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Chapter One





“I still say you aren’t my daughter.” Sharon Miller stood in the middle of a cabbage patch and waved her arms around. “My garden never looked like this.”


Megan laughed as she picked another pepper and added it to her basket. “It’s the mushroom compost that makes everything grow so well.”


“That’s what you keep saying but I think it has something to do with your genes. You get gardening from your father’s side. I never had one until I married him.” Sharon bent down and used a small knife to cut another cabbage head. After trimming away some excess leaves, she passed the cabbage head over to Megan. “My side of the family were city dwellers. It was your father’s mother that taught you how to can things and bake.”


Megan added the cabbage to the others in a box. “Do you miss it at all?”


Sharon checked the other cabbages. “Having a garden?”


“Yeah. I know you have patio tomatoes ripening in Florida while we’re still getting snow up here, but you just have the few potted plants around your back porch, right?”


Sharon bent next to another head of cabbage. “We like the novelty of having a couple of vegetable plants that early in the year. But you’re right. We don’t have a real garden there.” After cutting the cabbage head, she stood. “I thought I was ready to move on and not have the work involved with something like this.”


Megan reached for the cabbage head. “You’ve changed your mind?”


Sharon walked down the row of cabbages and came out near Megan. At five six, she was taller than her daughter by an inch but both women had brown hair and brown eyes. “It’s probably just a matter of enjoying the memories more than the actual work of doing it all.”


“Hey there. Is it time for me to leap into action?” Eric Miller was still thin from his years of walking much of each day to deliver the mail. His brown hair was now liberally mixed with gray. His blue eyes glanced from the heavy basket of peppers that Megan was holding to the box of cabbages. The garden gate slammed behind him as he joined the two inside.


“You’re just in time,” Sharon said. “I don’t want her carrying any of this.”


Eric navigated through the rows in the garden until he reached Megan. “Let me take this.”


She wanted to protest that she was capable of carrying the basket. She handed it over to him with a sigh of relief instead. “Thanks.”


“What all still needs to be done?” Sharon asked as she crossed to the garden gate to open it for her husband.


“I’m going to par cook a lot of the cabbage and freeze it.” She pointed at another bag Eric hadn’t noticed. “There’s zucchini and yellow squash in there. I want to freeze a lot of that too.”


Eric set the peppers down outside and went back into the garden to get the squash. “What can we do to help?”


“You’re already helping,” Megan said. “I’d like to get all of this done and then go out for some blackberries on the other side of my property. Well, technically it’s on someone else’s property.”


Eric and Sharon stopped and looked at each other before turning to their daughter.


“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Sharon said.


“Are you talking about your secret patch?” Eric asked. “The one that you found in an opening practically in the middle of the ravine?”


“I’m sure they’re ripe now. I went over with the four wheeler not long ago and looked at them with my binoculars. They’re huge. I can’t just let them rot and no one else knows about them.” Megan followed her parents out of the garden as her father carried the box of cabbages.


“That’s because the terrain there is treacherous,” Eric said. “No one else is willing to make the effort.”


Megan smiled. “That’s not a bad thing.”


“What about your vines here?” Sharon asked.


“I pick those too but the wild ones are always the best for whatever reason.” Megan held up her hand. “They’re as big as my thumb. And the property owner lets me pick them as long as he gets a pie out of it.”


Sharon grimaced at her husband. He nodded in resignation.


“We’ll pick the blackberries for you,” Sharon said. “After we help you in the kitchen a bit.”


“I’ll get these into the house.” Eric indicated the box of cabbages with his head and began walking away.


“Are you sure? It can be a little tricky.” Megan glanced away from her house. The secret blackberry patch was technically not on her property. She had to go around her property and pop out in a field. After crossing the large field, she went to the edge of some woods. Her parents were right. There was a deep ravine that acted as a boundary for the land on the other side of her property. That was where she found the blackberries. On the edge of the ravine.


Sharon picked up the basket of peppers. “We came here to help you now that you’re getting closer to your due date.”


“I know and I really appreciate it. I just wanted to make some nice pies for the party this weekend,” Megan said as she followed her mother to the house.


“Bumbleberry, as I recall.” Eric stopped in front of them on his way back from the house. He took the basket of peppers from his wife. “You always called the pies with the huge blackberries a bumbleberry pie.”


Megan followed him up the steps of the back porch. “I still do.”


“All I remember was the ruined shirts,” Sharon said. “Whenever you came across a thicket of berries that you’d just discovered, you would carry them home in your shirt.”


“Next best thing to a basket when you don’t have one with you,” Megan said with a grin. Her mother was right. She would hold the bottom front of her shirt out when she picked the berries and bring them back to the house. She ruined more shirts than she could count that way.


“I’ll get the rest of the things from the garden,” Eric said as he went back out the door.


“As soon as we get some of the work done in here, your dad and I will get some blackberries for you.” Sharon began washing the vegetables.


***


Justin lobbed the tennis ball to his son. Noah’s face was a study of concentration as he held the bat and waited for the ball to come to him, just as his father had told him. The ball sailed past him as Noah took his swing.


“Oh, good job, buddy. You waited a second too long for that. Let’s try it again.” Justin took another tennis ball from the bag at his feet. “Mia, how is Grace doing?”


Mia didn’t look up from the popsicle sticks in front of her. She was painting them different colors like Grandma Bev had taught her. “Good.”


Justin lobbed another ball. Noah swung and missed. Justin turned around to check on Grace. She was pulling herself up using the picnic bench that Mia was sitting on.


“Careful, sweetie.” Justin sprinted across the yard and watched Grace as she managed to stand.


The surprise on her face at the accomplishment was priceless. Her beautiful blue eyes lit up as she raised both hands to celebrate her feat. She immediately began swaying. Justin reached her a second after she toppled landing with a thump on the deck. Her eyes shot to his. The look of confusion was evident as she tried to make sense of what had happened. Uncertain what the event warranted, she looked to her father for his cue. The indecision in her eyes was a heartbeat away from laughter or tears.


“Uh, oh. Jump up. You’re okay.” Justin lifted her into his arms. “You’re okay.” He beamed a smile.


Grace tentatively smiled back.


“You’re a big girl. You pulled yourself up. How big is Grace?” Justin stretched her hands out. “You’re so-o big.” He continued to smile.


Grace began laughing, the trauma of the fall now forgotten.


“Daddy, look at my popsicle sticks,” Mia said.


“Those are beautiful, Mia.” Justin kissed the top of Mia’s head as he carried Grace into the yard.


“Dad, throw me another ball.” Noah lifted his bat.


“Want to throw a ball to your brother?” Justin bent to pick up another tennis ball. He held it up for Grace to see. “Ready?”


Justin lobbed the ball. This time, Noah’s bat made contact. The ball made a line drive toward Grace.


“Whoa!” Justin twisted in time for the ball to strike his back and bounce off. “Good job, buddy. I think that’s it for now. We should go inside and see how Mommy is getting along.”


“Ah, Dad!” Noah dropped the bat.


“Pick your bat up, buddy. We need to put everything away, remember? You too, Mia. Let’s go in.” Justin followed the two into the house. He stopped when he reached Lauren’s work kitchen.


“Are they ready for lunch?” Lauren lifted the thinly rolled pie shell and covered a pie pan with it.


“I think so. I’ll need to get ready for work.” Justin bent to set Grace on the floor. She immediately scooted across the room toward the table.


“Your mom should be here soon.” Lauren trimmed the excess dough around the perimeter of the pie. “I’ll stay with the kids until Bev gets here.”


“I’ll get their lunch first,” Justin said as he crossed the room to kiss his wife. “Do I have any goodies in my lunch today?”


“I put some cookies in there for you.” She carried the pie over to the oven. After taking the finished pies out, she put the next ones in. When she turned, she saw Grace pulling herself up. “Oh, boy. We’re in for it now.”


“Yeah. She was doing that outside too. It’s just a matter of time now.” Justin walked toward the door. “Life as we know it will never be the same.”


***


“What do you think?” Bev turned to Vince.


“You don’t have to twist my arm.” He put both bottles of wine back into the fridge. “The white sounds good to me. We can do some seafood on the grill. I’ll have it all ready for you when you get back from Lauren and Justin’s.”


Bev smiled as she slid into his arms. “Have I mentioned lately that I’m really glad we decided to sell my house and merge our lives together?”


“I wouldn’t mind hearing it again.” He pulled her in closer. “I know that I’m happy.”


“I should get going.” She gave him a quick kiss. “Justin needs to get to the hospital.”


Vince released her. “I’ll see you when you get back.”


“Thanks for lunch. It was amazing, as usual.” Bev grabbed her purse from the island next to them. “I’m going to need more exercise now that I’ll have you cooking for me every meal.”


“We can add a morning walk,” he suggested as he followed her to the front door.


She paused at the door and smiled. “A stroll around my new neighborhood. I’d like that.”


***


Sharon swatted at a bug. “Are you sure this is the right way?”


Eric glanced back at the four wheeler. They had to leave it up on the ridge and had walked quite a distance from it. “Not really. I thought we followed Megan’s directions well enough.”


“She said her house would be behind us.” Sharon pointed, then frowned. “Or is her house over there?”


“I think it’s that way,” Eric said as he pointed in the other direction. “We crossed the large field after driving around her property. She said we needed to go down the first section of the ravine and across to the other side toward those woods. We’re almost there. The berries have to be somewhere along the tree line on the other side.”


“We’ll try a little farther. If we don’t find the blackberries, we’ll need to call it quits,” Sharon said as they began walking again. “The incline down to here was bad enough but I know it’s nothing compared to what’s on the other side of those trees. That’s straight up and down and it goes forever.”


“I’ll bet you didn’t think we’d be doing this when you got up this morning.” He flashed her a grin.


“Nope, you’re right about that. Like I said. Our daughter gets her love for life on a farm from your side of the family. My side of the family doesn’t know the first thing about it.” She reached for his hand as they walked to help steady herself.


The terrain wasn’t just hilly. It also had rocks ranging from pebbles to boulders, wild rose bushes that reached out and clung to her clothes, and grasses that left an accumulation of seeds stuck to her socks and the walking boots she borrowed from Megan. “It is a nice day though. I do miss Pennsylvania at times like this. Look. There’s a bright red bird.”


“Where?” He followed her finger as she pointed. They both looked up in the trees as they drew closer to the woods to watch for another flash of red. “Oh, I see it now. It’s a scarlet tanager.” He tugged on her hand.


“What?” She turned to him as they both stopped walking.


He pointed in front of them. She looked under the tree where they had last seen the scarlet tanager and laughed.


“I guess that’s one way to find the blackberries. Follow the birds.” She pulled a bag from her pocket. “Using bags is better than trying to hold all the berries in my shirt.”


“Maybe so but you can’t fault her ingenuity.” He pulled a bag from his own pocket.


“Or her baking,” she agreed. “I figure we deserve to split a pie between us after this hike.”







Chapter Two





“This is a great idea.” Becca held up a book on the anniversary of the lunar landing. “I can’t believe we made it to the moon when we barely had technology.”


“Hey, now. It wasn’t back when the dinosaurs were still roaming the planet.” Linda stood another book up on the display table to make it easier to read the title.


Becca laughed. “I didn’t mean to imply that.”


“I know. You can’t help that you’re only half my age.” Linda reached for another book. “And you’re right. It was an impressive accomplishment.”


“Do you remember it?” Becca asked.


Linda made a face. “I have a really vague memory of lying on my living room floor in front of a television and watching something. The actual moon walk wasn’t until well past my bedtime so it wasn’t that. Not live, anyway. I may have seen it repeated after.”


“Most people only remember the first man who walked,” Becca said as she handed Linda another book. “Maybe it was also because he’s the one who got to make a speech from the moon. I always felt bad for the other guy.”


“Which one?” Linda asked.


Becca stepped back to look at the display. “The second guy. I can never remember his name.”


“There was a third man as well,” Linda said.


Becca looked dubious. “Really? Did he walk on the moon too?”


“No. He stayed in orbit around the moon.”


“Huh.” Becca looked at the display. “Maybe I should read some of the books we have on it.”


Linda smiled as she returned to the front desk. “We have a lot of movies you could check out too.”


***


Bella sat on the floor of the tiny apartment with Skye on her lap. The small cat had long black fur and a white belly with a white chin. It was her vivid blue eyes that earned her the name. At the moment, they were not happy eyes.


“Galen. She’s not happy with you.” Bella watched the cat flick its tail as Galen launched another attack. He darted in with his mouth open as though planning to bite the much smaller cat. Both Bella and the cat knew it was a ploy. The cat waited as Galen darted in once. Skye continued to wait as Galen darted in again, this time coming a little closer.


It was the third time that Galen darted in that did the trick. Skye lifted one paw and swiped it across Galen’s nose. The young dog looked surprised at the reprisal. As though the last hundred times they’d played the same game hadn’t ended the same way.


“I hope you two learn how to behave when you’re together all day,” Bella said. “Once Mom and Rhys are married, we’ll all be living at Rhys’s house. That means you won’t be splitting your time up like you are now.”


Galen moved slowly toward Bella and pushed his nose into her hand. Skye pretended to ignore him. Galen shifted his nose from Bella’s hand to Skye, giving her a wet lick with his tongue. She leapt over Bella’s shoulder to the safety of the couch behind her. Galen looked like he wanted to follow.


“Down,” Bella said. “You aren’t allowed on the furniture, remember?” She reached out to pet him. “Good boy.”


The apartment was much too small for a dog his size. Though not yet fully grown, he was still a monster compared to the tiny cat. Because he sometimes needed a little extra maneuvering to account for the loss of one hind leg, he often bumped into things around the apartment.


It was why the two animals were split up. Each day, either Ava or Rhys would take Galen to Rhys’s house. Rhys had a yard that was fenced in. The house was huge compared to the tiny apartment on the second floor that Ava and Bella now shared. Skye was left to her own devices at the apartment while Rhys and Ava worked. At the end of the day, the process was reversed and Galen was brought back to the apartment where Ava and Bella still spent the night.


Now that Bella was volunteering at the animal hospital, part of her day was spent away from both animals. It was usually Rhys that would pick her up to take her to the animal hospital and drop Galen off at his house before going to work himself. At the end of Ava’s workday, she picked Bella up and then Galen.


“This time, I’m going to get an answer from him,” Bella said as she scratched Galen’s ears. He shook his head and darted off to the other side of the room. “Both Rhys and Mom keep dodging the subject of their honeymoon. I just know that she’s trying to pretend it isn’t important to her because she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings.”


Galen picked up a rubber ball and darted back to Bella. “I know it’s my fault. Now that Ham and Joni have moved to Florida, they don’t know what to do with me. Mom has already sacrificed enough to give me everything that she has. She deserves this.”


Bella took the ball from Galen and rolled it across the floor. He took off after it then began barking just before the doorbell rang. Bella got up and walked over to the door. She was fairly certain it was Rhys. For one thing, she could tell by the excited whimpers Galen mixed in with his barks. But having a cop for a parent meant she had to follow proper procedure when answering the door. She checked the security viewer on the door then opened it.


“Hey, you two all ready to go?” Rhys stepped inside and raised his hand palm down about waist high. Galen sat and Rhys bent to greet the dog enthusiastically as a reward.


“I just need my bookbag.” Bella crossed over to the small kitchen table to retrieve it. The kitchen wasn’t large enough for the table. They kept it in the living room close to the kitchen.


Rhys reached for the leash hanging on a hook near the door. Galen immediately sat again. It was something that Bella had taught the young dog. It made it much easier to attach the leash to Galen’s collar when he was still.


“Good boy.” Rhys patted the dog. He smiled when he realized that praising Galen to reinforce positive behavior was something else that Bella had taught him to do. Apparently, he was now trained also. “Looks like we’re both good guys,” he muttered as he opened the door.


Bella followed them down the steep set of stairs on the outside of the house. It was slow going for Galen. Stairs still gave him trouble. Rhys lifted Galen into his truck. Bella slid in and buckled up.


“Have you two decided where you’re going yet?” Bella kept her focus on Galen.


“Going?” Rhys checked for traffic before backing out onto the road.


“Yeah. You know. For your honeymoon. You’re going somewhere after the wedding, aren’t you?”


Rhys slowed to make a turn. “Ah, yeah. Sure. We’ll do something like that. Someday.”


Bella shifted her focus from Galen to Rhys. “But not right away?”


Rhys glanced at her quickly. “Well, you’re not old enough to leave by yourself. It’s not a matter of how smart you are.”


“No, I know that. But I’m sure it’s something my mom would want. To have an actual honeymoon.” Bella looked out the passenger door window.


“I don’t know how to make that happen.” Rhys stopped at a stop sign and turned to her. “Would you want to go with us?”


“What?” Bella pivoted her head to look at him. “No!” It came out louder than she expected. She tried again. “I mean, most parents don’t bring their kids on their honeymoon.”


Rhys chuckled as he accelerated. “True, but we aren’t most parents. We can talk to your mom about it. Maybe it’s what she would want.”


Bella hoped her sigh wasn’t audible over the noise of the truck.


***


Emmet Parker walked through the front entrance of the Jammin’T Friday and looked around. It was lunchtime and the normal crowd was there. He nodded to several people then saw Stan wave at him. He crossed the room to join him.


“There he is,” Stan said as Emmet slid onto the bench seat.


Emmet flipped over his coffee cup. It was a universal symbol understood in most restaurants. The diner was no exception. Tyler appeared with a coffee pot in his hand within moments.


“Top you off?” he asked Stan as he added more coffee to the man’s cup without waiting for a response.


“Thanks.” Stan’s eyes were drawn to the television suspended from the ceiling in front of him. He motioned toward it. “Where were you when it happened?”


Tyler glanced up at the closest television. He knew Stan wasn’t talking to him but wanted to hear Emmet’s response.


Emmet could see a television on the other side of the room. “The lunar landing?” The laugh lines around his blue eyes became even more prominent. The ceiling lights glinted off the lenses of his round wire-rim glasses and the top of his bald head. The long gray mustache that covered his upper lip to match the goatee below lifted up as he smiled. “Now there’s a story.”


“Do tell.” Stan reached for his coffee.


“It was a typical summer day in Teaberry but we are talking July of nineteen sixty nine and my family didn’t live in Teaberry proper. We were on a farm outside of town.” Emmet pointed to the television. “While all that drama was set to go on with the landing shortly after four o’clock here, we didn’t have power.”


“What? Why?” Tyler asked.


Emmet raised both hands. “You’re talking back in the day. We used to lose power out in the country. Who knows why? It went off early in the morning that day. I was an absolute wreck the whole time. The longer the we went without power, the crazier I got. As you can imagine, I was fascinated by the whole idea of sending men to the moon. I wanted to see it all happen.”


“What did you do?” Tyler asked.


“My parents were just as upset as I was, I’m happy to say. As the hour drew closer to when they were supposed to land, my dad finally got us all in the truck and we drove into town. We weren’t the only ones. You could see other vehicles coming in full of whole families for the same reason.” Emmet reached for his coffee cup. “Ended up watching it at a relative’s house, the whole group of us crammed into the small living room staring at that old television.”


“What about the moon walk?” Tyler asked.


“That was around ten thirty or so at night. The power at our place was back on by then and we got to watch it at home. Never did find out why it was out.” Emmet glanced over the board on the wall. “I’ll take the special.”


“Make it two,” Stan said as Tyler took off.


“How are things going with you?” Emmet asked.


“Great. Keeping busy with a new listing.” Stan watched as more people came into the diner.


“Yeah?” Emmet’s eyes were drawn back to the replay of the lunar landing on the television. “Anyone I know?”


“Bev Dempsey. She and Vince DeKalb have finally decided to get married and combine households.” Stan lifted his coffee cup.


“Yeah? She has a pretty nice place. You think it’ll go quickly?”


“Oh, yeah.” Stan took a sip. “I’ve had a ton of people looking at it already.”







Chapter Three





“There’s nothing like a homegrown tomato,” Eric said as he pushed his empty plate away.


“I could say the same about the cabbage.” Sharon looked across the table on the outdoor patio toward the garden. “You can tell the cole slaw tastes different.”


“Way better,” Eric agreed as he watched Henry in the barnyard. The small rooster was looking for his own lunch. “The Texas Sheet cake you made while we were picking berries was amazing,” he said to Megan.


“What else is on the agenda for the afternoon?” Sharon turned to Megan. “We got the blackberries picked.”


“We’ll need to wash and freeze most of them. I’ll keep some out to make the pies tomorrow.” Megan reached for her mother’s empty plate.


“I’ll get those.” Sharon shooed her daughter’s hands away. “What about the rest of the cabbage?”


“I’ll put another pot of water on to boil and cook the rest of it. I’m about halfway done with what we picked this morning.” Megan reached for her glass of iced unsweet decaf tea.


“I can help shred it,” Eric volunteered.


“That will speed the process up.” Megan placed her hand on her side and rubbed gently.


“I’ll finish slicing and dicing the peppers and squash to freeze those,” Sharon said as she began rising from the table.


“Do they need to be pre-cooked too?” Eric asked as he stood.


“No. I just freeze them as is.” Megan had to work a little harder to get up.


Sharon gathered everything from their lunch and began walking toward the house. “Talk about your perfect summer day.”


“I’m starting to wonder why we ever wanted to leave here,” Eric said as he caught up with her.


“That would be the cold and snow that was dumped on us half the year,” she reminded him.


He laughed. “Yeah. I guess the fond memories are better than the reality.”


“We had good lives here,” she said as she climbed the steps to the porch.


“And good friends.” Eric held the door open for Sharon and Megan before following them in.


Sharon stood next to the counter trying to figure out where to set the dirty dishes. There was produce everywhere. She turned to check the table. Same thing.


“I’ll get it.” Eric opened the dishwasher and began taking things from Sharon. “We need to get all of this work done so we have a kitchen again.”


“We still need to cook dinner and start getting ready for tomorrow,” Megan reminded them.


“Now I know why my family lived in the city,” Sharon said as Eric put the last plate in the dishwasher. “There’s too much work in the country.”


Eric straightened. “Is that a car I hear?”


Megan glanced out of the window over the sink. “Truck. It’s Casey. Looks like he has Ethan and Bella with him today.”


“Is there a problem with one of the animals?” Sharon rinsed her hands in the sink and reached for a towel.


“He’s here to check on two of my guests.” Megan moved toward the door. “I’d like to hear what he has to say.”


“Mind if I join you?” Eric glanced at Sharon to see if she planned to stay inside but she was already following Megan out.


“Bella, these are my parents, Eric and Sharon Miller.” Megan turned to her parents. “You remember Bella, Ava’s daughter? I know you’ve met before but it has been a while.”


“You were just a little thing the last time we saw you,” Sharon said with a smile. “And you!” She pulled Ethan in for a hug. “You’ve grown.”


Ethan laughed then reached for Eric’s hand to shake. “Sir. Good to see you again.”


“What brings you here today?” Sharon asked Casey.


“Checking on the mother-to-be,” Casey said.


Sharon shifted a look of concern to her husband. Eric looked at Megan.


Megan laughed. “Don’t worry. He doesn’t mean me.”


Casey joined in the laughter as he passed through the gate. “Not my field of expertise.”


“One of the mares is expecting?” Sharon moved toward the fence to watch the two horses.


“I guess we should have been able to figure that out,” Eric said as he leaned on the fence next to her. “She does look a lot bigger than the other one.”


“I just thought it meant she ate more,” Sharon said with a glance behind her to let the kids know it was okay to laugh at her.


“Hey, Ethan. What else are you doing this summer besides keeping Casey in line?” Eric asked.


“Well, I’m working a few hours a week with Dan at the feed store to help pay for Megan’s truck.” Ethan joined them at the fence. “And I still have my chores at our farm.”


“I hope you find time to enjoy the summer too,” Sharon said.


Ethan’s face lit up. “I did just get a new rocket.”


“Yeah?” Eric looked interested. “How high does it go?”


“It’s supposed to go about four thousand feet,” Ethan said proudly.


Eric whistled. “I never had one that went that high. Where are you launching it?”


“That’s the thing. I’m attaching a camera to it so I want to pick the best place possible.” Ethan shifted to make room as Bella joined them at the fence.


“How big of a rocket are we talking?” Sharon asked.


“It’s about as tall as I am but I can use the four wheeler to move it once I figure out where to launch it.”


“What’s the criteria?” Eric asked.


“I want the surface to be as smooth as possible. Obviously, I want the area to be free of hills or ravines.”


“After climbing down and back up part of a ravine for berries today, I can understand that,” Sharon said. “You would want someplace that helps ensure you can recover the rocket.”


“We’re also hoping to come up with a system to predict trajectories and landings,” Bella added.


“Basically, you’re looking for your own sea of tranquility,” Eric said.


“Exactly. I think I may have found it.” Ethan pointed across Megan’s fields. “Over there, on the other side of Megan’s property. There’s a field there.”


“Yeah, but what about the ravine? Isn’t that too close for comfort?” Sharon asked.


“Around here, you’re going to find a ravine at pretty much every turn,” Eric explained. “The field he picked should be large enough, especially if he stays at that one end.”


“I see,” Sharon nodded slowly.


“Our first attempt is tomorrow,” Ethan said. “We’re going to test it in the afternoon, after we’re done at the animal hospital.”


“Wish I could be there,” Eric said.


Megan heard the wistful note in his voice. “That’s during the shower tomorrow. Maybe you could sneak out?”


