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      Ida Mae stepped back and surveyed her freezer with satisfaction. It had taken her all morning, but she had replenished her stock of cranberry cookies and whole-wheat bread. She had also frozen twelve single-serving lasagnas, eight bowls of chicken noodle soup, and six sweet-and-sour chicken dishes. Cooking for one was definitely different from cooking for a household, but when she froze the extra servings, she could go for days without having to actually spend time in the kitchen. She felt like such a rebel.

      She glanced at the clock. Tansy would be coming over in about ten minutes, and she was sure to want some fresh, warm bread once she caught a whiff. Ida Mae thought for a moment. She had some freezer jam in the outside unit, just the thing to serve with the bread. But as she descended the steps from her kitchen to the garage, she lost her balance. For a moment she thought she’d be all right, but then she fell to the hard, concrete floor in an ungraceful heap.

      The words that sprang to her mind at the sudden pain weren’t befitting a former Relief Society president, but she thought them anyway. She figured the Lord would understand. She hadn’t felt such pain in her life, not even in labor. Of course, she’d had her children in the age when women were totally knocked out to give birth. She didn’t remember much of anything from those days.

      She lay there for a moment, trying to take a deep breath. When she finally managed to raise her head, she could see that her left ankle was twisted at an odd angle and she had gouged it on an old piece of metal left lying around from her nephew Ren’s workbench. Great. Just great.

      Her phone was at least twenty feet away, and she couldn’t get up at all. She didn’t know what she was going to do.

      “Ida Mae?” Tansy’s cheerful voice rang through the house. “Ida Mae, are you home?”

      “I’m out here, Tansy,” Ida Mae called. “In the garage.”

      Tansy stepped through the door. “Ida Mae!” She clutched the doorframe, her face pale. “Are you all right? Speak to me!”

      “I already did speak to you, remember?” Ida Mae was so relieved at Tansy’s appearance, she was ready to forgive nonsensical babbling, but some things were just self-explanatory.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      “Just a few minutes.”

      “Well, thank goodness for that. Now, let’s see.” Tansy grabbed a coat from the hook by the door and draped it over Ida Mae. “Should we call the ambulance, or do you think you could get in the car?”

      Ida Mae thought about it. A trip to the hospital was definitely in order, but she didn’t know if her insurance would cover the ambulance ride. “Let’s try the car,” she said at last.

      Tansy placed a call to the hospital to let them know Ida Mae was coming. Thankfully, the hospital had added another wing in the last year, so they should be able to treat her there without having to transport her to Salt Lake City. Ida Mae could hardly bear the thought of a long drive—just going to the hospital there in Omni would be hassle enough.

      “Think of it this way,” Tansy said brightly. “You’re already in the garage. Another few feet, and you’ll be at the car.”

      Ida Mae pressed her lips together. She supposed that was a blessing, although she did have the overwhelming compulsion to strangle Tansy with her own purse strap. But that was the pain talking.

      Tansy opened the back door of Ida Mae’s car. “Let’s have you crawl in here and lie down. Oh, you have a stick shift.”

      Ida Mae hadn’t really thought about it, but yes, her car did have a stick shift. “Can you drive with one?”

      “Well, I’ve never done it, but I’m willing to give it a try,” Tansy said. “Unless you want to use my car. I could pull it up the driveway, but you’d have a lot farther to crawl.”

      Ida Mae weighed her options. Should she crawl a couple of feet and put her life in the hands of a woman who might end up driving her into a tree, or should she crawl twenty or thirty feet to get into a different car with the same woman? The choice was fairly obvious.

      Gritting her teeth, she pulled herself onto her knees. The pain shot up her leg and into her hip, taking her breath away. Sweat broke out in beads across her forehead.

      “You can do it, Ida Mae,” Tansy encouraged, looking like a sixty-five-year-old cheerleader.

      Ida Mae grasped the doorframe and pulled herself up on her good foot, then crumpled down on the car’s back bench. Tansy helped tuck her friend’s feet up on the seat, careful not to bump the injured ankle, then closed the door and hurried around to the driver’s side.

      “Okay, now what do I do?” Tansy asked after she climbed into the car.

      At least one good thing came out of the drive to the hospital. Ida Mae was so intent on keeping Tansy from stripping the gears, bouncing like a bunny through the intersection, and going over the guardrail that her focus was taken off the pain in her foot.  They came to a screeching halt at the emergency room doors ten life-threatening minutes later, and Ida Mae said a silent prayer of thanks.

      “That was fun!” Tansy said, turning around in the seat to look at Ida Mae. “Now, you sit tight. I’m going to get one of those cute orderlies to bring a wheelchair out here.”

      Ida Mae had never before stopped to contemplate the physical appearance of the orderlies at the hospital, but when one did come out with a wheelchair, she had to admit that he looked pretty good. Like an angel of mercy swooping down to deliver her from Tansy’s grasp.
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        * * *

      

      “I fully understand your reasons for putting a cast on my ankle,” Ida Mae said, trying to sound calm. “Under the circumstances, that’s the best course of action. But what are you planning to do with that thing?” She pointed at the hypodermic needle in the nurse’s hand.

      “Mrs. Babbitt, you scratched your leg on a piece of metal. Your chart indicates that it’s been quite a long time since your last tetanus shot. We’re just trying to keep you healthy.”

      “I’m healthiest when I’m not impaled with needles.”

      “It’s all right,” Tansy said, patting Ida Mae’s shoulder. “You can hold my hand.”

      “But did you see the size of that thing? It must be six feet long.”

      “Oh, the drama,” Arlette retorted. She’d come down to the hospital the minute Tansy called her from the emergency room, but Ida Mae couldn’t see that her presence was helping. So far, all Arlette had done was stand in the corner and make acerbic comments about everything.

      “Mrs. Babbitt,” the nurse went on, “tetanus is a very painful condition. Believe me, you don’t want to get it. The shot, on the other hand, will only sting for a minute. You’ll be a little stiff for a day or two, and then it’s all over.” The nurse held the needle up again, giving what she probably thought was a comforting smile, but was, in actuality, more like the grin of the Joker from the Batman television series.

      “Can you numb it first?” Ida Mae asked after a long pause.

      “I have a very effective numbing agent, but it’s administered by shot also,” the nurse replied.

      “You’d have to give me a shot to get me ready to get a shot? Where is the logic in that?”

      “This is a hospital,” Arlette said, taking a step forward. “I’m sure there’s something you could use topically.” Ida Mae was glad to hear her friend finally say something useful. “If nothing else, you could slap some ice on there. That would numb her up.”

      Now Ida Mae wished her friend had kept her mouth shut.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” the nurse said, laying the needle on the tray and leaving the room.

      As soon as she was out of range, Ida Mae turned to Tansy, the one most likely to be sympathetic. “Tansy, you know I’m not a wimp. I never whine, and I rarely complain.”

      Arlette made a snorting noise, but Ida Mae wasn’t talking to Arlette, so she ignored her and went on. “But I hate needles. I really, really hate them. Can’t we sneak out of here while the nurse is gone?”

      “Ida Mae, your cast was put on just minutes ago. I don’t think we can leave quite yet. Besides, you should get that shot.”

      So much for Tansy’s sympathy. Ida Mae thought it sounded remarkably like she’d bought into the conspiracy.

      “I’ll buy you a balloon,” Arlette said. “I saw a pretty one down in the gift shop.”

      “Is it purple?”

      “Yes, it’s purple. And it has pansies on it. Which is rather ironic, considering that you’re acting like a great big pansy right now.”

      Ida Mae knew tetanus wasn’t pleasant. She imagined the treatment for it would be much less than pleasant. If getting a shot could forestall all that suffering . . . she sighed. It would have to be done.

      “Will you buy me a teddy bear to go with the balloon?”

      “I most certainly will not!” Arlette crossed her arms over her chest. “That gift shop has a five-hundred-percent markup. I will not pay twenty dollars for a teddy bear that would cost nowhere near that much at Walmart.”

      “But the teddy bears at Walmart don’t match the balloons.”

      “I’ll buy you the teddy bear, Ida Mae,” Tansy said. “Now, will you be a good girl and get your shot?”

      “I suppose,” Ida Mae said just as the nurse walked back in the room. “But go get it right now so I have something to squeeze.”
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        * * *

      

      Eden was late for her job at the Salt Lake Sentinel. She walked out of the funeral home sedately, but broke into a trot when she reached the parking lot, throwing another glance at her watch. She hadn’t meant to leave so late, but she’d gotten caught up in the service and lost track of time.

      She pulled into a fast-food restaurant and changed clothes in the bathroom, shoving her dress and heels into her duffel bag. She grabbed a sandwich and was on her way again, but got caught in a traffic snarl on I-215.

      “Drat,” she muttered, looking for a gap in traffic so she could take the upcoming exit. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as the long string of cars inched forward, the other drivers looking as irritated as she was. Finally, she saw an opening and took it, gunning her engine and zipping across, praying no one would hit her. They didn’t, but they certainly did honk.

      “Sorry,” she called out, taking the exit. She weaved through the side roads and pulled into her parking spot twenty minutes late. Maybe if she sneaked in, no one would notice.

      That didn’t work. Halfway across the lobby, she heard someone call her name.

      “Eden! Wait up.”

      She turned, not wanting to face her boss, and got her wish. It was Kevin, the cute crime reporter who occupied the cubicle next to hers. She glanced around, not seeing Mr. Cooper anywhere.

      “He’s at lunch,” Kevin said, correctly interpreting her look of worry. “So, I hear you took the morning off to go to a funeral. Are you okay?”

      Eden tilted her head to the side. It wasn’t her funeral—of course she was okay. Then she realized what he meant. “I’m fine, Kevin. It wasn’t for anyone I knew.”

      “What?” He followed her down the hall toward their cubicles. “You went to a funeral, but you don’t know the person who died?”

      “Yeah, I know it sounds a little crazy. But haven’t you ever gotten so wrapped up in a story you had to find out more, even though the article was already published?”

      “I think we all do.”

      “Well, it’s no different for me. Information comes across my desk, I try to condense someone’s whole life into one short obituary, and I can only hope I did it right. Sometimes I like to see how close I came.”

      “You mean you make a habit of this funeral-going thing?”

      Eden shrugged. “Only once or twice a month, and I generally just attend the ones held on my days off. Today was an exception.”

      Kevin shook his head. “I knew you were quirky, but I didn’t know you were a funeral crasher.”

      They reached her desk, and she bent to tuck her purse under the cabinet.

      “So, have you ever been proven wrong about a person?”

      Eden looked up at him. “Sure, of course. You know how it is—the bereaved turns in their copy, I clean it up, and it goes to press with all sorts of glowing praise heaped on it. Then at the funeral, I overhear that the louse cheated at cards and stole candy from babies. But you’re supposed to print what they send, you know?”

      “But how does that make you feel when all the world—well, all the subscribers—see this marvelous write-up, but it’s not true?”

      “Can you imagine an obituary that was really accurate?” Eden held her hands up in front of her, pretending to read a newspaper. “He was killed in a motorcycle accident that he wouldn’t have been in if he hadn’t been stinkin’ drunk and out seeing his girlfriend on the sly. Police say if he’d been smart enough to wear his helmet, he probably wouldn’t have died, although his wife says, ‘Good riddance to him and his smelly socks.’” She lowered her arms. “It would make fascinating reading, but is that really what the family needs?”

      “No, I guess not.” Kevin folded his arms and leaned against the dividing wall between her cubicle and his. “Can I come with you sometime?”

      Eden looked at him in surprise. “You want to crash a funeral with me?”

      “Sure—why not? It sounds like fun.”

      She mulled that over. She’d already divulged far more than she’d intended—there was something about Kevin that just made her want to talk. That could be dangerous.

      “I guess,” she said. “I’ll let you know the next time I go.”

      “How do you pick them? Do you just flip through the stack, close your eyes, and jab your finger?”

      Eden really didn’t want to tell him, but again, his undeniable charm worked its magic. “I go to the ones that make me cry.”

      “Come again?”

      Dang it, if those brown eyes made him look any more like a puppy . . . “While I’m writing up the obituaries, some of them make me cry. Those are the ones that make me curious.”

      Kevin shook his head again, and she wondered what kind of sarcastic comment he was getting ready to make. She could take him down in the sarcasm department any day—it was her specialty.

      “You’re something else, Eden,” he said before disappearing into his own cubicle.

      A moment later, she heard the sound of rapid typing. At least one of them was getting back to work. His last words had caught her off guard, and Eden had to pull her brain around to the task at hand. She hoped Mr. Cooper wouldn’t figure out how late she’d been.
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      Eden tossed her bag on the couch as she came in from work, then flung off her shoes. A blinking light on the phone alerted her to the presence of a message, and she dialed in her voicemail code as she wandered toward the fridge. She was in the mood for something rich and cheesy, but doubted she’d find anything unless the Grocery Fairy had paid her a surprise visit.

      “Eden, this is your grandmother,” a familiar voice said. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Ida Mae has taken a spill and her ankle is broken. She’s at home and the Relief Society is taking good care of her, but I thought you’d like to know.” The message came to an end and Eden turned from the fridge, cheese forgotten. Tomorrow was Saturday—she could head out to Omni tonight and spend the weekend.

      She threw some things in a bag and headed out the door, almost forgetting to put some flakes in her fish bowl. That small task done, she locked the door, testing it twice as she always did, and was on her way.

      She was nearly out of Salt Lake when she realized she was still starving. She pulled up to Hogi Yogi and grabbed a roast beef with everything, craving pizza, but not caring enough to hunt down a Little Caesars.

      The drive to Omni was relatively short, but it seemed to take forever. Her grandmother hadn’t said anything to cause Eden to worry, but there was a tone in her voice, just a little note, that raised some alarm. Eden had come to love Ida Mae as another grandmother, and couldn’t bear to think of anything happening to that dear woman.

      As she drove, she thought back to when she’d first met Ida Mae. Eden had lost her job and was casting about for something else to do when she got a phone call from her grandmother. Somehow, the members of the Relief Society presidency had gotten themselves involved in something illegal and needed her help. She’d jumped in with both feet and had the time of her life, mostly just going along with their off-the-wall plans and enjoying their exuberance. She’d become attached to Ida Mae and her counselor Tansy, and she’d grown even closer to Arlette, her grandmother.

      And then there was Ren Taylor. Eden smiled just thinking about him. He was Ida Mae’s nephew, and a free spirit. He was partly responsible for the trouble these elderly ladies had found themselves in, but they never held it against him. They’d done their community service together and enjoyed it almost as much as they had breaking the law. Now Ren was on a Church mission in Mexico, and he wouldn’t be home for another year. It would be a long twelve months.

      Eden pulled her car into Ida Mae’s driveway and walked up the steps quickly, hoping someone would be there to answer the door so Ida Mae wouldn’t try to do it herself. It would be just like her.

      Eden’s grandmother opened the door. “You came!” she said, pulling Eden into a hug and then stepping to the side. “Ida Mae will be so glad to see you.”

      “Who is it, Arlette?” the patient called from the couch.

      “It’s me, Ida Mae.” Eden walked into the living room, tossing her bag into the corner. “I had to come see how you are.”

      “Well, some days it’s chickens and some days it’s feathers,” Ida Mae replied, shifting a little. She sat sideways on the couch, her leg propped up on pillows. Her ankle was encased in a bright pink cast that already had six or seven signatures on it.

      “Give me a marker,” Eden said, and her grandmother tossed her one. She signed her name with a flourish and put a smiley face next to it. “Now I’m a member of the club.”

      “It’s not a very fun club,” Ida Mae told her. “All we do for excitement is stare at the silly old woman.”

      “You’re not silly or old,” Eden chided, sitting down on the chair nearest Ida Mae. “Who’s been telling you that?”

      “I’ve been telling myself that,” Ida Mae said. “I’m silly for tripping over my own feet, and I’m just old. That should be obvious to anyone.”

      Eden glanced over at her grandmother. She’d never heard such a bitter tone in Ida Mae’s voice before and wondered what had been the cause of it. Arlette shrugged.

      “Well, I’m here for the weekend, so let’s have some fun.” Eden smiled at Ida Mae. “I brought all the Pirates of the Caribbean movies, and we’re going to have a marathon.”

      “But you’ll have to explain it to me,” Ida Mae said. “Between the undead and the barnacles and the big octopus thingy, I can never tell what’s going on.”

      “I’ll explain everything as we go,” Eden promised. She stood up. “Now, what have you got to eat around here? We need some movie food.”

      “The Relief Society has been bringing stuff over all afternoon, but believe it or not, no chocolate.” Ida Mae sighed. “I thought I trained them better than that.”

      “I’ll see what I can find,” Eden said. She went into the kitchen, and Arlette followed her, as she hoped she would. As soon as they were out of earshot, Eden asked, “Grandma, what’s going on? She sounds about ready to give up.”

      Arlette shook her head. “You know how Ida Mae is. She’d rather be doing for other people than having people do for her. When she got home from the hospital this afternoon, she had four sisters over here to make sure she was all right. One of them made her dinner, another one brought her books in next to her, and the other two thought they had to sit and visit—you know, cheer her up. That was on top of the snacks and casseroles the other ladies brought. It was a little too much charity all at once, I think, and she’d rather be on the giving end any day.”

      “But she needs help, Grandma. That ankle isn’t going to heal overnight.”

      “You and I both know that, but Ida Mae thinks it should be better in a week. And I’m afraid she’s going to try to walk on it too soon.”

      “Then it’s a good thing the Relief Society has come out in full force,” Eden said.

      “I agree.”

      Eden went looking for chocolate and was shocked to find a box of brownie mix in the back of a cupboard. She’d always thought Ida Mae’s brownies were from scratch, and here she had evidence otherwise. It was enough to make a person stop believing in Santa Claus.
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        * * *

      

      Eden stifled a yawn as she sat at her desk. She and Ida Mae had only made it through the first two Pirates movies on Friday and Saturday, and the third at midnight on Sunday, when it was technically Monday morning. Ida Mae said watching the film at that late hour made her even more confused about the plot, but Eden assured her it was hard to understand regardless. She didn’t end up leaving Omni until three that morning, and now, seven hours later at work, she wondered why she’d stayed up so late. But she’d do anything to make Ida Mae happy.

      The phone near Eden’s elbow rang, and she startled. She took a moment to compose herself before answering.

      “Are you the obituary editor?” A female voice filled the earpiece.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “What do I do?”

      Eden blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “How do I get an obituary put in the newspaper?”

      Ah. Eden stifled a yawn. “You send in whatever you’d like printed in the paper, and we print it.”

      “Oh.”

      Eden thought her explanation was easy enough to understand, but the woman on the other end didn’t seem to think so. “What should it say?”

      “Generally, an obituary has information about the life and hobbies of the deceased, along with a list of their family members and any organizations they belonged to,” Eden said. “You can make it as formal or as personal as you like.”

      “But I have to write it?” The woman sounded close to tears. “I thought you were the writer.”

      “I take the information I’m given and clean it up a little, and that’s what we print,” Eden said, feeling as though her lofty status of “editor” had just been diminished to the rank and stature of “trained monkey.” Then, sensing the caller’s dismay, she hastily added, “But if you give me the facts, I’ll put them together into a nice obituary for you.”

      “Oh, would you do that?” Despair was replaced by joy. “I’d be so grateful.”

      Eden gave the woman her email address and told her what facts she would need, then hung up, wondering how it would turn out. Of course, she’d send it back over for approval, but Eden wasn’t used to being given such free rein with an obituary. Most of the time, she’d take out a comma and put in a period on the copy she’d been given and call it good. Once in a while, she was asked to restate a sentence or tweak a paragraph or two. It was those tweaks that made her nervous, those tweaks that sent her out to crash funerals. She hated the thought that she might get something wrong—it was so much easier to write fiction than to conjecture about real life.

      She worked for another hour and then took her lunch break, heading over to the small café near the newspaper office. She generally brought something from home, but in her haste to be on time that morning, she hadn’t grabbed anything.

      “What can I get you?” the waitress asked after Eden perused the menu for a moment.

      “Let me get . . . oh, how about some vegetable soup and half a tuna melt,” Eden said, and the woman jotted down the order.

      While waiting for her food, Eden leaned her head back against the seat of the booth. She had been trying to figure out what direction to take for her next mystery novel, and every spare minute had been devoted to puzzling out the climax. With her eyes closed, she thought about the predicament her heroine currently faced. Tied up in a basement by persons unknown, seeing strange shadows move along the wall, wondering who had murdered the butler . . . suddenly, Eden’s eyes flew open. She knew exactly what should happen next. It was complex. It was brilliant. It was genius! She grabbed her notebook, then rummaged through her bag, trying to find a pen.

      First pocket, nothing. Side pocket, nothing. She hunted everywhere, all the while feeling the finer points of her idea slipping away. She even patted the side of her head to see if an errant pen was still stuck behind her ear. Desperation building, she stood up and yelled, “My kingdom for a pen!”

      The other patrons eyed her in astonishment.

      “Um, does anyone have a pen?” she asked more quietly.

      The man in the booth next to hers held out a Bic, and Eden took it with gratitude.

      Her page quickly filled with notes as she scribbled out her idea. When she was finished, she glanced up to see Kevin leaning against the counter, looking at her with a smile on his face.

      “You’re cute when you’re writing,” he said. “Can I join you?”

      “Sure.” He thought she was cute? She handed the pen back to its owner and noticed that her food had been delivered while she wrote. It smelled delicious, but her focus had been completely on her story.

      “So, what are you working on?” Kevin asked, barely glancing at his menu.

      “Would you believe, a really engrossing obituary?”

      “No. I’ve never seen an obituary take someone’s attention like that.”

      She closed her notebook, wondering how much she should reveal. She didn’t want Kevin to laugh at her. She had to see him every day at work, and if he thought she was nuts, he’d be sure to remind her of it on a regular basis.

      “I’m working on a book,” she said at last, deciding to just tell him.

      “Oh, yeah? What’s it about?”

      His tone didn’t sound mocking. Maybe Eden could trust him a step further.

      “It’s a murder mystery, actually.”

      “It sounds interesting.”

      He paused to order a bacon cheeseburger from the waitress, and then continued as though they hadn’t been interrupted. “If you’d ever like to come with me on an assignment, you’re more than welcome.”

      “Really?” She hadn’t thought about that. But with Kevin’s job covering crime for the newspaper, he probably encountered all kinds of things that would enrich her stories.

      “No problem. In fact, I can see us making it into a date.”

      He said this so casually she almost didn’t think anything of it. But as his words sunk in, she almost choked on her spoonful of soup.

      “A date?”

      “Sure. I admit, it’s a little unconventional, but we could get dinner first.”

      She took a bite of sandwich, wondering how to reply. She and Ren hadn’t come to any conclusions about their relationship. Eden knew she liked him an awful lot and thought of him as her best friend, but romantically—well, they’d never explored it. She had to admit, though, the thought of dating someone else made her feel a little like she was cheating.

      “I’d like that, Kevin,” she said at last, swallowing what had to be the most-chewed bite of sandwich in the history of the universe. “But I should probably be upfront and tell you about my missionary.”

      “Aren’t you a little old to be waiting for a missionary?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. A very cute eyebrow. She wondered why she’d never noticed the particular cuteness of that eyebrow before.

      “He’s a little old to be a missionary. And I’m not really waiting for him.”

      Kevin tipped his head to one side. “Can you explain that?”

      “Well, he’s twenty-five. He didn’t go out on his mission until a year ago—he got sidetracked by a few things, including a girl named Ashley, but we won’t go into that. Anyway, the cutoff age for missionary service is twenty-five, and he was twenty-four when he went out, so he made it. And I’m not really waiting for him because we aren’t really dating, but I just thought I should let you know.” She took a deep breath, realizing she’d said that all without a break.

      Kevin smiled, a bemused expression on his face. “So, do you think he’d mind if I took you out? Fed you dinner? Introduced you to crime?”

      “I’ve already been introduced to crime, but it would be fun to see it from the other side.”

      “The other side?”

      “Yeah, as a spectator.”

      Kevin’s burger arrived but he didn’t touch it. “Eden, do you have a criminal record?”

      She took another bite while she figured out how to answer. Honesty was the best policy, right? “Sort of. It’s a long story.”

      “I imagine it is. Why don’t you tell me about it over dinner on Friday? That is, if I can wait that long to find out.”

      “Okay,” she said, grateful she’d have until Friday to come up with a way to explain it coherently. If there was a way, that is.
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        * * *

      

      When Eden got back to her desk, she checked her e-mail. Sure enough, the obituary information she’d requested from her mystery caller had arrived, but it was very short. In fact, it consisted of a list of dates, names, and not a whole lot else. The attached note read, “Please make this sound really nice.” She sighed and leaned back in her chair. Some days it didn’t pay to get out of bed.

      The deceased’s name was Beverly Partridge. There was some “scope for the imagination” in that, at least. She glanced over the rest of the information, sighed again, and got to work.

      

      Beverly Hilton Partridge, age 73, passed away in her sleep on Saturday morning from causes incident to heart failure. She was surrounded by the caring attendants at Shady Aspens Retirement Center, where she had lived for the last five years. She is survived by a daughter, Peggy, and a son, Bruce. A lifelong member of the Twinkling Tap Shoes performing troop, Beverly delighted all with her enthusiastic performances until her retirement in 2001. She was active in civic clubs, church organizations, and charity leagues. A devoted wife and mother, she was preceded in death by her husband, Hollingsworth Partridge III. Her beautiful gardens, her many charities, and the world will miss the kindness of this good woman who surely was taken before her time.

      

      Eden read over what she’d written. She didn’t know about that last sentence—dying at seventy-three wasn’t so unusual—but it did seem that most bereaved felt as though they’d had far too little time with their loved ones, regardless of their age at passing. Eden’s mind flitted to her grandmother, and to Ida Mae—how much time would she have with these two dear women? Tansy, her grandmother’s other good friend, was a bit younger, but who was to say what fate held for her?

      Chastising herself for mentally drifting, Eden read through her work once more, looking for those stray typos that invariably creep in regardless of whatever might be done to forestall them. She added the date, time, and location of the funeral, and then e-mailed a copy for approval to the sender of the e-mail, who hadn’t signed her name but Eden assumed was Peggy. She included a note for Peggy, asking her to let her know if any changes were needed, and then Eden moved on to her other assignments.

      She was only halfway through the first sentence on the next obituary when she received an e-mail back from Peggy.

      How did you know?

      Eden blinked. Know what? She quickly hit reply.

      Did you like the obituary, then?

      Within seconds, Peggy answered.

      It’s perfect.

      Eden sent the obituary to press and finished the one she’d just started. Before closing out her e-mails at the end of the workday, she reread Peggy’s cryptic compliment. Just what was it Eden had gotten right?

      “Kevin?” she said, sticking her head around the corner of the cubicle. “You still want to go to a funeral with me?”
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      “So, I take it our Friday date has been moved to Wednesday?” Kevin adjusted his tie as Eden pulled her Volkswagen Bug into the parking lot of the funeral home.

      “I guess, unless you still want to take me out on Friday, too.” As soon as the words escaped her mouth, Eden winced. She hadn’t meant to sound like she was fishing for a date.

      Kevin grinned. “You promised me the story of how you got your criminal record, and somehow I don’t think this funeral will be the place to share it. We’d better plan on Friday, too.”

      She tried to look nonchalant as she replied, “Okay, then,” but her heart was thudding about a million miles an hour, and she’d never noticed that little dimple in his left cheek before.

      They stepped inside the foyer and looked around. Almost immediately, a little woman dressed in gray approached and took Eden by the arm.

      “You must be Eden West,” she said, earnestly looking into Eden’s eyes.

      “Yes, I am.” Eden wondered how on earth this woman knew who she was.

      “You must be wondering how on earth I knew who you were.”

      Eden nodded dumbly.

      “I looked you up on the newspaper’s Web site. You know, that page with the bios of all the editors and reporters on staff? You look just like your picture.”

      That was a low blow if Eden had ever heard one.

      “Anyway, I’m so glad you’re here. I wanted to talk to you, and this gives me the perfect chance. I’m Peggy, by the way.”

      Eden nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but Peggy kept right on going.

      “Please meet me for lunch after the service,” she said. “I should be able to sneak away around two. Will you come to the Olive Garden and we can talk things over?”

      Eden couldn’t imagine why Peggy would want a clandestine meeting, but she nodded, glancing over at Kevin.

      “And of course, bring Kevin,” Peggy continued. “Oh, don’t look so shocked, young man. Your picture’s on that bio page, too.” She fluttered off in a cloud of gray.

      Eden felt as if she’d been run over. “Wow,” she said after a long minute.

      “Is that a normal part of crashing a funeral?” Kevin asked. “Adoration and invitations to lunch?”

      “Never,” Eden replied. “It must be your influence.”

      She missed much of the service, her brain somewhere else entirely as she tried to figure out a graceful way to skip lunch. She didn’t want to sit for hours and listen to Peggy reminisce about her mother, or give her advice about how to break into the newspaper business, or anything else she imagined Peggy might want. But Kevin’s stomach gurgled during a heartfelt rendition of “Ave Maria,” and Eden figured she owed him lunch, at least, for coming with her.

      “How are we going to explain this to Mr. Cooper?” she asked as they walked out to her car. “I mean, we told him we’d both be out for the afternoon, but we’re going to miss the rest of the work day altogether.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kevin answered confidently. “I took care of it.”

      “You did? How?”

      “I told him I was working on a piece, and you needed to do some research,” Kevin said.

      “When did you do all that?”

      “This morning, before we left.”

      “Did you know we were going to get held up?”

      “No, but I hoped to take you out to eat afterwards. So my plans have changed a little bit, but not much.”

      Eden blinked, wondering if the earth had just tilted on its axis. Months and months with no men in sight, and all of a sudden, here’s Kevin, acting like she’s the greatest thing since American Idol. She wasn’t complaining, but a little heads-up would have gone a long way.

      “So, why do you get away with so much? I mean, with Mr. Cooper.”

      Kevin pursed his lips. “I’m not sure. I guess he likes me, but I don’t know why.”

      “Well, it could come in handy.”

      “Yeah, there’s a lot to be said for someone liking you.”

      Again, with the smile and the dimples! Snap out of it, girl!

      They pulled into the parking lot at the restaurant and walked inside. Eden immediately picked out the scent of garlic in the air and her mouth started to water. Peggy came in a moment later and they were seated.

      “Thank you so much for meeting me here,” she said, then took a long sip from her glass of ice water. “I didn’t want to talk to you at the funeral—you know, upset people.”

      Eden wasn’t sure how having a conversation at a funeral was controversial, but she nodded like she had some idea what this woman was talking about.

      “I just wanted to ask—how did you know?”

      “How did I know what?”

      “You know, about my mother?”

      “I’m sorry, Peggy, I don’t know what you mean.”

      Peggy reached into her shabby black purse and pulled out a clipping. “You said my mother died before her time. How did you know she’d been murdered?”

      Kevin choked on his cola. Eden would have choked if she’d been drinking anything, but she wasn’t, and she was grateful for that.

      “It’s just an expression, Peggy. I didn’t know it, or even think it. But tell me, why do you think she was murdered?”

      “Because she was.”

      The simple statement was punctuated at that moment by the waiter, who brought salad and breadsticks. Wanting to keep her hands busy, Eden picked up a breadstick, but as good as it smelled, she couldn’t take a bite yet. She placed her order for some sort of pasta—she wasn’t really paying attention—and resumed her questioning as soon as the waiter was out of earshot.

      “She was murdered?”

      “Yes. But no one will believe me.”

      Peggy busied herself with her salad, looking as comfortable as if she’d told this story a hundred times. Maybe she had. But Eden felt extremely uncomfortable, and a glance at Kevin told her he was in the same boat.

      “Tell me about it,” Eden said at last, her journalistic inclinations far outweighing the fear that she was having lunch with a crazy woman.

      “Mother was living in a care center. You know—that nice one near the center of town, Shady Aspens? She’d been there for about five years and was doing really well. I went in to see her on Friday, and she looked wonderful. She had a touch of Alzheimer’s—that’s why she was in there—and she’d sometimes forget this and that. But on Friday, she seemed really with it—you know, talkative. Then just before I left, she told me someone was out to get her. She seemed really afraid and didn’t want me to leave—like I could protect her. But by the time I left, she was calm again. And then the next day, I got the call that she’d died.”

      Eden tore up her breadstick while she tried to think of a way to respond. Kevin broke his silence to add to the conversation.

      “Is paranoia a symptom of Alzheimer’s?”

      “Well, I don’t know. But she’d had Alzheimer’s for years, and this is the first time she’d said she was afraid, in all those years, so I think she really did have a reason to be scared.”

      Eden glanced at Kevin while Peggy took a bite of salad. He rolled his eyes, and Eden had to agree with his unspoken evaluation. She just couldn’t see that anything was amiss.

      “But if it wasn’t for the money, I don’t know if I would have believed her.”

      Eden looked up quickly. “What money?”

      “Mother left a lot of money to Shady Aspens in her will, but then she changed it not too long ago.”

