay.”

      “Which means Nikki isn’t my real mom.” A sharp pain punctuated the words, like he was still in disbelief. “Not biologically.”

      “How did you find that out?”

      “Uncle Mike.” He looked down at his feet, leaning back and pulling against the railing. His face was hard and straight, not showing much emotion. It was hard to get a read on what was happening under the surface. “Y’know, when I saw her at the bank, she told me she was my aunt. She showed me the picture from the basement of my grandma’s house. She told me where to look in her old room to find the stuff she’d hidden that they probably hadn’t found.”

      “They?”

      “Grandma and my m—” He stopped, his lips pressed together, shaking. “Grandma and Nikki.”

      “Why did Mike tell you?”

      “I was over at Leo’s last night, playing Halo, and they didn’t know I was there.” His voice took on that empty quality again. “I went upstairs to get a snack and the basement door was cracked a little. I heard him and Aunt Jenna talking about whether or not they’d have to prove I was Claire’s son in order to get the money.”

      The words flapped out in the breeze like the lonely flag over Auggie’s grave. I tried to gauge his mood. Some people needed a lot of comfort when they were telling you something tragic, and they had this way of emotionally grasping for it, usually with little looks. Austin hadn’t looked at me. Not once.

      “Then they talked about whether they’d need a DNA sample from my real father. Uncle Mike said Henry would pay either way.”

      My stomach tightened at the mention of Henry’s name. The thing that connected me to this situation—my short-lived friendship with Henry—was the one thing that I couldn’t reveal to Austin.

      So, I just kept standing there, hoping he would continue.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and snorted. “Nikki is calling me.”

      I almost said, your mom, and held it back. He seemed to have made the switch already. I didn’t want to get in his way.

      “You should answer,” I said.

      Austin shook his head, stuffing the phone back in his pocket. “She gets off work easy enough for her vet club meetings, like every time she turns around they’re doing something with her freakin’ vet club. If she wants to talk to me so bad, she can come find me.”

      “Did you happen to find the knife?” I asked, feeling like the subject of Claire’s murder was about to pass, and trying to keep the momentum going.

      “No.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m not sure where it is.”

      I forced a slow breath between my lips, considering the ramifications of what I was about to do. It was either swim or drown at this point. I was already in the pool.

      “I know you gave it to Claire,” I said quickly.

      He froze, all his muscles going on alert. “How could you know that?” he choked out.

      “Your uncle Derek told me. He said she showed it to him when she got back from seeing you on Monday.” The words just kept tumbling out. “Austin, I’m worried that was the knife that killed her.”

      Austin finally turned to me, his eyes wide. “How do you know that?”

      “Deductive reasoning.” I held up my fingers. “She had the knife on her when she last saw Derek”—I ticked off one finger—“but it wasn’t logged into evidence”—I ticked off another—“and I saw a crime scene photo of her. The entry wounds were jagged and wide, like the serrated bottom edge of that handmade blade…”—A third finger.

      His face curled up. “Are you sure that’s the knife?”

      “Well, not completely sure. Only the police would know for sure.”

      He walked toward the door of the house and I followed him. When he passed the bookshelf, I noticed a similar display to the one at Frances Barnett’s house. Big, formal pictures of three military men—possibly even the same pictures—surrounded by boxes. Only none of the boxes on Nikki’s display were medals.

      Austin opened one of them. Small and made out of thick wood, it had rounded corners, and its beveled cover bore the remnants of dust. “Could it have been this knife?”

      He held it out to me and I found myself holding an exact replica of the knife from the bag that Derek had received. Almost exact. This one had initials engraved in the hilt. LRV.

      I turned the box toward the light. There didn’t appear to be any dust on the knife itself, and I hadn’t seen the box before Austin touched it, so I didn’t know if the dusty smudges were new or not.

      “I suppose so.”

      “Then the murder weapon may not have been the one Claire had.” He took the box back, placing it on the shelf. “Because grandpa made one of these for each of his daughters, his wife and her sisters, and all of their daughters. Each is engraved with the initials of the person he gave it to.”

      “Who is LRV, then?” I asked.

      “My grandma. Before she was a Barnett, she was a Vincent.”

      “Why does your mom have hers?”

      “They trade the boxes back and forth, depending on who’s hosting the vet club. They like to keep most of them together, as a whole set. Sometimes my mom has all the medals. Sometimes grandma has them all. But then whoever doesn’t have the display still has a box of these knives.” He ran his finger along the dust on the outside of the wooden cover of the knife box. “It was the last set he ever made, and he never engraved the big one. But I think they might have been for Aunt Cl—”

      He stopped again, concern creasing his brows. He didn’t correct himself to mom, but it seemed like he wanted to. I couldn’t even imagine trying to assimilate a bombshell of secrets and lies like that at the age of seventeen. My heart was breaking for him.

      His phone started ringing in his pocket—there was no ringtone, but I saw the flashing light. Probably his mother again.

      “Do you mind if I ask you something, Austin?” I said, moving to the couch and sitting down. When he nodded, I continued. “What were you and Nikki fighting about earlier?”

      His brow furrowed. “How did you know that?”

      “I was in the shop across the street, and I saw you come out of the bank.” I tented my fingers, leaning forward. “That’s why I drove down the street after you. I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “It’s all right, Miss Vee. You don’t have to worry about me.” There was so much concern in his tone, it took me back a little. He shook his head. “I’m not going to kill myself or anything. I’m just freaked about this.”

      It seemed like an odd choice of words, especially considering what had supposedly happened to his biological father, and my skin chilled. “I’m not worried for your life, Aussie, but I’m definitely worried. This is a lot to take in.”

      With a bit of a blank look, he walked over to the door and locked it. “Sure, it changes my whole life, but…” He rested his hand on the glass, looking out at the memorial for the man he’d spent his life thinking was his father. “I’m still going to the Naval Academy. I’ll still get out of this town in like six months. Nikki is still my family. She raised me, and she’s my aunt. It’s just. I would’ve liked to have known my real mom.”

      “I can imagine.” I sat back, hoping the movement would make me seem more relaxed.

      “I tried to tell Nikki that I knew about Claire being my mom. She was in her break room or whatever, so she was all by herself, but when I tried to say the words…” He broke off, leaning hard against the glass on the white-framed door. “There’s a reason why she never told me, and I’m trying to give her the benefit of the doubt, but it just makes me so angry when people lie to me like that.”

      His fists closed, hard, and he pushed one of them against the door frame.

      “She must know there’s something going on,” I said. “She’s worried about you. That’s all.”

      “If she’s so worried about me, she shouldn’t have lied. That’s what hurt me. If she’d told me from the beginning, I wouldn’t have cared.”

      With as much empathy as I could, I encouraged Austin to talk to Leo about the situation. He couldn’t let all of that anger and frustration well up inside him without venting it. I wanted to tell him to talk to Nikki again, but that seemed to be off-limits. The last thing I wanted was to make life harder for him. The kid deserved a break.

      Finally, I said goodbye and left the house. As I pulled out of the driveway, I gave the Krantz house one final look. Something had felt incredibly off about the whole visit. I couldn’t quite put it together, but I knew my brain would keep working on it.

      I stopped by the school on my way back to the bakery. It looked like the buses were all lined up, just getting ready for school to let out. Leo and Austin’s free final period and senior status gave them the ability to go to the open gym or the bakery after about 2:30pm, but the rest of the students were apparently still in their last classes.

      As I turned to go up Mockingbird Lane, I happened to glance at Frances Barnett’s house. There was a familiar Harley sitting curbside, and there was no mistaking the very familiar helmet strapped to the back. It was Derek’s—black with orange flames.

      I kept driving, but something else caught my eye as I passed the house. Derek was kneeling next to the side door of the garage, nearly hidden by a row of bushes, fiddling with the door. I made a quick pull-in, leaving the Tank on the curb, and ran back toward the Barnetts.

      By the time I got to the door, he was gone, but there were scratch marks on the lock and the door itself was open.

      Derek Hobson had broken into his mother-in-law’s house.
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      One side of the Barnett garage was empty—the side closest to the open door. A Jeep sat in the other slot. Blue, clean, shiny. I couldn’t imagine Frances Barnett driving that vehicle, but stranger things had happened.

      I whispered Derek’s name into the darkened space, but he didn’t answer. If I kept following him, would I be breaking and entering? To be fair, the worst I was doing was “entering.” Derek had already done the “breaking.”

      Someone had to save this man from himself.

      With an indrawn breath, I pushed through the door leading to the house. A laundry room, leading into the kitchen. I didn’t see Derek in either room. I had to get him out of here. It would be worse for all of us if he got caught by Frances. She would have no qualms about having him arrested. Then the knife would be found, and if it really was the murder weapon…

      I moved around the corner, whispering his name. There was a slight muffled sound somewhere ahead of me, and I was about to call out to him again when a flash of black darted out from around the corner. My heart jumped up to choke my breath off.

      It was Derek, coming at me with a knife in his hand, low and by his side, but a flash of recognition stilled him. The weapon dropped out of sight, but I didn’t hear it clatter to the ground. He swore at me for a good thirty seconds before he got himself under control.

      “What are you doing here?” he hissed.

      “I saw you breaking in.” I had my hand over my heart, and my breath was barely recovering. “What are you doing here?”

      “Returning this.” Derek held the knife up in a slower, non-murdery motion. It was the same knife from the duffel bag. Claire’s knife. “If they all think I’m going to roll over and take the fall for this, they’re nuts.”

      “No. Derek.” I rushed forward, grabbing his arms. “As far as we know, the case is closed. They can’t set you up for something the police aren’t investigating.”

      “So we’re going to let Claire’s murderer just go free?”

      I paused, chewing on that. Of course, I didn’t want that any more than he did. We all wanted justice. “So that’s why they gave you the knife, then. If you don’t fall into line, we can set you up? That’s awful.”

      “And I have a criminal record, Vangie.” He shook his head, backing into the living room. “The Sheriff has had his eye on me since I went in there on Tuesday.”

      I followed a few steps, so the whole living room came into view. Blessedly empty. My heart wouldn’t return to its normal pattern.

      Derek was talking about hiding evidence in a murder investigation, and by being in this house, I was conspiring with him.

      Wouldn’t my father be proud?

      Derek went around the corner, looking at the hutch that backed up to the kitchen. His hair was tightly caught up in a bun and he wore black leather gloves. He had clearly done this before. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel safer. Or not.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, moving into the middle of the living room, toward the big American flag.

      “Looking for the place you said this knife goes.”

      “Over here,” I pointed at the flag, but my eyes went elsewhere. A book of photographs lay open on the table between the two high-backed chairs. There was an empty spot in the middle of one page, like a picture had been taken out.

      Above it was a photograph of Nikki smiling in front of the Eiffel Tower. The orange digital numbers up in the corner, the way some cameras used to date photographs, gave the date of the picture as 1-14-99. At the bottom of the page was a picture of Nikki in a bikini in front of crystal clear blue waters. 2-3-99 was the date on that one.

      “Where is it?” he asked again.

      “On top of the flag,” I said absently, turning back a page. Nikki’s had traveled across Europe for a quite a long time, it seemed, staring late August of 1998. Not long after Auggie was killed. Just before that was a series of pictures from what looked like a lake trip, dated early August of 1998. The mountains in the background looked like the ones around Hebgen Lake, which was in Southwest Montana.

      “You said there was an empty case.” Derek was at my shoulder, the smell of leather wafting past me like a breeze. “What is all that?”

      “Pictures of Nikki, it looks like.” I flipped back another page, saw a familiar picture and paused. “Wait. This picture. This is from some ceremony when they started the co-op high school.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      I pointed to the man who had Austin’s profile. The man I’d first thought was Auggie Krantz. “Isn’t that Henry Savage?”

      “Vangie. We need to get a move on.”

      “Is it?” I asked, glaring at him.

      “I don’t know. I guess so.”

      “Henry and Mike Van Andel. They look kinda chummy here.”

      “This is why you’re going to get arrested, you know. Looking at old pictures from high school.” Derek tugged on my arm. “Yeah, they were friends. So what?”

      “Mike didn’t seem very friendly when I talked to him about Henry the other day.”

      Derek let out a long, loud sigh. “Will you just tell me where the display case is so I can leave this knife and we can get out of here?”

      “I told you, it’s on top of the flag.”

      “Yeah, I looked there.”

      I turned to that side of the living room, confused. I had seen the case sitting there before, prominently displayed. But all of the medal boxes were gone. The knife case was still on top of the flag, though, and I pointed to it. “It’s right there. Put it in the empty hole at the top.”

      “There is no empty hole.”

      I took a step closer, and another, until I could see down into the case itself. An exact replica of the knife Derek held was lodged against the mounting pins. The bottom of the hilt was smooth.

      I reached out my hand, but he stopped me. “Don’t touch it,” he whispered.

      “But that wasn’t there yesterday. The top hole was empty.”

      Derek opened the case slowly, taking the knife off the pins and turning it over. The initials NLB were etched into the handle. Nikki?

      Something Austin had said jogged my memory. They sometimes switched medals and knives, like a museum exhibit that moved from place to place. But I had just seen Frances’s box at Nikki’s. Hadn’t I? Her initials, LRV, were engraved in the handle.

      Where had this extra knife come from?

      “I can’t leave it here,” he said in a harsh whisper. “Dammit, Vangie. You said there was an empty space.”

      “This wasn’t here yesterday. I promise, it wasn’t.”

      He looked around, his eyes suddenly wild. Stuffing the NLB knife back into the box and closing the top, he said, “Put those pictures back. We need to go right now.”

      I reluctantly set the picture book down, re-opening it to the correct page. Derek grabbed me, pulling me out of the room, but I stopped him. From the corner of my eye, I had seen an open cupboard door beneath the television. Another door was nested inside it, but this one was thicker. Metal. Like a safe door.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I knelt in front of the cupboard, peering into the safe’s dark depths. There were two brown picture albums that matched the one on the table, plus a couple of manila envelopes. No boxes of knives. I pulled one of the albums out, just to flip it open, and it was full of more pictures of Nikki—somewhere that wasn’t America, even one where she had on a burka—but these pictures looked more candid, and they were dated a year earlier than the other photos.

      One of the pages had an empty space at the bottom. The picture immediately above it was of Nikki walking along an unfamiliar dirt-packed street. And above that, Nikki with Mike and Jenna Van Andel were walking on what appeared to be the same street. They all looked so young.

      Derek yanked at me, and I finally returned the album to its place beneath the manila envelopes. He was so frustrated, he wasn’t even speaking.

      As he dragged me out the door, Derek took out a cloth and started wiping down the surfaces around us—door knobs, exposed furniture, and what not. Since he had gloves on, I assumed he was trying to get rid of the evidence that I had left behind. If I’d known we would be breaking and entering, I would have brought gloves, too.

      We got through the garage and out into the shaded yard without him speaking another word to me. He locked the door and pulled it closed behind him.

      “We have to pretend like we were never here.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets as we walked up the sidewalk, acting casual as could be, as if we had nothing to hide.

      I stopped in front of his bike, which was only a few feet back from the Tank. “What are you going to do with it?”

      He touched his pocket. “I don’t know. But I really shouldn’t tell you. I don’t want you to get in any trouble for me, Vangie. You need to get in your car and head somewhere you’ll be seen.”

      “Like where? The bakery is closed. The church will be deserted.”

      “A store or something. I’m going to John’s Bar, so don’t go there. We shouldn’t be seen together.” His eyes danced back and forth, like he was following the paths of the cars that puttered by us, still in the low-speed school zone.

      “If we haven’t already been seen,” I said.

      “Nah. The trees were high, and the lady who lives across the street drove off in Frances’s car with her just before you showed up. The guy next door—” he nodded to the place, “—is doing woodwork in his backyard. No one is going to see us. Come on.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “This obviously isn’t my first B&E.”

      My phone started buzzing in my pocket, so I rolled my eyes at him rather than commenting. When I pulled out my cell, I saw my sister’s name on the screen. I said goodbye to Derek and asked him not to turn his phone off in case I needed to get ahold of him. By the time I swiped at my sister’s call, I was climbing into the Tank.

      “Bad news,” she said, without even greeting me.

      “Hello to you, too.” I gave her a little laugh.

      “I just got a call from Ana at the denominational offices. She said that Peter put in a call to the bishop this afternoon.” The words sat there in the miles between us, like little bombs waiting to go off. I found myself holding my breath, so I huffed it out.

      “I was afraid of that.”

      “Vangie, what in the name of everything holy are you doing up there? You should not be getting in trouble again.”

      Even though she was four years my junior, my baby sister had a type-A personality—scolding was her natural language. She always made me feel like a kid when she talked to me like that.

      “I’m not,” I said with a squeak in my voice that belied my words. I so was.

      “Well, you asked me to tell you if your name came up, and it did, so I’m telling you. But I don’t want to know anything about anything. I’m sick of trying to hide stuff from Dad.”

      I slid the phone into the visor, clicking on the speaker option, and started the Tank. I didn’t want to stay parked in the vicinity of Frances Barnett’s house. I looked in the rearview mirror, but there was no sign of Derek’s bike. He must have turned around to go the other way, because I hadn’t seen him pass. There was now a steady stream of parents who’d just picked up their kids.

      Priscilla’s sigh came through the speaker loud and clear. “Vangie, are you even listening to me? What do you want me to do now?”

      “Can you find out what he said?”

      “I don’t know. Ana is already acting cagey.”

      “I thought she was your friend.”

      “She liked my purse once, Vangie. Once. If you keep asking me to spy for you, I’m going to have to give her the purse or something.”

      I shook my head, a tiny smile tugging at my mouth. “That’s not how spying works, Sil.”

      “Well, it might have to.” A honking sound echoed through the phone, faintly. “Look, I have to go. Ty is here. Can I call you back tonight?”

      I turned the Tank in the direction the feed store. Derek had said to be seen, and I hadn’t yet checked in for feedback on the macarons. Besides, I didn’t want to go back to the bakery just yet. “I have to go to bed early tonight,” I said. “We’re making macarons in the morning.”

      “Then call me while you’re baking.”

      “I can’t, I’ll have Leo there. I promised him I’d try to teach him everything I know. I mean, I don’t know much, but I’ll teach him what I can.”

      We agreed to catch up the following afternoon. Her classes would be over, my lunch rush would be over, and her boyfriend was going out of town to a conference, so she would be around all night. I could sit on the couch in my office and catch up with her. If I didn’t get fired, of course.

      I hung up with my sister as I pulled into the parking lot of the feed store. Danny Murphy wasn’t outside to greet me this time, so I headed inside to collect the comment cards for myself.