Eric waved it off. “No, no. I don’t want to leave during your party. It’s one of the reasons why we came.”


“We want to help you with it,” Sharon added.


“I’m planning to video it so Grandpa can see it too,” Ethan said. “If I recover the rocket in one piece, you know I’ll be launching it again soon.”


“The more data we can get, the better our calculations will be.” Bella opened the gate when Casey approached.


“She looks fine. We’re getting pretty close. You’ll want to watch her. We don’t want any surprises at this point.” Casey secured the gate behind him. “I see your neighbor has a for sale sign in the field next to you.”


“He’s keeping the house and a little land around it but selling off the rest,” Megan said.


“Let me know when you’re planning to launch the next time,” Eric told Ethan.


***


Emmet crossed his basement, set his equipment to record, then walked over to join Vince and Daryl. Daryl acted as maestro to start the men on cue. Once they’d finished singing, Emmet went over and stopped the recording.


Daryl looked from one to the other. “What do you think?”


Emmet played it back as they listened. His eyes went to Vince and Daryl when it finished.


“Not bad,” Vince said. “A little slow in one part.”


“I thought the same thing,” Daryl agreed. “That was my fault, I think.”


“I’m pretty sure we all did the same thing,” Emmet said.


“Another run through then,” Vince said. “We’ll just need to be careful there.”


“We can take a break before trying it again,” Emmet suggested. “I picked up something from Lauren yesterday. We can make some coffee to go with it.”


“You won’t hear me turn down baked goods,” Daryl said as he followed Vince over to the seating area in the finished basement.


Emmet excused himself to get the coffee and dessert upstairs.


“Do you think we’re ready?” Daryl asked as they settled.


“For tonight? I’m sure we’ll be fine. One minor kink to work out before a show isn’t bad.” Vince glanced over at Emmet’s sound equipment.


“I guess you’re right. Even after all this time, I still get nervous when we perform in front of a crowd,” Daryl confessed as he pushed his thick glasses higher up on his nose.


“I’m sure we’ll be fine once we begin singing. That’s usually the case.” Vince watched as Emmet returned with a tray.


Emmet set the tray down between them and they each grabbed a cup and a plate.


“How are things going with the merge?” Emmet asked as he took his seat.


“As smooth as I expected.” Vince set his mug on the table next to his chair and studied the cake on his plate. “This looks familiar.”


“It’s cake,” Emmet pointed out.


Vince smiled. “I know. I think I have the recipe. It’s from Lauren’s grandmother.”


“Those are the best kind.” Daryl pointed at the cake on his plate with his fork. “Leah never learned to bake like this.”


“You do most of the cooking, don’t you?” Emmet asked Vince.


Vince shrugged as he took a bite. “I like cooking.”


Emmet and Daryl shared a look.


“What?” Vince asked.


“You keep ignoring the point.” Daryl took another bite.


“I’m not ignoring the point,” Vince argued.


“He’s ignoring it,” Emmet said to Daryl.


Daryl nodded agreement.


“I’m just not expecting any problems with us living in one house, that’s all.” Vince took another bite and washed it down with some coffee.


“Seriously?” Emmet shot Daryl another look. “I realize that I’ve lived alone for a while now…”


“But not as long as he has.” Daryl pointed at Vince with his fork.


“Exactly my point,” Emmet said. “I would think living with someone, and I mean anyone, after all these years is going to require some adjustments.”


Vince set his empty plate down. “I really don’t think so. Maybe it’s because we’ve been dating for so long. I don’t know. I just don’t anticipate any problems.”


Daryl looked at Emmet with his brows up as he took his last bite. Emmet tilted his head to one side and changed the subject.







Chapter Four





Vince unlocked his front door and stepped into his house. He still had a few hours before he had to join the guys again for their performance later. Time enough to relax and have a nice dinner with Bev. He went into the bedroom and dropped his keys in the bowl on his dresser and put his wallet away before heading to the kitchen.


He was surprised to find several boxes scattered throughout the room. Bev must have gotten farther along with her packing than she’d planned and already made a trip to drop a load off. He glanced at the clock. He could probably get some of them sorted out. Figure which ones needed to be unpacked and put away and which ones might end up in storage. Or maybe even sold at the next garage sale.


He opened the first box and found mainly foodstuff. He pulled out some small cans of spices. He was pretty sure she must have bought them decades ago. He knew she rarely cooked anything that would need them. He wondered why she hadn’t thrown them out herself.


He opened another box. It was more of the same along with some plastic kitchen utensils. He already had his own set of trusted tools that he had selected himself. He tried to think of when he might need any of the ones he found in her box. He couldn’t come up with anything.


He glanced around at the other boxes then reached for his phone. He texted her about the boxes and asked if she really wanted to keep it all. He mentioned the spice in particular. He opened more of the boxes while he waited for a reply.


‘If you don’t think you’ll use it, throw it out or save for garage sale. See you soon - B’


Vince smiled. That was easy enough. They were definitely on the same wavelength. He dumped the box of spices into a trash bag. After going through the rest of the boxes, he added a few more items to the trash bag before carrying it out to the garage. It went into the can. He wrote ‘garage sale’ on the rest of the boxes and put them on a shelf in the garage.


He was working on dinner when she arrived. This time, she only had an armful of clothes. “You know where those go,” he said as he diced a tomato.


“I need to wash my hands then I’ll be right out.” She carried her clothes to the extra bedroom and hung them in the closet. While she was there, she decided to change into some shorts. By the time she washed her hands and returned to the kitchen, he had a small tray of seven-layer dip and taco chips set out.


“This looks nice.” Bev climbed up into the stool on the other side of the work island and picked up a chip. “How was practice?”


“Good.” He took the marinated chicken from the fridge. “We had a little wrinkle with one of the numbers but I think it’s all ironed out now. We should be good to go.”


“Great.” Bev scooped a chip into the dip and took a bite. As she chewed, she looked around the room. All of the boxes were gone. “Did you toss everything?”


“Most of it.” He reached for his favorite skillet and began transferring the chicken.


She picked up another chip. “Where did you end up putting my dishes?”


“The ones in the box?” He began filling a pot of water for the pasta.


“Yeah. All of the cupboards were already full. I wasn’t sure what I could take out to make room for them.” She picked up another chip and scooped.


“We don’t really need another set of dishes.” He pulled the box of pasta from the cupboard and scanned the instructions for the cooking time while he waited for the water to begin boiling. “Do we?”


He opened a drawer and pulled out a long-handled turning fork then realized that she hadn’t answered him. He looked up at her with the fork in his hand. She was staring back at him. He could tell by her expression that something was wrong. He ran the conversation back in his head.


“I’ve never actually seen you use those dishes,” he said.


“Well, I don’t. They’re my good set.” She was sitting straight up in the stool, the dip forgotten.


“You still want to keep them even though you don’t plan to ever use them?”


“I got them from my grandmother.”


“Oh. Okay.” He checked the chicken in the pan. “I put them in the garage with the other things for the garage sale. I’ll just cross the words off the box so we don’t get confused.”


He lowered the heat on the chicken and added the pasta to the pot of boiling water. When he looked at her again, he realized that she was no longer eating any of the dip.


***


Sharon finished getting dressed after her shower and went downstairs. She found Eric and Megan in the kitchen.


“Feeling better after the shower?” Eric opened the oven door and took out a pie.


“Oh, that is beautiful.” Sharon crossed over to the fridge and took out a bottle of wine. “I am feeling like a new woman, yes.”


“I think I might want one now.” Megan turned the oven off. “We’re all done in here. We can grill the meat when Dan gets home from work.”


“You should rest for a little while too.” Eric pulled two wine glasses from the cupboard. “We’ll sit out on the back porch and enjoy ourselves.”


“Are you sure?” Megan asked.


“We’re positive. Go.” Sharon poured the wine then picked up both glasses and followed Eric out.


He reached for his glass and settled on the rattan sofa next to her. She leaned into him. He raised one arm and rested it on the back of the sofa behind her. She snuggled closer and took a sip of wine.


“This is just about perfect,” she said.


He watched Henry searching for a tasty bug in the barnyard. The horses and miniature donkeys were in the paddock area near the barn. He could see the sheep grazing in the field in the distance behind them. Father still, the massive trees that grew in the woods gave the impression that they were insulated from the rest of the world. He heard no traffic on the roads. There was only the sound of the birds, an occasional squabble of the chickens in the pen around the coop, and a sporadic light breeze that caused the leaves in the trees closer to the house to rustle as they danced.


He took a sip of his wine. “Are you happy?”


“What?” She twisted a little to look at him. “Aren’t you?” She motioned around them. “I thought you would be happy here.”


“I am.” He hesitated a moment. “That’s what I mean. Are you really going to want to leave and go south again?”


She settled back in place. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. It’s fun now, you know. Helping Megan. Even the hike down a ravine for berries. I might be able to leave that. But what about when they put that little bundle in my arms?”


He smiled. “It’s been a while since you held a little bundle.”


“It has been.” She looked out at the field. “I still don’t like the snow though.”


“What if we had both?” He looked at her when she shifted to sit up.


“Both? You want to be snowbirds?” She ran the idea around in her head.


“We could sell our house in Florida,” he said. “Downsize to one of those mobile homes in a retirement community.”


“Like Betsey?” She was nodding now. “We like her place.”


“We could call her. She still sells houses part-time now that she’s retired,” he said.


“See if she can sell our house down there?”


“And if there are any units where she lives that are available.” He reached for her hand. “What do you think?”


“It’s an idea,” she said. “Half of one, anyway. What do we do up here?”


“Use the money we get from the sale of the house down there to buy something on the small side.”


She leaned back against him again. “Dan and Megan are here. Along with the rest of our family and friends. They could watch the place up here for us in the winter.”


“Mobile homes were made for snowbirds in the south.” Eric took a sip of wine.


“No need to worry about pipes freezing down there.” She nodded slowly. “I think we should go for it.”


“Do you want to tell anyone yet?”


She thought about it for a moment. “Maybe not yet. Not until we’re sure we can really do it.”


***


Jerry opened the passenger side door of the patrol car and climbed out. Erica closed the driver’s side door and followed him into the police station.


“Well, that’s out of the way for a while.” She took her sunglasses off when they got inside and slipped them into her pocket.


“It wasn’t that bad. Was it?” He nodded to someone in the hall.


“Probably not for you,” she said.


They found Rhys and Ian in the main office.


Ian swung around in his seat when the other two reached their desks. “Training over?”


“For now,” Erica sat down in her chair and pushed a button on her computer to wake it.


“It wasn’t that bad, was it?” Rhys asked.


Erica threw him a look before logging into her computer.


“Mine was good.” Jerry took his seat. “What’s going on here?”


“We’re just heading out,” Ian said. “Nothing too bad yet.”


Rhys looked at the notes in his hand. “There’s a report of a loud party down at the rope swing on the river by the scout camp.”


“It’s summer. The kids always go there to swim. Someone actually reported that?” Erica asked without turning around.


“Guess so.” Rhys switched to another note. “Looks like we’re having problems with things getting taken from cars parked in driveways again.”


“They should lock their doors,” Erica muttered.


“We’ll be sure to remind them of that when we speak with them,” Ian said as the phone on his desk rang.


Rhys tucked the notes away. “We’ve had some of the farmers complaining that their fences are being cut over the past couple of weeks. We’ve been working with the third shift trying to track down whoever is doing it, but so far we’ve got nothing.”


This time Erica swiveled around. “What idiot would do that? Don’t they know the animals could get hurt?”


Rhys didn’t have to say he agreed with her. The look on his face was obvious. “So far, there haven’t been any reports of injury.”


Ian hung up his phone and motioned to Rhys. “Time to go.”


“What’s up?” Jerry asked.


“Another fence was cut,” Ian said as he headed for the door with Rhys a step behind. “This time, the animals got out.”


“Be safe,” Erica called.







Chapter Five





Ava Prescott climbed the steep set of stairs on the outside of the older house she and her daughter had lived in for many years. She idly wondered how many times she had put one foot in front of the other to propel herself into the safe haven at the end of a long day.


She was happy to say that her days didn’t seem as long now. They’d made it through the long tunnel of difficulties. Now thirty, she was finally seeing the light at the end of that tunnel. The days of working from sunup to sundown were no more. She had her own business, Maid in Teaberry, and a happy family. She was even thinking of taking a college class or two in the fall, after she and Rhys were married.


The thought slowed her pace for just a moment. She and Rhys were getting married. When they’d first discussed it, they’d talked about all of the exotic places they might go for their honeymoon. Places she’d only dreamed about but never seen. Now that the time was near, they both realized it wouldn’t be an option. This time, it wasn’t because of a lack of money.


She unlocked the door to the small upstairs apartment. She could hear Galen crying in excitement on the other side of the door. He knew it was her. She didn’t know how. Her footsteps? Were they that unique? Could his super sensitive nose smell her from such a distance with a door between them? She had no idea. She pushed open the door and stepped inside then paused and held up her hand palm down as Bella had taught her.


Rather than jumping up to get attention, a movement that would be difficult for the three-legged dog, Galen sat and waited to be greeted properly. Ava lavished him with attention and praise before moving further into the apartment.


“Something smells good.” Ava set her purse on the kitchen table and joined her daughter in the small kitchen. “Need help?”


“No, I got this. How was work?” Bella added another dollop of mayonnaise to the pasta and began stirring.


“Good. I see the sign is still out front.” Ava washed her hands in the sink.


“I know people have been by to look at the house. I saw Mr. Jiblonski leaving when Casey dropped me off.” Bella took a taste then added a little dry mustard to her mixing bowl and stirred some more.


“He called to let me know someone was looking at it. I thought they’d be gone before you got here.” Ava opened the fridge and took out the leftover fried chicken. “Did you see anyone with him?”


“Not this time. They must have left before he did.” Bella carried the bowl of macaroni salad to the kitchen table.


“I hope for Ham and Joni’s sake that it sells soon. They could use the money.” Ava opened a cupboard to take out some plates.


Bella glanced at her mom before taking a seat. “Did you and Rhys talk anymore about the wedding?”


“What about it?” Ava set the silverware down on the table. She paused to study her daughter. Bella was looking at her intently.


“About what the two of you are doing after you’re married. You know. A honeymoon?”


“We’ll go somewhere later on. We have the rest of our lives to do that.” Ava picked up her purse and turned to walk away. “I’ll change before I eat. You go ahead and start without me.”


***


Barbara Reynolds held up a midweight short-sleeved top and a lightweight long-sleeved top. She liked the colors in the short-sleeve for summer.


“What’s the debate?” Matthias stopped behind her and slid his arms around her waist.


Barbara looked at him in the mirror. “Mosquitos.” Her snow white hair was perfectly coiffed, as usual. Her blue eyes held laughter.


“Ah.” The lines fanning out from his eyes crinkled as he smiled. “Wise woman. You could always wear a sweater over the short-sleeve when they start biting.”


He was taller than she was by five inches. His silver hair and tanned face made him look like a well-aged movie star.


“Wise man.” She crossed over to the closet to return the long-sleeved shirt and find a sweater. “But fair warning. I’m wearing capris. I’ll have to do something else to protect my legs.”


“Bug spray. My favorite summertime perfume.” He watched as she changed into the short-sleeve.


“At least it will only be on my legs. The smell won’t be as bad then.” She picked up the sweater and followed him to the bedroom door.


“I don’t mind when you smell of bug spray,” he said as they began descending the stairs.


“Tricky man. Is that why you always cuddle up to me when we’re out after dark?” Barbara reached the first floor and paused to wait for him. “You want to share the effects of my insect repellent without having to use it yourself?”


Matthias took her hand when he joined her. “Just one of many good reasons.” He raised her hand to kiss it then dropped it to follow her into the kitchen.


Kaylee entered from the other door a moment later carrying a tray of meat from the grill. “This part is done.”


“Excellent.” Barbara crossed over to the fridge to take out the rest of the food.


“Matthias did the hard part. I just came in at the end and watched it for a few minutes while he changed.” Kaylee set the meat on the table.


“It smells amazing. Thanks for finishing it up for me.” Matthias went to the cupboard to take out the dinnerware. “We have just enough time to eat and clean up the dishes before we go to Friday Night in the Square.”


“I can clean it up,” Kaylee said. “It will help keep my mind off of other things.”


“Still haven’t heard the results?” Matthias set the plates on the table.


Kaylee opened a drawer and took out the silverware. “No. They were supposed to make a decision by the end of the week.”


“And it is Friday,” Barbara said as she set a bowl of pasta salad on the table. “I’m sure you’ll hear soon.”


“You could always come with us,” Matthias suggested as he took a seat.


Kaylee sat across from him. “No, thanks. I’m going to meet up with some friends.”


Barbara looked across the table at her. “In person or online?”


Kaylee made a face. “Online. I know I need to get out more, but I’ve been working with this group on some projects and we’re scattered all over the country. We agreed on a time to get together and play a new game.”


“I guess it is hard to make friends in a new place.” Barbara shifted her gaze to Matthias.


He gave a nearly imperceptible nod of agreement. They would need to come up with some ideas. “In the meantime, I’m sure you’ll enjoy your evening.”


***


Daryl raised his hand then pressed his fingers together. The three men stopped singing on cue. The applause was immediate and loud.


Emmet slapped the other two men on the back. “We did it.”


“We deserve our break,” Vince agreed as he descended the steps of the gazebo.


“I see Jennifer over there. I’m going to go say hello then I’ll join back up with you.” Emmet gave a two-finger wave as he walked away.


“Excellent job, as always,” Barbara said as he approached her.


“Thank you, Mayor Reynolds. Coming from you, that’s a real compliment,” Emmet said as he stopped to shake hands with Matthias.


“I think the applause speaks for itself,” Matthias said. “Everyone here would say the same.”


Emmet felt his face flush with pleasure as he nodded his thanks and moved on. He could see Jennifer in the distance. Although her back was toward him, he would know his daughter anywhere. He was held up several more times by others who wanted to express their appreciation.


“Emmet Parker!” Archie Travis put his hand on Emmet’s arm. “You boys do a fine job.”


Emmet smiled his thanks. “It was a good crowd.”


“I’m glad we keep this tradition.” Archie’s bushy eyebrows danced as he spoke. “We need to pass them along to the next generation.”


Emmet’s eyes were drawn to Jennifer.


Archie waved him off. “I won’t keep you.”


Emmet moved on. He made it as far as the water fountain before being stopped again. This time, it was by the crowd of people moving around to speak with each other during the intermission. He decided to try another route and ducked around a monument where there weren’t as many people. He paused when he heard two voices speaking in anger.


“I saw it first!”


Emmet briefly wondered what the argument was about. Both women were spitting mad.


“That’s not true and it wouldn’t matter either way. I’m telling you to back off!”


That edict was punctuated with a finger in the other woman’s face before the speaker spun on her heel and stormed off.


Emmet skirted around the remaining woman and finally caught up with Jennifer.


“Dad, there you are.” Jennifer held a glass of wine up. “Do you want one?”


“No thanks. I just wanted to say hello. I need to find the guys in a few minutes.” Emmet turned to greet the other people in the group around Jennifer.


“Excellent job,” Irlene said. She turned to Carson as he joined them carrying two glasses of wine.


He handed one to Irlene. “You guys were great.”


“Thanks.” Emmet glanced around.


Jennifer saw him. “It’s a nice crowd.”


“It looked that way from the gazebo,” Emmet agreed.


“This is my idea of a perfect summer evening,” Linda said. She turned to Amos. “I’m glad we came.”


Amos nodded his agreement as he sipped his wine. “Makes me think of my summers as a kid.”


“I know what you mean,” Emmet said. “Warm summer days that never seemed to end.”


“You could stay out and play until dark with your friends,” Amos said.


“Kickball,” Linda said.


Amos nodded. “A pickup game of basketball.”


“Hide and seek.” Jennifer took a sip of wine.


“Your mom would call you in when it got dark,” Irlene said.


“The whole neighborhood could hear.” Carson chuckled at the memory.


“Those were the days.” Emmet grinned. “I should get back with the guys.”


Emmet wove his way through the clusters of people. He caught snippets of conversations as he passed them. Many were also discussing nostalgic memories. More than once, he heard reference to the first lunar landing in nineteen sixty nine.


“There he is.” Daryl motioned to Emmet when he caught up with them. “Ready for the second half?”







Chapter Six





“I can get that.” Sharon took the bowl from Megan and pointed at the door with her chin.


Megan opened the door and stepped out onto her porch. There were a couple dozen people scattered all over. Some were in small groups on the porch. Others were over on the stone patio. There was a tent with tables and chairs near the grill where several men charged with the task of barbequing now stood.


The children were drawn to the other side of the barnyard near the fence where they had a much closer view of the animals. Henry wisely chose to stay in the fenced-in area around the coop with the hens. One table under the tent held presents for the expectant couple.


“What can I do to help?” Lauren handed her cousin a glass of unsweet decaf tea.


“I think we’re good for now. Everything seems to be on track. The meat is grilling and everyone looks happy over there.” Megan glanced over her cousin’s shoulder. Brad was laughing at something Justin had just said. Jerry pulled a beer from a nearby cooler and held it up in a universal signal. Casey nodded his agreement and reached for it. Nearby Marcy was speaking with Tom and Caro.


Erica climbed the steps of the porch and joined Lauren and Megan. Madison was with her.


“This beats yesterday,” Erica said as she glanced at the swing set. Caitlyn was taking turns pushing the twins. Doug was pushing Grace.


“What did you do yesterday that was so bad,” Lauren asked before frowning. “Or don’t I want to know?”


“It wasn’t that kind of bad. We spent the day in mandatory training. It’s part of the job.” Erica leaned against the railing. “In this case, it was cybersecurity.”


Lauren shifted her gaze to Megan. Megan lifted her brows. Lauren turned back to Erica and Madison. “I wouldn’t think Jerry would need to take any classes on that.”


“Oh, he still does,” Madison said. “There are some pretty good ones out of homeland security in particular. But, in this case, you’re right. He was actually presenting one of the modules in the class.”


“Don’t tell him I said this but he was pretty good at it. Even I understood most of what he said.” Erica glanced at the twins. Megan’s mother had joined them at the swings. “Your parents seem to be enjoying themselves here.”


Megan looked over at the stone patio. Her father was in a discussion with Bev and Vince. “They’ve been having fun catching up with old friends and family.”


Megan heard her mother laugh and pointed toward her. “Look at that.”


Erica turned to look. They had taken the babies out of the swings. Caitlyn was bent over and was walking with Mason. His hands were above his head holding on to hers. He was taking high, unsteady steps but he was moving with Caitlyn’s help. Maddie had just taken a tumble. Sharon was trying to get her back up on her feet. Doug was following Caitlyn’s lead and walking with Grace. While Caitlyn had only to bend over a little, Doug was nearly bent over double.


“They are going to be walking on their own in no time,” Lauren said. “Grace is already pulling herself up and walking around the room as she holds on to the furniture.”


“So are the twins.” Erica laughed when Mason abruptly sat. “How long does this phase last?”


“Usually just until the worst possible moment,” Lauren murmured.


***


Bella held the rocket between them as steady as possible as Ethan drove the four wheeler to the area he’d selected for the first launch. The base of the rocket was near their feet. The nose cone of the rocket was past their shoulders and out the back.


“Hang on,” Ethan said as he slowed his speed. “There’s a dip here.”


Bella held onto the rocket with one hand and reached down between them with the other to secure the small notebook computer. Ethan stopped the four wheeler a few minutes later.


“Is this it?” Bella slid out and brought the rocket with her.


“What do you think?” Ethan grabbed the large plastic toolbox with one hand and walked away from the four wheeler.


“It’s a nice-sized field. I can see why you picked it.” Her eyes were drawn to the trees in the distance.


Ethan stopped and set the tackle box down. He followed her gaze. “Yeah, I know. But this was the best place I could find.”


“We’ll cross our fingers.” Bella went over to join him and set the base of the rocket down.


“I’ll get the launch pad.” He returned a minute later carrying the launch pad. After they had the rocket secured, he opened his tackle box.


“How many engines do you have?” Bella watched him take several things from the toolbox.


“I only have a few with me. I have more on order but they haven’t arrived yet.” Ethan set the launch controller down a good distance from the rocket.


“How long have you been doing this?”


“Years. I think I started with Grandpa when I was around four or five.” He began untangling the lines as he slowly walked toward the rocket.


Bella watched him work for a few moments in silence. “That sounds nice.”


“What does?” Ethan straightened when he was done connecting the wires to the launch pad.


“Doing something with a grandparent.” Bella watched him walk back toward the launch controller.


He stopped and turned around to look at her.


She shrugged. “It was always just me and my mom. Then we had Ham and Joni. They were like grandparents to me.”


He finished walking to the launch controller. When he reached it, he waved to her to join him.


“We already have the rocket set to go. We put the recovery wadding, the engine, and all of that in back at the house. We’ve got the launch pad and the launch controller ready.” He pointed. “With this model, we should definitely see three thousand feet. We might get closer to four.”


“You have the extra weight with the camera,” she reminded him. “That’s going to take away some of your height.”


He rubbed his chin. “It’ll be worth it to see what’s on the microchip when we’re done.”


“There’s hardly any wind and what we do have is working in our favor. We have that spreadsheet with the formulas on the computer to give us an idea. We already entered the weight, mass, and everything else. I know what the formula is predicting but I have to be honest. I’m still not sure exactly what is going to happen.”