      Now Kevin’s eyebrow was quirked. Expressive things, those eyebrows of his.

      “I see,” Eden said. “That does complicate matters.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? I mean, money always does—complicate things, I mean—and I think it’s probably as good a reason for murder as any.”

      “But why do you think she was murdered, exactly?” Eden asked. “If she was in a care center, she obviously wasn’t in the best of health. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be there.”

      “She was there mostly for the Alzheimer’s. I had her in my home for a while but I have chronic fatigue syndrome—you know, where you’re tired almost constantly—and I couldn’t keep up with her care. Physically, she was fit as a fiddle.”

      Eden had always wondered about that expression. Just what exactly did “fit as a fiddle” mean? Were fiddles in particularly good health?

      Peggy went on. “So when they called and said she’d passed away, I was shocked.” Her voice choked up a little, and she paused to take a sip of water. “I was shocked,” she repeated.

      “I didn’t know,” Eden said, feeling helpless and wondering just what it was Peggy expected of her. She didn’t have to wonder for long.

      “Would you look into it for me?”

      “Excuse me?” Eden knew she’d spoken too loudly when diners at tables all around them turned to look at her. She lowered her voice. “I can’t do that! I’m not a police officer.”

      “But you’re a reporter,” Peggy said.

      “I’m an obituary writer! Actually, I’m an obituary editor—I hardly ever write them myself.” She jabbed toward Kevin with her thumb. “He’s the crime reporter. You should be talking to him.”

      Kevin held up a hand. “Hold on a minute. Just what are we discussing here? Investigating a murder when there’s no real evidence? Peggy, you said no one believed you. I assume that means the police?”

      She nodded. “I told them everything and they didn’t listen to me.”

      Eden thought back to her previous experience with law enforcement. It all sounded so familiar, having evidence and yet nothing concrete. Her resolve began to crumble. She knew what it was like to be doubted. Peggy must be going crazy . . . if she wasn’t already crazy, that is.

      “I guess I could ask some questions,” she began, and Peggy beamed.

      “Eden, what are you saying?” Kevin asked her in a whisper. “You can’t investigate this.”

      “I’m not going to investigate anything,” she said in a normal tone of voice. She didn’t see the need to make Peggy feel unwelcome in their conversation. “I’m just going to ask some questions and help Peggy figure out what happened to her mother.”

      Kevin shook his head.

      “Really, nothing is going to happen,” Eden insisted. “Now, Peggy, what was the result of the autopsy?”

      “There wasn’t an autopsy,” Peggy said.  “Her primary-care physician said there wasn’t a need.  He figured it was her heart, because of her age.  She’d never had heart problems before, but my brother Bruce, the executor, didn’t want to push it.”

      “Who’s the beneficiary of her will?”

      “We haven’t read it yet, and Mother didn’t say—just that she was no longer leaving her money to Shady Aspens.”

      The waiter arrived, his tray balanced on one hand, and Eden was suddenly starving. She tucked into her plate with good appetite, pleased to see she’d ordered something she liked after all.

      When the check came, Peggy tried to pay, but Kevin pulled out his credit card. “My treat,” he said. “It’s not every day I get to have lunch with two beautiful ladies.”

      From the way Peggy reacted, you’d think she was twenty instead of whatever forty- or fifty-ish age she was. Eden wondered if she looked like that when Kevin complimented her, like a puppy eager for approval. Yeah, she was pretty sure she did.

      They separated at the door of the restaurant, Peggy to her car and Eden and Kevin in the other direction.

      “Are you really going to look into this?” Kevin asked as they climbed into Eden’s VW.

      “I said I would, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, but do you have to?”

      “I don’t see any harm in it. It’s not like I’m going to break the law or anything.”

      Kevin fastened his seatbelt, then readjusted it across his chest. “I just think you’re wasting your time.”

      “Maybe so, but Peggy is a sweet lady, and she looked so happy when I said I’d do something.”

      “But isn’t that giving her false hope?”

      “Is hope ever really false, Kevin? Isn’t it the stuff that keeps us going from day to day the stuff that really matters?” She flung one hand in a melodramatic gesture.

      He pressed his lips together and didn’t reply. Eden put the key in the ignition and soon they were cruising back up the road.

      “I’m sorry to be so cranky,” he said after a moment. “I just don’t want to see you get mixed up in something you shouldn’t.”

      “Ah, so you do think there was a murder?”

      “No, I most certainly do not. I think you’d be stirring up trouble where there’s nothing to be stirred. It’s a rest home, Eden. Taking care of people is their business. They wouldn’t let a murder take place under their roof.”

      “Does anyone really let murder happen?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I’m not totally sure I do, but I’ll give you the benefit of a doubt.” She smiled, trying to lighten the contentious tone that had crept into the conversation, and he responded with a white-toothed smile of his own. There, that was better.

      They kept the conversation neutral all the way back to the newspaper office and up to their respective cubicles. Eden thought Kevin had forgotten all about their conversation until he stuck his head around the divider wall and asked, “So, can I come?”
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        * * *

      

      “You should take up knitting,” Arlette said, settling into the oversized chair in Ida Mae’s living room.

      “And why would I do that?” Ida Mae felt as grumpy as she sounded. It had only been six days since her fall, but she wasn’t used to sitting still. She was the type of person who had to be up and about, serving others or in some other way being productive, in order to feel complete. This forced inactivity was driving her insane.

      “It would give you something to do, and take your mind off yourself,” Arlette told her.

      Ida Mae bit back a retort. Although being selfish wasn’t in her nature, it was true that since she’d fallen, she’d spent a lot of time feeling sorry for herself. The pain wasn’t unbearable and she was being waited on hand and foot—she was just inconvenienced, that was all. She hated having to ask for help for the silliest things, like reaching the remote control or keeping her balance while she positioned her crutches. She had to have someone with her at all times, which the Relief Society had provided, but she hated feeling like a burden. Still, at her age, being alone wouldn’t be wise. All she’d have to do was lose her balance, fall and break a hip, and there would be the end of that bright idea.

      “I think I will take a knitting needle,” she told Arlette, who fished around in her bag and handed her one with a curious look on her face.

      “Just one?”

      “Just one.” Ida Mae held on to the end of the needle and stuck the tip down into her cast, where she was able to scratch the itch at the top of her ankle that had been bothering her all day. “You’re right. Knitting is a good thing.”

      Arlette waved her hand. “Keep the needle. Looks like you need it. I’ve actually taken up crochet, anyway.”

      “Crochet?” The thought of Arlette without her knitting was almost more than Ida Mae could process, but at least she wouldn’t be completely yarnless. “Why crochet?”

      “I got tired of socks. Setting all those heels . . .” Arlette shuddered. “And I think I could make quite a few afghans before the cold weather hits. A Relief Society in Draper caught wind of my project and sent me nearly a truckload of yarn they’d cleaned out of the sisters’ closets, so I’ve really got a nice variety to choose from for afghans. Pretty colors, too.”

      Ida Mae was glad to hear that. If she saw one more chartreuse sock, she just might cry.

      “What are you working on now?” she asked.

      Arlette reached into her bag and pulled out a tangle of mauve and gray. “I’m only a few rows in,” she said apologetically. “I just started it today.”

      “I think it’s really pretty.” Ida Mae realized this was the first time she’d expressed an interest in Arlette’s project. She instantly felt guilty.

      “Are you hungry?” Arlette asked. “I could heat up the chicken and rice Sister Giles brought over.”

      Ida Mae suppressed a grimace. She’d seen more chicken-and-rice casseroles come marching through her kitchen than she’d ever thought possible. She had nothing against the dish, but moderation in all things! There were at least four pans of the stuff in her fridge. Soon there would be four pans of the stuff in her freezer.

      “I wonder if any of Tansy’s soup in still in there,” she said. “That was quite tasty.”

      “I’ll go see.” Arlette rose from her chair.

      “Be sure to warm some for yourself, too,” Ida Mae said. “And I might have some bread in the freezer.”

      After a light lunch, Ida Mae sorted through the books she had stacked by the couch. There was nothing new, even though Tansy had made a special trip to the library just for her. Ida Mae liked to read, and the library could hardly keep up with her. She also took a look through the DVDs piled next to the books. Nothing new there, either. She sighed. “I guess maybe I will give crocheting a try.”

      With a smile of victory, Arlette pulled out another hook and a skein of yarn.
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      Eden needed to check her private e-mail in the worst way, but she wasn’t supposed to do that unless she was on break. She’d been working a solid forty-five minutes—it was time for a breather, wasn’t it? She slowly stood, barely peering over the top of her cubicle. She didn’t see Mr. Cooper anywhere, so she quickly logged in and entered “gardenofeden” and her password.

      She deleted the spam and ignored all the offerings of plants in her Facebook account, then saw what she’d been looking for—an e-mail from the last publishing company that had requested to see a full manuscript. She clicked on it, then closed her eyes, not wanting to see what it said.

      “You can generally read better if your eyes are open,” Kevin said at her elbow.

      Eden jumped as she spun around in her chair to face him. “You shouldn’t sneak up on me like that!”

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t. Now, what’s got you so actively ignoring your e-mail?”

      She turned back to the screen. “It’s from Gladehill Press.”

      “The publishing house?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Kevin stuck his hands in his pockets, regarding her for a long moment. “So, are you going to read it?”

      “I guess I should, huh?” She focused on the screen. The jolt of disappointment that coursed through her was neither unfamiliar nor unexpected, but it was sharp, nonetheless. “They liked the book, but they can’t fit it into their production schedule for another two years, and it’s against their company policy to hold on to a book that long.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kevin said. “Have you gotten a lot of rejections?”

      “This makes the twelfth,” Eden said, hitting reply and shooting off a quick thank you. Kevin slipped into his own cubicle while she typed, but then returned a moment later.

      “A consolation prize,” he said, handing her a candy bar.

      “Thanks,” she told him, tucking it in her drawer for later. If she couldn’t have a book contract, she guessed chocolate was the next best thing.

      “What are you going to do now?” Kevin asked.

      “Well, first I’m going to feel picked on for about half an hour. That’s all I allow myself. Then I’ll shoot a query off to the next publisher on my list.”

      “You don’t let the grass grow under your feet, do you?”

      “Not a chance. The longer you wait to get back on the horse, the longer it’ll take to see your name on a book cover.”

      “I like your attitude,” Kevin said. “I sent an article to a national magazine once, but when they didn’t pick it up, I decided to stop submitting.”

      “But that’s just wrong!” Eden shook her finger at him. “If you want to get anywhere, you have to keep trying.”

      “I know you’re right. It was just kind of disappointing, you know?”

      “Yes, I do know,” she said, clicking out of her account. She’d save Gladehill’s e-mail and go over it again later, trying to find some comfort in the fact that they did like the book. But her half hour of feeling depressed wasn’t over yet, and she planned to revel in it.

      “Kevin, Eden, why are we chatting when we could be working on our articles?” Mr. Cooper, all six feet four inches of him, rounded the corner with amazing agility for someone his size. “Back to work.”

      Eden glanced at her computer, double-checking that she really had shut down her e-mail screen. Just in time.

      “Sorry, Mr. Cooper,” Kevin mumbled, heading back to his desk.

      “Sorry, Mr. Cooper,” Eden echoed, and tried to get back to work as well, but Mr. Cooper wasn’t quite finished.

      “I need all those obituaries done by tonight,” he said, placing a beefy hand on her desk. “All of them.”

      She wasn’t sure why he felt the need to be so emphatic; there were only five obituaries and it wasn’t like they were going anywhere. “I’ll have them done, sir.”

      He was gone again as quickly as he’d come, and Eden reached into her drawer for that candy bar. Now was as good a time as any.

      “Kevin,” she said softly after checking for Mr. Cooper’s haunting presence, “do you want to go to Shady Aspens with me tomorrow?”
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      “Peggy said her mother was in room 305,” Eden said, checking her information against the piece of paper she held in her hand. “And the doctor in charge was Nancy Brent.”

      As Eden and Kevin walked up to the well-kept building, she noted the thick stands of aspen trees that surrounded the establishment. They tied in well with the theme—the place was called Shady Aspens, after all—but Eden couldn’t say she considered an aspen to be a shade tree.

      Kevin held the door open for her as she stepped into the lobby, a rush of cool air hitting her cheeks.

      “Excuse me,” she said to the receptionist, “I’d like to speak with Dr. Nancy Brent.”

      “That’s not possible,” the receptionist replied.

      Eden glanced at the woman’s name tag. “Heather, it’s good to meet you. My name is Eden West, and I’m a journalist.” She pulled out her ID. “I work in the obituary department at the Salt Lake Sentinel, and I’m doing a piece on the elderly and their care in the latter days of their lives. I’m told Dr. Brent is an expert in her field, and—”

      Heather held up a manicured hand. “I don’t doubt your credentials. But Dr. Brent isn’t here. In fact, she hasn’t been here all week.”

      “When will she return?” Eden asked.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

      Eden glanced at Kevin, who was trying to look nonchalant. “Do you mind if I look around the establishment for a few minutes? I won’t go into any private living quarters.”

      “If you stick to the common areas, that should be all right,” Heather said. “But if you’re planning to write a piece about Shady Aspens in particular, it would be best if you spoke with the director, who handles our public relations.”

      “I’d like that,” Eden said. “Can you get me in touch with him?”

      “Her,” Heather corrected. “Yes, I’ll give her a call and see if she can come out.”

      Eden and Kevin wandered into the main common area, where plush couches were arranged in a semi-circle. Large arrangements of fresh flowers stood on the tables, and while Eden was no florist, she could tell they’d cost a fortune.

      “I wonder if we could speak to some of the inmates—I mean, residents.” She blushed slightly at her slip of the tongue.

      “We’d probably better check with the director first,” Kevin said. Eden noted his use of the word “we.” Was he considering himself part of this venture? He was sure everywhere all of a sudden.

      “So, what’s up with this article you’re supposedly writing?” Kevin asked softly.

      “It wasn’t a lie,” she said, lifting her chin. “I fully plan to write the story. Notice I didn’t promise it would get printed. I just said I was writing it.”

      “You are so sneaky,” he said with a hint of admiration. “I could take some lessons from you.”

      “I think you’d better,” she replied. “It might be good for your career.”

      At the sound of high heels echoing behind them, they turned and greeted the tall, suited woman who approached.

      “I’m Debbie O’Donnell,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m the director of Shady Aspens. I understand you’re with the press?”

      Eden passed over her ID and business card.

      “I see,” Debbie said, handing the cards back. Eden noticed her nails were painted the same eggplant shade as her outfit. What was with the women in this place and their perfect manicures? She wanted to stuff her hands in her pockets so no one could see her short, stubby nails.

      “Why don’t you come into my office?” Debbie gestured back the way she’d come, and Kevin and Eden followed her across the marbled floor toward the elevator. Everything about the establishment screamed money, from the mahogany reception desk to the rich carpeting down the halls. Eden wondered just how much it cost to live in a place like this.

      Debbie led them to an opulent office just to the right of the elevator. “Please, have a seat.”

      Eden sank into a leather chair. If she ever had a high-powered job, she would get a chair like this. And if she ever sold a book to the national market and made a million dollars, she’d do her whole house in chairs like this.

      “I understand from Heather that you’d like to do a story about our residents,” Debbie said.

      “Not your residents specifically, unless they’d like to be quoted,” Eden said. “I’m mostly interested in generalities. What avenues are available to the elderly in their last years, what various alternatives cost, if there are advantages to living in a care center as opposed to being nursed by loved ones at home—that sort of thing.” She was amazed at how glibly the lie rolled off her tongue. It would make an interesting story, though, just like she told Kevin.

      “I see. And what made you choose Shady Aspens as your research target?”

      “The newspaper I work for recently ran an obituary for a woman who lived here, and I thought it sounded like a good place to start.”

      Debbie tapped those perfect fingernails on the desk. “Oh?”

      “Yes.” Eden pretended to consult a notebook from her bag. “Mrs. Partridge.”

      “Ah, yes, Mrs. Partridge. She was a dear. We miss her already.”

      Eden waited a moment for a follow-up comment, but none came. “May I ask you some questions?”

      “That would be fine, but I’m rather busy today. Why don’t you talk with Heather and schedule an appointment for next Monday? I think that would be best.”

      “Of course. We’re sorry for coming unannounced. I wonder if I could also make an appointment to speak with Dr. Brent.”

      Debbie stiffened. “I don’t think that will be possible.”

      “Oh?”

      “Dr. Brent is no longer with the establishment.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Eden said. “Do you know where she’s working now? I understand she’s the best in her field, and—”

      “Dr. Brent hasn’t been heard from in a week,” Debbie said, rising from her chair. “Even if I did know where she was, I would have to fire her. We can’t have our staff physicians taking off without warning. It’s not fair to their patients.”

      Eden blinked. “I’m sorry to hear that. Perhaps I could meet with her replacement.”

      “Arrange it with Heather,” Debbie said, motioning toward the door. “I’m afraid I really must get back to work.”

      Eden and Kevin walked back toward the lobby area. “She was in a hurry to get us out of there,” Kevin said. “And she got sure uptight when you asked about Dr. Brent.”

      “She really did.” Eden paused in the hallway and looked back. “She’s scared of something. I could see it in her eyes.”

      “Yeah, I see something in your eyes, too,” Kevin told her. “You’re a little dangerous, aren’t you?”

      “A little.” Eden smiled. “Not really, really dangerous, but a little.”

      They set up two appointments for the following Monday, one to meet with Debbie and the other to talk with Dr. Wilson, who had come in to replace Dr. Brent. Eden made a mental note to stock up on Ben and Jerry’s—she had a feeling she’d need it after talking to Debbie again.

      “Where to now, oh fearless leader?” Kevin asked.

      “Back to the office. I’ve got a couple of obits to edit.”

      “I was starting to have fun,” he said. “I hoped you’d take me to a costume store so we could dress up as orderlies and sneak in the back door of the care center.”

      “Sorry, no such luck. We do have jobs, you know. That is, I think we still have jobs.”
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      Ida Mae held up her twisted yarn and heaved a sigh. “It’s no use, Arlette. I’ll never get the hang of it.”

      “Didn’t you make all the doilies in this room?”

      “No.” Ida Mae hated to confess it, but she’d collected those doilies at yard sales over the years and had been content just to let people think she’d made them herself. She figured what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, and the doilies did lend a certain homey quality to the place. Besides, was there some kind of rule that said you could only display handicrafts you’d made yourself? If that was the case, why were boutiques so popular?

      “Well, let’s see what we can do.” Arlette took the mess out of Ida Mae’s hands and turned it over, then back, and then upside down. After a long moment of critical observation, she said, “There’s not a thing that can be done with this. Let’s start over.”

      “Start over? Start over? Arlette, I’ve just spent two whole hours of my life on that afghan. Hours I will never get back. Hours I could have spent doing genealogy or canning or caring for the sick and afflicted, and you want me to throw it all away?”

      “You’re hardly in a condition to do canning, you are the sick and afflicted, and you know full well your genealogy is done back to Adam.”

      Tansy bustled in just then, her arms full of flowers. “Sister Hanover was outside in her garden, and she flagged me down and asked if I wouldn’t mind bringing some of these lovely things over to you. Of course I told her yes.” She busied herself arranging the blooms in Ida Mae’s biggest vase while Arlette continued to sigh over the ruined afghan.

      “I’m just so bored,” Ida Mae said. “I know you’re trying to entertain me, and I appreciate that, Arlette, but I think we should call it quits. I’m not good with yarn.”

      “We might call you wool-challenged,” Tansy said from the kitchen. “Is that a politically correct term?”

      “Politically correct or not, I stink at this.”

      “I know what you need,” Tansy said, bringing the vase into the living room. “You need a man.”

      Ida Mae nearly choked. “What on earth would I do with a man? And what man would want me, in this condition?”

      “Men like to rescue women,” Tansy said. “It makes them feel strong and brave.”

      “The only man I’d be interested in right now is a massage therapist,” Ida Mae told her. “Well, I’d also love to see Ren.”

      “I got a letter from him yesterday,” Arlette said. “He sounds like he’s doing well.”

      “I got one too,” Tansy said. “It’s probably just a copy of yours, but it was wonderful to get it.”

      “A year to go,” Ida Mae said, wistfully thinking about that dear boy. She wanted the time to speed by, but then again, she didn’t. What would his goals be when he returned? Would he be content to stay in Omni, or would he want to move off to a larger town, as he’d done before? It was his life to live, certainly, and she didn’t want to hold him back, but a part of her, a very large part, hoped he’d find the answers to all his questions in Omni.

      “Now, I know just the man for you,” Tansy said. “He wears dentures on top, but let’s face it, any man your age is lucky to have teeth at all. And—”

      “Hand me that yarn, Arlette,” Ida Mae commanded. “I’ll take my ruined afghan over Tansy’s toothless old man any day.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin’s face held an expression of either shock or bemusement. Eden didn’t know which, but she’d be willing to bet it was a combination of both, and maybe just a little bit of horror, too.

      “Let me get this straight. You bugged the house, infiltrated the workplace, dated the villain, and solved the crime?”

      “Well, I didn’t bug the house personally, but yes, all the rest of what you said.” She’d just told him the story of her adventures with the Secret Sisters about a year and a half ago, to the present accompaniment of his chuckles, guffaws, and looks of incredulity.

      “I can’t help but think you’re making this up,” he said, lifting a forkful of enchilada.

      “It would make a great story, wouldn’t it? I’ll have to think about writing it someday.”

      Eden had been looking forward to this Friday night date, a chance to tell Kevin the promised story of her illegal activity and to get to know him better as well. Now that she’d filled him in on all the details, she wondered if she liked having so much of herself exposed. He knew about her publishing aspirations, too. Maybe she should have remained a little more mysterious, just to keep their relationship interesting. Now that he knew all there was to know about her, he’d probably get bored and stop wanting to hang out with her.

      “You’re something else, Eden, you know that?”

      “What kind of something?” Was this a compliment, or was he really saying, “Get away from me, you scary chick”?

      “You just amaze me, that’s all. You’re smart and funny, you stare danger in the face and think nothing of it, you’re beautiful, and you’re gutsy. I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      Had he just called her beautiful? Stop, rewind, go back. “Gutsy?” she asked.

      “Yeah, gutsy. And beautiful.”

      Ah, there we go. He did say it. “Oh,” Eden said, unable to come up with a suitable reply.

      “You know, I’ve wanted to ask you out for a while, but I couldn’t get up the nerve. Thanks for coming with me tonight.”

      “No problem.” At last the explanation for why all the attention, all of a sudden, but why did she feel like she was being played? Was it just her child-of-divorce brainwashed condition that made her think all men were bad, or was Kevin really up to something?

      They drove home after a quick stop at the store so Eden could buy some fish food. Kevin didn’t try to kiss her at the door; he just touched her hand and said, “See you Monday.”

      She couldn’t put her finger on why she felt uneasy. He hadn’t done one single thing wrong since she’d met him, yet her senses yelled for caution. Was it the change in their relationship from coworkers, to partners in crime, to people who’ve eaten Mexican together? Or was she just missing Ren?
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      Dr. Wilson took a seat at her desk, her blonde hair dangling around her face like a wispy veil. “What can I do for you?” she asked, her tone implying that she didn’t have all day.

      “I’m writing an article on the last few years of life, and I would like to ask you some questions,” Eden said, placing her tape recorder on the desk. “Do you mind if I record our conversation? It’s just to make sure I don’t misquote you.”

      “I was told to cooperate with you in every way possible, so I suppose I must allow it,” Dr. Wilson replied. “It doesn’t make me happy, however.”

      This woman didn’t look like anything made her happy. Eden cleared her throat, glanced at Kevin, and began to ask questions. She started out with some basic inquiries about the elderly and the aging process, then began to work in her real reason for wanting the interview.

      “When a patient is close to dying, do they exhibit any signs that they might be ready? I note here that a Mrs. Partridge passed away recently—maybe she would be a good example.”

      “I was never Mrs. Partridge’s doctor. She was seen exclusively by Dr. Brent.”

      Eden checked her notes. “I thought you were here part time until recently, when you became a full-time employee,” she said. “Didn’t you ever care for Mrs. Partridge during your part-time hours?”

      “Now, for the record, I was here as a consultant on many occasions. There’s no need to speak of my status as part time, as though I were a short-order cook at a diner.”

      “Of course not,” Eden said reassuringly.

      “Furthermore, I have stated that I never attended Mrs. Partridge, and I never did. That answer should be clear enough for you.”

      Eden bit back a sharp retort. “I see.”

      She asked a few more questions to cover her tracks, then motioned that she was ready to go. “Isn’t he going to take my picture?” Dr. Wilson asked, indicating the camera around Kevin’s neck. He didn’t want anyone to know he was a crime reporter, and as Eden suspected no one besides Peggy studied the newspaper’s bio page, she figured it was safe to have him pretend to be a photographer.

      “I didn’t think you’d be interested,” Eden replied, but the daggered glare she received from Dr. Wilson was enough to convince her. “All right, then. Over here good?”

      Kevin took a few snaps and made a pretense at posing the doctor just so, although Eden wasn’t sure he knew the difference between a shutterbug and a tsetse fly. They ducked out of the building soon after, unable to see the director after all; she’d been called away on crucial business.

      “I don’t think that doctor cracked a smile the whole time we were in there,” Kevin said, removing the camera strap from around his neck.

      “That’s my camera,” Eden reminded him, and he obediently handed it over.

      “We’ve got to figure this out,” she said as she unlocked her car.

      “Figure out what?” Kevin said. “No one said anything significant at all.”

      “Precisely.” She wonder how a guy who seemed so intelligent could be so clueless. And a crime reporter, at that.

      “I don’t follow.”

      She started the engine and explained as she backed out. “No one said anything. No one could answer any of our questions.” She used the term “our” generously, since Kevin had been as mute as a telephone pole. “Someone in that building should have known something, and they didn’t. Even the chambermaid I caught on the way out had no answers.” Eden tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “And we couldn’t talk to the residents—we were asked not to. They’re probably the ones with the real skinny.”

      “You sound like a hard-boiled detective,” Kevin commented.

      “Not hard boiled, but I’m not over easy, either.” She thought for a minute, her brain going a million miles an hour. “Where’s a phone booth?”

      “Next corner, on the left.”

      She made a completely illegal left-hand turn and pulled up in front of the phone.

      “Do you always drive like that?” Kevin asked.

      “No, not all the time. You’ve ridden with me.”

      “Yeah, and I’ve seen a lot more than I wanted to, like my life flashing before my eyes.”

      She hopped out of the car and grabbed the phone book. She doubted the number she wanted would be listed, but she had to try. She opened the book to the B’s.

      Brent, Nancy. Halfway down the column. Eden jotted down the number and climbed back into the car. “Got your cell? I left mine at the office.”

      Kevin pulled out his phone and handed it to her.

      “Here goes nothin’,” she said, punching in the number.

      Voice mail picked up after three rings. It was a standard message, no “I’m on vacation” or “I’ll call you back in a week.”

      “No answer,” Eden said, handing the phone back. She started the car, feeling glum, but then a bolt of inspiration—or stupidity—hit her. She jumped back out of the car, leaving it running, and flipped the book open to the page she’d found earlier. Sure enough, there was an address.

      “Come on,” she said to Kevin, who eyed her curiously. “We’re going to pay a visit.”
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing unusual about the front of Dr. Brent’s house when they pulled up to it. It was a large home with well-maintained grounds, nothing over the top as far as price went, but not a cheap little shack, either. Eden looked around before pulling her car into the driveway. “I don’t see any cars,” she said. “I wonder if she’s not here, or if there’s a garage out back or something.”

      “So, what’s your plan?” Kevin asked. “Are you going to just march up to the front door and knock?”

      “Of course not,” Eden said, unhooking her seat belt. “There’s a doorbell.”

      She rang it once, listening for any indication of movement within. Nothing—no barking dog, no vibration of feet walking across the floor. The house was eerily quiet.

      She walked along the length of the wraparound porch, peering in through windows, noting the nice furniture through gaps in the curtains.

      “Something’s not right here,” she said, coming to the kitchen.

      “What do you mean?” Kevin asked.

      She motioned toward the counter. “She left out some sandwich makings.” He peeked inside. “And?”

      “Okay, look how immaculate the rest of the kitchen is. Why would a woman who keeps her kitchen this clean go off and leave cheese and mayonnaise on the counter?”

      “I’m still not sure what you’re saying to me.”

      “I’m saying she’s not here, and she wasn’t expecting not to be here.”

      Eden finished her circuit of the house, then glanced up and down the street. The house was far enough away from the neighbors that she didn’t know if anyone would have noticed Dr. Brent’s doings, but she figured it was worth a try.

      “Let’s go in the back and see if there’s a car parked there,” she said. “Then I think we should talk to the neighbors.”

      They walked up the driveway, not seeing any sign of a vehicle. But a sound caught Eden’s attention—the pitiful mewing of a cat. She followed it to an outbuilding in the corner of the garden plot.

      The door seemed to be jammed shut, and she couldn’t budge it. “Help me out with this, will ya?”

      Kevin grasped the handle and pulled. The door swung open.

      “Show-off,” she said.

      “Well, you said you wanted it open, right? So, I opened it.”

      Eden stepped back as a tiny kitten tumbled out the doorway. She bent down to scoop it up. “This poor thing is practically starved to death,” she said, holding it close. “I can feel all its ribs.”

      “Um, Eden . . .” Kevin stuck his head inside the shed. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “What’s the matter?” As she joined Kevin in the entryway, she gasped. In the corner stood an old chest freezer, and a woman’s arm dangled over the side, held in place by the lid. She was definitely dead, and most likely, Dr. Nancy Brent.

      “We’ve got to call the police,” Eden said. “Can I use your phone again?”

      Kevin shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’d better make this an anonymous tip.”

      “Why?”

      “If you report it, your name might leak back to the care center, and the director will put two and two together. She’ll know you weren’t just writing a story, but that you were investigating, and she might turn you in or something.”

      “Turn me in for asking some questions? Is it illegal?”

      “Okay, I don’t know if it’s illegal, but I think if word of this got back to Shady Aspens, it would spell trouble.”

      Eden could see his point. She wanted to keep her name out of this as much as possible. Plus, she had an idea forming in the back of her mind and she didn’t want anything to interfere with her plans until she had them all sorted out.

      They put the kitten back inside and closed the door, then went in search of a payphone. They found one about a mile away, and Eden dialed the number with trembling fingers, the reality of what she’d just seen finally sinking in.

      “I need to report something,” she said, wondering just exactly what she was going to say. “I think someone is dead.”

      She recited the address and refused to give her name or the exact circumstances of how she discovered this alleged death. The dispatcher kept asking her name, and she finally told him to call her “Betsy.”

      “Do you need an ambulance?” the dispatcher asked.

      “I’m pretty sure this person is dead,” Eden said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Um . . . she’s in a freezer and her arm is hanging out.”

      “I see. We’ll have someone there right away.”

      “Now what do we do?” Eden asked Kevin after she hung up the phone.

      “Let’s drive back to the house and make sure the police really come and weren’t just placating you,” he said. “We can park a little ways down the street and watch from there.”

      “Okay,” she said, and they wove their way back through the streets.

      It was only a few minutes until the first blue and white car drove up, but it felt much longer to Eden. She imagined she could hear the kitten crying and wondered if there hadn’t been a way to take it with them. She knew it wouldn’t have been a good idea, but still, the poor thing had been terrified and hungry. Was that kitten witness to a murder?

      An ambulance pulled up seconds later. “I guess they didn’t believe me about that whole ‘dead’ thing,” Eden said.

      “Well, they have to make sure,” Kevin replied.

      After the police car turned down the drive to the rear of the house, Eden and Kevin went back to the office, knowing they’d done all they could. Kevin went out to his car to listen to his police scanner, making sure they found the body and the kitten.

      “They called in the coroner,” he said in a hushed voice to Eden several minutes later. “And they reported the kitten as well.”

      “Good.” She felt a huge weight lifted from her shoulders. Even if the little thing ended up in the animal shelter, at least it wouldn’t be hungry. Eden shook her head. She didn’t even know if the kitten was a boy or a girl.
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      “Ida Mae! What on earth has gotten into you?”

      Those were some pretty harsh words of greeting, even coming from Arlette, who was not known as the queen of the soft touch. But Ida Mae guessed she deserved the scolding. After all, she had tried to take a shower by herself, dangling her cast over the edge of the tub, and she had slipped. Not only had she smacked her cast against the side of the tub, but she’d landed on her wrist, which was now swollen and throbbing. Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to take the telephone into the bathroom with her, but she wasn’t crazy about the fact that Arlette would have to help her get out of the tub.

      “We leave you alone for one morning, after making you swear you’ll behave yourself, and this is the trouble you get into? I don’t know what we’re going to do with you.” Arlette toweled her off in a businesslike fashion, then helped her into a terry-cloth robe. “How are we going to get you to the car this time? You can’t crawl, not with that wrist.”