      The interior of the feed store always smelled like livestock to me. I wasn’t sure why. They didn’t sell livestock. But it had the same earthy scent farms have, all hay and leather and mulch, and it was actually sort of comforting.

      One of the sales girls greeted me and told me that I should head back to the office to find Danny. I weaved through the shelves, greeting people as I went. The more people who saw me, the better.

      The ceilings of the store were high, but everything was cramped once you got through the door to the back. There had to be two levels of offices, because even at 5’9”, I could have probably reached the ceiling by standing on my toes. It made everything feel dark.

      Danny Murphy called out my name when I walked into the first office. I leaned around the doorway, seeing him in the very, very back. He gave me his customary grin as I came through the door.

      He gestured to the man standing beside him. “Pastor Vale, I don’t know if you’ve met Justin Brent.”

      “I haven’t.” I leaned over the desk to shake the man’s hand. The heavy dark brows and short, thick hair apparently ran in his family. He could have practically passed for Joshua Brent’s twin. So, this was Emma’s brother-in-law.

      “I know your brother,” I said.

      “Oh, right.” He held the handshake for a little longer than felt comfortable. Perviness also apparently ran in the blood in the Brent family. “You’re the girl who owns that bakery.”

      Woman. I corrected him only in my head, though, in case the temper was also hereditary. Joshua did not like to be corrected.

      “You should taste her cookies,” Danny said, reaching behind him for a box, but when he opened it, there were only crumbs left.

      “I really should,” Justin said with a leer.

      “None left.” Danny’s sing-song tone and smile said he was either oblivious or he had chosen to ignore the man’s insinuation. “I just hired Justin to drive trucks for us. If you drop by with another batch, he’ll get to fill out one of those cards, too. Oh, by the way, let me pick those up for you, Pastor Vale. Just wait right here.”

      He scooted around the desk and out of the room before I could think of a response. I crossed my arms, staring at Justin. He had that tired, bleary-eyed look that spoke of a bad diet and too much drinking.

      “So, you’re driving truck for Murphy’s now?” I asked, trying to pass the time while Danny dug around in the adjacent office.

      “I started on Monday. I’ll start solo runs next week, but I’ve done shifts with the other driver for a couple of big orders.” He touched the empty box with the tip of one finger, rubbing at the stamp on the cardboard. “So. Matchbaker, huh? What does that mean? You gonna find me a date with your baking?”

      Shoulda worn my clergy shirt and collar. Anything to make him less interested and more polite.

      “That’s not what it means,” I said, smiling sweetly, trying not to also blurt out that no amount of sugar would make him more palatable. That women weren’t won over by double entendres.

      “Then what does it mean?”

      “I read people.” I settled my arms a little tighter across my chest. “I help match them with what they’d like to eat or drink by observing them and making assumptions about their behavior.”

      “Oh yeah?” He leaned forward just enough to seem predatory. “And what do I want?”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Given the untidiness of your general appearance, I would assume that you don’t have a wife or girlfriend, and from your attitude, I’m guessing that’s a long-term choice, rather than an accident of timing. You haven’t stopped leering at me since I walked through the door, which generally makes women uncomfortable, but since I’m only reasonably attractive for my age, I would guess it isn’t something you reserve only for super hot women, which makes me assume you probably get rejected. A lot. To deal with that rejection, you drink. A lot. Probably binge drink, if I had to guess, because your shirt can’t quite hide the gut you’re forming. You probably eat at the truck stop more often than you eat at home, or you’re eating greasy bar food, which is worse, and your skin looks like you haven’t seen a vegetable in the whole of your adult life.” I took a quick breath. “So I would say, what you think you want and what you really need are two different things, Justin Brent, just like your little brother, because I’m sure you want to get in my pants, but what you need is a conscience.”

      His jaw had dropped steadily as I continued talking, but he seemed to have been stunned into silence by the end, which was just the way I liked him. I had no patience for guys like that, for whom every woman was a target.

      I recognized my judge-y inner voice and had to take a deep breath. My fists had formed tight balls, and I’d moved forward in a predatory stance. It was no longer Justin who was on the offensive. It was me.

      The whole time I’d been talking, my vision had narrowed, my fists had clenched… This wasn’t about Justin Brent at all. A lump caught in my throat. It was about Edward.

      I had to stop seeing him everywhere I went—in every man, in every situation, in every threat. There was no getting around how much he still affected me, but I wanted it to be over. Needed it to be over.

      With a backward step, I opened my mouth to apologize, but Danny called out my name as he walked into the office, stopping me.

      “I’ve found them,” he said, handing over the little white cards in a neat pile. I wanted to get out of the office as fast as possible.

      Danny walked with me, and I didn’t say goodbye to Justin Brent. I was ashamed of how personal I’d made my dressing-down, and I recognized the same killer instinct I’d used with Scarlet earlier in the week. It was one of the things I disliked the most about myself. Sometimes, in looking for justice, I was willing to be unjust.

      When we got about halfway up the first aisle, I realized Danny had been talking my ear off, and I hadn’t listened to a single word he’d said. I settled the cards into a neater pile and smiled over at him, trying to regain my composure.

      But then I spun around toward the offices. I tried to think of an excuse to go back and apologize. There was no acceptable reason for my rudeness—and the last time I’d acted out like this, someone had died.

      “Can you excuse me for a second?” I asked, touching Danny’s arm. “I think I forgot something.”

      As I rushed back into the office, I heard Justin’s voice call out. “Y’know, I should head back out to the Pump’n’Go over in Rolo. That motor oil finally—” When he saw me, he stopped talking. “Oh. I thought you were Danny.”

      “Yeah. Look. I’m sorry, okay?” I stopped with my body halfway through the door. “I didn’t intend to be so mean.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever.”

      “No, not whatever.” I furrowed my brows and inched a little farther into the room. “I really shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Fine.” Justin flipped through a couple more pieces of paper, not meeting my eyes. I did notice he was sucking in his gut a little. My words had obviously hit some nerve.

      Danny came up behind me, standing beside me in the door. “I meant to tell you, Justin, Roy called about that back-ordered box of motor oil he didn’t get.”

      Something clicked in my head. Rolo. Pump’n’Go.

      “Wait, do you deliver to that convenience store in Rolo?” I asked, turning to Danny.

      He nodded. “They call it The Store,” he said with a grin. “It was the first convenience store in the town, so it only had one name.”

      “Were you in Rolo on Tuesday?” I looked at Justin, but he was still busying himself with paperwork.

      “Yeah. Tuesdays and Fridays,” Danny finished for him. “Why?”

      “I wasn’t there for the murder, if that’s what you’re asking,” Justin sneered, still not looking up. I was about to ask another question, but he kept going. “I went to school with Claire, y’know. If I had seen someone kill her, I would have come forward.”

      His tone said, I’m not that big a jerk. And I deserved the defensiveness. But the words he’d chosen made me pause.

      “You didn’t see someone kill her, but…did you see her that day?”

      “Yeah. We pulled up to the corner of the highway. Y’know, you have to turn left to go along the highway, but if you turn right, there’s The Store.”

      I nodded, leaning forward in eagerness.

      “When I looked over, I saw some black car speeding away. Claire was trying to follow it, yelling something. We had the right-of-way, but the car cut in front of us. They looked pretty pissed.”

      Emotion flooded through me. Henry. He’d seen Henry’s car. On the road back to Saint Agnes. And Claire had been alive.
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      I called the sheriff’s office on my way back from Murphy’s, and reported to the night clerk that someone should talk with Justin Brent about Henry’s alibi. I was doing what Malcolm had told me and staying away from it.

      In lieu of going home, where I wouldn’t have reception—and where I wouldn’t have a landline until Monday—I went to my office at Saint Agnes Community Church. They hadn’t fired me yet, and there was work to do, for both my jobs.

      I spent an hour typing up notes from the comment cards and tweaking recipes. I settled on four flavors of macarons for the next morning, and printed out the individual recipes.

      Then I turned my attention to my other job. It was time to switch out the sermons. When I opened the box, it struck me that Norman’s sermons were organized by date. Considering how long he’d held his position, it was a little like having a living history of the town. I was on 1995, which was still early in his tenure, but it wouldn’t be long before I reached the first year of the school co-op—the timeframe during which those pictures I’d seen at Mrs. Barnett’s had been taken.

      I flipped through the folders, moving forward in time, and pulled the files from July, August, September, and October of 1998. Shoving them into my messenger bag, I moved the sticky note that reminded me where I was to July of ‘98, and then left the office and locked up.

      Norman had been more of an academic-minded teacher from the pulpit, but he’d always done a sort of week-in-review at the opening, tying something that had happened in the world into the topic of his sermon. It was easy to imagine the old pastor sitting at his kitchen table with Nadine in the mornings, the newspaper spread open in front of him, over a copy of The Cost of Discipleship.

      He must have been an interesting man.

      It was dark when I got home, and there was a strange truck in Malcolm’s driveway. I tried not to stare, as I gathered my things and walked into my house. A quick dinner of chicken breast and French green beans distracted me, but I checked on the truck again when I sat down to read the sermons. It was still there.

      I purposefully lowered the lights in my living room, which faced Malcolm’s house, and kept the curtains mostly closed. There was just enough space for me to peek out and keep an eye on what was happening next door.

      Reading through Norman’s sermons, starting from July 5th, 1998, which had been a Sunday. He made a big deal out of the veteran’s parade—a tradition I’d heard about from the coffee ladies.

      Norman’s Fifth-of-July sermon acknowledged Frances Barnett and her sister Phyllis, who were the chairs of the parade planning committee. That seemed a strange thing to mention, since none of the Barnetts were members at Saint Agnes Community. The parade had to be a bigger deal than I’d originally thought.

      Subsequent weeks in July revealed nothing interesting, and the first sermon in August was uneventful. Norman prayed for the people killed in an earthquake in New Guinea. He congratulated the Montana Little League teams for their performance.

      But August 9th had some hand-written notes in the margin. Pray for the family of August Krantz, who is missing after a bombing at the embassy where he was stationed in Nairobi. His parents, Audric and Clara Krantz, are members of this church and pray for him to be found, quickly and safely.

      I pulled out my phone and googled pregnancy calculator. I clicked on date I conceived, entered August 7th and hit calculate my due date. After a little waiting on my slow internet, the page loaded.

      April 30th.

      That confirmed my suspicions. Auggie couldn’t have been Austin’s father. I didn’t know a single doctor who would let a woman stall delivery for more than thirty days after her due date.

      Was Henry really Austin’s father? There had to be a way to find out.

      I brought up the search engine again and searched for Henry’s name. The first hits were on Wikipedia and IMDB, which I perused. According to whoever wrote his bio, he was discovered at his gym—which fit what Scarlet had told me—but didn’t give any dates, except for the first film, which was released in 1999. He had minor parts in several films and a couple of long stints on TV shows before he struck the proverbial gold with Bronson. He hadn’t exaggerated; he’d been married four times.

      It bothered me to look at the photos of him, happy and alive. It still hadn’t really set in that I would never see him again. I hadn’t known him for long enough to feel real, deep grief, but I did grieve for him. He’d had so much to atone for, and he’d tried so hard to escape it.

      If he had lived, would he have tried harder to make it up to Claire? Had he tried to make it up to her, in the intervening years?

      Would he have tried to meet Austin? Be a father?

      I wanted to believe that he would have, that people could change. It was the bedrock of my faith…redemption. But I didn’t know enough about him to make any pronouncements.

      I looked up again, glancing out the window and closing my laptop screen. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that there was light coming from the front of Malcolm’s house, likely from his living room. It faced the street, not my house, so I couldn’t tell for sure. Through the side window that did face my house, I could see the glow of light in a hallway, but all the activity appeared to be in the front of the house.

      I went back to Norman’s sermons, and the opening prayer was all about Auggie Krantz. Most of the sermon was about Auggie, too, in some way. Norman would be doing the funeral, according to his sermon, though it would be held at the Catholic Church. A real ecumenical outpouring for the fallen hero. His parents were going to Delaware to meet the body, and there would be a burial at Arlington National Cemetery. The funeral in Saint Agnes was to be on Saturday, and the Krantzs would return for the event.

      Oddly, no mention of Nikki at all.

      The following week’s sermon included another prayer for Auggie, as did the final week in August, but the town seemed to be recovering from the tragedy. I knew enough about the aftermath of death to know the family hadn’t recovered as fast.

      September began with another prayer for the Krantz family. Then there was nothing about the tragedy until the first week of October, where there was another large-scale prayer for the parents of Auggie Krantz and their daughter-in-law, Nikki, who was newly pregnant. A grand, eloquent prayer about the baby being Auggie’s salvation. The one thing he’d always wanted. A family.

      There was another reference to Auggie’s baby in the sermon—which was about Abraham bringing Isaac to the mountaintop, a father offering his son as a sacrifice. Norman was unusually eloquent about the son being the father’s redemption, about him being preserved as a promise. It was downright Hopkins-esque. I was proud.

      But it was also a little strange. I’d read many of Norman’s sermons at this point, and he was rarely this loquacious.

      I read and re-read his prayers from August, the quick mention of the tragedy in September, and then the sermon in October. It was a clear shift, and it felt like he was riding a wave rather than creating one. Typically, a big tragedy like a fallen soldier was big news when it happened, and then it would be replaced in the community consciousness by something else. But something else was sustaining the wave.

      Perhaps Nadine was awake. She had, by her own estimation, sat in the front pew every Sunday for forty years, listening to her husband deliver sermons. If anyone was likely to remember the shift in tone, and what had brought it about, it would have been Nadine.

      I checked my watch as I grabbed the keys to the Tank. It was just coming on eight o’clock. I didn’t have a big window if I wanted to catch her before she closed down the house for the night.

      The church directory was programmed into my phone, and I looked up Nadine’s address while I buckled into the Tank. I set my phone into the cradle, so I could see the screen, and called up the directions.

      As I drove by Malcolm’s, I noticed that the truck was gone, and I slowed my car for a moment in front of the driveway. I still felt like I should tell Malcolm in person about what I’d learned from Justin Brent. Part of me was afraid he’d accuse me of something or get me into even bigger trouble with Peter. A bigger part of me wanted to make sure justice was done, but I felt like I was in over my head.

      A car came around the corner, and I glanced at the driver. It was Jenna Van Andel, driving a car I didn’t recognize, so I waved at her with a smile. Her eyes rounded, but she caught herself and waved back.

      I continued on my way to Nadine’s house, pausing just a touch at the corner. Jenna made a U-turn in the little dead-end past my house, then pulled into Malcolm’s long drive. If only I could be a fly on the wall for that conversation. I still wanted to know why she had given Derek that bag, and why a knife, which I was still convinced was the murder weapon, had been right on top of the contents. I couldn’t ask her, though, not straight out.

      Nadine’s house was on the road to Rolo, which I found to be particularly ironic, given that this was where all the trouble had started. At the last corner before the canyon, I took a right turn off the winding road and the cell service cut out, so I had to navigate on my own from there. The screen still contained the turn-by-turn directions, but I had to scroll through them myself. In the pitch black, on a road with no lights, this was no easy task.

      By the time I made it to the last turn, I was considering pulling over and setting up camp until sunrise. But there it was, a little sign above the mailbox that read Nadine Winters. I turned in.

      Nadine didn’t answer her door at first, and I was worried that I’d come too late—until I heard a faint voice calling to me from the back of the house. The door was open and I stuck my head inside.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      “I can see you, Vangie. Come on in. I’m in the kitchen.”

      I made my way through the small, spare house. The last set of doors opened up into a long, narrow kitchen. Nadine stood at the sink, hands wet up to her elbows, humming.

      “Sorry I couldn’t come to the door,” she said, between bars of a familiar hymn. “Don’t you just love this song?”

      I was puzzled for a second, but there was a little radio on the windowsill in front of her and a cord reached from the radio to her ear. Perhaps she’d forgotten that she had the headphones in.

      “I didn’t mean to bother you…” I said, hoping she would take out the headphones. I was having flashes of various accidental radio-in-water scenarios.

      “It’s no bother.” She swayed back and forth, placing the big, white dish she’d just rinsed in the full wooden dish rack. “What can I do for you?”

      “I was just going through Norman’s sermons.” I walked around the little island and came to stand beside her. Through the front window, I could see the edge of the moon glinting off the hood of the Tank. There were neither yard lights nor porch lights on, so the entire front of the house was dark.

      “How far have you gotten?”

      “I just finished October of 1998.”

      Nadine’s hands stilled for a second, both in the water. She had been digging for something. Glancing up at me, she said, “I suppose you’re here about the second funeral.”

      “The second funeral?” I leaned against the counter, trying to fake my way through my surprise. “Yes. The second funeral. That’s why I’m here.”

      Nadine pulled her hands out of the water, along with a plunger, and the sink began to drain. She dried her hands and took the earphones out, placing them on top of the little silver radio.

      Something caught my eye out of the window—a light moving outside in all that darkness. It was one light only. Not quite slow enough to be someone walking. Was there a headlight out on her neighbor’s car?

      Nadine walked to the breakfast nook on the far side of the house, flipping the button on the electric teapot as she passed it. She gestured for me to follow, but I couldn’t stop watching that one lone light. It moved past the driveway, then I couldn’t see it anymore. Either it had gone behind something or gone out.

      “Come and sit with me, pastor.”

      I finally followed, checking the outside road one last time. Nothing.

      Sliding onto the bench opposite Nadine, I was aware of the tiny buzzing sound that the kettle made. It seemed to be the only sound in the entire house.

      “Pastor Findlay asked me the same question, when he was reading Norman’s sermons, you know. He’d never heard of anyone doing such a thing. There were several people in the town who didn’t approve of it, including the pastor where the Barnetts attended.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing, either.” I folded my hands on the table, hoping to hide just how interested I was in this little piece of gossip. The gurgling of the water increased just enough that it made my heart beat a little faster. The rising pitch lent a strange, sinister air to the conversation.

      “I told Norman he shouldn’t do it. But Nikki insisted. Audric and Clara Krantz reluctantly gave their permission.”

      The tenor of the water crescendoed and I sat forward just a touch.

      “You mean, he’d already been buried in Washington, D.C., and they had a second service here?”

      “Oh, no.” Nadine shook her head and tight gray curls bobbed against her scalp. “He did the memorial service when the Krantzs came back from Washington, and then Nikki asked for a second funeral in October.”

      I cocked my head to one side. That was a very strange request. “Was it at her house?”

      “No, they had a veteran’s parade with a color guard, and it ended at our church. They did the burial at Nikki’s house, though. She got a permit, of course, although I don’t think any of his remains are actually buried there, because they would all have been interred at Arlington like his parents wanted, after he passed. I think the city gave her a special easement.”