“We’re about to find out.” He pulled out his phone and entered a text. “Grandpa wants to know when we launch. He said he’ll keep an eye out for it over at Megan’s.”


“Do you really think they’ll be able to see it from here?” Bella sounded dubious.


“That’s why we’ll video it too. It’s a way for him to attend the party and still feel like he’s a part of the launch.” He finished typing and held his phone up to video.


Bella looked over at the rocket.


“Ready?” Ethan held the launch controller out to her.


She turned back to him quickly. “Me? You want me to push the button?”


Ethan grinned.


She reached over and held her finger above the button.


“On my mark,” Ethan said. “Five, four, three, two, one!”


“Woo!” Bella shouted as the rocket took off.


“There it goes.” Ethan pointed with one hand as he followed it with his phone in the other. “See it?”


Bella shielded her eyes. “Yes, no! I lost it. Where, wait! Okay, I see it.” She pointed. “It’s still going up. Wait. It’s coming down.”


“I see the parachutes. That’s good.” Ethan took a few steps and pointed. “That way. It’s going that way.”


***


“Can you still see anything?” Caro asked Tom.


“Nothing after that initial blur.” Tom handed the binoculars back to Eric. “Let’s hope the video is good.”


“It was worth a try. I’d like to see a launch.” Eric looked wistfully in the direction of the launch for another moment before turning away. “Sharon threatened to make me sleep in the barn tonight if I left the party.”


Tom chuckled. “I know the feeling. Marcy mumbled something about kids never growing up even when they’re in their sixties.”


“I confess, I’d like to see it too,” Caro said as Erica joined them. “He’s in blue. I’m going to guess Mason, right?”


“Good guess.” Erica looked down at the smiling baby on her hip then focused on Tom. “You haven’t had any problems with your fence out at your farm, have you?”


“Are you talking about those vandals?” A scowl crossed Tom’s face. “No, but I’ve been hearing about it from others. It’s a serious problem that’s going to be much worse if any of us lose livestock because of it. Do you have any leads on that yet?”


“Not that I know of, but Rhys and Ian are covering that.” Erica saw Brad motion to her on the other side of the patio. She nodded to let him know she’d be right there. “If you hear anything though, let us know.”


Tom took his phone from his pocket when it buzzed. “Here it is. Oh, look! You can really see the rocket!”


***


Bella waited at the launch pad and watched Ethan pace the distance across the field. They didn’t have any other way of measuring the distance. It would be a guestimate, but it was better than nothing. She could barely see him in the distance when he held the rocket over his head to show he’d reached it. He began jogging back. She went to get the computer and turned it on.


She had the spreadsheet open when he reached her. After entering the number of paces, he showed her the rocket.


“I’m not sure about the camera. It looks like it hit something on landing.” Ethan grimaced. “It was a pretty cheap camera. I guess I should have gotten something a little better.”


“Tough call. You could have just as easily lost the whole rocket and would have been out the money that a better one would have cost,” she pointed out. “What about the microchip?”


He removed it from the camera and handed it to her. She put it in the adapter then inserted the adapter into the computer.


“I’m so excited,” she said as she pulled up the directory for the chip. “Okay, we have pictures.”


“Let’s see!” He leaned in to look over her shoulder.


She clicked through each picture. “Some of them are fuzzy but others are clear.”


He laughed. “Look at that. You can see us looking up at it.”


“We look like ants in the field with this one,” she murmured as she kept clicking.


“Look here!” Ethan pointed. “It’s coming back down now.”


Bella frowned at the next picture. “What is that?”


She clicked to the next image.


Ethan leaned closer. “Is that…?”


“I think so. It can’t be, can it?” Bella hesitated before clicking to the next image.


She glanced at Ethan. He looked at her then nodded. She took a deep breath and clicked. There was no doubt about what they were seeing.


“We need to get to Megan’s,” Ethan said. “Grab what you can and get it into the four wheeler.”


***


Brad looked at Erica and smiled. Marcy was standing next to Casey and holding Maddie. Casey looked tongue-tied at the sight.


“If Ethan ends up having a rocket party, let us know. I’d love to see a launch,” Brad said.


“Add me to the list,” Jerry said as he passed a glass of wine to Madison.


“Maybe we can ask him about it now,” Eric said. He pointed as the four wheeler came into view.


“He’s going a little fast, isn’t he?” Caro asked.


Tom and Casey separated from the others and began walking toward the oncoming ATV. Others began following. Ethan stopped in the barnyard and the two of them got out. Bella set the rocket down and picked up the notebook computer.


“Is something wrong?” Casey asked them.


Bella continued walking toward Erica. She flipped the computer around when she reached her. Erica looked down at the computer.


Brad knew immediately that something was wrong when he saw Erica’s face. His wife had just switched to cop mode. He reached for Mason and took him from her.


Erica pulled out her phone. “I’m going to need you two to take us back there.” She motioned to Jerry as she walked away from the others to speak into her phone.


“What is it?” Jerry asked when he reached her.


“We have a body in the field.”







Chapter Seven





The house was quiet. She could feel the small, warm body on the pillow near her head. Emma must have sensed that she was awake. The tiny cat stirred. Megan reached her hand out and touched the large form next to her. It was so early, even Dan was still asleep.


As quietly as she could, Megan got out of the bed and crossed the room. She took a sweater from the back of the door before slipping through it. When she reached the kitchen, she filled the tea kettle with water. Emma circled around her feet. While she waited for the water to boil, she turned on the oven and filled Emma’s bowls. The tiny cat was still munching when Megan heard someone else enter the kitchen. She turned from staring at the dark barnyard through the window over the sink.


Dan was studying her from the other side of the room. “Are you okay?”


Megan managed a smile. “Yeah.” She cradled her tea mug with both hands under her chin. The smile slipped. “No.”


He crossed the room. After taking the tea mug from her and setting it down on the counter, he wrapped his arms around her. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


She buried her face in his chest and shook her head. She couldn’t tell him. She didn’t really know.


He continued to hold her as he looked out the window. The darkness was fading by slow increments. “It was close.”


“What?” She tilted her head back to look at him.


“The body that they found. It was close to home. Close to us, our family. Your parents were close to there recently picking berries. It wasn’t the same spot, but close enough. Too close.” He kissed her forehead and pulled her back in.


“You think I’m scared?” A part of her thought he might be right.


“I think you’re smart enough to be worried,” he said.


She smiled briefly at his choice of words then the smile was gone. He was right. She was worried.


“It was so close,” she mumbled.


“That it was.” His eyes were drawn to the window again. “Listen, I want you to make sure there’s someone around at all times.”


She pulled away from him a little. “I should get your coffee started.”


“I can do that.” He remained where he was for a moment, his eyes fixed on hers. “What are you thinking?”


Several thoughts flew through her mind, each one worse than the last. She wasn’t sure how to articulate any of them. Finally, she opted for something safe. “I should start breakfast.”


Dan glanced through the window again. The light was winning the battle against darkness. He released her to turn on the coffee pot.


Megan busied herself putting the strata into the oven. When she turned away from the oven, she saw her parents standing in the doorway.


“I guess we’re all up early.” Megan glanced at Dan.


“Coffee’s ready,” Dan said.


Eric moved to the coffee pot. He took two cups down from the cupboard. After filling both cups, he added a liberal amount of creamer to one then handed it to his wife.


“Breakfast will be a while,” Megan said.


“We could sit on the porch,” Sharon suggested as she pulled the front panels of her sweater closer together.


Megan settled next to Dan on the rattan sofa. Eric and Sharon took the seats beside them. It was light enough to see easily. Henry was already in the barnyard.


“You couldn’t sleep either?” Dan asked them. He watched them share a look before Eric spoke.


“We were talking about what happened yesterday,” Eric said.


“We’re worried,” Sharon added quickly.


“Don’t be. The police are on this. Erica and Jerry are good.” Dan reached down with his free hand and covered one of Megan’s as he took a sip of coffee.


“Ethan and Bella were right there,” Eric reminded them.


“I’m going to help.” Megan took a sip of her tea.


“Help with what?” Sharon narrowed her eyes. “The investigation? Megan, no. This isn’t one of your puzzles. Let it go. Let the police handle this.”


Megan gave a half shake of her head. “This is my home. I don’t want to be scared here. I have to know what happened.” She turned to meet Dan’s gaze.


He searched her face for a moment. Finally, he nodded.


Sharon let out a loud sigh. “I told you she was going to say that.”


Eric gave her a wry grin. “You also said you would understand if she did.”


***


Brad poured another cup of coffee and leaned back against the counter as he checked on the twins who had awakened full of energy. He’d tried putting them both in their high chairs. Maddie started screaming first. Mason quickly joined her. Nothing he tried had helped. He finally gave in and put them on the floor. They immediately began exploring.


When Erica appeared, her hair was still damp from her shower but she’d managed to braid it. She paused at the door to the kitchen when she reached it. “No luck?”


Brad looked down. Mason had scooted over to him and was now pulling himself up using Brad’s leg.


“Careful, buddy. Those hairs are attached.” Brad took a sip of coffee as he watched Mason successfully stand and latch on to his shorts with one hand while an arm snaked around his leg.


Erica moved to the fridge and began taking things out for their breakfast. After grabbing the creamer, she crossed over to Brad.


“Coffee?” he asked as he shifted out of the way dragging Mason with his leg as he went.


“Thanks.” Erica dosed the coffee cup with creamer. “I might be late getting home tonight.”


“I figured.” His eyes shot to Maddie. She was using the trash can to pull herself up.


Erica set her coffee cup down and rushed toward Maddie. She caught her just as the trash can toppled over. “At least we’ll have Kaylee. I have no idea what we would do without her.”


She set Maddie down on the floor. Maddie immediately shifted to her hands and knees and headed for a chair.


“I know I’d never get any work done.” He motioned toward the twins to demonstrate his point. Mason had moved from Brad’s legs to using the kitchen cupboards to work his way around the room. Maddie was pulling herself up using the chair.


The sound of the doorbell interrupted Erica’s response. “Should be Kaylee. I’ll get it.”


Brad was trying unsuccessfully to convince Mason to sit in the high chair again when they returned. Kaylee went to Maddie and lifted her.


“I can sit with her in my lap if that helps,” Kaylee said. She shifted her eyes between Brad and Erica.


Erica thanked Kaylee as she retrieved her coffee cup before taking another seat. Brad deposited Mason in Erica’s lap then began working on breakfast.


“I have some good news,” Kaylee said hesitantly. “Sort of.”


“What kind of news is only sort of good?” Brad cut up a banana into slices before putting some in front of each twin.


Mason reached for a slice and mashed it in his hand. He brought his hand up to his mouth.


“It’s about my internship,” Kaylee said. “I’ve been given the opportunity to work on the Nelson Project.”


Erica’s head shot up as Brad groaned.


“I can turn it down if you want me to,” Kaylee added quickly.


Brad closed his eyes and ran his hand across his face.


“What am I missing?” Erica asked as she shifted her gaze from Brad to Kaylee.


“No.” Brad held up his hand. “No, you can’t pass it up.” He dropped his hand and looked at Erica. “It’s a high-profile project. It’s unbelievable that an intern would be asked to join it.”


“That sounds amazing.” Erica narrowed her eyes. “I repeat, what am I missing?”


“It involves traveling,” Kaylee said. “I’ll need to go to the east coast.”


Erica’s eyes widened. “How long?”


“A week,” Kaylee said apologetically. “I can turn it down.”


Erica looked at the twins and let out a sigh. “No. He’s right. You can’t. We’ll figure something out.”


***


Ian stopped at the street corner on Main Street to wait for traffic. Across the street on the other corner, he saw a familiar face. The woman with the magic touch when it came to dogs was standing there waiting for the light to change also. She was holding on to three different leashes. He looked down at Dakota to check on her. Although she looked interested in the other dogs, she wasn’t going crazy.


The signal changed indicating it was safe to cross the street. Ian waited until he got closer to Misty to speak to her. “New job?”


“Some of my friends asked me to check on their dogs while they’re on vacation.” Misty kept walking as the crossing indicator timed down.


Ian had to pull on Dakota’s leash. The Malinois was determined to follow Misty. “This way, girl.” Dakota’s nails scratched on the pavement a little longer before she finally gave in and willingly walked next to Ian.


He saw Anderson Florist in the long brick building first. He continued walking down the sidewalk lined with shade trees. A matching brick pattern was woken into the sidewalk. He passed the space used by Ross McMann, the building owner, as a business incubator. Olde Tomes, the bookstore, was next followed by Vintage Teaberry. When he got to Togs, he slowed down and peeked inside. He saw Giselle at the counter hanging new stock on a rack behind the counter. She saw him standing there and nodded as she waved.


He continued walking to the next shop, Tea & Thyme. Instead of entering through the front door, he rounded the corner. Ross had put on an addition for the twins. It was designed for year round use. In the winter, it could be closed up and heated. In the summer, like now, the large garage doors were open wide. Inside there were others already sitting at the table. Many of them also had dogs.


Ian waited until one of the twins approached him. He ran the mnemonic through his head. She parted her hair on the right. That made her Janice.


“Can I get two energy drinks?” Ian gently pushed down on Dakota’s backside to get her to sit.


“One for you, one for Giselle? Coming right up.” Janice disappeared into the main shop.


Ian kept busy watching the other dogs while he waited. He nodded greetings to several people as they caught his eye. Janice returned carrying two drinks.


“I figured you’d want to ask me some questions while you’re here.” She handed him the drinks.


“Questions? What about?” He passed her some money.


“Our fence.” She glanced down at his street clothes. “I guess you haven’t heard about it yet. You aren’t on shift until later.”


“You got hit too?”


She nodded. “We just discovered it this morning. Thankfully, we didn’t have to worry about any animals getting out.”


“Makes you wonder what the end goal is,” Ian muttered.


“It does, doesn’t it? It’s not like they were trying to steal a cow or anything. We don’t have one.” Janice turned to get Ian’s change.







Chapter Eight





Justin scrolled down through the credit card bill Tuesday morning on the computer and frowned. Something definitely didn’t look right. The sound of something falling onto the floor interrupted him. He jumped up to extricate Grace from the things that had fallen around her.


“Did you pull these off the table again?” he asked as he returned the items where they belonged.


Grace immediately scooted across the room and reached for the curtains. Justin contemplated letting her. He wondered how much weight they would hold then shook his head. Either way, Lauren wouldn’t be happy.


“Over here, princess. Here are your blocks.” He waved one in the air.


Grace swiveled her head from the curtains to the blocks and back to the curtains. The curtains won. She reached for them again.


“No, no. Daddy’s serious. I have to look at this. Something is wrong with our credit card bill.” He lifted her up and carried her across the room they used as an office.


As he sat back down at the computer, he set her on the floor next to him with her hands on his leg so she could use him to steady herself. He thought she’d enjoy having something to hold onto while she stood.


Instead, she dropped down to the floor and scooted away. Justin hit the print button and waited for the bill to spit out on the printer. Nothing happened. He checked the tray. Empty. He opened a drawer and reached for more paper just as something else clattered to the floor. This time, she’d taken over the trash can.


Justin filled the paper tray and checked on Grace. The contents of the trash can were all over the floor. She picked up the first thing she touched and brought her hand to her mouth. As he waited for his printout, he picked everything up and put it back into the can. He lifted Grace when he stood and grabbed the printout.


“Let’s go ask Mommy.”


He passed through the house to the work kitchen where Lauren was taking out her mixing bowls to start on a new order.


“Are the kids still outside playing?” he asked as he reached her.


“Yes. They were fine when I checked on them.”


“How did your deliveries go this morning?” He set Grace on the floor.


“Good. Tea & Thyme increased their standing order for the foreseeable future. Jill said they’ve been getting a lot of business with the addition. A lot of people like to sit out and enjoy the weather. I guess a lot of them bring their pets. Maybe I should figure out a recipe for dogs.” She carried the large bin of flour to her work island. “The mayor has several meetings planned. She wants a lot of danishes and muffins. And I have three weddings this weekend.”


Justin went over to the coffee pot and filled a cup before turning around to lean against the counter. He frowned again as he scanned the printout in front of him.


“What’s that?” She transferred her spices to the work island and lined them up.


“The credit card bill.”


“Bad news?” She went to the fridge to take out more butter and set it on the island.


“Do you remember charging several hundred dollars of gas last week?” He looked up at her.


“What?” She stopped moving. “You mean, all at once?”


He nodded. “The charges are on the same day.”


She closed her eyes for a moment. “Where?”


“On the coast,” he said.


“Well, obviously that wasn’t us.” She sighed as she bent down to get her cake pans out.


“The trick is proving it,” he said.


“I can’t believe that still happens. How much is it for?” She opened a drawer and pulled out her spatulas.


“There are three separate charges. Each one is around a couple hundred dollars. I’ll call our credit card company. Hopefully, they’ll get the charges off of our record.” Justin returned to the office with his coffee in one hand and the bill in the other.


One headache and thirty minutes later, he returned to the kitchen. “Okay. Hopefully, that problem is taken care of for now. I’ll monitor our bill to make sure it stays okay.”


“I hope it stays okay. It’s always such a pain to deal with,” she said as she poured cake batter into cupcake wrappers.


“You’re telling me.” He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “Where’s Grace?”


Lauren froze. “What? I thought you had her.”


“I left her here with you.” Justin moved quickly to search through the house.


Lauren slammed the bowl of cake batter down and ran after him through the family kitchen and out into the hall.


“She’s not in the living room,” he called.


“I‘ll check the bathroom,” Lauren shouted as she ran down the hall.


Justin ran toward the bedrooms.


“Not here,” Lauren said as she popped back out into the hall. She froze when a thought occurred to her. “I’ll check the basement.” She ran back to the family kitchen and opened the door. As she flipped on the light switch, she called Grace’s name. There was no answer as she descended the steps with her heart pounding. She looked everywhere and still didn’t find her.


Justin appeared at the top of the steps. “She’s not up here.”


“She’s not down here,” Lauren said as she ran up the steps.


She was out of breath when she reached him. They stared at each other for a moment then both of them yelled at the same time.


“Outside!”


He reached the back door first and flung it open. She followed him out. They froze in their tracks on the deck and stared. There was a discarded diaper at their feet. Grace was with the other two children in the yard. She was doing her best to follow after Mia. Although she moved with an exaggerated rocking motion as she took steps, she was walking.


Noah turned to his parents and pointed at Grace. The look of jealousy on his face was clear.


“Dad! How come Grace gets to play outside without clothes?”


***


Bev looked down at the smiling cherub in her lap. “Did I ever tell you about the time Justin did that?”


Lauren removed another cupcake from the pan and set it on the rack. “My husband ran around without clothes?”


“Oh, sure. At least once that I know of. There may have been more times than that.” Bev glanced at Vince when she heard the doorbell.


“I’ll get it,” he said.


Bev watched him leave the room.


“Are you okay?” Lauren asked. “I mean, I know you just came from a funeral. But is there something else you’d like to talk about?”


Bev opened her mouth then closed it. She glanced at the door Vince had gone through. “Maybe later.”


Megan appeared a moment later.


Vince came in behind her carrying a box. “These are bags of frozen blackberries.”


Lauren pointed behind her. “In that freezer, please.”


Megan took a seat next to Bev. A few minutes later, she was laughing at the story they told her about Grace. She reached over and tickled Grace’s belly. “Did you do that?”


Grace gave her a dimpled smile.


Megan looked from Bev to Vince. “You’re both wearing black?”


The smile on Bev’s face turned to a grimace. “Calling hours today.”


Megan wondered what the probability was that a body was found near her property with a funeral soon after. “Someone I know?”


“Someone we went to school with,” Vince said.


Bev’s eyes widened. “I didn’t make the connection at the time. How did I not figure that out?”


Megan shifted her gaze from Vince to Bev. “Did you know him well?”


Bev shook her head. “Not really. We went to school together.”


“What was his name?” Lauren asked.


“Jay. Jay Sutton.” Vince turned to Megan. “He was our age. That means your parents knew him too.”


Megan nodded. “They said that they did but they couldn’t remember much about him.”


“Wait. This was the guy that Ethan and Bella found on Saturday?” Lauren asked. She looked at Megan.


“That wasn’t mentioned at the calling hours either,” Vince said. “It’s no wonder we didn’t make the connection. We just assumed he’d had a heart attack or something.”


“We saw the mention of his calling hours in the paper last night. There wasn’t any other information given,” Bev said.


“At first, we decided not to go.” Vince gave a wry smile. “Then we figured we wouldn’t want people to do that when it was our turn.”


“Did you know his wife?” Megan asked.


Bev tilted her head. “Yes, but no. I may have had a class or two with her in school. That was decades ago. I haven’t seen much of either one of them since we graduated.”


“We mostly went because we would have felt guilty if we hadn’t,” Vince said.


“How did he die?” Lauren asked.


Bev shook her head.


“If anyone at the calling hours knew, they didn’t say,” Vince said.


Megan looked at Lauren. “I haven’t heard yet.”


Lauren pointed at her. “Tell me you aren’t getting involved.” She stared at Megan. “Oh, never mind. I know you’re getting involved.”


“Wouldn’t you?” Megan asked.


Lauren started to shake her head, then stopped. “It was practically in your backyard. In country miles, anyway.”


“I can’t believe no one there today mentioned that he was murdered,” Megan said.


“We didn’t stay long,” Vince said. “We only went to the calling hours long enough to offer our condolences.”


“Most of the other people that we knew there seemed to be doing the same thing,” Bev said. “The line went really quick.”


Vince nodded. “We were in and out in a matter of minutes.”


“What was he like?” Megan asked. “When you did know him.”


Bev made a face. “I only have vague memories of him. From what I recall, he was the type who succeeded at everything he did.”


“That’s what I remember too,” Vince said. “He won every contest and race. He was great at sports.”


“To be honest, I didn’t even know he still lived in Teaberry,” Bev said.


***


“How is it possible that no one seems to know anything about this guy?” Erica stared at the murder board.


“Not the people we’ve talked to anyway.” Jerry tossed his notes onto his desk.


“No witnesses,” Erica muttered.


“Unless you count us. We were probably the closest ones to him,” Jerry said. “Unfortunately, none of us saw anything.”


“Why would he be out there in the middle of nowhere anyway?” Erica demanded of no one in particular.


Jerry shrugged. “It’s remote.”


“You think that’s why it was picked?” Erica turned around. “Did you notice that the wife didn’t seem to know much about him either?”


“She seemed way more concerned that his death might adversely affect her shot at a house she bid on recently,” Jerry pointed out.


Erica rubbed her chin. “Yeah, I noticed that too. Maybe we need to talk to the wife some more? See what else she has to say.”


Jerry stood. “Maybe she has other interesting things to tell us?”


“Maybe,” Erica agreed.







Chapter Nine





Eric hung a towel on the hook by the shower in one of Megan’s guest rooms. “I got a towel for you.”


“I forgot, thanks. I would have been yelling for you when I was done,” Sharon said.


“I’m going down to see if Megan needs any help,” Eric shouted over the sound of the water as he left the bathroom. He found Megan in the kitchen cracking eggs into a pan.


“Something smells good.” He stopped at the coffee pot and filled a cup for himself.


“Bacon to go with the eggs,” Megan said. “I have some zucchini huckleberry bread on the table.”


“You don’t have to twist my arm,” Eric said as he lifted a slice. “Dan still outside?”


“Yes. He shouldn’t be too much longer.” Megan cracked another egg.


“I’ll go out and see if he needs any help,” Eric said as he slid into some walking boots.


“I can keep breakfast warm in the oven so don’t worry about that,” Megan said as he went out the back door.


Eric crossed the barnyard carefully. He hadn’t bothered to tie the boots. He’d just tucked the laces in. He found Dan near the paddock fence talking to the horses. Eric joined him at the fence.


“Looks like we got a little rain last night,” Eric said as he leaned against the fence.


“The garden needed it.” Dan reached over the fence to pat one of the horses. “Better than having to water it.”


“I’d forgotten simple things like that,” Eric said. “Funny how it all comes back to me once I’m here.”


Dan gave a final pat and turned to look at Eric. “Sounds like you miss it.”


“I won’t lie. I definitely do. We’re enjoying our time here now, that’s for sure.” Eric fell into step next to Dan.


“You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like,” Dan reminded him.


Eric laughed. “If we stay much longer, I’m going to have to get a part-time job. It would help me stay out of Sharon’s hair.”


“I wouldn’t imagine that would be much of a problem.” Dan shot Henry a look. The rooster paused in the middle of the barnyard and stared back. Dan kept walking. “I can always use help at the feed store. I imagine there are a lot of other places that would want summer help too.”


Eric followed Dan up the porch steps. “Well, that’s something to think about.”


They entered just as Sharon came into the kitchen.


“What can I do to help?” She asked Megan.


“If you could set the table?” Megan sliced some bread and added it to a plate.


Dan filled his coffee cup and topped off Eric’s.


Sharon took plates from a cupboard and carried them to the table. “I was thinking about this puzzle of yours.”


Megan set the plate of bread on the table. “We already talked about this. You know that I need to do this for my own peace of mind.”


Sharon held up one hand. “I know. That’s what I was thinking. I can deal with the dishes after breakfast, for example. That would free you up a little and it would make me feel useful.” She waved vaguely toward the garden. “I’ll pick the swiss chard later and the zucchini. That sort of thing. I’ve watched you enough. I can get simple things like that into the freezer for you. And I think I would enjoy it.”