      “I think we’ll need the paramedics,” Ida Mae said, flinching at the idea. Well, it could be worse—at least she was dressed now, sort of.

      Arlette placed the call, then shook her head, her lips pressed together. “I’m going to move in,” she said at last. “Ren’s room will be perfectly comfortable for me, I’ll keep the cat in his carrier in your laundry room, and I can go home once every couple of days and water my plants.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of putting you out,” Ida Mae said, but Arlette remained firm.

      “It’s obvious to me you need someone here all the time, and I’m in the best position to help,” she said. “Tansy’s got to take care of Earl. Not that he’s totally helpless, but he acts that way. And the other sisters can come in and spell me off. Trust me, Ida Mae, it’s for the best. You said you’d wait to bathe until I came back. You’re not to be trusted. And with those brittle bones of yours—”

      “Your bones are just as brittle as mine,” Ida Mae retorted.

      “The condition of my bones is not in question,” Arlette said. “Your bones are the only ones getting snapped like twigs around here. You need supervision, Ida Mae. I’m moving in.”

      Ida Mae knew in her heart that Arlette was right. But between the pain and the deep humiliation she felt, she didn’t know if she could really trust her feelings at that moment.

      “I’ll think about it,” she said, “after they get some morphine in me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me about your family,” Kevin said, lounging against the cubicle wall.

      Eden looked up from her computer. “Do you never work? Why are you always over here bugging me?”

      “I’m just fast. My articles are done, they’re on their way to print, and I’m curious.”

      “About?” She took out a hyphen in the phrase “beloved wife, mother, and saxophone player” and then turned her attention back to Kevin.

      “Your family. You. Where you grew up. All that good stuff.”

      She gave him the Reader’s Digest condensed version. “My parents are divorced, I grew up all over, and my grandma practically raised me. I’m one of the lucky ones, though—I have friends who haven’t spoken to their parents in years. I’m on a first name basis with both of mine. When we talk, that is.”

      “I guess I’m one of the unlucky,” Kevin said. “I was raised by a single mom who got pregnant while she was in college, and she never told me anything about my father.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eden said, grabbing her water bottle. “I didn’t mean to sound judgmental or anything.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kevin said, flashing her a grin. “How were you to know about my sad, fatherless condition?”

      “Yeah, you could have given me a hint or something,” she retorted, going along with his banter. “Like a T-shirt that said, ‘I have no father, so don’t be an idiot and ask me about him.’”

      “No, that’s the shirt I wear to my therapist’s office,” Kevin replied. “When I’m working, I prefer to move under the radar.”

      “Very sneaky,” Eden said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some work to do here.”

      “Before I go, what’s your next idea for our plan to infiltrate the nursing home?”

      Eden feigned shock. “We’re not going to infiltrate a nursing home. Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “I don’t know—maybe the way you said, ‘We need to infiltrate that nursing home’ as we drove away yesterday.”

      “Oh, that.” She placed her hands on her ergonomic keyboard and started typing again. “You’ll just have to see.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ida Mae, is this how you’ve always stacked your kitchen towels?” Arlette stood in the bedroom doorway, holding up a pile of the offending objects.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m not going to interfere, but I’ve found that if I fold mine so the embroidery is on the inside, the threads last longer.”

      “Okay.” Ida Mae had no idea what difference that could possibly make. She imagined the threads would last even longer if she never used the towels at all, but she figured making such a statement would only be a waste of time.

      She watched as Arlette retreated down the hall, obviously intent on hunting down all the towels in the house and refolding them. Ida Mae sighed, trying to keep it light and delicate rather than the lung-stretching, lusty sigh she felt like heaving. Arlette had many good qualities, but tact was not one of them. Neither was tolerance for the differences in another’s housekeeping routines.

      Ida Mae had always considered herself to be a diligent homemaker. She never had dryer lint or a stray spider web, yet Arlette seemed able to find dirt in places where dirt had never been before. Ida Mae appreciated the help, but she wished Arlette wouldn’t turn everything into a federal case.

      “There are three casseroles in the fridge,” the woman in question announced a moment later. “I thought I would leave out a few servings of each, and freeze the rest.”

      “Sounds good,” Ida Mae said, although she knew Arlette wasn’t looking for permission, but rather was stating her intentions. “What are they?”

      “A chicken something, a beefy something, and another chicken something.”

      “Sounds good,” Ida Mae repeated, leaning back against her pillows. She really didn’t care anymore. They could feed her a steady diet of cardboard—it all tasted the same anyway.

      “I think you’re depressed,” Arlette said a moment later, coming in with a glass of juice. “You’re just sitting here.”

      “You’re doing everything for me! There’s nothing left for me to do!” Ida Mae’s veneer of calm shattered and she found tears sliding down her cheeks. “I can’t even ruin any more afghans. My ruining arm is broken.”

      “There, there.” Arlette soothed, patting Ida Mae on the head, which was not soothing. “We’ll find something for you to do.”

      “I hope so,” Ida Mae said, mopping at her face with a tissue. “I’ve just never felt so unimportant in all my life.”

      “Unimportant? Do you think all the ladies in the ward are coming over here with food and offers of help because you’re unimportant?”

      Ida Mae didn’t have an answer for that. She only knew what she felt inside.

      “They love you, Ida Mae. They wouldn’t be beating a path to your door if they didn’t.”

      She nodded, wishing she didn’t feel so gray inside. She wondered if the pain medication they’d given her made her feel this way, or the shock to her system, or a combination of both. That was probably it.

      “Now, I’m going to go dish you up a selection of casseroles and make a salad to go on the side. And then we’ll have brownies and ice cream for dessert. Tansy said she’d stop by around seven with a movie. Now, doesn’t that sound nice?”

      Ida Mae remembered that Arlette had been a nursery leader in her former life, and shades of it were coming out now. “That’ll be fine,” she responded automatically. She’d try to show more gratitude. That would be the first item on her to-do list . . . tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ma’am, I hear you’ve got some faulty wiring in the building, and I’m here to fix it.” The beady-eyed repairman studied Heather with . . . well, beady eyes.

      “I don’t know anything about that.” The receptionist looked flustered.

      “I’ve got the work order right here,” he said.

      Just then a florist walked up to the desk. “I have a floral delivery.”

      “Hold on a second, please.” Heather took the clipboard the repairman offered and looked it over. “Who authorized this?”

      “I really need to make this delivery,” the florist interjected.

      “Just one second.” Heather handed the clipboard back to the repairman. “I don’t see the name of the person who authorized this repair.”

      “Let’s see now . . .” He flipped some pages. “Here you go.”

      “But this is a scrawl, not a real signature. I can’t tell what the name is.”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” the florist said, “but I’m on a tight schedule. I’ve got orchids in the truck, and they’ll wither in this heat.”

      “Okay! What room?”

      “Two fifteen.”

      “Just take them up. The elevator’s that way.”

      Eden stepped away from the desk, holding her flowers with pride. That had gone rather well, she thought. Now if Kevin the repairman could keep Heather busy for just a few more minutes . . .

      Eden stepped into the elevator and pushed the button. She wanted to find Mrs. Partridge’s room as quickly as possible. Not that Eden thought she’d find anything significant, like a suicide note or a murderer’s note or anything like that, but she wanted to get the feel of the place—the lay of the land, as it were. She also wanted to find out how many vacant rooms this place had at present.

      She walked out onto the third floor and peered both ways. No one was coming, so she continued on toward room 305, where Peggy said Mrs. Partridge had stayed. Predictably, the door was locked. Well, there were ways. Eden pulled out the lock-cheating card Kevin had finagled from one of his “sources” and slid it into the slot above the handle, listening for the telltale click. When she heard it, she let out a sigh of relief.

      With another glance around, she let herself into the room and closed the door softly behind her. All traces of Mrs. Partridge’s belongings had been removed, and the room was as antiseptically clean as the rest of the place. The blue comforter on the bed was reminiscent of those found in hotels all across the nation, and the pillows were too plump to have been used recently. Eden opened the drawer next to the bed, half expecting to find a Gideon Bible in it, but there was nothing, not even a tiny speck of lint in the corner.

      She moved to the window, knowing her time was running out. The view wasn’t anything to brag about—she looked right down to the parking lot. Across the way were office buildings, but she imagined the rooms on the other side of Shady Aspens had a great vista of the mountains.

      Eden slid out of the room, still holding the floral arrangement, and made her way to the second floor, where she was supposed to be in the first place. She noted as she walked that some of the rooms had name placards on the doors and others didn’t. She scouted around until she found a room with the door slightly ajar and a woman’s name printed on a card. “Hattie Lamb,” she read as she knocked.

      “Come in,” a reedy voice answered.

      Eden pushed the door open and stepped inside the dim room. “Hattie? I have a floral delivery for you.”

      “For me? Why, who on earth would be sending me flowers?” The tiny woman leaned forward in her wheelchair, reaching to take the offering.

      “There wasn’t a card,” Eden said. “I think you have a secret admirer.”

      Hattie immediately raised her fingers to her hair in the subconscious gesture all women make when they’re complimented. “I don’t know about that, but they are beautiful.”

      “Can I set them right here?” Eden indicated the table next to Hattie. The woman was obviously eager to hold the flowers, but the vase was a little heavy and Eden didn’t want to see the whole thing come crashing to the floor.

      “That would be lovely.”

      Eden put the flowers down, nudging a jar of VapoRub and a box of tissues out of the way. “There you go,” she said, and Hattie nodded her approval.

      “This looks like a nice place to live,” Eden said, stepping back and glancing around the room. “My aunt needs to find a good place to stay for a while. Do you know if they’re taking new residents?”

      “I imagine they are,” Hattie said, her eyes not leaving the bright blooms at her elbow. “I think there are only five of us on this floor, with eight rooms.”

      “I’ll pass along the information,” Eden said, giving Hattie her best smile. “You enjoy your flowers.”

      “Are you sure you don’t know who sent them?” Hattie asked.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”

      As Eden retraced her steps down the hall, she couldn’t help but smile. Hattie was darling.

      She nodded to Heather as she passed through the lobby. Kevin was nowhere to be found, but he caught her elbow as she walked down to the corner where they’d parked the car out of sight.

      “How’d it go?” he asked.

      “Mrs. Partridge’s room was clean as a whistle, as we thought it would be. And there are at least three empty rooms in the building. Hattie told me.”

      “Who’s Hattie?”

      “It may be just a hunch, but I think she’s the next member of the Secret Sisters.”
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      “I’ve got the answer to your problem,” Eden said to Ida Mae after handing her a napkin for her cookie. “I know Grandma’s driving you batty.”

      “I appreciate everything she’s doing, I really do,” Ida Mae said. “But these last twenty-four hours have been . . . well, they’ve been . . .”

      “You don’t need to explain to me. I know Grandma. She’s a dear, but she does have her moments.”

      “Just what is this answer you think you have?” Ida Mae asked.

      “How do you feel about a tiny bit of espionage?”

      Ida Mae immediately perked up. She loved espionage! And it had been so long. With wistful nostalgia, she listened to Eden’s plan.

      “You need a place where you can heal and be cared for. Well, I’ve got just the thing. It’s called Shady Aspens and it’s a lovely care center in Salt Lake City. They have a recovery program for people who’ve had surgery or injuries to help them mend before going home. It would be perfect for you. And . . . here’s the best part. I need someone on the inside to help me with a little project I’m doing.”

      “What kind of project?” Ida Mae could sense Eden’s excitement—it was contagious.

      Eden filled her in on everything, up to finding the body two days previously. “Since then, Kevin’s been listening to his police scanner and he’s talked to some friends on the force, and as near as he can tell, nothing has been done to link the death to the care center. Of course, he can’t know everything, but he says if they were investigating Shady Aspens, he’d probably catch wind of it somewhere, right? Well, I’ve just got this really nagging feeling it’s all connected. I think it would be great if you went and stayed there to see what you could find out from the inside. I would come visit you, and you could share all your juicy tidbits with me.”

      “That sounds like a lot of fun,” Ida Mae said. “I’m a little worried about cost, though.”

      “If we break this story, I think the newspaper would reimburse you for whatever you spent,” Eden said.

      Ida Mae thought about it. She hadn’t touched the money given to the Secret Sisters for busting the drug ring a year and a half ago—they’d decided to let it accrue interest at the bank until they went to Mexico to collect Ren from his mission. And since that was a year away still, she supposed she could use the money for something else, just for a little while.

      “This place sounds pretty expensive,” she said.

      “It is, I’m afraid. But they do take insurance. Do you have Medicare?”

      “Don’t we all?” Ida Mae thought back to the packet she’d gotten from them—they practically demanded she enroll. She’d done it, grudgingly, and had also signed up for a supplemental. “If that will help defray the costs, then, yes, let’s do it.”

      Eden smiled. “I think we need to call another meeting of the Secret Sisters.”
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        * * *

      

      Ida Mae looked around her living room, feeling more alive than she had in ages. Tansy, Arlette, and Eden were there, sitting in their usual places. It was just like old times, with two notable exceptions—Ren, on his mission, and Hannah, who had moved with her small family to Connecticut, where her husband had landed his dream job. Ida Mae missed those two, but she took comfort knowing they were happy in their new lives.

      “Ida Mae, would you please call the meeting to order?” Eden asked.

      Ida Mae blushed. “Oh, I’m not the president anymore.”

      “Nonsense!” Eden said. “You may not be the Relief Society president, but you’ll always be in charge of the Secret Sisters.”

      Ida Mae complied, feeling her cheeks turn pink. It did feel so good to be appreciated. “Welcome to our meeting, ladies. Our old business is, well, old, so let’s go straight to new business. Eden has brought us a mystery.”

      Three pairs of bright, twinkling eyes turned toward Eden, who sat forward a little on her chair.

      “There’s been a murder.”

      Never before had a pronouncement of something so horrible elicited such a reaction of glee and excitement.

      “In fact, there may have been two murders,” Eden continued, speaking in a tone some women reserve for words such as “shoe sale” and “chocolate.”

      “We only got one murder last time!” Tansy said, clasping her hands together.

      “Ida Mae already knows some of the story, but I’ll fill you ladies in,” Eden said. She did so, adding some extra details for Tansy’s delighted benefit. “So, we’re going to plant Ida Mae in the nursing home to do some spying for us.”

      “And we can be her visitors!” Tansy said, beaming. “We can carry out her information and get it to the authorities.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Eden said. “And Grandma, I think you should pose as Ida Mae’s sister, so you’ll have a reason to be there a lot.”

      “Well, we are sisters in the spiritual sense, so I guess it wouldn’t be a lie,” Arlette replied.

      “I’ll come as often as I can, too, because you’ll be my great-aunt,” Eden told Ida Mae.

      “I’ve been hoping to see you become my real niece,” Ida Mae said frankly. “If things work out between you and Ren, that’s what you’ll be.”

      Eden lowered her eyes a little, looking embarrassed. “I guess we’ll just have to see what happens when Ren gets back.”

      “So, just what did you and Ren decide before he left?” Tansy asked.

      “We decided not to decide anything,” Eden said, studying her fingernails as she spoke. “We like each other an awful lot, but we didn’t start anything romantic because we both knew we had other things we wanted to accomplish first. He wanted to serve a mission, I wanted to get a handle on my career. So we’re both working on our dreams, and we’ll see if they still mesh when he comes home.”

      “I think you’re being wise,” Ida Mae said, and the other ladies nodded. “Romance is a big thing, and marriage is even bigger. You want to take every step carefully and make sure you’re on the right path.”

      “Enough about me!” Eden said. “Let’s get back to business.”

      Tansy raised her eyebrows. “You are our business.”

      “Be that as it may, we’ve only got a certain amount of leeway before Ida Mae heals and can’t remain in the care center. We’ve got to get in there while we can. By the way, thanks for getting hurt, Ida Mae. I couldn’t have orchestrated that any better myself.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Ida Mae said wryly.

      “We’ll take Ida Mae in and register her,” Eden said. “I did some reconnoitering yesterday and discovered a couple of empty rooms.”

      “You did that how, exactly?” Arlette asked.

      “I bought some flowers and pretended to make a floral delivery. The receptionist was busy and I was able to go right past.”

      “I think we’ll want more details about that later,” Ida Mae said. “For now, let’s get back to what you want us to do.”

      “Let’s go in tomorrow. I think Grandma should be the one to register you, as your sister, and I’ll be there as support. Although—rats! The receptionist and the director will recognize me.”

      “Not if you go in disguise,” Tansy said. “I bet you could wear a cute hat and you’d be fine.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Eden said. “We’ll get Ida Mae settled into her room, and then . . . oh, I wish Ren were here! He’d have a listening gizmo or an alarm gizmo or something we could hook up to Ida Mae’s wheelchair.”

      Ida Mae sat up straight. “Wheelchair? You’re going to put me in a wheelchair?”

      “I’m sorry, Ida Mae, but what else can we do? You can’t walk with that ankle, and you can’t use crutches with that wrist. You can’t hop around the care center like you do here—you know it takes you ten minutes just to get to the kitchen from the bathroom.”

      Ida Mae felt like sulking. Eden was right, but she hated such a visual reminder of her infirmities. “Okay, I’ll use a chair. But I don’t have to like it.”

      “Liking it is optional,” Eden said.

      “Are we registering her under her own name?” Arlette asked.

      “Yes. We’re hoping to get her insurance to cover some of the expense. This is why we have to get started now, while she’s really injured. If we wait, the insurance will say she’s doing too well and won’t pick it up.”

      “Make sure they get some sort of head doctor in to see her, too,” Arlette said. “She’s been a little depressed lately.”

      “I have not,” Ida Mae said.

      “Just think, Ida Mae, maybe it will make your stay longer,” Eden put in. “That could be a good thing.”

      Ida Mae sighed, knowing she couldn’t win.

      “We aren’t going to be defrauding the insurance company, are we?” Tansy asked, a note of concern in her voice. “I mean, I really don’t want to lie.”

      “No, Tansy.” Ida Mae thought about her fatigue, her overwhelming feelings of helplessness, and the fact that someone had to dress her every day. She hated like sin to admit it, but this care center might be the very thing she needed. “I could use some help, for real.”
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      Arlette called Ida Mae’s doctor and he worked her right into his schedule, especially when she told him Ida Mae was getting fractious. He said he didn’t know what that word meant, but it sounded serious, so she’d better come right down. Arlette hung up the phone with a disgusted look on her face.

      “Don’t they teach basic vocabulary in medical school? Or at least, how to dissemble? That’s an important skill for any doctor to have.”

      “Um, what does ‘dissemble’ mean?” Eden asked.

      Arlette threw up her hands. “In this case, it means I think the doctor should have pretended to know what ‘fractious’ meant, even though he didn’t. It would have made him look smarter.”

      Eden nodded, understanding crossing her face.

      “This little vocabulary lesson has been fascinating, but I have to disagree,” Ida Mae said from her chair in the corner. “I am not fractious.”

      “It got you in this afternoon, didn’t it?” Arlette asked.

      Tansy and Eden went along to the doctor’s visit, although they waited in the lobby while Ida Mae and Arlette met with the doctor, an earnest-faced young man who had been practicing for about five years. Ida Mae still considered him a baby, but she did begrudgingly admit he was better than her previous doctor, a white-haired octogenarian who should have retired twenty years before he did.

      “What can I do for you?” Dr. Farmer asked Ida Mae. “Your friend says you have another fracture.”

      Arlette pressed her lips together. Ida Mae refused to go another round of English lessons.

      “I don’t have another fracture. I think the two I have are sufficient.”

      “I agree. More than sufficient.” The doctor sat down on the stool near the examining table. “What’s the trouble?”

      Ida Mae took a deep breath, realizing the time had come for full disclosure. “I think I need to go stay in a rehabilitation center.”

      Dr. Farmer raised his eyebrows over the rims of his glasses. “Didn’t I suggest that when you first fell?”

      “Yes.”

      “And didn’t I suggest it again when you slipped in the tub and broke your wrist?”

      “Yes.” Ida Mae’s cheeks felt hot.

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Living with her for a day and a half!” Ida Mae said, pointing at Arlette. “Well, and the fact that I just can’t do things for myself. I hate having to ask my friends to button my sweater or find me the remote control. And . . .”

      Dr. Farmer waited several seconds, then prompted her. “And?”

      “I think I’m depressed.” Ida Mae’s voice was barely audible.

      “I would be too, if I were you.” He reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “Ida Mae, you need to let others do things for you for a while. You need to rest and recuperate. Doctor’s orders.”

      “I know, you’re right.” Why did they all have to be right? It wasn’t fair.

      “Now, I’m not going to treat the depression right away,” he said. “I think a change of atmosphere might be the best thing for it, and I don’t want to go through the hassle of trying to find your best dose just to discover you don’t really need it. Let’s get you settled in the center, and then after about four or five days, if you still feel like you need some extra help, let me know. Okay?”

      “That will be fine.” Ida Mae was starting to feel relieved. The idea of staying in the care center had been repugnant at first, because she didn’t want other people waiting on her. Solving the mystery was the only thing that made the plan bearable. But now, as she thought about how nice it would be just to rest and not worry about the imposition she was to her friends, she felt almost glad about her incarceration.

      “Have you decided where you’d like to stay?” Dr. Farmer asked. “We have several favorite centers we can recommend.”

      “What do you think of Shady Aspens?” Ida Mae asked. “I had a friend who lived there, and it was very nice.”

      “It is a nice place,” Dr. Farmer agreed. “And the doctors are very competent. I think you’ll be happy there.”

      He checked Ida Mae’s blood pressure, and Arlette’s too, just for good measure. He then promised to give Shady Aspens a call that very afternoon, and Medicare as well, to get the ball rolling.

      The nurse pushed Ida Mae, in the facility’s wheelchair, out to Arlette’s minivan. “Okay, Arlette, you were right,” Ida Mae said. “You can start gloating now.”

      “It’s no fun to gloat when you’re invited to,” Arlette replied.

      Ida Mae nodded. Gloating was only fun when you had no permission to do it at all.
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      Just before ten the next morning, Arlette pulled her minivan up to the curb at Shady Aspens. Ida Mae looked around, finding it rather like a mountain resort, and wondered if that was good or bad. Eden met them in the parking lot. She had found a nice blonde wig in a costume shop, and with a lime green summer dress, looked very different than her usual self.

      “I can’t believe I’m wearing green,” she muttered, checking her reflection in the side mirror to make sure her hair was on straight. “And bright red lipstick.”

      “It is sort of a nice change, dear,” Ida Mae told her, thinking the green made Eden’s eyes stand out. “A person can’t spend their entire life in black, pink, and white.”

      “I was perfectly content to try,” Eden said.

      An orderly came out to the van with a wheelchair, and soon Arlette and Eden were ensconced on either side of Ida Mae in the director’s office. A moment later, Debbie O’Donnell bustled in, looking every bit as elegant as Eden had described.

      “Good morning,” Debbie said, extending her fingers for limp handshakes all around. “I’m Debbie O’Donnell, the director here at Shady Aspens. What can I tell you about our fine facility?”

      “Do you serve tapioca?” Arlette asked. “My sister is wild about tapioca.”

      Ida Mae bit her lip. She hated tapioca and Arlette knew it.

      “It’s not a staple on our menu, but whenever one of our residents expresses a desire for a certain food, we make sure they get it,” Debbie said. “We want them to feel comfortable in every way.”

      They asked Debbie several more questions about nursing, emergency care, activities, and the like.

      “I think I’d enjoy living here,” Ida Mae said at last, after pretending to give it a lot of thought. She was glad to have planted certain seeds in Debbie’s head—she told Debbie of her fondness for visiting with people, thereby establishing herself as a talker. Hopefully she’d have the chance to chat with the other residents and see what she could find out, not only about Mrs. Partridge, but Dr. Brent, as well.

      “That’s splendid,” Debbie said. She checked the folder in front of her. “I got a call from your doctor yesterday. He was very insistent that you be placed as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, he said as much to me.”

      “Could you move in today? The rooms are fully furnished, and you’d just need to bring your clothing and whatever personal belongings you’d like.”

      “I have my suitcase in the car, and my sister will bring whatever else I need.”

      “Wonderful.” Debbie beamed. “We have the most charming room right here on the first floor. As you’re in a wheelchair, I think it would be the easiest arrangement. Of course, you could take the elevator to visit other residents, at their invitation.”

      “That would be very nice,” Ida Mae told her, wondering how she would manage to slip silently from floor to floor in hot pursuit of clues with her rear end permanently planted in a wheelchair, but she knew she’d find a way.

      Debbie sent the orderly out to the van for Ida Mae’s suitcase, then led the way to room 112. “This is it,” she said, swiping the key card and throwing the door open wide. It was a lovely room, done in plum. Ida Mae nodded in appreciation. She could see herself staying here for a little while. Not too long, mind you, but a little while.

      “I hope you like the furnishings,” Debbie said. “All the rooms on this floor are decorated the same way. But the second floor is done in sage, the third floor in blue—we enjoy color here at Shady Aspens.”

      Ida Mae had noticed as much.

      The orderly brought in Ida Mae’s suitcase and set it on the bed. “My name is Brandon,” he said with a smile. “Just let me know if you need anything moved. I’ll rearrange your furniture or anything else that needs to be done to make this feel like home.”

      “Thank you.” Ida Mae didn’t think she’d want to make any major changes, but the dresser was about four inches too far to the left to be square with the wall. She’d unpack and get settled, and then hunt Brandon down.

      “You go ahead and get comfy, and we’ll have dinner at five,” Debbie said. “The nurse on duty will be by to see you in a little while, and you just holler if you need anything. The phone is right there, and you press ‘O’ to get the front desk.” She was gone in a puff of Liz Claiborne.

      “Wow,” Eden said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’m exhausted, and all I did was listen.”

      “I did notice you were a bit quiet,” Ida Mae commented.

      “I didn’t want to make myself conspicuous. She might recognize me from last week.”

      “Speaking of that, did you ever finish getting the information for the article?” Ida Mae asked. “She’d probably wonder if she never heard about it again.”

      “I e-mailed Debbie and told her I’d be in touch. It’s true—I totally plan to write that article. I think it’ll be great.”

      Arlette opened Ida Mae’s suitcase and put her things in the dresser, then stowed the case in the closet. She stacked the books neatly on the nightstand, and the whole process took about four and a half minutes.

      “Well, I’m bored,” Ida Mae said a moment later.

      Eden nodded. “I do think it’s too early to start sleuthing, though. You might wait until dinner, and meet the other residents then.”

      “Agreed.” Ida Mae hiked herself up out of the chair and onto her good foot, then flopped on the bed. “I think a nap is just the thing.”

      “We’ll check in later,” Arlette told her. “And don’t do anything dangerous.”

      “Who, me?” Ida Mae feigned innocence, but she was already devising ways to make it to the third floor undetected. She knew Arlette would visit her quite a bit and would help push the wheelchair, but there had to be a way for her to get done what needed doing without having to be so completely dependent on another person. Too bad her wrist was broken, or Ida Mae would just crawl. Of course, that might call a little more attention to herself than she really wanted.

      “I’m a little annoyed, though,” Eden said. “Kevin and I did all that work to find you some nice, vacant rooms on the upper floors, and they put you here. Guess we wasted our time.”

      Ida Mae patted Eden’s hand. “That’s the trick to detective work, dear. You only gather useful information, and you don’t waste your time on the rest.”

      “But how do I know in advance what’s useful and what’s not?” Eden asked.

      “Practice. You’ll get the hang of it.” Ida Mae had no doubt the girl had the makings of a good detective—she just needed to hone her skills.

      A few minutes after Eden and Arlette left, the nurse entered the room and introduced herself as Andrea. “What medications are you on?” she asked.

      Ida Mae motioned to the bottles on her dresser, and Andrea looked them over with a practiced eye, then made note of them on a chart on her clipboard.

      “Would you like to take a nap before dinner? I’d be more than happy to help you get settled.”

      Within minutes, Ida Mae was in bed, wearing her lightweight robe, with her foot elevated and a call button at hand.

      “I’ll be back at a quarter to five to help you get ready for dinner,” Andrea promised, and whisked out of the room nearly as fast as she’d come in.

      Ida Mae blinked. It was like getting tucked in by a whirlwind. I might just get used to this, she thought as she drifted off to sleep. She didn’t feel like she had to stay awake and entertain whomever had come in to sit with her. It was so nice.
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      “Operative is in place,” Eden told Kevin via cell phone as she leaned up against her car door in the Burger King parking lot. “Rendezvous at Burger King in ten minutes.”

      Kevin burst out laughing. “Burger King? That doesn’t sound very spy-like. I thought you ladies were professionals.”

      “We are. We also happen to want a Whopper. We’re hungry.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there in ten.”

      Eden opened her car door, then pulled off her wig and stuffed it into the glove compartment. “That thing is really hot and scratchy,” she complained as she fluffed up her own dark hair.

      “Maybe we could bleach your hair,” Arlette suggested, but Eden winced.

      “I’m willing to be a blonde for a few minutes a day, but it’s just not me,” she said. “You saw that orderly checking me out.”

      “I did, and I can’t say it was a bad thing,” her grandmother told her. “It’s good for a girl your age to have a lot of suitors.”

      “Suitors? Lined up in the parlor drinking tea?”

      “Why not?” Arlette reached out and smoothed a flyaway piece of Eden’s hair. “That way, you’ll know what you want and where to look for it.”

      Eden nearly opened her mouth to say she knew what she wanted, but she stopped herself. She thought she knew what she wanted, and that was Ren. But that was also before she’d met Kevin, and she’d never been so confused in her life. She had a natural friendship with Ren and knew it would turn into something else if given the opportunity, but with Kevin, the chemistry had been there right from the start. Chemistry wasn’t everything, but it was definitely something.

      Kevin pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later, and Eden introduced him to her grandmother.

      “So you are the amazing Arlette.” Kevin took her hand in a courtly gesture. “Eden talks about you and your friends nonstop. I feel like we’ve already met.”

      “She talks about you quite a bit as well,” Arlette replied.

      Eden felt her cheeks go warm. She didn’t talk about him that much . . . well, okay, yes, she did.

      “I’ll buy you ladies some lunch.” Kevin held the door open as they filed in.

      Eden wasn’t sure if she was imagining things, but it almost seemed like he was being a little too gentlemanly. He was probably just trying to impress her grandmother. Nothing wrong with that, but for some reason, it annoyed Eden. She was comparing him to Ren, who was totally artless, and she knew she needed to stop it. Kevin deserved to be appreciated for who he was, not held up to the memory of someone who wasn’t even there.

      She bit into her Whopper a few minutes later, feeling the rush of onion hit her sinuses. She’d have bad breath for hours, but it was so worth it.

      Kevin took a swig of his drink. “So, Ida Mae is now living at Shady Aspens. What next?”

      “You keep an ear to the ground with your police buddies and see if they have any intention of looking into Dr. Brent’s death from a Shady Aspens perspective,” Eden said.

      “I will. Lieutenant Dalton told me that right now, they’re investigating a lead from last year. One of Dr. Brent’s patients died and the husband made a death threat. He’s been in and out of the psych ward a few times and they’re checking him out pretty extensively.” Kevin picked up his burger. “What else do you want me to do?”

      “We’ll let you know as it happens,” Eden said. “Grandma’s going to spend a lot of time at Shady Aspens, so she’s coming to stay with me for a while instead of making the drive back to Omni every day.”

      Kevin raised his cup to Arlette in salute. “That’s quite a sacrifice.”

      “I wanted a change,” Arlette said. “Tansy’s going to water my plants and I’m bringing my cat, so it’s really not a big deal.”

      Eden cringed at the mention of the cat but didn’t say anything.

      “What’s Ida Mae’s plan?” Kevin asked.

      “She’s going to make friends with some of the residents and aides, and see what she can weasel out of them,” Eden said. “We’re working on a limited schedule here. Once her casts come off, she’ll have to leave Shady Aspens, so we’re looking at six weeks, two months, around in there.”

      “That seems like a long time,” Kevin remarked.

      “It is a long time, but it’s also a deadline,” Eden said. “If it does happen to take her a while to find anything out, we could be sunk.”

      “But we’ll think positively.” Arlette slapped the table. “We’re not sunk until we say we are.”

      “And we’ll never say it.” Eden downed her last fry and gathered her garbage. “I’ve got to go now. I’m starting a new job today.”

      “You’re quitting the paper?” Kevin asked, coming to his feet in alarm.

      “No, I’m not quitting. But I’m not making enough to pay rent, so I’ve picked up a side job.”

      “Like I keep saying, you can always come live with me,” Arlette said.

      “I know, Grandma, but the price of gas is crazy and the commute would eat up any money I saved. Plus, I want to be on my own for a while. If I change my mind, though, I’ll come.”

      Eden pulled the spare key to her apartment off her keychain and handed it to her grandmother. “You remember where I live, right?”

      “Of course.” Arlette tucked the key into her pocket. “Senility hasn’t set in quite yet.”

      Eden ignored her grandmother’s moment of pique; it wouldn’t last long. “Okay. I’ll be home around eight.”

      Arlette drove off first, leaving Kevin and Eden alone together in the parking lot.

