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What critics say about Ritter Ames's Organized Mysteries:
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“RITTER KNOWS HOW TO tell a story that captivates and I'm glad I get to enjoy her books.” ~ Dru’s Book Musings

“Organized for Murder is a very enjoyable first in a new series. Ritter Ames really hit it out the park with this debut, and with her organizational tips included (throughout the book and at the end), I know this is one book I will be hanging onto. If you haven’t discovered this series yet, I highly recommend picking it up.” ~ Cozy Mystery Book Reviews 

“If you enjoy cozy type mysteries, I think you'll enjoy this light fast read.” ~ Murder Most Cozy 

“Ritter writes like a seasoned veteran, and you will not believe how helpful these organizational tips are!” ~ Gemma Halliday, New York Times Bestselling author 

“A delightful new cozy mystery series starring an intriguing heroine—Kate McKenzie. Twists and turns abound, entertaining the reader throughout! I loved it and look forward to the next installment. Ritter Ames is a new star on the cozy set!” ~ Michele Scott, bestselling author of the Wine Lovers Mystery Series, featuring Nikki Sands

“The characters are well written and stay true to who they are from the beginning to end of the book, and they feel real as if you could meet the in real life.” ~ Hiding from My Kids 

“Organized for Murder by Ritter Ames is the first in a new cozy mystery series, Organized Mysteries. This is a quality cozy mystery. The story is well-written, and the mystery kept me guessing. This is a great start to a new series, and one I am looking forward to revisiting. Great characters, fantastic writing, and a clever mystery all combine to make a really wonderful book.” ~ Brooke Blogs 

“I am a huge lover of cozy mysteries, and this by far is one of my favorites. I loved the premise of the main character Kate being an organizer and I loved all the organizational tips that I picked up throughout the story.” ~ Doctor’s Notes 

“Ritter Ames keeps ratcheting the suspense until I started skipping sentences just to find out who murdered Amelia and another woman. It was thoroughly enjoyable with well-developed, 3-dimensional characters.” ~ BookTalk with Eileen

“The plot was well paced and I enjoyed the way Kate followed the clues in a very organized fashion. The author added some great twists, I was surprised by the actual murderer. I enjoyed all the organizational tips that started each chapter. Several will be introduced into my own household.” ~ Escape with Dollycas into a Good Book

* * *
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TO MY BRILLIANT AND creative (and beautiful) daughter, whose favorite holiday has always been Halloween, and who enjoys it more and more each year. It was a treat watching you every trick-or-treat season and into the party years!

* * *
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IF YOU'VE ADMIRED MY book covers, I've been lucky enough to have always had designer Lyndsey Lewellen working her magic for me and Kate & Meg. Working with Lyndsey is absolutely a treat, and she never fails to hit the sweet spot with her next design. All creative credit on the covers go to her. When this cover image appeared in my inbox, I think I smiled broader than a jack-o-lantern. Lyndsey is the best!
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A FEW DAYS AHEAD OF HALLOWEEN IN HAZELTON, VERMONT
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KATE MCKENZIE LOOKED out the windows of her cheery cherry-patterned kitchen curtains and watched lace-like snowflakes drift down lazily on the other side of the pane.

Definitely going to be a white Halloween, she thought. Something she was learning to count on since moving to Hazelton, Vermont. As she placed bananas into her eight-year-old twin daughters’ lunches, her energetic tomboy daughter, Samantha, barreled into the room with her coat and backpack slung onto one arm.

“Oh, good, Sam. You’re ready,” Kate said, half-glancing over one shoulder. “Is Suzanne about set to go too?”

“Yeah.” Sam chewed her lip, then asked, “Mom, can witches turn real people into zombies, or just do that to animals?”

“What?” Kate laughed and pushed on the Velcro ends of one insulated bag, sealing up the opening. She turned and faced a solemn faced Samantha. Oops. “Sorry I laughed, honey. I thought you were joking. I think I need a little more information on this zombie thing.”

“Monica says the lady down the road in the turquoise colored house is a witch and can bring animals back from the dead. But all the cats are zombies.”

This wasn’t the first wild story her twins had brought home thanks to this particular facts-challenged classmate. Kate had been meaning to visit the new neighbor, but life had a way of filling every spare minute. Now, she had an even better reason to go and introduce herself. “I think someone told me she fosters rescued cats, honey. How about we drop by her house after school with some of the jack-o-lantern sugar cookies I made last night and introduce ourselves.”

“But Monica says she makes zombies out of the cats. They walk around and don’t see or hear anyone,” Sam persisted, just as her blonde identical twin, Suzanne, walked into the kitchen.

“Are you talking about the cat-witch lady?” Suze asked.

“Yeah.”

“Girls, stop.” Kate handed each a lunch bag and steered them toward the front door, reconsidering her idea about taking the girls to meet the new neighbor. Probably best to pop in alone first and take the girls later after she could reassure them with tangible evidence the woman didn’t turn anything into zombies. At least she hoped the fact she’d come home without being zombiefied would succeed in putting this story to rest. “There are no cat witches. And from what I know from living with our own family’s cat, I believe felines only hear and see what they want to. Probably Monica tried to call one or two of the cats, wanting to pet them, and the animals ignored her.”

At that precise moment, the McKenzie family’s large orange and gold cat wandered into the room, fixing his one good eye on his favorite napping chair. He walked under the table, then disappeared with a leap onto the chair seat.

“But—”

“No, girls,” Kate pointed to their coats and ushered the twins toward the front of the house. “Suit up with those jackets and stick your lunches in your backpacks. Meg and the boys are taking you to school today. I’ll check out the new neighbor this afternoon and give a full report when I pick you up. And in the meantime, stop believing everything Monica tells you.” She opened the front door and crossed her arms in defense to the October blast of frigid air.

Meg’s silver Camry had just pulled up to the front curb, and Kate herded the girls across the lawn. As the twins crawled into the backseat with Ben, the youngest Berman boy, Meg lowered the passenger side window. She leaned across her older son, Mark, to say, “I have one stop after carpool, then I’ll be back to help with the Dawson estimate. Okay?”

“Terrific,” Kate said, hunched over to see into the car and try to escape some of the wind. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you want to come in the back door.”

Everyone waved as the car circled the cul de sac and headed out of the small housing addition. Kate hurried into the house.

* * *
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ABOUT FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later, she had relocated the cat to his quilted bed in the living room corner and was setting pads and pens on the table, getting ready for Meg’s return. The back door burst open, and her neighbor and a good amount of snow blew into the kitchen.

“Oh, my gosh, it’s cold out there,” Meg said, hanging what looked like several black plastic clothing bags on a coat hook near the door. She brushed snow from her shoulder length auburn curls with one hand and waved at the bags with the other. “I picked up our costumes after I dropped off the kids. Have you convinced Keith to be Batman for the school carnival?”

Kate nodded. A costume and party shop recently moved into a small space in downtown Hazelton. Once the women realized the costume shop was open for business, they felt it was their civic duty as good Hazelton citizens to throw support the new merchant’s way. And since the nicknames they used for each other were Batgirl and Wonder Woman, they decided to use the superheroine theme for their Halloween costumes. The merchant was happy to oblige, placing an order and making sure the right outfits in the right sizes would be ready by the holiday. 

Later the same afternoon, when they signed up themselves and their husbands to help with the fall school carnival, one requirement was everyone must come in costume. Kate and Meg returned to the store and ordered gender matching costumes for their husbands. They had been anxiously waiting for the rentals to arrive, to be sure they had everything they needed.

“Keith agreed as long as I let him wear a utility belt,” Kate said. “I don’t even want to think about what crazy things he’ll carry in it, but he found one online and has reminded me for days to watch for it. I received an email this morning saying it arrives tomorrow, so help me keep an eye out for the UPS guy.”

“It’s coming just in time.”

“Right.” Kate pulled down mugs for coffee, then asked, “What about Gil? Is he looking forward to being Superman?”

Meg laughed. “Not a chance. He suggested the Clark Kent persona instead. I think the idea of standing next to Keith in a superhero costume has him feeling a little physically inferior.”

Gil Berman was a tall, lanky journalist for the Bennington newspaper, and spent most of his time sitting at a desk writing or chasing after sources for a quote. Keith McKenzie also spent most of his day in a chair behind the microphone of the town’s all-sports radio station as on-air personality, but he was an ex-NHL goalie.

“Tell Gil if Keith wasn’t coaching Sam in speed skating, his only workout each week would be changing the television channel from ESPN1 to ESPN2,” Kate said.

“No matter.” Meg paged through the hanging costumes until she reached the next to the last one and unhooked the bag to move it onto the top. Then she unzipped the bag and pulled out a large fleshy colored piece of foam. “I paid extra to rent Gil six-pack abs. I’m a little psychic that way.”

Sure enough, she held what looked like the front of a man’s chest with well-defined abs and pecs.

“You think he’ll go for it? He won’t be offended?”