“I can help too,” Eric said as he took a seat. Sharon flashed him a smile.


“Well, good.” Megan took a seat while Dan transferred the tray of food from the oven to the table. “That really would be a big help, thanks.”


Dan removed the foil and set it on the counter before taking his seat. Megan was already filling a plate for him.


“Where are you planning to start?” Sharon asked. “I can’t imagine trying to puzzle through something like this.”


“I was thinking I might start by getting a better picture of the victim. Maybe speak to people who knew him.” Megan said. “What can you tell me about Jay Sutton?”


Sharon lifted her brows and looked at Eric. “Not much, really.”


“We went to school together,” Eric said slowly. “I think.”


“I recognize the name,” Sharon nodded agreement with Eric. “But I wouldn’t know him if I fell over him.” Sharon winced at her own choice of words.


“I wonder how Bella and Ethan are doing,” Eric said as he reached for the tray of food. “It’s not every day that you find a body.”


***


Rhys stepped inside the small second floor apartment and bent to greet Galen. He waited for Bella to grab her bookbag and then followed her down the steep stairs with Galen trailing behind him. He helped the German shorthaired pointer into his truck then went around to the driver’s side as Bella slid in. After checking for traffic, he backed out into the street.


He drove in silence for several blocks as he tried to think of the best way to phrase his question. Since he’d first met Ava, he’d made an attempt to learn as much about parenting as possible. He’d checked some books out from the library and even bought a few from Olde Tomes. But none of the books he’d ever read gave him any clues about the situation he was in now.


“Are you okay?”


“What?” He glanced at Bella.


“You keep looking at me like you want to say something.” Bella rested one hand on Galen’s head. “You’ve seemed a little quiet ever since the incident with that man’s death. I was wondering if you wanted to talk about it.”


Rhys sighed. “I’m supposed to be asking you that. I was thinking it might have been something that bothered you, but I wasn’t sure how to ask.”


“You shouldn’t work at it so hard,” Bella said. “The next time just say what’s in your heart. Even if you word it wrong, I’ll know that you meant well.”


Once again, Rhys wondered which of them was the mature adult.


He glanced at her trying to gauge how she was really doing. “Okay. Not everyone finds a murder victim. Are you doing okay? Is there something you want to talk about?”


“If Ethan hadn’t chosen that spot to launch his rocket, that poor man might never have been found. His family might never have known what happened to him.” She turned to look at him. “It was a shock. But I’m not sorry that it happened.”


Rhys nodded slowly. “You’ll let me know if you want to talk about anything?”


Bella smiled briefly. “I promise.” She looked out the window. “What was his name?”


“Jay Sutton. Have you ever heard it before?”


She shook her head. “Have Erica and Jerry found anything yet?”


“They’re working on it.” Rhys stopped at a red light.


“I imagine Megan is too,” Bella murmured.


Rhys didn’t doubt it. “What makes you say that?”


“It was so close to her place. I imagine she’s scared.”


That wasn’t something he’d considered but he knew that Bella had the smarts to think the whole situation through. He wondered what she understood that he didn’t. “Scared?”


“To have someone murdered so close to her just before the birth of her child.” Bella looked out the passenger side window. “It’s only natural that she would be. It’s what parents do.”


Now that was something Rhys was beginning to understand.


***


Jax walked into the main building at Anderson and Cramer Nursery & Landscaping and headed straight for Trina.


“The first crew is right on time with their schedule but they have a question about the next address on their list.” Jax stopped next to Trina behind the counter.


“What kind of question?” She turned toward the computer system and pulled up their schedule.


“They wanted a confirmation that they’re really supposed to go out there today.” Jax shook his head when Trina looked at him with raised eyebrows. “I have no idea why.”


She turned back to the computer. “Oh.”


Jax looked over her shoulder. “Oh, what?”


“My mom told me about this.” Trina pointed at the name. “Jay Sutton. I guess his body was just found in a field somewhere.”


“Are you kidding me?” Jax leaned back against the counter. “That’s horrible.”


“I know.” Trina frowned at the computer. “My mom didn’t mention when the funeral was. We don’t want to show up during a wake or something.”


“That’s for sure. We need to know what’s going on.”


“There’s only one way to find out.” Trina reached for the phone and dialed the number. “Mrs. Sutton? This is Trina from the landscaping service. We’re scheduled to be at your place next. I just wanted to make sure this was still a good time for you. Yes, ma’am. Yes, ma’am. Okay. The crew should be there shortly.”


Trina hung up the phone and turned to Jax.


“We’re good to go?” he asked.


“Sounds like it. In fact, she wanted to know if we could add some additional landscaping and mulch in case she ends up selling the place.”


“Huh. Maybe she already had the funeral.” Jax shrugged. “I’ll let the crew know.”


***


Erica slowed at a corner then turned. “I’m telling you, just wait until it’s your turn.”


One corner of Jerry’s mouth turned up. “I’m not sure there’s a high probability we’ll have twins.”


“I’m just saying. I have no idea how Lauren always made it look so easy before.” Erica slowed to read the house numbers.


“Who is watching them now that Kaylee is out of town?” Jerry pointed. “There.”


“My parents are trying to help but they’re having trouble keeping up with the twins too.” Erica parked the patrol car and the two of them got out.


Jerry reached the front door first and knocked. “At least they’re trying to help.”


“True. It’s a nice change from the first three decades or so of my life.” Erica nodded to the woman that opened the door. “Hannah Dawson?”


The thirty-something that answered the door looked concerned. “Yes. Can I help you?” Her eyes darted from Erica to Jerry and back again. “My husband?”


Erica held her hand up. “We’re just here to ask some questions about a house you looked at.”


Hannah took a deep breath. She waved her hand. “Uh, sure. Yeah. Come in.” She walked down the hall toward a living room and motioned toward some furniture. “Which house?”


Erica and Jerry took a seat.


“How many have you looked at?” Jerry asked.


“This week?” Hannah asked.


“That many?” Erica said with a chuckle.


Hannah relaxed. “We’re renting this place. I just found out that we’re expecting and we’d like to get a place and get moved in before school starts again.”


“You’re a teacher?’ Jerry asked.


Hannah nodded as she folded her hands together in her lap.


“The house we’re interested in at the moment is at this address.” Erica passed over her card with the address written on the back.


“Oh, Bev Dempsey’s place.” Hannah’s voice sounded wistful. “I really liked that one.”


“Do I hear a ‘but’ in there?” Jerry asked.


“It’s too small for us. I mean, it would be perfect for just two people but we’re just starting a family. We’re at the point where we’re growing, not downsizing.” Hannah shifted her gaze to Erica.


“I know what you mean. I have twins and they’re about ready to start walking.”


Hannah’s eyes widened.







Chapter Ten





She wasn’t familiar with the neighborhood. It was south of town on the other side of the lake. The houses here weren’t close together. They were a mix of historic, but beautifully preserved, homes and brand-new construction. All of them were oversized taking advantage of the plentiful land around them. The lawns were well-maintained and bursting with colors of summer. Megan slowed as she passed one house that had a swath of Asiatic lilies that must have been five wide and at least fifty feet long running down one side of the lot.


When she reached the address she was looking for, she pulled into the drive. She studied the house before getting out of her car. It was also large. She wondered as she walked to the front door how large the Sutton family was. There had to be a reason they would want such a large house. She took the steps up the front porch. Like the porch at her bed and breakfast, it wrapped around the house. Unlike her own, there was no comfortable furniture or potted plants.


Megan paused and turned around. The Sutton landscaping wasn’t as impressive as the other homes she had passed. She got the impression that the Suttons hadn’t spent much thought on its design. It looked more like a professional job. Well planned for minimal upkeep. She pushed the button for the doorbell. She could hear the chimes on the other side of the door. A few moments later, a woman opened it.


Kristen Sutton was in her mid-fifties and looked it. Dressed comfortably in black capris and a short-sleeved shell of tropical colors, she wore her salon-colored hair in a choppy pixie.


“Can I help you?” Kristen stood blocking the entrance. She’d only opened the door enough to poke her head out and not much more. Although there were no signs of obvious grief, she wore a guarded look on her face as though unaccustomed to having someone show up on her doorstep.


“I’m sorry to bother you at a time like this. I’m Megan Parker. Your husband was found near my farm.” She watched an emotion flicker across Kristen’s face. She thought it looked like resignation. It happened so fast, she wasn’t certain.


The door opened wider. “Come in.”


Megan followed the other woman into a large room with a high ceiling. Kristen waved to a sofa as she perched herself on a chair across from it. She set a piece of paper she’d been carrying on a table beside her.


“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Megan said.


Kristen nodded briefly. “I still haven’t come to terms with it.”


“I know you were married for a long time.” Megan saw the flash of a question in Kristen’s eyes. “My parents went to school with both of you.”


“Parker?” Kristen frowned.


“Parker is my husband’s name. Dan. He owns the feed store in town.” She didn’t see any recognition on the other woman’s face. “My parents are Eric and Sharon Miller.”


“Oh. Yes. It’s been a long time. How are they?” Kristen’s eyes drifted above Megan’s shoulder.


Megan remembered seeing a clock in that direction just before taking her seat. “Fine, thanks. They were visiting me when your husband was found.”


Kristen’s eyes dropped to her hands in her lap.


“Do you have any idea why your husband was there?” Megan asked.


Kristen’s eyes came back up. “What is it to you?”


Megan rested her hand on her stomach. Kristen’s eyes followed the movement. “As you might suspect, I’m concerned about the safety of my family. I know that the police are looking into your husband’s death, but for my own peace of mind, I would like to learn more about what happened.”


Kristen nodded and slid back into her seat. “I have no idea why he was there.”


“He didn’t say anything to you?” Megan asked.


Kristen’s hands rose a few inches from her lap then dropped again. “I didn’t see him that day. I left to visit my family. They live a couple of hours from here.”


“Your husband didn’t go with you?”


“He never did. Not when I visited my family.” Kristen’s left hand came up to the arm of the chair. She absently ran her hand back and forth across the padded arm.


“You can’t think of any reason why your husband may have gone to that remote location?” Megan asked.


Kristen gave a half shake of her head. “For the most part, we led separate lives.”


Megan wondered if that was why they lived in such a large house. “Have you lived here long?”


Kristen looked around the room as though seeing it for the first time. “Our whole marriage. We bought it thinking we would fill it with children. That never happened. Over time, we gave up. I suppose that’s when we started drifting apart. Jay had his interests. I had mine.”


“It is a lovely home, but very large.”


Kristen gave a wry smile. “You’re telling me. You should try keeping it cleaned. That’s why I wanted to sell it and get a smaller place.”


Megan saw her frown. “Jay didn’t agree?”


“He liked the space here. It gave him room for his hobby.”


“Hobby?”


“Rockets. The man was absolutely obsessed about the idea of space travel and all of that. He has a model of the solar system hanging up in one of the rooms upstairs.” Kristen looked at the paper on the table beside her. “That must be what this is all about. I found it just as you got here.”


“It’s something to do with rockets?” Megan’s fingers itched to hold the paper that Kristen had picked up.


“TeaRocketMan. That’s what it says. There are a bunch of numbers before it. None of them make any sense to me.”


“May I?” Megan held out her hand.


Kristen stood and handed the page to Megan. Kristen was right. There was a string of numbers. At the end, it was signed with TeaRocketman.


“Would you mind if I take a picture of this with my phone?” Megan asked.


Kristen shrugged.


Megan didn’t give her a chance to change her mind. After snapping the picture, she handed the paper back. A few minutes later, she was back in her car.


***


Casey finished signing the papers his receptionist had left on his desk. His mind returned to the conversation he’d had with Marcy while Ethan was out in the barn doing the morning chores. He looked up at the clock. He had a few minutes before his next appointment. He stood and went in search of Ethan. He found him in the back of the animal hospital. The area housed their temporary guests. Many only stayed for the day until their owners got off work and came to retrieve them after their checkup.


Ethan was just snapping a leash onto the collar of a golden retriever. “I thought we’d take a little walk behind the building.”


“Good idea.” Casey opened the exit door in the rear and let Ethan and the dog pass through. He blocked the door open so they could get back in and followed them.


“He seems to be getting around okay,” Ethan said as he watched the dog. “You can tell the arthritis is setting in though.”


“Not bad at his age,” Casey agreed. He tucked his hands into his pockets as he walked slowly beside Ethan. “I was wondering.”


“Yeah?” Ethan was still watching the dog walk.


“About the other day.”


“With the rocket?” Ethan asked.


“Yeah. That. Anything you want to talk about?” Casey slanted his eyes to the side to watch Ethan’s face.


“The camera I got for the rocket is toast. I think I need a new one.” Ethan paused as the dog stopped to smell a bush.


Casey stopped and faced Ethan. “About the pictures.”


“I didn’t spend much on the first camera. Probably explains why some of the pictures were blurry.” Ethan began walking again.


“Yeah, but Ethan.” Casey caught up with him. “Is there anything you want to talk about?”


Ethan stopped again. The confused frown on his face cleared quickly. “About the body, you mean? The man that was killed?”


Casey nodded. “If you want to talk about that, I’m here.”


“I know. Hopefully, the next launch will go a little smoother.”


***


Megan was happy to find an empty parking spot in front of Anderson Florist. She saw Susan as soon as she stepped inside. In her mid-fifties, Susan Anderson was an older version of Caitlyn but beat Caitlyn’s five one frame by an inch. Her short black hair was now showing streaks of gray.


“I wasn’t surprised to get your text,” Susan said in lieu of a greeting. “I assumed you’d be working on this puzzle.”


Megan crossed over to the front counter and leaned against it. “What can you tell me about Jay Sutton?”


“It’s a name I haven’t thought of in years. I’ve been standing here ever since I got your text trying to remember anything I can.”


“What did you come up with?”


“Not much.” Susan picked up a large binder that Megan knew held photos of floral arrangements and put it on a shelf below the counter. “My husband played football with Jay.”


“Yeah?”


“I remember when Jay and Kristen got together in their senior year.” Susan made a face. “I’m happy to say I was wrong about them.”


“How so?”


“I never thought they’d last two minutes together.”


Megan thought about the separate lives Kristen described. “Why is that?”


“They just never had anything in common.”


***


Rhys pulled out of the long driveway leading away from the farmhouse.


“I guess everyone out here is spooked about the fence vandals.” Ian pointed behind them. “This farmer is just assuming he got hit.”


“Yeah. I’m not sure that a barking dog in the middle of the night is going to pan out for us but we don’t have much more to go on.”


“I still don’t get why the vandals are doing this,” Ian said.


“Do they always have a good reason?” Rhys drove slowly down the road staring at the fence line as he went.


Ian laughed. “Not that I can ever recall.”


“Maybe with last night’s rain we’ll get lucky and find some tracks this time,” Rhys said as he continued to drive slowly down the road.


“We need some sort of break.” Ian stared out of the passenger side window checking the fence on the other side of the road. “Out here in the middle of nowhere, there aren’t any cameras. There’s hardly any traffic for that matter. No traffic means no witnesses.”


“The vandals are probably doing it in the middle of the night anyway,” Rhys muttered. He pressed the brake a little harder than he meant to. “Sorry.”


Ian turned to look out Rhys’s side as Rhys backed up.


“Here.” Rhys was out of the car first.


Ian walked slowly down the road away from the patrol car for several hundred yards before turning and doing the same thing in the other direction. He met back up with Rhys when he was done.


“Anything?” Rhys asked.


Ian looked down at Rhys. He was in a deep ditch kneeling down. “No, you?”


In one fluid movement, Rhys stood and leapt back up onto the road. He quickly took several steps away from the ditch and pointed. “Black snake.”


Ian laughed. “I wish I’d gotten a picture of that. Next time, warn me.”


Rhys watched as the six-foot snake came out of the ditch and slowly crossed the road. Ian snapped pictures with his phone.


“Seriously, did you see anything before you were interrupted?” Ian tucked his phone away.


Rhys held up a pair of wire cutters. He’d used his pen through one side to pick it up without touching the handles. “Maybe.”


“Technically, anyone could have left those there,” Ian said.


Rhys pointed to the lowest wire on the fence. It was cut. “Yeah, or it could have been whoever cut that wire.”


“You think they were interrupted?” Ian moved back toward the patrol car.


“We might never know,” Rhys said as he secured the wire cutters.







Chapter Eleven





Megan parked close to the front door at the veterinarian’s animal hospital Thursday morning. Casey Adams’s name and number were listed on the sign in front of the building. Megan entered the building and stopped at the receptionist’s desk. After explaining the reason for her visit, she passed through to the other side. She walked the distance of the hall and entered the room in the rear of the building. She found both Bella and Ethan cleaning out cages.


“Good morning.” Megan smiled at them both. It occurred to her that when she imagined what her own child would be like when it was older, images of the two of them flashed through her mind.


“We wondered when you’d get to us,” Bella said. She opened the door of a cage and pulled out a tiny calico.


“Who do we have here?” Megan reached over with one finger and rubbed the tiny kitten’s head.


“A little visitor. Her mom was transporting her from one hiding place to another and got hit by a car. Mom didn’t make it.” Bella curled the tiny kitten up under her chin. “If you know of anyone who needs a cat…”


Megan laughed. “You sound like Casey.”


“That’s not a bad thing,” Casey said as he came into the room. “I just got back from a callout. Do you need me?”


“I was just going to ask these two about the day of the rocket launch,” Megan said. She raised her brows in a silent question to Casey.


He glanced at Bella and Ethan then nodded. “We’ve all agreed that if they need to talk about that incident with anyone, I’m here to listen.”


Bella gave Megan a wry smile. “Rhys said the same thing.” She carried the kitten over to a table and leaned against it as she waited for Megan’s questions.


“I know we talked about why you chose that spot to launch when you were out checking on the mare,” Megan said. “Can you tell me anything else about that?”


Ethan went over to stand by Bella. “Like what?”


“I’m not sure exactly. I know it’s something that has the police confused too. No one knows why he may have been out there. I was hoping if I knew why you chose that spot, it might help.” Megan offered a rueful smile.


“I don’t know. I mean, there wasn’t any perfect spot to launch. Not close enough to our farm and accessible by four wheeler. That was my problem,” Ethan said.


“The field was the largest he could think of and even that issues. There’s the ravine way off to one side, for one thing. If the rocket had gone that way, we’d never find it,” Bella said.


Ethan laughed. “I was worried about the wires too.”


“Wires?” Megan frowned.


Ethan nodded. “Power lines. We had to stay away from those too. That’s why we picked the spot in the field that we did.”


“We were far enough away from them that we figured we’d be safe based on the calculations that we had entered into our spreadsheet,” Bella added.


Ethan made a face and pointed at Bella. “Mostly she handled the numbers.”


Bella smiled. “The rocket guy here handled everything else.”


“Rocket guy and numbers,” Megan muttered as she took her phone out. She pulled up the picture she’d taken at the Suttons and passed her phone over. “Does this make sense to you?”


Ethan stared at the phone in his hand for a moment. “I’ve seen that name. On that message board that I told you about.” He looked at Casey.


Casey took a step closer and looked at the picture.


“TeaRocketMan?” Casey asked.


“Yeah. I always wondered if he was from around here. You know, the Tea could come from Teaberry.” Ethan handed the phone back to Megan.


“You saw it on a message board?” Megan shifted her gaze from Ethan to Casey.


“For rocket enthusiasts,” Casey said.


“Gotcha.” Megan looked down at the image again. “He talked about rockets, obviously.”


“Yeah.” Ethan stretched the word out. “I guess. He actually talked about real estate a lot.”


“Real estate? Why would he do that on a message board for rocket enthusiasts?” Megan looked up at Ethan.


Ethan rubbed his chin. “I guess he would usually say something about his dream place. You know, his dream place to live.”


Bella pointed to Megan’s phone. “That could be what the numbers mean. Zip codes.”


Megan looked down at the picture again. She took the first set of five numbers and keyed it into a search engine on her phone. Then she tried the second set of five digits. “You might be right. The first two sets of numbers are both zip codes for the space coast area in Florida.”


***


Becca came out of the children’s room with a smile on her face.


“Is reading time over already?” Linda scanned another returned book back into the system and set in on her cart.


“It flies by, that’s for sure.” Becca waved at the remaining children as they filed out of the library with their young mother.


“It’s the way you are with the kids,” Linda said. “You always keep them so entertained. They’d be bored to tears with me and we’d all be watching the clock.”


Becca laughed. “I don’t believe that. I do enjoy acting out the parts that I’m reading though.”


“It’s a gift that not all of us have.” Linda scanned another book in.


“I’m thinking about getting some puppets.” Becca nodded to someone in the computer room. They were waving for her attention.


“Puppets?” Linda put the book on the cart.


“It just sounds like so much fun.” Becca headed for the computer room.


Linda pushed the cart of books across the library. She stopped at the first tall bookcase that ran from the floor to above her head. She picked up the first book on the cart and slid it back into place. While she was there, she shuffled around the other books on the same shelf to put them into the proper order. It was something she spent a great deal of time doing.


Although there were signs asking patrons not to reshelve the books on their own, most did it anyway. Linda couldn’t blame them. It was something she’d do herself. If she picked up an item at the grocery store to read the label then decided not to buy it, she put it back on the shelf. The problem was, most people didn’t understand the numbering system that librarians followed. As a result, they didn’t know where, exactly, the book should be returned.


“Dagnabbit.”


Linda knew that voice. She turned to see Archie Travis staring at the floor. She left her cart where it was and crossed over to him.


“I’ve got it.” She picked up the magazine he’d dropped and handed it to him. “Here you go.”


“Thanks.” Archie held the magazine in one gnarled hand. He used the other to hold on to the waist high shelf next to him.


“Reading up on the anniversary of the lunar landing?” she asked.


“Not with this article. Whoever wrote it obviously wasn’t alive when it happened.” Archie returned the magazine and picked up another. “Let’s see what this has to say.” He returned to a wingback chair and settled down to read.


Linda glanced around the library to see if anyone else needed her. She saw a woman standing at the front desk and quickly went around the other side.


“Can I help you?” Linda automatically reached for the book the woman was holding. It was also on the subject of the lunar landing.


“I found this in my husband’s room,” Kristen said.


Linda scanned the book into the system and checked the name. “Jay Sutton?”


“I’m not sure how long he had it checked out,” Kristen said. “He passed away recently.”


“I can close down the account for you.” Linda made a note in the system.


“Do I owe anything on it?” Kristen asked.


Linda gave her an understanding smile. “No, of course not. The library will waive that under the circumstances. We appreciate you taking the time to bring it back to us.”


Kristen nodded before turning to leave.


***


“What’s this guy do again?” Jerry looked out of the passenger side window.


“He’s the manager.” Erica pulled into the large parking lot and headed for the front of the building.


“Must make decent money at a big box store like this.”


“You would think.” Erica found a parking space near the front entrance. “He said he’d be waiting for us.”


They saw a man in his late forties or early fifties standing at the front of the store. He introduced himself as Quincy Rutledge when they reached him.


“You said this was about one of the houses we looked at?” Quincy asked after they introduced themselves.


“Yes.” Erica gave the address.


Quincy scratched his cheek with his thumb. “We’ve actually looked at quite a few places.”


Jerry described the house.


“Okay, yeah. I remember it now. What about it?” Quincy looked from one to the other.


“We were hoping you could tell us,” Jerry said. “Was there any special reason why you looked at it?”


“The size, I guess. And the location. It’s smaller than what we have now. It’s also in town. We were thinking we might want to be a little closer than what we are now.”  Quincy smiled a greeting to a couple that entered the store then took a few steps to the side.


“You’re downsizing?” Erica asked as she followed him out of the main foot traffic.


“My wife thinks it’s time.” Quincy nodded at an employee as they walked past him.


“You don’t?” Jerry asked.


“Our youngest just flew the coop,” Quincy said. “I guess it makes sense. It’s what a lot of people do, right?”


“And that was the main appeal of this house?” Erica asked.


Quincy shrugged. “That and the location. As I said. It’s in town. There’s a lot less yard. We both think it would be nice to have a little less work to do after we get home from working all day.”


They walked back to the patrol car a few minutes later.


“I’m not sure there’s any connection between Bev’s house and the victim,” Jerry said.


“If there is, we definitely haven’t found it yet,” Erica agreed.







Chapter Twelve





Bev bent down and lifted Grace from the stroller. Carefully, she carried her into the bedroom while Mia and Noah went into the living room. Grace never stirred as Bev quietly left the room. She peeked in on the younger kids. They were both sprawled out on the floor in front of the television. With any luck, they might be down for the count soon too.


She found Lauren in her work kitchen. “Iced tea?” Bev crossed to the large fridge and took a pitcher out.


“Sounds good.” Lauren finished rinsing the mixing bowl then set it in the sink. After checking the cake in the oven, she took a seat across from Bev at the table.


Bev looked surprised. “You’re sitting down.”


“I was thinking we might take a few minutes to talk.” Lauren reached for her glass of iced tea.


“Girl talk?” Bev took a sip of her own.


“Sometimes it helps,” Lauren said gently.


Bev let out a sigh. “Is it so obvious?”


Lauren narrowed her eyes briefly as she gave the question the consideration it deserved. “No, not really. You haven’t been throwing things or spitting mad or anything like that.”


Bev gave a wry smile. “I should hope not.”


“But something is bothering you?” Lauren asked.