      “I’ll see you later,” Kevin said, reaching out and touching Eden’s fingers.

      “Yeah,” she muttered intelligently. She turned and unlocked her door, but he leaned against it as she pulled the handle.

      “So what’s this new job?”

      “I’m delivering Chinese for the Golden Lotus.”

      He laughed but must have caught the look on her face. “You’re serious?”

      “There’s nothing dishonorable about delivering food. In fact, I can say that I owe my life to conscientious food-delivery persons.” Eden tried to scoot him aside, but he wouldn’t budge.

      “If I ordered some egg rolls, would you deliver them?”

      “It depends on who else is working. Listen, Kevin, I’ve really got to leave.”

      He sighed and moved over, holding the door as she climbed in. “I’ll see you later,” he said.

      “I’m sure you will. It just happens to work out that way more often than not.”
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      Ida Mae sat at a round table with four other Shady Aspens residents, all in wheelchairs just like hers. The table was a little shorter than most, which allowed them to roll right up and eat their dinner without having to move to a regular seat. She appreciated the convenience, as well as the atmosphere in the room, and the décor, which was sort of upscale-hotel meets institution-chic.

      To Ida Mae’s left sat George Gilmore, a charming older gentleman who had very little of his own hair remaining, but who didn’t seem to have a problem wearing someone else’s. Ida Mae found it hard to keep her eyes off the obvious toupee as it took a roundabout journey from George’s forehead to just over his left ear. Runaway hair notwithstanding, he was a delightful man and told her he’d once been a trapeze artist at the circus.

      Across the table was Eloise Banks, a rather crotchety woman with puffy, gray hair and a pair of glasses that teetered on the tip of her nose. She was observant and seemed to have an opinion about everyone and everything.

      Hattie, the woman Eden had told her about, was on Eloise’s other side. Bright-eyed like a sparrow, she had a sweet disposition, and while Ida Mae couldn’t picture her dangling from the ceiling in a Tom Cruise-like effort to avoid laser beams, she sensed Hattie would become a good friend and espionage ally.

      The most interesting person at the table sat just to Ida Mae’s right. He was a former general in the United States Army, and completely formidable. He did everything with military precision, from the way he cut his meatloaf to the way he handled his napkin. The staff seemed to treat him with a little extra respect, saying, “Yes, sir, General Dunlap,” rather than just “yes.” Ida Mae wondered if he’d demanded this special treatment or if it just came naturally with his veteran status.

      She waited for a lull in the conversation, then asked, “Do you all live here full-time?”

      “I do,” Hattie answered. “I’ve been here about four months.”

      “I’m just staying until my knee’s better,” George said. “Then I’m moving back home. Well, I should say, if the new carpet is installed by then. My daughter has taken it upon herself to do a little redecorating in my absence.”

      “I’m hoping to move to New Hampshire to be near my son,” the general replied. “But I’ll be here until then.”

      “What about you, Eloise?” Ida Mae asked, noticing that the last woman at the table had gone completely quiet.

      “I’ve been here for a while,” Eloise replied vaguely. “I don’t know how long I’ll be staying.”

      Ida Mae hoped Eloise would elaborate, but nothing else was said.

      After the dinner plates were cleared and the dessert tray arrived, Ida Mae spoke again. “I have . . . well, I had a friend who used to live here. Perhaps you met her? Beverly Partridge?”

      “I knew Beverly well,” Hattie said. “She was a dear old thing.”

      “I never met her,” the general replied, swallowing the huge bite of cheesecake he’d just taken. “I knew her by sight, however.”

      “So sad, the way she died,” George murmured.

      “I think most of us knew her.” Eloise pushed her pudding to the side. “I didn’t realize she was a friend of yours.”

      Ida Mae nodded. “I haven’t been in close contact with her for a little while, but I heard she’d lived here, and I was so sad to hear of her passing.” She cast her eyes over at George, wondering what he meant by “the way she died.” Did he mean suddenly? Or was there something about the actual way Beverly died that was questionable?

      “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” the general said, wiping his mouth. “Not one of us is getting any younger.”

      “That’s a rather callous attitude to take, with her friend sitting right here,” George protested.

      “Didn’t mean anything by it.” The general nodded his head once at Ida Mae, a brisk head bob that looked more designed to flick away a fly than convey an apology. Ida Mae returned his nod with a softer version of her own, and he wheeled himself away.

      “You mustn’t mind him,” Hattie said. “He’s a little . . . unfriendly sometimes, but it’s not personal.”

      “He’s got internal demons,” George explained. “He’d much rather be out fighting the war than fighting his paralysis.”

      “That’s too bad,” Ida Mae murmured.

      “I hope he didn’t make you feel worse about your friend,” George said.

      Ida Mae smiled. “Don’t worry about it, George. You’re too kind.” His lingering look of compassion sparked an idea, and she dabbed the corner of her eye with a napkin. “Although, it would help me to know her last days were happy. Were they?”

      “I think she was very happy here,” Hattie said. “She and I had lunch together two days before she passed, and she seemed content.”

      “Oh, that’s good,” Ida Mae said. She tilted her head toward George, who took the hint.

      “I last spoke with her about a week before she passed,” he said. “We were out in the garden. It wasn’t a long talk, but she was busy enjoying the flowers and I didn’t detect anything amiss.”

      Ida Mae liked the way George spoke, a little bit on the old-fashioned side. Of course, George himself was more than a little on the old-fashioned side—he was downright antique.

      She wondered how she would pass the question on to Eloise without seeming too pushy, but Hattie did it for her. “How about you, Eloise? Do you think Beverly was happy here?”

      “Sure, I suppose. As happy as anyone can be in a ritzy jail.” Eloise raised her hand and an aide came over. “Please take me to my room.”

      “I hope I didn’t offend her,” Ida Mae said as soon as Eloise was out of earshot. “She looked upset.”

      “Eloise has some demons of her own,” Hattie explained. “She doesn’t want to be here, but her son got remarried to a . . . well, from the way Eloise describes her, she’s fresh from a Las Vegas showroom, but I don’t think it’s really that bad. Anyway, she’d been planning to move in with him, but his new wife doesn’t want her in the house. Says old people give her the creeps. I think there’s a daughter in the picture, but I’m not sure where she is.”

      “Oh,” Ida Mae said, at a loss for words. No wonder Eloise felt the way she did about Shady Aspens. It wasn’t her home of choice, and she felt forced to live there.

      “Are you ready for the evening’s entertainment?” Nurse Andrea walked up and smiled brightly at the three residents who remained at the table. “A local Cub Scout troop is coming to put on a magic show.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” Hattie said. “I’m feeling a bit done in.”

      “Me too,” Ida Mae said. She loved magic shows, but all the excitement of the day was wearing on her. She hated to admit it, but the pain in her wrist was more than just a little uncomfortable.

      “I’ll stay,” George said. “I hope they do the trick with the tablecloth. I never can figure that one out.”

      Andrea took the handles of Ida Mae’s wheelchair, while another aide came to collect Hattie. As they parted ways, Hattie called out, “See you tomorrow, Ida Mae! Let’s sit together for the morning Tai Chi class.”

      Ida Mae pondered that all the way down the hall. “You do Tai Chi here?” she asked Andrea as they entered her room.

      Andrea laughed. “In a way. Most of our residents can’t do the full series of moves, so we all just do what we can. Even the breathing techniques are very therapeutic, if that’s all you’re able to do.”

      Ida Mae nodded, thinking it over. “What is tomorrow’s schedule like?”

      Andrea reached for a folder on the dresser. “This outlines our basic schedule, but we do have some variety as well. Like the Scouts tonight, for instance.”

      “Breakfast at eight, Tai Chi at nine, crafts at ten? No sleeping in?”

      “Well, now, you can sleep in if you want to. But we recommend that you participate fully in the activities. Your recovery will go much more quickly.”

      Ida Mae liked that concept. She’d been worried that her free time would be spent staring at a wall. Of course, if the walls could talk and give her the information she needed, that wouldn’t be so bad.

      “When do I meet with the doctor?”

      Andrea pulled another sheet from the folder. “You meet with Dr. Greene tomorrow at eleven. He’s our staff psychiatrist.”

      Ida Mae winced. Was she really so far gone that she needed to see a shrink?

      Andrea must have noticed her reaction, because she reached out and patted Ida Mae’s shoulder. “It’s not that bad, really. He’s a good doctor, and I know you’ll feel a lot better after you’ve spoken with him.” A faint pink blush crept up her cheeks, leading Ida Mae to wonder if the doctor was young, if he was single, and if he was handsome. She was willing to bet it was a “yes” to all three.

      “And you’ll be meeting with Dr. Wilson soon, too. She’ll check your blood pressure and see how your breaks are doing.”

      “Any chance they’re already healed?” Ida Mae asked lightheartedly.

      “No chance at all. But we’ll keep you busy enough that you won’t even notice them.”

      Ida Mae decided she’d hold the nurse to her promise.
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      “Dinner is served,” Eden said to her fish, sprinkling a couple of flakes on top of the water. “For me, too.” She glanced around the apartment but didn’t see Arlette. “Grandma?” she called out. “I brought dinner home.” The Golden Lotus had an order that was canceled last minute, so they let Eden have it. “It’s egg rolls and cashew chicken and” —she checked the order tag— “broccoli beef.” Still no answer from her grandmother, but when Eden went to the fridge to get some ice cubes, she saw a note under her Miss Piggy magnet.

      

      Tansy came by and we went out to get something to eat. We’re also going to pick up some DVDs for Ida Mae, and a plant for her room. I’ll be back soon.

      

      Eden dumped part of the food onto a plate and stuck it in the microwave. All the more cashew chicken for me. While the food heated, she pulled off her spattered clothes and threw on an old pair of sweats. She still smelled like Chinese food, but at least she could stand herself now.

      She put a piece of chicken on a plate for the cat. She didn’t know why she felt moved to such generosity—the cat didn’t deserve it.

      After eating her fill, Eden pulled out a notebook and started jotting down some notes about Beverly Partridge’s death and Dr. Nancy Brent’s murder. Eden remembered how Ida Mae had carefully taken notes during their last case, and she wanted to be like Ida Mae in more ways than one.

      Eden thought for a minute, nibbling on her pencil. Just how exactly did Beverly die? Was it her heart, like her doctor presumed, or was there more to it than that? At least there was no mystery about the cause of Dr. Brent’s death—a bullet to the chest was pretty blatant. Eden would have to ask Kevin tomorrow if the police were still focusing on the vengeful husband theory or if they’d decided to look into Shady Aspens yet. She hoped they’d hurry and change the focus of their investigation. She was sure they were barking up the wrong tree. They might as well blame the whole thing on a passing vagrant, for all the good they were doing now.

      She made a note, then went back to nibbling. What would a vagrant be doing with a gun? Eden had to admit she’d never really thought about it before, but if she were a vagrant and had a gun, she figured she’d probably sell it to get money to buy food. She wouldn’t be able to buy bullets for it, so it wouldn’t be a useful tool for hunting. The gun could be used to warn off other vagrants or curious passersby, she supposed.

      When Arlette and Tansy came in, Eden asked the question with no lead-in. “If you were a vagrant, would you have a gun?”

      “Oh, I know this game!” Tansy said. “It’s like the one where you have to decide what books you’d take with you to a desert island. Let’s see. If I were a vagrant, I’d have a gun and a pair of boots. Your turn, Arlette.”

      “What?”

      “You know. You say, ‘If I was a vagrant, I’d have a gun, a pair of boots, and then—’”

      “And then what?”

      “Well, you have to make up your own thing. But we go around and around, and whoever forgets what’s on the list loses.”

      Eden smiled. “It’s not a game, Tansy. I was just letting my imagination run away with me.”

      “Oh.” Tansy sat down on the couch next to Eden. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”

      “Yes, it was.” Eden looked at Arlette. “What do you think, Grandma? Would a vagrant have a gun?”

      “I don’t know,” Arlette said. “Maybe they would want to protect what few possessions they had left.”

      “That’s true.” Eden yawned but tried to ignore the fatigue that threatened to overtake her. “Back to business. Why do you think Dr. Brent was killed?”

      “Did the police say anything had been taken from her house?” Tansy asked.

      Eden shook her head. “They said everything was untouched.”

      “Well, that rules out a robbery,” her grandmother said. “I take it you don’t buy this former patient thing.”

      “I don’t. It just doesn’t feel right, you know?” Eden tapped her lips with her pencil. “I’ll ask Kevin if the police have questioned the neighbors as carefully as they should have done.”

      “Did Kevin write a story on it?” Arlette asked. “Did he talk to the neighbors?”

      “He tried to, but no one was home, and Mr. Cooper wanted to put the paper to bed.”

      “It might bear a follow-up story,” Arlette said.

      “It might at that.” Eden made another note. “Okay, ladies, I’m going to hit the hay. Good night, Grandma. I made the bed in the guest room fresh this morning. Good night, Tansy.”

      “Guest room?” Eden heard Tansy ask as she walked away.

      “That’s what Eden calls it,” Arlette replied. “It’s really sort of a closet.”

      “But it’s mine!” Eden said over her shoulder. “Well, it’s sort of mine—when I can pay for it. And there’s pride that comes with ownership.”

      “Apparently, some forms of blindness, too,” Arlette said in an undertone, but Eden still caught it before she closed her bedroom door.
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      The next morning, Andrea got Ida Mae out of bed and helped her take a sponge bath. Ida Mae couldn’t explain it, but it was so much less embarrassing to ask Andrea for help. Maybe it was because she was a trained nurse. Maybe it was because Ida Mae really didn’t know her and would probably never see her again once she left Shady Acres. Whatever the reason, Ida Mae was grateful.

      “You’re not finished yet,” Andrea said as Ida Mae brushed her hair. “There’s one important thing we haven’t done.”

      “What’s that?”

      Andrea pulled a bottle of bright red nail polish out of her pocket. “Painting your toenails, of course.” She knelt down and applied a rich coat to each of Ida Mae’s toes. “There.”

      Ida Mae looked down at her feet. It was frivolous, really—who needed to paint their toes? But the more she looked at them, the more she liked them. A smile crept across her face. She just might have to make this a habit.

      She was sorry when the paint was dry and it was time to put on her shoe and sock, but at least the toes sticking out of her cast were still visible.

      “We probably should have painted them pink, to match your cast,” Andrea said as she wheeled Ida Mae toward the dining room.

      “Next time,” Ida Mae told her. “I like red.”

      Breakfast was such a wonderful spread of fresh fruits and baked goods that Ida Mae felt more like she was on a cruise ship than in a care center. She didn’t have the chance to ask any more questions of her tablemates as they ate because George kept them all laughing with his Milton Berle impersonations, and Tai Chi was a washout as far as investigating went because you aren’t supposed to talk while you do Tai Chi. Ida Mae supposed she’d have to wait until lunch, but first came the doctor’s appointment she’d really rather forget all about—the one with Dr. Greene, the psychiatrist.

      The first thing that surprised her about Dr. Greene was the fact that he asked to meet with her on the patio, rather than inside his office. The patio was shaded by sprawling, heavily leafed trees, and large urns filled with cascading flowers stood in every corner. Tansy would love this, Ida Mae thought as she looked around.

      “Mrs. Babbitt?” The doctor held out his hand as he crossed the cobblestones toward her. “I’m Dr. Greene. It’s good to meet you.”

      “You’ve got a lovely garden here,” Ida Mae told him as she accepted his handshake. “It’s like a little bit of heaven.”

      He looked around, filling his lungs with the fragrant air. “It is, isn’t it? I’m so glad the weather cooperated with us today—I can’t bring my visitors out here when it gets too hot.”

      Visitors instead of patients, hmm? Some trick to catch me off guard, make me forget what I’m really here for. Ida Mae knew she was being unfair, but there wasn’t much about the situation that made her want to be fair.

      “I’m told you’re a former Relief Society president,” Dr. Greene said, taking a seat on a bench not too far from her wheelchair. “That’s a heavy-duty calling.”

      “It’s certainly time-consuming,” Ida Mae said. “But I enjoyed it.”

      “I took the liberty of talking to your bishop.”

      Ida Mae leaned forward, her face suddenly feeling too warm. “You called Bishop Sylvester?”

      “He couldn’t say enough about you.”

      “How many swear words did you count?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Nothing.” Ida Mae leaned back, trying to relax against the cushions in the wheelchair. Bishop Sylvester had been her priesthood leader when she’d had her little run-in with the law, and it was on his behalf she’d gotten involved in the case to begin with. She’d only been trying to help, and didn’t mean to acquire a criminal record, but sometimes things just turned out that way.

      “Mrs. Babbitt, the bishop had nothing but praise for you. He said he’s never met anyone with as much true Christian devotion and he’s amazed at all the good you accomplished.”

      “He said that?”

      “He said that.” The doctor crossed his legs and rested his clasped hands on his knee. “You’ve given a lot of service in your life, Mrs. Babbitt, and I think you’re feeling a little useless right now.”

      His evaluation didn’t seem any different from the others she’d heard from Arlette and Tansy, but coming from him—a doctor—it really hit home. Ida Mae felt tears start to well up in the corners of her eyes.

      “I know I can’t wave a magic wand and make everything all right, but I would like to give you some things to do while you’re here that might help you feel more vital.”

      “Please tell me you aren’t going to teach me how to crochet,” Ida Mae said.

      Dr. Greene looked surprised. “I hadn’t thought about that, actually.”

      “Good.” That was one worry she could now cross off her list.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard about our mentoring program,” Dr. Greene said. “Our more lively residents really enjoy taking part in it.”

      “What is the mentoring program, exactly?”

      “There’s an elementary school across the way, and every Monday and Thursday afternoon, the teachers of the after-school program bring the students over here for an hour. The residents tutor the children in the areas they need. It gives the children exposure to a grandparent figure, and it helps the residents to feel as though they’re giving something back.”

      Ida Mae nodded. It sounded like a marvelous program. “I’d like that,” she said slowly. “But let me think about it.”

      “Okay. School doesn’t start for a couple of weeks, so by then you’ll know if you want to participate.” Dr. Greene uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “Mrs. Babbitt, when I spoke with Dr. Farmer—”

      “Good heavens! Is there anyone you didn’t talk to? I imagine you weren’t able to get hold of my mother.”

      Dr. Greene smiled. “Sorry, she wasn’t available. But yes, I did make some phone calls. I’m only trying to see to it that you get the best possible care.”

      Ida Mae lifted a hand in absolution. “Fine. What did my doctor say?”

      “He told me he’d briefly discussed the use of antidepressant drugs with you, but he wanted to see how a change of atmosphere suited you first.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And how do you feel about that?”

      Ida Mae shifted a little in her chair. “I don’t want to take any more pills than absolutely necessary.”

      “Very well. But if you don’t start to feel better soon, you’ll tell me?”

      She gave her promise, and after answering a few general health questions, she was finished with her appointment. It hadn’t been all that bad, she supposed. She didn’t like feeling as though she’d been stuck under a microscope, but Dr. Greene was kindly and she didn’t feel too scrutinized. And he was handsome, as she’d guessed from Andrea’s reaction whenever his name came up. She couldn’t wait to see the two of them together so she could watch how they interacted, but it wasn’t Andrea who came to get her from the doctor’s office—it was a nurse named Michelle.

      “Lunch smells delicious today,” Michelle said as she pushed Ida Mae’s chair across the walkway that separated the doctor’s office from the rest of the care center. “I think it’s sweet and sour chicken.”

      “That would be tasty,” Ida Mae replied, surprised at how hungry she felt. She’d eaten quite a bit at breakfast, but it had been an emotional morning.

      She met up with her tablemates and they were served. Sure enough, it was sweet and sour chicken, with a side of steamed vegetables.

      “I’m going to gain weight if this keeps up,” Ida Mae said, looking at her plate.

      “Each resident is given the portion size they need,” the server said. “Some of our residents need to eat a lower-calorie diet, so we accommodate them, as well.”

      “If you’re trying to fatten me up for Thanksgiving, you’ll find I’m a tough old bird,” Ida Mae told her.

      George laughed. “You are a breath of fresh air, Ida Mae.” He self-consciously reached up to adjust his toupee.

      “And you need an oxygen tank,” Eloise said, at which he laughed all the harder.

      After everyone had taken a few bites, Ida Mae wiped her mouth and said, “I was talking with Beverly’s daughter the other day. She told me Beverly mentioned a doctor here by the name of Brent. How do I make an appointment? Do I just ask the nurses?”

      “I’m afraid you can’t see Dr. Brent,” Eloise said. “We were told not too long ago that she passed away.”

      “Oh, that’s sad.” Ida Mae wondered if the residents knew it had been murder.

      “Beverly mentioned Dr. Brent?” Hattie put her fork down. “That’s rather odd.”

      “Why is that odd?” Ida Mae pressed.

      “Well, Beverly didn’t much care for Dr. Brent,” Hattie explained. “Whenever I spoke with her about it, she just said she couldn’t trust anyone who asked her to give up potato chips.”

      Everyone at the table laughed, but Hattie went on. “It wasn’t just that, though. There were other things—”

      “How is lunch?” the server asked, appearing at Hattie’s elbow. “Are you ready for dessert? In keeping with our tropical theme, we’ve got pineapple upside-down cake.”

      Ida Mae patted her stomach. “I don’t think I could handle another bite.”

      “Why don’t I save yours for an afternoon snack?” the server suggested.

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      “I always have room for dessert.” George pushed his lunch plate to the side. “How about you, General?”

      “What? Oh, yes, please.” The general came out of his abstraction and accepted a piece of cake.

      Soon everyone was diverted from the previous conversation—everyone except Ida Mae. She wondered what else Hattie had been getting ready to say, but Ida Mae couldn’t decide how to bring it up. She’d just have to figure out another way to go about it.
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      “The police still aren’t investigating the care center in Dr. Brent’s death,” Kevin reported, leaning on the wall of Eden’s cubicle. “They haven’t found any evidence to suggest there’s a connection.”

      “They haven’t looked into it at all?” Eden asked. “That’s just stupid.”

      “Okay, let me clarify,” Kevin said. “They did ask a few questions, but they didn’t discover anything they felt warranted further investigation.”

      Eden pushed back her chair and looked up at him. “How do you get all this information out of the police? Are you a detective masquerading as a reporter?”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “No, nothing like that. See, Lieutenant Dalton thinks I’m nosy. He and I have a deal—he’ll give me the information I need as long as I stay out of his way. Unless, of course, that information is classified or something.”

      “So being nosy has its advantages.”

      “You could say that.”

      Eden tapped her lips with a pencil. “Have you thought about doing a follow-up piece on the death of Nancy Brent? The one you did wasn’t very in-depth.”

      “Yeah, I know. It wasn’t my most shining moment. But I did the best I could.”

      “I didn’t mean to be critical,” Eden began, but Kevin raised his hand.

      “I know what you mean,” he said. “And yes, I would like to do a follow-up, but I can’t do that if I don’t have any new information.”

      “Then, what do you say we go get some new information?” Eden suggested.

      “Go get it? Just that easy?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      He shook his head. “You’re on. When?”

      Eden looked at her watch. “Let’s go after work. I think I can finish this stack up right at five.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you then.”

      Eden pulled up the next e-mail and read it while trying to take her mind off Kevin. He seemed to get cuter every day, and she found that particularly annoying.

      She quickly read through the obituary as submitted by one Herman Jones, changed a “hers” to “her,” and forwarded it to the typesetting department. Some days, it was just a simple as that. Other days . . . other days saw her slinking through bushes wearing a blonde wig.
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      Arlette pushed Ida Mae’s wheelchair off the elevator and they made their way to Hattie’s room. The more active residents spent most of their time in the common area and craft room, but some of them also came to their bedrooms for a mid-afternoon rest. Ida Mae figured that would be the best place to find Hattie, and she was right.

      “Please, come in.” Hattie motioned for Ida Mae and Arlette to enter.

      “Hattie, this is my sister Arlette,” Ida Mae said as they crossed the carpet.

      “How nice to have family nearby,” Hattie said warmly. “Have a seat, Arlette. Ida Mae, I’d offer you one, but it looks like you brought your own.”

      “I did.” Ida Mae patted the arm of her chair. She was nearly used to it now, although it did annoy her to have to ask to be pushed. If she were ever permanently laid up in one of these places, she’d get a motorized chair—with a horn on the front.

      “What brings you by?” Hattie asked.

      “To be honest, I’m here to get more information about Beverly,” Ida Mae said.

      “What kind of information?”

      Ida Mae threw out some questions she thought any concerned friend would ask, yet she felt herself floundering under Hattie’s curious gaze.

      “Just whatever you can tell me,” she concluded, feeling as though she’d lost her edge. Maybe her detective skills had slipped along with her feet. She should have done something on the side to keep her instincts sharp—maybe joined the police force. After all, the scriptures say if you don’t use your talents, you’ll lose them.

      Hattie pursed her lips slightly, observing Ida Mae with eyes as bright as buttons. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not exactly who you say you are?”

      Ida Mae glanced at Arlette. Eden was right—Hattie was very shrewd. Ida Mae took a deep breath, wondering what to say. Finally she decided to just go for it.

      “You’re right, Hattie,” she said, noting the spark of interest that filled the other woman’s eyes. “You see, I’m here on behalf of Beverly’s daughter. She feels her mother died under suspicious circumstances, and I’m just trying to get to the bottom of things.”

      “You’re a detective?” Hattie asked.

      Ida Mae felt her cheeks turn pink. “Well, not a detective, really.”

      “But we have solved crimes,” Arlette inserted. “Well, not a lot of crimes—”

      “But more than your average person,” Ida Mae finished.

      Hattie nodded. “I don’t know if I can be of much use, but I’d like to help. And I know one other person who would be a good ally.”

      “Who’s that?” Ida Mae asked.

      “George has always fancied himself an amateur sleuth.”

      Ida Mae stifled a laugh. She couldn’t picture George as Sherlock Holmes.

      “He’s really very smart,” Hattie assured her, “and I trust him completely. I’ve known him for a while now.”

      “I guess we could ask for his help as well,” Ida Mae said.

      “I’ll give him a call.” Hattie reached out for her phone, and Arlette took the opportunity to speak in Ida Mae’s ear.

      “You haven’t even been here twenty-four hours, and you’ve already blown your cover to two people! Are you sure you can trust them?”

      “I think I can,” Ida Mae said, wishing she could be sure. For a moment, she had a mental picture of Hattie and George creeping down the hallway to Beverly’s room, murder on their minds, but even if they did manage to wheel themselves, they’d be so out of breath by the time they got there, they wouldn’t be able to carry out the deed. Maybe they took turns pushing each other. Perhaps they weren’t confined to their chairs at all and were just pretending. Regardless of the scenario, Ida Mae couldn’t believe it was so. “Yes, I’m pretty sure I can.”

      Arlette pressed her lips together in her very Arlette way. “All right,” she said, her tone betraying her displeasure. “But this is your responsibility.”

      Hattie turned back to them. “George will be here in a few minutes. Let’s save the details so we can all hear them together.”
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      “You need to do what?”

      “I have to go water some plants before we head out,” Eden explained.

      “Plants.”

      “Yeah, you know, they’re green and they live in pots. They need water—they can’t go over to the sink and get it for themselves.”

      “Oh, you’re so clever.” Kevin climbed into the passenger seat of Eden’s Bug. “Why are we going to water some plants?”

      “I just told you. They can’t get over to the sink—”

      Kevin reached out and placed a finger on Eden’s lips. He studied her eyes for a moment, then leaned in and kissed her gently. She could have imagined it—in fact, that was the most likely explanation—but she could swear she felt a section of her brain explode.

      “Now,” he whispered, “whose plants are we going to water?”

      “Her name is Angela,” Eden whispered back.

      “Okay. Let’s go to Angela’s.”

      Eden was more than a little rattled as she pulled her car onto the road. She couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss, wondering why he’d done it, wondering why she’d reacted the way she had. Kevin started a nice, easy conversation as they made their way over to Angela’s house and while Eden watered the plants, and she was able to keep up her end with an occasional “uh-huh” and “yeah,” which was probably a good thing because she wasn’t sure she could have managed anything more intelligent.

      “Eden,” he asked as they walked back out to her car, “do you need a loan?”

      “What?”

      “You know, a loan. Money. Given to you with the understanding that you’ll pay it back.”

      “No, I’m okay. Why do you ask?”

      “The paper, and delivering Chinese, and now plant-watering?”

      “Oh, that.” Eden tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m a little on the lean side, but I’m afloat. You know how it is—it takes a while to get the foundation laid for a career.”

      “Are you hoping your book will sell and you’ll be able to make a living off your writing?”

      “Well, of course I’d like that, but I’m not holding out for something that wispy,” she told him, noting the look of concern on his face. “I’d love to be the next Mary Higgins Clark or Sue Grafton, but I realize it might not happen.” But why not? she asked herself.

      “Good,” Kevin said. “I just don’t want you to be disappointed.”

      “I don’t think I will be. I’m a good writer, and my story happens to be pretty phenomenal.”

      “I’m sure it is.” Eden heard that tone creeping into his voice—the one people use when they’re humoring you.

      “I’ll e-mail you over a copy tonight,” she said. “You’ll just have to see for yourself.”

      He raised a hand in a conciliatory gesture. “Okay. And I’ll be happy to read it.”

      They drove out to Dr. Brent’s neighborhood, and Eden noticed again that all the houses were separated by trees. In the heat of the summer, the leaves were lush and thick, and it was hard to see from one property to the next. The first neighbor said as much when they talked to her.

      “I really can’t see Nancy’s yard from mine,” the woman explained. “Those trees block out almost everything that goes on next door. Of course, that was a huge selling point for me. I’ve never wanted to live someplace where the neighbors knew what I was up to before I did.”

      The neighbor on the other side was just as unhelpful. “No, sorry,” he said. “I was home that day, but I didn’t see anything. No strange cars, nothing. It must have been somebody wandering by on foot.”

      “But you didn’t see anyone walking along the road, either?” Eden asked.

      The man scratched his chin. “Can’t say as I did. This is a pretty secluded road—you have to either live here or close by in order to go for a stroll on it.”

      The house across the street from Dr. Brent’s stood silent. Kevin rang the bell a second time, but after a few long moments, they decided to try again later.

      “No one saw a car. No one saw a pedestrian. No one saw anything.” Eden kicked a piece of gravel as they walked back to her car. “How could someone have come in here, killed Dr. Brent, and slipped away without anyone noticing?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks like that’s what happened.” They climbed in the car and were on their way before Kevin added, “Maybe what they did see was so commonplace they didn’t recognize it as murder.”

      “Like the mail truck?” Eden suggested.

      “The mail truck, or a vehicle they’d seen several times before,” Kevin said. “Sometimes when we see the same thing over and over, we don’t even register it when we see it again.”

      Eden made a left-hand turn while she thought about it. “Did Dr. Brent have a run-in with the mailman or the UPS man? Was the Avon lady particularly hard up for sales this month?”

      “Someone must have seen something. It’s just a matter of finding out what.” Kevin looked around, seeming to notice where they were for the first time. “Where are we going?”

      “To meet Grandma and Tansy. They’ll have news to report.”

      Eden pulled her car into the parking lot of a restaurant just down the street from Shady Aspens, and she and Kevin walked in to see Tansy and Arlette already there.

      “It’s been an interesting day,” Arlette said without preamble. “I think Ida Mae’s lost her mind, but we’ve got a whole branch of Secret Sisters working out of Shady Aspens.”

      “Hattie?” Eden guessed.

      Arlette nodded. “And George.”

      “Who’s George?”

      “Think Maxwell Smart, about a hundred and fifty years old.”

      They took their seats, and Arlette filled them in on Ida Mae’s spontaneous meeting in Hattie’s room.

      “Is she sure she can trust George?” Eden asked, not sure how much damage an elderly man could really do, but not in the mood to find out.

      “She feels she can, so I guess we have to respect that,” Arlette said.

      “I think we need to ask Peggy a few more questions,” Eden said after studying the menu for a minute. “She was awfully vague when we spoke before. Of course, it was right after her mother’s funeral, so I’m sure she was upset and tired, but I need to get some specific information out of her.”

      They went their separate ways after dinner, Kevin saying he could walk from there, and Tansy heading back to Omni.

      “I’ll see you at the apartment,” Eden said to her grandmother. They drove in tandem most of the way, only becoming separated when a traffic light changed. Eden made it home first and was just taking off her shoes when Arlette burst in, visibly shaken.

      “I think someone followed us here,” she said.
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      Ida Mae, Tansy, Arlette, and Eden hunkered down in Ida Mae’s room, sheets of paper with all their gathered information spread out on the bed. Eden reported no news yet on the new benefactor of the will; Beverly’s son Brent, the executor, had been called away on urgent business and they hadn’t held the reading yet.

      “George opened up a little after he learned why we were here,” Ida Mae said. “It turns out that he spoke with Beverly the night before she died.”

      Eden couldn’t wait to meet this George person.

      “He said she was rambling, a little incoherent, and she sounded agitated. She kept talking about the box springs in her bed.”