      “Was this for Veteran’s Day?”

      “No. I think it happened on Halloween weekend. It was after Nikki got back from overseas. She wasn’t there for the first funeral, of course, since she was still in Europe, or wherever she’d been staying while Auggie was in Kenya.” The water bubbled furiously and Nadine rose to walk to the counter. She raised her eyebrows. “Would you like some tea, Vangie?”

      “Yes, please,” I said, vaguely. “Peppermint if you have it.”

      She made me a cup and brought it over, setting her own cup in front of her on the table.

      I sipped at my tea, feeling a slight burn on my tongue, but I needed some time to think. My curiosity was piqued by the notion of the two funerals, and I wanted to know the whole story.

      “I had come across the prayers about Auggie in Norman’s sermons,” I said, setting the cup down. “I intended to ask you about his renewed fervor over Auggie’s death in October, but this seems to explain it. Was it because Nikki was arranging the second funeral?”

      “Well, that and the baby.” Nadine picked the teabag out of her mug and placed it on a china plate that sat in front of the clear salt and pepper shakers near the edge of the table. “Everyone was so thrilled when they found out about Austin, they wanted to do as much for Nikki as they could.”

      “I got that sense, too.”

      “It was a shame she went back East, though.” Nadine said the words like an afterthought, but they perked a memory.

      “Where back East did she go?” I asked, trying to remember all the dates on those pictures from Frances Barnett’s house.

      “Her aunt lived somewhere in the Midwest, I think.”

      That clinched it for me. She had gone to Minnesota, where Claire had clearly been sent to have her baby, and then she returned with a little one in tow who wasn’t her real son.

      Frances had probably considered it a good trade, given her attitude toward Claire.

      My stomach turned sour. My heart broke for Austin. I knew what it was like to grow up without one of your parents. Austin had never known the man he’d always believed to be his father, and now he’d lost his biological mother and father in a matter of days.

      I thanked Nadine for the tea and left. But when I turned onto the dark road again, I was completely and totally lost. The turns on my phone were gone, and I had no visual point of reference. I made a couple of turns, trying to backtrack, and ended up at the edge of the river, in what looked like a little turnout.

      Frustrated, I pulled all the way into the flat graveled area, and made to turn around. I saw a flash of something behind me, and I turned off the Tank’s engine. Only a few seconds later, a single light flickered behind me, clearly on the front of a vehicle. This time I could make out the outline of a motorcycle, and my skin pebbled in fear.

      What was Derek Hobson doing following me out to Nadine Winters’ house?

      Or into a dark, secluded…

      Crap on a communion wafer.
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      Without cell service, I had no way of signaling anyone if anything went wrong, so I didn’t want to startle Derek by seeming suspicious. I smiled and rolled my window down, like I had expected to meet him here, like there was nothing peculiar about seeing him in the pitch-dark night in the middle of nowhere, but my right hand searched through my purse for something that could double as a weapon.

      Nothing.

      He stopped his bike beside my car. The fact that he wasn’t parking behind me, which would’ve trapped me in, gave me at least a little relief. Not much, but a little.

      My heartbeat thudded out heavy beats. “What are you doing here?” My tone was a little too saccharine, but I couldn’t fix that. I was lucky the words had come out at all. He had my nerves good and jangled.

      He took off his helmet. “I think the better question is, what are you doing out here?”

      “I had to make a visit. I am her pastor, after all.”

      “Oh.” Concern lined his features. “You mean you’re not out here about Henry’s case?”

      “I’m not a private detective, Derek. I’m just doing my job.” My fingers finally closed around something cylindrical. Febreeze. My little travel-size scent neutralizer, for hiding the cooking smells when I need to go in public. If this turned out to be a shakedown, I could probably get close enough to spray him in the eyes.

      “Okay, I answered you,” I pressed. “Now, why are you following me?”

      “Because you seem to be able to talk to anyone in this town, which means you might be the only one who can get answers.” He spread his hands out, indicating his biker-y-ness. “You think they’re going to talk to me if I come to the door?”

      I shrugged, relaxing my fingers from around the Febreeze bottle. “No. But you’re an asset if I ever need to B&E.”

      In the glow of his lone headlight, I could just make out the outline of his face and his lips cracking a smile. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “I probably should have called you earlier,” I said, with a little shiver. The air was cold, and I was only wearing a light jacket. “I found someone, a delivery guy, who said he saw Henry drive away from the convenience store while Claire was still alive. So I called the police and told them.”

      Derek’s brows pulled together. “So he really didn’t do it.”

      “It doesn’t appear that way, no.”

      “And Scarlet didn’t do it either.”

      “You thought it might be Scarlet?” I snorted just a little, reaching down to start my vehicle. I turned the heat up to full blast and aimed it at my feet and body. The night was not getting any warmer, but I still wasn’t sure it was safe to invite Derek into my car.

      “I don’t know who it was, Vangie. I suspect everyone.”

      I nodded. I could understand that; I felt the same way.

      I looked around the little clearing. We were right at the edge of the river, parked on a bank that sloped down to the water. There were little patches of snow at random intervals along the bank, but it had been warmer recently and there hadn’t been snow since January.

      “Do you know where we are?” I asked.

      “I think you took a wrong turn back there. This is the parking lot for the Running Elk trailhead. It’s a dead end.”

      “I don’t like how dark it is.”

      “I don’t like that you’re out here by yourself at this time of night.” There was an edge of protectiveness in his voice that made me relax even more. If his intent had been nefarious, he certainly could have lured me out of my car and boxed me in and killed me. He could have dumped my body in the river, and chances were, no one would ever have known. I’d seen enough Sherlock to know, it was always the body disposal that was the hardest part of murder.

      That’s what had stumped me so much about Claire’s murder . She had been posed. Left out for someone to find. Left out for Henry to be framed. That box had been put in her hands—setting off a whole chain of events that had brought Malcolm to me.

      If killing Claire had been premeditated, then why not dispose of the body?

      “What’s going on in that head of yours right now?” Derek asked, leaning on the handlebars of his bike. “I can tell you’re thinking about something.”

      “I have…” I stopped, not wanting to push him too hard. He’d just lost his wife. “I shouldn’t be bugging you about this stuff.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about me,” he said, holding up his hands. “I have nothing to hide.”

      “Well, when you talked to Malcolm, when he questioned you, did he ever consider you a suspect?”

      “I think he assumed I was involved. I mean, cops always think guys like me are involved when there’s a crime involved.”

      “Did he interrogate you?”

      “Not hard-core, no. He asked about the bruising on her neck, which…” He stopped, his voice breaking. “I asked her about that myself, when I saw it.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She just brushed it off, like she brushed everything off. But that was why I wanted to talk to Nikki, instead of Claire going over there. I was worried someone was threatening her.”

      “And you told the sheriff about this?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, he asked me about where I was, too. But I had an alibi for the time when they think she was… I was working on my bike at my house, and probably ten people saw me.”

      “Then why give you the murder weapon?”

      “It wouldn't have occurred to me it was the murder weapon if you hadn’t pointed out the similarities between the knife and the wounds. I never saw the…” He choked again.

      “You didn’t identify Claire’s body?”

      Derek shook his head and bowed it. I wanted to get out of my car and comfort him. It was a natural pastoral impulse. But I was trying this new thing where I didn’t put myself in danger. No matter how much I thought I trusted him, I was in a place with no escape, one where I didn’t know the terrain. If my instincts were even a little bit off, then I couldn’t put myself in that position with a strapping, muscular man who broke into people’s houses and rode a Harley.

      Not wise.

      “I wonder who identified it,” I said, gripping the steering wheel. “Even when they know the identity of the person, they usually bring someone in to confirm the identity. Maybe her fingerprints were in the system?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” He shrugged, still bent over his bike. “They might have had Nikki do it.”

      But that wasn’t possible. Nikki had been at the basketball game, and fought with Malcolm. Claire had already been identified at that point. But not before Malcolm paid me a visit at the bakery; he hadn’t used her name. Then again, maybe that had been intentional.

      Maybe he had already known who she was and was testing me. Chilling thought.

      “As far as I know, she’d never been arrested. But we spent a lot of time apart over the years, too. She had a thing about being tied down.” He finally looked at me. “I would go for months without seeing her. Sometimes she broke up with me first, said we were getting a divorce. Sometimes she didn’t. I just kept waiting for her to figure her life out. I guess I didn’t wait long enough.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, Derek.” I poured all the compassion I could muster into my words. “You were good to her.” From everything I’d seen and heard, it was true. Her family had abandoned her. He was the only one in her life who’d simply been there.

      “I just wish I had been able to get her to see herself the way I saw her.” His voice cracked with emotion. “Maybe none of this would have happened.”

      “Do you mind if I ask you one last question?” I said, trying to tread lightly. When he didn’t respond, I barreled forward. “If Scarlet and I hadn’t been there, what would you have done after Jenna brought you the bag?”

      “Probably just left town.” He shook his head, leaning back on the seat of his bike. “I wanted to get out of here something bad. When I ran into Mike Van Andel, I was buying supplies to clean the house so I could check out with the rental company.”

      “Where did that happen?”

      “At the grocery store.”

      “In the middle of the day?”

      “Yeah.” He waved his hand like it was no big deal. “He’s a vet, so he was on his way back from a house call or something.”

      “Did he suggest that you should leave town?” I ventured.

      Derek’s features perked with interest and he leaned toward me like he was thinking of dismounting. “Why would he do that?”

      “I just wondered if he said anything that seemed off to you.”

      “Not really. He just said he was sorry about what happened to Claire and that Nikki had something for me. At first I thought it might be money, but he said it was a bag of Claire’s stuff. Y’know, I might not even have opened it before leaving.”

      A flash of memory caught my attention. Derek and money. Mike Van Andel in Nikki’s kitchen, talking about Derek asking for money. I swallowed hard and took my life into my hands. I half-closed my eyes while I asked the question.

      “Why would you assume it was money?”

      “Because Nikki owed me.” His tone got suddenly hard. “Well, she owed Claire. There was some kind of inheritance or something, a bunch of money that Claire was owed by Frances and Nikki that she was supposed to come into. They were supposed to pay up. I came to Nikki’s house one night so Claire wouldn’t have to see her, and Mike Van Andel was there, and I told him they were either going to give us the money, or I was going to hire a lawyer. He said he’d make sure it got to me. Still hasn’t happened.”

      I thought back to the conversation I’d had with Scarlet. The checks going to the Mockingbird Lane address, which was probably Frances’s house. Depending on how much money he sent every month, there had to be quite a bank account. But the checks were made out to Claire, so unless they had some kind of shared bank account, the money should have been Claire’s. And because Derek was her husband, they would become his.

      That money was the bane of my existence. It was the thing that connected Claire to Henry and, by proxy, both of them to Austin. But if money had been the motive, then why not kill Claire and Derek instead of Claire and Henry? None of it added up.

      “I lost you again,” Derek said, and when I looked up, he had swung one leg off his bike. He was leaning over his knees, staring at me intently. “What’re you thinking?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Trying to figure out who could have killed Claire. None of the motives make sense to me.”

      “Do you think the cops will start investigating again?”

      “Now that we have eyewitness proof that she was alive when Henry left the gas station, I think those chances are good. Assuming her time of death was after that.”

      He flexed his hands and dropped his elbows to his knees. “I just want to know what happened to her.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Then what do you think we should do?”

      “What are you going to do with the knife?” I asked, swallowing a little.

      He raised a brow. “Do you really want to know?”

      “No, you’re right. It’s better if I don’t know.” I let out a long breath, very aware of how over-my-head I really was, in this case. But I couldn’t stop now. “I’d like to check in with Scarlet before she leaves town. And then I think we both need to get some rest. Maybe Malcolm will turn something up, when he re-opens the case.”

      Derek agreed to lead me back to the main road and come to the B&B with me. When we came away from the mountains, and I could see bars reappear on the face of my phone, I breathed a little sigh of relief. I didn’t like being without a connection to the outside world.

      The town was mostly dead. Almost all of the stores were closed by six o’clock, and most of the restaurants closed by eight. In an agricultural community, darkness meant rest and quiet. There were a few bars that would stay open, but that was about it.

      When I drove down Mockingbird Lane, something tightened in my gut as we approached the B&B. A familiar truck was parked in front of it. It looked like the same blue truck that had been parked in Malcolm’s driveway. There was a good chance it belonged to Mike Van Andel, but I couldn’t be sure. It was too dark and I had only seen it a couple of times at the bakery.

      I told Derek as much as we approached the door, and he immediately crouched over. There were no lights on in the ground floor of the B&B, except for a very dim lamp in the entryway.

      Derek took a tool out of his pocket and picked the lock on the front door. When I punched his arm, he shrugged, like it was no big deal. I don’t know why I was surprised, given that this was his second B&E of the day.

      He looked around and then motioned for me to follow him up the stairs. I could hear someone above us talking. Mumbled voices, like they were behind closed doors.

      With a finger over his mouth, Derek drew me around to the side of the steps, where it looked like there was a small closet.

      “You’re lighter on your feet than I am,” he whispered. “It would be easier for you to sneak up on them.” He pressed his foot down and the old floors creaked in answer. “This place is too old for me to sneak around.”

      I blew out a long breath. If Mike Van Andel was up there, and he caught me spying, then I would be in so much trouble. I might lose Leo at the bakery. I would definitely lose my collar. But Derek was right. We had to find out why Mike was here. It didn’t make any sense for him to be talking with Scarlet. A lot of what he’d been doing around town these last few days didn’t make any sense.

      Making a quick sign of the cross, I crept up the stairs, wincing every time I made the slightest noise. But the people who were talking upstairs were clearly inside a room, and they were arguing so loudly, it wasn’t unlikely they’d hear anything.

      When I got to the landing, I made a quick survey of my surroundings. There were several closed doors along both sides—the guests’ rooms, no doubt—and two open doors. There was a light on under one of the closed doors, and I assumed that was Scarlet’s room. Just beside it was one of the open doors.

      Bathroom?

      I tiptoed to the open door, holding my breath as I passed the door I’d tentatively ID’ed as Scarlet’s. This was maybe the stupidest thing I’d done in…well, the last few days had been chock full of stupid things. When I came through the door, I pushed out a relieved breath at the sight of the toilet and pedestal sink. I closed the door but didn’t latch it. I could finally focus on the voices.

      One wall seemed to adjoin with Scarlet’s room, but the only door was to the hallway. I pressed my ear against the plaster beside the mirror, squeezing between the sink and the toilet, trying not to disturb anything that wasn’t nailed down.

      I could practically hear their words verbatim.

      “I am not going to betray Henry’s memory like that,” Scarlet yelled. Someone must have shushed her, because she continued in a normal voice. “I don’t care what you say would come out about him. I already know the worst.”

      “But the public doesn’t,” said a man’s voice. It sounded like Mike Van Andel. What the craic was he doing here talking to Scarlet?

      “You don’t know very much about Hollywood,” she said loudly, with a condescending laugh. “The public has a pretty high tolerance for scandal.”

      “But assault? They’re going to forgive him for that?”

      “Better that than murder.”

      “I don’t think you want to test that theory.”

      “I don’t think you know me very well, Mr. Van Andel.” Scarlet sounded unshakable, and I respected her for maybe the first time since we’d met.

      “Then there’s nothing I can do to change your mind?”

      “I don’t know how many times I can tell you this. I am not going to say that Henry took the car and went back to that stupid gas station.”

      I swallowed. So, they’d already heard about the alibi witness? What kind of crazy Ocean’s Eleven conspiracy was going on here? Were they tapping my phone or something?

      “No one would even know,” he said. “You said yourself, Mrs. Nelson didn’t see either one of you come in. It’s a harmless lie.”

      There’s no such thing, I wanted to finish for her.

      “But it’s not the truth, and Henry deserves the truth. If that sheriff gets off his lazy butt and investigates this like he should, he’ll find out who really killed that girl, and I want Henry to be exonerated.”

      “Even if the truth comes out about what he really did?” Mike’s voice rose to such a fever pitch, my fists tightened in response, like I was in full-on fight-or-flight mode.

      I took a couple of shallow breaths, trying to calm myself. I’m not in any danger, I kept repeating to myself, but it wasn’t working. My body felt like I was.

      I thought I had enough information to get out of that bathroom. Get back to Derek. If I stayed, I risked getting trapped up there, never knowing if another guest might show up, or if Mike was waiting outside for me. Even though I hadn’t parked directly behind him, I didn’t have a forgettable car.

      With careful steps, I hurried past Scarlet’s door, and down the stairs. It sounded like they’d stopped talking for a second, but I didn’t wait around to see why. I was too close to freedom.

      I took the last couple of steps fast and grabbed Derek on my way out the door. Footsteps were pounding on the stairs behind me, and I heard Mike’s voice call out for me to stop.

      No way in Hades.

      We were just out the front door, when I heard him yell, “Stop. Police. Stop right now.”

      I froze on the porch, and Derek bumped into me, knocking me to the ground. We went down together—a tangle of legs—and my shoulder hit the wood hard. When I looked up, Stefan Van Andel was standing over me in his deputy uniform, his gun drawn, his hands shaking, moving the muzzle between Derek and me. His breath was shallow and his lips were pulled back over his teeth.

      He was going to shoot one of us, right there on the porch, and I kept wishing I had never let go of that Febreeze.
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      Stefan continued to point his weapon at me, so I raised my hands and rolled onto my back. He looked so much like his brother, and now I knew he sounded like him too.

      “Stop moving,” he ordered. I complied, although Derek didn’t seem to take his instructions seriously. He was pushing my legs off his and scooting into an upright position.

      “You, too,” Stefan said, pointing the gun at Derek instead. “Put your hands up.”

      This time, the biker complied. I couldn’t move or speak, not with a loaded weapon aimed at us.

      With a flash of white, I saw Scarlet poke her head down the stairs. She kept coming, until she was almost behind the deputy. She had this long, white sweater coat draped around her like silk. She looked ridiculous.

      I’d never been happier to see anyone in my life.

      “Now, what are you doing here?” Stefan said.

      “I…I was going to rent a room,” Derek stuttered out. “I’m checking out of my rental and I heard this was a good place.”

      “Then why did you run?” The deputy’s shoulders were still heaving with quick breaths, and he hadn’t lowered his gun.

      Derek shrugged. “Instinct.”

      Stefan seemed to consider us both and then looked back at Scarlet and dropped his eyes from hers. He lowered the weapon, too. Then he holstered it, and I finally let out the breath I’d been holding since Derek had started lying.