Bev started to say yes, then closed her mouth. “I have no idea.” She looked at Lauren. “Honestly, I don’t.”


“Okay. Let’s start at the beginning. After many years of living alone, you’re selling your house and getting married.” Lauren leaned back in her chair and waited for Bev to take up the story.


“To a man I love,” Bev nodded. “We have been very happy together for several years. We were friends long before that.”


Lauren tilted her head but remained silent.


Bev continued. “We like to do a lot of the same things but we aren’t in each other’s pockets. I often go out with friends on my own. He does the same. We’ve recently started traveling together and we’re looking forward to doing more of that in the future.”


“Sounds nice.” Lauren took a sip of her tea.


“It does, doesn’t it?” Bev rubbed her forehead.


“When did it stop being nice?” Lauren asked.


“It didn’t.” Bev stood with her iced tea in one hand and began pacing. “That’s the thing. I’ve been slowly weeding through my things and moving them into his house. It takes a while, you know?” She stopped and looked at Lauren.


“It’s a good time to decide if you really need things,” Lauren said.


“Exactly. They’ve been sitting on a shelf for decades because they had a spot there. I’ve been deciding what I want to keep and getting rid of the rest.” Bev began pacing again. She waved her glass of tea. “Then I bring what I want to keep to Vince’s and we figure out a new place for it.”


“Sounds like a good process,” Lauren said.


“It is,” Bev agreed. “Except for the dishes.”


Lauren lifted her brows. “You lost me.”


Bev stopped pacing and leaned against Lauren’s work island. “For some stupid reason, I got upset because he wouldn’t make room for my dishes.”


“He does have a nice set,” Lauren said slowly.


“He does. I really like it.”


“But you wanted your own?” Lauren guessed.


Bev waved the tea again. “Oh, no. I’ve already given mine away.”


Lauren looked down at her own tea.


Bev huffed out a laugh. “It might make more sense if I mentioned they were my grandmother’s dishes.”


Lauren nodded. “Yes, it does.” She wrinkled her forehead. “Except I’ve never heard you mention them and I don’t believe I’ve ever seen them.”


“And there we have the problem,” Bev said. “I’ve never used them. So why did I get so upset?”


Lauren smiled gently. “Let’s go back to the beginning. After many years of living alone, you’re selling your house and getting married.”


Bev stared at her. “You think that’s all there is to it?”


“Every bride is entitled to her cold feet,” Lauren said.


***


Erica got back to the station first. She crossed over to the murder board and began entering what she had learned after splitting up with Jerry for interviews. She held her notes in one hand and wrote with the other, wanting to ensure that she got the details correct. She backed up and looked at the entire board with her new notes inserted.


It wasn’t that she hadn’t gotten a lot of new information. She just wasn’t yet certain how, or if, it fit into the case of Jay Sutton’s death. Jerry came up behind her and handed her an energy drink. He held another for himself.


“Thanks.” Erica motioned to his notes. “What did you get?”


“I can add them,” Jerry said as he took the marker from her.


She watched him write. “So we’re positive now. That checked out?”


Jerry kept writing without turning around. “Yeah. Looks like the wife was definitely visiting family the morning the victim died, just like she said.”


“What about the other times? This was a known habit? She always visited family by herself?” Erica took a sip of the energy drink.


Jerry crossed over to a table and set his energy drink down then pulled his notebook out. He handed it to Erica.


She pointed at it with her energy drink. “You have your own shorthand.”


“This is a test to see if you’re getting any better at reading it,” he said as he kept writing.


She frowned at the page then realized that it actually did make sense. “Neighbors of the family members reported seeing Kristen Sutton on a regular basis over the years visiting her relatives on her own.”


Jerry stopped writing and turned around. “Seems a little strange, don’t you think?”


Erica tilted her head back and forth. “I guess I can see both sides to that. There’s nothing wrong with me visiting my parents without Brad.”


“Every single time for decades?” Jerry pointed out.


“Yeah, you’re right. It might be a little strange.” Erica looked up as Ian and Rhys entered the large shared office space. “Hey, it’s the snake charmer.”


Jerry looked at Ian. “Next time, you need to get video of the whole thing.”


Ian leaned down to check his computer. “That’s what I told him. You should have seen how fast he was out of that ditch.”


“You would be too with a snake that size,” Rhys said as he skimmed his email to check for new messages.


“Any luck with the fence vandals?” Erica asked.


“Found some fence cutters.” Rhys straightened and looked at the murder board. “How are you guys doing?”


“Early days yet,” Jerry said. “How is Bella doing?”


Rhys grabbed his hat and followed Ian toward the exit. “She’s handling it better than most adults would.”


“Maybe she could save you from the snake too,” Ian said as Rhys followed him from the room.


Jerry went back to the murder board. “We’ve talked to a lot of people and nothing is popping for me yet.”


Erica leaned back against her desk and studied the board with Jerry’s new notes. “Except for the wife.”


“She’s looking pretty interesting to me,” Jerry agreed.


“Interesting? She’s downright squirrelly. Do you remember what she said when we first told her that her husband was dead?”


“She was worried about losing out on a house she wanted to bid on.” Jerry retrieved his energy drink and took a sip as he played devil’s advocate. “She may have been distraught. People deal with it differently.”


“He was found on Saturday. She had the service on Tuesday. That’s a pretty fast turnaround for someone that distraught,” Erica tossed out.


“It’s worth looking at a little closer,” Jerry said.


“Agreed.”


***


Emmet walked into the Station Pub & Grill Thursday evening and looked around. He didn’t see them on the restaurant side. He poked his head into the bar side. Daryl waved from across the room. Emmet joined his friends and took a seat.


Kathy the bartender was there a moment later to take his order. “Out on your own tonight?”


“A little male bonding,” Emmet said.


“It can be good for what ails you,” Daryl added.


“It doesn’t get the recognition it deserves,” Kathy said genially before departing.


“What’s with him?” Emmet asked Daryl.


Daryl turned to their silent partner. “Vince might be the reason we need to bond.”


“You two are goofy,” Vince said.


“He has been pretty quiet lately,” Daryl said to Emmet as though Vince hadn’t spoken.


“I would say it’s been ever since the night we sang at the town square,” Emmet said to Daryl.


Kathy returned with a drink and set it in front of Emmet then left again.


“Do you think something happened that night?” Daryl asked Emmet.


Emmet scratched his chin. “I don’t know. He was a little quiet before we got up to sing too.”


Daryl pointed at Emmet. “You’re right, he was.”


Emmet leaned forward. “You don’t think he’s getting cold feet, do you?”


Daryl took a drink as he considered it. “Maybe. He’s never actually been married before. You would think he would take advantage of the many years of experience his friends have and talk to them about his feelings.”


“I’m sitting right here. I can hear both of you,” Vince said.


Emmet took a drink of his beer. “Do you want to talk about it?”


Vince sighed. “No. I don’t know. Maybe.”


Daryl looked at Emmet. “Clear as mud.”


Emmet nodded agreement. “Did you two have an argument or something?”


“No.” Vince raised his hands. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


Daryl set his glass down. “Which is it?”


“She was upset about some dishes that she’s never used,” Vince said.


Daryl winced. “These wouldn’t be something passed down in the family, would it?”


Vince scowled. “You have an unfair advantage to reading her mind. You sell antiques.”


“People can be sentimental about these things,” Daryl said with conviction.


Vince swiped his palm across his face. “How did you nail that one so quickly?”


Daryl and Emmet clinked glasses. “Years of experience.”


“In that case, what’s the solution?” Vince asked.


Emmet held up his hand. “With that, you’re on your own.”


“What?” Vince looked from Emmet to Daryl.


Daryl was shaking his head. “You’re going to have to talk to her and figure out a solution that works for both of you.”


“You have to understand, the problem may not even be the dishes,” Emmet said.


Vince raised his glass and frowned. “Are you sure I can’t just add a new cupboard?”







Chapter Thirteen





“I don’t mind cleaning the house.” Sharon followed Megan out the back door early Friday morning.


“I know that but you’ve already been doing enough around here.” Megan took a seat on the rattan sofa.


“But Lauren gave you the gift certificate from Maid in Teaberry as a baby shower gift. You should wait to use it when you really, really need it.” Sharon looked at the garden wondering what had ripened since the last time she’d been in there. At the sound of a snort in the distance, her eyes went from the garden to the two mares near the fence. “I swear the horses know when Dan will be out doing chores. They make it a point to be close to the fence knowing that he’ll go over to them.”


“Dad seems to like them too,” Megan murmured as she watched her father cross over to the fence.


“You can take the boy out of the farm,” Sharon said into her coffee cup. “He said he would help me around the house while you’re working on your puzzle.”


“Now is as good a time as any to use the gift certificate.” Megan watched Henry work his way from the chicken coop to the center of the barnyard. “Watch Henry.”


Sharon shifted her gaze to the brown leghorn. “I never thought a chicken could look nonchalant.”


“He’s technically a rooster,” Megan said as she leaned back with her coffee cup propped on her stomach.


“Oh, yes. That makes all the difference.” Sharon’s eyes slanted to Megan.


Megan motioned with her chin to the men as they turned from the horses to walk back to the house. The moment that Dan realized Henry stood between him and the house was obvious. His step faltered. It was barely perceptible, but Megan watched for it nearly every morning. She heard her mother chuckle.


“I can’t believe two grown men can be afraid of a little chicken,” Sharon said.


“Rooster.”


“Whatever. Did you see the look on your father’s face when he saw your feathered boyfriend?”


Megan hummed a negative response. “Too busy watching my six foot one inch husband.”


“This is better than television.” Sharon held her coffee cup chin high with both hands.


The men bore down on the small rooster. Henry stood his ground and drew his wings up. Dan and Eric kept walking. Henry started dancing back and forth on his feet, his head bobbing back and forth with the motion. Just as the men reached him, they split up. Henry swiveled his head to look at one then the other, uncertain which way to go. Before he could make a decision, the men were past him. Henry turned to hurl a strangled crow at their backs.


The men passed their wives on the porch with a greeting before disappearing into the house. They returned a few moments later with coffee cups of their own.


“I’d call it a draw,” Eric said as he took a seat near his wife.


Sharon made a noise of mirth that he ignored.


“It’s the best I can hope for.” Dan sat next to Megan on the sofa. “What’s the game plan today?”


“Ava is sending someone over to clean the house shortly after you leave for work,” Megan said.


“I guess that frees up part of our day.” Eric turned to Sharon. “Maybe we could go into town later?”


Sharon started to shrug then looked at him. “Town?” She lifted her brows.


He gave a slight shake of his head.


“Sure. We could go to town,” she said.


“I’m going to try to talk to some more people today.” Megan looked down at her empty tea mug and started to move. “I should get breakfast on the table before someone gets here to clean the house.”


Dan stood and held out his hand. Two hours later, he was long gone, the breakfast things were cleared, and everyone else was showered and dressed. Megan answered the doorbell when it rang. She wasn’t completely surprised to see Dena on the other side.


“I wondered if you’d be the one that Ava sent.” Megan led her into the house.


“Luck of the draw,” Dena said as she looked around. “I love the woodwork.”


Megan grimaced. “Lots of it, sorry.”


Dena laughed. “I don’t mind cleaning it, honest.”


Megan walked her through the rest of the house ending up on the second floor at the end of the tour. She paused at the top of the steps before going down.


“Have you talked to Gabe much lately?” She hadn’t seen much of her brother-in-law since it had been discovered that he’d actually been helping the police and wasn’t really a suspect for murder.


“No,” Dena said quickly. “Not at all.”


Megan paused a few moments more to see if Dena wanted to tell her anything else. Dena remained silent. Megan wasn’t sure but she thought Dena’s lips looked a little white, as though she might be pressing them together. She was sure about the sadness she saw in Dena’s eyes.


***


Megan thought about the message she found on her phone after her shower. Linda Spelling, the town librarian, had called her in the past to help with the puzzles she was working on. She wondered what clues Linda might have to offer this time.


Linda was busy helping someone in the computer room when Megan arrived. She busied herself looking at the display of books and movies on the lunar landing. One of the movies looked relatively new. She wondered if Dan and her parents had seen it yet. She lifted it from the display and brought it to the front desk when Linda returned.


“That one has some positive reviews,” Linda said with a nod toward the movie in her hand.


“I know I haven’t seen it.” Megan passed it over to Linda.


Linda scanned it into her system to check it out to Megan. She looked around the library then leaned forward.


“Is it safe to assume you’re working on the Jay Sutton puzzle?”


Megan nodded. “He was found on the other side of my property.”


“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” Linda passed the movie back to Megan then reached into her pocket. She pulled out a folded piece of paper and opened it before flattening it in front of Megan on the counter.


“You have a topographic map of the area by my place?” Megan asked as she leaned in to get a closer look.


“Does it look familiar to you?” Linda asked.


“Yeah, I guess.” Megan pointed. “My farm would be over here.” She pointed to an area just off the paper. Her finger began to trace around the map. “I won’t tell you where my favorite blackberry patch is.”


She shared a smile with Linda then returned to the map. “I don’t usually look at topo maps. There’s a lot of detail here with the lines showing the elevations and all of that. Over here is…” Megan hesitated as her eyes scanned the page to check her facts. “This is where Ethan and Bella launched the rocket.” She moved her finger over. “And this is where Jay Sutton was found.”


“That’s what I thought too,” Linda said as someone approached the counter.


Megan lifted the paper and stepped back to let Linda check out some books. When Linda was finished, she stepped back to the counter.


“What are these other markings on the map?” Megan murmured to herself as she traced them with her finger. Then she remembered what Ethan said. She looked up at Linda. “Power lines?”


“I agree, though I didn’t realize they often ran through farmer’s fields, heavily wooded areas, and deep ravines.”


“Ethan said he was worried about his rocket landing near the power lines.” She tapped her finger on the map. “Where did you get this?”


“It was being used as a bookmark in a book that was just returned yesterday.” Linda looked around and lowered her voice again. “By Jay Sutton’s wife.”


***


Caitlyn was frowning at the invoice on her computer as her part-time summer assistant arrived for work.


Gail passed by Caitlyn going directly into the workroom in the back to stow her purse before joining her at the counter in the front room.


“Something wrong?” Gail asked as the bells on the front door rang. “Hey, Mrs. A.”


Susan smiled a greeting. “Did I just interrupt an important meeting?”


Gail laughed. “Nope, just got here. I’ve been running around doing errands like a crazy person this morning. I didn’t even have time for breakfast.”


Caitlyn reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty dollar bill that she passed to Gail. “I’m buying if you go down to Tea & Thyme to get something with sugar and caffeine.”


Gail took the paper money. “Works for me. Mrs. A.?”


Susan held up her hand. “No, I’m good. Thanks.”


Gail waved the paper bill on her way out. Caitlyn returned to frowning at the electronic invoice on her computer.


“That’s not a happy face,” Susan said as she joined her daughter on the other side of the counter. “Oh.”


“Yeah. That’s what I’ve been thinking. I didn’t pay any attention to it at first. But now that I know the guy was murdered.” Caitlyn waved at the computer as she stepped away from it. “Do you ever remember anything like that before?”


“It happens though I would say that most at least make an attempt to look as though they’re grieving.” Susan moved to the other side of the counter. “Some even go the other way and order way more flowers for a funeral than they should.”


“Guilt complex,” Caitlyn nodded. “It happens.”


“But I can’t say that I remember very many ordering just one tiny bouquet with only a few flowers in it.” Susan tilted her head. “It’s possible that neither one of them like flowers.”


“Maybe he had an allergy in life and she was honoring that somehow,” Caitlyn said to toss out another idea. Perhaps that might explain the behavior of Jay Sutton’s wife.


“Perhaps the few flowers that she did request held some particular importance for the two of them.” Susan’s eyes shifted to Caitlyn.


“Do you think I should mention it to Megan?” Caitlyn asked.


“It could be one of those elusive puzzle pieces she’s looking for,” Susan said.


Caitlyn perked up when she saw Gail returning. “This looks promising.”


Gail set a to-go cup and a bag on the counter. “Janice said you would really like this.”


Caitlyn reached into the bag and pulled out a pudding-filled éclair with chocolate frosting. “This looks familiar.”


The others watched her bite into it. “Megan used to make these when we were young. Lauren must have made it for Tea & Thyme. It was their grandmother’s recipe.”


“Janice said you’d figure it out,” Gail said as she reached into the bag.







Chapter Fourteen





Bev assembled the moving box then flipped it over and applied packing tape from a large handheld dispenser. She’d gotten rather good at it with all of the experience lately. The problem was, no matter how many boxes she’d assembled she’d barely made a dent in a lifetime of accumulation.


It wasn’t just her own things that she needed to make decisions about now. She still had some of her husband’s things and the things that had passed down in both of their families. She was keeping those boxes separate. For the most part, she planned to let Justin deal with them. She had no idea what he would consider important and she didn’t want to be the one who made the call. Best to let him play his own game of pitch or keep.


She lifted a bag from a shelf in the garage. Inside there was part of a vintage silver-plated tableware set. She’d grown tired of trying to keep it polished very early on in her first marriage. After the final cleaning, she’d wrapped the pieces in some sort of flannel cloths. She was surprised to find that they still looked fairly good. She was putting them into the box next to her when she heard the doorbell.


“You saved me,” Bev said when she opened the door to Megan.


Megan wrinkled her nose. “Packing isn’t fun, is it?”


“You have no idea.” Bev waved her in and led her back to the garage. “What brings you by?”


Megan looked around at the chaos of full boxes, empty boxes, and piles of things that Bev still needed to go through. “I’m trying to learn more about Jay Sutton.”


“I still can’t believe that,” Bev said with a shake of her head as she took another roll of flannel cloth from the bag she’d found.


“Did you know him well?” Megan asked.


Bev unrolled the flannel and held up an ornate serving spoon.


“Pretty,” Megan said.


“But difficult to keep clean.” Bev rolled it back up and put the whole bundle into the box next to her. “I honestly don’t remember seeing Jay since high school.”


Megan glanced into the box next to her. It held three sets of ice skates, two adult and one child-size. She assumed the black ones belonged to Justin and his father. The white ones must have been Bev’s.


“What about school? What do you remember about him then?” Megan asked.


Bev held up a small table lamp. The base had two parakeets. The shade was covered in tulle. She shook her head. The lamp went into the box.


“As you know, I ended up majoring in science. That was the subject that I taught and I was interested in it as a girl.”


Megan nodded to show she was following.


“Jay was also interested in science.” Bev turned to her again briefly. “We had a lot of classes together.”


“Did you talk to him a lot?” Megan asked.


Bev made a face. “Probably. I can’t say that I remember now.” She transferred more items from the shelf to the box. “I do remember the time he won the science fair.”


“Did you also compete?” Megan guessed.


Bev gave a rueful smile. “That’s why I remember it so well. I thought I had it.”


“He stole it from you?” Megan joked.


Bev laughed. “I’d like to think that but his entry was pretty good from what I remember. I was rather surprised when he didn’t go into something dealing with science after we graduated.”


“Oh? What did he go into?”


“He started out working for the phone company.” Bev waved a hand vaguely. “Once a lot of that merged and new technology came out, it ended up being some sort of telecommunications company.”


“Do you know what he did there?”


Bev shook her head slowly. “Something to do with the lines. I think he ran them or maintained them or something.”


***


Megan sat on a bench in the town square and took out the printouts she had made. A few moments later, she was joined by Erica.


“What have you got?” Erica asked.


Megan showed her a copy of the map that had been left in the library book last checked out by Jay Sutton.


“Linda found it.” She explained where.


Erica frowned at the map. “This is by your place.”


Megan reached over and pointed. She explained where her farm would be in relation to what was shown on the map.


“And this is where the body was found.” Erica pointed. “Here.”


Megan gave Erica a few moments to study the map.


“What do you think it means?” Erica asked.


“I don’t know. I talked to Bev. She said that Jay Sutton worked for a telecommunications company.”


“He did. We’ve spoken to his supervisor there and some of the other people he worked with. No one claims to know much about him. Said he kept to himself.” Erica lowered the map.


“After I left Bev’s, I went back to the library and used one of the computers there. I ran a search for maps of telecommunications lines in our area.” Megan handed Erica another printout. “That’s a satellite view showing telecommunication lines but I couldn’t find any specifics on which company might maintain them.”


“I can check into it,” Erica muttered as she looked at the map.


“If you lay the satellite map over the topo map, the lines you’re looking at would be here.” Megan pointed. “That’s what these markings must mean next to the power lines.”


“Funny no one at the telecom company mentioned that they had lines in the area,” Erica said with a scowl.


“I imagine they have them everywhere,” Megan pointed out.


It didn’t remove Erica’s scowl. “What made you think to look for this? The lines weren’t anywhere in sight near the body.”


“I could tell on the map that Linda found that there were lines of some sort in the area. Ethan also mentioned power lines.” She saw the question in Erica’s eyes. “He was worried about the rocket getting tangled when it landed.”


Erica nodded her understanding then pointed at the map. “That’s where we found the victim’s vehicle.”


“Is it possible that he was out there because of the telecom lines?” Megan said out loud.


Erica held up the printouts. “Can I keep these?”


“Yes. I took pictures of them with my phone. Speaking of which.” Megan pulled her phone out and found the picture she wanted. “Did the widow mention this to you?”


Erica looked at the string of numbers with the signature of TeaRocketMan.


“No. She did not.” Erica sent the image to herself.


“We think those are zip codes.” Megan took her phone back.


“We?” Erica lifted one eyebrow.


“Yeah. Actually, I can’t take credit. Bella figured it out.”


“Kid is going to rule the world someday,” Erica muttered as she stood. “Is that all?”


“Jerry might have some luck searching for TeaRocketMan online. Ethan said he posted a lot on message boards for rocket enthusiasts. He had an interest in real estate near the spacecoast.” Megan held out her hands.


Erica pulled her up. “Where are you headed next?”


“I want to talk to some more people that knew Jay Sutton.”


“Stay safe,” Erica said before heading back to her car.


***


Ethan opened the box and pulled the packaging out then reached in for the item he had been waiting for.


Bella leaned over his shoulder to look at it. “It looks small enough. We’ll need to weigh it to enter it into the spreadsheet.”


“Hopefully, this camera works better than the last one.” Ethan began removing the camera from its wrapping. It wasn’t easy.


“It’s hermetically sealed,” Bella joked.


“They don’t make it easy to remove,” Ethan grumbled as he removed the last bit of it. “Finally.”


“When are you going to try another launch?” Bella asked.


“When would you be able to launch it with me?” he asked.


“I’ll have to check. My mom and Rhys are still a little tense about us finding a body the last time.” Bella crossed over to a cage and took the tiny calico out.


“Yeah, I know what you mean. Casey keeps asking me if I want to talk about it.” He held his hand out and rubbed the tiny head with one finger. “We need to find this little one a home.”


“I think I’m cut off,” Bella said. “I already have one of each.”


“Have they come to any decision about their honeymoon?” he asked.


She cuddled the kitten under her chin. “It sounds like they aren’t going to have one.”


***


Caitlyn balled up the paper wrapper of her brisket sandwich. “What do you think?”


“You wouldn’t have to twist my arm either way.” Doug took the balled up wrapper from her and tossed it into the trash. “I’m okay with someplace tropical. You in a bikini sounds good to me.”


She flashed him a grin. “There’s always skiing.”


“You’d be snuggling up with me for warmth,” he pointed out. “Still a win-win for me.”


She stood and crossed over to where he was sitting then climbed into his lap. “You’re easy.”


“You have me pegged,” he agreed as he nuzzled her neck. “How long is your employee going to be gone?”


“Not that long.” Caitlyn’s head came up when the bells on the front door rang. “We’ll finish our discussion about honeymoon plans later,” she promised as she went to the front of the shop.


“Megan, hi.” Caitlyn flashed a smile.


Megan narrowed her eyes. “Am I interrupting something?”


“No.” Caitlyn crossed her arms.


“Hey, Megan.” Doug came from the back. He paused long enough to kiss Caitlyn. “Back to work for me.”


“Sorry I interrupted but you’re the one who sent me the text to stop,” Megan said.


“I know. We were just discussing honeymoon plans,” Caitlyn said.


“Have you decided anything yet?” Megan moved closer to the counter.


“No, but we’re having a lot of fun talking about it.” Caitlyn grinned before turning to her computer. “I wanted to show you something.”


Megan walked around the counter to look over her shoulder. “That’s Kristen Sutton’s order?”


Caitlyn hummed a noise of agreement. “Do you think it means anything?”


“If nothing else, it’s seriously interesting.”







Chapter Fifteen





Megan thought about the previous times she had spoken to Brenda John about puzzles she was working on as she approached Brenda’s house. The last time she’d visited the woman, it had been beyond frigid in her house. Megan came prepared with a sweater this time.


The fifty-something woman beamed at Megan after opening her front door. “I was thinking about you earlier. Come on in.”


The cold air hit Megan as she stepped inside the house. She pulled her sweater closed in the front as much as possible. When she looked down, she realized that much of her belly was still exposed. She tugged at the sides a little harder before taking a seat across from Mrs. John.


“This is about Jay Sutton, isn’t it?” Brenda asked. “I saw it on the news. Well, actually I heard it in the grocery store first. Of course, there was also a little mention in the newspaper. I didn’t see you at the calling hours. A lot of my old classmates showed up.” Brenda finally stopped to take a breath.


It didn’t last long. Before Megan could interrupt, Brenda began again.