      “Bed bugs?” Eden suggested.

      “I doubt it. This place is spotless. Well, don’t look at my dresser right now, but the rest of the place is spotless.”

      Of course, Eden’s eyes flicked over to the dresser, but she didn’t notice anything particularly terrible. She certainly wasn’t one to speak—her own apartment was completely trashed. She knew her grandmother would never believe her, but she was convinced the cat got out of his cage and dirtied the dishes while the humans were gone. It was the only explanation.

      “So, Beverly tells her daughter that someone’s out to get her. She tells George there’s something wrong with her box springs.” Eden thought for a minute. “A housekeeping complaint and a paranoia complex? Why don’t those seem connected?”

      “Probably because they’re not,” Ida Mae said.

      “Or maybe Beverly thought her box springs were out to get her,” Tansy suggested.

      “Most likely, she had a couple of things on her mind,” Eden said. “But why would she tell George about her box springs, and not the housekeeping staff?”

      “We don’t know that she didn’t,” Ida Mae pointed out. “George didn’t say if she’d lodged a complaint.”

      Eden grabbed a pen and made a note. “Okay, let’s talk to the housekeeping staff and see if she mentioned anything. Grandma, let’s make that your job. Maybe you could pretend there’s something wrong with Ida Mae’s bed and ask if that’s a common problem.”

      Arlette nodded. “I’ll do that this afternoon.”

      “Now, getting back to this statement that she thought someone was out to get her.” Eden thought for a minute. “I’m having lunch with Peggy in an hour. I’ll see if I can get more information out of her. If we even had a little more to go on, it would sure be helpful.”

      “How are you and Kevin coming along with the Dr. Brent mystery?” Tansy asked.

      Eden sighed. “No one saw anything. Well, I can’t say that, exactly. The neighbors across the street weren’t home, so I couldn’t talk to them. But so far, we’re hitting a dead end, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

      “Speaking of Kevin, just what’s going on there?” Arlette asked. “He’s a nice-looking boy, and charming.”

      “I know he is.” Eden suddenly felt flustered. “And I’m not sure what’s going on. He’s a mystery, almost as much as the ones we’re trying to solve.”

      “I think he’s cute,” Tansy said.

      “Yeah, I do too.” Eden sighed. “But I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Well, moving on,” Ida Mae said abruptly. The older woman was visibly upset, but Eden sensed it wasn’t the best time to ask her about it. “Let’s get our assignments figured out,” Ida Mae finished.

      “I’m talking to Peggy,” Eden said.

      “I’m talking to housekeeping,” Arlette said.

      “I’ll talk to Dr. Greene.” Ida Mae looked thoughtful. “I wonder if he could shed any light on Beverly’s mental state right before she died.”

      “When do you meet with the medical doctor again, Ida Mae?” Tansy asked. “I’d like to know how you’re healing.”

      “Monday,” Ida Mae said. “Sometimes it’s nice, being waited on hand and foot, but it is getting tiring. And these casts weigh a ton.”

      Everyone nodded sympathetically, then Eden glanced at her grandmother. “Do you want to tell them, or should I?”

      “Tell us what?” Ida Mae asked.

      “You do it,” Arlette said.

      “Grandma believes someone followed us back to my apartment last night.”

      “Well, I could be mistaken,” Arlette said. “It was dark, and I’ve never felt completely confident driving after sunset.”

      “What did you see?” Ida Mae leaned forward.

      “There was a small car behind me, and it seemed to make several of the same turns I did. As I pulled up in front of Eden’s, it sped up and went around me.”

      “Did you see what color it was?” Ida Mae asked.

      “Oh, please don’t say it was a black Jaguar,” Tansy exclaimed. “That would just be creepy.”

      “It wasn’t a Jaguar,” Arlette said. “But it was dark. I don’t know what color, and I’m not sure what make, but it wasn’t very sporty.”

      Ida Mae raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t see a license plate number?”

      “No, I didn’t. And it’s just as well. I’m not about to go through another DMV fiasco. Once is enough for me.”

      Everyone rose, intent on their new assignments. Eden lingered a minute, pretending to adjust her wig in the mirror. She waited until Tansy and Arlette were in the hall, then she turned to Ida Mae.

      “Ida Mae, did it upset you, the way I talked about Kevin?”

      “Maybe a little.” Ida Mae smiled. “I’m sure he’s a good-looking boy, and I can’t blame you for being a little smitten with him. But I’m still holding out for you and Ren.”

      Heat flooded Eden’s face. “Oh, I’m not smitten with Kevin, Ida Mae. He has a strange effect on me, but I don’t think it’s love.”

      “Do you think Ren’s cute?” Ida Mae asked.

      The question caught Eden so off guard she wasn’t sure how to answer. It was a little awkward discussing someone’s physical attractiveness with his aunt.

      “Ren’s very cute,” Eden said at last. “In fact, when I first met him, that’s why I started making dumb jokes. And then, when he responded and teased me right back, I knew he was more than just a pretty face . . . he was someone I could really be friends with. That’s important to me.”

      Ida Mae looked happy. “I think he’s pretty hot too.”

      “Ida Mae!” Eden laughed. “I’ve never heard you say something like that.”

      The older woman shrugged. “Some situations call for it, don’t they?”

      Eden leaned in and gave Ida Mae a hug. “Yes, they do. And in Ren’s case, it definitely fits.”

      Eden straightened her wig and grabbed her purse, then stepped out into the hallway. “See ya later,” she said as she closed the door. She leaned against it for a minute, thinking about Ren. If she had to pit Ren against Kevin, Ren would win hands-down in the looks department. But Ren was miles away, and Kevin was right here, making his intentions more obvious by the day. She either needed to reevaluate or tell Kevin to go away, and she wasn’t ready to make a decision quite yet. It would sure make it easier if she knew how Ren felt about her.

      She reached out and tapped on the door, opening it at Ida Mae’s “Come in.”

      “How does Ren feel about me?” As soon as Eden blurted the words, she felt like an idiot.

      “I’ll ask him,” Ida Mae said, a knowing smile on her face. “Tomorrow’s Sunday, and I always write to him on Sunday. Don’t worry—I’ll work it in casually.”

      Eden wasn’t sure what constituted Ida Mae’s definition of “casually.” She almost begged Ida Mae to forget the whole thing, but how would she know otherwise?
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      Arlette parked Ida Mae’s wheelchair in the hallway, then knocked on the door marked Housekeeping. Ida Mae drummed her fingers on the armrest of her chair, wishing she were mobile enough to do more sleuthing on her own.

      A kind-looking woman in a white uniform opened the door to Arlette’s knock. “How can I help you?” she asked pleasantly.

      “My sister noticed something a little odd about her bed. I wondered if any of the other residents have complained about theirs.” Arlette’s usual dour expression was the perfect thing to carry off her inquiry. “Is it common for an expensive establishment such as this to have such . . . troublesome beds?” Obviously, she and Ida Mae hadn’t discussed a script before heading down the hall.

      “I’m so sorry!” The woman turned a little, and Ida Mae caught sight of her name tag. Lee Ann. “We’ve never had complaints about our beds. In fact, they’re the most comfortable we’ve ever tested for our residents.” She cast sympathetic eyes on Ida Mae. “What seems to be the trouble with yours?”

      “It’s nothing,” Ida Mae told her. “My sister overreacts.”

      “You told me you thought there was something wrong with the box springs,” Arlette said. “I don’t consider that overreacting. I want you to be comfortable.”

      “I’ll send someone over right away,” Lee Ann promised.

      Ida Mae protested. “Really, you don’t have to.”

      “I insist.” Lee Ann reached out and patted Ida Mae’s shoulder. “No trouble at all. I’ll have them check the bed while you’re at lunch. There’s no need for you to be bothered a moment longer.”

      “Thank you,” Arlette said.

      “I feel bad putting her through the extra work.” Ida Mae held on tight as they rounded the corner to the dining room.

      “It was the only way to find out if there had been complaints,” Arlette said.

      Ida Mae couldn’t think of another way either, so she guessed it couldn’t be helped.

      Arlette pushed Ida Mae up to her table, then turned to go, but Andrea approached and caught her elbow. “You aren’t leaving, are you?”

      “Well, it’s lunch time. I thought I’d go down the street to that little deli while my sister eats.”

      “Nonsense!” Andrea grabbed a chair. “You can stay and eat with Ida Mae. Our menus have wiggle room for occasions like this.”

      “Are you sure?” Arlette asked.

      “I’m more than sure. You have a seat.”

      Arlette sat down and tucked her purse beneath her chair. “Thank you very much.”

      “Not a problem.”

      George rolled up to the table just then, brought by Alex, one of the male nurses. “Hello, Ida Mae,” George greeted. “Have you got a guest?”

      “Yes, this is my sister, Arlette.”

      “So nice to meet you.” George held out his hand, pretending their previous meeting in Hattie’s room had never taken place. Ida Mae felt his acting might be a little over the top, but . . . oh, well.

      “Eloise is having the rest of her meals in her room today,” Andrea told Alex as Hattie joined them.

      “I’ll let the kitchen know,” Alex said, setting the brakes on George’s chair and then walking away.

      “You all have a wonderful lunch,” Andrea said. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Isn’t the staff here great?” George beamed. “They take such good care of us.”

      Hattie reached out and touched Arlette’s hand. “After you left yesterday, Ida Mae told us what a super-hero you are.”

      Arlette blushed, which made Ida Mae snicker. She’d seen Arlette blush maybe a total of three times in all the years they’d known each other. “I don’t know about that,” Arlette said.

      “I think you’re all amazing,” George said. “Really amazing.”

      The general rolled up to the table just then, scowling around the table. “What’s this? A guest? I’m out of uniform.”

      “You look very nice, General,” Hattie told him.

      “But still,” he said grumpily, “someone could have told me.”

      Ida Mae didn’t know how to salve his feelings, but apparently it wasn’t necessary. As soon as his bowl of vegetable soup was placed in front of him, the general dug in with good appetite and didn’t say another word the rest of the meal.

      “Ida Mae, have you heard about our Saturday movie night?” George asked after he finished his soup. “Tonight they’re showing Casablanca.”

      “No, I didn’t hear about that,” Ida Mae said. Apparently, this place had more activities than a carnival.

      “Well, tonight they’re playing Casablanca,” George said. She wondered why he was repeating himself, but at his next words, she was able to chalk it up to nerves. “I wonder if I might escort you.”

      Ida Mae was completely flummoxed. Escort? Like a date? When was the last time she’d been asked out? She honestly could not remember.

      “All right,” she said at last, realizing everyone at the table was waiting for her reply. “That would be fine.”

      “I’ll stop by to pick you up at seven.” George reached up to straighten his hair. “Or rather, Alex will push me over and we’ll bring another nurse to push you. I don’t think Alex will mind coming on a double date.”

      For the rest of the meal, Ida Mae tried to think of Beverly-related questions to ask the others at the table, conscious that she had a job to do. But she couldn’t get her mind off the fact that she had a date, and with a man even older than she, as impossible as that was to imagine.
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      “Thank you for meeting me here,” Eden said, standing in the lobby at Wendy’s. “This is a far cry from the Olive Garden, but I’m on my way back to work and I’m afraid I’m in a hurry.” She glanced at her watch—she only had a short time to make it to the Golden Lotus.

      “That’s all right,” Peggy said. “I understand Wendy’s makes a fine chicken sandwich.”

      Eden smiled. “They do indeed.”

      They placed their orders, then took their trays to a table.

      “I needed to ask you a few more questions about your mother,” Eden said as they got their food unwrapped. “I’m particularly curious about anything else she might have said when she told you someone was out to get her.”

      Peggy looked thoughtful as she chewed. “Well, Mother said she wrote it down. I don’t know what she wrote—she didn’t say. But she also mentioned something about a special hiding place. We went through all her things quite carefully when we got them home from Shady Aspens last week, and we didn’t find it, not even in the bottom of her jewelry tote, which is where she usually hid things.”

      “No notes of any kind?” Eden asked.

      “Not that I was able to find.”

      “I wonder if I could take a look at her belongings. I might spot something you missed.”

      “That would be a good idea,” Peggy said. “I haven’t been sleeping—the stress, you know—and it’s possible I overlooked something. And I could help you, if that’s okay.”

      “Certainly. Where are the things you picked up from the care center?”

      “In my garage. We haven’t had time to really sort through them. With the funeral and family gatherings and all that, it’s just been crazy at my house. But if you could come over, we could go through it together, just there in the garage.”

      Eden pulled out her notebook. The next day was Sunday, the only day she wasn’t scampering from job to job like a Tasmanian devil, and she definitely needed a day of rest. On Monday, though, she didn’t have to go into the newspaper office until noon. “How’s Monday morning?”

      “Perfect. And I’ll make breakfast—well, I won’t make it, but I’ll get donuts, if that’s all right.”

      Eden had never turned down a free donut in her life. “Sounds great.” She jotted down Peggy’s address and then took a bite of her sandwich.

      “I also remembered Mother speaking about a friend there in the center,” Peggy said. “She only mentioned her once, but it was recently. She said, ‘Jane agrees with me. She thinks they’re out to get me too.’”

      “Do you know who Jane is?”

      “No, I don’t.” Peggy suddenly teared up and reached for her napkin. “Do you suppose that if I’d taken it all seriously, Mother would still be alive?”

      “Oh, Peggy, you shouldn’t think things like that.” Eden impulsively reached out to grasp the other woman’s chilly fingers. “Blaming yourself won’t bring your mother back.”

      “I know.” She sniffed. “But I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “Let’s concentrate on figuring out what happened,” Eden said. “We’re tossing around a lot of ideas, and soon we’ll get it resolved.” She mentally crossed her fingers while making the rash promise. “We’re not going to give up.”

      “Thank you, Eden,” Peggy said. “I’m not sure why you’re helping me, but I’m so grateful.”

      I’m not sure either, Eden thought while she downed her fries. And I’m probably really going to regret it.
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      Arlette closed her cell phone with a snap. “Eden says Beverly had a good friend named Jane. We need to hunt her down. Apparently, Jane knew why Beverly felt ‘they’ were out to get her.”

      “I haven’t met anyone named Jane yet, but then, it’s only been two days,” Ida Mae said. “I’ll spend some time in the common area today and see if I can find her.”

      “There’s one more thing I think we ought to do,” Arlette said, “but I can’t figure out a way to do it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We need to get into Dr. Brent’s files on Beverly. We need to know just how sick she was before she died.”

      Ida Mae had been leaning forward in her wheelchair. Now she sat back with a thump. “I hadn’t even thought of that. You’re right. We’ve got to see those files.”

      “Do you think the daughter could request them?”

      Ida Mae thought for a minute. “That’s probably going to be the best way. Can you call Eden back?”

      Arlette opened her phone and punched some numbers. “She’ll ask Peggy to make the call,” she reported a moment later. “She’ll also have her ask for the records from Dr. Greene.”

      “That should work,” Ida Mae said. “In the meantime, I’ve got to talk to Eloise, and I need to find Jane.” She motioned to the bed. “Did you notice what they did?”

      “No, what?”

      “They came in here and replaced everything on my bed, even the headboard.”

      Arlette looked at the setup a little more closely. “They did, didn’t they? All that while we were at lunch?”

      “You know, this place is something else,” Ida Mae said thoughtfully. “If I didn’t think it was a den of murderers, I could stay here quite happily for some time.”

      Arlette grimaced. “You’ve been watching The Princess Bride again.”

      “That one’s definitely a once-yearly film,” Ida Mae told her as they prepared to go back down the hall. “Any longer than that, and I have withdrawals.”
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      Eden collapsed on her couch, the smell of moo goo gai pan clinging to her shirt. Her shift hadn’t been a long one, but she was so glad it was over. The cat, relieved to be out of his cage, came over and sniffed her.

      “Don’t you get any ideas,” Eden said. “You’ve nibbled on me enough in your lifetime.”

      She pulled herself up and went to her computer, wondering if Kevin had received the file she’d e-mailed him. He couldn’t possibly have read the book and formed an opinion so quickly, but she knew she would compulsively check her mail until she heard back from him. She wanted his approval, yet at the same time she didn’t want to hear what he had to say. Her feelings didn’t make sense at all.

      There was no note from Kevin, but there was one from Peggy.

      

      Requested my mother’s files, but because of the privacy laws, I have to sign a form, and then they have to process it through their main office. It will take about two weeks, from what they said. I wish we’d done a power of attorney, but I thought we had more time.

      

      Eden shook her head. Two weeks? That was far too long.

      She thought about that while she deleted her friend updates from GoodReads. There just didn’t seem to be a way to get the medical files any quicker. She read Peggy’s note again and saw a postscript she’d missed before—Peggy wouldn’t be able to get in to fill out the forms until Monday, so there was another delay.

      Eden reached in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. “Grandma? What would you think about infiltrating the doctor’s office?”
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      “She wants us to do what?”

      Arlette bit her lip. “She can’t get the medical information for about two weeks. She wants us to break into the doctor’s files ourselves.”

      Ida Mae couldn’t believe it. “That’s illegal, you know.”

      “Yeah, I do know,” Arlette said. “I don’t think we should do it.”

      “Neither do I. I mean, wiretapping the Dunns’ house was illegal too, but we didn’t actually do that—Ren did. I don’t know how I feel about doing something this . . . blatant.”

      “Are you forgetting that we did plant the camera at the Dunns’?” Arlette asked. “That was illegal, and you can’t foist that off on Ren.”

      “I was choosing to forget that,” Ida Mae admitted. “Okay, we’ve broken the law. If we’re really being honest, we’ve broken it several times. But that doesn’t mean it’s right to do it all over again!”

      “I know.” Arlette took a seat on the edge of Ida Mae’s bed. “We did our time, and we shouldn’t go down that road again. We’re reformed.”

      “Let’s see if we can find Jane,” Ida Mae said. “I’ve got a hankering for chocolate milk, and they have some in the snack bar.”

      Arlette pushed Ida Mae toward the common room, and they picked up a bottle of brown cow before settling down near the center of activity. Ida Mae wondered who would be the best person to ask about a woman named Jane, and her question was answered just a few minutes later when Eloise came into the room, wheeled by Andrea.

      “Would you like to sit by Ida Mae?” Andrea asked, and Eloise nodded.

      After situating the woman near Ida Mae and getting her a drink, Andrea went on to her next set of duties, leaving Ida Mae to ask whatever questions she wanted.

      “I got a letter from Beverly a while back,” she began, wondering just how plausible that was as she spoke. “She mentioned she had a good friend here, a lady named Jane.”

      “That would have been Jane Howell,” Eloise said.

      “Jane Powell? The actress?” Ida Mae asked, confused.

      “No, Howell. With an ‘H.’”

      “Oh.” Ida Mae blushed. Miss Marple wouldn’t have made a mistake like that. “Where might I find Jane?”

      “She doesn’t live here anymore. Her daughter finished adding on to her house and took her in about a week ago.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. I was hoping to meet her. Beverly spoke very highly of her.”

      “She doesn’t live far from here, just in Bountiful. But I don’t imagine you’ll be driving anytime soon.” Eloise nodded at Ida Mae’s casts.

      It took fully five seconds for Ida Mae to realize Eloise had just cracked a joke. It was so unexpected that she almost didn’t react appropriately until she heard Arlette’s dry titter, and then she joined in.

      “No, I’m afraid my driving days are on hold,” Ida Mae admitted. “More’s the pity.”

      “You’ll soon be back to normal,” Eloise said. “You’re one of the lucky ones.”

      Ida Mae felt emboldened by Eloise’s sudden show of friendship. “Eloise, are you going to be in that wheelchair for long?”

      “Probably for the rest of my life,” Eloise said. “I fell and broke my hip, and that’s usually the death knell for a woman my age. I did heal, but things didn’t quite go back to normal, so I don’t have use of my leg.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Ida Mae felt very foolish about her own temper tantrums. True, she did have two casts, but she had no reason to believe she wouldn’t return to full function in a matter of weeks.

      “I’ll go ask at the desk and see if I can find Jane’s new address,” Arlette said, rising and leaving the two wheeled women alone.

      “It’s always sad when there’s a death here, and I was particularly sad to see Beverly pass from us.” Eloise pulled a tissue from her sleeve and patted the tip of her nose. “She was something else.”

      “Yes, she was,” Ida Mae said, wishing she’d met Beverly and knew for herself what Eloise meant.

      “Well, we all face our own mortality at one time or another. Some of us are meant to stay on this earth for just a short while, and some old buzzards won’t die no matter what you do to them,” Eloise continued. “Look at George. He’s been a circus performer, a horse trainer, a probation officer, and a bounty hunter. He’s been kicked in the head by a horse, he fell from the trapeze, and he was even shot. But he’s bounced back every single time.”

      “He really did all that?” Ida Mae suddenly found her date for that evening a bit more intriguing.

      “He really did. He showed us pictures one night. It just makes me wonder how the mighty wheels of life turn. Who decides who will live and who will die? How is it all determined? Or is it chance, like throwing darts at a board filled with water balloons?”

      Eloise’s voice had taken on a dreamy quality, and Ida Mae knew she was contemplating some of the great mysteries of the universe. She had the answers to Eloise’s questions, and she wanted to share them, but she felt restrained, as though it wasn’t the right time. Ida Mae sent a quick prayer heavenward.

      Neither one of us is getting any younger, she told the Lord. What if something happens to me or to her and I haven’t shared what I know?

      She felt comfort, as though there would be plenty of time, and she knew she’d have to content herself with that for now.

      Arlette returned, a piece of paper in her hand. “I have Jane’s address and telephone number. They couldn’t just give me the information, so they called Jane’s daughter and she gave permission.”

      “Can I go on day trips?” Ida Mae asked Eloise. “I hadn’t thought about that before, but I’d like to go out and visit Jane.”

      “There shouldn’t be a problem,” Eloise said. “You’re in good health, and if someone else drives, you should be fine. Of course, you’ll need to check it out with the medical staff.”

      As Arlette pushed Ida Mae back to her room, Ida Mae could hardly control her excitement. “I’m so glad you were able to track down Jane. She may be the only person in this place who knows what Beverly was talking about.”

      “After we check with the doctors, we can call Jane’s daughter and set up an appointment,” Arlette said. “I’m pretty excited about it myself.”

      Dr. Wilson came to Ida Mae’s room just before dinner and did a cursory check, clearing her for a short outing. “But you’re still meeting with me for a full exam on Monday, so don’t think you’re getting away with anything,” she joked. “I’m only here now in case you wanted to go out for a Sunday visit.”

      “I did, so I appreciate your time,” Ida Mae said. “And I will keep my appointment Monday.”

      “You’d better. I know where you live.”

      “Why can’t more doctors be that friendly?” Ida Mae wondered aloud as Arlette prepared to leave. “Usually they just jab you with needles and pat you on the head.”

      “Anymore, it’s the nurses who do the needle jabbing.” Arlette put her hand on the doorknob. “It’s strange, though. Eden said Dr. Wilson was very unfriendly when she interviewed her.”

      “Maybe she’s scared of the press,” Ida Mae suggested. “But she has a good bedside manner.”

      “I don’t know, but I do find it curious.” Arlette turned the knob halfway, then paused. “Have fun on your date tonight.”

      “It’s not a date,” Ida Mae protested. “It’s two old people going to see a movie together.”

      “Sounds like a date to me. Have a good time, but remember who you are.”

      “Oh, hush up.”

      “I’ll pick you up at nine in the morning to go visit Jane,” Arlette promised as she went out the door.

      Ida Mae really wanted to throw a pillow at Arlette’s retreating back, but she couldn’t reach one from where she sat, and she didn’t think it would be quite right to ring for a nurse to do it for her. A date, of all things! That was just silly. At the same time, though, she wondered what she should wear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been a very long day packed with activity, and Ida Mae was sorely tempted to cancel her outing with George. But she decided it wouldn’t be fair to make a promise and then break it, so she dutifully prepared to be sociable. George showed up at her door right on time, pushed by a grinning Alex. Michelle was there too, ready to help Ida Mae maneuver her own set of wheels. The foursome proceeded down the hall, George beaming like he’d swallowed a lighthouse. Ida Mae wondered, not for the first time, what she’d gotten herself into. Was she leading the poor man on?

      In the common area, the doors covering the large screen TV had been thrown back, and the scent of buttered popcorn filled the air. The furniture had been rearranged to create a semicircle in front of the screen, and several of the residents were already in place.

      “What would you like to drink?” George asked.

      “Root beer,” Ida Mae said, thinking back on all the times she had gone to the movies as a little girl and sat in the darkness, wishing she could be a star like Margaret O’Brien. She always had a root beer when she went to the movies, but sometimes she became so involved in the story, it was warm before she remembered to drink it.

      “Root beer it is.”

      Alex and George moved off through the crowd to get snacks, while Michelle positioned Ida Mae’s chair a few rows back from the center of the screen.

      “How’s that?” the nurse asked.

      “As long as no one sits in front of me wearing a tall cowboy hat, it’s fine,” Ida Mae said.

      Michelle patted her on the shoulder, her bracelets jingling as she did. “You have a good time. I’ll be in the back of the room if you need anything.”

      As the residents settled in, Debbie came up to the front.

      “Good evening, everyone,” she said. “We’re so glad you could join us tonight for our movie. It’s a wonderful film, and we think you’ll enjoy it.”

      Ida Mae wasn’t sure why Debbie felt the need to introduce the show, but she was the director of the center, so she could probably do whatever she wanted.

      The movie was wonderful, and Ida Mae couldn’t help but feel grateful for her many blessings at that moment. Her broken bones still ached a little, but she was surrounded by new friends and she had help when she needed it, but also privacy when she wanted it. She was still a little worried about paying for her stay at the retirement center. Her insurance was supposed to pick up most of it, but she wasn’t sure how much would be her responsibility. For right then, however, she decided not to think about it and to just enjoy it while it lasted.

      “That was a great film,” George said as the end credits appeared. “They just don’t make them like that anymore.”

      “True,” Ida Mae said, “although there are a lot of good movies being made today, as well. Have you seen Pirates of the Caribbean?”

      George looked at her blankly, so she smiled and said, “Next movie is my treat. I’ll have Arlette rent the DVDs and bring them in.”

      Before taking them back to their rooms, Alex and Michelle wheeled George and Ida Mae outside to look at the stars. It was a gorgeous night. The heat of the day had finally diminished, and to Ida Mae the stars looked more vibrant than ever. But then, she hadn’t taken the time to look up. She was always so busy.

      “I wanted to be a movie stuntman growing up.” George’s voice brought her out of her reverie.

      “Why didn’t you do it?” she asked. “I understand you’ve had a number of exciting careers. Seems to me you’d be perfect.”

      “I never quite made it to Hollywood. I was working my way across the country when I stopped in San Antonio, out of money. A rancher took me in, asked for my help rounding up his cattle, and I fell in love with his daughter. We got married and started raising our family, and Hollywood just didn’t seem as important anymore.”

      “Families do put things in perspective, don’t they?” Ida Mae mused.

      “They sure do. We had three children, two girls and one boy, and they’re just wonderful kids. I have to give my late wife credit for that. I didn’t have much to do with it.”

      “What was her name?” Ida Mae asked.

      “Rosalina. She was a gorgeous creature—her mother was from Mexico, and Rosalina had her black hair and dark brown eyes. I was smitten at first sight.”

      Ida Mae guessed George was remembering back to the day when he’d first met the beautiful Rosalina. Ida Mae knew it was silly, but she felt dowdy in comparison—dowdy and very old, even though she knew she’d been somewhat of a looker in her youth. But why was she comparing her elderly self with Rosalina in her prime? And why did she care what George thought of her? The man couldn’t even keep his hair on straight.

      “She died about ten years ago, from heart failure,” he said. “It was a sad, sad day, but I don’t have any regrets. We had a wonderful life together.”

      “That’s how it should be,” Ida Mae said, wishing her marriage had also been free from regret. She and her children had been emotionally abused for years, and while she had forgiven her husband, she still sometimes wished she had more positive memories to bring out on starry nights and share with a friend.

      “I’m sorry,” George said. “I’m wool-gathering. Tell me a little more about yourself.” He glanced around. “What do you do in your free time, when you’re not solving mysteries?”

      She laughed. “I’m still trying to find some of this ‘free time’ people keep talking about. If I want to get anything done, I have to make time for it.” She thought for a moment. “I really like to read and watch movies. Tonight was a perfect outing for me. Thank you.”

      “Thank you for coming with me. What else do you like to do?”

      “Well, I like to cook.” She thought for a few more seconds. “That’s really about it.”

      “And how do you feel about the circus?”

      “The circus?” Ida Mae was completely taken aback at this unexpected question. “I’ve never been to the circus.”

      “You’ve never been? Ever?” George looked shocked. “My dear lady, you haven’t lived if you haven’t been to the circus.”

      Ida Mae shrugged. “I’ve just never gone.”

      “Well, we’re going to have to change that.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out some tickets. “Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey are coming to town next week. I pestered the center for about a month to arrange for the more mobile residents to go. They finally relented, and I ordered the tickets.” He spread them out like a fan. “Fifteen of us are going. Say you’ll be one of them.”

      “I’m one of the more mobile residents?” she questioned.

      “Hey, some of them are almost unconscious.”

      His eyes twinkled, and Ida Mae didn’t have the heart to say no. “Okay, I’ll come. But only if you’ll tell me the secrets of the circus, how they do all the tricks.”

      “There are no tricks in the circus! Only . . . magic,” he said, waving his fingers in the air. “And it will be a magical night, I promise.”

      Back in her room and tucked into bed, Ida Mae thought that over. A magical night—she could use one of those.
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      Jane Howell was a frail little woman, propped up on the couch with a variety of brightly colored cushions. She greeted Ida Mae and Arlette warmly when they arrived on Sunday morning. Thankfully, the house had a wheelchair ramp, so Ida Mae didn’t have to contend with the ever-looming threat of stairs.

      “It’s good to meet you,” Jane said, holding out her hand. Ida Mae took it, marveling at how she could feel every bone in the other woman’s fingers. Jane’s strength might be ebbing away, but her brain was clearly active and alert.

      “Thank you for allowing us to come over,” Ida Mae said. “We know this is awfully short notice.”

      “Well, how could I turn away a friend of Beverly’s?”

      A stab of remorse went through Ida Mae’s heart, and she decided to be as straightforward with Jane as she could. “I’m hoping you can help us with something, Jane. Beverly was upset about something right before she died, and she tried to tell her daughter about it, but Peggy didn’t quite understand everything her mother said. Can you shed any light on the matter for us?”

      “Yes, Beverly was very concerned,” Jane said, a crease of worry in her forehead. “She said she’d discovered something that could be bad for people she cared about. She didn’t want to discuss it in detail, because she was worried I might be put in danger too. But she wrote it all down and hid it in her special hiding place, and she said she’d tell Peggy where to look.”

      “Peggy said her mother was pretty incoherent. I don’t think the message got delivered.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” Jane said. “I thought everything was under control.”

      Ida Mae shook her head. “I’m sorry to say, no.”

      Jane pressed her fingers to her temples. “Oh, poor Beverly. She wanted so badly to share her information with someone. She’s probably on the other side going crazy with frustration.”

      “Or maybe she realized it was all a misunderstanding, and she’s resting in peace,” Ida Mae said consolingly.

      “I hope you’re right,” Jane said.

      “Was Beverly often confused about things?” Arlette asked.

      “Well, she was forgetful from time to time, and she had her good days and her bad. I think we’re all that way, aren’t we? But she’d had a string of good days right there at the end. We had some wonderfully long discussions and she was alert the whole time. It was such a shame to see her on a bad day, though. She’d forget what she wanted to say, and then she’d cry because she was so upset about it.”

      “How sad,” Ida Mae murmured, wishing she had some words of comfort for this devoted friend. “I do have one more question, if you don’t mind. Beverly told her daughter you agreed someone was out to get her.”

      Jane smiled gently. “I mostly just listened to Beverly when she was in a state. That’s all she needed from me, and it’s what I could give. I’m afraid I don’t know who she was so afraid of, but I don’t think anyone was out to get her.” She sighed. “The poor dear.”

      They visited a little while longer, then Ida Mae and Arlette said their good-byes and made their way outside. As Ida Mae hoisted herself onto her good foot to get into the van, she paused. “So, there was a secret hiding place, but Peggy couldn’t find it. Eden’s going over to Peggy’s tomorrow, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Arlette said. “I hope she’s able to give us some good news.”
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        * * *

      

      Eden opened the last box and began sorting through the contents. It was hot in Peggy’s garage, and sweat trickled down the small of her back as she worked. She and Peggy had gone through every box and every scrap of furniture, looking in linings, hunting for secret drawers, but found nothing.

      “I thought Shady Aspens provided the furniture for the bedrooms.” Eden arched her back to straighten the kinks.

      “They do, but residents can bring in their own pieces as well,” Peggy explained. “Mother brought her own dresser, bookcase, and nightstand—they’re heirloom pieces from her grandmother—and let Shady Aspens provide the rest.”

      “Well, I hate to admit defeat, but I’m seeing nothing,” Eden said.