“Nah.” Meg shoved it into the bag and rezipped everything. “He doesn’t have to wear it if he doesn’t want to, but I can guarantee you he will. Like teenaged girls with padded and pushup bras, skinny guys really want to look like they have more than they have. They don’t realize brains are the new sexy. Just tell him he looks terrific when you see him, and I’ll bet you anything he preens. It’s like magic.”

“Will do.”

Kate handed over one of the mugs and motioned toward the table. After they took chairs on either side, she said, “Speaking of magic.” Then she related the story the girls told earlier about the rumor circulating through Hazelton Elementary. She crossed her arms and frowned. “I feel terrible that I haven’t been by the new neighbor’s house yet to say hello and welcome her to our area.”

“You and me both,” Meg agreed, taking a sip of coffee before continuing. “Let’s get the planning out of the way for the Dawson job, then we can go by and see if she wants some company. Or at least stop and say hi. I don’t have to get Mother to her appointment until two o’clock, and by then you’ll need to head out to get in line and pick up the kids anyway.”

Meg’s mom had been seeing a succession of doctors since her energy began flagging in late summer.

“Who’s she seeing today?” Kate asked and waved to chairs at the table.

“An allergist, and Mother just hates the idea,” Meg said, laughing. “Says she’s never had an allergy in her life and doesn’t plan to start one. Sounds just like her, doesn’t it? But the nutritionist said in this case it would be a good first step before a meal plan was developed. I really hope a new diet helps.”

Kate reached across the table and patted her hand. “Every time they’ve run a serious medical test it’s come up negative. Keep the faith and remember your mother is a fighter.”

“Don’t I know it.” Meg gave a shaky chuckle, then grabbed a pen and pad from the end of the table. “So, how about we get working and I can think about something else? Where do we start? You want to make opening lists while I concoct the job estimate for organizing the Dawson’s garage?”

“Yes, I always get queasy when I charge for services. You’re much better at it.”

“I know what we’re worth, and I’m not afraid to ask for it.” Meg winked.

“I do wonder how much Mr. Dawson is going to love this surprise garage overhaul Mrs. Dawson is hiring us to do for his birthday,” Kate said. “Men can be pretty territorial about their garages.”

“Never fear.” Meg was already jotting down numbers. “We’ll make sure we get the check cashed immediately. Before he has a chance to stop payment.”

“Mrs. Dawson said Mr. Dawson is set to retire the middle of next year. I’m wondering if he’ll see this garage organization project as a view into his future.”

“They’ve been married about forty years,” Meg said and chuckled again. “It’s kind of late for him to have false illusions at this late date.”

* * *
[image: image]


A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER they completed the prep work for the Dawson organization job, sent the estimates and a contract, and received an electronic copy executed with Mrs. Dawson’s signature in all the right places. Kate stacked the printed pages, put them into a marked folder, and walked everything to the file cabinet in the office, with Meg trailing behind her. Before they left the room, Kate pulled a copper-colored, medium-sized square tin off one of the closet shelves.

“What’s that for?” Meg asked.

“Housewarming-cum-I’m-sorry-we-didn’t-come-by-sooner gift for our new neighbor,” Kate said, removing the lid as they returned to the kitchen. “I have some jack-o-lantern sugar cookies in the refrigerator. If you’ll get those out, I’ll line the tin with waxed paper.”

“Okay.”

The women quickly assembled the gift, and as a finishing touch Kate wound gold ribbon around and made a nice bow. “There, looks warm and inviting.”

“Good colors for this time of year, too,” Meg replied, grabbing her coat. She looked out the window. “The snow has slacked off a little, thank goodness. You might still want to wear a hood though.”

Kate pointed at the costumes. “Do you want to run yours and Gil’s outfits by your house before we leave?”

“Nah.” Meg shook her head. “I’ll pick them up after I take Mother. I might need a cup of coffee.”

“Good. You can tell me how the appointment goes.”

Minutes later, they were on the road in separate vehicles and driving carefully the half-mile or so to reach the new neighbor’s home. The dark turquoise house stood out against the bright white snow, even with the overcast skies. Smoke curled above a dark brick chimney and a light shown from the front window. Meg pulled into the drive, parking beside a small blue hatchback. Kate slid the van into park at the curb.

They were on the porch and about to knock when the door was thrown wide. In the opening stood a tiny dark-haired woman, bundled in enough layers of outerwear to add several pounds to her overall weight. The sight of Kate and Meg startled her. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were standing there. I was heading to the store.”

The small porch overhang kept snow from falling on them, but a sudden fierce wind seemed to almost push all three women into the house. Kate held up the tin of cookies. “We won’t keep you since you’re leaving.” Her teeth chattered a little as she spoke. “I’m Kate McKenzie, and this is my friend Meg Berman. We live close by and wanted to stop and welcome you to the community.”

Suddenly, three inquisitive feline faces—a medium sized calico, a white Persian, and a tiny black cat with sharp green eyes—pushed their way around the woman’s legs. She bent down and scooped all three up into her arms. “Oh, no. No escape tricks today.” She stepped back with the mewing cats and said, “Please come in for a minute. I shouldn’t have left you standing there in the cold.”

“We don’t want to delay you,” Meg said.

“It’s fine. We can all get warm before we set out for the afternoon. I’m Linda, by the way. Linda Johnson.”

Kate looked at Meg and raised an eyebrow in question. She received a small nod in reply, so turned to Linda and said, “For just a minute. If you have time.”

Inside, the small cottage was warm, and Linda set down the three inquisitive cats. They immediately joined a fourth large gray who held court from a pillow on the top of the short bookcase. Kate handed over the copper-colored tin, and said, “Halloween-themed sugar cookies. Just a little something to say welcome.”

“Thank you.” Linda waved them toward a blue sofa. “Would you like coffee? Tea?”

“Don’t go to any trouble,” Meg said, seating herself near one of the sofa arms. Kate took the other end. “We just wanted to visit a minute and let you know if you need anything you can call on one of us. Do you have any family in the area?”

Not yet drawn into the conversation, Kate took the opportunity to look around, and was glad Meg asked the question. The bookcase was practically empty, and no pictures or personal items were displayed on the wall or scattered across the room. A friendly blaze in the fireplace warmed the room, though the rest of the space felt as impersonal as a hotel room. Except for the cats and an expensive computer setup standing in the corner behind the woman. The flat screen was dark, but a plethora of lights glowed from the various components on the stacked computer desk.

Linda set the cookie tin on the coffee table. She unzipped her quilted coat but kept it on as she sat in a beige-print Queen Anne chair. She fluffed her pixie cut with one hand and succeeded in making herself appear even younger than before, but the delicate lines around her eyes and mouth told a different tale. “No, I don’t have family here anymore. We did live in Hazelton when I was younger though. I went to elementary school here in the ’80s.” 

“We may have been in school at the same time,” Meg said. “What year?”

“Oh, it was just a short time,” Linda said, reaching up to pull nervously at the scarf around her neck. As she continued to fidget, Kate wondered if she was a former smoker. The house didn’t smell of smoke, just the pine scent of cat litter, but her actions were revealing. Or nervous energy. Linda seemed to have caught herself, and abruptly clasped her hands in her lap before continuing her short tale, “My dad got a new job and we left soon after I started school. I really don’t remember much.”

“That’s too bad,” Meg said, “Were you here long enough for your picture to make it into the yearbook?”

“Oh, no, no.” The woman frowned and reached up to rub the back of her neck. At the same moment, the Persian began loud cries from the kitchen. Linda waved at the noise. “I’m sorry, try to ignore her. She can have a practically full dish and still fuss as though it’s empty if any of the bottom of the bowl appears.”

Kate laughed and waved a hand between herself and Meg. “We both have cats. We know their idiosyncrasies. We also heard you foster cats. Do you work with one of the local rescues?”

“Yes,” Linda said, smiling for the first time since the conversation had started. “I currently have four and was able to place two with families last week. If only the public realized how important it is to spay and neuter their pets. It breaks my heart how many animals are hurt and hungry because they have no home.” 

The tiny black cat began weaving between Kate’s feet and legs.

“Well, this one is very friendly.”

“I call him Romeo for exactly that reason,” Linda replied.

Kate noticed Meg staying unusually quiet all of a sudden and wondered what her friend was thinking. But before anything else could be said, a knock on the door had the black and calico cats racing down the hall. Linda rose again from her chair, saying, “I wonder who it could be.”

Meg stood then and motioned for Kate. “We need to go anyway. We all have errands, and we only wanted to stop to say hi and welcome. Don’t want to disrupt schedules.”

“It was nice meeting you, Linda.” Kate handed her a business card as they all moved toward the front door. “My phone number and email are both on the card if you need to reach us.”

“Thank you.” Linda glanced at the card face, then slipped it into her coat pocket and pulled open the door. The postman, Mr. Mac, stood on the stoop with a large box.

“Package for you. Need you to sign,” Mr. Mac said, then he saw Kate and Meg. “Oh, hello, ladies. I’ll be down your street in a few minutes.”

“We’ll leave so you can get your package business taken care of,” Meg said, as she and Kate scooted around the postman and moved down the steps. “Keep warm, Mr. Mac.”