“Have you figured out who killed him yet? No, of course not. That’s why you’re here.” Brenda raised a hand. “I’m probably keeping you from asking me questions. Courtney says I talk too much when I get excited about something.”


“How is Courtney?” Megan asked politely.


Brenda’s face lit up. She talked about her daughter for several minutes before winding down again. “Of course, they had such a difficult start to their married life what with the murder happening right after the ceremony. But you figured that all out.”


Megan didn’t try to explain that the police did most of the work. She was afraid to get Brenda sidetracked again.


“You went to school with Jay Sutton and his wife, didn’t you?”


“Oh, yes. I’m still mad at Jay about all of that.” Brenda shook her head.


“Mad?”


“Well, it was homecoming. You know how important that is.”


Megan nodded because Brenda paused waiting for some sign of agreement.


“Jay asked me to be his date,” Brenda said with a shake of her head. “Can you believe I turned him down?”


Brenda didn’t wait for a response this time.


“He ended up being crowned homecoming king.” She nearly spit the words out. “I should have known as much. The man was always winning everything. I could have been the queen.” She waved her hands.


Megan didn’t know what to say so she lifted her brows as a sign of encouragement to continue.


“Of course, he ended up asking Kristen. The two of them got married. The rest is history.” Brenda shook her head in disgust. “It could have been me.”


***


Lauren carefully crafted part of a decoration on the cake top then reminded herself to breathe. She loved June, she really did. It was a popular month for weddings and she enjoyed making wedding cakes. The one she was just finishing was a custom design. It was something she’d dreamed up after speaking with the bride and groom and learning more about them. She sincerely hoped they would be happy with the results.


She leaned over to apply the last little touch and jumped at the sound of a very loud, very unexpected clatter. Grace laughed then took out another mixing bowl and threw it onto the floor to join the first one.


“So much for child-proof latches,” Lauren said to her daughter. She looked down at her cake top and ran ideas through her mind on how to best recover from her attention lapse. “Maybe Daddy would like you to help him cut the grass outside?”


Grace pulled another bowl from the cupboard and sent it flying. It rolled around the floor long enough to keep Grace’s attention. She went toddling after it to pick it up again. The next time she threw it, it rolled even farther.


“We’re going to need to find something else to keep you occupied,” Lauren said. She examined her repair to the decoration on the cake top with a critical eye. No one should notice.


Grace held the bowl up again just as the doorbell rang. The sound surprised her.


“Oh, someone is here.” Lauren crossed the room and scooped Grace up on her way. She found Megan’s parents at the door.


“Hey, you two. Come on in.” Lauren led them back through the house. “I’m just finishing an order.”


“Someone figured out how to get the cupboards opened,” Sharon said as they reached the work kitchen. She held her arms out toward Grace.


“That she did.” Lauren passed her over then crossed to her oven and took a batch of cookies out.


Eric bent to retrieve the bowls. He held them up in question.


“Sink, please,” Lauren said as she set the cookies on a rack to cool.


“We were hoping to find Bev here,” Sharon said.


Lauren let out a sigh. “I wish.” She smiled to show she was kidding.


“You wouldn’t happen to know where she is, would you?” Eric asked.


Lauren nodded as she returned to her work island. “If she isn’t at home, she’s at Vince’s dropping off another load.”


“We tried her house. She wasn’t there.” Sharon looked at Eric.


“We can stop by Vince’s,” he said with a shrug.


***


Stan Jiblonski smiled a greeting at the couple standing in his office. “I was expecting to see your daughter.”


Sharon gave Stan a panicked look that she quickly turned to Eric.


“We would prefer you not mention to Megan that we were here,” Eric said.


“Or anyone else, for that matter,” Sharon added.


Stan was curious. “Okay. Do you want to take a seat or do we have to close all the blinds first?”


Sharon looked as though she might be seriously considering the blinds. She motioned in the direction of the windows.


Eric nudged her. “We’ll just tell people we stopped in to say hello.”


She let out a relieved breath. “You’re right. They’d believe that.”


She took a seat in front of Stan’s desk and Eric sat beside her. Both looked at him expectantly.


Stan laced his hands together and rested them on his stomach as he leaned back in his chair a bit. The black hair that he had left formed a crown around his head. He was wearing reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He tilted his head down at an awkward angle and looked over them to study the couple across from him.


“Does this visit by any chance have anything to do with the topic that came up at the Jammin’T not long ago?” Stan asked.


“We’ve decided it was some sort of kismet that we all ended up there at the same time,” Sharon said.


Stan focused on Eric. “I seem to recall you weren’t too keen on it at the time.”


Eric raised both hands. “That’s just because my mind filled with the obstacles and not the possibilities.”


Stan tilted his head. “You’ve come up with some possibilities?”


Eric pointed at his wife. “She came up with most of them.”


Sharon pointed at Stan. “I blame you for this. You’re the one who planted the seed in my head.”


Stan raised both hands and chuckled. “I just came up with some possibilities.”


“Well, we’re here now to see if we can turn the possible into the probable,” Sharon said.


“I’d be happier with something a little more definite,” Eric said.


“Have you explored this on both ends?” Stan asked as he looked from one to the other. “Both Florida and Teaberry?”


Sharon and Eric shared another look then turned and nodded at Stan in unison.


Stan sat straight in his chair. “Okay, then. Let’s get the paperwork started.”


***


Erica rubbed the back of her neck after sliding into her car. The last interview hadn’t given her much. For that matter, the last several interviews hadn’t given her much. She put the key into the ignition just as her phone rang. She knew from the ringtone that it was her partner. Maybe he was having better luck with his interviews.


“Yeah?” She scanned the neighborhood around her from habit.


“Where are you?” Jerry asked.


She heard a lot of noise on the other end of the line. “Over on Foster Avenue, why?”


“Good. You’re close. Get over to the widow’s house.”


More noise covered whatever else Jerry said.


Erica started the engine. “I’ll be there in fifteen or less.”


Fourteen minutes later, she parked behind Jerry’s car. There was a garbage truck in front of his car and an irate widow in the yard next them all.


Jerry nodded toward the widow. Erica took the hint and crossed over to Mrs. Sutton.


“Ma’am. Is there a problem here?” Erica watched the other woman from behind her reflective sunglasses.


Kristen pointed toward Jerry. “He’s stealing my garbage.”


It was obvious that Kristen Sutton was unhappy. She was spitting when she spoke.


“You discarded the items,” Erica said calmly. “You no longer wanted them.”


“I gave them to the garbage collectors,” Kristen said. Her voice grew louder with each word.


“Yes, ma’am. It sounds like we’re all on the same page then.” Erica watched as Jerry removed a final bag from the waste management truck and transferred them to the trunk of his car. “We’ll get out of your hair now.”


“Wait a minute!” Kristen took a few steps after the waste management truck as it pulled away. She turned back to Erica when she realized she couldn’t catch the truck.


Erica was sliding back into her car. Jerry had already pulled away. She parked next to him in the lot at the police station and joined him at the rear of his car. She was pulling on gloves as she walked.


“What made you decide to take her garbage?” she asked him as she reached into his trunk to grab a bag.


“It was totally coincidental,” Jerry said. “I was driving from one interview to another and happened to go down her road.”


Erica shot him a look.


“Okay, I also happened to know it was pickup day for her neighborhood,” he said with a grin. “So I took a little detour from one interview to the next.”


“Still, there had to be something that caught your eye.” She reached in and grabbed a second bag.


“From what I could tell, she cleaned her husband’s stuff out.” Jerry closed the trunk of his car then picked up the bags he’d taken from it. There were still several more in the trunk.


Erica walked beside him into the building. “How could you possibly know that?”


“The telescope was a good clue.”


She looked down at her bags then glanced at his. “I didn’t see a telescope in your trunk.”


“Another car stopped and snatched that up really fast before I even got there,” he said as he hit the automatic door opener to get into the building. “You should have seen the panicked look in their eyes when they saw me in their rearview mirror.”


“I’ll bet.” She raised the bags in her hands a little to test the weight. It’s was substantial. “Looks like we’re going to be busy.”


“I’m just glad the guy didn’t have a collection of bowling balls,” he said. “I’ll get the rest of the bags if you’ll get started.”







Chapter Sixteen





He couldn’t believe his luck. The twins were both napping at the same time. Brad contemplated closing his eyes to enjoy the first peaceful moments in the past twenty-four hours but he knew it wasn’t an option. Whether it was their newfound independence with increased mobility or the simple fact that their routines had changed with Kaylee’s absence, he didn’t know. Whatever the reason, every minute with the twins the entire week had been a new adventure. That had made it nearly impossible for him to get any work done all week.


He was so very glad it was Friday. Kaylee would return the following week. He hoped that meant the Henley household would find some semblance of normalcy. He desperately needed to get some projects for work completed. There were many others throughout the organization relying on him to keep to task. Once his part of a project was completed, many others took up the reins and did their part.


Once his code was tested across all systems under many scenarios, it then had to be pushed out. Once implemented, the end users needed to be trained. Brad took a deep cleansing breath and tried to concentrate. Given that the twins had kept him up most of the previous night, it was nearly impossible. He was beat. He couldn’t even remember the reasons they’d kept him up the night before last. Or the night before that one. He had no idea how Erica was functioning. Maybe the adrenaline from chasing bad guys helped in some way.


He took another deep breath, closed his eyes, and rested his fingers lightly over the keyboard. He told himself to focus. The program he was working on dealt with big data. The company wanted to massage existing datasets to extrapolate predictive trends. The goal was to reliably estimate future actions on particular products. Millions of dollars would be spent on the outcome of his program.


Obviously, it was something he had done many times before. The issue wasn’t the math behind the code. The issue was the security of the data. It involved accessing, and potentially exposing, sensitive information about past consumers of the products.


A recent exploit making the rounds on the dark web had him worried. He knew that hackers all over the world monitored discussions of potential security issues on the dark web. He did too. As a programmer, it was necessary in the race to keep one step ahead of them. In the past week, he’d seen several posts about the use of a known issue that would allow access to data as it was being crunched. It was a flaw in many processors, the small chip that acted as a brain for computers.


He sat with his eyes closed, his fingers still poised over the keyboard. His mind circled around the issue, debating and discarding potential solutions to protect the sensitive information of the hundreds of thousands of people that might be affected. Finally, he had a thought. A smile touched his lips. He had it. He had the solution.


Just as his fingers pressed down on the keys, he heard the first wail. His eyes flew open. The second twin quickly joined the first one. Brad slumped back in his chair. He wiped his hand across his face then pushed himself up. As he trudged from his home office to the nursery, he tried to hold on to his solution. Maybe the next time the twins settled down he’d be able to get back to it.


***


Megan pushed open the door of Stan Jiblonski’s real estate office and stepped inside. She got the impression that he was expecting her. It was the look on his face. For whatever reason, it looked like he had something he wanted to tell her.


“Megan. I was just thinking about you.” Stan motioned to a chair on the other side of his desk.


She took the seat and smiled a greeting. “I was hoping you might have some information that will help in my search for puzzle pieces.”


“I figured you’d be interested in the death of Jay Sutton.” Stan leaned back in his chair.


“Did you know him well?”


The tilt of his head was quick and slight. “Not really, no. He was in the same class as my wife. As you know, I’m a little older than Carol and your parents.”


Megan pursed her lips. “So you probably didn’t pay much attention to him at the time.”


Stan’s eyes widened briefly, causing his brows to raise. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. It was kind of hard to ignore Jay Sutton.”


“How so?”


“He was into everything. And he didn’t just participate. He excelled at everything he tried.”


Megan tried to add what Stan was saying to the image she had of Jay Sutton in her mind. “For example?”


Stan’s eyes went up to the ceiling for a moment. “Take football, for example.”


Megan didn’t know much about it. “What would you say is the most important position?”


“Quarterback,” Stan said quickly. “And that’s what Jay was.”


“He was athletic?”


“He was equally good with his grades from what I remember.” Stan leaned forward in his chair a bit. “He could have been a contender too.”


“For what?”


“College. He had a scholarship all lined up to play.” Stan leaned back again and rested his hands on his stomach. “Ended up not taking it at the last minute because of some injury.”


“I understand he worked for a telecom company?”


Stan pointed at Megan. “That’s another example. It was the phone company back in the day. Everyone wanted to get in there. I even put my application in.”


Megan tried to picture the man across the desk from her climbing a telephone pole. She couldn’t do it.


“Talk about benefits. The pay was phenomenal too. Of course, after all the restructuring, the company expanded even more when it became a telecom.” Stan shook his head at his loss. “Old Jay beat us all out of a job.”


She wondered if that was important enough to make an enemy. “Do you remember any of the names?”


“Names? Of the guys that applied?” Stan rubbed the top of his bald head. “That was a long time ago, sorry. Like I said. I was one of them.”


“I also wondered about Bev’s house,” Megan said.


“I figured as much. The police already got a list from me of the people who looked at it.”


Megan pulled a piece of paper and a pen from her purse.


“You’ll recognize some of the names,” Stan said before reeling them off.


***


“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”


Veronica Bennet didn’t try to hide her smile of pleasure. “We’re just glad that you called us.”


Drew put his hand on his wife’s back. “We really want to be a part of your lives. We want our grandchildren to know how much we love them.”


“And that we’re here for them,” Veronica added as she reached for the bag in Brad’s hands.


“We’ll take them to the town square. The walk will do us some good.” Drew helped Veronica put the bag on the back of the stroller.


“You’re sure you’ll be okay?” Brad asked.


Drew looked into his son-in-law’s tired eyes. They were bloodshot and more than a little desperate. “We have our phone. We can call you if we need the cavalry.”


“Maybe you should take a nap,” Veronica said as she opened the front door for her husband.


“I can’t. I have work that absolutely needs to be done,” Brad said as Drew negotiated the stroller out of the house.


Veronica closed the door behind Drew. He pushed the stroller to the sidewalk and turned. Veronica fell into step behind him.


“This is nice,” she said as she glanced inside the buggy.


“It’s a beautiful day.” Drew’s smile of contentment wasn’t just for the weather.


“It means a lot that he asked us for help,” she said.


“I know. Maybe we have a chance at being the grandparents we want to be.” He paused at a corner and checked the traffic before proceeding.


“Do you remember when Erica was this little?” she asked.


Drew laughed. “She was adamant about her independence from birth.”


Veronica’s lips curled up. “I remember a mass of red curls that could never be tamed.”


A bottle went sailing from the stroller. Drew stopped and bent to retrieve it. He held it out for Maddie. Impish eyes looked back at him.


“I think we may have a new game,” he said as he straightened again to begin walking. A few moments later, the bottle went sailing again.


This time, Veronica picked it up. “I think I’ll hold on to it.”


A few blocks later, Maddie was squirming in her seat. A little hand reached out from under the canopy accompanied by whining grunts of demand.


“We’re almost there,” Drew said consolingly.


When they reached the square, Drew positioned the stroller by a bench. He and Veronica took a seat. Maddie’s squirming and grunts increased dramatically once she had eye contact with her grandparents.


“Maybe I should give her the bottle back?” Veronica murmured as she got up to retrieve it from the bag behind the stroller.


“There’s a drinking fountain over there if you want to rinse it off first,” Drew said.


Veronica crossed over to the fountain. A moment later, she heard her husband’s voice. When she turned around, Drew was holding up Mason’s bottle. She gave a rueful smile and met him halfway to take the other bottle before returning to the drinking fountain.


“Oh, no! Veronica!” Drew went chasing after Maddie.


Veronica went in front of them, hoping to cut Maddie off but the little tike was quicker on her feet than either of them expected. She darted off in another direction. Both were breathless by the time they caught up to her. Maddie squirmed in resentment at the loss of freedom as Drew carried her back to the stroller.


It was empty.


They looked at each other frantically just as a woman shouted.


“My purse! It’s gone!”


They automatically turned toward the voice. It was just in time to see Mason zipping off behind the woman with her purse in his hands. Veronica held out her arms. Drew passed Maddie to her and moved quickly to catch up with Mason.







Chapter Seventeen





Megan entered the address for one of the names given to her by Stan. It was one of the stops she hoped to make on her way home. She was on her way when she noticed a utility truck parked on the side of the road. The name on the side of the truck matched the company she was interested in. She pulled behind the truck and walked around to the other side.


There wasn’t anyone there. She looked around and realized that there was only one house close by. She walked down the road a bit and saw the worker on the side of the house. She decided to join him.


“Excuse me. Would you mind if I ask a question?” She stopped when she reached him and checked his name tag. It said Glenn Hudson. She guessed he was somewhere around her age.


Glenn looked up from the tester in his hand. “So far, everything is checking out. I’m not getting any numbers indicating a problem with the lines running to your house.”


“I was wondering if you knew Jay Sutton. I know he worked for the same company.”


“Oh, yes ma’am. I did. Jay and I both repair lines. That is, he did.” Glenn returned his focus to the unit in his hand. “I checked the lines going back to the nearest substation. Those looked good as well.”


“Did you know Jay well?” Megan asked.


Glenn pressed some more buttons on his unit to run another test. “We were colleagues. We never hung out or anything. There was the age difference, for one thing.”


“And another thing?” Megan asked.


Glenn glanced up. “We didn’t have anything in common.”


“Did he have other friends at the company? People that he did hang out with?”


The unit in his hand buzzed signaling the end of a test. He looked back down. “Not that I know of. Everyone knows him, of course. He’s definitely an old timer.”


“I understand that he’s worked there since high school,” Megan said.


Glenn punched some more buttons. “I believe it. Figured he was ready to retire soon.”


“Oh? Why is that?”


Glenn shrugged as he stared at the unit in his hands. “He’s mentioned it. More than once.”


“Anything specific?”


Glenn looked at Megan. “Not that I can think of.”


“How would you describe him? I mean, what kind of a man was he?”


“I don’t know.” This time when the unit buzzed, Glenn ignored it and continued to look at Megan.


“Did he get excited about things a lot? Become angry easily?”


“He was totally calm, actually. No matter what happened, the man never got flustered.” Glenn shook his head and dropped his eyes to the unit. “I think you’re all good here.”


Megan thanked him as he disconnected his unit and returned to truck. As he pulled away, she slid back into her own car.


***


“What do you think she really wanted?” Eden Fischer dropped the curtain back into place and turned from the window.


Ronnie sat in his comfortable chair with one arm stretched on the armrest with the remote in his hand. He stared at the television in front of him. “She probably wanted to know why we looked at the house.”


“That’s what she said, I know. But what did she really want?” Eden crossed the room and picked up her phone. After pulling up a search engine, she keyed in Megan Parker. “She’s the one that owns that bed and breakfast outside of town.”


Ronnie changed the channel with no perceptible movement of his arm. “That’s nice.”


“You’ve seen it, haven’t you? They make cider in the fall.” Eden scrolled through some of the photos. “Wow. I would love to own that place.”


“I don’t think you’d like making cider.” Ronnie switched to another channel.


“Don’t be ridiculous. If you own a place like that, someone probably does all the work for you.” Eden ignored the snort that came from her husband. “I still don’t get why she was asking us questions.”


“Maybe she’s just the curious type.” Ronnie paused in his channel surfing to watch a commercial. It was one of the funny ads that premiered during the last football season.


“Why do you think she asked us about that man?” Eden turned to look at her husband, her lips twitching with disapproval. “Ronnie, are you listening to me?”


Ronnie sighed and changed the channel.


“There has to be a reason.” Eden tapped her long nails against the glass of tea in her hand. “Maybe she’s a private detective.”


Ronnie turned to look at Eden.


“That’s probably it. She probably works undercover for the police.” Eden nodded to herself, happy that she’d solved the riddle. “It’s a good thing we didn’t tell her about your cousin Lenny. He’s the black sheep in your family.”


Ronnie watched Eden leave the room then turned his focus back to the television. He changed the channel looking for another commercial.


***


Vince opened the door, not completely surprised when he found Megan on the other side. “Come on in. I’m working on dinner.”


“It’s getting late. I promise I won’t take much of your time. I need to get home too.” Megan followed him into the kitchen.


“Not a problem as long as you don’t mind me working.”


There were a couple of boxes on the table. “Bev is still bringing things over?” Megan climbed into the stool in front of Vince’s work island.


“She is.” Vince kept his head down as he sliced an onion but his eyes shifted up to Megan’s for just a moment. “Mind if I ask you a question first?”


“Shoot.”


“Did you and Dan have any problems? You know, merging your two lives together?” Vince finished slicing the onion and began dicing the slices.


Megan didn’t answer right away. “We were both alone for a while.”


Vince looked relieved that she understood. “Was that a problem?”


“I think the good thing was, we were both ready at that point.”


He finished dicing and his hands stilled. “Ready?”


“Relationships take work. Even the bad ones, I guess. I certainly felt like I was working in my first marriage.” Megan gave a wry smile.


Vince smiled back and reached for a red pepper.


“The difference with Dan is that we’re both working toward the same goal. It isn’t harder because we’re both working. It’s easier because we’re doing it together. Does that make sense?”


“Yeah. I guess it does. Thanks.” He began dicing the pepper. “You’re here about Jay Sutton, right?”


“I am. I was wondering if you could tell me anything more about him?”


Vince looked curious. “What have you learned so far?”


Megan tilted her head back and forth. “When he was in school, he seemed to win a lot.”


“That he did. Bev reminded me about the science fair. I’d forgotten all about that.” Vince chuckled. “I guess she’s still annoyed even after all these years that she lost to him.”


“I guess for every winner, there has to be a loser,” Megan said slowly.


Vince paused again. “You think someone was holding a grudge?”


Her brows went up as she gave a quick shake of her head. “At this point, I would say anything was possible. Can you think of any names?”


“Of losers?” Vince slanted his eyes at her. “That was a really long time ago.”


Megan pleaded with her eyes.


Vince sighed and gave in but he didn’t come up with much. “Maybe you should talk to Emmet and Daryl.”


“Why? Emmet is older than Jay Sutton and Daryl didn’t go to school here, right?”


Vince nodded as he reached for a broccoli crown. “Yeah, but they heard Mrs. Sutton and someone else arguing over something the night the Tea Tones sang at the town square. Though it may have just been Emmet who heard it. I’m not sure.”


“Kristen Sutton was arguing with someone last weekend? Who?”


Vince shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t really pay attention to what Emmet told Daryl at the time.”


***


Ethan opened the back door wide enough to let Cooper in then closed it behind them. Cooper immediately went down the hall, his nails clicking on the wooden floorboards as he went. Ethan stopped to wash up in the bathroom then followed Cooper into the kitchen. He found his mom and Casey working on dinner together.


“Chores all done?” Casey turned to smile at Ethan.


“Yeah. I’ll take any scraps from dinner out to the pigs later.” Ethan crossed to the fridge and pulled out a pitcher of lemonade. Cooper was at his bowls.


“Do you need help with your rocket?” Casey asked.


“Nah, I managed. I got the camera on it. It seems to be working. I’ll find out the next time I launch.” He got out a glass and filled it.


“We might have time after dinner,” Marcy said.


Casey turned around and grinned at Ethan.


Marcy saw him do it. “What?”


“We’re planning on setting the telescope up outside,” Casey said.


Marcy’s eyes went up to the ceiling. “Wait. I should know this one, right?” Her brow furrowed.


Casey laughed. “Delta Aquarids meteor shower.”


“It was on the tip of my tongue.” Marcy’s eyes held laughter when they slanted to his.


“Yeah, right.” He shoulder bumped her as they stood side by side at the sink.


“Okay, I confess. I would have said Perseid.” She laughed at the look of surprise on Casey’s face. “You have a better chance of seeing that one, don’t you?”


“Oh, points to Mom.” Ethan laughed.


“That one’s in August,” Casey protested. “Besides, when did you go all astronomy on us?”


“I like our star gazing family time,” Marcy said. “Especially if they fall on the weekend.”


“Sometimes the best viewing is after midnight,” Casey said with a nod as he picked the salad bowl up.


“The animals might not mind when you yawn in their faces the next morning, but my co-workers don’t like it.” Marcy scooped the debris from the vegetables into a pail for the pigs.


Casey set the salad on the table. Marcy dried her hands before opening a cupboard. After taking out some plates, she carried them to the table.


“Speaking of work, I heard they’re still working on the Jay Sutton mystery.” She set the plates on the table and looked pointedly at Ethan. “You know that if you want to talk about anything…”


Ethan slid into a seat. “Yeah, Mom. I know.”







Chapter Eighteen





Brad filled his coffee mug Monday morning then turned and leaned against the counter. He didn’t want to go far from the pot. His plan was to chug the coffee and refill the cup. It was his only hope to clear his head after the night they’d just had.


Erica trudged into the kitchen a moment later. “You would think we would both be sleeping.”


She made a beeline for him. He moved a fraction of an inch so she could fill her own cup with coffee. She turned and leaned against him.


“I know the twins just fell asleep but it’s time for you to get ready for work,” he reminded her.


“I’m beat.” She raised her cup and blew on it.


He huffed out a laugh. “We made it.”


“What?”


“It’s Monday. Kaylee comes back today.” He shifted again and looped one arm around her.


She leaned her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. “Maybe she has enough energy to go to work for me.”


He yawned. “You have bad guys to catch.”


Her eyes opened. “Yeah.” She straightened and moved toward the fridge. “We made a little progress over the weekend on the Jay Sutton case.”


“You’re still looking at the wife for it?” Brad took a long drink.