      “Neither am I.”

      They went inside Peggy’s house and she poured two glasses of cold lemonade.

      “Thanks for letting me come over to look,” Eden said. “I know it’s inconvenient.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can’t thank you enough for being willing to look into this for me.”

      “We’re missing something, Peggy, and it’s driving me crazy.” Eden rubbed her neck, where tension had caused a knot to form. “I’m good at clues and mysteries. But this one . . . what was her secret hiding place?”

      “I wonder if that was just part of her dementia,” Peggy said. “My mother was an absolute dear—I loved her so much—but I have to admit there were times when she didn’t make a lot of sense. I always tried to humor her—you know, not let her know I didn’t understand—but it wasn’t always easy.”

      Eden thought about that for a moment. What were the odds Beverly had been confused when she’d told Peggy about her fears? Pretty good. Eden bit into a piece of ice from her glass, thinking. They were basing this investigation on the testimony of a woman who had Alzheimer’s, yet they were proceeding as if they had sure and certain knowledge. Were they making a mistake? Would this prove to be a colossal waste of time?
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      Arlette hung up her phone and turned to Ida Mae. “Eden and Peggy found nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Ida Mae thought for a minute. “Well, then, whatever she hid must still be at the care center.”

      “But how is that possible?” Arlette asked. “From what I understand, they go in and clean the room from top to bottom every time a client moves out. They have the carpets and the draperies done and everything.”

      “I just don’t know what else to think,” Ida Mae said. “Beverly insists she wrote something down and hid it in her special hiding place.”

      “But how much of that might be the Alzheimer’s talking?” Arlette asked. “She could have imagined the whole thing.”

      “She could have, but Alzheimer’s usually affects the memory, doesn’t it? I don’t think it causes hallucinations.”

      “I wonder if it affects different people in different ways.” Arlette paused, tapping her finger on her phone. “Could you ask Dr. Greene some questions when you have your next appointment?”

      “I could do that,” Ida Mae said.

      It was nearly lunch time, and she was starving. “Are you going to stay for lunch?”

      “I don’t think I’d better trespass on their hospitality too often,” Arlette said. “I don’t want to call undue attention to you and get the kitchen staff talking about your mooching sister. I’ll go grab a sandwich, and I think I’ll pick up some groceries for Eden’s apartment while I’m at it. She has practically nothing in her fridge.”

      Arlette left and Ida Mae had a few minutes alone before a nurse came to get her for lunch. She was tired of relying on others for her mobility.

      “Michelle,” she said as soon as the nurse came into the room, “what do you think of motorized wheelchairs?”

      “I think they’re great,” Michelle said as she turned Ida Mae toward the door.

      “I don’t mean in general, I mean for me.”

      “Hmm.” Ida Mae couldn’t see Michelle’s face, but the noise she made gave every indication she was thinking. “Might be a good idea. And I think we still have one in the storeroom that someone bought and didn’t like. I’ll ask Alex—he knows everything.”

      “I just feel so bad, making you and Andrea take me everywhere,” Ida Mae explained as they rounded the corner to the dining room.

      “You don’t need to feel bad. We like helping you.”

      “I know you do, and I appreciate it. I just want to be a little more independent.”

      “I’ll ask Alex next time I see him,” Michelle promised. “Oh, wait—here he comes with George.”

      She arranged Ida Mae at the table and then stepped to the other side. Ida Mae wanted to listen in on their conversation, but her attention was immediately taken by George, who handed her a beautiful flower.

      “I met with Dr. Greene this morning, and he said I could bring one of his flowers to you,” he said, presenting it like a trophy.

      “It’s lovely.” Ida Mae inhaled the scent. “Thank you.” She placed it in her water glass, sure she could get another from the server.

      “Stupid name for a man who grows flowers,” the general said. “Greene. I suppose he has a green thumb or something.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it, but you’re right.” Hattie laughed. “And he lives in a Greene house, whether or not he grows flowers there. Get it? Greenhouse?”

      Eloise nodded impatiently. “I’ve known many a person with an unfortunate name. My sister married a doctor by the last name of Payne. Now, I’d really like to concentrate on lunch, if you don’t mind.”

      Ida Mae was surprised at Eloise’s sudden burst of orneriness. That woman was like an emotional yo-yo, cheerful one minute, snarling the next. That might be something else to ask Hattie about. Not for the first time, Ida Mae missed her notebook. How was she ever going to remember to ask all her questions if she couldn’t write them down?

      She had a strong feeling she’d already missed one of the most important questions to be asked, but try as she might to remember, it wasn’t rising to the surface, and she could hardly carry a notebook around with her just in case someone made a comment.

      As soon as she got back to her room after lunch, she rummaged in her drawer and pulled out her journal. She might not be able to take notes while people were talking, but she could do her best to transcribe everything after it happened.

      A little while later, Michelle knocked on her door. “Ida Mae, Alex just checked the storeroom, and surprise!” The nurse held the door open with her foot and brought in a motorized wheelchair.

      It was sleek. It looked aerodynamic. It was beautiful. Ida Mae felt her heart accelerate as she looked at it. She swallowed. “I get to use it?”

      “Sure, why not? It was just sitting in the storeroom. Alex wiped it off—it was a little dusty, but he tested it out and says it works great. Do you want to go for a ride?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic?”

      Michelle laughed. “Okay, then, let’s give it a whirl.” She helped Ida Mae pull herself up and then over into the new chair. When her back made contact with the soft leather, Ida Mae sighed.

      “That good?” Michelle asked.

      “Better,” Ida Mae replied. “I don’t know why it should make such a difference, but this chair really does feel more comfortable.”

      “Money. They can charge a lot for these motorized things, and we women always know when we’re dealing with money. It’s in our blood.” Michelle pointed to the controls. “Okay, now, here’s the deal. Move the stick this way to go right, this way to go left, and front, and back. It’s like a joystick on an arcade game.” She paused, frowning. “But I don’t suppose you play arcade games.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Ida Mae asked. “I can take you in a round of Pac-Man with my eyes closed. Half asleep. Wearing two casts.” She rested her hand on the arm of the chair and moved the stick slowly, then more firmly. She felt the engine come to life and she rolled forward.

      “Whoa!” She could feel the gravitational pull in her neck. “That was a little too fast.”

      “I think we should take you out to the hall and let you get the hang of this where there’s more room,” Michelle suggested.

      “I agree.”

      Michelle wheeled her out to the hall, and then stood back. “Let ’er rip, Ida Mae!”

      Ida Mae flexed her fingers. She looked at the hallway ahead—yards and yards of carpeting, all hers for the taking. She licked her lips and braced herself. It was now or never. She pushed on the stick and peeled out.

      Well, not quite. The wheelchair’s maximum speed was about five miles an hour, maybe a little less on the carpeting, but she was sure she could feel the wind in her hair. The freedom was exhilarating. One day the hall, tomorrow the freeway!

      “Look out!” she heard Michelle call, but it was too late. Lee Ann rounded the corner, pushing a cart piled high with towels. Ida Mae looked frantically at the controls. They had discussed turning, but not stopping. Before she could register Michelle’s yell of “Just let go!” she ran smack dab into the front of the cart.

      Michelle dashed over immediately. “Ida Mae! Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, I think,” Ida Mae said. “But I killed the towels.”

      Lee Ann laughed and started picking up the linens that had fallen onto the floor. “I guess you didn’t see the Towel Crossing sign back there.”

      “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

      “I know you want to have fun with your new toy, but you’ve got to be more careful,” Michelle said. “What would your sister say if you took a spill and broke your other arm?”

      “She’d say I deserved it,” Ida Mae answered, feeling very ashamed of herself.

      “Well, let’s not give her any reason to scold you. Do you want to keep practicing, or do you want to rest for a little while?”

      The freedom-induced adrenaline rush had worn off, and Ida Mae thought a rest sounded wonderful. Michelle helped her back down the hall and onto the bed. “Just ring if you need me.” She stepped to the door. “If I don’t hear from you, I’ll plan to help you back in the chair for dinner.”

      “Okay.” Ida Mae fully intended to stay awake to work on her notes, but instead she fell fast asleep.
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      “Eden!” Mr. Cooper’s voice thundered down the hall.

      She sat up straight and ran her fingers through her hair, trying her best to look like a professional rather than a tired, overworked woman who just wanted a nap. The heat in Peggy’s garage that morning had wiped her out.

      “I need you to pull some overtime,” Mr. Cooper said, appearing in her doorway. “We’ve had a lot of ads placed this week, which is great, but they all need proofing. Can you do it?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “Do you need them done here, or can I take them home?”

      “You can do them at home. Just make sure they get done.”

      He was gone as quickly and imperiously as he came. Eden relaxed somewhat against the back of her chair, wondering why that man always made her feel less than worthy. She was fully aware of the fact that he held her journalistic fate in his sadistic fingers, but why did that make her feel uncomfortable? She shook her head. She shouldn’t try to cheer herself up with hyperbole—it never worked.

      She’d seen Mr. Cooper fire people for spelling a word wrong. She’d seen him yell at secretaries for bringing his coffee too hot, too cold, too dark, too creamy—the man didn’t know how to contain his stress, and she worried she’d be next on his list. How indispensable is an obituary editor, anyway? As long as you can spell “chrysanthemum” and “hearse,” you’re a shoo-in for the job, right?

      Kevin’s face appeared a moment later. Eden assumed the rest of him was there somewhere, but she couldn’t see it behind the cubicle wall.

      “Cooper was pretty uptight,” he said. “But at least he wasn’t yelling.”

      “Yeah, be thankful for small miracles.” She turned to her computer. “I’ve noticed he never yells at you.”

      “I’ve noticed that too.” Kevin brought his whole self around the corner. “I must goof up nearly as much as the other people here.”

      “You’re just special.” Eden focused on her work to keep him from noticing her suddenly red face. She had to learn how to keep a lid on her mouth. Maybe she could try one of those really big bolts—the kind they used to hold down manhole covers.

      “You think I’m special?”

      Obviously her distraction technique could use some work, because he picked up on her slip of the tongue. She tried to recover with, “Well, if Cooper thinks so, it must be true.” She flashed Kevin a corny smile. “I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      “And now she’s trying to get rid of me. I’m wounded! Wounded, I say!” He paused a moment. Eden wasn’t sure if he was looking for sympathy, but she didn’t give him any, and he seemed to recover without lasting side effects. “When are we going to try that house across from Dr. Brent’s again?”

      Eden glanced at her watch. “Can’t be tonight, I’m afraid. I’ve got to work.”

      “Chinese food, or plants?”

      “Chinese food. The plant job was just a week long.”

      “Did you kill them all off?”

      She threw a paperclip at him. “The homeowner came back from vacation.”

      “Amazing how that happens sometimes.”

      She scowled. “Kevin, I really do need to work.”

      “Yeah, I probably should too. I’ve got two pieces to finish.”

      He disappeared. A moment later, Eden got a new message in her e-mail folder.

      Late dinner after you get off work?

      She hit reply.

      Fine. I’ll bring the egg rolls.

      She heard him laughing through the wall.
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      Ida Mae felt much better after her nap. A look at the clock told her she still had half an hour before Michelle would be back to collect her for dinner, so she opened her notebook and continued her task of writing down everything she’d learned, plus all the questions she had. There were still a few elusive facts buzzing around in the background somewhere, but maybe she’d be able to pin them down after dinner.

      She’d been at Shady Aspens for four days, and while that wasn’t a long time, she felt she should have made more progress by now. Shouldn’t she know who the murderer was, how they did it, and why? At this point, she wasn’t even sure there had been a murder. For a moment, she had a suspicion. What if there was no murder, and Eden cooked up this whole thing to get Ida Mae to come to a rest home for a while? What if they were all in on it—Arlette, Tansy, and Eden—stringing her along until the casts came off?

      Ida Mae knew it was a silly thought, but she really had been stubborn about getting help. And trust those dear ladies to do whatever it took to keep her from hurting herself worse. She’d have to break another arm or another leg to make that happen, but she’d already proven anything was possible.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Ida Mae quickly shoved her journal under the pillow.

      “Michelle went home early with a headache,” Andrea explained as she entered. “Are you ready for dinner?”

      “That’s too bad. I hope she feels better soon.” Ida Mae scooted herself to the edge of her bed. “What are we having?”

      “I’m not sure, but it smells like Italian.” Andrea helped Ida Mae in and out of the small private bathroom, then into her chair. After a hair brushing and a spot of lipstick, Ida Mae felt ready to face her public.

      “Let me just get your bed ready for later,” Andrea said, straightening the pillows. Ida Mae tensed, wondering if she would discover the journal. It was closed, and she couldn’t picture Andrea flipping through a book that didn’t belong to her, but it would be dangerous for the whole operation if someone knew Ida Mae had been taking notes on conversations she’d been having. How would she ever explain it?

      Andrea finished the pillows without stumbling across the book, and Ida Mae took a deep breath. She was getting a little too paranoid for her own good.

      Dinner was excellent, a vegetarian lasagna with lots of ricotta cheese. Eloise was absent again, and after witnessing that woman’s attitude at lunch, Ida Mae thought it was a welcome subtraction from the table. She would have to remember to ask Hattie about Eloise—that particular note hadn’t made it into her journal yet.

      Luck smiled upon Ida Mae when the general excused himself early. Only George, Hattie, and Ida Mae were left at the table, and she took advantage of the opportunity.

      “Tell me about Eloise,” she said. “Sometimes she seems very friendly, and other times . . . well, there was lunch today.”

      Hattie nodded. “It’s her pain medication. It’s been doing some strange things to her emotionally.”

      “Can’t they put her on something else?” Ida Mae asked.

      “I dare say they could, but I’m not sure she’d admit there was anything wrong,” George replied. “She hates having weaknesses.”

      “I think we all hate it,” Ida Mae said.

      George nodded. “It’s a reminder that we’re mortal, and we won’t always be here. And then we start to wonder if we really did all we came here to do. What if the trumpet sounds and we’re still sitting in the corner, putting on our shoes?”

      “Or looking for our shoes,” Hattie said.

      “Or trying to remember if we have shoes,” Ida Mae added, and they all laughed.

      “What have you discovered lately?”

      Ida Mae glanced around, then leaned in a little. “I went to visit Jane Howell yesterday. She told me Beverly was convinced she’d seen something wrong or odd, and wrote it down. Supposedly, she put it in her safe hiding place, but no one seems to know where that might have been. Do you?”

      George shook his head. “I never heard Beverly mention it.”

      Hattie paused before answering. “I know she kept things in her jewelry box sometimes, but that’s the only place I can think of.”

      “Arlette’s granddaughter went over and looked through all Beverly’s belongings, and didn’t find a thing,” Ida Mae said. “It’s just vanished.”

      “Maybe it’s written in code, and she didn’t know it when she saw it,” George said.

      “Or maybe it hasn’t left the building,” Hattie suggested.

      Ida Mae nodded, the possibility of a code not having occurred to her. She’d have to ask Eden as soon as she could. “Are you in the mood for egg rolls?” she asked.

      “After that meal? I don’t think so.” George patted his stomach.

      “Then I guess I’ll just have to wait.”
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      “I’ve been thinking all night,” Ida Mae said on Tuesday morning, “and I just don’t see how we can wait for two weeks to get those medical records back. We need them now.”

      “But how are we going to get them?” Tansy sat on the edge of Ida Mae’s bed.

      “I’ve been working on that, too, and I think we’re going to need to come up with a little distraction.”

      “What exactly do you have in mind?” Arlette asked, her face showing her displeasure—or suspicion.

      “I think I should feign a spell of some kind, right outside Dr. Wilson’s office,” Ida Mae said. “It’s usually just her and a nurse, and if Tansy helps me, we can keep both of them busy while you sneak in and look for the file, Arlette.”

      “Should I have a spell too?” Tansy asked.

      “No, you’ll just help me with mine.”

      Tansy looked disappointed, so Ida Mae quickly added, “The next time we need to break into a doctor’s office, you can be the one to have a spell.”

      “Okay,” Tansy said. “I guess I can wait.”

      “Would Dr. Wilson have Beverly’s file?” Arlette asked. “Beverly was never Dr. Wilson’s patient.”

      “From what George told me last night, Dr. Wilson took over Dr. Brent’s office. So the files should all be there.” A horrible thought passed through Ida Mae’s mind. “Unless they took it out of the filing cabinet when Beverly died. If they did that, we’re out of luck.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to look and see,” Arlette said.

      Ida Mae was heartened by the fact that Arlette was getting into the spirit of things. “The doctor’s office opens onto the courtyard, with sliding glass doors,” Ida Mae said. “The last time I was in there, I noticed the door was slightly open and there was a screen. It’s warm today, so I bet the door will be open again. We’ll take that chance. Arlette, I think you should wait in the courtyard, and when you notice the doctor and the nurse leave the room, you slip through the door and head for the filing cabinet.”

      “What was Beverly’s last name again?” Arlette asked. “Bird?”

      “Partridge. It’s an unusual name, so there shouldn’t be a problem finding it.”

      Arlette nodded.

      “Take the file and come back out through the glass doors. I don’t know how we’ll get the file back in there, but I don’t imagine they’ll need it quite yet, since the paperwork for the privacy notice probably hasn’t gone through. We’ll need to be quick, but I think we’ll have a window of opportunity.”

      “Or a sliding glass door of opportunity.” Tansy smirked. “When do we start?”

      “Right now. The sooner the better,” Ida Mae said.

      Arlette made her way down to the courtyard, and Ida Mae and Tansy moseyed over to the other side of the building where the doctor’s office was located. They hung around for a few minutes until a resident left, and then, before the nurse had the chance to usher in the next appointment, Tansy started to scream.

      “Ida Mae! Ida Mae! Are you all right?”

      This was a little extreme, but it could work. Ida Mae pressed her hand to her forehead, closing her eyes.

      “What’s the matter?” the nurse asked, coming out the doorway and into the hall. “Oh, my! Doctor, come quick!”

      Ida Mae kept her eyes closed as Dr. Wilson crouched next to the chair and poked and prodded her. “Get me a blood pressure cuff,” came the command, and one was provided and used.

      “I feel a little woozy,” Ida Mae said, trying to sound disoriented.

      Dr. Wilson checked her heartbeat with a stethoscope. Ida Mae didn’t know how much time Arlette would need, but if she kept up the pretense much longer, they’d be calling an ambulance.

      Ida Mae opened her eyes wide and looked around. “What happened?”

      “I think you swooned,” Tansy said. “Did she swoon, Doctor?”

      Dr. Wilson leaned back on her heels. “Probably. Ida Mae, did you have breakfast this morning?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “And how are you feeling right now?”

      “Warm.” Ida Mae raised her hand and made a feeble fanning motion. “I feel . . . very warm.”

      “The temperature is supposed to hit a hundred today,” the nurse said. “I’ve been overheated myself.”

      “I think we should take you back to your room and get you cooled off,” Dr. Wilson said. “Nurse, would you please ask the other patients to wait a few minutes?”

      Dr. Wilson pushed Ida Mae’s chair to her room and helped her get situated on the bed. “Let’s hook this fan up,” the doctor suggested, pulling one out of the closet and plugging it in. “How’s that?”

      Truth be told, Ida Mae was getting cold, but she pretended to feel relief. “That’s much better,” she said, putting a weak note in her voice.

      “Are you her friend?” Dr. Wilson asked Tansy.

      “I’m her very best friend,” Tansy said. “In the world.”

      “Will you stay here with her a little bit and make sure she’s cool enough? And get her some liquids. I’ll send someone up with ice, and Gatorade for electrolytes. And I’ll be back up to see her again in about an hour, after she’s cooled down. You call if she starts to feel faint again. Can you do that for me?”

      “Of course.”

      Dr. Wilson scribbled something on a card and handed it to Tansy. “This is my pager number. If she starts to feel woozy, page me right away. Otherwise, I’ll be back in one hour.”

      “I’ll take good care of her,” Tansy promised.

      As soon as the door shut behind the doctor, Ida Mae sat up. “Where’s Arlette?”

      Tansy walked over and opened the door, then cautiously stuck her head out and looked left and right. A nurse brought up the ice and Gatorade, and Tansy thanked her, then returned to her vigil. “Here she comes,” she said a moment later.

      Arlette entered the room, clutching a file under her arm. “I’ll never do that again. I could feel my heart almost coming out of my chest the whole time.”

      “We’ll have to figure out a way to return the file,” Ida Mae said.

      “Return the file?” Arlette sounded aghast. “You’re right—we’ll have to. But how?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll think of something.” The three women gathered around and studied the medical charts and notes as Arlette pulled them out of the folder and spread them on the bed.

      “I wish I understood some of these medical terms,” Ida Mae said a moment later. “I get the basic idea, but the details are escaping me.”

      “From what I can tell, she’s always been in pretty good physical health,” Arlette said. “I don’t see any notations about a wheelchair or a walker, and all these reports are pretty glowing, from a physical standpoint. Look, here she was sent over to see Dr. Greene.”

      “Oh, please don’t tell me we have to break into Dr. Greene’s files,” Ida Mae said. “If I pretend to swoon again, they’ll ship me off to the hospital.”

      “Wait.” Arlette flipped the pages around. “Here’s a copy of Dr. Greene’s report.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      They read the file front to back, then back to front. “I don’t see one thing in here about her heart,” Tansy said.

      “Her blood pressure looked good, no history of heart disease in her family . . . I just don’t get it,” Ida Mae said. “How could she have died from heart failure?”

      “Those things do sneak up on a person,” Arlette pointed out.

      “And sometimes, a death is made to look like it was caused by a heart problem,” Ida Mae said. “I’m willing to bet that’s what happened here.”

      “One more thing,” Arlette asked. “Did either of you see any notes about paranoia? I didn’t.”

      “Nothing,” Tansy said.

      Ida Mae nodded. “I think Beverly was telling the truth when she said someone was out to get her. I’ve always been inclined to believe her, but this chart just confirms it for me.”

      Arlette gathered up the sheets of paper. “I want you to be careful, Ida Mae. You’re here by yourself several hours a day, and I don’t want you to stumble onto something even more dangerous.”

      “Stumbling would be the best way to describe it,” Ida Mae said. “Who knows when I’ll be walking again?”

      “We do have a problem.” Tansy glanced at her watch. “Your doctor will be coming soon, and we’ve got to get this file back in place.”

      “The timing couldn’t be better,” Ida Mae said. “Arlette, the doctor will be out of the office while she’s up here with me. You could just slip in and replace that file quick as a wink, and no one would know.”

      Arlette shook her head. “I don’t know why I do these things for you, Ida Mae. Breaking the law, running around like a criminal—it’s more than a person should be asked to do.”

      Ida Mae didn’t respond. She knew Arlette would come around, given a couple of seconds.

      “Oh, all right. But if I get caught . . .”

      “If you get caught, I’ll make it up to you,” Ida Mae promised.

      “How can you make up something like jail? That would take more than a pan of brownies, Ida Mae.”

      “But there wouldn’t be any jail,” Tansy pointed out. “You could just pretend to be lost and confused. It works for me all the time.”

      “You’d better go,” Ida Mae said. “The doctor will be back here any minute.”

      Arlette slipped out the door, and Tansy helped Ida Mae lie back down. “How do I look?” Ida Mae asked.

      Tansy considered. “A little pale, but much better than you did an hour ago.”

      “Good. That’s what I want. And we should probably have my dinner sent up here too, to complete the picture.”

      Tansy placed a call to the kitchen and requested the meal to be delivered. Within moments, the doctor arrived.

      “How are you?” Dr. Wilson asked, pulling out her blood pressure cuff. Ida Mae hated how those things felt, but she did appreciate the information they provided.

      “Much, much better,” Ida Mae said. “I think I just got too warm.”

      The doctor nodded when she saw the numbers on the cuff’s gauge. “I think you’ll be fine, but I want you to drink a lot of fluids, all right? And when your friend leaves, let us know, and we’ll have the staff keep an extra-sharp eye on you.”

      “All right,” Ida Mae said, and the doctor left, as efficient as ever.

      “I hope Arlette had enough time,” Tansy said.

      “Well, at least she knew exactly where to put the file. Before, she had to hunt it down.”

      The two sat nervously waiting until Arlette returned, a flush of pink on her cheeks. “That was close,” she announced. “The nurse came in to get something and I had to duck behind the cabinet. Thankfully, she didn’t stay long.”

      “Thank you, Arlette,” Ida Mae said. “I know it wasn’t easy, but we really needed it done.”

      “I suppose you’re welcome, although I now know what my medical chart is going to say about me down the road,” Arlette grumbled. “My heart aged a hundred years just this afternoon, and we all know it wasn’t very young to begin with.”

      “It was for a good cause. I think we’re finally getting some concrete information about Beverly.”

      “But nothing solid enough to take to the police,” Tansy sighed. “Why is that always our luck?”

      “I don’t think I’d call it luck,” Arlette said. “I’d call it destiny.” She looked at the clock. “Tansy, hadn’t you best be getting home to Earl?”

      Tansy stood up with a start. “I didn’t realize it was getting so late. Do you mind, Ida Mae?”

      “Not at all. You go feed that hungry man.”

      “Okay, I’ll be back tomorrow. And thanks for giving us the things out of your freezer. Earl has really enjoyed the chicken casseroles.”

      “You’re welcome,” Ida Mae said. Not once since her arrival at Shady Aspens had anyone tried to serve her a chicken casserole, and that was priceless.

      “I’ll stay with you for a bit,” Arlette said. “It would look strange if all your friends took off so quickly after your little incident.”

      When Ida Mae’s dinner arrived, there were two plates of food. “Dr. Wilson told me you didn’t feel well, and I thought you might still have a friend here with you,” the server explained. “I brought an extra dinner just in case.”

      “Well, if you aren’t the nicest.” Ida Mae just couldn’t believe how kind all the employees had been. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” He arranged their plates on the small table in the room, then said he’d be back later to collect the dishes.

      Arlette sat down to her meal with an amazed look on her face. “This is better than a five-star resort. Why don’t people come here on vacation?”

      “I don’t know, but I think they should,” Ida Mae said. The aroma of the herbed chicken wafted up to her nose like a song from on high. “I start looking forward to the next meal the minute I’m done eating the last one.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      On Thursday evening, most of the residents of Shady Aspens were loaded onto a bus and taken downtown to see the circus. Ida Mae was excited, even though she hadn’t expected to be. What woman her age got excited to see the circus? Well, apparently, she did.

      As they were wheeled to the front row, George commented, “Isn’t this amazing, Ida Mae? Can’t you just feel it in the air? It’s like Christmas.”

      She nodded. There was something in the air—a tangible sense of anticipation. “When I was a child, I wanted to be a bareback rider,” she said, voicing a dream she hadn’t entertained since she was six. “In a white spangled costume and my hair pulled up with a tiara.”

      “And what would your horse’s name be?” George asked.

      “Sparkles,” Ida Mae responded immediately, then blushed. What kind of fool was she making of herself? George didn’t say anything, but just patted her hand. She guessed he understood.

      The lights went down a few minutes later and she leaned forward, focused entirely on the show. Elephants, tigers, horses, and clowns—all performing just feet away. She guessed being in a wheelchair wasn’t all bad if it meant she got front row seats.

      “I loved being in the circus,” George said in a quiet moment. “There was nothing like it.”

      “How long were you with the show?” Ida Mae asked.

      “Just a year,” George replied. “Then the company hit hard times, and I had to move on.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “They died when I was ten, and I was sent to an orphanage,” George explained. “But I took off when I was fifteen and made my own way in the world.”

      Ida Mae was touched by the simplicity with which he spoke. “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been hard.”

      “It was,” George said. “But I learned a lot, and I can’t say I’d trade in my experiences for any others. It’s what we take out of life, not what life gives us.”

      “Very true.”

      The next batch of performers made their way into the rings, and all chance for conversation was lost until the end of the show. In fact, all thoughts of anything not circus related fled from Ida Mae’s mind until they were back on the bus, and she wondered why Eden hadn’t gotten back to her with the information on Beverly’s will. Until they had that crucial knowledge, Ida Mae didn’t think they’d be able to move forward with solving this mystery.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin appeared at the corner of Eden’s cubicle, startling her.

      “Don’t you ever work?” she asked.

      He grinned. “Constantly. All the time. In fact, I’m working right now.”

      “On what?”

      “Employee intercommunication. It’s extremely important. And why don’t you ever come see me in my cubicle? I’m starting to feel like I’m putting all the work into this relationship.”

      She chose to ignore that, not knowing what it meant and not having the time to figure it out. “I’ve got three more obituaries to proof, Kevin. What can I do for you?”

      “I read your book.”

      He had her attention now. She turned from the screen and looked at him, trying to read his facial expression. Should she be afraid—very, very afraid?

      “And?” she prompted after a long moment of silence.

      “I think it’s brilliant,” he said. “I didn’t know what to expect, but it was absolutely brilliant. You took the Gothic genre and created the perfect parody without openly mocking it, but subtly, romantically.”

      She blinked. She hadn’t expected him to get it so completely. “Thanks,” she said.

      “And I’m sorry for teasing you about it. I’m in your corner, one hundred percent.”

      “Thanks,” she said again, feeling like a parrot but unable to tack more words onto her sentence. She didn’t know why Kevin’s approval mattered so much to her, but it did, and she was overwhelmed with relief.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m hoping someone will be home, since it’s Saturday,” Eden said, parking her car at the house across the street from Dr. Brent’s. “These people can’t be gone all the time, can they?”

      “Some people are,” Kevin said. “Maybe they just come home to sleep and change, and then they’re off again.”

      “I think I see some movement through the window. Let’s go up and see who’s there.”

      Eden rang the bell and counted to twenty. She was about to ring it again when the door opened and a pretty blonde woman, probably about Eden’s age, stepped onto the porch.

      “Hi,” Kevin said. “My name is Kevin Harper, and I’m a reporter for the Salt Lake Sentinel. We’re doing a story on the murder that took place across the street about a week ago, and we wonder if we could ask you some questions.”

      “I’m sorry, I really don’t know anything,” the woman said. “I’m at work almost all the time. Saturday’s my only day off.”

      “You didn’t notice anything unusual at all?” Kevin pressed.

      “I’m sorry, I was at work.” The expression on her face was still friendly, but her voice had taken on a frosty tone. “I really don’t have anything to tell you.”

      Kevin smiled. “That’s all right, ma’am. We’ll be on our way.”

      He and Eden turned and walked slowly to the car.

      “That was really disappointing,” she said. “I guess we’ve exhausted all our possibilities.”

      “From this angle, yes,” Kevin said. “But we’re not going to give up, are we?”

      “Absolutely not,” Eden replied. “If there’s one thing I never do, it’s give up.”

      “Let’s plan our next move over lunch. I’m starved and I don’t think you’ve eaten, have you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Great. It’s on me.”

      They pulled in to Taco Time, Eden’s craving for a crispy bean burrito having overcome all other possibilities. They carried their trays past the condiment stand, where Eden loaded up on small plastic cups of Ranch dressing. “I’ve  got to dunk my  burritos,” she explained when Kevin looked at her curiously.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Just try it.” They sat down, and Eden pushed a tub of dressing toward Kevin.  He dipped the smallest corner of his burrito, the look on his face absolutely priceless. “It’s not going to poison you.”

      He took a bite, and then his eyes popped open. “That’s fabulous. I’ll be right back.”

      He made his way to the condiment bar and came back with two more containers. “You’ve corrupted me.”

      “No, I’ve educated you. It’s totally different.”

      Eden’s phone rang, and she pulled it from her pocket. “It’s Peggy.” She flipped the phone open. “Peggy, thanks for returning my call. Oh, that’s fine. Sometimes I don’t get to my messages for a while either.”

      She listened for a moment, a smile growing on her face. “That’s wonderful, Peggy. And I know Ida Mae will appreciate it.”

      “What was that?” Kevin asked after Eden hung up.

      “Peggy’s brother finally got back in town, and they read the will. All of Beverly’s money went to Peggy.”

      “Does that make her a suspect?”

      “I don’t think so,” Eden said. “She’s the one who asked us to investigate. Would she have done that if the police had been ready to close the case?”

      “True,” Kevin said. “But you’re grinning. What else?”

      “She wants to use some of the money to pay for Ida Mae’s stay at Shady Aspens, whatever the insurance doesn’t cover.”

      “That’s great,” Kevin said. “I bet that’ll be a load off Ida Mae’s mind.”

      “A huge load. She has some money, but she wanted to use it to go pick up Ren from his mission.”

      “So, about Ren,” Kevin asked slowly, twirling his burrito in the bottom of the dressing cup. “Just what’s up with him?”

      “I don’t know,” Eden answered truthfully. She hadn’t heard from Ren in a long time—at least three weeks—and his last few letters had sounded distant and businesslike. “He’s my best friend. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

      “I’m having a lot of fun with you, Eden. This last week has been . . . incredible. Very strange, but incredible. I’d like to keep seeing you, if you don’t think Ren would mind too much.”