      “Wait. I know you.” Mike’s brother pointed at me. “You’re that pastor-baker chick.”

      I rubbed my tongue slowly back and forth on my bottom lip. Busted. “Yes. I am.”

      “What are you doing here with him?”

      “Uh.” I pushed my hands down my blue-jeaned thighs. “Is it okay if I get up? I think I’m sitting on a patch of ice.”

      Stefan reached out a hand to offer assistance, but before I could take it, Derek was on his feet and helping me up. The deputy stepped back, shoving his hand in his pocket.

      “She gave me a ride from the feed store.” Derek released me to my own two feet and started to wipe off his clothes.

      “So that’s not your bike, right out there?” Stefan pointed off toward where my car was parked on the street.

      “Are we done here, Deputy?” Scarlet said in her haughtiest, most convincing Southern Belle voice. She actually threw the edge of the white cape around her neck like a scarf, and I had to fight not to laugh at the spectacle.

      “Sorry to have wasted your time, ma’am. I hope you’ll reconsider,” he answered in a tight tone. “Have a nice night.”

      “Oh, Derek,” Scarlet whimpered, from a few steps inside the door. “If you’d like to rent a room for the night, I can call up Mrs. Nelson and have her come to the front desk.”

      I gave him a wide-eyed look. We hadn’t planned for this. But if Derek didn’t follow through, wouldn’t they know we’d lied? He moved off to join Scarlet and I waited for Stefan Van Andel to pass me. Instead, he gestured toward the steps, like he planned to escort me all along.

      Great.

      I looked back at Derek, gave him half a shrug and patted my pocket, hoping he’d know I kept my phone there. I smiled up at Stefan, who was still all tense muscles and locked jaw. It had to be discomfiting to have been denied by Scarlet and then immediately subjected to our shenanigans, and while I didn’t think he knew I’d been listening up there, he had to know that both Malcolm and Mike had asked me not to be involved with this case.

      I was nothing if not persistent.

      Stefan walked me to my car and I glanced at his truck for a few seconds. I couldn’t tell if it was the same truck I’d seen at Malcolm’s earlier, although it made sense, given that they worked together.

      Maybe I was making mountains out of coincidences, but it certainly seemed like there were an awful lot of strange, and suspicious connections, in this case.

      “How did you get mixed up with a guy like that, anyway?” Stefan asked. His tone was sort of nonchalant, but there was an undeniable stiffness to it.

      “Your boss thought I had something to do with his wife being murdered,” I answered matter-of-factly, clicking the button to unlock the Tank. “So, he kinda hunted me down.”

      “Well, you should get un-mixed-up as fast as you can.” He was stepping away, gesturing at me like he was being helpful, but I couldn’t help noticing that his expression was just as tight as it had been moments ago. “He’s bad news. Has a criminal record, you know.”

      “I did not, but I’m sure he appreciates you spreading that around.” With a sickly-sweet smile, I opened the door to my vehicle, trying to wave him off. Stefan returned to his truck, like he’d given up, but I continued to watch him.

      I pulled out my phone, flipping the messages app open and texting my sister a quick reminder about the chat we’d agreed to have the following afternoon. I glanced over the steering wheel and noticed Stefan opening his phone as well. He did not start his truck.

      Scrolling through the numbers in my call history, I finally found Derek’s. I texted him, and my phone rang a moment later.

      Derek.

      “Come back inside,” he whispered. “Scarlet wants to talk to you.”

      “I can’t. The right honorable deputy is still watching me.”

      “Just come back in. He can’t do anything to you.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I said with a shiver. “You didn’t just get escorted to your car by a cop.”

      “You haven’t done anything wrong, Vangie.”

      “Except breaking-and-entering. Twice, thank you very much. Or should I say, no-thank-you-very-much.” I settled the phone into the cradle and put in my Bluetooth headpiece. I rarely used it, since service was so spotty around town, but I didn’t want to give Deputy Do-Right any reason to pull me over.

      Derek was right in the middle of a sentence when I switched over. “…but she says you need to know this right now.”

      “Then put her on the phone.”

      There was a scuffling, and I started my vehicle, making sure to put on my seatbelt and signal my turn. I pulled out into traffic, waving a thanks at the still-texting law enforcement officer.

      “I’m just going to circle the block,” I said to Derek or Scarlet, or whoever was listening. “Hey, hello? Anyone there?”

      A pair of headlights came on behind me, and Stefan’s truck pulled out into the street. My pulse jumped a couple of beats. No biggie. The creepy deputy was following me, but there were only so many directions to go in this town, and most of them led everywhere else. Maybe it didn’t mean anything that he’d pulled into traffic behind me.

      “Come back,” Scarlet finally said. “I want to talk to both of you. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to leave town tomorrow, and—” Another shuffling noise cut her off, and Derek was back on the line.

      “Is he following you?” he asked, his tone dark. “I saw him pull out right after you passed the window.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking in the rearview. The truck was still behind me, and I was almost all the way down to the turnoff in front of the school. Almost to Frances Barnett’s house. “How do I tell?”

      “Make a turn. See if he turns, too.”

      At the next street, I almost hit my turning signal, but the school was one more block down, so I kept going. It was a more major street, and it would give me plenty of options in case I had to lead Stefan Van Andel all over town.

      I pulled past the Barnetts’—the lights were on—and stopped at the intersection. I turned on my right blinker, and Stefan did the same. I hissed into the phone, “He’s following me, Derek.”

      “Okay, hang on.” The sound of a closing door filled the audio feed, and a few seconds later I heard heavy footsteps as he ran down the steps of the B&B. “Pull over somewhere. I’ll be right there.”

      “What do you mean, pull over?”

      “Just pull over like you’re going to park in front of someone’s house, and wait for him to drive by you.” A motor started over the phone line, but the call didn’t go dead. “Get out of your seatbelt, like you’re planning on paying a house visit, turn off your vehicle, and wait until I pull up beside you.”

      I did just that. Stefan’s truck pulled up alongside me, but he didn’t quite stop. He was obviously watching me, but I busied myself with picking up my purse and taking the keys out of the ignition, acting like I was preparing to make a visit. Stefan kept driving, and within a few more seconds, he reached the end of the street in front of the school and took a left turn.

      Derek’s voice rang in my ear. “Okay, jump out of your car and get on my bike.”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to follow him.”

      I removed the earpiece, stuffed the things I needed in my bag, and got out of the Tank. When Derek pulled up, his headlight off, I climbed on the back of the motorcycle.

      “He went left,” I said into Derek’s ear, and held on for dear life. It didn’t escape my attention that it was very dangerous to ride a motorcycle without a helmet—especially if the headlight was off.

      Derek sped a little, but slowed just before the corner. “Keep an eye out for his truck,” he said as he pulled to a stop. “In case he did what we just did.”

      I had memorized the back of his truck this time. There was an I Heart My Wife sticker on the back, which couldn’t be too common on a truck of that make and model. If I saw it again, I would recognize it.

      We headed down a little hill and around, following the street. Up ahead, just a bit, were some taillights. Derek pulled ahead a little faster, and we made up a tiny bit of the distance.

      “That’s his truck up there,” I said, resting my chin on his shoulder. “I recognize the sticker.”

      Derek followed him around another corner, keeping about a hundred feet back. His headlamp was still off, so there was a good chance we wouldn’t be seen, but it was obvious he didn’t want to take chances. Stefan turned another corner and we followed, but Derek seemed to be hanging back a little more with each corner.

      When I looked around, I realized where we were, and I pulled on Derek’s sleeve. “We’re going to Nikki’s house.”

      “That’s what I thought, too,” he said. “Let me stop at this next corner and see.”

      He pulled off the road at the stop sign, where Stefan had turned left, and we both watched as the taillights pulled into Nikki’s driveway, behind the white car I recognized as Jenna Van Andel’s. I pointed to the right, around the corner.

      “Can you come up from the other direction? You know, go right here, then left, and then up that other side?”

      “Yeah.” He turned the front wheel to the right and eased the bike down the other street. “Why?”

      “Because I think I know how we can figure out what’s going on up there.”

      “You think something’s going on?”

      “Jenna’s there. Nikki. Stefan. Maybe Mike, too.”

      “All the more reason for us to stay away,” he said, shaking his head. But he followed my directions, and before I knew it, we were coming up Nikki’s street from the opposite direction.

      There was a dead end, but we drove off the street, following a little pathway that led down into the gully. Derek followed that path all the way to the end and then shut off the bike.

      I pointed to the backside of Nikki’s house, all lit up. Another house separated us from it, but it seemed to be dark. The house on the other side was turned just enough that it wouldn’t have a great view of us, and in the three backyards, the only light was from the little, round bulb that kept the American flag visible over Auggie’s memorial stone.

      “I’m going up there,” I said, climbing off the back of the bike and handing him my purse. “You stay here.”

      “No.” He grabbed me by the elbow. “I’m going with you.”

      “You said it yourself last time,” I put a hand on top of his. “I’m smaller, which makes me better at sneaking than you are.”

      His brows were knit together. He clearly didn’t like the idea, but I didn’t plan on giving him a choice. It was clear Stefan had asked Scarlet to lie for him, and if that was the case, then I wanted to see if he was going to talk about it with whoever was in that house—the place he had gone right after pressuring her.

      I really didn’t like it when bad people got away with bad things. Call it the justice-seeker in me, whatever. But asking Scarlet to lie wasn’t something an innocent man did, and if he’d been the cause of all this, I wanted to catch him.

      “I know you don’t like this.” I tried for a reassuring smile, but I didn’t shift my gaze off Nikki’s house. I could see some people gathered in the living room, and I wanted to get up there before they said anything interesting. “But I promise, I’ll come back as soon as I can. And they won’t see me.”

      “This time,” he said, crossing his arms. “They won’t see you this time.”

      “Right.” I checked to make sure my ringer was off and slipped the phone into my pocket, placing my purse in his lap. “I’ll text if I need you.”

      “Be careful, Vangie.”

      Keeping my eyes on the living room, I ran up the gully, careful to avoid the little swath of light around the grave. The dry grass crunched under my feet as I tried to miss the little patches of snow. Fewer footprints that way. I could finally make out Nikki, who stood near the door out to the porch, and then Stefan and Jenna, who’d gathered near her. Nikki looked in the direction of Austin’s room, on the opposite side of the house, and shook her head. She motioned behind her, practically right at me, and I stopped at the bottom of the front deck steps.

      My brilliant plan had been to get as far up the side steps as I could without stepping into the light. There were two stairways leading to the deck. A wider one off the front that led all the way down to the sloped backyard, and a steeper, narrower one that hugged the side of the house. A hot tub sat under the deck, over near the steep staircase. That was the side I’d planned to use. It looked like it was almost completely buried in shadow.

      The porch door opened, and my breath froze. I heard the echo of Nikki’s words, though she was still inside.

      “We need to get somewhere he can’t hear us,” she was saying, and she stepped out onto the deck.

      I scurried under the beams, keeping my steps as quiet as I could. I looked up and could see the soles of her shoes through the tiny slits in between the wood.

      “It’s too cold out here,” Jenna said. I heard more footsteps but couldn’t make out which steps were hers and which were Nikki’s. Stefan’s were easier to ID. He had on thick-soled boots, and he practically clomped around.

      “You’re going to have to talk to him, Nikki,” he said, his voice low.

      “No.”  She moved to the front of the deck, and I kept slipping farther and farther back, not stopping until I was at the hot tub. They didn’t appear to have heard anything.

      I hunkered down behind the hot tub, just barely fitting between the big machine and the siding of the house. I whipped out my phone and texted Derek, telling him they were outside and urging him to make sure his phone was on silent. If it wasn’t, Stefan was probably clomping around enough that the noise wouldn’t be heard.

      Derek texted back. Are you hidden? I can’t see you.

      Behind the hot tub. I’m fine, as long as they don’t come down here.

      Just stay hidden.

      Yeah. Great plan, Sherlock.

      “It really is cold out here,” Jenna said, and I heard two light footsteps separate from the others.

      They were coming down the front stairs.

      “Come with me,” Nikki said. Her voice had moved out to the front of the deck.

      My heart climbed up into my throat, like it wanted to choke me for being such a massive idiot. How was I ever going to explain this?

      Dear Lord Jesus, please save me from my stupid decisions, I found myself praying, but I knew God wasn’t a genie, and I regretted the prayer as soon as it came out of my silent mouth. If I made stupid decisions, I was going to have to pay the consequences, just like anyone else. I didn’t have a get-out-of-trouble-free pass just because I was clergy. I’d learned that the hard way over the last year.

      Nikki was halfway down the steps, and I balled up as small as I could behind the hot tub, trying to stay completely out of sight.

      “I don’t want to go down there,” Jenna said. “Nik, this is just ridiculous.”

      “I can’t risk him hearing us.” Nikki was all the way down on the ground now, but on the other side of the deck from me.

      The clomping of Stefan’s boots as he followed Nikki down the stairs made my pulse thud hard in my ears. Finally, I heard Jenna’s footsteps, too.

      I peeked around the side of the hot tub, enough to see two shadows descending the steps. By the time they reached the ground, they had blended in with the shadows around them.

      It made me hopeful they couldn’t see me, but if I couldn’t see them, I was flying blind.

      “You couldn’t have just sent him somewhere?” Stefan asked. “He’s got to know you know.”

      “I don’t know what he knows,” Nikki snapped. It sounded like they were down at the foot of the steps, and I held my breath, preparing for them to come toward me, into the darkness under the porch. Instead, they seemed to move off into the yard.

      “Well, we need to hurry,” Jenna said, “because I’m going to freeze out here without my coat.”

      They kept talking, but I couldn’t make their words out very well, and from the darkness, I could see them just well enough to know there were shadows out there. They were moving toward the edge of the yard. Toward the gully.

      I glanced in the direction where Derek was waiting, down at the darkest end of the dark half-valley. I still couldn’t see him. Not even the hint of him. It was down far enough, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t be seen at all. Still. Depending on where they were headed…

      They’re heading down toward the grave, I texted.

      His reply was immediate. Grave?

      That circle of light with the American flag sticking out of it.

      They came to a stand-still in front of the grave, all huddling around it like they were looking at something on the grave stone.

      Can you hear anything they’re saying? I texted Derek.

      I didn’t get a reply. Either he was trying not to use his phone while he was down there, or he’d walked his bike back out to the road. Either way, I was in trouble. I was stuck down here, too far to hear what they were saying, too close to try making a run for it.

      After several minutes and another text, I finally got a quick message from Derek. They’re coming back. Careful.

      Sure enough, their voices, which had become murmurs with the distance, became more audible, and they were paired with the shuffle of feet.

      “Mike needs me at home,” was the first thing I heard Jenna say, and before I knew it, she was up the stairs.

      “Tell him I’ll be over in half an hour,” Stefan said. His footsteps followed hers. “I’m going to head back to that B&B to try and talk to that California chick one more time.”

      “Don’t stay there too long,” Jenna said. “Mike wants this all to be handled before Malcolm gets back to work tomorrow morning.”

      I shuddered a little as they mentioned the sheriff’s name. Was he in on this, too? Nikki’s footsteps were the last to go up the steps. I wanted to look at them, but I didn’t dare move around. I could see their shadows move over my head as they walked to the porch door.

      “Just don’t tell Mike that you saw Vangie Vale at the B&B,” Nikki added, bringing up the rear.

      Jenna opened the door to the house. “I won’t.”

      “The last thing we need is him trying to threaten her.” Stefan brought up the rear, like he was waiting for the women to enter first. “We can handle this without involving him.”

      “He’s just protective of his son,” Jenna said.

      And then the door closed behind them

      I wasn’t totally sure that all of them were gone. Had Nikki gone inside, too? Jenna’s voice had faded away, and I thought Stefan was gone. But I couldn’t tell if there was still someone over my head. There was a little shadow right above me, but if someone had hung back, they probably knew I was there.

      I held my breath, waiting for the shadow to move.

      It didn’t.
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      My heart was hammering so hard, I was sure whoever was above me could hear it, too. I gripped my phone, ready to dial 9-1-1 if I had to. Nikki might be above me, looking down through the slats, so I couldn’t risk texting Derek. The light of my phone would give me away.

      I couldn’t breathe, for fear that the person was listening too hard.

      A creak sounded and the shadow moved just a touch. My throat went dry and my vision narrowed to a point. Every horror scenario I’d ever imagined went racing through my head, and I wondered if a relatively in-shape woman who occasionally ate too many sweets could have a heart attack from fear at thirty-three.

      The door opened and Nikki’s voice rang out, “Stefan, are you coming in?”

      “Yeah,” he said, and the shadow moved a few inches. “I just got another text from Mike. You should read this.”

      Another piece of shadow moved above me, just visible through the slats, and I heard Nikki gasp. She joined Stefan on the porch.

      “Can you go over there right now?” Nikki whispered.

      “And not try Scarlet again?”

      “No, that’s not important now.” Fear made her words shaky. “I thought you said no one saw you.”

      “Well, apparently, I was wrong.” Stefan’s sigh was a little louder than his words. His feet moved around a little, like he was shifting his weight. “You have to talk to Austin about this.”

      “I can’t.” Her response was so firm and quick; this had to be a repeat conversation.

      “I don’t understand you, Nik.” His tone went soft, almost emotional. “Why are you still trying to protect him?”

      “I’m not having this conversation right now.” Her words tumbled out fast, and when the door opened, she followed with a quick, “Hey, Jenna. We were just coming in.”

      All the shadows finally dissipated, and I let my breath out, long and slow. I immediately turned my phone over and found two different text messages from Derek.

      Where are you? and Are you coming back? were dated a few minutes apart, and I quickly responded that I would be on my way as soon as I knew they were gone. When the light finally went off in the living room, I made my way quickly through the shadows in the backyard, careful to avoid the lit-up grave. I ran down to where I thought we’d left the bike. I whispered Derek’s name a few times, but I couldn’t stop, not now. I kept going, heading past the road.

      Finally, Derek whispered my name back, and I walked toward the sound, deeper into the gully, away from the houses. There was even less light down here, and I could barely see the white patches of snow that still remained.

      I felt the warm touch of his hand on mine and kept walking until I hit his chest. My breath was coming so fast, it was a miracle I wasn’t choking on it.

      “I thought you got caught,” he said, wrapping his arms around me until I was completely covered in warmth. “You’re shaking.”

      “Stefan stayed out on the porch after the others went in,” I said, hearing the tremor in my own voice, and feeling the emotion still stuck in the back of my throat. “I thought he was going to catch me.

      “Well, you’re safe now.” He pulled me back to arm’s length and bent down. I could just make out the form of his head, and it was obvious he was trying to look into my eyes. But I couldn’t see much of anything. “I walked down a bit and stood in the gully under the grave, Vangie. I heard everything.”