“Yes, take care,” Kate added, waving again at the new neighbor too.

Meg hurried to her car, waving as she opened the Camry’s door. Kate crossed the yard to the van. Once she had the heater going and the mail truck had driven off, Kate headed for the school to do carpool pick up.

* * *
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BEFORE SHE HAD TIME to get all the kids to her house and doing homework, Keith had already been home long enough to find his costume and try it on. He’d also taken Kate’s upstairs and had it in the bedroom too, removed from the bag to give his stamp of approval. She laughed when she saw the brown half-wig hanging below her purple cowl. She’d forgotten her blonde hair couldn’t show if she was Batgirl.

“So, you think it will do?” she asked the Caped Crusader standing in the middle of her bedroom.

“Once I have my utility belt,” Keith responded, lowering his voice an octave or two and trying to duplicate the movie Batman’s deeper cadence. “I’ll be ready for anything.”

Kate laughed. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I hope the utility belt is more for show, not real use. Remember, you can’t have weapons at the school carnival.”

He planted a fist on his hip. “But I’m Batman.”

“Batman will still have to leave his toys at home if they pose any potential threat of injury.” Kate stretched on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “With or without the special utility belt, you make a very handsome superhero.” 

“Mom! Meg’s here!” one of the twins hollered up the staircase.

Kate patted Keith’s chest. “I have to go. Do you have time for pizza if I order it for both families? My plan is to get Meg to stay a while and tell me about her mom’s appointment.”

“Sure, I want an all-meats one.”

“Like I’d ever forget.”

But when she got downstairs, she met a subdued neighbor.

“Is your mom—?” Kate began, gripping the bottom post.

The redhead waved a hand. “We’ll talk once we can get the kids settled. Wanted to see what your evening schedule is like.”

“I was going to call Hazy Pie and order pizza for everyone. You and the boys can eat with us. Call Gil and he can join too.”

“He has some town meeting to cover,” Meg said. “But the rest of us will take you up on the offer.”

It wasn’t the appointment with the nutritionist that had Meg acting more somber than normal. By the time the pizzas arrived, and Keith ate and left for work—now dressed as a mild-mannered on-air sports radio personality, instead of the Dark Knight—the women left the kids fighting over slices at the kitchen table and took their own meals into the quiet of the living room. The cat remained close by and executed a continuous loop between the two rooms, on the lookout for dropped cheese or soft-hearted humans ready to toss him a piece or two of pizza.

“I got the kids started on homework when we got back, but you might want to take a look at what Ben did,” Kate said. “I have a feeling your first grader is more interested in making his pictures say a thousand words than actually learning to write the words.”

Meg rolled her eyes. “He is driving his father nuts. He’s decided he doesn’t need to read, because the Egyptians used a picture language. So, he’s going to do the same thing.”

“Doesn’t bode well for becoming teacher’s pet, but it definitely shows imagination.”

“And we thought we were being good parents when we took the boys to see the traveling ancient Egyptian show when it was in D.C. last summer.” Meg shook her head and took a bite of pizza.

The cat strolled in looking for handouts, and Kate gave him the stink eye. Not that it bothered the feline in the least.

“So, what’s the scoop on today’s appointment?” Kate asked, pulling her socked feet up to tuck under her on the couch. “Did the allergist have any quick results? Or will it be more waiting?”

“More waiting,” Meg said. “Story of our lives. But we should know something by the beginning of next week. Despite the allergist’s opposing view, Mother asked him to send all the results to the nutritionist, since she was the specialist who started this new circuit in the ‘Spin for Health’ game. Mother is so sick of appointments, she’s trying to combine any she possibly can, and I really can’t blame her. The meal program was the reason for the allergist’s involvement anyway, but a part of me is worried a piece of the puzzle will fall through the cracks somewhere.” 

Meg picked a piece of chicken off her spinach-tomato-chicken Alfredo pizza and threw it to the cat. He caught it and gobbled it in one swallow, then he turned his orange and gold face toward Kate and looked hopeful. She ignored him. He knew he’d get her leftovers, but she was trying to teach him patience. Plus, he was getting fat. Well, fatter.

Kate took a sip of lemon water, and then set it on the coaster before she asked, “And the way you turned quiet earlier at the neighbor’s house. What was that all about?”

“I’m not sure, but something about Linda Johnson bothered me,” Meg said, dropping her slice to the plate and setting it on the coffee table with the glasses.

“You’re not going to tell me you think she’s a witch too,” Kate said.

“No...” Meg stared off into the distance. “I just feel like I know her from somewhere, or I’m used to seeing her picture... but with some changes.”

“We didn’t really get to talk much to find out more about her, but maybe you’re remembering her mother from when the two of you were kids. If she looks like her mom did then it could be why you’re thinking she looks different.”

“Maybe. But the way she hedged on her Hazelton history made me wonder too. She made such a big deal about saying she hadn’t been here long when she was a kid. Why come back then?”

“Could have been the happiest time of her life, so she returned when she had the chance,” Kate replied. “Her accent sounded like she might be from the Bronx. A lot of rat race New Englanders are escaping this direction to find a slower life. So many people telecommute now, and she had such an amazing computer setup in her house—she could probably run the Mars Rover from there.”

Meg laughed. “You’re right. She could be anyone doing anything. I shouldn’t hook some kind of cloak and dagger idea on the woman. Especially with the witch reputation she’s already acquired. I’m getting as vivid an imagination as Ben. But I think I will call a friend of mine who’s involved in local cat rescue efforts to see if she has any intel about our Linda Johnson. Even her name sounds like an alias.”

“We’ve had so many criminal adventures lately, you’re looking for trouble everywhere. Just don’t find any dead bodies. I need a break from seeing the Vermont State Police.”

“You and me, both,” Meg said, nodding. “Have you heard anything else from Mrs. Dawson about the job?”

“Yes, she texted me. Let me grab my phone.” Kate rose from the couch and walked to the kitchen, where her purse lay on the far counter. The kids sat playing a rousing game of Uno, after having pushed all the plates and leftover pizza to one side. The cat crouched at the pizza end, a smug look on his face as he guarded two pieces with bacon and ham which had apparently fallen to the floor during the big slide. The slices also once held pineapple pieces, but the cat had brushed those aside to better eat the toppings he preferred. 

Kate sent him a stern look with a raised eyebrow, but he simply stared at her and smacked his mouth. Seeming to emphasize to Kate how self-sufficient he believed he was. Basically, a feline nyah-nyah.

She smiled and bussed the table. At least this meant she didn’t have to give the portly kitty any pizza herself and appear as a pushover. Though she knew she really was one. Once everything perishable was in the refrigerator, she wished the kids luck and exited with her phone.

“Let me see.” She swiped the screen with a finger. “Mr. Dawson’s birthday is the seventh of next month, and she said we can come by and take measurements any day between nine and four.”

“And she still wants all the work done in one day?” Meg asked.

“Yes, otherwise she said she can’t guarantee he won’t see it early. I thought we could go over there tomorrow before heading to the gym to decorate for the Halloween carnival. Once we get the measurements, it will be a snap to write up the order sheets, and I’ll send those to the installer, so he can get his crew ready for the heavier parts of the job we can’t do.”

“Perfect. Can I ask a favor?”

“Of course.”

“Mrs. Wilton ran into Mother and me this afternoon and asked if I’d come pick up the apples for the carnival. I immediately said yes, like a dummy, then realized later I’d have to make several trips to try to carry all those apples in the trunk of my Camry.”

Kate nodded, swallowing her last bite of pizza before answering, “Sure, we’ll go by there after we measure the Dawson’s garage, and the Wilton boys can load everything in the van’s bay. It’ll be perfect timing since our next stop will be the gym anyway.”

* * *
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NEXT MORNING’S MEASURING event went smoothly. Their client followed them around like a puppy, but Kate and Meg were used to the phenomenon and had perfected their own strategy with previous jobs. When Kate’s anxiety started building, Meg pulled the client into a conversation. As Kate’s tension levels reduced, she continued with the necessary tasks. Meg kept the client busy. A perfect combo, but even more important this time. Everyone in Hazelton knew Mrs. Dawson’s superpower lay in being a busybody of the highest order. Meg had already mentioned in the car how she intended to try channeling the power for good gossip, so their typical procedure held additional promise this time.

Meg’s call the previous evening to the friend in the rescue group hadn’t borne fruit, so the redhead was ready for any possible avenue of information. And Mrs. Dawson was the next hope.

“Have you met Linda Johnson?” Meg asked the silver haired client, steering their route toward the coffee pot Mrs. Dawson set up in the garage when they arrived. “We went by there yesterday and introduced ourselves to her. She seemed familiar to me.”

Mrs. Dawson took the cup poured for her and followed Meg’s subliminal “relaxed” example by leaning against the edge of the work table to talk. Kate had to hide a smile as she measured. Her partner was simply the best at this maneuver.

Talk about a superpower, Kate thought.