      She concentrated on her second and last burrito, hoping her face didn’t betray the confusion and elation battling it out inside her. True, she could do a whole lot worse than Kevin. But she didn’t have the slightest idea how she could even begin to compare him to Ren.
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      Early Monday afternoon, with her obituaries sent, her ads edited, and all her other tasks done, Eden leaned back in her chair and ransacked her memory for that one little thing that kept eluding her. Finally she had it, and she sprang out of her chair and into the adjoining cubicle.

      “That blonde woman at the house across the street from Dr. Brent’s was lying to us.”

      Kevin looked up at her, clearly lost in his story. “What?”

      “She told us she’s hardly ever home, right? That Saturday is her only day off?”

      “Right.”

      “And she said she was working the day Dr. Brent was killed.”

      “And?”

      “Dr. Brent was killed on a Saturday. I forgot that little fact because we didn’t find her until Monday, but the murder actually took place on Saturday.”

      Kevin stroked his chin. “Maybe the neighbor traded shifts with someone. Maybe she usually has Saturdays off, but on that particular Saturday, she was working.”

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Kevin looked at his watch. “Right now?”

      “I’m done for the day.”

      “Well, I’m not. Give me fifteen minutes. Besides, she won’t be home. She works all the time, remember?”

      “We’ll leave her a note.”

      Eden sat at her desk and drafted another scene in her mystery novel while waiting for Kevin. She didn’t know if his article was particularly detailed or if he was just struggling to pull it together, but it was nearly twenty minutes before he said he was ready to go. Not that she was watching the clock or anything.

      “I just need to return this to Mr. Cooper’s office.” He held up a file.

      “We’ll do that on the way out.”

      They wove through the cubicles toward the exit, veering right as the hallway turned. Mr. Cooper’s door was open, his back to them as he spoke with someone on the phone.

      “I’m not going to tell Kevin yet,” he said. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      Eden’s eyes flicked to Kevin, who had a puzzled look on his face.

      “Should we knock?” she whispered, and Kevin replied by rapping on the doorframe.

      Mr. Cooper turned and saw them standing there, said a hasty farewell, and hung up the phone. “Kevin,” he said, sounding uncomfortable.

      “What’s going on, Mr. Cooper?” Kevin asked. “That sounded pretty serious. Didn’t mean to eavesdrop—your door was open.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Mr. Cooper looked even more rumpled than usual. “I guess you’re wondering about that, huh?”

      “Yes, sir, I am. What didn’t you want to tell me? Unless you’re keeping something from some other Kevin.”

      Mr. Cooper passed a hand over his face. “No, I meant you. Listen, can I take you out to dinner tonight or something? Talk things over?”

      “If you don’t mind, if I’m about to be fired or something, I’d just as soon talk about it now and get it over with.”

      Mr. Cooper nodded. “All right.”

      Eden took a step backward. “This is probably a private conversation. Would you like me to go?”

      “Thank you, Eden. I appreciate it,” Mr. Cooper said.

      “Kevin, should I wait, or run that errand alone?” Eden asked.

      “Um, why don’t you go ahead? I’ll call you later.”

      She nodded and stepped out of the office, pulling the door closed behind her. She really wanted to stay and find out what was going on, but it was plainly none of her business. She hoped Kevin wasn’t getting fired—he was one of the best reporters they’d ever had at the Sentinel, and she’d miss him, besides.
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        * * *

      

      Eden parked her car in front of the blonde’s house and scribbled a quick note, asking for a return call. She walked up to the house, fully expecting to find no one home, and planned just to stick the note in the mailbox. But as she approached the door, the uncurtained window gave her a clear view of the living room, and she gasped. The entire room was bare. No furniture, no rugs, no pictures on the walls—the room had been stripped. She moved along the porch, peering into the kitchen. Nothing—no table, no chairs. It was completely empty.

      “Are you interested in the house?” called a voice from behind her. She whirled, trying not to look as guilty as she felt. An elderly woman stood on the sidewalk, holding the leash of a frisky little dog that looked like it could take off Eden’s toes in one long series of nibbles.

      “Yes,” she said. “I am.”

      “You could probably get it for a song right now,” the woman said. “The previous renter just packed up on Saturday and lit out. Not a word to anyone.”

      “Saturday?” Eden asked. “Just two days ago?”

      “That’s right, and the owner—that’s Mr. MacIntosh, in case you want to get hold of him—was over this morning and said there’s over a thousand dollars’ worth of repairs he’s going to have to do before he can rent it out again. If you’re interested, I bet he’d cut you a deal on it.”

      Eden pretended to look thoughtful. “It is a very cute little house.”

      “It’s darling, when it’s kept up right,” the woman said. “Why don’t you give Mr. MacIntosh a call? He’s in the book, I’m sure. Now, I can’t remember his first name, but he lives on that street that turns into the dead end by the canal. Let’s see, what is the name of that street . . .”

      Eden waited for a minute, wishing the woman would just spit it out so she could be on her way, but she realized she had to let the wheels of the mind turn at their own speed.

      “Wendall,” the elderly woman said at last.

      “He lives on Wendall Street?” Eden asked.

      “No, his first name is Wendall. Wendall MacIntosh. Give him a call and tell him Little Bit o’ Fluff sent you.”

      “I’m sorry—what?”

      “Tell him Little Bit o’ Fluff told you to call.”

      Even with the repetition, her request made no sense.

      “That’s the dog.” The woman pointed downward. “My name is Roxie, but everyone knows my dog better than they know me.”

      Eden smiled. “Oh, all right. I’ll be sure to pass along your . . . or rather, your dog’s message.”

      Roxie was on her way, Little Bit o’ Fluff dragging behind, obviously wanting to stay and play. Or nibble. Eden wrote down Mr. MacIntosh’s name—and the dog’s—before stepping off the porch, fearing she’d forget both of them in the very strangeness of the moment. She’d have to go looking for a phone book, but first she wanted to check on Ida Mae. And why hadn’t Kevin called her yet?
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        * * *

      

      Eden adjusted her wig before getting out of her car in the Shady Aspens parking lot. She’d put it on a couple of blocks away, not wanting anyone to see her going from brunette to blonde in such a startling fashion, but it had shifted a bit on the drive over. After making sure the tresses properly framed her face, she grabbed her purse and locked the door.

      Ida Mae was in her room, resting up before dinner. Eden pulled a chair next to the bed and shared everything she’d learned in the last couple of days, then relayed Peggy’s offer to pay for any part of the Shady Aspens’ bill that Ida Mae’s insurance didn’t pick up.

      “That is a relief,” Ida Mae said. “I’m expecting the bill to be a doozy.”

      “From what I understand, Peggy will be in a position to take care of it, so don’t let it worry you.”

      “And you’re totally certain we shouldn’t suspect Peggy in the murder?”

      “I don’t see why we would. She asked us to investigate when the police were ready to close the case. If she had anything to do with this, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      They spent a minute discussing Beverly’s medical chart. Eden had wanted to get over to the care center the day before, but her Church calling in the nursery wore her totally out, and she’d taken a badly needed nap before working her midnight-to-six shift at the grocery store, where she stocked shelves on weekends. Someday she was going to have just one job that would pay enough.

      “No history of heart problems,” Eden mused, reading over the notes Ida Mae had taken. “Don’t people sometimes die of heart failure out of the blue?”

      “They do, but Beverly didn’t even have hypertension,” Ida Mae said. “I think it’s a red flag.”

      “It could be,” Eden agreed. She checked her phone, wondering if she’d accidentally set it to vibrate. Where was Kevin?

      He finally called about fifteen minutes later. “I need to talk to you,” he said almost simultaneously with her request for a meeting.

      “How about Burger King?” she suggested. “I’m at Shady Aspens right now.”

      “Sounds great. I can be there in ten minutes.”

      “See you then.”

      She turned back to Ida Mae. “Kevin wants me to go meet him, and I need to tell him about the disappearing blonde woman. Your nurse will come and help you into your chair?”

      “Yes, but she doesn’t need to push me anymore.” Ida Mae pointed to her new contraption. “That thing really goes when it has a mind to. I can probably hit five miles an hour on tile.”

      “Well, don’t get yourself pulled over,” Eden teased. “You know what Ricky Shelton would say.”

      “Ricky didn’t put in for re-election this year,” Ida Mae told her. “He said we totally ruined it for him.”

      “Poor Ricky. Maybe you should run in the next election, Ida Mae. You’d make a great sheriff.”

      “No, not me. I have better things to do than pull people over for speeding. I’ve got two murders to solve.”

      Eden laughed. “Yes, you do. I’ll go and let you get back to it.”
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        * * *

      

      “You first,” Kevin said as he slid into the booth across from Eden. “Mine will probably take a little longer to tell.”

      “Okay,” she agreed, not wanting to wait another minute to hear his story, but knowing hers was pretty good too. “The blonde cleared out her house and moved without telling anyone, including her landlord.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. All the furniture, everything, gone. You know what this means.”

      “This means she knows something about the murder.”

      “Exactly. Why else would she up and leave like that? I don’t think it could be a coincidence. I saw the inside of her living room while we were talking to her—not a box in sight. If she was already planning to move that day, you’d think she’d have a couple of boxes sitting around, ready to go.”

      “So we scared her off.”

      “Apparently so.”

      Kevin played with his straw for a minute, pulling it up and down until it made an annoying squeak against the plastic lid. “Sorry,” he said, pushing the cup to the side. “So, do we have any idea who this woman is?”

      Eden recounted her conversation with Little Bit o’ Fluff’s owner. “So I need to get the number for Wendall MacIntosh and give him a call.”

      “Who would give their dog such a horrible name?” Kevin asked with a grimace.

      “I guess you’d have to meet Roxie.” Eden picked up her sandwich and took a big bite, eyeing Kevin over the top of it. He was quiet and didn’t do more than pick at his food. Finally, unable to stand the suspense, she asked, “What happened, Kevin? Did you lose your job, or what?”

      “You remember how I told you I was raised by a single mother?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t continue right away, so Eden’s imagination took over. “Nothing’s wrong with your mother, I hope.”

      “No, she’s fine.” Kevin picked up a French fry, turned it over, then set it down again. “Mr. Cooper . . . well, Mr. Cooper’s my father.”

      Eden nearly dropped her sandwich. “What?”

      Kevin sighed. “Yeah, he’s my father. He didn’t realize it until after he hired me, but he noticed my eyes are just like my mother’s. She wasn’t going by the same last name—she took her mother’s maiden name and that’s what she put on my birth certificate—so Mr. Cooper didn’t make the connection right away. But apparently he put two and two together, and then he called my mom from the emergency contact number in my file, and found out the truth.”

      “How long has he known?” Eden asked. “And when was he going to tell you?”

      “I think he’s known for about six months,” Kevin replied. “And I don’t know if he was ever going to tell me. If we hadn’t walked in on his phone conversation . . . that was my mother he was talking to, by the way.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Eden couldn’t imagine what it would be like to grow up completely without a father and then to meet him years later.

      “I asked him why he was never around while I was growing up, and he said he didn’t know about me,” Kevin said. “I guess my mother decided not to tell him. They were lovers in college, and when he transferred to go to another school, she kissed him goodbye and that was the end of it.”

      “But how did he guess you were his son?” Eden asked. “I mean, you have your mother’s eyes, but that doesn’t seem like enough evidence.”

      “Well, I remember he asked me one day about my family, and I told him I didn’t have a father. My mom’s always been really open about her life before she joined the Church. I guess she wanted to use her experiences as a cautionary tale for me. I told Mr. Cooper my mom got pregnant in college and I guess that tipped him off—and the fact that she’s got a really unusual first name. She kept it, even when she changed her last name.”

      “What is your mother’s name?” Eden asked.

      “Rain.”

      They sat in silence for a minute, Eden thinking the puzzle over. Now Kevin knew who his father was. She wondered if that would make a difference in his life, or if he and his father would go their separate ways now. You never knew with these unexpected reunions.

      “I guess that explains why he’s always been so nice to you,” she said at length.

      Kevin laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. I have gotten away with murder from time to time, haven’t I?”

      “So, what are you going to do with this information?” she asked. “Do you think you’ll have a relationship with him?”

      “We’re both pretty much in shock,” he said. “It’s probably a little harder for him, though. I knew I had a father out there somewhere, but he had no idea he had a son. Still, he had six months to get used to the idea before facing me, so maybe it’ll be all right.”

      The awkwardness of the revelation passed, and Kevin ate his food and Eden finished hers. She was contemplating getting a refill on her drink when Kevin’s cell phone rang.

      “Sorry,” he said to Eden a moment later. “A story’s breaking downtown and I need to go. Call you later?”

      “Sure. And I’ll let you know what Wendall says about his rental house.”

      Kevin stood up, then paused, looking down at Eden. He bent over and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Thanks for listening,” he said, then walked out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Eden stopped at Blockbuster on her way home. She had an uncharacteristic night off, and she had planned to ask Kevin to hang out with her, but his phone call put an end to that idea. She was a little disappointed, but she’d rent a movie both she and her grandma would like, and they’d have a nice evening. Ida Mae was apparently going to see another flick with George, who had the same trouble with his wig Eden had with hers, so they’d all be enjoying themselves that night.

      She wandered up and down the rows of the video store, looking for something romantic but not cheesy. Her eyes fell on Sense and Sensibility, and she snatched up the last copy before some other Austenaholic came along and got to it first. Feeling triumphant, she picked up a box of Good & Plenty on her way to the checkout.

      She got back to the apartment at a quarter to seven and grabbed the phone book, wanting to give Mr. MacIntosh a call before it got any later. She found him easily enough and dialed the number, but got his answering machine. Eden left a quick message, wondering how long it would take him to call her back.

      “What’s better than Colin Firth in a top hat?” she asked her grandmother.

      “The gift of life?” Arlette replied. “And not much else.”

      “Well, how about Colonel Brandon?” Eden held up the DVD case.

      “Next best thing.”
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      “I’m coming to the care center with you,” Eden called out to her grandmother the next morning. “I don’t have to go in to work until noon.”

      “Have you been able to get that rat’s nest out of your wig?” Arlette asked.

      “What rat’s nest?” Eden picked up her wig, turned it around, and spotted a big snarl in the back. “Oh, I see it now.” She gently picked out the mess and hoped she hadn’t ruined the hair follicles or whatever it was that kept those millions of little strands in place.

      They entered the lobby and saw only Heather; no one else seemed to be out and about.

      “Mrs. Babbitt is in her room,” Heather volunteered.

      Arlette nodded her thanks, and she and Eden proceeded down the hall. A nurse was just coming out of Ida Mae’s room as they reached the door, and they all sidestepped to get out of each other’s way.

      “Excuse me,” the nurse said with a laugh. “We could keep dancing, but I’m afraid I’m not very light on my feet.”

      “Me neither.” Eden looked into the nurse’s face and a jolt of recognition shot through her. She took her grandmother’s elbow and steered her into Ida Mae’s room, where she shut and locked the door before throwing herself on the bed.

      “Good thing I wasn’t still in there,” Ida Mae said. “You could have smashed me.”

      “Sorry,” Eden responded. “But my brain is just whirling. I don’t even know—I’m totally confused.”

      “Slow down,” Arlette advised. “What’s going on?”

      “You remember how Kevin and I went out to Dr. Brent’s place and talked to all the neighbors, and the woman in the house across the street up and moved?”

      Ida Mae and Arlette both nodded.

      “I just saw her in the hallway. She’s your nurse.”

      “Andrea?” Ida Mae asked. “Why would Andrea leave her house so suddenly?”

      “She did it right after Kevin and I questioned her. She knows something about Dr. Brent’s death.”

      “It could all be a coincidence,” Arlette said, but Eden shook her head emphatically.

      “What are the odds that you live across the street from someone you work with, that person is killed, and you move out the very day someone comes around asking questions? It’s more than coincidence. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s definitely not coincidence.”

      “Did Andrea recognize you?” Ida Mae asked.

      “She didn’t seem to. I think my blonde wig was enough of a disguise, at least for now, but I’d better not get too close to her,” Eden said. “We’ve got to figure out what she’s up to.”

      “I’m about to head down to breakfast,” Ida Mae said. “Let me talk to George and Hattie. I bet they’d be willing to help out with some surveillance.”

      “I need to talk to Kevin,” Eden said. “He’s never going to believe it.”

      “What does this all mean?” Arlette asked.

      “It means Miss Nurse knows a whole lot more than she’s letting on,” Eden said.

      “And it means maybe she’s not as nice as I thought she was,” Ida Mae added. “Darn HMOs.”

      “Ida Mae!” Arlette reprimanded. “Watch your language.”

      “I was watching it. That’s why I said ‘darn.’”

      “My mother told me the word ‘darn’ should only be used in reference to socks.” Arlette’s upturned chin made her look very self-righteous.

      “So that’s where you got your sock compulsion—from your mother!”

      “Girls, girls,” Eden interjected. “Let’s put all this petty arguing to the side and get back to business. Are you ready to be nice?”

      Arlette and Ida Mae both nodded, but they still looked grumpy. Eden hid a smile. Despite these ladies’ advanced years, they looked like two children caught fighting over a lollipop.

      “You’d better go talk to George and Hattie.” Eden held the door open for Ida Mae’s motorized wheelchair. “Grandma and I will find a way to make ourselves useful.”

      “I’ll head downtown with you, Eden,” Arlette said. “I need to do some shopping and your office isn’t too far from where I’m headed.”

      “Sounds good. We’ll check in with you later, Ida Mae.”

      Eden pulled off her wig as soon as they were out of sight of the care center. “That thing really gets hot,” she told her grandmother. “Glad I had it on, though. Andrea would have recognized me for sure.”

      “This adds another twist to the mystery,” Arlette commented.

      “Grandma . . .” Eden risked a sideways glance at Arlette as she pulled into traffic. “I don’t think Ida Mae is safe in that place.”
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        * * *

      

      “You can count on us,” George said, and Hattie nodded her agreement.

      “Thank you.” Ida Mae looked around for the approach of the general or Eloise. “I really appreciate it.”

      “With all three of us, it should be a piece of cake,” Hattie said. “I’ll take the first shift after breakfast. I think Andrea is helping with the summer tutoring program this morning. I’ll hang out in the common area.”

      They mapped out their plan of attack and finished making assignments just as the general rolled up to the breakfast table.

      “Am I late?” he barked.

      “No, we’re early,” Hattie told him.

      “Good. Don’t want to miss breakfast.” That was the full extent of his conversational contribution to the meal, and Ida Mae was glad. She was still sorting through bits and pieces of information in her brain and didn’t want the added distraction. Eloise, on the other hand, seemed a bit chipper and talked as she ate, but thankfully Hattie met the social obligation and visited with her.

      Ida Mae knew Andrea was somehow involved in Dr. Brent’s murder. She had no other reason to move right after getting a visit from Eden and Kevin. Ida Mae hated the thought that her sweet nurse could be a murderer, or an accomplice. Whatever she did, she’d have to be very careful not to give Andrea any indication she was being watched.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Hattie took up her position in the common area, and George went with Ida Mae to sit under the trees on the grounds. She wanted to hash out some ideas with him and didn’t like the idea of being overheard.

      As Alex parked George’s chair and applied the brakes, he commented, “Those are sure some nice wheels you’ve got, Mrs. Babbitt.”

      “Aren’t they, though? I’m glad to feel at least a little independent. Thanks for getting the chair out of the storage room for me.”

      “My pleasure. Well, you give a wave when you’re ready to come back in. I’ll be looking out the window from time to time.” Alex whistled as he went back into the building.

      “He’s a good man,” George said. “Don’t know what I’d do without him.”

      “That’s how I felt about Andrea, but now I’m not so sure.”

      George reached out and patted Ida Mae’s hand. “No need to be so glum. Maybe we’ll discover this was all a coincidence or misunderstanding.”

      “I don’t think so,” Ida Mae said. “There’s just too much evidence that says otherwise.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, Ida Mae contemplating the fact that George’s fingers still rested on hers even though he had stopped patting several seconds before. Should she be offended? Flattered? She thought about it. She felt . . . comfortable. How very unexpected.

      Her train of thought was interrupted by the sound of high heels moving rapidly down the path. At first, she thought it was Debbie, but when she turned, she saw a striking brunette about forty-five years old wearing a classy business suit, followed by a large, slightly balding man.

      “Maria!” George exclaimed. “How good to see you. Ida Mae, this is my daughter, Maria, and her husband, Gus.”

      Maria extended a hand, seemingly more out of duty than friendliness, and Ida Mae took it. She was immediately fascinated by Maria’s beautiful eyes.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ida Mae said. “You’re just lovely.”

      Maria smiled faintly. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, too.” She turned to George, apparently feeling her social obligation had been fulfilled. “Father, I brought a wallpaper sample.” She reached into her purse and pulled it out, then handed it to George.

      “I thought you were just recarpeting.” He sounded exasperated yet a little indulgent.

      “I was, but after we pulled out the furniture, I saw that the wallpaper was horribly faded. Or should we just paint? What do you think?”

      “I like this,” he said, studying the paper. “But how much longer do you think this will take?”

      “If you want something done right, you have to be patient, Father. You wouldn’t want to come home and find everything in a shambles, would you?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      Maria slid the sample back into her purse. “All right, then, I’ll place the order for this paper. Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m doing well.”

      Maria nodded, then bent to kiss his cheek. She smiled at Ida Mae, then turned on her heel and strode off. Gus followed behind, a large, obedient shadow.

      “She takes good care of me.” George watched his daughter’s retreating back. “Now, tell me your latest thoughts on our mystery.”

      Ida Mae was a little surprised at the abrupt change of subject, but she was more than happy to share what she’d been thinking.

      George listened intently, and when she finished, he said, “So, we now have more information about Dr. Brent’s death than we do about Beverly’s. But we don’t have anything conclusive, at that.”

      “I sure wish we did,” Ida Mae said. “I keep envisioning an alarm clock ticking away in the background, ready to go off any second.”

      “Is Eden in danger?” George asked. “If Andrea recognizes her, what will happen?”

      “I have no idea. I think we need to encourage her to stay away from Shady Aspens until this is all wrapped up. It’s too dangerous for her.”

      “What about you?” George asked.

      Ida Mae shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve done anything to arouse Andrea’s suspicions, but . . . George!”

      Her sudden exclamation made him jump. “What?”

      “I need to find a better hiding place for my journal. I’ve been writing everything down as it happens, just trying to keep things organized, but I haven’t found a good place to keep it.”

      “You’d better take care of that right away,” George advised. He glanced at his watch. “It’s almost time for my shift watching Andrea. We’d best go back in.”

      He waited until he saw Alex’s face appear at the window, then waved at him. Alex waved back and joined them within a few minutes.

      “It’s getting a little warm out here,” he commented as he pushed George’s chair up the walk. “Probably a good thing you didn’t stay out any longer.”

      “It was nice while it lasted,” Ida Mae said. “Nothing like sunshine to perk up the spirit.”

      George took up his post in the hallway, and Ida Mae went back to her room. She looked around, trying once again to come up with a place to put her journal. It should be somewhere close by—somewhere she could reach it when she needed to—but it shouldn’t be obvious, or easily findable to a casual looker. Or to housekeeping.

      Suddenly the piece to the puzzle clicked into place, and she nearly felt light-headed as she realized the possibilities.

      Ida Mae maneuvered her chair back around and headed out the door, going in search of George.

      “Where’s Hattie?” she asked as she approached him.

      “She went to the craft room. Something about macramé,” he said.

      She lowered her voice. “Where’s Andrea?”

      “Helping Mrs. Talbot with a sponge bath.” He motioned at a door across the hall.

      “When she comes out, keep her busy for a little while, okay?” Ida Mae threw her chair into top speed and went to find Hattie.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow,” Kevin said.

      “Yeah, I know.” Eden threw away her candy bar wrapper and turned back to face him. “So now we’ve got to figure out what this means.”

      “Well, I agree with your grandmother,” he said. “Andrea was in on the murder.”

      “But why?”

      “That one, I can’t answer. But you said the other residents are going to help Ida Mae follow her around, see what they can find out?”

      “Yes, and hopefully it won’t take very long.”

      Kevin turned off his computer monitor and stood up just as Eden’s cell phone rang. She glanced around for Mr. Cooper, then answered.

      “Send your grandmother over right away,” Ida Mae said. “And give her the key you used to get into Beverly’s room.” Then she hung up.

      “Ida Mae?” When Eden didn’t get a reply, she disconnected and dialed Arlette. No answer.

      “I’ve got to find Grandma,” Eden said. “Can you run interference with Mr. Cooper?”

      “Of course,” Kevin said. “There are some advantages to this whole illegitimate son thing. I’ll play the guilt card if necessary.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She grabbed her purse and headed for the elevator, trying her grandmother’s phone again. No answer. She looked at her watch—she’d bet anything her grandmother was at the Yarn Barn. Despite all the yarn Arlette already had, she couldn’t help but wander into a craft store whenever she saw one. With the Yarn Barn just a block away from the newspaper office, it was practically a sure bet. Instead of bothering with her car, Eden ran, and she nearly toppled Arlette over as she caught up to her in the knitting-needle aisle.

      “Why aren’t you answering your cell?” Eden asked breathlessly, bending over and bracing her hands on her knees.

      Arlette pulled out her phone. “Oh, my battery’s dead.”

      “Ida Mae needs you to get over there right away.”

      Arlette looked down at the basket in her hands. “I guess I could leave this here. The checkout line is rather long.”

      “I’ll get it for you. And take this.” She thrust the key card into Arlette’s hand.

      Arlette gave Eden some cash for the purchase and left her standing in what was possibly the longest checkout line in the universe, holding a basket full of not-needed yarn. But at least Arlette was on her way to the rescue.
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      Arlette, Hattie, and Ida Mae looked right and left as the elevator doors opened. The hallway was deserted, and they entered the third floor with caution.

      “Hattie, you’re the lookout,” Ida Mae said. “George is running interference with Andrea, but if you see anyone coming, anyone at all, have a violent coughing fit or something.”

      “I can do that,” Hattie said as Arlette parked her chair in the hall, facing the elevator.

      Arlette pulled the key card out of her pocket, then hesitated. “Are you sure no one’s moved into this room? It’s been several days since Beverly’s things were taken out.”

      “I asked around downstairs while I was waiting for you to come,” Ida Mae assured her. “The room is still empty.”

      Arlette slid the card into the lock, then held the door open for Ida Mae, who wheeled herself in. She glanced around, then went straight to the bed.

      “Box springs,” she said to Arlette. “She hid whatever it was in the box springs.”

      Arlette’s eyes grew wide. She knelt down and lifted up the comforter, feeling around between the mattress and the springs. She moved all the way around the bed, then sat back on her heels. “I can’t find anything.”

      “Try going up from underneath,” Ida Mae suggested, wishing she was able to get down on the floor.

      Arlette hunched down and felt underneath the bed, a look of concentration on her face. When she came back around to Ida Mae’s side, she finally said, “I found something.” She pulled out a small, spiral-bound notebook and handed it to Ida Mae.  “You do the honors.”

      Ida Mae tucked the notebook into her pocket. “I think we’d better leave first.”

      Arlette tidied the bedspread so it didn’t look disturbed, and they left the room as quietly as they’d entered. Hattie said no one had come up, either by the elevator or the stairs.

      “Let’s go to my room,” Ida Mae said. “This thing is burning a hole in my pocket.” She breathed a sigh of relief as the elevator deposited them on the first floor and her room was in sight; she didn’t have the slightest idea how she would have explained her presence in Beverly’s old room.

      Arlette pushed Hattie’s chair to rest across from Ida Mae’s, then locked the door. Ida Mae pulled the notebook out of her pocket, read the first page silently, then flipped through the remainder of the pages, sure there had to be more. There wasn’t.

      “What do you make of this?” she asked Arlette.

      Arlette took the book and squinted at it. “The handwriting is really spidery, and it’s not organized in straight lines,” she said. “But let’s see what I can make out. ‘Dr. Brent knows’ . . . um . . . ‘G.’” She squinted again. “That’s all on that line, just a ‘G.’ Then below it, it says, ‘Benedict Arnold . . .’ and ‘gape. I saw it through my window, and he saw my face.’” Arlette walked over to the lamp on the nightstand and held the book directly beneath the glow of the bulb. “The ink gets really faded here. It says, ‘He knows it’s me.’”

      Ida Mae sat back, stumped. “So, Beverly saw something through the window of her room, and whoever was doing it saw her watching him?”

      “That’s what it looks like,” Arlette said.

      “What about the ‘G’?” Hattie asked. “Is that a person?”

      “It could be.” Arlette took another look at the note. “Dr. Brent was a woman, so these references to a ‘he’ clearly don’t mean Dr. Brent. Someone else is involved.”

      “Beverly called Peggy and told her about the box springs the night before she died,” Ida Mae said. “So she hid this note and was gone by the next day. She was clearly scared of whatever it was she saw—and with good reason—but what was it?”

      “I think we need to check in with Eden,” Arlette said. “Maybe Peggy remembered something else.”

      “I agree.” Ida Mae tapped her lips with her finger. “I know we’re on to something, but I still don’t have a clear picture of what.”

      The ladies made their way back to the dining area just before lunchtime. “I’ll go call Eden,” Arlette said.

      “That’s a good idea,” Ida Mae replied. “In the meantime, we’ll check in with George and keep following Andrea.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Arlette bustled away, a woman on a mission.

      Ida Mae wished she could walk that briskly. Who knew how long she’d be laid up with these stupid casts.
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing unusual happened on my shift,” George said after being delivered by Alex. “She went about her routine, and I didn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary.”

      Hattie and Ida Mae quickly related everything they’d learned, and George furrowed his brow. “‘G.’ Well, it’s not me, I can guarantee you that, but no one leaps to mind. I’ll have to think on that.”

      Lunch was delicious as always. Eloise and the general were a little more talkative than usual, which was good because it covered the fact that Ida Mae, Hattie, and George hardly spoke at all. Ida Mae’s brain whirled with possibilities, and she could tell Hattie and George were also thinking while they ate.

      “I’ll take the first afternoon shift,” Ida Mae said to her cohorts after lunch. “In fact, Andrea promised to help me wash my hair, so she’ll be with me for at least half an hour.”

      “That’s good,” Hattie said. “Maybe Arlette will be back by then.”

      “I hope so.” Ida Mae fingered the controls on her chair. “I’ve just got this nagging feeling that time is of the essence.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea held the door open as Ida Mae wheeled herself out onto the spacious back patio. “There’s nothing like sunshine to dry hair,” Andrea said, adjusting the towel around Ida Mae’s shoulders. She took a pick and fluffed the older woman’s white curls. “Soon you’ll be ready for your style.”

      “It does feel good out here,” Ida Mae agreed. Andrea had chosen a spot where the sunlight was warm but filtered through the trees, so it wasn’t too bright. Perfect.

      A door in the fence behind them opened, and Ida Mae realized they were just outside Dr. Greene’s patio. “Andrea, may I speak with you for a second?” he asked. “Hello, Mrs. Babbitt. How are you today?”

      “I’m fine,” she answered with a plastered-on smile.

      “Will you be all right for a few minutes?” Andrea asked.

      “Of course.”

      Andrea stepped through the gate, and Dr. Greene pulled it closed behind him. That’s odd, Ida Mae thought. She nudged the control on her chair back a little, bringing herself closer to the gate. She could hear voices, so she went back a bit more.

      “I don’t know what you were thinking,” Dr. Greene said, his voice muted but his tone still sharp. “That was the most scatterbrained, stupid—”

      “What was I supposed to do?” Andrea returned. “I had reporters snooping around my house. It was only a matter of time before they figured it out. I had to get out of there.”

      Ida Mae’s ears perked.

      “But you left the same day they came. How suspicious is that going to look?”

      “It was a rental house. People move in and out of rentals all the time. For what it’s worth, my new apartment is much closer to work. I can say I was sick of the commute.”

      Dr. Greene didn’t reply for a minute, and Ida Mae wondered what was going on. When he did speak again, his voice was strained.

      “If they try to hunt you down, it could be all over for us. You know that.”

      “They’re just reporters,” Andrea replied, beginning to wheedle. “And reporters always make stuff up to sell papers. Honey, we’re safe. We’re just fine.”

      “I’m not so sure.” The doctor sounded exasperated. “I think you should have kept the house.”

      “It was too big for me anyway. You said you were going to move in, but you never did.”

      “I got . . . sidetracked,” he said. “I was planning on it.”

      “Sidetracked by what? Michelle? Sure, she’s cute, but we’re a team.”

      “Yeah, I thought we were a team too, but you’ve been acting without talking to me first. That’s not teamwork, Andrea.”

      “I don’t need you to approve my every action,” she snapped. This conversation was rapidly turning from an interesting divesting of facts to a lovers’ quarrel, and Ida Mae sensed that one or the other of them would soon be stomping through the gate. She wheeled herself forward again, hoping the raised voices covered the slight whir of the motor on her chair.

      Sure enough, about fifteen seconds later, Andrea charged through the gate, then slowed and closed it gently.

      “How’s your hair?” she asked, no trace of rancor in her voice.