      “You did?”

      “Let’s get out of here and get you someplace warm.”

      I couldn’t form any words yet, so I just nodded. I could use something warm right about now.

      Derek and I walked his bike down the lane until we were almost to the street. He helped me onto the back and started it, easing down the street. I looked back at Nikki’s house, but it was dark. The pickup truck was gone, the white car was gone, and it looked like Nikki had either left herself or left with one of them. The only light on was in Austin’s bedroom along the side of the house.

      We rode back to my vehicle, and Derek followed me to the bed and breakfast. I was pretty certain that Stefan would stay away from the B&B after his conversation with Nikki, and I wanted to see what Scarlet needed. And sit somewhere warm for a change.

      Scarlet let us inside and took us into the dining room, where there was an electric tea kettle that I immediately turned on. We sat in the semi-darkness around the creaky old table, and she folded her hands in front of her.

      “They’re re-opening Claire’s case.” Scarlet delivered the line like an actress, and I tried to show an appropriate amount of shock to be a pleasing audience, but truth be told, I had assumed they would.

      “Malcolm called her,” Derek said in a low voice. “Just before Van Andel came over. Told her not to leave town.”

      “Right.” Scarlet nodded. “It appears that a witness came forward saying they saw Henry driving away from the gas station—actually, that would have been me driving away—while Claire ran after him.”

      I gave a little shake of my head and dropped my jaw for effect. Henry would have been so proud. Oscar.

      “So they know Henry didn’t kill Claire?” I said, appropriate awe in my tone.

      “Right.”

      “But we al—” Derek started, but I kicked his shin softly under the table. Scarlet was too busy soaking up all the drama. Safe drama, anyway. It was best to let her have her moment.

      “So, you have to stay here?” I asked. “Or are you leaving?”

      “Oh, now that they reopened the case and I’m not a suspect, I booked myself on the first morning flight back to LA. I leave here at four in the morning.” She reached inside the folds of her white sweater. “I want you to have this.” Her elegant fingers emerged with a little brown notebook.

      “Thanks,” I said, holding my hand out, but she hadn’t given it over just yet. Each movement was excruciatingly slow.

      “It’s everything I could remember about the last three days.” She finally set it into my open palm. “And an account of the conversations I had with Henry about the child and everything.”

      “What should I do with it?” I asked.

      “Keep it. On the off chance that their investigation goes South again, I’d like to know that someone was here watching out for Henry.”

      Derek’s lips tightened, and the tension in the room was suddenly tactile. Henry had clearly been one of Scarlet’s favorite people in the world, but he had assaulted Derek’s wife, and never seen punishment for it. It was understandable that he would be mad about someone attempting to protect Henry. He’d certainly been mad at me on and off for a few days.

      I just wanted justice to be done. For everyone.

      “When I get back to Los Angeles, they’re going to start dividing up Henry’s estate according to his will,” Scarlet said, rising from her seat. “If I come across anything that’s relevant, the sheriff asked me to share it, but right now, he doesn’t know about Henry’s child, and I’d rather it stayed that way.”

      “You don’t want to know who it is?” I asked, a little dumbfounded.

      “The lawyers will figure all that out.”

      “So, did Henry have a will?” Derek ventured, his features still tight.

      “He did, and his lawyers will know how to divide his estate. His mother has passed, but I know he updated it after that. So I’m not sure where everything will go.” She tightened her arms around her body, the white sweater coat folding around her like fur. “But I’d like to keep Henry’s name out of the press as much as possible. And, of course, whatever we can do to protect the child.”

      The child.

      Those words echoed in my ears. It still felt, sometimes, like Scarlet thought of Henry’s son as a baby, somewhere, being cared for by some nameless, faceless person in a nursery. But he wasn’t nameless or faceless to me. And I wanted more than anything to protect him. He was, after all, the real innocent here.

      “Wait,” Scarlet said, turning on me like she’d just realized something. “You asked if I wanted to know who the child was. Does that mean you know who it is?”

      I shifted in my seat, looking at Derek. He had a similar quizzical look on his face, and I had to let out a little, choked laugh. “Wait. Neither of you know who it is?”

      “No,” Derek said.

      “I don’t.” Scarlet resumed her seat. “If you can tell me, it would save the lawyers a lot of paperwork, maybe even the cost of hiring a private investigator.”

      “I thought it was obvious,” I said with a shrug. “It’s Austin Krantz.”

      Scarlet blinked at me, like she hadn’t even considered the thought, but Derek was already shaking his head. “No, it’s definitely not Austin Krantz.”

      “It is.” I reached for my purse, but I’d left it in the car. I had all the proof in my bag. The pictures of Mike and Henry, the Wikipedia page with Auggie’s date of death, the birth calculator still in a window on my phone, and the sermon notes about Auggie’s second funeral. “Auggie Krantz died before he could have possibly conceived Austin. Plus, Claire was shipped off to Minnesota right about the time Nikki came back to Saint Agnes and told everyone she was pregnant.”

      “But that’s not possible,” Derek said, wiping his hand across the dark wood of the table. “I just heard Stefan Van Andel say that he was Austin’s father.”

      The news landed on me like a cartoon piano, and for a long moment, I stopped breathing, waiting while things clicked into place. The strange, constant involvement of Mike and Jenna Van Andel, the little pow-wow at Nikki’s house, the interview at the sheriff’s office.

      Everything.

      Lined.

      Up.

      The electric tea kettle popped off, hot water ready, but I wasn’t interested in tea anymore. All I wanted to do was collapse, like I’d just solved a huge crossword puzzle.

      Stefan Van Andel was Austin’s father.

      The death of Henry in the jail could easily have been Mike and Stefan Van Andel collaborating together. Colluding. The security cameras in the holding cells didn’t work. If Stefan had managed to be on duty that night, he would have had an easy path. “You mean the deputy who was just here?” Scarlet asked, looking at Derek. “When did he say that?”

      “We followed them,” he said. “Just now.”

      “So, if Henry isn’t Austin’s father, then who is Henry’s son?” I looked between the two of them, and they just stared back. No one seemed to have an answer for that, so I shifted my gaze to Derek. “What else did they say out there?”

      “I couldn’t hear all of it. But Stefan wanted to come clean about being Austin’s father, and Nikki said Mike wouldn’t allow it. She said they’d tried too many times in the past.”

      I had been so certain that Henry was Austin’s father.

      This was too much. I had to stand up, walk around, get some air. It was like waiting for something for what seemed like forever, only for it to be a complete disappointment when it showed up.

      “Well, if this kid isn’t Henry’s son, then he’s of no consequence to me,” Scarlet said, rising again and walking toward the door. “I trust you can let yourselves out.”

      Before I could turn around, she was gone. No goodbyes, no reminiscing, no nothing. Just dead air.

      As I walked out of the bed and breakfast with Derek, I wanted to ask him all kinds of questions, but after the way we’d spied on Nikki, Stefan, and Jenna, I didn’t trust outside anymore.

      I told Derek to keep his phone charged. My next step was to read Scarlet’s diary, see if there was anything helpful in there.

      “Is there anything else I should know before I go?” I asked in a low voice. Derek’s bike was parked behind the Tank, but he stood so close, I could smell his leather jacket.

      “From Nikki’s house?”

      “Or anything,” I said. I felt like there was something Derek still wasn’t telling me. Maybe it was something that would make me suspicious of him, and that was why he didn’t want to tell me. Maybe it was just a half-formed idea.

      He leaned against the car, keeping his head and his voice low. “Well, I’d like to know why Jenna Van Andel cares so much about not telling Austin anything.”

      I didn’t tell him about my suspicions regarding Henry’s death. Jenna was probably protecting her husband. I didn’t care about Jenna Van Andel right now. I was too concerned with Stefan.

      “Do you think it’s possible that Stefan will sabotage the investigation?” I asked.

      “Anything is possible.”

      “Should I tell Malcolm what we overheard tonight?”

      That was the real question I was worried about. We had information that proved Stefan’s motives, but if we told Malcolm, we’d have to admit that we’d followed Stefan instead of calling Malcolm about our suspicions.

      He wasn’t going to like that.

      “Do you think there’s a possibility that it’ll come out some other way?” Derek asked, touching my arm like he was consoling me. Were my emotions written on my face?

      “I know Nikki has a vested interest in keeping that quiet. And Jenna and Mike, if they’ve been helping her cover it up. And, of course, Stefan. He’s married. I don’t think his wife would take kindly to knowing there’s a bastard kid out there somewhere.” As I said the words aloud, it struck me what life must have been like for Henry. Always carrying the knowledge he had done something genuinely bad to someone.

      I hoped that Henry had made his peace with God before he died. That wouldn’t have been an easy task. I still hadn’t made amends for the things I’d done.

      “Claire didn’t keep a journal or anything, did she?” I asked, maybe too much hope behind my words.

      Derek shook his head. “She wasn’t the type to want to remember things.”

      Those words were so sad, and they came out of him with such a forlorn sigh, I almost couldn’t respond. Derek was going to be carrying a lot around, himself.

      I said goodbye to Derek and drove home, trying not to dwell too much on whether or not I would tell Malcolm what we’d overheard.. We would have to keep an eye on the investigation, I decided, and if it felt like the knowledge of Austin’s parentage was going to be a necessary detail for Malcolm to know, then I would tell him.

      I couldn’t let Claire’s killer go without justice.

      By the time I got home, it was bedtime, and I took a long, hot shower to get the feel of grime off my skin. But even after I crawled into bed and started reading Scarlet’s journal, I could still feel the lingering touch of Stefan Van Andel’s hand on the small of my back as he’d walked me to my car in front of the bed and breakfast. I set my alarm for 2:30 a.m. and hoped that Leo would be there when I arrived at the bakery the next day.

      I needed to make some macarons to clear my head.
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      I woke up with Scarlet’s journal spread across my chest, and peered over at the clock. I’d woken up before my alarm, which was unusual, but I was fully awake. I showered again and put pins in my hair so I could wear the hairnet more easily.

      On the way out of my bedroom, I picked up the journal, still open to the place where I had apparently stopped reading. She’d filled about forty lined pages with notes—some in narrative form, some in bullets—about what she remembered.

      It was a little sobering to read about our encounter from her perspective. I, of course, was cast as the villain in her version, which shouldn’t have surprised me at this point. But Henry’s conquests, as she called them, apparently bothered her quite a bit.

      Most of what she’d written was stuff I already knew—the scene at the gas station, Derek trying to contact her for money, and so on—but she’d also included a lengthy description of her meeting with Stefan Van Andel. He’d tried to convince her to lie about Henry’s whereabouts after they’d gone to the bank to reschedule their appointment, urging her to say that Henry had been gone all afternoon. Threatening her. His explanation was thin—Nikki needed closure, and they’d never be able to give it to her if it was deemed a random killing.

      It was a weak ploy. Deputy Van Andel had clearly been trying to cover up for his own mistake. The last thing he’d want was for the case to be re-opened. Especially since he would eventually be a target once people found out he was secretly Austin’s father.

      At the end of Scarlet’s account, she’d penned a similar speech to the one she’d given in the dining room at the bed and breakfast. Henry was innocent, and if it looked like the police force wasn’t going to do their duty, I was supposed to call her and she would hire a private investigator.

      Henry was not going to be blamed for this murder, she said, and I had to agree. But my concern was less for Henry’s reputation and more for the decades-long cover-up that had led to Claire and Henry’s deaths. It didn’t feel random at all, and evidence had been planted leading to not just one but two convenient suspects.

      I closed the journal and rinsed out my Duke Divinity School coffee cup, pausing before I set it on the counter and looking out the window. Everything was dark outside, but it felt like something was out there. It wasn’t the first time I’d had this sensation while sitting alone at my kitchen table, looking out into the dark, but it was the first time I’d had a reason to be worried.

      I set the mug down and flipped off the lights, moving around to make it look like I was getting ready to leave the house. Instead, I headed into the living room to get a better look at my yard. The curtains were drawn in there, unlike at the window over the sink.

      I went to the loveseat and peered out into the dark yard. I could see the outline of Malcolm’s house, and the dark, squat bushes that sat between his yard and mine. When they fleshed out in the spring, I imagined they would do a better job of shading the view from my living room, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Part of me expected to see Malcolm standing at the window of the little bedroom or office or whatever it was that faced my property, staring at me. But his house was completely dark.

      The tops of the bushes moved with a little bit of wind, and they drew my attention toward the street. Out at the little corner where I usually stood to get cell service, I saw a shadow. It moved with a distinct humanness, separate from the whipping of the branches.

      A little square of light illuminated the figure enough to prove it was human, and fear crawled up my spine with spider’s legs. I backed up, instinctively, and the curtain fluttered where my hand had dropped it.

      Someone was standing outside my house, trying to get cell service. Had they been watching me? I searched my immediate surroundings for a weapon of some kind, but I didn’t play baseball, so I didn’t have a bat handy. My best bet was to clock someone with a heavy book. Unless…

      Knives.

      I ran to my kitchen and unsheathed my big butcher knife, holding it with a shaky hand. Suddenly, a voice carried through the window—louder than I would expect, like the wind was carrying it toward me. A male voice. Almost familiar.

      A light flipped on in Malcolm’s house, and through the slit in the drapes in the little kitchen window over my sink, I watched him come into the room and look out into the yard.

      I flipped on the lights next to the sink, and his gaze went directly to me. The frustration on his face was evident, but when he made eye contact with me, a whole new set of emotions took up residence there. He flipped off the lights in the bedroom, and a minute later, I saw him running out his front door. The figure, which had frozen the moment Malcolm’s light flipped on, came up the hedge line, running toward the back of my yard. I followed him through the house, going from kitchen to living room to bedroom, trying to get a better glance at him, but I couldn’t make out any distinguishing features.

      By the time Malcolm got to the same spot, near the back of my house, the figure was gone, back up the path behind my house that led to the hiking trails. Malcolm stopped at the edge of the trail entrance. I flipped on the light in my bedroom and headed for the window.

      The sheriff came to stand under the little window, hands on his hips, questions in his eyes. He was wearing dark pants of some kind and a lighter shirt, an unusually casual look for him. I realized that, other than these last couple of days, I hadn’t ever really seen him in anything but his uniform. Everything else looked a little unnatural on him.

      “What’s going on, Evangeline?” he asked, but I pointed toward the front of my house.

      “Let’s talk.”

      I made my way to the front door, which opened onto a sidewalk beside the big picture window. “Come inside, Malcolm,” I said, gesturing for him to get in out of the cold.

      He looked back at his house and shook his head. “I need to get back. Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “It wasn’t me this time.” I held up my hands in surrender. “I was in here, reading and having coffee.”

      “At 2:30 in the morning?” He raised a brow. “Why don’t you keep normal human hours?”

      “I have to be at the bakery at three to get food ready for breakfast.” I wrapped my arms around my body to protect myself from the cold and nodded down at his bare feet. “Malcolm, aren’t you cold?”

      He waved off my question like I was a moron and pointed back to the trail entrance. “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

      I opened my mouth to do just that and then clapped it shut just as quickly when I remembered his admonition about interfering with the investigation. “Nope. Because I have no idea who it was.”

      “Someone just happened to be out there using that spot you always use, and you expect me to believe you don’t know what was going on?”

      “You saw me. I was in here. I don’t have internal radar for everyone who steps onto my property like you do.”

      He scoffed, shaking his head. “You’re trying to change the subject, I see.”

      “I’m not. I’m trying to go to work, and you need to get back inside and get some shoes on.”

      “Stop. Will you, just stop.” He reached out his hands like he wanted to grab me by the shoulders and shake me. I thought he showed admirable restraint by staying on the sidewalk.

      “I told you. I didn’t see who it was.” Frustration rose inside me, and my hands balled at my sides. “This is supposed to be your job. Figuring out who the bad guys are. You go do your job. I need to go do mine.”

      The words appeared to land on him a little harder than I’d intended, and his features crinkled up. His jaw worked at something he was holding back, and I felt a little of that killer instinct crop back up. I wanted to say something to just crucify him—something that would get him to back off and leave me alone. Instead, I took a long breath. Did I really want to hurt Malcolm?

      No. I wanted him to figure this all out. Who had been in my yard. Who had killed Claire and Henry.

      “I’m sorry, Malcolm. I didn’t mean to insinuate you weren’t doing your job. I’m just…it’s been a hard week.”

      He shifted from side to side, the first sign that his feet were getting cold. “I’m going to find out who killed her, Evangeline. You have to let me do my job.”

      “I will.”

      “And no more hanging out with Derek Hobson,” he added, with a touch of bitterness in his voice. “That man is a criminal.”

      “How do you…” I started to ask, but thought better of it. Getting into a conversation about Derek at this point might lead to revelations about what we had been doing while we were hanging out, and I didn’t want to get him—or me—in trouble.

      “Stefan is pretty convinced that he had something to do with Claire’s death, and I want you to back off and let us investigate.”

      “Well, that must make it true, then,” I said with a sarcastic edge to my words. “If Stefan is pretty convinced.”

      Malcolm’s brows came together and he took a step toward me. “I trust Stefan Van Andel with my life. He has some of the best instincts in my department.”

      “That’s a pretty low bar, Sheriff. So far, everyone you’ve brought in for Claire’s murder has been innoce—”

      “Watch it, Evangeline.” He pointed a finger at me, stopping my words. “We do the best with the evidence we have.” But I could tell he was shaken. His features had gone tight as soon as I brought up the topic of him being taken in by the planted evidence.

      Although… Malcolm hadn’t detained Henry until Scarlet confirmed his suspicions about Henry covering up the assault. That evidence hadn’t been planted.

      There was still something that didn’t sit right with me about all of this, and Malcolm seemed to scratch the itch, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was wrong.

      Malcolm walked away after warning me to be on the lookout, and jogged around the hedge and back to his front door. The light went on in the little bedroom with the open window, and Malcolm stared at me as he pulled the curtains closed. The invitation to spy on his life was rescinded. The light went off, and I closed my door and headed back into the kitchen. I picked up my purse and walked through the kitchen, trying to make sure I had cleaned up sufficiently before heading out for the day.

      It felt like I was missing something. Still cold from standing in the open door, I put on my jacket. I was ready to go, but the feeling that I was forgetting something still niggled at me. I walked one last circle around the kitchen. Looked at the empty table one last time.

      What was I forgetting?

      I walked through the mud room and found the source of the chill. The back door was open—the one that led to the other side of the house, where the Tank was parked.

      Suddenly, I realized what I was forgetting, and my whole body went cold from more than the winter air.