“I remember the family from decades ago,” Mrs. Dawson said, pushing away her silver bangs with one hand. “But I really can’t say I remember Linda. Well, let me rephrase; I remember her, but not as she is now. I don’t know how to explain it, just...well...she’s grown up to look differently than I would have expected.”

“No one seems to know much about her. I talked to a friend last night about her cat rescue—”

“And that’s another thing,” Mrs. Dawson interrupted, sloshing coffee as she slammed the cup onto the work table. “The family was always going to the doctor. They had allergies about everything. I can’t imagine little Linda growing up to keep a bunch of cats in her house.”

“Maybe it was food allergies.”

“No, it was all the environmental ones. I remember standing in line at the pharmacy behind her mother once and half the items in the cart were allergy related,” Mrs. Dawson said, crossing her arms for emphasis. “I ask you, can you think of anything more suspicious?”

“Not off the top of my head.” Meg shot Kate an “I told you so” look. Kate nodded. She knew when she was defeated.

* * *
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MEG DIDN’T GET ANY more information out of Mrs. Dawson, but this didn’t keep the woman from trying to talk her ear off until Kate finished the measurements. The organizing team had enough time to grab a quick sandwich and change into sturdier clothes than they’d used for the Dawson appointment. Then they headed to the Wilton Apple Farm to get all the bushel baskets of fruit needed for the Halloween games the next evening.

“You never told me what the girls finally chose for their costumes,” Meg said as they drove through the slushy streets. “I know I have it easier with my boys. Ben always wants to make himself a robot costume, and this year Mark wanted to be a nerd, so all we had to do was root through his father’s closet for a narrow black necktie and buy a pocket protector.”

“Yes, you did get off lucky. Sam was easy enough. She’s going as a hockey goalie, and we have enough equipment around the house to get her covered on the pro hockey front,” Kate said. “But every costume idea Suze came up with sounded like she needed to be living in south Florida this time of year. Last count, she was down seven ideas and holding out for being a sexy ghost. I told her the ghost part was fine, but the sexy was staying home.”

“How in the world does someone pull off a sexy ghost?”

“Beats me, but I obviously need to keep an eye on my little haute couture princess, as she seems to have ideas far above her elementary school age group.”

“Oh, don’t believe it. Kids are bombarded with suggestive clothing. It’s a wonder we have any tomboys like Sam left.”

“I hear ya,” Kate said. “I’ve been letting Suze watch too many cable shows to indulge her designing dreams. Now I’m paying the price for trying to be a supportive mother. Of course, I have my own Dancing with the Stars addiction too, which doesn’t help. I watch it for the dancing, but she probably only notices the costumes and doesn’t realize how much of the flesh tone she’s seeing is more spandex than skin.”

“Always something to make us feel guilty.”

They neared the entrance to the Wilton Apple Farm, and Kate signaled to turn.

“Saw the van and figured you were coming for the apples,” Mrs. Wilton greeted them, holding out warm cups of cinnamon apple cider with her long, thin fingers. 

“We thought it would be quicker than multiple trips in my car,” Meg said, climbing from the passenger side and hurrying to grab a cup. “Oh, boy, this smells good.”

Mrs. Wilton’s oldest sons took on the task of loading up the back of the van. As the women watched them work, Mrs. Wilton said, “If you need more apples, come on by and ask. If I’m not here one of the boys will mark it down on the form. Don’t you worry any. Take whatever you need, and I’ll get it squared away with the PTA later.”

Kate sipped the spicy liquid and felt the warmth travel down to her toes. “Oh, Mrs. Wilton, this is wonderful.”

“It is—naturally.” The woman’s grin stretched ear-to-ear with the compliment and her little pun. “We keep the cider mulling all the time through the winter. And right now, when our bodies still have a memory of summer, we sell even more of it than when we’re buried in snow.”

“I don’t think I can remember a Halloween or Thanksgiving without Wilton spiced cider in our house,” Meg said. “Mother has always kept it warming on the stove so it’s ready to drink, and keeps her house smelling delicious.”

“We love being a Hazelton tradition,” Mrs. Wilton said. Then she moved to the rear of the van. “Be careful how you set those, Joe. I don’t want fruit bouncing around Mrs. McKenzie’s van while she’s trying to drive.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the dark-haired youth responded, reaching in to reset a basket.

The boys made quick work of the loading, and Mrs. Wilton topped both the cups of cider before she let Kate and Meg leave, but soon they were on their way again toward the high school gym. Meg phoned the event coordinator as they drove, and when they arrived four football players stood waiting to unload the baskets and carry the fruit inside.

“This is what I call service,” Meg said, as Polly Perkins, the PTA president, walked up to greet them.

“We aim to please,” Polly said. Kate glanced at the clipboard the woman held and could see a number of check marks on the top page. Polly consulted the pages a moment then said, “Before I forget, I need to know what costumes you’re wearing, so you’ll be easier to spot during the carnival.”

“I’m Wonder Woman and Gil is Superman,” Meg said.

“And I’m Batgirl and my husband is Batman,” Kate added.

Polly grinned. “Oh good. You don’t know how great it is to not have to hear another clown or witch is coming. I swear those seem to be everyone’s go-to costumes this year.” She finished writing on the page, then turned and waved an arm for them to follow. “The boys will take care of the apples. Follow me and I’ll give you assignments and issue your staple guns and masking tape.”

The next couple of hours went quickly. Kate and Keith were set to man the “Haunted House” game, where blindfolded kids would wander in the direction of a large haunted house mural painted on a backboard, with Velcroed ghosts to hide the numbers. When the kids pulled off their ghosts and revealed the number beneath, Kate or Keith would pull a prize from one of the similarly numbered tubs hidden under a table. Meg and Gil were scheduled to man the duck pond in the middle of the gym floor. The kids could choose a rubber ducky, then turn it over to find a similar number system to determine their award.

A crash amid construction activity in the far corner got their attention.

“That’s where the ghost storyteller will be,” Polly said. “We’re calling it the Haunted Corner. I should go see what happened.”

“Go ahead,” Meg said, and Kate nodded. “We’ll be fine here.”

“Thanks, I appreciate your help,” Polly said, striking off toward the noisy corner as she added, “And feel free to call me if you have any questions or need anything for your booths.” Then she disappeared in the gym’s hive of worker bees and activities.

“Sounds simple enough,” Kate said, taking a good look around as she and Meg attached sheeting to the outside perimeter of the booths.

“It is, but you have to watch for crafty kids. Especially the older ones,” Meg said. “This is really set up for elementary age, but their older brothers and sisters often tag along, hang around the fringes looking for ways to have a little fun of their own. The tween boys cause the most trouble, with the tweenie girls there to giggle and egg them on. Nothing like a bored junior high kid to create a little chaos.”

“Ah, I can imagine.” Kate looked at her watch. “It’s almost time to pick up the kids, and I think we’re finished here. You want to go check us out and I’ll get the seats in the van pulled back into position, so the kids have places to sit?”

“Yeah, good idea. See you outside in a few minutes.”

Kate headed for the door, pulling out her keys as she walked. Her phone buzzed, and she slipped it out of the back pocket of her jeans to find a text alert from UPS telling her Keith had a package on their front porch. “Well, he’ll be thrilled.”

She looked up from the screen in time to avoid a near miss with someone else paying more attention to her phone than where she was walking.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I—” Kate suddenly realized she knew the person she’d thought was a student. “Linda, hi. I didn’t recognize you for a minute.”

Her words startled the new neighbor, and Linda dropped her phone, the plastic cover hitting the floor and sliding.

Kate bent over and picked up the phone, handing it to the nervous woman.

“Thanks, I ... just checking messages...” Linda frowned. “Don’t know why I bother. It’s never anything.”

“Well, it’s good seeing you.” Kate felt her forehead furrow, and she forced a smile to keep the moment light. She pointed toward the far corner where even more people had joined in to figure out the construction problem. “If you’re looking for the event coordinator, Polly’s the one over there with the long ponytail.”

“Yeah, okay...thank you.” Linda sketched a quick little wave and hurried in the direction opposite from where Polly stood. Toward the hall entrance into the school.

Kate wouldn’t have thought much of it—except she’d seen the woman’s phone. The message read, “You can’t hide.”

* * *
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK IT means?” Meg asked, as they sat later in the parent circle of the elementary school, everyone waiting for their kids. Kate had already retold what happened.

“I’m not sure, but she was really flustered,” Kate said. “I know she kind of seems naturally nervous, at least she was fidgety at her house after we got to talking about her living in Hazelton before. But she couldn’t get the phone away from me fast enough, and said she was just checking messages.”

“Some message.”

“I know.”

The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, and teachers began bringing kids from the building in groups and toward the waiting vehicles.

“I’ll get out and walk up to make sure Ben’s teacher knows to let him go, too,” Meg said, letting in a blast of cold as she exited the passenger side of the van.

Kate creeped the van forward, following the long loop of cars and SUVs. As she neared the load up point, Meg had all three kids waiting to leap aboard.

“Mom! It’s so cold out there, and so warm in here,” Sam shouted as she tumbled into the backseat.