      “I think it’s nearly dry,” Ida Mae said.

      Andrea ran the pick through it again. “Sure enough. Let’s go back inside and make you gorgeous for dinner. I’ve noticed George is spending some extra time with you.”

      Ida Mae didn’t have to fake her embarrassment. “Yes, he has been very attentive.”

      “He’s a sweet man, Ida Mae. You could do a lot worse.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if I’m ready for a relationship,” Ida Mae said.

      “I’m not really talking about a relationship, just someone to spend time with,” Andrea explained. “Relationships grow when they’re ready.”

      Ida Mae thought about that as Andrea fixed her hair. It was true—George was the perfect gentleman in every way, and she couldn’t ask for a more thoughtful, interesting dinner companion. Maybe she would take him up on his offers of moonlight strolls—or rather, moonlight wheelchair rides—around the property. It had been a long time since someone looked at her the way he did.

      Thinking about George made her feel uncomfortable, but it did keep her mind off the fact that a murderer was styling her hair, and that “G” surely had to mean Dr. Greene.
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        * * *

      

      Before Ida Mae had a chance to call Arlette with her newest information, she got a phone message. She decided she’d better return the call from the privacy of her own room. Once there, she dialed and asked to speak with Dr. Farmer.

      “Ida Mae, I’m glad you called,” he said. “I just wanted to double-check some things with you.”

      “What do you need to know?” she asked.

      “Your insurance called me this morning. It seems Dr. Greene at Shady Aspens prescribed a motorized wheelchair for you.”

      “Well, not really. One of the nurses found one in the storage room and I’ve been using it.”

      “Hmm. Your insurance company says Dr. Greene prescribed it, but as he’s a therapist and not a medical doctor, they wanted to check it out with me, as your primary-care physician. I think the chair’s a good idea, personally.”

      “Did they say how much they had been billed for the chair?”

      She heard the rustling of papers in the background. “Yes, they said it came to eight thousand dollars.”

      “Oh, my.” Ida Mae nearly dropped the phone. “And the insurance company was all right with paying that?”

      “They seemed to be, as long as I verified the need. Sounds like it’s a go.”

      “No, wait a minute.” Alex had gotten the wheelchair from the storage room, and it had some definite signs of wear on it, although it was in good condition. If Dr. Greene billed the insurance for a new, full-price wheelchair, when she was using a loaner . . .

      “Is that the normal cost for a wheelchair?” she asked Dr. Farmer.

      “Seems to be. My mother paid about that for hers.”

      “Brand new?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have the paperwork for the claim?”

      “No, they just called me on the phone. I wrote down what they said, but I don’t have copies of the actual claim here.”

      “Do you think you could get copies?”

      Dr. Farmer paused. “You sound a little worked up, Ida Mae. Is everything all right?”

      “I’m—I’m not sure,” she answered honestly. “If you could tell the insurance you need more information before you can verify the claim, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”

      Ida Mae sat in silence after hanging up the phone. She needed a meeting, and she needed it now.
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        * * *

      

      Ida Mae was quiet as she watched the group assemble in her room. Tansy and Arlette sat in the two chairs by the window. Eden and Kevin sat on the bed, Kevin having been brought in under the guise of being Arlette’s grandson. “Not my brother, my cousin,” Eden clarified. “We don’t look anything alike.”

      Arlette had asked for and received permission to bring pizza so they could stay in Ida Mae’s room for hours if necessary without calling attention to themselves. George and Hattie were in the dining room, making sure no one followed through on any thoughts to come check on Ida Mae. She needed time to sort through everything she’d learned.

      “I overheard a very interesting conversation this afternoon,” she said, then told the group what Dr. Greene and Andrea had been so urgently discussing.

      “So Dr. Greene and Andrea both know a whole lot more about the murder than they’re letting on.” Eden leaned forward. Her hair was a little rumpled—she’d pulled off her blonde wig as soon as she’d taken her seat—but she still looked adorable. She always looked adorable. Ida Mae thought she’d make a beautiful bride, too, and just hoped she could hold off long enough for Ren to come home.

      “That’s right, and Dr. Greene is mad at Andrea for moving,” Ida Mae replied. “He thinks she aroused your suspicions.”

      “Well, she did,” Eden said. “She made herself look very suspicious.”

      “Were you ever able to get hold of her old landlord?” Ida Mae asked.

      “He called about an hour ago. He said she always paid on time, except for that last month, when she was a little late, but she sent him the money right after she moved out, and she paid him a little extra, so he wasn’t mad. She was a good tenant, never caused any trouble. The damages Little Bit O’ Fluff’s owner mentioned weren’t caused by Andrea, but a previous tenant.”

      Ida Mae thought for a minute. “All right, now. There’s something else you need to know.”

      After she finished relaying the story of the wheelchair, Kevin’s eyes grew hard. “They’re trying to scam you,” he said. “That chair was a castoff, and they’re trying to pocket the insurance money for a new one.”

      “That’s what I think, too,” Ida Mae said. “And how odd that Dr. Greene was the one to prescribe it, since I got the chair from Michelle and Alex.”

      “So, they get you the chair out of storage, but Dr. Greene charges the insurance for it,” Kevin said.

      “Correct.” Ida Mae nodded.

      Kevin stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Let’s go on the supposition that this insurance fraud has been going on for a long time. I seriously doubt your chair is the first time this has happened.”

      “I agree,” Ida Mae said.

      “Dr. Brent must have found out,” Tansy put in, “and they killed her for it!”

      Ida Mae looked over at Tansy, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet up until then. “Why do you think that, Tansy?”

      “Why else would they kill her? Unless they’re doing something else wrong, too.”

      “I think Tansy’s right,” Arlette said.

      “So, if they killed Dr. Brent because she found out, what happened to Beverly?” Kevin asked.

      Ida Mae pulled Beverly’s notebook out of her pocket. “‘G’ has to stand for Greene, don’t you think?” she asked. “And Beverly saw something that made her gape.”

      “What?” Eden asked.

      Ida Mae held out the notebook, and Eden read the scribble.

      “That just sounds odd,” Eden said. “I’ve never heard anyone say they gaped. I’ve only read it in books.”

      “Well, that’s what it says.”

      “But what did she see?” Eden pressed her fingers into her eyes. “Okay, let’s say she was looking out her window, and she saw something. The note says ‘G’ saw her. That means it was dark outside and her light was on.”

      “That makes sense,” Kevin agreed.

      “We’ve got to get into Beverly’s room one more time and see what she can see from her window when it’s dark.” Eden reached for her wig. “Kevin, are you with me?”

      “You bet,” he said.

      Tansy came to her feet. “Me too.”

      “I’ll stay here with Ida Mae,” Arlette said.

      After the others left, Ida Mae said, “I’ve got goose bumps down both arms, Arlette. We’re so close to figuring this out, I just know it.”

      A gentle tap at her door a moment later made her think Eden had returned. But it was Hattie, being wheeled by Nichole.

      “I’m fine for a little while, Nichole.” Hattie dismissed her helper with a smile. As soon as the door closed, Hattie said, “Eloise is acting very strange downstairs. I think something’s up with her.”

      “Isn’t something nearly always up with her?” Ida Mae asked.

      “Well, that’s true, but this was a little something more,” Hattie said. “She asked me to tell you that she’d like to talk with you down in the common area.”

      “But we’re right in the middle of something.”

      Hattie lowered her voice. “Eloise says she can help you.”
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      Tansy stood lookout while Eden and Kevin crept to Beverly’s old room. “Still not occupied,” Eden whispered, looking at the blank nameplate by the door. “Thank goodness.” She used the lock cheater, and within seconds they stood inside the room.

      “Okay, pretend we’re Beverly.” She crossed the room to the window and lifted the blinds. “I see a parking lot.”

      “Not very picturesque.” Kevin stood next to her. “Lots of asphalt.”

      “In order for someone in the parking lot to see us, we’d need to have a light on.”

      “True.” Kevin reached for the light switch, but then he stopped. “It can’t be the overhead light—that would cause too much of a shadow on Beverly’s face.”

      “How about this lamp?” Eden flicked the switch on the lamp near the window. “That would illuminate her face, wouldn’t it?”

      “I think so, because it’s off to the side.”

      “Okay, so she’s standing at her window, and she’s looking out at the parking lot, and . . . ”

      “And what?” Kevin asked.

      Eden reached out and grabbed Kevin’s hand as chills ran down her spine. “Look at that little green car, parked straight down there.”

      When Kevin looked, a grin spread across his face. “Well, I’ll be. I think we know who that car belongs to.”

      “Dr. Greene,” Eden responded.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll wait here for the others to come back,” Hattie said.

      “All right. Arlette, are you coming with me?” Ida Mae asked.

      “I’m certainly not letting you go by yourself,” Arlette replied. “Who knows what you’re going to walk right into without even thinking about it.”

      “I have thought about it,” Ida Mae said. “I’ve been thinking furiously for the last five minutes. We have to talk to Eloise and see what she knows.”

      Arlette shrugged. “I suppose you’re right.”

      Hattie settled herself a little more comfortably in her wheelchair. “You go ahead, then. I’ll be fine right here.”

      Ida Mae and Arlette made their way to the meeting place. Ida Mae couldn’t imagine what Eloise could possibly want, but the woman obviously knew something, or she wouldn’t have sent Hattie with the message. Ida Mae couldn’t discount the possibility that Eloise was being used as a pawn in a much bigger game and she could be walking—er, rolling—into a trap, but she had to know for sure.

      Eloise was waiting right where she said she’d be, twisting a handkerchief between her fingers. “Thank you for coming,” she blurted. “I just can’t go on this way. I have to talk to someone.”

      “What’s the matter, Eloise?” Ida Mae asked, concerned at the look of terror on the woman’s face. “You can tell us.”

      “There are things you need to know. Things I think you already know, but . . . you need to hear them from me.”

      “I’m not really sure what you mean.”

      “I think you’ve been spying on Andrea,” Eloise said, then held up a hand as Ida Mae rushed in with a story at the ready. “No, it’s okay. I have some explaining of my own to do, and even if I’m wrong, even if you aren’t here investigating, you’ll have the information you need to take to the police. Things have gotten out of control and I should have spoken sooner. I think I can trust you.” She raised her head and met Ida Mae’s gaze squarely. “Can I trust you?”

      “Yes, you can.” Ida Mae returned the straightforward look.

      Eloise took a deep, shuddering breath, and then began. “It all started out innocently enough. They just wanted a little extra money to pay off their student loans. Medical school is expensive, you know, and with hundreds of thousands of dollars of debt between them, there was no way they could start fresh.”

      Ida Mae wanted to leap in with questions, but she sensed Eloise needed time to get into the story.

      “So when they had the idea, it seemed all right. The insurance companies have so much money, and it just didn’t seem like it would hurt anything, so . . .”

      She paused, and this time the wait was too long for Arlette. “What happened then?”

      “Dr. Greene and Andrea started billing the insurance companies for services not rendered to the patients. When the payment came through, they pocketed it.”

      This confirmed Ida Mae’s suspicions about the wheelchair. As much as she wanted to burst forth with, “Aha! I knew it!” she bit her tongue.

      “Beverly came to me the night before she died. She’d been disturbed by an argument in the parking lot and looked out her window. She saw Dr. Brent and Dr. Greene standing by his car. He was yelling at her and waving his arms around, and at one point, he reached out and struck her. Andrea was there too, and she tried to intervene, but Dr. Greene pushed her away. Beverly told me he yelled something like, ‘You’d better not tell anyone.’ I can only imagine that Dr. Brent had figured out what was going on with the insurance money and confronted them about it. Then, Dr. Greene looked up at the window and saw Beverly watching them. She came to find me, hoping I could do something about it.”

      “Why would you be able to do something about it?” Ida Mae asked. “And how do you know all this?”

      Eloise dipped her head and studied her hands, clasped in her lap. “I’m Andrea’s mother.” She was silent for a moment, and a thousand thoughts raced through Ida Mae’s head. “I can’t afford to live here, so Andrea and Dr. Greene have been fixing the books for me in exchange for my silence. You see, I know everything they’ve done to cover their tracks. I know they killed Beverly, and I know they killed Dr. Brent.”
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        * * *

      

      Eden and Kevin crossed the floor of Beverly’s room, ready to go tell Ida Mae and the others what they’d just found out. Before they reached the door, Tansy flung it open and came inside.

      “Hide!” she whispered urgently. “Andrea and Dr. Greene are on their way here.”

      Kevin shoved Eden and Tansy into the closet, then joined them and pulled the door closed. Seconds later, Eden heard a click in the lock and then Andrea’s voice.

      “Finally, a chance to talk in private. I don’t know where Mother is. I’ve been looking for her for fifteen minutes, but at least she won’t interrupt us.”

      “We’re in serious trouble,” Dr. Greene said. “I went to Debbie’s office this afternoon and she was scowling at the accounting program on the computer. It’s only a matter of time before she figures it out.”

      “Debbie’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree,” Andrea replied. “She hasn’t caught us yet, and I just don’t think she’s going to.”

      “Wait a minute.”

      The room grew still, then Dr. Greene said, “Why is that lamp on? I thought this room was unoccupied.”

      Rats. Eden had forgotten to turn the light off. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the doctor to let it drop.

      “The curtains are a little crooked, too,” Andrea said. “Housekeeping is supposed to leave everything in perfect order when they finish with a room.”

      “Someone’s been in here,” Dr. Greene said. “And I’m not talking about Goldilocks.”

      Eden heard him walk across the floor and look in the private bathroom, and then he grasped the closet door handle and yanked it open.

      “Gotcha,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “How did they kill Beverly?” Ida Mae asked.

      “An injection of insulin,” Eloise said. “It’s lethal in high doses, and it’s not as traceable as a drug. I think she died peacefully, if that’s any consolation.”

      That was a completely odd thing for Eloise to say, but Ida Mae chose not to comment on it. “What happened with Dr. Brent?”

      “Well, she lived right across the street from Andrea. In fact, she helped Andrea find that rental house. Andrea and Dr. Greene decided they needed to talk to Dr. Brent and see if they could buy her off, but she refused. She was collecting as much information as she could get her hands on, and then she was going to the police. They had a huge argument, and Dr. Greene killed her. They took her body out to the shed, figuring no one would find her for a long time.”

      “They’re just lucky the police didn’t find enough evidence to connect Beverly’s death with Dr. Brent’s,” Ida Mae said. “They would have been in jail long ago if not for that.”

      Eloise nodded. “I know. And that’s where they should be. I’ve just been sick, holding on to this secret. I don’t know what will happen to me, but I can’t be quiet any more. Ida Mae, will you help me talk to the police and get this whole thing cleared up?”

      “Of course I will. We’ll call them tonight. Where is Andrea now?”

      “Oh, she and Dr. Greene went up to Beverly’s old room,” Eloise said. “I heard her tell him they needed to talk, and since it’s vacant, they decided to use it.”

      Ida Mae cast Arlette a panicked look.

      “What’s the matter?” Eloise asked.

      “That room isn’t vacant right now,” Arlette said. “My granddaughter is in there.”
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        * * *

      

      “If it isn’t the journalists,” Andrea said as Dr. Greene pulled Kevin and Eden out into the room. “And Ida Mae’s friend.” She looked at Tansy curiously. “What are you doing in there?”

      “It’s a long story,” Tansy said.

      “We’ll have to hear it later.” Andrea glanced at her watch. “I’m supposed to be downstairs in five minutes to help set up for the movie. I’ll be missed if I’m not there. What are we going to do with them?” she asked the doctor.

      “We can’t leave them here,” he said. “I heard housekeeping say they’re going to overhaul the room during the movie. A new resident is moving in tomorrow.”

      “We could lock them in the storage shed, then come back for them later,” Andrea suggested.

      “Please don’t throw me in the briar patch,” Eden said. “Do whatever you want, but please, don’t throw me in the briar patch.”

      Dr. Greene threw her a look. “Keep your mouth shut.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve just always wanted to say that.”

      “That’s from Uncle Remus, right?” Tansy asked. “I loved those stories when I was a little girl. Why don’t people tell them anymore?”

      “I don’t think they’re politically correct,” Kevin said.

      “That could be it,” Tansy replied.

      Eden eyed Dr. Greene. He looked uncomfortable. Unless she missed her guess, he didn’t feel in control anymore, and that could play to their advantage. When Kevin and Tansy looked like they were ready to stop talking, she threw in, “My grandpa used to tell me the story of Little Black Sambo, but that probably falls in the same category.”

      “I’ve never heard that one,” Tansy said. “How does it go?”

      “Once there was a little boy—”

      “Shut up!” Dr. Greene yelled. “All right, we’ll take them to the shed. After the movie, we’ll figure out what to do next.”

      “We aren’t going to kill them, are we?” Andrea asked, keeping her voice low. “I didn’t think we’d have to kill anyone, but it’s just getting more and more out of hand.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” the doctor said, an edge to his voice. He didn’t look like a hardened criminal to Eden. He looked like a man who had gotten in over his head and was acting in desperation—and hated himself for it.

      Kevin lunged forward and tried to tackle Dr. Greene, and Andrea screamed. Dr. Greene brought up a fist and swung it into the side of Kevin’s head, then reached out and grabbed Tansy by the throat.

      “Everyone, hold nice and still,” he said. “Andrea, tie them up.”

      Seeing Dr. Greene’s fingers pressed into Tansy’s throat, Eden didn’t dare disobey. She allowed Andrea to tie her wrists with the curtain ties from the drapes, and soon all three of the captives were trussed up. Then, Dr. Greene shoved them back into the closet.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      Eden heard the door to the room close. “Tansy, are you all right?” She wished she could see her friend’s face.

      “I’m fine, although my throat is sore,” Tansy said. “Can we get this door open?”

      Kevin threw his shoulder against it, but it didn’t budge. “I think he braced it with a chair or something.”

      “Stop that,” Andrea growled from the other side.

      “We can rush them when the door is opened,” Eden whispered.

      When Dr. Greene came back and opened the closet door, he held a gun. That sort of ruined any plans for rushing.

      With his gun pointed high, Dr. Greene forced Eden, Tansy, and Kevin into the hall. Andrea ran ahead and opened the door to the stairwell, and down they went to the main floor.

      “This way.” She pointed, and soon they found themselves at the back of Shady Aspens’ property, facing a shed.

      “What is it with you people and sheds?” Eden asked. She was ignored, probably for the best.

      Dr. Greene and Andrea shoved them into the enclosure, and at the thunk that followed, Eden knew they’d been locked in.

      “This looks like the maintenance shed. I could sure go for a flashlight right about now,” Kevin said.

      Eden felt her way around, trying to locate a pair of gardening shears or a saw of some kind. Nothing.

      “They must hire out most of their work,” she said to no one in particular. “There’s not even a lawn mower in here.”

      “Some maintenance shed,” Kevin muttered. “Can’t even maintain anything.”

      The three found some buckets in the corner and arranged them in a semicircle—“More cozy this way,” as Tansy said—and sat down.

      Eden let out a long sigh. “I wish Ren was here. He’d come up with a way to rig something and blast us out.”

      “He’s not here,” Kevin reminded her, although that was one reminder she didn’t need. She was achingly aware that Ren was gone.

      “Tell me about Little Black Sambo,” Tansy said, breaking the awkwardness of the moment.

      Eden smiled gratefully, even though she knew Tansy couldn’t see her. “Once upon a time . . .”
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        * * *

      

      An hour went by, one of the most stressful—and uncomfortable—of Eden’s life. She made a mental note that if she got out of this alive, she would never sit on a bucket again. After she finished telling the story of Little Black Sambo, Kevin and Tansy got into a discussion about pancakes, debating the virtues of blueberry syrup vs. standard maple, from the tree, not from a bottle, although definite points had to be given to Mrs. Butterworth’s. Eden listened to them halfheartedly while she tried to come up with a way to escape, but no matter how brilliant her plans were, each of them had a flaw. The three friends would just have to wait for Dr. Greene to come back, and then—gun or no gun—they’d have to rush him. If they were going to die anyway . . .

      Finally, Eden heard voices approaching, then the lock being removed. Dr. Greene pulled the door open partway, a grim smile on his face. “Just making sure you’re comfortable,” he said.

      “Dr. Greene, you don’t want to do this.” Eden tried to sound compassionate when what she really wanted to do was burst into tears. “You’re not a murderer at heart.”

      “I am a murderer. And I’ll do it again, if I have to.” He held the gun a little higher. “In fact, I’ll do it three times.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hurry!” Eloise said, and Arlette wheeled her chair even faster. Ida Mae pushed hers to the limit. Five miles an hour used to seem like lightning, and yet tonight, it was slower than molasses. They passed Lee Ann in the hallway.

      “Have you seen Andrea?” Eloise asked her.

      “She and Dr. Greene went outside a few minutes ago,” Lee Ann said. “Is something wrong?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Eloise answered as they headed for the door.

      “What’s out here?” Arlette asked.

      “Nothing but some old sheds,” Eloise replied.

      “What is it with those two and sheds?” Ida Mae asked.

      They hit the walkway and tried to burn some rubber. Ida Mae doubted the rubber even got warm, but they did their best. Up ahead, she saw two figures standing in front of a shed, the one nearest the decorative lake on the back portion of the retirement center property.

      “There they are,” Eloise said in a low voice.

      “Wait here a second.” Arlette parked Eloise’s chair and crept forward, letting the curve of the path and the trees block Andrea and Dr. Greene from seeing her. Ida Mae leaned forward but couldn’t hear anything.

      Soon, Arlette returned. “They’ve got Eden, Kevin, and Tansy in that shed,” she reported. “Dr. Greene says he’s going to kill them.”

      “Not on my watch, he’s not!” Ida Mae threw her chair into full gear.
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        * * *

      

      Eden looked up into Dr. Greene’s eyes. “You may have killed people, but that doesn’t make you a murderer, deep down,” she said. “I think you’re desperate enough to kill, but I also think you’d welcome a way out of this.”

      “And what’s that?” Dr. Greene asked sardonically. “Turn myself in, they slap my wrists and set me free? It doesn’t work that way.”

      “I know it doesn’t. But wouldn’t it feel good to come clean?”

      Dr. Greene aimed his gun right at Eden’s chest. “You’ll go first.”

      Eden closed her eyes, then opened them to see something loop up and around Dr. Greene’s neck, yanking him backward. Next, she heard a thump, and a moment later, Ida Mae edged her chair around the door.

      “Are you all right, Eden?”

      “Ida Mae!” Eden leaped up. “What happened?”

      “They shouldn’t leave their garden hoses lying around,” Ida Mae said. “Arlette lassoed herself a no-good varmint.”

      “They also shouldn’t leave shovels lying around.” Arlette forced the door open the rest of the way. “They make mighty good head-whackers.”

      Eden laughed. “Let me guess. Are they showing a John Wayne movie inside?”

      “You got that right, little lady,” Ida Mae said. “Now, let’s get you untied.”

      Eden stepped out into the clear night air, taking a deep breath and rubbing her wrists. She saw a movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to see Dr. Greene clamber up from the ground and start to run.

      “Stop!” she screamed, taking a few steps after him, but she was too late. A shadowy figure in the bushes rose up and tackled Dr. Greene as he passed, and they both fell in a lump. Eden ran toward them, surprised to see George wrestling on the ground with the would-be fugitive. Arlette was right behind her, Dr. Greene’s gun trained on them.

      “Stand up, Dr. Greene,” Arlette ordered.

      He slowly came to his feet, and Eden trussed him up with her own bonds, considering it poetic justice. George lay on the ground, clutching his knee.

      “George! Are you all right?” Eden bent down and touched his shoulder.

      “I think I’m going to need another surgery.” He managed a smile. “But it’ll be worth it.”

      Tansy walked up behind them. “Arlette, why do you always get to hold the gun? Don’t you think that just once, you could share?”
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      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Debbie O’Donnell’s fingernails, painted coral this time, fluttered in the air. “Dr. Greene has been taking money from the care center all this time?”

      “Taking it from the insurance company, and using Shady Aspens to do it,” Eden explained. “He’s been billing the insurance for goods and services the patients never received, and pocketing the money.”

      Debbie leaned back in her chair, a green pallor tinting her face. “And all those times he came into my office and borrowed my computer and brought me flowers and took me to dinner . . . he was using me?”

      “I’m sorry,” Eden said. She hadn’t suspected that the doctor was manipulating Debbie romantically, but the look on the poor woman’s face said it all. It also explained how he got access to the center’s main computer system.

      “The police are waiting to question you,” Kevin said from the doorway.

      “Me? They want to question me?” Debbie shut her eyes. “Can’t you make them go away?”

      “They’d just come back,” he replied. “If you can prove you’re innocent in all this, it shouldn’t be too awful for you.”

      Debbie groaned as the investigating officer came in, and Eden took the opportunity to slip out. She and Kevin went down the hall to join everyone else in Ida Mae’s room. With the entire group in one small space, it was a little cramped, but she suddenly understood why Tansy liked things to be “cozy.” She felt a little safer, surrounded by so many people she could trust.

      “So, Eloise is Andrea’s mother,” Eden said after getting settled on the edge of the bed. “What else did I miss?”

      “According to Eloise,” Ida Mae began, “Dr. Greene stole a lot of money from a nursing home across the country, too, and left right before they figured it out. When he got here, he cast around for an accomplice, and Andrea was the best choice.”

      “And things were going pretty well until Dr. Brent found out,” Hattie interjected. “When she confronted him in the parking lot, and when Beverly saw Dr. Greene hit her, well, that’s when things got out of control.”

      Eden shook her head. “I can’t believe two people were killed before Dr. Greene was caught.”

      “Neither can I.” Ida Mae reached out to pat Eden’s hand. “But I’m so glad it wasn’t five.”

      “Have you told them the last piece of the puzzle yet?” Kevin asked Eden.

      She paused for a moment, trying to remember what he meant, then it came back to her. “Not yet.” She laughed. “You all remember Beverly’s note, and the word ‘gape’?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Well, that stuck out to me because it seemed so odd. But when Kevin and I looked out her window, we noticed something interesting.”

      “Beverly was trying to give a clue as to the identity of ‘G,’” Kevin said. “He has a personalized license plate that reads ‘AGAPE.’”

      “Agape, as in charity?” Ida Mae asked, and Kevin nodded.

      “But that’s just silly,” Tansy said. “Why would a murderer have that on his license plate?”

      “He wasn’t a murderer when he ordered it, I’m sure,” Eden remarked.

      For another hour, the group shared their findings and rehashed the night’s events. During a lull in the conversation, Kevin caught Eden’s eye and motioned for her to leave the room with him. They stepped out into the hall and he pulled the door closed.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot tonight,” he said. “Well, in what time I had, between fearing for my life and talking to the police.”

      “Thinking about what?” Eden asked.

      “What I said a while ago, about Ren not being here. That was a low blow, and I’m sorry.”

      She reached out and touched Kevin’s arm. “It’s okay.”

      “The truth is, Eden, Ren’s not here, and I’m a poor substitute. The two of you have a history together, and I think I should step aside and let you see what your future might hold. I know he won’t be home for a while, and I’m good for pizza and movies and whatever else, but when he gets back, I’ll make myself scarce.”

      Eden felt tears welling up in her eyes.

      “And,” he continued, “if you discover that you’ve changed too much, you can always come hunt me down. I care about you, Eden. I always will.”

      “Thank you,” she said, wiping her eyes with her thumb. “You’ve been such a good friend, Kevin.”

      “Such a good friend, but not such a great boyfriend,” he said. “If you ever change your mind . . .”

      “I’ll know right where to find you. I’ll knock on the cubicle wall.”

      “Actually, that was something else I needed to talk to you about.” Kevin shifted his weight from one foot to another. “Mr. Cooper—I mean, my father—invited me over for a family barbecue the other day. That was a little awkward, but the upshot is this. He wants me to take an assistant editor job, working directly with him. And that leaves the position of crime reporter open. Are you interested? The pay’s not great, but I think it’s about ten percent more than you’re making now with all your part-time jobs.”

      “This could cost you,” Eden said.  “You’ve got Chinese delivery wages to beat, you know.”

      “I talked that all over with Mr. Cooper—um, my father—and we discussed a salary that took that into consideration.”

      “That’s not a typical reporter’s salary,” she pointed out.

      “You’re not a typical reporter,” he returned.

      “Well, that’s true.” She thought for a second—a very short second—and then smiled. “I’ll take the job.”

      “Good. I’ll tell my father in the morning.”

      Eden looked toward the window, where the faintest streaks of light were making their way across the sky. “It’s almost morning now.”

      “I’ll tell him after a really long nap.” Kevin reached out and took her hand. “Are you okay?”

      “If you don’t count being scared out of my mind several times tonight, I’m great. How about you?”

      He smiled. “The same.”

      “Think the boss will give us some time off to recover?”

      “I think we can probably arrange something.” Kevin leaned in a little and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Good job, Eden.”

      As they stepped back into Ida Mae’s room, Ida Mae motioned for Eden to come over. She held up a letter.

      “Do you remember that question I asked Ren?”

      Eden blushed. She wished she’d never asked Ren’s aunt how he felt about her.

      “He thinks you’re beautiful,” Ida Mae whispered.
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      “So, you’ve got to tell me what happened with the wheelchair,” Dr. Farmer said.

      Ida Mae suspected he was just trying to take her mind off the fact that he was using a buzz saw to cut off her cast, and he probably didn’t really want to hear the whole story, but she told him anyway. His eyes grew wider the more she talked, and at one point he let the saw dangle in his fingers, unused. Okay, it wasn’t a buzz saw, but anything with sharp edges, coming at one’s arm, is bound to raise alarm, Ida Mae decided.

      “How did Dr. Greene get his hands on the money?” he asked.

      “Dr. Greene told Debbie he’d help her set up online bill pay,” Ida Mae replied. “She’s good at public relations, but she’s not so great with math or finance, and it was easy for him to set up some bogus accounts and make her think they were real. As she went online and paid her bills each month, she was sending money to Dr. Greene’s accounts, all the while thinking she was paying for food or repairs or other services the center needed.”

      “And because the insurance was overpaying, she didn’t notice money missing from her budget?” Dr. Farmer asked.

      “That’s right. Dr. Greene overcharged the insurance, Debbie unknowingly sent the money to Dr. Greene, and it was actually a pretty clever setup until Dr. Brent figured it out.”

      “And you got all that from a wheelchair?”

      “Well, the chair helped. We did have other pieces of evidence.”

      Dr. Farmer shook his head and glanced over at Arlette, who sat in the corner. He seemed to want her to contradict the story Ida Mae had just shared, but of course she didn’t. It was all true.

      Turning his attention back to Ida Mae’s casts, he removed them with skill and efficiency, a process that didn’t turn out to be nearly as frightening as Ida Mae had led herself to believe it would be.

      “And that takes care of it!” He lifted the last piece of plaster from Ida Mae’s wrist, and she wiggled her fingers experimentally. Her toes, still painted crimson, were also free, and she couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Feels good, I bet,” Arlette said.

      Ida Mae laughed again. “It feels more than good. I’m like a new woman.”

      “Now, Ida Mae, I have to caution you,” Dr. Farmer said. “You must treat yourself gently. These bones are still fragile, and your overall structure is weakening due to age. No more falling down stairs or slipping in tubs. Do I make myself clear?”

      Ida Mae nodded. Kevin had come out to the house and installed some safety rails here and there, including in the bathroom. She didn’t like the way the rails messed up her décor, but he said he’d come back out and paint them so they matched.

      “Arlette, are you still checking in on Ida Mae?” Dr. Farmer asked.

      “I’ve been like her shadow.”

      Ida Mae bit her lip. Arlette had been the loudest, most complaining shadow in the history of all shadowdom, but she’d also been loyal, true, and absolutely dependable. Ida Mae wouldn’t trade her in for anything.

      “I think we’ll all set, then. I’ll expect to see you for a follow-up.” Dr. Farmer left the room, calling out to the nurse to schedule an appointment in the near future.

      “Are you ready to go?” Arlette asked.

      “I’m more than ready. I was born ready.”

      “Then you’ve been waiting a long time,” Arlette said.

      “You’d better watch it with those age jokes,” Ida Mae warned. “You’re not too far behind me, you know.”

      “As long as you’re leading the way, the jokes will keep coming,” Arlette retorted.

      “Well, at least my view changes from time to time. As long as you’re following me, yours never will.” Ida Mae reached out and caught Arlette in a spontaneous hug. “I love you, ornery old woman.”

      “I love you too, Ida Mae.” Arlette returned the hug. “But I’ll deny it if I’m ever asked.”

      They walked out to the van, Ida Mae relishing every step she took under her own steam. “It just feels so good to be alive.” She inhaled deeply. “I’ll never take my arms and legs for granted again.”

      “What’s next on your list of nefarious activities?” Arlette asked. “Planning to infiltrate the mob? Rob a bank? Carry off a jewel heist?”

      “No,” Ida Mae replied. “I’m going back to Shady Aspens.”

      “Whatever for?”

      Ida Mae smiled. “I have a date with a man named George.”
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