“She’s working hard to stay at the top of the list.” Erica took out some eggs and cheese.


They heard a noise from the nursery just as the doorbell rang. Brad left to answer the door. Erica started pulling together a breakfast. Several minutes later, she heard Kaylee’s voice just before she entered the kitchen.


“I cannot believe how big they’ve gotten.” Kaylee bounced Maddie on her hip.


Brad stopped next to Kaylee holding Mason. Mason reached for Kaylee.


“And they’re walking. I can’t believe it.” Kaylee caught Mason’s hand and kissed it.


“How was your week?” Erica transferred eggs to a plate.


“It was awesome. The supervisor of this project suggested that I might be asked to join another project later in the summer. Is that a problem?” Kaylee looked from Brad to Erica.


“Not at all,” Erica said with a smile as she set the plate on the table.


“You should take every opportunity you get,” Brad agreed.


***


Carol Jiblonski walked into the Teaberry Salon early Monday morning for her appointment. Irlene waited for her at the shampoo bowl.


“How was your weekend?” Irlene turned the water on and let it run.


“Good. We went out to the lake and walked the trail to get some exercise then celebrated by stopping for ice cream at the Teaberry Scoop.” Carol smiled up at the ceiling.


Irlene laughed behind Carol as she tested the water against her wrist. “We should do that.”


“How are things with you and Carson?” Carol wiggled her eyebrows.


Irlene was glad no one was looking at her as she sprayed Carol’s hair with water. She was sure her face was beet red. “Oh, you know.”


“No, I don’t. That’s why I asked.”


“Well.” Irlene squirted some shampoo into her hand then began massaging it into Carol’s hair a little harder than she needed to. “We seem to be getting along.”


“Do tell.”


Irlene reached for the water nozzle again. “We’ve been spending every evening together after work.”


“And the weekends?” Carol asked.


“Those too.” Irlene put a towel on Carol’s head and nudged her to sit up.


“It’s getting serious then?” Carol asked as she followed Irlene back to her station.


Irlene clamped her lips together as Carol took her seat.


Carol looked at Irlene in the mirror with raised brows.


“I’m certainly no expert.” Irlene pumped Carol up. “But we do seem to have a lot in common.”


“Well, good for both of you.” Carol pointed at the mirror with her chin just as Irlene reached for her cape. “Looks like you have a visitor.”


Irlene looked in the mirror and saw Megan on the other side of the front door. “That girl has to work her courage up to come in here every time.”


Carol stifled a laugh as the door swung open. Megan’s eyes immediately went to Irlene. She looked relieved when she saw that Carol was already in the chair.


Megan took a seat in one of the hood dryers. “Your text said you might have something to help with my puzzle?”


Carol’s eyes shifted to Irlene. “This is about Jay Sutton?”


Irlene nodded as she lifted her scissors and comb. “I can’t really tell you much.”


Megan didn’t look surprised. “Is she one of your clients?”


Irlene’s lips disappeared as she sucked them into her mouth. She never talked about her clients.


“Did she say something?” Megan guessed.


Irlene’s scissors flashed through Carol’s hair. “I can’t give you any details. The most I will say is that everything with those two aren’t what they seem.”


“Those two. You mean Mr. and Mrs. Sutton?” Megan watched Irlene’s lips disappear again.


“She was probably hoping I might talk to you,” Carol said. “I may have said something to her the last time I was here.”


Megan’s eyes dropped from Irlene to Carol in the mirror. “About the Suttons?”


Carol held her head still as Irlene’s scissors continued to flash. “I saw her, I’m sorry to say.”


Carol’s eyes flashed around the salon. Sean’s voice could be heard across the salon where he was working on one of his customers.


“She was with another man.” Carol practically mouthed the words, her voice was so low.


“Did you recognize him?” Megan asked.


“No, but they sure looked chummy.”


***


Bev looked in the living room to check on Mia and Noah before passing through the house to Lauren’s work kitchen. She found Lauren pushing the cart she used for her morning deliveries into the corner.


“You’re back.” Bev went to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup.


“You must have pulled into the driveway right after I closed the garage door,” Lauren said. She looked around. “Where’s Justin?”


“I heard him in with Grace when I checked on the other two.” Bev leaned against the counter cradling her cup in front of her with both hands.


“Why do I get the impression you want to talk to me?” Lauren took a plastic bin of flour from the cupboard and set it on her work island.


“Because you’re a very intelligent girl. It’s one of the many things both Vince and I love about you.” Bev sipped her coffee.


Lauren threw her a smile before going back for the sugar and spices. “This sounds big.”


“I found Vince trying to figure out how to add another cupboard in his kitchen.”


“Aw, that is so sweet.” Lauren set everything on the counter. “Did you tell him to stop?”


“After I sent the carpenter away.” Bev tilted her head. “He was understandably disappointed.”


“Vince?”


“Mm, no. The carpenter. Vince was confused.”


“Did you have a nice long talk?” Lauren pulled a mixing bowl closer and began adding ingredients.


“We did, actually. That’s why there’s a box in my trunk.”


“There’s a box in your trunk?” Justin repeated as he entered the room carrying Grace.


“I’m hoping you’ll take it out for me,” Bev said.


“Where am I putting it?” Justin went to the coffee pot.


“Wherever Lauren tells you.” Bev set her cup down.


“I was thinking they would look nice in a hutch in the dining room,” Lauren said.


“We don’t have a hutch in the dining room,” Justin said as he turned back around with his coffee cup. He looked from his mother to his wife. “Oh.”


Justin set his cup down. “Good news, sweetie. Daddy and Mommy are getting a new hutch.” He passed Grace over to his mother and headed for the garage.


Lauren watched the door close behind him. “I’ve always wanted a hutch.”


“I want to thank you for being so understanding,” Bev said. “Vince was very impressed with your theory on cold feet.”


Lauren looked up from her work but didn’t interrupt her mother-in-law.


“We had a nice long talk and we’re both a lot happier now. I just let my emotions get all tangled up and didn’t know who to talk to about it. The thing is, I was so caught up in marrying Vince that I forgot he was also my best friend.” Bev picked her coffee cup back up. “We both agree there shouldn’t be any more cold feet between now and the wedding. Our plan is to talk things out before it gets out of hand.”


***


Megan walked into the Jammin’T and looked around. She saw Casey and Cy sitting in their usual spots at the counter to her left. She walked forward and took a seat across from Emmet.


“Mind if I ask you some questions before your date gets here?” Megan smiled at Tyler when he put a glass of unsweet decaf iced tea in front of her.


The lines fanning from Emmet’s eyes crinkled. “You are welcome to join us.”


“Thanks, but I know you like your time with your daughter.” Megan’s eyes were drawn to the television suspended from the ceiling in front of her.


Emmet twisted around to see what was on her television. It was the same channel as the television in front of him.


“Lunar landing,” he said. “They’ve been covering the anniversary a lot.”


“I’m hoping you can remember something that happened a little more recently.” Megan lifted her glass and slid a paper napkin under it. “Vince mentioned that you may have overheard Kristen Sutton having an argument with someone.


“Ah, I see. You’re working on a puzzle.” Emmet leaned forward and rested his forearms against the table with his coffee cup cradled between his hands.


“Jay Sutton was murdered close to my property,” Megan said.


Emmet’s intelligent blue eyes studied her from behind his round wire-rimmed glasses before he nodded once. “The argument was the night that we performed at the town square.”


“That was Friday night. The night before Jay Sutton was found.”


“Yes.” Emmet took a sip of his coffee then smoothed his goatee down. “It was during the intersession. I was trying to make my way across the square to get to Jennifer.”


“I heard it was well attended,” Megan said.


“It was a nice crowd,” Emmet agreed. “I kept getting hung up in the different clusters of people so I ducked behind one of the monuments.”


“They didn’t see you at first?” Megan guessed.


Emmet’s mustache lifted when he smiled. “I doubt it would have mattered. Those women were spitting at each other they were so mad.”


“About what?” Megan took a sip of her tea.


Emmet made a face as he gave a half shrug. “That I don’t know. One said that she saw it first. The other argued the point then said it wouldn’t matter anyway. That’s when the finger pointing happened.”


Megan’s brows went up.


“The second one told the first one to back off. That was the end of it.” Emmet’s eyes went to the entrance of the diner. His face lit up with joy.


“Kristen Sutton and who else?” Megan asked as she began maneuvering out of the seat.


“Melanie Gilmore,” Emmet said.


Jennifer held her hands out to pull Megan from the bench seat of the booth.


“Thanks.” Megan picked up her glass of tea.


“You’re welcome to stay,” Jennifer said.


“No, you two have a nice lunch.” Megan crossed the diner and sat down next to Cy Douglass.


“Special’s really good today,” Cy said in lieu of a greeting.


Megan caught Tyler’s eye and pointed at Cy’s plate.







Chapter Nineteen





They met at the marina to eat lunch and compare notes. It was a halfway point between them after splitting up to get more interviews.


“This case is looking better and better.” Erica reached into the greasy bag next to her and pulled out more fries.


“We have a new list of people to talk to this afternoon.” Jerry reached into his lunch cooler and pulled out a bag of cut up vegetables.


Erica leaned over and looked in the cooler. There was a bag of grilled chicken tenders, a carton of yogurt, a container of fruit salad, and a container of something she couldn’t identify.


“What is that?” She pointed in his cooler with three French fries before eating them.


“Mexican Street Corn Salad. We grilled some ears of corn last night and had leftovers so we thought we would try something new. You need to expand your food horizons.”


Erica eyed it with suspicion. “The wife is going to have to answer to a lot. Not only was she seen arguing with a woman, she has a boyfriend we need to talk to.”


“Do you want the wife or the woman she was seen arguing with in the town square?” Jerry took another celery stick from his bag of vegetables.


Erica unwrapped her spicy chicken sandwich. “The wife seemed to open up to you more. I’ll take Melanie Gilmore.”


Jerry opened the container of fruit. “I might not ask the wife about the other man just yet.”


Erica considered it as she chewed. “Maybe what you want to do is scare her?”


Jerry speared a chunk of cantaloupe. “Might make her go running to her boyfriend.”


“I like it.” Erica dug in her takeout bag for a napkin. There weren’t any.


“You should try something healthy,” Jerry said as he speared another piece of fruit.


“I’m eating chicken, you’re eating chicken.” She took another bite of her sandwich. Barbeque sauce oozed all over her hand.


“My chicken is lean and grilled. Yours is breaded, deep fried, and then drowned in something you couldn’t name.”


“What did you make of the victim’s interest in Florida real estate?” Erica reached for a chunk of cantaloupe from Jerry’s container. She left a smear of barbeque sauce on some of the fruit.


Jerry frowned at his fruit as he pushed the contaminated pieces aside with his fork. “He was definitely looking for land there.”


“Do you think the wife knew about it?” Erica tried licking the barbeque sauce from her hand.


“No. She wouldn’t have voluntarily given up the list of zip codes if she did.” Jerry frowned at her. “Hang on. I have some wipes in my car.”


Jerry stood then turned around. “Don’t eat all of my fruit.”


Erica watched him walk away. She considered the possibility that the husband was looking for land without his wife’s knowledge.


When Jerry returned with the wipes, Erica was eating his Mexican Street Corn Salad.


“This is really good.” Erica spooned up another mouthful.


Jerry dropped the wipes on the table next to her and took his seat.


“We’ve already hit up the co-workers,” he said.


“And everyone who has looked at Bev Dempsey’s house.” She set the container down and reached for the wipes.


“I’m not sure there’s anything there with either place.” Jerry opened the container of yogurt.


“I was thinking the same thing. We’ll focus on the new list this afternoon.” She stood and crossed over to the trash can to toss the used wipes.


“I’ll catch up with you at the station at the end of the day,” Jerry said as he put the lid back on the empty corn salad container.


***


Megan walked past the four tall columns that were spaced evenly across the front of the bank. When she stepped through the large glass doors in the center of the marble façade front, she ignored the lines in front of the tellers. Instead, she walked to the right where several small private offices were located. She tapped on the door with the gold nameplate that read Ellen Harris.


Megan hadn’t spoken to the loan officer since the previous fall when she’d been working on a puzzle that involved the town librarian, an old girlfriend, and the death of a man they had both dated as teens. A look of curiosity filled Ellen’s eyes when she saw Megan.


“Can I assume you aren’t here for a loan?” Ellen motioned to Megan’s stomach. “I don’t think you’re in need of college tuition yet.”


Megan chuckled as she maneuvered into the seat on her side of the desk. “No. No loans for me today. I was hoping you might be able to answer some questions?”


Ellen glanced at the clock on her desk. “I have a few minutes before my next appointment.”


“I’ll hurry then. This may be a long shot anyway. It has to do with Jay Sutton. I’m trying to learn more about him. He doesn’t seem to have many contemporary friends so I’m talking to people who went to school with him.” She watched the curiosity in Ellen’s eyes get replaced by something else. Caution?


Ellen’s lips moved then stopped. She reached for a pen on her desk and began twisting it in her fingers.


Megan’s eyes went down to the pen then back up to Ellen’s face. “What is it?”


Ellen still looked hesitant. “The thing is, I don’t know if I should mention it. It isn’t about Jay, per se.”


Megan guessed that left the wife. “I understand Kristen Sutton was hoping to buy a house. Did she speak with you?”


The pen stopped moving. “To be honest, I didn’t know what to do. Maybe you could help me figure it out?”


“About what?”


Ellen set the pen down. “I was wondering if I should contact the police.”


“If you think you might have information to help them, the answer is yes,” Megan said gently.


Ellen sat back in her seat. “I know. It’s just, it may have been a joke. People do that, right? Joke about their spouses?”


“Yeah, but usually in good ways. What way did Kristen Sutton joke about her husband?”


“It was something she said almost as an afterthought. Like she was kidding but then she waited until I actually answered her.”


“About what?” Megan asked.


“If she would be approved for a loan without her husband.”


***


Megan found Amos near the ball fields in the park. He was watching a crew work on some drainage pipes near a small pond.


“Got a few minutes?” Megan asked as she joined him.


“Sure.” Amos shifted his gaze from the workers to Megan. He was wearing a ball cap with the park logo and reflective sunglasses. “Are you still working on the Jay Sutton puzzle?”


“Linda mentioned it to you?” Megan reached into her purse for her sunglasses as one of the crew members jumped on to a small backhoe and fired it up.


Amos nodded and motioned to Megan to follow him. They stepped away from the noise. “I’m not sure how much I can tell you.”


“You went to school with him, right?”


Amos nodded as he watched the crew work from a distance. “I was in the scouts with him too.”


“Do you have any special memories of Jay that stand out?” Megan asked.


Amos lifted his hat from his head and wiped his forehead with his sleeve before dropping the cap back into place. “Not that I can recall. There were a bunch of us in scouts.”


“I can imagine.” She looked around the park as she tried to think of something that might prompt a memory. There was a group of kids playing a game of baseball on a nearby field. “He seemed to be good with sports. You know, athletic.”


Amos shifted his gaze back to her. “Yeah. He was good in scouts that way too.”


She could tell by his face that he was just remembering something. “How so?”


“Beat a bunch of us at the survival competition.” Amos grinned. “I forgot all about that.”


“You lost?” Megan found it hard to believe.


“In my defense, so did a lot of other kids. Actually, that’s not quite right either.” Amos scratched his chin. “It was a tie.”


“Who did he tie with?”


Amos stared at the crew working by the pond for several moments. “I honestly do not remember.” He turned to Megan. “Do you really think it’s important?”


She needed clues. “It could be.”


“You might check with your former father-in-law then.” Amos crossed his arms.


Her heart sank. “Drew?”


“He competed too. I do remember that Drew really wanted to win.”


“You’re sure you don’t remember who tied?” Megan asked hopefully.


“No. I just remember Jay giving the winning speech after. It wasn’t long. Just a couple of words, really. But that’s probably why I don’t remember the other guy. He didn’t get the same attention because he didn’t say anything.”


“Who else do you remember being in the scouts at the same time?” Megan felt her phone buzz in her purse.


Amos blew out a breath. “Just about everyone, really. There was Drew, Dale Pope, Carson Tanner, Emerson Ramsey, Jack Anderson…”


“Caitlyn’s dad?”


Amos nodded and continued. “Cy Douglass, Matty Savage, Russ Melendez, Brian Patel.” He shook his head. “The list is endless but not all of those competed and lost the survival competition.”


Megan reached for her notepad in her purse and jotted down some names before leaving Amos. She checked her phone message when she got back to her car. It was her parents wanting her to touch in. She gave them an ETA for when she would be home. She wanted to make one or two more stops along the way first.


***


“I don’t like it,” Melanie Gilmore said to her husband.


“She has a right to be worried about her family’s safety,” Owen said. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about the visit from the police officer before Megan Parker got here.”


Owen finished changing from his work clothes and followed Melanie to the kitchen. “What made you get into an argument anyway?”


Melanie looked guilty for a fraction of a second. “She started it.”


Owen pulled a beer from the refrigerator and popped the top as he studied his wife. “Listen, I know you want the Dempsey house.”


“You seemed to like it as much as I did,” she pointed out.


“Yes.” He set his beer on the counter. “But you didn’t get two visitors while I was at work today because of my behavior.”


“What are you saying?”


He crossed over to her and pulled her in for a hug. “That maybe you need to relax a little. It will either happen or it won’t. Right?”


She didn’t relax in his arms right away. “She started it.”


Owen chuckled. “All I’m asking is that you back off. Hopefully, the winning bid will be announced soon.”







Chapter Twenty





She pulled on a sweater and slipped outside with Dan’s coffee and her cup of decaf tea as she waited for her husband to return from his morning chores. Her father joined her a few minutes later.


“Good morning.” Eric took a seat next to Megan’s sofa.


“Good morning.” Megan sipped her tea.


“You’ve been a little quiet ever since you got home last night. Anything you want to talk about?” Eric kept his gaze on the horses in the field.


“I told you how the puzzle was coming along at dinner last night,” she said.


“You were very clear on where you have been with the investigation,” he acknowledged. “You were less clear on where you plan to go with it next.” He turned to look at her. “That’s not like you.”


Megan looked down at her tea. “There’s someone who may have a piece to the puzzle that I haven’t spoken with yet.”


His eyes narrowed. “Why is that?”


“It’s Drew.”


“Ah. I see.”


A movement in the barnyard brought her attention to Henry.


Eric shifted his focus from Megan to Henry. “I thought you and Josh’s parents had come to some sort of understanding.”


Megan shrugged. “They said they wanted to put things in the past.”


“But? You aren’t sure you can do that?”


“Oh, I’d like to.” She took a sip of her tea. “We just haven’t tested the theory yet.”


“You’re afraid they were all talk?”


“If I go to Drew, I’ll know for sure if they really meant it.”


Eric saw Dan leave the barn and head toward the house. “Are you trying to decide if you really want to know about Jay Sutton’s past?”


“Maybe. Maybe I’m trying to decide if I want to know about my own.”


They watched as Dan played chicken with a rooster. Henry tried blocking Dan’s path. Dan feinted to one side then quickly moved around the brown leghorn. He studied the two on the porch as he approached them.


“Everything okay?” Dan sat next to Megan on the sofa.


“Just trying to work up my courage,” she said.


“This is about Drew?” Dan reached for his coffee.


Megan nodded.


“Did you make a decision?” Dan asked.


One side of Megan’s mouth lifted. “Maybe. We’ll find out if I actually go through with it later today.”


***


Memories flooded her mind as she stood on the Bennet’s front porch. She remembered the first time Josh brought her home when they were both teens. She’d thought it was stressful enough at the time. Her younger self had no idea how much the tension would grow over the years.


When Josh brought her to his parents to announce that he and Megan were getting married, the Bennets didn’t try to disguise their disapproval. Megan was never good enough for their golden boy. In their eyes, Josh could do no wrong. When he had brushes with the law because he drove too fast or stayed out past curfew, they dismissed it all because he was just being a boy.


After his marriage, he elevated his misdeeds to infidelity, careless spending, and any number of excesses Megan no longer wanted to think about. Still, his parents turned a blind eye. If anything, they blamed Megan for not better protecting him from his own actions. She smiled wryly to herself as she waited for the door to open. It was impossible to protect a man bent on his own path of destruction.


The look of surprise on Drew Bennet’s face wasn’t telling enough. Megan hesitated a moment longer. Drew’s face morphed into a gentle smile.


“Megan. It’s nice of you to stop by. Please. Come in.” He motioned with one arm.


She paused after stepping inside.


“Drew? Who was at the door?” Veronica Bennet appeared at the end of the hall. “Oh.” It took longer for the surprise to leave Veronica’s face.


Megan waited for what seemed an eternity until the older woman managed a smile.


“I just made some lemonade.” Veronica motioned vaguely behind her.


Megan had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Sounds lovely.”


She followed Drew Bennet to the rear of their house where they had a comfortable screened porch. It looked different than the last time she’d seen it. The update looked recent.


Veronica set a tray of glasses on a table before passing one to Megan and then Drew.


“We just had the room redone.” She carried her glass to her seat.


“It looks very nice,” Megan said honestly.


“We updated several other rooms in the house at the same time,” Drew said. “Including Josh’s.”


Megan knew they’d kept it like a shrine for many years after his death.


“It was time,” Veronica said. “We put in cribs.”


Megan smiled. “For when the twins visit?”


Veronica’s face lit up. “We’re hoping it’s a regular occasion.”


Megan set her lemonade down and turned to Drew. “I came hoping to ask you some questions about someone you knew in the past.”


Drew shared a look with Veronica. “We’ve heard that you work on puzzles.”


“This isn’t dangerous, is it?” Veronica asked.


Unconsciously, Megan’s hand went to her side. “That’s what worries me. Jay Sutton was found near my property. I’d like to learn how he got there.”


“Don’t you think the police…” Veronica’s eyes flew to her husband as her hand covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say such things.”


“In this case, I agree. I know the police are looking into his death. Erica, in particular, is on the case. She and Jerry will figure it out. Your daughter is very good at what she does.” Megan looked from one to the other.


Veronica managed a smile. “We know. We’re both very proud of her.”


“What can I help you with?” Drew asked.


Megan took a breath. “It’s about your days in the scouts.”


Drew looked surprised. “That was a long time ago,” he said with a chuckle. Then his eyes narrowed. “Jay Sutton was in the scouts with me. I’d forgotten about that.”


“What else do you remember about him?” Megan asked.


Drew looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “I remember the science fair. Jay’s entry was a rocket.”


“Really? It must have pretty impressive for you to remember it,” Megan said.


His lips curved into a smile. “It was. He deserved to win.”


“Do you remember the names of the losers?” Megan asked.


“Me, for one.” Drew laughed. “There were so many though. I’m sure I can’t remember them all. It was just a high school competition. Nothing really cutthroat. I can’t imagine anyone getting too upset about it.”


“I’d like all of the names that you can remember,” Megan said as she took out her notebook.


***


The building that housed the offices for the telecommunication company where Jay Sutton worked was on the edge of town. Megan was greeted by a receptionist at the front desk who also handled all of the incoming calls after they’d first been filtered through the automated attendant system. Megan asked to speak to Jay Sutton’s immediate supervisor.


It had taken her quite a while to figure out the organizational chart for the company from their web site. The name Emerson Ramsey sounded familiar when she first saw it. It took her a few moments to remember that she’d heard the name from Amos.


“Can I help you?”


The man that came out to greet her was in his mid-fifties. He was wearing glasses, a white shirt with a tie, and dark slacks.


“Emerson Ramsey?” Megan asked as she stepped forward. At his nod, she continued. “I’d like to speak with you about Jay Sutton.”


A look of sadness crossed his face. He motioned for Megan to follow him back to his office.


“I just came from an impromptu memorial service for Jay. It was just for the unit I oversee. They’re the ones who worked with Jay over the years. I thought it appropriate given the circumstances.” Emerson took a seat behind a large desk.


Megan sat on the other side. “I’m sure the employees appreciated it.”


Emerson looked hopeful that was the case. “What can I do for you?”


“You were Jay’s direct supervisor, right?” Megan asked.


“Yes. I actually just moved to this position about six months ago but I’ve been with the company for decades.”


“What position did you hold before?” Megan asked.


“Oh, nearly all of them.” Emerson smiled to show he didn’t mind. “I worked my way up through the company. It gave me a pretty unique view of how everything works together. My specialty area is employee safety and health. As you might imagine, my past experience dovetails nicely with it.”


“You’re from the area, right?” Megan asked.


“Oh, yes. I grew up in Teaberry. I was a running back on the football team.” Emerson flashed a self-deprecatory smile. “Those were the days. It was nice to be the big man on campus, so to speak.”


“You must have known Jay well then?”


A sound from his computer signaling an incoming email drew Emerson’s eyes away from her for a moment. “Not really. I didn’t work out of this office until six months ago. Of course, now that I’m the supervisor, I’ve tried to connect with all of the employees.”


“Of course.” Megan noticed a tiny replica of Apollo eleven near his computer.


“If you really want to know more about him, you might want to check with some of the other employees that have been here longer,” Emerson said.


Megan pretended to get up and then made a show of changing her mind. “I understand you looked at the Dempsey house recently?”


He looked surprised. “Ah, yes. I did.”


“What did you think?”


He made a polite grimace. “I didn’t really care for it to tell you the truth. It wasn’t what I was looking for.”


“It is a bit on the small side,” Megan said. “I understand that’s what attracted Jay and his wife to it.”