      My heartbeat rocketed up to practically marathon pace.

      The journal. Scarlet’s journal was gone. Someone had broken in and stolen it while I was talking to the sheriff. And besides Scarlet and me, there was only one person who knew about it.

      I got into my vehicle and drove to Derek Hobson’s house.

      It took almost a full minute of me pounding on his door for him to answer. His long hair was mussed from sleep, his eyes bleary. He was pulling on a shirt and yawning, but I didn’t buy it.

      “What were you doing in my house?” I yelled, pushing him back into his dark living room. Tears pressed at my eyes. “You could have just asked me for the journal, Derek.”

      He backed up so quickly he nearly tripped over his feet. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “The journal, Scarlet’s journal. It’s gone.”

      “What?” He held me at arm’s length, blowing out a breath that had a sour smell. But it wasn’t only his breath that smelled bad. The whole house had a new kind of reek to it. It stung my nose.

      Had he really been sleeping?

      When I recoiled, he released me and I backed up onto one of the couches, sitting down almost as a reflex. Tears pressed a little harder, and one slipped onto my cheek. Derek sat down beside me, keeping a respectful distance. His hair was a curtain, blocking my vision of the rest of the room, but something stuck in my head. Bags. There were three black duffel bags, stacked across the other side of the room.

      I pushed him away, pointing to the bags. “Were you leaving? Is that why you wanted to take Scarlet’s journal? So you could skip town and no one would ever know that you tried to get money out of her?”

      He grabbed my hand. “Vangie. Stop. You’re not making any sense.”

      But I wrestled out of his grip and pushed myself off the couch, crossing the room. “What are these?”

      “I’m packing up Claire’s things,” he said, his voice dropping. “I do plan to leave this house, but not because I want to skip town. I just need to get out of this place, where she and I were together. It makes me…” His words broke, and raw emotion washed across his features. “There are too many memories.”

      Another tear slipped down my cheek as I leaned back against the couch. I was so tightly coiled, I couldn’t think straight.

      There was an open, half-finished water bottle on the table next to the bags, and one of the pillows from the couch had been dragged down onto the floor. It had a wet spot in the middle, like he had just been laying on it.

      “Did you sleep here last night?” I asked, touching the pillow with my foot.

      “Yeah. I was packing Claire’s things, and I just got so…” He yawned, moving his head slowly back and forth. “So tired.”

      I reached down and nudged the water bottle with my knuckle. A few little white flecks were jostled up from the bottom, like a disturbed residue.

      “Why did it take you so long to answer the door, if you were sleeping right here?”

      He yawned again. “What are you talking about? As soon as I heard you, I jumped right up.”

      But he hadn’t, and I knew it. I’d jarred him out of a pretty deep sleep. Maybe too deep. I looked around for the source of the smell. Near the kitchen, it got a whole lot worse. It smelled like…almost like rotten eggs.

      Something clicked in my head. Sulfur.

      Gas.

      Derek reached for the light switch, but I jumped at him, wrestling him back toward the still-open front door. “Don’t touch that!” I screamed.

      I pulled him outside just as I heard the heater’s pilot light kick on. The explosion was so immediate, but everything in my head seemed to have turned to slow motion. I sailed through the air from the force of the blast, landing with a hard thud on the ground.

      We lay on the dry grass outside Derek’s house, watching a plume of smoke rise from the living room. He pulled me to my feet and pushed me toward my vehicle. Somehow I managed to get inside.

      “Drive!” he yelled, heading for his bike. “You can’t be here when the cops get here.”

      “But…I….I can’t leave you….alone…Derek,” I sputtered, my throat raw, vision blurry.

      “Just trust me. I’ll find you when this is over.” His eyes wide and white, chest heaving, he looked like a big hulk of a superhero, and he pointed down the street. “Vangie. Go!”

      In my rearview mirror, I saw him scrambling to get his bike across the road. The fire was in the back of the house, away from the road, where the living room had smacked up against the kitchen. Derek had his phone out and was hopefully calling 9-1-1. My ears were ringing, and I already had a headache, but I couldn’t help saying a grateful prayer that I’d come when I had. If I hadn’t opened the door just then, the gas would have kept collecting and Derek would likely be dead.

      But a darker, more sinister thought had me by the throat. Someone had drugged Derek and then come back after he was asleep to open his gas line.

      Someone wanted him dead.
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      I texted Derek when I got to the bakery to let him know I’d arrived. A benign, one-line text—something I might have sent if I hadn’t just seen his house explode. But I wanted him to know where to find me. I hoped he would—and soon. I needed to know what had happened. I had so many more questions.

      It was still dark, but I could hear sirens, so at least the emergency vehicles were on their way. I felt horrible for leaving him like that, but I knew why he’d told me to go. There was no non-Claire-related reason for me to be there.

      Leo’s car wasn’t in the parking lot, even though it was after 3 a.m. It wasn’t like him to be late, although it was possible he wasn’t coming at all, after his uncle had seen me with Derek Hobson. That jig might be up.

      I turned on only the kitchen lights and started sifting the almond flour and sugar, feeling relaxed by every little act of control in the kitchen, every tiny measurement, every step I already knew. This was my haven. After a few minutes of listening to sirens, my nerves edging back up, I put my audiobook on my phone and stuck the earbuds deep in my ears to keep me company. I could practically make these cookies in my sleep if I could drown out the sirens.

      I kept my phone on the counter, waiting for Derek to text me back. But it was 3:22, and there was still no response. Who knew when he would be through with the emergency crews, with the sheriff? I couldn’t afford to contact him again until I knew the emergency had passed.

      The events of the last several days had permanently amped up my resting heart rate. I was well on my way to being jumpy. As I separated the eggs to make the meringue, I started recounting what I knew in my head, trying to puzzle through this feeling that there was still something I was missing. There were still two things bothering me.

      First, the Stefan and Mike conspiracy theory worked for Henry’s death. But it did not work for Claire’s. If Stefan was really Austin’s father, then he would have no reason to want Claire dead.

      Second, the replacing of the knife in Frances Barnett’s house still didn’t make sense to me. If Jenna had put Claire’s knife—supposedly the murder weapon—in a bag that she thought Derek would just pack and take out of town, then was the purpose really to frame Derek? Or to dispose of the murder weapon?

      I was just about to turn on the mixer when I felt a chill creep across my neck, goose-bumping every inch of my skin. I looked out into the dark dining room, and saw the edge of the trash bag window flapping in the wind. My mouth went dry, my throat tight, and drumbeat pulses cued the soundtrack of my Criminal Minds nightmare.

      My hand froze halfway to the whisk. There was someone in the bakery with me.

      It wasn’t Leo.

      Leo would have come in the door, turned on the lights, clomped those stupid, wonderful, oversized feet.

      If it wasn’t Leo at three o’clock in the morning, who the crack was it?

      I tried to relax my muscles, but they were still locked in three-hundred-episodes-of-binge-watched-serial-killers mode. I couldn’t speak or turn my head, which made the scary soundtrack speed up inside.

      If I acknowledged someone was there, would they attack me faster? Or run away?

      I looked around the counter for a weapon. Bowl: too small. Mixer: too heavy. Spatula: no leverage. Flour, sugar, eggs, desperation.

      Nothing.

      A shadow slipped toward me from near the coffee bar, and my breath caught so quick and shallow, my throat had skidmarks. The hammer of a gun clicked back to ready.

      “Don’t move.” The shadow spoke. Firm. Resolute.

      Feminine.

      I knew that voice.

      Nikki Krantz stepped inside the kitchen, pointing a gun at me. My mouth still wouldn’t work. My hands went up like a jack-in-the-box.

      “I said, don’t move.” She wore all black, and her hair was tied up in a severe bun that made her cheekbones stick out like weather-beaten rocks on a cliff face. I barely got a good look at her before she flicked off a light and dropped the whole front side of the room into darkness. The lights for my prep station were behind me. She’d either have to cross in front of me, or let me move closer to the knives in order to get those off.

      Lights were tricky when you didn’t want to be seen.

      “Nikki,” I whispered. “What are you doing?”

      “You have interfered for the last time, Vangie Vale.” Her voice was so calm, so eerie, it gave me chill bumps. “Why couldn’t you just leave it alone?”

      “I don’t want to cause trouble for you, Nikki. You can just walk away, and we’ll pretend this never happened. I won’t even tell Malcolm.”

      Her laugh cut the air with a slick, crazy arpeggio. “You think Malcolm will believe anything you say about me? But it won’t matter, anyway. Derek is dead by now, and you’ll die in a tragic robbery, and everything will go back to the way it was before Henry Savage ever came back to town.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her that Derek was still alive, but thought better of it. I didn’t want to risk upsetting her when she had a cocked and loaded gun pointed directly at me.

      “Who’s going to rob this place? You do my deposits. You know I don’t make that much cash money every day. Most of my business comes from credit card transactions, and—”

      “Stop!” she squealed. “Just stop talking. There will be no negotiation. It’s your own fault for leaving your building unsecured. We’ll break in next door, too, just to make it look legitimate.”

      “I have to hand it to you,” I said. “You had me fooled, Nikki. I never would have pinned this on you. The straight-laced war widow raising her sister’s son as her own.”

      Her eyes went wild, and in the half-dark, she looked like something out of a horror movie, all craggy faced and shadowed. “How did you know that?”

      “Math,” I said, shrugging, trying to sound as conversational as I could manage. “Austin was born more than thirty days too late for Auggie to have been his father, and then I saw the pictures of you in Europe. You should have been pregnant, but your bikini showed abs a supermodel would envy.”

      A look of pure agony flashed across her face and tears slid onto her cheeks. “Austin is my son. Mine.” But the break in her voice told me even she didn’t believe that statement.

      “Of course he is,” I said, sweetly. Always agree with the psychopath.

      Nikki wiped at her cheeks, using the gun like a finger, pointing to the counter just out of my line of sight. “Move over here, by the cash register. Right now.”

      I complied, moving forward as she backed into the real darkness of the dining room. The trash bag window was still flapping in the wind, and on one of its outward flaps, I saw a hand pull it open. Another figure stepped inside and hope bloomed in my chest.

      Someone was here to save me. Please, God, don’t let it be Leo.

      I couldn’t bear it if he got hurt.

      “Nikki?” another woman’s voice came from the front of the dining room, and the hope in my chest deflated. It wasn’t salvation at all.

      “Mom?” Nikki turned, the tiny amount of light outlining her sharp features. “Hurry and help me. I need you to hold the gun while I—”

      “We have a problem, honey,” said Frances Barnett, stepping all the way inside. “Derek Hobson is still alive.”

      While the two women were looking at each other, I felt for my purse with my toe and slid it past the opening of the kitchen, moving it into a shadow. If I could just get to the Febreeze, maybe I could spray them in the eyes, maybe…ugh… my phone was back in the kitchen, on the counter, still blasting The Cost of Discipleship into my headphones.

      “That’s far enough, right there,” Nikki ordered, waving the gun at me. “Don’t move another muscle, or I’ll shoot you.”

      “Honey, we have to go. Right now. Derek survived the explosion.”

      Nikki’s frustrated sigh gave me the tiniest breath of relief. Not everything was going according to their plan. There was still a chance. I could still feel my purse with my foot, just barely out of reach. I was at a disadvantage; if I tried to move it again, with my body backlit, she would see me for sure, but I could barely see the two of them.

      “We can’t go anywhere, Mom. I have to take care of her. She knows about Austin.”

      “But she doesn’t know anything else right now,” Frances said. Her tone was condescending, like she was talking to a toddler.

      “You don’t have to do anything to me, Frances,” I said, pleading with her better judgment. “I’m not going to tell anyone about Austin.”

      “Shut up,” Frances hissed.

      “Don’t you see, mother,” Nikki said, taking a step toward me, raising the gun. “Claire was right. If even one person knows the truth about Austin, everything we’ve worked so hard for is going to unravel. It was hard enough when she told Henry. And Stefan. But Mike was the last straw! Everything is coming apart.”

      “No, it’s not.” Frances took a step toward her daughter with her hands raised.

      “Yes.” Nikki pressed her free hand to her forehead. “All the lies are eating at me. I can’t keep track of who thinks what anymore, and I just want everyone to stop talking about this so we can go back to the way things were.” Her voice had ratcheted up with every word. “I need my life back!”

      “Shhhhh,” Frances cooed. “Let me take care of this, honey. Give me that gun. You go home to your son, and when you wake up in the morning, everything will be all right again.”

      The older woman reached for the gun, but Nikki kept shaking her head and backing up. I edged toward my purse at exactly the wrong time, and both of them looked up at me.

      “We don’t have a choice now, Mother.” Nikki sniffed and wiped at her face. “We have to kill her and make it look like a robbery.”

      “Let me do this, honey.” Frances touched her daughter’s arm. “You need to be far away from here when she dies.”

      “No.” Nikki advanced farther. “I’m going to do this. A mother has to protect her family. This is what happens when people meddle in things that are none of their business.”

      “I wasn’t meddling.” I raised my hands higher. “I was trying to help you.”

      “You were meddling,” Frances said. “Running around with Henry Savage and coming by my house to try to talk to Austin about his Aunt Claire, thinking I wouldn’t know exactly what you were up to.”

      “I came there to talk to you,” I said, wondering why it was so important, in that exact moment, to correct the psychopath’s mother about how exactly I had meddled in their plans to knock off two—no, make that four—people.

      “And to ask questions that were none of your business, the way I hear it,” Nikki said, coming another step closer. “I saw your car at my house this afternoon, after Austin picked a fight with me.”

      “Taking off work in the middle of your shift.” I clucked my tongue at her. “Was that how you happened to be on a break after Claire stopped by the bank? And you, what, followed her while she followed Henry?”

      “You don’t know anything about it,” Nikki said, hissing at me like a viper. “She was the one who started collecting all this money from Henry, when she had some crisis of conscience after a stint in rehab and she wanted to take care of Austin.”

      “Why would he get money from Henry?” I asked. “I thought he was Stefan Van Andel’s son.”

      Nikki’s chuckle was chilling and it made my stomach lurch. “Yes, well, blackmail is handy when your sister is such a whore, she doesn’t even know who knocked her up after she slept with half the high school at a party one night and the men are all afraid of being outed to their wives after all these years.”

      “I thought she was assaulted.”

      “That’s sure what she told Henry Savage after he broke up with her, when she wanted to ruin his life.” Nikki shrugged, taking a step toward me. “It wasn’t true, though. Even before Austin was born, Claire told me more than one man might be his father and she didn’t want to be with any of them. And I…” A short, quick sob stopped her voice. “I couldn’t have a baby with Auggie. With the man I actually loved.”

      “I’m so sorry, Nikki.” I felt actual compassion for her, and I let it come through my voice. To be so trapped by circumstances…it turned even the best people into desperate crazy people.

      “Yes, well. Claire solved all that. And when she finally cleaned herself up and wanted to be a part of Austin’s life, we worked out a little arrangement. She would ask for money from the fathers and we would keep the checks in an account in her name, for Austin when he turned eighteen, when she would get half of it. Then, when he was an adult, we’d let her back in his life. It would have worked, too, if Henry hadn’t—”

      “Stop it, Nikki.” Frances tugged on her daughter’s arm. “We need to get out of here.”

      “The police are all tied up on the other side of town.” Nikki pointed to the cash register, then at me. “Empty that out.”

      “The key is in my purse,” I said, but Nikki reached over the register and turned the key so that the machine burbled to life.

      “Don’t lie to me.” She tapped the top with the barrel of the gun. “Now, unload it.”

      “You’re not going to be able to get away.” I pushed the button to open it and started unloading all the cash. “There are houses a hundred yards from here. Someone is going to hear the gunshots and see you driving away.”

      “Stop talking,” Nikki ordered, gritting her teeth and pointing the barrel right at my head.

      I swallowed the rest of the words I’d been about to say and opened the last slot, where all the ones were kept. “This is just the float, y’know. When I don’t have time to go the bank, I put all of the real money in the safe overnight.”

      “Shut up.” Nikki looked at her mother. “Let me think.”

      “You don’t have to do this.” I rested against the counter, feeling around for anything I could use to strike out and hit her. Nikki was less than ten feet away from me, and if I could get within arm’s reach, I might be able to wound her. Maybe even get the gun away.

      I’d never disarmed someone before.

      Frances Barnett advanced on the counter and reached across it, slapping me hard on the face. “She told you to stop talking to her. You listen when she tells you something.”

      I let myself fall to the floor, hoping I could use the time while Nikki came around the bake case for me to find a weapon.

      My father had been right. There should be a gun in the bakery. My father was always right.

      “Get up,” Nikki said, running toward me. She was bathed by the backlight from the kitchen, and I rolled over, feeling along the ground, looking for anything I could use.

      Nothing.

      “Miss Vee?” came a young man’s voice. Nikki swung around toward the door and fired off a shot. While she had the gun pointing away from me, I lunged at her, knocking her to the ground.

      The gun flew out of her hands and I heard Frances scrambling for it.

      “Miss Vee, where are you?” Leo called out.

      “Go, Leo,” I yelled, wrapping my hands around Nikki’s neck. “Run!”

      Another shot rang out, and pain ripped through my shoulder. A third shot. I didn’t feel that one land, but my hands released from Nikki’s neck. I collapsed forward, the burning pain spreading through my left side. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I tried to call out for Leo, to tell him to run again, but I couldn’t speak either.

      Everything went dark.
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      When I woke up, everything was light. I reached around, trying to find Leo, calling out his name. Had he been shot? Was he all right?

      Someone’s hand grabbed mine. Big, warm, solid. Like a cloud blocking out the sun, someone’s head moved in front of a light. A moment later, I could finally make out some features.

      Leo.

      I squeezed his hand. He was alive.

      “Don’t move, Miss Vee,” he said. “You’re fine. You’re going to be fine.”

      My eyes adjusted to the light and I looked around the room. It wasn’t the bakery. It was…a hospital room. White walls, machines, and people hovering. Leo wasn’t the one who had ahold of my hand. I looked down, past him. Derek had my other hand.

      Thank God. He was safe, too.

      My head throbbed, and I pointed to the door. “Can someone turn these lights off?”

      “You’ve been in surgery,” said a woman’s voice. I could make out a blonde ponytail and a pink set of scrubs. There was a clipboard in her hands. “You might be woozy for a little bit, yet.”

      “My head hurts,” I said, releasing Derek’s hand and touching my temple. “Why does my head hurt?”

      When my fingers didn’t touch skin, I moved around a little more, and I could feel cloth. More cloth.

      “One of the shots grazed the side of your head,” Malcolm said, stepping toward the other side of the bed, opposite Derek. “Another two inches and it would have killed you.”