“Yes, thank goodness the van’s heater can handle October weather in Vermont,” Kate said. “Everyone hurry and get inside.”

Ben was the last one in, and as he scrambled into the far rear seat, Meg slammed the cargo door and opened hers to climb into the passenger side. “Brrr.”

“Got that right.” Kate put the vehicle into gear and pulled forward. “Hey, Suze, slide on over next to your sister so Mark can get in without having to crawl over you.”

“He can sit back here with me,” Ben called.

“Well, we’re almost there,” Kate said, turning into the loop for the upper elementary pick up point. “And I see Mark already waiting.”

“He’s going to be a popsicle,” Meg said, frowning. She leapt out again at the stop and hurried her older son into the van.

Mark dove into the spot between the two girls and belted up. He took off his new glasses and wiped at the lenses with his nylon coat. “They’re all fogged up, and I can’t get them clean again.”

“Use your shirt,” Meg said, returning to the van. “I’ve told you not to try to use anything polyester or nylon.”

“I wouldn’t have this problem if you and Dad would get me contacts.”

“A discussion for another time, young man,” Meg said. Kate looked over and lifted a questioning eyebrow. The redhead gave a tiny shrug.

Kate moved the van forward. “Well, let’s head home to hot chocolate.”

After a unison of “yeses,” including one from Meg, Ben piped up again, “Can we drive through town on the way home and look at the decorated windows again?”

“Good idea. They’ll be coming down soon.”

Main Street of Hazelton found its own ways to involve its citizens and draw visitors to the town. Once the last of the autumn leaf tours left with the first snow, Hazelton readied for the Halloween season by letting the younger school kids compete in window wars with ghostly and ghoulie displays. The local children dreamed up fun designs for the shop windows then decorated with zeal, and a grand prize went to the winning team. Ice cream gift certificates were consolation prizes to the other participants. All the merchants signed on for the contest, and teams of elementary students decorated the windows with paint and paper.

“Look! There’s the library’s window my class worked on,” Samantha said.

A few windows down and it was Suzanne’s turn to point and shout out. “We did the window on the market.”

“My class did the hardware store,” Ben cried. “See, there’s the hammer I painted in brown on the glass.”

“Good thing you told us it was a hammer,” Mark teased. “Would have never recognized it otherwise.”

In the rearview mirror, Kate saw Ben lean forward and cuff his brother on the side of the head.

“Hey!” Mark yelled, twisting in his seat to try to reach back and hit his brother.

Kate looked to see why Meg wasn’t stopping the squabble and found her friend’s focus trained on a short, bundled-up person entering the hardware store.

“Stop here and let me out. You don’t have to park.” Meg unbuckled her belt, then leaned toward Kate and whispered, “It’s Linda Johnson. I’m going to do some sleuthing.”

Right then, Ben let out a cry for his mom, and Meg finally realized what was going on behind her. “Mark and Ben, if you don’t behave you’ll be going to your grandmother’s house to pass out candy on Halloween. And that will be the extent of your festivities this year.”

“He started it,” Mark said, pointing over his shoulder toward his brother.

“He said a mean thing about my window,” Ben defended.

“I don’t care.” Meg opened her door and stepped out, leaning in again to add, “Kate is going to report exactly how you both act this afternoon. Which means you’d better be on your best behaviors.”

“Do we need to come back and pick you up?” Kate asked.

“I’ll find a ride, don’t worry. If nothing else, I’ll call Gil and have him stop for me on his way home.”

* * *
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LATER IN THE EVENING, Gil picked up the boys and assured a worried Kate that Meg was safe and sound. Keith had to show off all the items in his utility belt—”Look, I have bat cuffs and a bat-a-rang to knock out bad guys”—then he headed for the radio station.

Kate steered the girls upstairs to do a final costume organization for the next evening, in case she needed to do any last-minute shopping or alterations. Sam’s hockey outfit with face mask was laid out and ready, and the twin was warned she couldn’t take her hockey stick to school. Suzanne, on the other hand, went über-girly, deciding finally among the choices she’d been working through the week to wear a pink satin princess gown and tiara.

“And can I wear some makeup, Mommy?” she asked.

“No.”

“Just a little?”

Kate stared at her hopeful face, wondering when this mothering gig would ever get easy. “You can wear a little of my lip gloss, and I’ll brush your cheeks with blush. But no more.”

“Can I take the lip gloss with me? It will come off when I eat lunch, and I’ll need some for afterward.” Suze’s forehead crumpled in concern.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Oh, thank you, Mom.” Suze hugged Kate around the waist.

“No promises.” Kate patted her daughter’s blonde curls, then glanced over at Sam sitting cross legged on her bed. When her tomboy twin realized she had her mother’s attention, she executed an exaggerated eye roll, then mouthed, “You’ve been played.”

Like I need you to tell me, Kate thought.

“You should at least go as a zombie princess,” Sam argued, flopping onto her pillow.

“No, that’s ugly,” Suze replied.

“So are you.”

“If I’m ugly then you are too. We’re identical, remember?” 

“Girls, no name calling,” Kate warned.

“No one has any problem telling me apart from you,” Sam said, ignoring her mother.

“That’s because you have no style,” Suze countered.

“Do too. I have my own style.” Sam threw her pillow. Suze dove toward the heart shaped ones on her bed.

“Girls! Stop, now!” Kate blocked one soft projectile in mid-air and grabbed a second stuffed heart from the floor. “No more arguing. No more fighting. Is everyone’s completed homework in your backpacks?”

“Yes, Mommy,” the girls said in unison.

“Then it’s bath time. Go.”

When the girls returned a short time later, smelling of the memory of soapy bubbles and giggling over some joke Sam told Suze, Kate put them to bed and read until their blue eyes looked more sleepy than awake. A round of goodnight kisses preceded the lamp’s goodnight click. Kate pulled the door almost closed and headed downstairs. The cat met her at the bottom step, acting bored.

“Let me guess. You can’t find any of your catnip mice or squeaky play things?” she said. The cat walked to the sofa and gave a pitiful mew.

She had just found the last feathery toy, along with five others the cat had knocked under the heavy piece of furniture, when she heard a knock on the door.

“I know it’s late, but I wanted to fill you in on what I’ve learned,” Meg said, smiling as she held up a white bakery box. “And I have treats.”

“By all means, come in.” Kate hurried her inside and closed the door against the cold. She kicked away one of the cat toys that laid in the path to the kitchen. A streak of orange and gold tore down the hallway after the flying precious.

Meg set the box on the table. “I assumed you have milk. I bought these brownies from Saree after I finished my hardware store reconnaissance, and I’ve been dying to eat one ever since. But I can run home if—”

“Shh. Yes, I have milk, but the girls may not be asleep yet. And I don’t want to share,” Kate whispered, scooping up the box and placing the chocolate goodies in the microwave to warm. She pointed to the refrigerator. “Can you pour the glasses while I run up and double check the girls weren’t playing possum earlier? Besides being a selfish mother, I imagine we don’t need any big ears attached to little bodies listening in while we’re talking.”

“Sure, go check. I’ll have everything ready when you get back.”

Minutes later, the women sat across from one another at the table, and the brownies weren’t the only treat Meg served up. “I couldn’t get anything out of Linda when I pretended to run into her in the hardware store. But with so few customers, I was able to hang around the checkout and talk to Mr. Turner a bit after she drove away.”

“Did she buy anything?”

“Another lock. When I asked Mr. Turner, he said it was the third door lock she’s bought this week. Today’s was a heavy bolt lock, but she had a deadbolt on the front door when we went by there. So, why the second slide bolt?”

“Maybe the back door?”

“Don’t think so. This was the third one she’d bought,” Meg reminded, taking a quick bite of brownie. “Mmm, so good.” She finished chewing, and continued, “He said she added extra window locks too. Came by and bought the locks and the tools she needed to install them.”

Kate broke off a piece of brownie. “I don’t remember seeing a security service sign in the yard, but it could have been hidden by the snow. You’d think she’d have an account with one of the alarm companies if she was concerned.”

“But why be so concerned about theft or break-ins in Hazelton?” Meg asked. “If she was worried, it would make more sense to move somewhere else.”

“Could be that she tries to keep ahead of safety issues and stays with a good defensive program wherever she lives. Remember, she did seem to have a Bronx accent.”

“True. And living in one of the New York boroughs is a lot different from small town Vermont.”

“So, we should just give her time, right?”

“Wrong.” Meg’s eyes shone in excitement. “I learned something else from Mr. Turner. One of those previous visits when Linda came in to buy locks...her cellphone rang.”

“Another strange message?”

“Nope. She misspoke.” Meg stopped and sipped her milk, lengthening the pause.

Kate put up with it for a moment, then said, “Out with it Wonder Woman, or I’m taking away your golden lasso.”

Meg laughed. “Okay.” She leaned over the table and lowered her voice, “Mr. Turner heard her answer the phone saying, ‘This is Linda Jameson.’”

“He could have misunderstood.”

“Nope,” Meg said again. This time shaking her red curls for emphasis. “He said as soon as she said the wrong name she appeared startled, told the person she’d call back later, and shoved the phone into her coat pocket. Looked guilty.”