      A grave, heavy feeling settled onto my limbs, and I laid my head back. “But Leo’s okay,” I said, reaching for him.

      He grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Not even a scratch.”

      “Nikki and Frances escaped after Leo came in,” Malcolm said, almost clinically. “But we caught them before they got across the county line.”

      “I called 9-1-1 and sat with you until the medics got there.” Leo’s voice shook, just the slightest bit, and his grip tightened on mine. “You said some weird stuff, Miss Vee. But I was just glad you were alive.”

      “You’re a good kid.” I smiled and closed my eyes, too exhausted to keep looking around at all the people. “Thank you.”

      “Nikki confessed to everything when I caught up with her,” Malcolm said, his words halting and tight. “I…” He cleared his throat. “Can we have the room, please?”

      I opened my eyes as everyone left. Leo gave my hand one last squeeze and walked out into the hall. Derek mouthed that he would be right outside and I nodded. The doctor remained until the last person left, and she reminded me to press the button if I needed anything.

      I had no idea where the button was, but I didn’t ask. I was too desperate for answers.

      Malcolm’s face looked gray and shadowed as he sat in Leo’s chair. He was a wreck. Uncombed hair, rumpled uniform. I realized that I had no idea what time or even day it was.

      “Tell me what happened, Malcolm,” I said.

      “I don’t know what you managed to get out of Nikki, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she told you the whole story, or at least most of it. She was ready to break by the time I found her.” He looked at his hands and I noticed for the first time that he didn’t have his hat on.  I was so used to the John Wayne look, I’d missed the fact that he was just a man.

      “She mainly babbled at me. I don’t remember all of it.”

      “Well, she confessed to killing Claire. And Henry—or rather, both of them killed Henry, and Stefan Van Andel helped them cover it up.” He shook his head.

      I sat back, sighing. I knew it.

      “I’m sorry about all this, Evangeline.” For an excruciating moment, his tone was achingly soft. But nothing could be done. He hadn’t believed me, and it had gotten Henry killed. And almost Derek. And almost me. While the apology went a long way, I wasn’t in the mood to be self-righteous. I just wanted to know what had happened.

      “What about Mike and Jenna?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the door and hoping Leo wouldn’t hear.

      “What about them?”

      “They were involved in this somehow.”

      “What?”

      “Jenna tried to plant evidence on Derek, and do not ask how I know that.”

      Malcolm swore, rising to his feet. He started pacing and launched into an I-told-you-not-to-get-involved lecture for a few seconds before stopping. This wasn’t the time for lectures, and he seemed to realize that.

      “Fine. I won’t ask how you know,” he said. He paced to the door, but he paused before leaving, and I finally looked at him. Malcolm wouldn’t meet my eyes as he whispered, “I really am sorry.”

      Then he was gone.

      Derek came inside and told me all about his adventure with the fire department. They were able to preserve part of his house, mostly his bedroom, and he’d managed to save his bike. Because the owner of the house had insurance, everything was going to get handled through them. Derek had checked into Scarlet’s old room at the Mockingbird, and we chuckled over that for a long moment.

      Leo came back with two cups of coffee and when I turned him down, Derek took the other one. There were comments about the quality of the brew and it felt good to laugh, even though I knew it would be fleeting. The drugs would wear off soon and I would be in pain.

      But I would recover.

      All pain ends, eventually.

      I drifted off to sleep to Derek making jokes about Scarlet’s white sweater coat, and Leo laughing at the idea of me on the back of a Harley. It was as close as I could come to feeling surrounded by family, and it made the coming pain a little more bearable.

      When I woke again, the doctor was there, and Derek was asleep on the chair in the corner of the room. I was given a little more darkness, thankfully, when I asked for the doctor to turn the lights off. My head was the only part of me I could really feel, and it still throbbed.

      Derek woke up when they switched off the lights and I told him to go back to the Mockingbird. He declined and flipped on the television, explaining how the media had finally descended on Saint Agnes. Scarlet must have been holding back the tide more than I thought, covering for Henry.

      Sure enough, on CNN, they were running footage of Malcolm at a bank of microphones, making an announcement about a manhunt for Stefan Van Andel. The media asked about Stefan being the mastermind of this tragedy, and Malcolm Dean actually rolled his eyes on national television.

      Malcolm and I knew better, even though he declined to comment. My name never came up, for which I was incredibly grateful. But Stefan got a lot of air time.

      It was a great day, other than the being shot part.

      When Derek finally shut the TV off, he asked me what Malcolm had said during our closed-doors meeting. I told him as much as I could remember, plus everything Nikki had said in the bakery.

      I wanted to tell him that knowing what happened didn’t take the grief away. But he’d learn that his own way. We all did.

      Emma stopped by with a big plate of cookies from the bake case at the Matchbakery, and as Derek ate from the plate, I noticed my blonde friend relax around him. They seemed to have become friends—maybe while I was sleeping. I liked the thought of having another friend who’d been through this gauntlet. Despite our rocky start, he was a good guy. One of the best.

      I fell asleep listening to the two of them talk about how funny it was to be eating cookies from a crime scene.

      

      It snowed early Sunday morning, and after two days of hospital food, great drugs, and crappy television, I was ready to go home. The whole town looked whitewashed, like God had decided the last week had never happened. Like He was giving us all that snow as a reminder that we weren’t alone.

      I often felt like His loudest messages were the ones that used nature to preach their words. The heavens declare, and all that. It was a maxim for a reason.

      Peter Mayhew found someone else to preach for me on Sunday. When Derek drove me home from the hospital during the service hour, I realized that the church would be meeting without me for the first time since I arrived in Saint Agnes, just before Halloween. It was strange to think about, especially since I knew how close I’d come to being replaced permanently. At least there’d only be a substitute pastor this week, not forever. Peter had come by the hospital, along with other members of the parish, promising in ominous tones that he didn’t know my life had been in danger, and he wouldn’t let any of this get back to the bishop.

      My phone buzzed with a text from my sister on the way home. She’d threatened, on and off during my recovery, to come up to Montana to take care of me. But I promised her I could get around just fine, and there was no need for her to come anywhere.

      When we got to my house, I realized that my father had basically filled the entire place with flowers. Remotely purchased, of course. Probably with Emma’s help. There were bouquets on almost every surface, and by the time Derek helped me back to my bedroom, I had seen more flowers than an corsaged senior at the prom.

      I loved my dad, but he really did have a tendency to over-do it.

      “I could stay here, y’know,” Derek said. He’d helped tuck me in, and there was a bottle of water on my night stand. “If you’d rather not be in the house by yourself.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I promised, giving him as much of a smile as I could muster. The pain was kicking in again, and I mostly just wanted to sleep.

      “You know, they still haven’t found Stefan,” he said, his features clouding with concern. “I don’t like the idea of you being here alone.”

      “The doors are all locked, and there’s no broken window for him to sneak through. Plus, I live next door to the sheriff. I think I’ll be okay.”

      Derek didn’t look convinced, but he flipped off the lights. “Emma is going to stop by later to check on you.”

      “Good. We need to eat the rest of those crime scene cookies.”

      He gripped the door frame and turned back. “You shouldn’t joke about that, Vangie.”

      “We were just joking about it this morning.”

      “I know, but…” He took a step back into my bedroom. “We still don’t know how Stefan was involved, and he hasn’t been caught.”

      He was right, and I knew it. But it was easier to joke about what had happened than to think about the horrific sadness of it all. Derek had lost his wife because Nikki Krantz was so terrified of losing her image—and her ill-gotten money—that she was willing to kill for it. And keep killing for it.

      People’s crazy motives didn’t need to make sense to me. Only to them. And Nikki’s crazy had made just enough sense to her that she’d been willing to kill me and Derek and anyone else who might have gotten in her way.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “Vangie, if Stefan helped them, then he’s got two homicides on his hands. None of us are safe.”

      “Then none of us are safe.” I propped my head to one side, giving him a glare. “Do you need me to find some security blankets for you?”

      A dark look passed over his face. “I should go,” Derek said, turning back toward the living room. I wanted to stop him, to apologize for the sarcasm that popped out of my mouth all the time, but I couldn’t.

      I wasn’t afraid of Stefan Van Andel. I was pretty sure Nikki had killed him already, and Malcolm just hadn’t found the body. Mike and Jenna Van Andel had already been questioned and released. Apparently, everything I’d heard at Nikki’s house was about them trying to figure out how to clean up after Claire’s mess. Henry hadn’t been the only man she’d blackmailed. He hadn’t been the only one told he was Austin’s father. Who knew how big Claire’s blackmail net had been.

      It was the one thing I hadn’t yet talked about with Derek. Claire’s blackmail.

      I was pretty sure he didn’t know anything about it, and he still needed to grieve for his wife. It wasn’t worth bringing up. He had suffered enough.

      Neither of Leo’s parents had come to see me in the hospital, and truth be told, I wouldn’t have welcomed them. It still felt to me like a lot of this was their fault. Protecting Nikki, at the very least, and collaborating with her, at the very worst. I wished I could adopt Leo to get him away from his toxic family.

      Sighing, I tried to sit up in bed. I didn’t have a television in my bedroom, but I wasn’t as tired now as I had been earlier. Part of me wished I’d taken Derek up on his offer to stay.

      I read more of Norman’s sermons until Emma showed up with a plate of cookies. I would never read his sermons in the same way again. He’d helped me to catch a murderer. I’d never met the man, but I loved him just the same.

      Emma sat with me, catching me up on the work that was being done at the bakery, which she’d promised to oversee. While it was still technically a crime scene, the window, at least, was getting fixed.

      She took me out into the living room, and we watched an old episode of Sherlock, one of my favorites, before she left me to my own devices. I could move without too much pain, right after the drugs settled in, and I tried my best to fix a sandwich in the kitchen. Peanut butter and chokecherry jam. That was about all I could manage with only one good arm.

      I sat down to watch another episode of Sherlock and looked out my window to see it was dark outside. The shades had been pulled closed on Malcolm’s guest bedroom, so I couldn’t tell if he was home or not. His driveway was on the other side of the house. Sometimes, I could see the end of his Bronco sticking out, but not tonight.

      A little breeze startled me, and my heart motored. “Derek?” I called out, waiting for a response. “Emma?” I asked. No answer.

      I swallowed hard, glaring at the dark kitchen. Creepy flute music floated out of my TV, like a soundtrack to my murder. Gathering all of my courage, I stood up and walked toward the kitchen.

      A woman’s voice came out of the television, talking about tea, and I just about jumped when I saw something move in the corner of my eye. But it wasn’t in the kitchen. It was outside. I went to the window, and there was a truck parked out on the street. Someone was walking toward it.

      On the table, just where I’d left it the morning of the bakery break-in, was Scarlet’s brown leather journal.
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      I burst through the front door, out into the night, and hurried around the house. I recognized the big, broad back of Mike Van Andel. He swiveled to look at me when I called his name, but then he kept right on walking, hurrying his pace.

      “Did you just break into my house?” I yelled after him, following him off my lawn and onto the street. He finally stopped, leaning on the vehicle and panting.

      “The door was open.” He didn’t look at me as he said it.

      “It wasn’t.”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “Well, I’ll have to ask Emma not to leave my doors open anymore,” I said, reaching him. I stayed a few feet back, just in case, but walked around so he would have to look at me. “Was it you who broke in on Friday morning?”

      Mike sighed and finally glanced up. He looked horrible. I did not feel sorry for him.

      “It was Stefan.”

      My stomach tightened. “You saw Stefan?”

      “The last time I saw him was Friday morning. He came over with Scarlet’s journal.” Mike held out a hand, like he was offering a truce. “I didn’t have anything to do with all that stuff with Nikki. I promise.”

      “Then why did you want the journal?”

      Mike looked away, sagging against his truck. “I assumed you knew. Malcolm didn’t tell you?”

      I looked up at the sheriff’s house. The living room light was on, and the television seemed to be on, too, but I didn’t see the sheriff himself.

      “He didn’t tell me anything about you, other than that he’d questioned you and believed you weren’t hiding Stefan.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with Nikki’s crazy murder stuff, and I’m not hiding my brother,” Mike said, suddenly angry. He moved his body forward, like he might come at me, but he lacked either the stones or the motivation.

      “I don’t believe that,” I said.

      “I really didn’t.” He shook his head. “I just needed to see the journal. I needed to know what Henry had told her.”

      “About what?”

      Mike’s gaze flipped down, and he chewed on his lip. “About Austin. About the party.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He shook his head. “It’s really none of your business. I don’t owe you anything.”

      I cleared my throat and pointed at my shoulder, then at my head, where they’d had to shave away part of my hair so they could put stitches in my skull. All tokens of my near-death brush with Nikki.

      “That’s not my fault,” he said.

      “Why do I have a feeling that if you’d just told someone whatever it is you’re hiding, none of this would have happened?” I grunted out a laugh. “No, let me take a crack at it, okay, Mike? I’ve had plenty of time to think this through.”

      “Don’t,” he warned.

      “C’mon, let me take a wild guess.” I crossed my good arm over my bad one. A little twinge caught me off-guard, but I gritted my teeth and kept right on talking. I deserved answers, and I was going to get them. “Rewind eighteen years. You and a bunch of buddies took advantage of a drunk girl at a party. You’re really not as original as you think you are, unfortunately, as far as douchebaggery goes…”

      “That’s not what happened.” He shook his head, but I was on a roll.

      “Oh, no, I bet it’s exactly what happened.”

      He launched at me, stopping just short of hitting me. My breath was heaving and my hands were balled into tight fists, but I’d held my ground. If he did anything to me on the street in front of Malcolm’s house, Mike Van Andel would go to jail for his entire life.

      “You don’t understand,” he said. “We were all so drunk. After Henry had been with her, he passed out, and then, Claire was so… she was on everyone. And I wasn’t the only one who had sex with her that night. It was…” He punched his truck, and I took a tiny step back. “One night. We had one bad night, and Claire has made us all pay for it for eighteen years.”

      My nostrils flared as emotion misted my eyes. I’d been more right than I had thought. Up until now, I had just been a guess that had slowly taken on more shape as I thought through Claire’s bribery, and why Mike was so deeply involved in the whole situation. If Mike had been involved, given how much older he’d been than everyone else…

      I did some quick math in my head. Not only had he been older, but…

      “Good Lord in heaven,” I whispered. “You were married.” I stepped backward. The dynamic of the conversation had just shifted. I looked back at Malcolm’s house, my heart suddenly beating quite fast.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, a sad note in his voice. “My life was ruined as soon as Claire was murdered. Everything was bound to come out after that.”

      “Does Malcolm know about all of this?”

      Mike nodded, leaning back against his truck. “Now he does. Nikki told him in her confession. Statute of limitations is up, for both Stefan and I, but—”

      “So, your brother was with you.” I took another step toward Malcolm’s house.

      The two brothers, Henry, and maybe others had all been partying with Claire on the same night. Who knew how many people were involved with this. How many maybe fathers Austin really had.

      “We all thought Claire’s kid was ours, although she never produced him, through years of blackmail, but we never knew it was Austin. We all thought that Austin was Auggie’s. For a long time, I didn’t even know Claire had been in contact with Stefan, or Henry. None of us wanted to talk about it. We all thought Henry had killed Claire, and we understood why. She had tortured and extorted us for years.”

      I couldn’t listen anymore. I turned around and walked back toward my house. It didn’t surprise me to hear Mike’s footsteps running after me, but I was genuinely shocked when he put his hand on my good arm to stop me.

      He hadn’t learned his lesson.

      What I wouldn’t have given for some Febreeze in my hand. Instead, I stood there shaking, determined not to let him win. I wasn’t going to feel even an ounce of compassion for him. His only regret was that he’d gotten caught. At least Henry had been sorry.

      “I promise, I don’t know where my brother is, but he didn’t have anything to do with what happened to you.”

      “Except that you never took your punishment, and now everyone else is paying for your evil.” I spat the words out. So many people had paid the price—Henry, Claire, Austin, Derek, Nikki, and me. But Mike Van Andel hadn’t paid even a little drop of sweat for his sins.

      And neither had Stefan, as far as I knew, or anyone else at that party.

      “You get your hands off her,” Malcolm’s voice called out. I could hear his boots on the ground, and I saw him approach from the direction of his house. Mike braced for a tackle, but it didn’t come. Malcolm stepped between the two of us, shoulders heaving, and pushed Mike back.

      “I didn’t touch her,” Mike said.

      “The hell you didn’t.” Malcolm kept walking him farther away from me. “I saw you from my living room.”

      “It’s okay, Malcolm.” I reached for him, but he was too far away.

      “I told you to stay away.” Malcolm threw Mike Van Andel against his truck, chest first, pinning his arms behind him. “Didn’t I say I would arrest you if you came within a hundred feet of her?”

      I swallowed against the emotion that crawled up my throat. I couldn’t decide if I was mad at Malcolm for butting in, or grateful that he was making Mike go away. But the gruff, cowboy thing was turning out to be more helpful, now that he was protecting me.

      “Do you want me to arrest him?” Malcolm asked, still pinning Mike against the side of the truck. “Just say the word, Vangie. I’ll arrest him.”

      I gave him a small, tired smile, and shook my head. It wouldn’t do any good to throw him in jail for forty-eight hours, when it was much too late for him to get arrested for what he had actually done. I considered asking Malcolm to arrest him for breaking and entering, but I had such a log in my own eye when it came to B&E, I didn’t even want to hear the words out loud.

      Malcolm piled Mike into his truck and warned him never to come back to my house again. I had no doubt that Sheriff Dean would make good on his threat. After the truck had turned around the corner and out of sight, Malcolm finally turned back to me, his face lined with concern.

      “Did he hurt you?” he asked, jogging over to me and taking me by my good arm.

      “No. He just…”

      “He told you, I assume.” Malcolm shook his head back and forth in disappointment. “Now that he knows he can’t get in trouble for it, I suppose he’s all about unburdening himself.”

      “Is the statute of limitations really up?”

      “Ten years,” Malcolm said through tight lips. “Believe me, if I could put him away, I would. Nikki told me about Henry, at the basketball game. But I didn’t find out about Mike and Stefan until—” He stopped. I could feel another apology coming on, and I put my hand on his arm.

      “It’s all behind us now, Malcolm.”

      He helped me up the stairs to my back door, which was still hanging open. My whole left side throbbed, and I sat down on my couch, wishing I could have more painkillers. But my pain would be temporary.

      “What’s going to happen to Austin?” I asked as Malcolm got me a glass of water from the kitchen.