“So, is she in hiding and going by an assumed name?”

“My thinking exactly. I asked Gil to do a search on the name Linda Jameson and guess what he found?” She held up a hand. “No, you don’t want to guess, I know. I’ve been hanging out with my boys too much.” She grabbed another quick bite, then said, “Searching the name Linda Jameson in recent news stories produced a picture of a woman who looks a lot like our Linda Johnson, but with long blonde hair and wearing high dollar designer suits. The brunette pixie cut is a ruse. The Linda Jameson in the picture was the personal assistant to one Jim Donaldson, the on-the-run felon.”

“The name Donaldson sounds familiar.”

“It should. He’s the banker who disappeared after embezzling more than fifty-five million dollars. Oh, and if you’d like to know how the money was stolen, it was done by—”

“Computer transfer. The bank’s corporate system was hacked,” Kate finished.

“Bingo,” Meg said, lifting her half-full glass in a mock salute. “And guess who his little computer genius was.”

“Linda Jameson.”

“The one and only.”

Kate got up and walked to the kitchen desk, returning to the table with a pad and pen. As she started jotting down notes, she said, “So, are all the extra locks on her doors to keep the inside items safe—”

“Like the money,” Meg interrupted.

“Yes, though I doubt she’d have all of it there.” Kate jotted on a line and moved to the next one. “Or is she hiding from Donaldson? And if she did his hacking, why isn’t she in jail? Is she hiding from law enforcement?”

“She’s not on the run from the police—at least not as far as Gil could determine in the newspaper’s files. Just her boss is. Apparently, she had an alibi and the police couldn’t find any trace of her being in the system.”

“But if she pulled off the heist, wouldn’t she be good enough to cover her tracks?” Kate asked.

Meg shrugged. “From the way Gil tells it, there’s always some trace. At least there was something pointing to Donaldson’s guilt. So, if she’s not hiding the money, she must be running from Donaldson. Right?”

“Agreed. It’s also a reasonable assumption he could be the one who sent her the text message. Especially if he thinks she could lead the cops to him.”

“Glad you mentioned the text, because it’s another thing bugging me.” Meg tapped a nail on the tabletop as she said, “If she’s a computer genius, why would she have a phone number someone could send her a threatening message to? Wouldn’t she change it for another number?”

“She could have already done that but been found again.”

“Okay, but if the person knows her number, would it mean the same someone could pinpoint her location?”

“Maybe you’ve found the reason for her buying another door bolt today.” Kate kept scribbling. “Still, even if someone has her number, they may not be able to find her via the phone. I’m no expert, of course, but I remember watching a show several months ago about internet security. I didn’t understand half of it, but the gee-whizicists on the show were discussing ways people could have transmissions rerouted so the ISP addresses on their computers or devices looked like they were in an entirely different country.”

“With our little Linda a computer gee-whizicist herself, she might have the same capability with her phone’s GPS.”

Kate shrugged, then finished up her notes, tagging the info Meg provided with her own suppositions on the GPS angle. She looked up. “This really does sound promising. Is there anything else?”

“No.” Meg finished off her final bite of brownie, then swallowed the last of her milk. “Gil said he’d let me know if he learns anything else. I’ll ask him about hiding the GPS location too.”

“You don’t think he’ll withhold information? You know, as a journalist kind of thing?”

“Marriage to me had better top any newspaper creed he swore allegiance to,” Meg said, her expression sporting her evil grin. “After fifteen years of marriage, my husband can’t help but telegraph when he’s trying to fool me about something. Don’t worry, he will tell me everything he learns. Or wish he had.”

* * *
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THE NEXT EVENING, EVERYONE was ready early for Halloween. Batman and Superman were suited up and hustling the kids to the van, so they could be dropped off at Keith’s parents’ house to go trick-or-treating before the carnival. Kate and Meg were dressed and waiting for a scheduled call from Mrs. Dawson, then they would join their husbands at the carnival. Everyone had already laughed at Meg in her black wig and pale redheaded complexion.

She sniffed. “You’re all just jealous.”

As the guys and the kids filed out the front door, Kate said, “Leave the van in case your dad wants to drive it. I’m not sure all four kids can fit in his and Jane’s Buick.”

“Dad will solve any space problems, don’t worry,” Keith said, bending down to kiss her goodbye.

Kate pulled off his cowl. “Don’t drive in a mask. It’s dangerous.”

“Batman does it all the time,” Keith said and grinned. But he kept the dark cloth in his hand as he hurried to the van.

The phone rang, and ten minutes later the women were finished with business and ready for a night of fun.

“I need to run upstairs and put on my boots,” Kate said. “Then we can go.”

“Do you have anything up there I can use to hook this gold cord to my outfit?” Meg asked. “I don’t want to have to carry it all night. I guess I could leave it here, but—”

“He forgot his utility belt!”

“Huh?”

Kate pointed at Meg’s golden lasso. “You asking about the rope made me realize Keith wasn’t wearing his utility belt when he left. Come on upstairs and help me look for it, and I can probably find something to attach your lasso to your costume.”

The utility belt was on the bed, forgotten in the scramble to leave. Kate looped it around her own waist and let it ride low on her hips. “All his online searching for this thing, and then he forgets it. I swear men are really only eight-year-old boys who look grown up.”

“Agreed.”

Kate grabbed a large safety pin from her nightstand drawer. “Can you loop one end of the lasso to hold up the coil? Keep it together? Then I think you could pin it using the loop.”

“Good idea. The lasso isn’t really heavy, just inconvenient.” Meg started to suit actions to words, while Kate added boots to her costume.

“Is that a boomerang?” Meg nodded toward the gold metal batwinged-looking weapon on her left hip.

“Sort of.” Kate pulled it away from the strong magnet that held it tightly to the belt. “It’s a bat-a-rang. Remember, everything has to have a bat name.” She reattached it to the belt and pulled the handcuffs off where they dangled from a back loop on the belt. “And here are the bat-cuffs.”

“For bad guys?” Meg asked. “Or for...” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “...more adult entertainment?”

“I’m not sure you’re in the right frame of mind to work as one of the grown-ups at an elementary school carnival,” Kate said, laughing. She checked the pouches on the belt and showed off the bat-flashlight and a bat coin holder, along with the key to the batcuffs, and a bat-knife modeled after the Swiss army version. “Well at least the flashlight and the knife may be worth something later, but not really as much as the price I noticed was added to our credit card when I checked online.”

“Boys. Their toys only get more expensive as they get older. At least you only have one. I have three.”

“There is that. But girls aren’t cheap either.” Kate chewed her lip for a moment then asked. “Think I should leave this stuff home? Some of it could be termed weapons.”

“You’d probably break Keith’s heart.” Meg pulled the bat-a-rang away from the magnetic clip on the belt. “This is kind of heavy, but it isn’t sharp. And the knife is in one of the pouches, so no kids would see it. I say let it go, and if Polly wants to confiscate any pieces later it’s her call.” 

“Sounds like a plan to help keep me from being called mean.” Kate smiled. “I like it.”

They hurried down stairs and were at the front door, Meg jingling the Camry keys in one gloved hand, when the phone rang.

“It’s probably Keith calling about the belt,” Kate said.

“Or Mrs. Dawson with something else she suddenly thought of,” Meg said.

Kate nodded. “I’ll get it.”

But neither was right. Instead, it was Linda Johnson.

“Kate, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I don’t know who else to call. Can you give me a ride to the train? My car won’t start.” 

“To the Bennington train station?” Kate looked at the clock, then gave Meg a panicked look. But her friend grinned and nodded, so she swallowed hard and said, “Sure. We’ll be at your house in a minute.”

Meg pounced as soon as the phone was hung up. “She’s taking a train somewhere? Did she say where she’s going?”

“No.”

“Is she running away because we’re figuring out her story?” 

Kate executed an eye roll that would have made Sam proud. “I don’t know. But all we’ve discovered is who she probably is, and she’s probably afraid of someone. If the reason she’s running is because she realizes we’re a couple of nosy busybodies, why would she call and ask us to take her to the train?”

“Oh, yeah. You make a good point.”

Kate pushed her friend out of the front door. “Come on, Wonder Woman, time to fly.”

In minutes, they’d pulled into the driveway of the little turquoise house and hurried up the snow-cleared walk. Meg knocked on the door, bouncing up and down a little as they waited. It was cold, sure, but Kate figured her friend’s energy had more to do with a curious temperament than the chilly temperature.

“Oh, thank you. I’m so glad you could come.” Linda opened the door and ushered them inside. “I didn’t know what to do. I called the mechanic, but he was already taking his kids trick-or-treating and—” She finally noticed the women’s costumes. “Oh, no, I’m so sorry. I’ve taken you away from your plans.”

“We have enough time.” Meg put a hand on her arm. “Do you have luggage?”

“Yes, these.” Beside her sat two extra-large suitcases and two carryon bags. Kate and Meg shared a look saying, “She’s running.”