      “His aunt is a teacher at the high school. She’s offered to let him live with her while he finishes his senior year.” Malcolm handed me the full glass. “But I doubt he’ll be at school tomorrow. Both he and Leo missed on Friday, too.”

      I hadn’t seen Leo much since Friday, which was probably when he’d found out what I’d just learned from his father. Once that kind of secret out, there was just no keeping it quiet. I felt sorry for him.

      “Still no sign of Stefan Van Andel?” I asked, figuring I might as well take advantage of my captive audience.

      Malcolm moved my curtains aside, glancing back over at his house. “Still no sign. Mike swears that he saw Stefan on Friday morning, at the same time you and Nikki and Frances were at the bakery, but I think he was gone by then.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from telling him that I was pretty sure it was Stefan whom Malcolm had chased through my yard on Friday morning. The less I had to explain about my interactions with Scarlet and Derek, the better for all of us.

      If I’d thought it would help him find Stefan, well, that would be another story.

      “Do you need anything else?” Malcolm said, putting his hands on his hips like Superman. I’d never seen him be so nice before. I wasn’t about to get used to it.

      “You’ve done too much already,” I said, holding up the water glass and taking a sip. “I appreciate it.”

      “Evangeline, I need you to know—”

      “You really don’t have to apologize to me,” I said, setting the water down and staring into his eyes. I tried to convince him by sheer willpower, but I’m sure that every time he looked at my shoulder, he remembered just how sorry he was. This wasn’t his fault, though. There was no knowing what might have happened if he’d dropped his investigation of Henry sooner. Nikki might have gone postal and hurt more people. But I could take this, if it meant saving other people from paying consequences of my actions.

      “I really do.”

      “You really don’t,” I repeated. “You are forgiven. And because I’m a pastor, it means more when I say it.”

      He almost cracked a smile. Almost. We apparently weren’t going to address the fact that, days ago, he had practically hated me, and now he was fighting men for me. Strong, silent type. Typical.

      But he made sure to lock the door on his way out, without my asking. No matter what I assured him of, Malcolm Dean might feel like paying for his mistake for a long time. Everyone had to go at their own pace with reconciliation. He would believe me, eventually.

      He really was forgiven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      The Matchbakery window was fully repaired the following week, but my shoulder made work difficult. I was able to hire a local young woman, Beth Jansen, to work part-time, which was a good thing, because the crowds showed up in full force on the day we had our grand re-opening. Leo had taken some time off, understandably, and would put off his entry into Escoffier until he could sort things out with his family. I still felt guilty about that.

      But when tragedy struck in small towns, people banded together. Normally, the casserole brigade would have kicked into action, but I had given specific instructions to my parish council that I didn’t want people stopping by the house. So, in order to feel like they were contributing, everyone who wanted to share their well wishes came to buy food at the bakery.

      I was good with the trade-off.

      In my sometimes absence, I asked Beth to make whatever was comfortable for her. When I came into the bakery the Friday following the attack, the bake case was full of cinnamon and caramel rolls, and fresh sourdough bread was listed on the chalkboard. I sampled the goods for myself, and there was no denying, the girl could bake.

      If business kept up like it had been, I could afford to keep her.

      The doctor and physical therapist had assured me that full range-of-motion would return to my arm within a few weeks, but it already felt a little better. While Beth helped customers, I headed into the kitchen and made the batch of macarons I’d been planning to make with Leo. It felt like the right thing to do.

      It felt like closure.

      When the first customers of the lunch rush started to file in, I was arranging the last of the delicate cookie sandwiches in the bake case. A little boy ran up to the counter, cooing about the pretty colors, and his mother came up behind him.

      I told her about the flavors, and when I pointed out the Scarlett O’Hara, which was a Georgia peach macaron with a caramel buttercream, he clapped his hands. His mother asked for a few of the German chocolate macarons, and I boxed them up with a plastic-gloved hand, just like I had for Henry.

      It was a strange feeling, being back behind the bake case. I had been shot while standing in this very spot. I could still feel the pain of the wound—each movement awoke a dull ache, even with the drugs to dull the pain.

      Beth took the box from my hands and rang the family up. No one asked for the Matchbaker treatment. Not even the strangers and the tourists.

      I looked out over the mostly full tables at the end of the lunch rush and wondered how many of them were reporters. That had been the downside of the previous week—an influx of people wanting to interview me, or speak to me. I had turned down everyone so far, and I’d stopped answering unknown numbers on my phone. But I was going to have to talk to someone, sometime. I wanted to. I wanted them to know a side of Henry that wasn’t all scandal. Because the news media had a tendency to want to label everyone.

      Victim. Criminal. Horror. Mess. Evil. Pristine.

      But people were more complex than that. There were elements of evil in Henry, but he was also a man who’d suffered, badly, for what he’d done. It had broken him. And, ultimately, it had killed him. He deserved compassion.

      My job was to always—always—extend forgiveness and love. That was the great thing, and the hard thing, about believing in something bigger than myself. Justice wasn’t really in my hands. Only grace.

      Someday, I would even have to forgive Mike Van Andel.

      Peter Mayhew came in that afternoon, just as Beth was leaving for the day. He had been the one to suggest her, and they spoke for a few minutes on her way out the door. I was busying myself with wiping down the counters.

      I had been avoiding Peter pretty hardcore since my release from the hospital. I knew he had initially called my denominational headquarters in Raleigh, but he promised me he hadn’t reported any scandal. When it came down to it, Peter had protected me. Like a local would.

      The bell dinged as Beth left and Peter took off his glasses, wiping them on a handkerchief he’d pulled out of his pocket.

      “If you have a few minutes, Pastor Vangie,” he said, placing the glasses low on his nose like a disapproving principal.

      Time to face the music.

      I led Peter back to the kitchen, where we wouldn’t be seen if someone walked in. He stood in front of me, his back to the dining room, hands clasped behind his back.

      “Part of your commission here was supposed to be reconciliation for what happened in Raleigh,” he said, not meeting my eyes on that last part. “And I thought I should tell you that, last week, when we thought you were involved in criminal behavior, I called the bishop in North Carolina.”

      With a long breath, I nodded. “I thought you might.” He certainly didn’t need to know about my sister’s recon mission.

      “But last Friday, when I spoke to him again, I learned a little more about the terms of your probation.”

      “They didn’t tell you when I arrived?” I was surprised. They’d told me that at least one person on the council would know, and I’d assumed that someone was Peter.

      “They just said you were involved in an incident in the church, and that you opted for reconciliation with the denomination rather than termination, in exchange for admitting your involvement.”

      My eyes went wide. That was the official story we’d issued when I left my church in Durham, but it was a vast oversimplification. There had been a lot of moving parts, a lot of people involved, and when the denomination had stepped in, the reconciliation had been required in order for me to remain in the clergy.

      “And what did he tell you on Friday?” I asked, leaning against the prep counter, fidgeting with one of the utensils.

      “He told me about Edward Archer.”

      My stomach tightened. Emotion gripped at my throat. I hadn’t heard that name spoken aloud in months. Not even my sister said it anymore.

      “About the money and your old parish,” he continued. “That you had some kind of inappropriate relationship with him, although the bishop insisted it wasn’t physical in nature. And Mr. Archer used you to gain access to finances in the parish.”

      “And you didn’t know that before?”

      “I didn’t.”

      I nodded, shifting my weight from side to side. “I prefer not to discuss it—not only for personal reasons, but because there could be legal ramifications, of course. And I guess you know why I have such a problem with Mark Findlay, then.”

      “I can see that, indeed. I find it strange that your bishop would request a posting in a church that’s recovering from an infidelity scandal.” He removed his glasses and set them on the silver counter with a clink. “But this is also the perfect place for you.”

      “It is?” It was the last thing I’d expected him to say.

      “Yes. God makes all things new, does He not?” His smile was fatherly, or maybe grandfatherly. He pulled a piece of paper out of the front inside pocket of his suit coat. “The Board has decided to offer you a new contract, Pastor Vangie. We’ve taken out all of the behavior clauses, in favor of a six-month review.”

      “Won’t that be coming up next month?” I asked as he handed me the paper.

      “Roughly mid-April, so we have a bit of time.”

      I read the first page of the contract, which contained most of the changes, outlined in red font. The first contract I had signed with Saint Agnes Community Church had been full of Big Brother clauses requiring that I agree to consistent behavior reviews by the Board, the local bishop, and my bishop in North Carolina. A highly irregular contract, in my experience.

      Tears settled in the corners of my eyes. I sniffed them back as I folded the contract back up and set it on the counter in front of me.

      “What brought this on?” I asked. “If you know what Edward Archer did, then you know I wasn’t without fault, even if I was never charged. I would think you’d go in the opposite direction. Make me report more often, have more behavior restrictions.”

      “Your bishop agreed the fault wasn’t entirely yours, and even that the denomination bore some responsibility for not better equipping you for success. Given how small Saint Agnes is, we felt there would be more accountability built into the framework of the church. Not less.”

      I blinked at him, finally able to do so without tears falling. “Thank you, Peter. And thank the Board for me.”

      “Certainly. We’ll all convene at the next council meeting. They won’t know any more about the situation than they currently know, both to protect you and to protect the reputation of the church. But we will be dropping the provisions on your contract, effective immediately.” He replaced his glasses. “Provided there are no more shootings in your bakery.”

      I couldn’t help a little smile at that comment. “I didn’t plan on that.”

      “No, you didn’t, and it’s brought a little more attention to our town than we would like, but you’ve been wise to stay away from all these reporters.” He pointed to the contract. “You get that back to me as soon as you can.”

      I put the papers in my purse and Peter showed himself out. When the bell dinged again, I looked up, but he’d gone. Emma Brent was standing in front of my beautiful, new window, with her paints spread out on a little table in front of her.

      The urge to roll my eyes was real.

      Instead, I grabbed my coat and walked outside. Peter’s car made a little burbling noise as it pulled out of the parking lot, and I stood beside Emma, looking at the pristine glass.

      “You’re going to ruin my brand new window with another tourist mural?”

      “The last one was a hit.” She bent down to pick up a brush from a piece of canvas she’d spread on the ground. “Get it? Hit? Cuz it got h—”

      “I got it. I got it.” I allowed myself the eyeroll. “Is this going to be a regular thing?”

      “Come on, Vangie.” Emma dipped her square, foam brush into one of the paint cans and came away with a vibrant blue. “You’ve got to be willing to do a little kitsch to pull in the tourists around here. They need a reason to stop.”

      “That’s what my sister said when she talked me into the Matchbakery thing, you know.” I thrust my hands into my pockets as protection from the cold air. “The two of you are peas in a pod.”

      “I’d like to meet her sometime,” Emma said, a somewhat somber note in her voice. “Priscilla.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you will. She’s probably going to catch a plane up to Madison Falls over her spring break. It was all I could do to keep her away after the shooting.”

      “It’s nice, y’know.” Emma stopped painting and a little glob of blue collected in her paused stroke. “That your family cares about you so much. Not everyone has that.”

      I bit my bottom lip. I knew it was true, but I hated to acknowledge it. There had been little joy, since the shooting. Emma’s husband had gone off somewhere again, and they still hadn’t caught Stefan Van Andel. Or found his body. Whichever would come first. Austin still didn’t know who his real father was, and I wasn’t sure he would ever want to know. None of the choices would give him what he was looking for. A real family.

      There would be a long trial, and I would be expected to testify, which meant I’d have to see Nikki and Frances again, in the flesh. I wasn’t wild about that. Derek was still grappling with the details of Claire’s estate—they were working on the whole mess of where the money had been kept and who would get it. And Austin would be with his aunt until he graduated. Leo had texted me on Wednesday to ask for another week off. I’d given it to him, of course, promising his job would always be waiting for him. But deep inside, I knew I’d have to find other help if I couldn’t get Leo back.

      I didn’t want that.

      I wanted what everyone wanted, in the wake of a tragedy. I wanted my normal life back. But normal didn’t exist in the same way anymore. Not for any of us. I’d never be able to look at my window without seeing it broken and covered in trash bags. I’d never be able to look at Leo or Austin without flashing back, at least briefly, to the memory of laying on my bakery floor, bleeding and passing out from shock.

      “I’m sure you’ll get along with Priscilla,” I said, forcing a smile and a happy thought. Emma and my sister were a lot alike, and it would be fun to see them meet for the first time. “She would certainly approve of what you’re doing with my hair these days.” I touched the longer sides of my pixie cut, looking in the window for our reflection.

      A truck horn honked, and I turned around to see someone waving. Someone I wasn’t totally sure I knew. It made me smile. That was Saint Agnes, for you. It reminded me of the old adage about never meeting a stranger. There were no strangers in this town, even when there were. I liked that.

      I watched Emma paint, until it got too cold for me and I had to go back inside. But the mural continued to take shape on the window. Blue skies, white-dotted clouds, green trees on a mountain with snow caps. It was the best of Saint Agnes.

      It was starting to feel like home.

      
        
        THE END
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            The Murdered Macaron Recipe

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For the cookies:

        142 grams confectioner's sugar

        115 grams fine almond flour

        89 grams room temperature egg whites

        71 grams granulated sugar

        1 T. matcha green tea powder

        pinch cream of tartar

      

      

      
        
        For the filling:

        1 1/2 sticks softened butter

        4 ounces sour cream

        1 cup powdered sugar

        3 teaspoons grated ginger

        1 teaspoon ground cardamom

        1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

        1 cup chopped crystallized ginger

      

      

      
        
        Make sure you weigh all of the ingredients (even the egg whites), instead of using cups and teaspoons as measurement. Those are less precise than the weight measurements, and precision is super important with these cookies. (Additionally, if you’re baking at a height of higher than 5000 feet, make sure you use a convection oven to prevent your macarons from becoming hollow when baked. Bake at a lower temperature for a longer time, rather than a higher temperature for a shorter time.)

      

        

      
        In a food processor, combine the almond flour, confectioner's sugar, and matcha powder. Grind together until it's a fine, incorporated powder. Sift into a large bowl (if there's a lot of large material left, then grind again, and keep sifting).

      

        

      
        In a silver mixing bowl, begin whipping the egg whites and cream of tartar, starting on a low speed, and gradually increasing. Slowly pour in the granulated sugar, allowing them to incorporate together. If you'd like your macarons to be more green than they will be with the matcha, put a couple drops of green gel food coloring in the mix (not liquid--gel only), but I like the light green color, so it's up to you. Once the egg whites form stiff peaks, put the dry ingredients in and fold them. until they are just incorporated, and there are no streaks left. But don't over-fold. It's a delicate balance.

      

        

      
        Transfer to a piping bag and pipe out little 1/2" circles (with about an inch between them) either on parchment paper or a silicone baking mat. Once they're all piped out, smack the cookie sheet onto your counter a few times to get rid of any air bubbles in the cookies, then leave the cookies out on the counter for about twenty minutes, until the cookies have a bit of a crust.

      

        

      
        Preheat the oven to 350. Once the cookies have formed their crust, cook for 10-12 minutes, watching not to over-bake (and be careful of altitude--if you're at higher altitude, the air is thinner, so that affects your bake time…bake at 300 for more like 15-17 minutes). Take out the cookies and let them cool. Do not fill before they're cool.

      

        

      
        For filling, whip the butter in a standing mixer until it's creamy. Add the powdered sugar, slowly, until it's thick, then add the sour cream. Add the grated ginger, cardamom, and cinnamon, and mix until incorporated. Mix in the crystallized ginger. Pipe into the center of the cookies and sandwich them together, checking for size fit with each cookie.

      

        

      
        Eat and enjoy!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      If you loved Saint Agnes as much as I did, have no fear, it will return in future books. The Matchbakery and Vangie Vale will be back. For those of you who love Montana, I want to say, as a born-and-raised Montanan, it really is as amazing as we all write. There’s a reason it’s one of the highest-selling locations in fiction.

      Because I’ve had questions about the level of fact and fiction in this book, I wanted to address a few things.

      I have been to Seminary. I have been a pastor. I am not Vangie Vale, and she is not me. She is not based on anyone. She is not a stand-in for anyone. She is her own unique person, and I’m not just saying that because I think that’s what you want to hear. I’m saying it because I intentionally did not make her into me. I am not that interesting.

      The Saint Agnes Community Church, and all the people who attend there, are also not based on any church I’ve ever attended or worked in. Neither is Peter or the bishop, or any one character. I have intentionally not made them out of real people, because a lot of ministry is confidential, and I want to be very careful not to write things that are someone else’s story to tell.

      Saint Agnes, the town, is probably the best example of this “mosaic” of reality and fantasy. Those of you who are looking for the “real” Saint Agnes, as though it was a real place, will be sadly disappointed to learn that it’s nowhere. And everywhere. I took elements of six different Montana towns specifically when I made Saint Agnes. There are pieces of West Yellowstone and Gardiner (which are both entrances of Yellowstone National Park) and pieces of Saint Mary’s (which is one of the entrances for Glacier National Park), and there’s a little bit of Plentywood (the town where I grew up) and there’s a little bit of Belgrade and Livingston (towns on either side of where I currently live). Rolo is a similar conglomeration. So is Bedford. And so is Four Buttes. While I want to keep them “based on” real towns, because I have a lot of local experience, I specifically did not want any one town to be any one town.

      The exception, in this book, at least, is Madison Falls, which is unapologetically a stand-in for the city of Bozeman, where I currently live. And the coffee shop Vangie goes to is the coffee shop I go to, where the baristas call out hello when you walk in the door, and where they know my name. This is my one, unapologetic one-to-one reality. I really do get the Glacier Chai with a triple shot of espresso, and it really is sweet and smoky and divine.

      There are some pieces of Vangie’s backstory that I have intentionally not addressed in this book because they have relevance to future stories, and there are also some pieces of this mystery (one person’s disappearance in particular) that have not been tied up. I promise you, they’re coming in future books.

      Promise.

      I love Montana. I will always love Montana, and I want these books to be a reflection of how much I love Montana. I hope that the way I write Montana makes you want to be here as much as I do.

      There are many more murders per-capita in my fictional Montana than in the real version, where I have been a pastor and never once been part of a murder investigation.

      I have also chosen not to make Vangie any one particular denomination. While there are denominations that do not ordain women, for their own theological purposes, I have also chosen not to address that issue in this book. I don’t want this book to be a political or theological statement. I just want to write pastors as they really are. Flawed, interesting, humble, proud, overbearing, kindhearted, self-centered, giving, sinful, glorious…complex human beings.

      Because that’s who they are, in reality.

      In later books, Vangie will be continuing to solve crimes and match-bake, and I hope you will join me for all the future mysteries set in Saint Agnes and parts as yet unknown…

      -R.L. (Becca) Syme
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