Aloud, Kate said, “I don’t see your cats.”

“One of the rescue people came and picked them up,” Linda said. “I told them I’d pick up the cats again next week.”

Meg raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything about the excessive luggage for a short trip. She pulled her keys from her pocket and got one of the bigger bags rolling. “I’ll get the trunk open and this one inside.”

“I can get the other big one if you can grab the two smaller bags,” Kate said to Linda.

“That’d be great. Thank you.”

It took some push and shove, and one carryon had to ride in the backseat with Linda, but eventually all the luggage and the humans were inside the Camry and on the road to Bennington.

They attempted to strike up a conversation with Linda, but every segue fell flat. Instead, Kate covertly watched as Linda kept a lookout through the side and back windows, as if she imagined someone attacking the car at any moment.

At the train station, Kate tried again. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to handle all of this luggage by yourself? It puts you at a very indefensible position.”

Linda blew out a breath and kind of mumbled, “I don’t know. I just don’t know.” Then as if catching herself, she tried to smile. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get someone to assist me if I need a hand.”

“Well, we can help you get the luggage to the platform at least,” Meg said. “It isn’t often a person gets Wonder Woman and Batgirl as personal baggage handlers.”

“Oh, I wish I didn’t have to ask. I know you have somewhere else to be.” 

“No more apologies,” Kate said. “Let’s get you to your train.”

They divided the bags again, with Linda taking one of the larger wheeled ones this time, and they headed for the ticketing area. A kid darted out from between two cars, and hit Linda’s arm, knocking her purse. The large tote tumbled from her shoulder and the contents spilled onto the pavement.

“I just don’t need this,” Linda grumbled. All of the women dropped to their knees to help corral the objects. Kate reached to grab a pile of red and blue booklets, only to have Linda push her aside and seize them.

Kate was surprised by the rude action, more so when she realized what the books actually were. As they started moving again, she slowed down to whisper to Meg. “She has at least three passports in her bag that appear to be issued by as many different countries.”

“What do you think?”

“I’m not sure she’s in the right frame of mind to go anywhere on her own,” Kate said. “She’s acting pretty desperate, which can’t bode well if she’s truly on the run.”

Still, what could they do? Kate moved closer to Linda, hoping to have a friendly word with her, offer moral support, and perhaps find a way to convince her to go to the authorities if she was feeling threatened. 

Then a man in a hat walked up to them and said with a Bronx accent, “Linda Jameson, you need to come with me.”

Linda said, “No,” and pulled a gun from her coat pocket with one hand, while she grabbed Kate’s arm with the other. “Don’t fight, Kate. I’ll let you go as soon as I make my escape. I need you for a hostage, but I will shoot if you try to escape, or if anyone blocks me from getting away.”

“Now, let’s not do anything hasty, Ms. Jameson,” the man said, holding up his hands and motioning for Meg to stay back. “I just need to talk to you.” 

“Donaldson sent you, didn’t he?” Linda demanded. “Getting half wasn’t enough. He wants it all.”

“I work for his wife. I’m a P.I., and Donaldson wants you to give the money back, ma’am. He wants to make a deal. He’s already tired of running.”

Kate looked at Meg and mouthed “Wow.” Were they ever off the mark on what they’d thought. Linda pulled hard on her arm, forcing her away from the man.

“Give me your car keys,” Linda said to Meg. “I’m driving out of here, and I’ll leave Kate in a place where she can get transportation home. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will if you don’t do as I say.”

Her gun hand shook, but she kept a firm hold on Kate.

I think her hand is as shaky as my stomach at the moment, Kate thought.

Meg spoke up. “I’ll go with you. I’ll drive. You’ll have two hostages instead of one. Even better, right?”

Linda’s gaze wavered for a moment between the P.I. and the two women in superhero costumes. A crowd had formed in the outer perimeter, and several people were taking video of the scene. Others were trying to make their way toward exits while still watching Linda and the gun.

At the same time, Meg waved a hand at Kate’s side. “These costumes aren’t very warm, Linda, and Kate isn’t used to Vermont weather. Let’s go, so we can get to the car and turn up the heater. Someone’s surely called 911 by now. If you’re going to leave, we need to do it soon.” Meg gave a kind of sideways nod then, and Kate finally realized what her friend was signaling.

With her right hand, she took hold of the heavy metal bat-a-rang, and silently detached it from the utility belt’s magnet. Unfortunately, as long as Linda had hold of her left arm, and the gun at her side, there was no way Kate could reach around to hit with the weapon while it was in her right hand. She sent Meg a look and raised the metal bat-a-rang a bit to show she was ready, then shook her head to signal no idea how to proceed.

Meg hurried over to walk beside her.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Linda demanded.

“Just walking by Kate,” Meg said. “I assumed all the hostages needed to stay together.”

At the same time, the P.I. drew a gun, but Linda saw him and screamed, “Put that away. What are you trying to do, shoot me in the back?” She still held Kate’s arm in a death grip but had turned so she could look back and point the gun at the man in the hat.

Kate passed the bat-a-rang to Meg. Wonder Woman whirled around, slamming the weapon on Linda’s wrist. The gun clattered to the ground, and the P.I. tackled the tiny felon. Kate pulled the bat-cuffs from the utility belt and offered them to the man. “You might be able to use these.”

“Thanks,” he said, rolling Linda onto her stomach and cuffing her hands behind her back. “You picked a pretty functional costume for Halloween.” 

“My husband gets the credit for the utility belt,” Kate said. “He’s Batman.”

“Speaking of husbands.” Meg pulled out her phone. “I need to call mine, so he can get the scoop on this story for the paper.”

“And just think,” Kate said, crossing her arms and looking down on the defeated Linda Jameson. “I laughed when Sam told me the kids called her a witch. But I was wrong. She’s definitely wicked.”

* * *
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THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR reading ORGANIZED FOR HOMICIDE. If you liked this book, please consider writing a short review and posting it on your favorite reader and bookseller sites. For readers trying to decide on a new-to-them author, even a review as short as “I really liked this book,” can make the difference between them trying a new author or moving on to another. I truly appreciate it.

Want to get an email alert when the next Organized Mystery is available? Sign up for Ritter Ames's newsletter today!


Please read on for more organizing tips and for a sneak peek at the next book available in the series—chapter one of
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USA TODAY bestselling author Ritter Ames writes the Organized Mysteries series and the Bodies of Art Mysteries, and will soon be releasing the first title in her Frugal Lissa cozy mystery series. These series and their varied locations give Ritter more opportunity to coax her husband into additional travel for “research.” For more information about her and her books, visit her website at www.ritterames.com Subscribe to Ritter's Newsletterto learn when books are released or she’s running special giveaways for her fans.
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KEEP READING FOR TIPS for planning Halloween events & parties and the recipe for Kate’s jack-o-lantern cookies.

* * *
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BONUS – Cookie Recipe


[image: image]


KATE MCKENZIE’S SUGAR & Sweet Jack-O-Lantern Cookies

Ingredients:

1 cup softened butter (use cubed butter, not soft spread)

3 ounces softened cream cheese

1 cup sugar

1 egg yolk

¾ tsp vanilla extract

½ tsp almond extract

2 ¼ cups all-purpose flour

¼ tsp baking soda

Extras for decorating:

¼ tsp orange gel food coloring

Orange and green colored sugars for details on cookies

Instructions:

Cream together the butter, cream cheese and sugar in a medium sized bowl. Next beat in the egg yolk, vanilla extract, almond extract and the orange food coloring. In another bowl, combine flour, salt, and baking soda, then gradually add this dry mixture to the creamed mixture. When all is thoroughly mixed together, cover the bowl and set in the refrigerator for at least three hours to make the mixture easier to handle for rolling and cutting.

Prepare a space for rolling the dough by lightly flouring the surface, then roll the cookie dough so it’s no less than an eighth-inch thick. Dip cookie cutter in flour and cut out jack-o-lantern shapes with cookie cutters, then transfer to parchment lined baking sheets leaving an inch between each cookie. Use orange sugars in the curved rims in the pumpkin body of the jack-o-lantern design and the green sugars to cover the stems completely. Cookies bake quickly at 375 degrees and will be ready to take out of the over in 8 to 10 minutes, or as the edges begin to turn brown. Let the jack-o-lanterns cool 2 to 5 minutes before transferring from the parchment to wire racks so they can finish cooling.

* * *
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Fun Fall Festival Ideas for School Carnivals
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HAVING SEVERAL BOOTHS to buy tickets to the events help keep activities moving smoother. Have at least one free event, like a storytelling corner. 

EVENT IDEAS

*Games of Skill—

Individual competitions where kids throw toward a target or pick items that have numbers marked on them, but aren’t competing against other kids, are fun for school carnivals, especially if the participants are young children. Have different tubs or boxes of small prizes so the winning depends on the number the child comes up with, or if they hit their target. There are lots of options, and besides the game booths Kate and Meg worked at their Halloween event, here are a few more ideas—

	Ring around the Pumpkin – set up three medium sized pumpkins in a row and kids throw hoops just a little larger than the pumpkins. Getting a hoop completely over a pumpkin is a win.

	Grab an Apple – no bobbing necessary. This comes with two options. Either hide a small prize (like a colorful eraser) inside a waterproof floating apple or mark numbers with a Sharpie on the bottom of floatable plastic apples and award prizes based on the number on the apple. Either way, put the floatable plastic apples in a water-filled tub and let kids fish out their favorite apple with a small fish net. For the apples with the prize inside, kids can open to find their win (then adult can refill the apple with a new prize and toss it back into the tub). For apples marked with numbers, kids grab their pick and the number tells what their prize is and the adult awards one from the numbered win-bin—then the apple is tossed back into the tub.

	Apple Toss – set up small metal or plastic containers in three rows of three. Kids stand a few feet away and toss foam apples toward the containers. Three in a row gets a grand prize.


*Creative Pursuits for all ages—

	Painting Pumpkins – set up small pumpkins and gourds and kids decorate with WASHABLE paint.

	Face-painting is always popular, and often high school art students volunteer to help with this phase of the event.


*It’s a Cake Walk—

Don’t forget the always favorite Cake Walk event. Mothers bring the cakes early, and event volunteers cut out cardboard ghosts or pumpkins. Number the cutouts 1 through 20 or 30 (depending on the size of the space used for the cake walk). Tape the pumpkins to the floor in a big circle and have some kind of music ready to keep kids moving. As the music plays, the kids walk the circle. When the music stops they all hurry to get a number they can stand on as their own. The winning number is drawn, and the person on that numbered pumpkin takes home a cake. Yum! 





*Kids Love a Good Scary Story—

Don’t be afraid to tell a scary story, especially at Halloween. People through the ages have spent favorite evenings sitting in the dark, around a campfire or a lantern, and telling tales designed to make everyone shiver. Think about your audience, what they can handle (and despite their shrieks, kids love a ghoulish tale), and fashion your story to incorporate things they can relate to—this will make it all the more interesting and elicit even louder squeals.

Choose your tale by refamiliarizing yourself with the classics, like the Brothers Grimm. You can find a lot of the Grimm tales online or in your library. You can also search for American folklore to find other stories to adapt and retell. 

After thinking about the story points, read the story/stories again a few times, then start thinking about how to make a tale your own. Vary your tone, change your voice for each of the characters. Think about large arm movements and facial expressions to use to convey the story buildup, alarm, and climaxes. Remember, if the story doesn’t affect you, it won’t affect the adults and children sitting in the dark listening to you.

Make the characters likeable, and you can change things to make the story unexpected and a little uncanny. Contemporize it with characters who are kids with backpacks instead of travelers with knapsacks or change horseback riders to dirt bike racers, for instance.

By the time you’re finished, even if a lot of the audience had to crawl into their mothers’ laps, remember that they stayed because they enjoyed the fear and their imaginations were engaged. 

* * *
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SNEAK PEEK
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IF YOU LIKE THE ORGANIZED Mysteries series, I invite you to take a look at the following excerpt from the new Frugal Lissa Mysteries series. The first book in the series, Frugal Lissa Finds a Body, is set to arrive at booksellers soon. Let me know what you think about the excerpt below. 
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Frugal Lissa Finds a Body


By Ritter Ames
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CHAPTER ONE

“Welcome to the neighborhood.” I pushed the lemon Bundt cake toward the graying man in the doorway as I tried—and failed—to stop staring at his bushy eyebrows. It looked like a caterpillar tête-à-tête on his forehead. “I'm Melissa Eller, but everyone just calls me Lissa. I live in the noisy two-story across the street.”

“Noisy?” The caterpillars wobbled upward.

“I have two young sons.” I shrugged. “I may as well start apologizing now.”

Gorgeous Abby, my best friend despite the pulled-together look she always wore without effort—today in a DKNY silk t-shirt and black peplum slacks she snagged the last time we shopped at the outlet store because they fit her but not post-pregnancy me—stepped up and held out a hand to shake his. “Abby Newman. I don't live in the neighborhood, but I'm a family friend so I'm here a lot. Don't mind Lissa. She tends to worry too much.”

“Worry?” The caterpillars shifted close together again.

“About the boys and their antics,” Abby added. “They're actually very sweet.”

He took the cake from my hands and said, “We're the Harpers, John and Jane.”

I attempted my own handshake, but he kept a firm hold on each side of the cake plate. Apparently the floral-print J. Jill shirred tee I’d grabbed on that same outlet trip, the one I thought made me look trustworthy and friendly, wasn’t doing its job. His gaze darted to someplace over my left shoulder instead of meeting my smile.

“The wife is still unpacking, you know.” He kept watch over the landscape behind us as he spoke. “We have a lot to do.”

“Absolutely,” I said a little too brightly, and shoved my hands into my jeans pockets. “Been there, done that. Not a lot of fun. We just wanted to come by and let you know if you need anything you only need to ask.”

The caterpillars gave each other a bit of distance as some tension left his expression and voice, and he almost looked at my face. “I'll let my wife know. Appreciate it.”

I took a step back and nearly fell down the stoop. Abby grabbed my arm and saved me from an ungraceful fall.

“We'll be going,” Abby said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Yes. Be looking for you,” he said.

More likely he’d be looking out for us and running the other way. Not trusting myself to answer and just make it worse, I waved and kept flashing what I knew was my idiotic grin.

We crossed the street with me slightly behind Abby. The soft highlights in her shoulder-length chestnut hair made me wonder what a salon could do to help the sadly overlong cut I’d recently given up on in favor of simply putting mine into a thick coffee-colored side-braid every day. I was frowning at the ragged tail below the rubber band that hung a bit below my collar bone, so almost missed when Abby said, “Remember, you only get what you expect out of life.”

“What? How did you know what I was thinking?”

She laughed. “Lissa, you’re an open book.”

We hit my front yard, and she reached over and gave me a one-armed hug, reprimanding, “Don't expect people to be annoyed at your children and they won't be.”

Okay, so she didn’t mean my hair and wasn’t a mind-reader. Thank goodness. There were some secrets I kept even from Abby.

“Fat chance of that. You haven't heard the complaints through the years,” I replied.

“They're just rambunctious boys.”

Abby skipped up the steps ahead of me to push open the front door, then gasped and leaned against the wooden frame. I kept walking, dazed as I surveyed the carnage. We'd only been gone for five minutes. I swear, only five minutes. The boys were under orders to start cleaning their room. As we left, we’d heard them thundering up the stairs, and our blonde Labrador retriever, Honey, galloped right behind them. We had actually chuckled over the booming noise. 

I never expected the complete chaos now enveloping the living room, but it did prove the point I'd been making only moments before. Apparently, the boys didn't believe me when I told them earlier in the week that they couldn't fly by attaching their Batman capes to the ceiling fan. Said ceiling fan, denuded of two blades, currently wobbled valiantly in a drunken rotation above our heads. A chair and one end table were knocked over, and I presumed staked a claim to where each of the boys landed. Wood slivers littered the durable gray carpet, as well as what I took to be fallout from the tops of the fan blades. I admit it, I don’t dust my ceiling fans often enough. Maybe the mini-dust bunnies helped cushion their fall.

Abby continued making gasp-like sounds. I looked for blood. I found the blades, but not my two sons.

“Boys! Front and center!”

Wide-eyed faces topped by tousled brunette hair popped up between second floor banisters, with Honey padding in close to anchor the far end. Thin sunlight streaked through the upstairs sidelight and washed over the boys to give each a glowing halo. Like that was going to help anything. I pointed to my feet. “Down here. Immediately!”

Longest trek downstairs I'd ever witnessed. Even the dog moved in slow motion. Three heads and faces downcast. All eyes focused on every single step.

I didn't see any bruises, but a torn cape came to light behind one chair when Jamey, the oldest, let his gaze stray in that direction.

“Take a tumble, did we?”

The boys nodded.

“Anyone hurt?”

My five-year-old Mac, short for Mackenzie, my maiden name, rubbed his elbow. Both boys gave me a negative head shake. I figured it would be enough to watch for limps, but just in case I ran a hand over each head to feel for lumps. A second later I checked the dog, too. She didn’t yelp, so I figured she’d been smart enough to stay out of the way of the flying siblings.

“Going to do it again?” I asked my Batboys.

They shook their heads once more, eyes still cast downward.

* * *
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I HOPE YOU’VE ENJOYED this excerpt from my new cozy mystery series that will be out soon. If you’d like to be notified about this release, or would like more news on me and my books, please sign up for my newsletter at http://smarturl.it/NewsltrSubcribe

.

Happy Halloween! Boo!


    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Ritter Ames publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-SNFC-OYXU

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Ritter Ames

	    

      
	    
          
	      Organized Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Organized for Scheduled Sabotage

          
        
          
	          Organized for Masked Motives

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ritter Ames’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

cover.jpeg
UusA

RELNEER
AMES

ORGANIZED
MASKED
- MOTIVES






images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00006.gif
Sign Me Up!





images/00005.gif





images/00007.gif