“I thought so. I was the one who mentioned it to Kristen at our company picnic not long ago.” Emerson stood, cleared his throat, and gave an almost apologetic smile. “You look like you’re having trouble. Can I help you get up?”


Megan laughed as she pushed herself up from the chair. “I’m good, thanks.”


Megan stopped at the front desk on her way out and asked for another name that she had found on the company web site. Char Houghton was shown in the same branch of the organizational chart with Jay Sutton. After following the directions of the receptionist, Megan found Char in a room full of electronics.


The thirty-something wore khaki pants and a plaid camp shirt over a tee. Char was standing next to some equipment that was rack mounted. She had one unit out and had removed the cover to get inside.


She eyed Megan curiously. “Can I help you?”


“Looks like fun.” Megan took a step closer.


“It is, actually. You are?” Char glanced at Megan then returned her focus to the equipment she was working on.


“Megan Parker. I just spoke with Emerson. He said you might be able to give me some information about Jay Sutton.”


“What about him?” Char took one hand out of the device and fished around in her pocket. She pulled a screwdriver out.


“I know he worked here with you. What can you tell me about him?” Megan watched as Char put the case back in place.


“We were just talking about that, actually. At the memorial service.” Char began screwing the tiny fasteners back into place to hold the case on. “The guy was a bulldog, that’s for sure. At least, he was when I first started working here.”


“Bulldog?”


“With troubleshooting.” Char pointed to the box after sliding it back into the rack. “Not that he worked on this stuff, of course. But anything with the lines that he maintained. He was amazing. It was like nothing could faze him, you know? He had all of this knowledge and he would just keep working at something until he resolved it.”


Char moved away from the rack of electronics.


Megan followed her. “Was?”


“Excuse me?” Char stopped moving.


“You said he was a bulldog. Did that change?”


Char made a face. “Yeah. I guess I shouldn’t really say anything. But lately, he seemed to slack off quite a bit.”


“This was fairly recent?”


Char nodded slowly. “I would say so, yeah.”







Chapter Twenty-One





She didn’t see anyone at first when she walked into the office but she could hear something. It sounded vaguely familiar but she couldn’t place it. She tapped on the open door. She heard a loud thud followed by someone muttering. A thirty-something male appeared from under the desk holding his head.


Megan gave a half apologetic, half guilty smile. “Did I do that?”


Frankie McFadden continued to rub his head. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to knock.”


Megan stepped inside the office. “Sorry. Emerson said you might have a few minutes to speak with me.” He hadn’t actually said that, but he did say she’d have to speak with the others at the telecommunication company to learn more about Jay Sutton.


Frankie dropped his hand. “Sure. What about?”


“Jay Sutton. I understand that you worked with him?” Megan took another step into the room.


“Yeah. Well, not really. Not directly. I mean, he worked on the lines, not the information technology side of things.” Frankie waved vaguely around the room. There was a very large monitor on the desk that Frankie had been under. “But sometimes we ended up on the same project team for our different areas.”


Megan motioned toward the monitor. “You manage the computer side of things?”


Frankie glanced at his desk. “Yeah. I was just setting up a new monitor when you got here. I had to duck underneath to make the connection.” He rubbed his head again.


That was the sound that she’d heard. “Did you and Jay talk a lot?”


Frankie moved around to the other side of the desk and sat down. “Not really. The only subject we had in common was rockets.”


“I imagine the subject has been coming up a lot lately.” Megan stepped closer to the desk and rested her hands on the back of the chair in front of it.


“With the anniversary, yeah.”


“Is there anything else you can tell me about him?” Megan pressed.


Frankie’s forehead furrowed. “Why are you asking?”


She wondered why he was the first to question her presence. “I’m looking into his death.”


“I already talked to the police.”


“I know. I was hoping that you might be able to give me some more background information,” Megan said.


“I only know what I told the others,” he said with a glance at his monitor.


“What was that?”


“About the argument I heard with his wife.” He shifted his focus from his computer to Megan. “I assumed it was his wife.”


“What was it about?”


“I have no idea. I just remember thinking how odd it was, you know? I’ve never heard him raise his voice before.” Frankie’s eyes went back to the monitor and he began clicking the mouse. “The guy was so mellow it was like he was dead.”


Frankie winced as soon as the words were out.


***


“Are we crazy, or what?” Sharon turned to her husband. “I think I’m having a panic attack.”


Eric’s eyes were a little wide too.


Jennifer chuckled. “I think that’s a pretty normal response when you make major life decisions like this.”


“We couldn’t have done it without your help,” Sharon said.


“It’s confusing enough to sell or buy a house,” Eric said. “Doing it across states is even more complicated.”


“Your friend in Florida knows her stuff. I can handle the other issues that are local to Teaberry.” Jennifer pointed at a blank line on the document in front of them.


Eric picked up the pen and signed his name. He gave a sigh of relief before handing the pen to his wife.


Sharon did a little happy dance in her chair after signing. “We need to celebrate.”


“I agree,” Jennifer said. “This is a happy time.”


Eric stood. “Thanks again.”


“There’s just one thing,” Sharon said as she joined her husband at the door to Jennifer’s office. “We haven’t told anyone yet.”


“Part of the lawyer-client relationship,” Jennifer said with a smile.


“Excellent.” Sharon turned to Eric. “Now, we celebrate.”


He followed her out of the office. She looped her hand in his arm as they walked down the sidewalk.


“What do you want to do next?” she asked.


“There are so many things that will need to be done. I’m not sure where to start.”


She slanted her eyes toward him. “We’re going to need furniture at the place in Teaberry.” She looked thrilled at the thought of shopping.


“We’re going to need to move the furniture in Florida,” he reminded her.


Her smile slipped. “Yeah, there is that. I repeat. Are we crazy?”


He reached up and patted the hand looped over his arm. “We’ll get it done. It’s okay. Once we get the place situated here, we’ll drive down to Florida and handle that.”


“Then we’ll have to make that drive twice a year,” Sharon muttered with a grimace. “North in the spring, south in the fall.”


“We basically do it now, anyway. If not more, right? We usually drive up a few times a year to visit.”


She nodded as she considered it. “You’re right.”


“This is a good thing. We’ll get to watch our grandchild grow up.”


Her smile returned as they reached their car. “I could text Megan and tell her we’re picking up barbeque for dinner.”


“I think that’s an excellent idea. I’ll pick out the craft beer.”


***


Megan read the text from her mother and breathed a sigh of relief. At the rate she was going, she wouldn’t make it home early enough to cook anything. She pulled into the feed store and parked. As she walked toward the front entrance, she saw Brianna at the front corner of the building reorganizing some colorful clay planting pots.


“He’s in the back,” Brianna said as Megan reached her.


“I’ll head that way in a minute. Mind if I ask you a few questions in the meantime?” Megan ducked under the overhang to get out of the sun.


Brianna gave her a curious look but nodded agreement as she continued to work.


“I understand that you looked at a house recently?” Megan said.


Brianna paused. “Yeah. Why?”


Megan put her hand up. “What you do isn’t my business, I know.”


Brianna started moving again but it was obvious that she was trying to put two and two together. “That man that was killed. Are you working on a puzzle?”


“He looked at the same house that you did. I’m trying to figure out if there is any possible tie.” Megan leaned against the building. “I know it’s a reach.”


Brianna’s smile was fleeting. “Probably for both of us.”


Megan realized that she didn’t see Brianna smile often. “What do you mean?”


“Which house are we talking about?” Brianna asked.


“You looked at more than just one. Makes sense.” Megan glanced up as a car pulled into the lot. “The Dempsey place.”


Brianna made a noise.


Megan shifted her attention back to Brianna. “You didn’t like it?”


“What’s not to like? It’s the perfect size for us. It’s a lovely, quiet neighborhood.” Brianna straightened.


“Too expensive?” Megan guessed.


“Just a little. For us, anyway.” Brianna searched Megan’s face for a moment. “Sheldon’s father has been ordered by the court to give us money. It really helps, believe me. But I don’t want to give it all away on housing.”


Megan smiled. “I can understand that. There was quite a while after my husband died that I wasn’t sure if I’d get to keep my place.”


“Loss of income?” Brianna said.


Megan gave a rueful smile. “No. In his case, he’d just cleaned our bank account out again and spent it on who knows what.” Megan assumed it was other women. It was what he usually spent it on. “Then it took me a while to pay off all the bills he’d accumulated that kept appearing out of nowhere.”


“Ouch.” Brianna started moving toward the front door.


“So you’re still house hunting for now?” Megan fell into step beside her.


“Actually, I think I found the perfect place for us. It isn’t in the upscale neighborhood that the Dempsey place was in, but it has a lot of other things going for it. You probably aren’t familiar with it. The couple that owned it just moved to Florida. Ham and Joni Givens.”


“Oh, that is a good fit. You’ll have the apartment upstairs to rent out.” Megan knew Dan saw her as soon as she entered the store. He immediately broke off his conversation and crossed over to her. “Thanks for talking to me,” she said to Brianna.


“No problem.” Brianna turned to Dan. “I’ll get the new planters that just came in out front now.”


“Thanks,” he said as he stared at Megan. “Are you okay?”


“Yes, thanks.” Megan smiled to show him she meant it. “My parents are getting barbeque and beer for dinner.”


“Sounds like a good idea to me. Do you want to sit down?” He motioned toward his office.


“Maybe for just a minute.” She followed him to the rear of the store.


He gave her a bottle of water from the small fridge he kept in his office. “How did your visit with the Bennets go?”


“It was a nice surprise,” she said as she lowered herself into the chair. “They were very welcoming.”


He leaned against the corner of his desk. “That is a surprise. Hopefully that will make things easier. Living in Teaberry and being friends with their daughter means you’re going to keep running into them over the years.”


“And now it won’t be so awkward.” Her hand went up to her side.


His eyes followed the motion. “Calling it quits for the day?”


She reached her hand out toward him. “Having barbeque with my husband and parents sounds really good right now.”







Chapter Twenty-Two





She stood in front of the attractive small house wondering why she was there. From where she stood, she could literally see Bev Dempsey’s house. So why would Aimee Coffey, neighbor of Bev Dempsey, be thinking of buying Bev’s house? Megan checked the list of names she’d jotted down when speaking with Stan. She was right. Aimee’s name was on it. Megan guessed that the woman who answered the door was in her sixties.


Aimee looked at Megan with avid curiosity. “Can I help you?”


“I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about Bev Dempsey’s house?” Megan was hoping for an invitation to come inside. She didn’t get it.


“Why?” Aimee’s eyes shifted to Bev’s house.


“I’m following up on a possible connection between the sale of the house and a man who also considered buying it.” Several emotions crossed Aimee’s face. The curiosity increased but Megan thought she also saw guilt.


“What death?” Aimee stepped out onto the porch and closed her door behind her.


“Jay Sutton. Did you know him?”


“Only what I read in the paper.” Aimee looked one direction down the street then the other. “Why do you care?”


“Well, Jay Sutton died very close to my property and Bev Dempsey is a friend of mine. Her daughter-in-law is my cousin.”


Aimee’s eyes narrowed at Megan as she ran all of the connections through her personal database of Teaberry trivia. Her eyes widened when the connections were made. “You married that Josh Bennet.”


“Yes, I did.”


“Honey, I could have told you that wouldn’t work out.” Aimee’s hand came up to her neck.


“No doubt. I’m curious. Were you really considering moving all of your stuff to a house so close by?” Megan looked at Bev’s house again.


“Hardly. I just wanted to see what it looked like inside. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there? It’s good to know your neighborhood, isn’t it? We all have to look out for each other.” Aimee checked both directions of her street again to look for activity.


“What did you think of it?” Megan asked.


“Oh, it’s nice enough. She already had some of her things moved out by the time I managed to get an appointment to go in there.” Aimee’s face made it clear she considered it a loss. “I swear Stan did that on purpose.”


Megan didn’t doubt it. Stan probably had a good sense for who was serious about buying.


“I honestly couldn’t ever figure out why Bev lived there alone for so long. And always so quiet. Never any coming and going of any interest.” Aimee laughed. “She definitely didn’t have any wild parties there.”


“So you didn’t learn anything?”


Aimee looked as though she’d been challenged somehow and needed to prove her worth. “Well, I wouldn’t say that. I know everyone else who looked at the house. I saw the list.”


Before she left, Megan asked Aimee for all of the names that she could remember. They matched up to the letter to the list that Stan had given her.


***


Sharon carried the basket of produce from the garden to the back porch just as Eric stepped out of the house.


“Do you need help with that?” He pulled on a lightweight long-sleeved shirt over his tee.


“I’m going to soak some of this in saltwater first.” Sharon looked at his shirt. “What do you have planned?”


“I told Dan I’d take the four wheeler out and check the fence.” He saw her look down at her basket. “Do you want to come?”


“If you can wait a few minutes? I’ll get this soaking first. I can use Megan’s boots again.” Sharon took off mumbling what she needed to do.


Eric headed for the barn. A few minutes later, he pulled the four wheeler up to the back porch. He had to wait a while for Sharon to come out. She was wearing one of his long-sleeved shirts also.


“I sprayed bug spray all over me,” she said as she slipped in.


He could smell it. “You have on enough to protect half the people in this county.”


“That means it’s probably not enough.”


He drove through the orchard first to check the trees. Sharon made several comments on the progress of the trees they passed. After that, they drove around the far side of the barn and began following the fence.


“This is nice,” Sharon said as she looked out over the fields. She could see the sheep in the distance grazing. The miniature donkeys, Flora and Dora, were wandering around in the midst of them.


Sharon pointed. “I wonder what the donkeys are up to?”


Eric followed her finger and slowed the four wheeler. “It’s like they’re looking for something.” He stopped so they could watch the donkeys.


“Eric? Where are the horses?” Sharon slid out of her seat and stood so she could see over the top of the four wheeler.


“Might explain why the donkeys are acting funny,” he muttered as he reached for Sharon to pull her back inside. “Buckle up. We’re going to go a little faster.”


He pressed the pedal all the way to the floor and continued going around the perimeter of the fence. After turning a couple of corners, they were on the far side of the property.


“This looks familiar,” Sharon said as Eric slowed.


“Yeah. We’ve been here,” he agreed.


Sharon looked around to get her bearings. “We went that way before for the berries. Away from the property.”


“We’ll keep following the fence for now.”


“It takes us through the woods,” she said.


“The horses could be in the woods,” he pointed out. “There are trails all through there.”


“I guess.” She didn’t sound convinced. “Do you know how far Megan’s property goes?”


“In the woods? I know Tom’s property touches hers somewhere. I don’t know where her property pins are though, no.”


“Stop. There. Do you see that?” Sharon unbuckled and slid out as soon as he stopped.


Eric joined her and looked down at the damaged fence. “This is not good.”


“What if the horses got out?” Sharon looked around. “They could be anywhere.”


“We need to call Dan.” Eric pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I only have one bar.” He tried to make the call but nothing happened.


Sharon tried hers. “Me too.”


“We’ll need to drive back closer to wherever we can get a signal.” He went back to the four wheeler.


“What about the fence?” Sharon slid in beside him.


“We’ll have to get something in the barn to patch it up.” He started back for the house.


“But what if the other animals get out in the meantime?”


“We can only do what we can do,” he said.


Sharon sat in silence watching her phone. They were nearly back at the barn when she finally had another bar.


“Let me try now,” she said.


Eric stopped the four wheeler and turned it off so she could hear. Dan’s voice came on the line a moment later. They took turns talking to explain the situation. They could hear Dan’s voice through the phone Sharon held between them.


“I’ll see if Ethan can help.” Dan told them he’d be right there.


***


Megan parked her car at the first spot she could find on the street close to Ava’s office for Maid in Teaberry then got out and began walking. She ran into Claire Jennings a moment later.


“Linda tells me you’re working on another puzzle?” Claire said after they greeted each other.


“You went to school with Jay Sutton, right?”


“I did. It was a long time ago. I haven’t seen him since.” Claire studied Megan. “I don’t envy your task.”


“It’s been an interesting puzzle, to say the least,” Megan agreed.


“I know from personal experience that your efforts are appreciated,” Claire said. “If it hadn’t been for you, Linda and I could have been arrested for a murder we didn’t commit.”


“The police would have figured it all out.” Megan glanced down the street as she thought. “I’m told that Jay Sutton was known to win at things a lot. Does that ring a bell?”


“Yeah.” Claire stretched it out when she said it. “He beat me at the spelling bee one year. How does that help?”


Megan blew out a breath. “I don’t know. At one point, I was thinking that for every winner, there had to be a loser.”


“In the case of the spelling bee, there were a lot of losers.”


Megan knew she was right. “I don’t know. Maybe it mattered to one of them more than the rest of you.” She glanced at the building that housed Maid in Teaberry. “I should let you go. Thanks for talking with me.”


“I wish you luck,” Claire said before walking away.


***


Erica flipped through her notes then tossed the pad on the table in front of her. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”


Jerry rubbed the top of his head with both hands. “Something isn’t adding up.”


Erica stood and turned toward the murder board. “We’re going to need to start from the beginning.”


Jerry pushed himself out of his chair. “I say we both hit her this time. Maybe one of us can get her to crack if we do the old good cop, bad cop routine.”


Erica bent down to retrieve her notepad. “Good plan. I get to be bad cop.”


Jerry followed her out. “You always get to the be the bad cop.”


“Because I’m so good at it,” she said.


“I could be a good bad cop.” Jerry sounded wounded.


Erica laughed.







Chapter Twenty-Three





Ava was working on a computer at her desk when Megan entered Maid in Teaberry.


“Have a seat. I’m sure you’ve been getting more exercise than you need lately,” Ava said.


Megan didn’t argue. She lowered herself into the chair across from Ava’s desk. “Your text said that you might have some information for me?”


“Bella mentioned that you were investigating the death of that man.” Ava’s face showed concern.


“How is she doing?” Megan asked.


Ava let out a sigh. “With her, it’s hard to tell. She’s either processed it down to its most elemental level and determined it to be a simple fact of human existence on the planet or she’s hiding her fear from us because she’s smart enough to know how.”


“Which do you think it is?”


“I think she’s okay.” One corner of Ava’s mouth lifted. “That’s what I keep telling Rhys, anyway. And myself.”


“You’re her mother. You know her better than anyone.”


Ava smiled. “That much I’m certain of, thanks. Rhys and I have both made it a point to keep the lines of communication open.”


Megan glanced at Ava’s computer. “Can I guess that you might have a clue for me?”


“It might not be anything,” Ava said. “I used to clean Jay Sutton’s house.”


“I wondered if it might be that. What was he like?”


“I’ve never met him.” Ava shifted in her chair. “It was the wife that I dealt with.”


Megan could tell Ava wasn’t comfortable talking about her customer. “I guess that makes sense. He was probably at work whenever you went to clean.”


Ava shifted again. “In this case, I got the feeling that he wasn’t around much. It was like they led completely separate lives.”


“What led you to believe that?”


Ava dropped her eyes. “This is really none of my business.”


“But?”


“Well, they slept in separate rooms.” Ava’s eyes came up. “But there could be a lot of reasons for that.”


“Snoring,” Megan said.


“Exactly. People who work different turns sometimes do it. There’s really any number of reasons.”


“Okay.” Megan watched Ava. She still looked uncomfortable. “Anything else?”


“Mrs. Sutton often spoke of her husband. It was never in a good way. She would say the most sarcastic things about him.” Ava sat back in her chair.


“That all fits with other things that I’ve heard. Not all marriages are the same.” Megan thought a change of subject was in order. “Speaking of which, how are the plans coming for your wedding?”


“It’s going to be small, of course. We’ve been slowly moving things from our place to Rhys’s so we’re all ready after the wedding.”


“Are you planning to take time off for a honeymoon?”


The smile on Ava’s face dimmed a bit. “Someday. Not right away. Bella isn’t quite old enough to leave on her own.”


“She could stay with me,” Megan said. “I have four rooms upstairs. She could have her pick. She would probably enjoy being so close to all of the animals.”


“Oh, that’s very kind, but...” Ava hesitated. “There’s Galen, for one thing.”


“It would be a nice trial for us. We’ve been thinking about getting a dog.” Megan started to push herself up. “You think about it. We’d love to have her as a guest.”


Ava’s smile was tentative. “I’ll do that. I’ll talk to Rhys. Thanks.”


***


Megan knew that the ambulance service where Dale Pope worked was physically near the Teaberry Hospital. It was one of the reasons why she’d decided to speak with him. Not only was he close in age to Jay Sutton and one of the names Drew had mentioned, she also wanted to speak to someone in the nearby hospital.


When she walked into the building, there wasn’t anyone staffing the front desk but she could hear voices. She followed the sound to the main area where the ambulances were kept. Much like a fire station, the vehicles were lined up in a large garage-type area with bay doors. There were several people mingling around the vehicles. She got the impression they were running some sort of routine check on them. Everyone stopped talking and looked up at her for a moment before several of them began moving toward her quickly.


Megan raised her hand. “I’m okay. I was hoping I might speak with Dale Pope?”


“I’m Dale.” The man she wanted to speak to was holding a clipboard. He passed it off to someone next to him then walked over to join Megan with a smile on his face. “You’re sure you don’t need an ambulance?”


Megan chuckled. “Not at the moment, thankfully.”


Dale motioned to the reception area where she had originally entered. She followed him back through. It was a small area with a desk, a counter, a sophisticated looking phone system, and a computer.


Megan leaned against the counter and introduced herself.


“I thought I recognized you,” Dale said diplomatically.


Megan wondered if he was part of the crew that took the call when Josh died. “I was speaking with Amos McClintock recently. He mentioned that you were in the scouts with him.”


The lines fanning out from Dale’s eyes crinkled. “I doubt you’re here to learn how to tie a knot or start a fire with two sticks.”


She returned his smile. “No, I’m not.” She explained her interest in Jay Sutton’s death.


“I’m not sure I see the connection from Jay’s death to our days in the scouts,” Dale said as he walked over to the desk. He leaned against it as he studied Megan. “You spoke with my wife not all that long ago. After the class reunion when someone was killed.”


“Last fall, yes. I was working on a different puzzle then.”


“Puzzles. That’s interesting. How can I help with this puzzle? I haven’t seen Jay since school, really. Not that I can remember.”


“Everyone I’ve spoken with so far has mentioned that Jay often won at everything he tried,” Megan said.


Dale smiled as he nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I’m remembering.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at Megan. “The survival competition! Jay won that, right?” He laughed. “I’d forgotten all about that.”


“Do you remember who else participated?” Megan mentally crossed her fingers.


“Geez.” Dale wiped his hand across his mouth. “Well, Amos, obviously.” He shook his head. “Ah, Russ Melendez, Andy Gary…” He scratched his cheek. “Phil Zimmerman, Emerson Ramsey. I think maybe Rudy Campbell?”


He looked at Megan to see if it helped.


“You came up with some names that Amos didn’t,” she said. “Do you remember that it was a tie?”


“Tie? Huh. Not really. I remember Jay saying a couple of words after. That’s about all it was. A couple. We were just kids. The only reason I even remember that is because I was glad it wasn’t me who had to do it.”


***


“I’m sorry. We looked everywhere we could think of.” Eric put his arm around Sharon.


“It’s not your fault,” Dan said, not for the first time. “You weren’t the ones who cut the fence. Lucky for us, you decided to check. We still wouldn’t have known there was a problem.”


They turned at the sound of vehicles pulling into the driveway. Casey, Bella, and Ethan were out of the truck first and quickly joined the group of people near the barn. It took Megan a little longer to get out of her car and join them.


“Anything?” she asked.


Dan shook his head as he reached for her. “We’ll find them.”


“How? They could be anywhere.” She looked up at him.


“Let’s hope that they stayed in the area,” Casey said. “They’ve been here for a while now. It’s familiar to them.”


“We could try looking again,” Eric suggested. “There are more of us now. We could take different areas to search.”


Megan stepped away from Dan and turned toward the fields behind the barn. “Where was the break in the fence exactly.”


Eric explained the location as best he could.


Megan brought her hand up and rubbed her forehead. “Once they were on the other side of the fence, they were bounded by the ravine on one side.”


“Let’s hope they didn’t try that,” Casey said.


“The field where Ethan launched was on the other side,” Megan continued.


“I have an idea,” Bella said. “It’s kind of crazy.”


Megan turned to her. “Crazy might be all we have at the moment.”


“Ethan got the camera on his rocket fixed,” Bella said.


“Yeah!” Ethan flashed Bella a smile. “We could try a launch. If it goes up far enough, it should get pictures of a fairly widespread area.”


Megan looked at Dan.


He nodded his agreement. “I say we try both.” He waved toward Eric. “The rest of us will go out and search everywhere. Ethan does his launch. We’ll all stay in contact with our phones.”


Casey tapped Ethan’s arm. “Let’s get the rocket.”


Eric turned to Sharon. “We’ll take the four wheeler. I’d feel better if you and I still stayed together.”


“We could take the four wheeler,” Megan said.


“Dan’s truck would be a smoother ride,” her father said. “We’ll take the four wheeler.”


Dan raised his brows when Megan looked at him. “The truck would be smoother.”


Megan started walking toward the house as her parents went one way and Casey’s truck pulled out of the drive.


“Where are you going?” Dan followed her.


“Bathroom. I’ll meet you at the truck.” He glanced at the truck then went into the barn.


By the time Megan came out of the house, he was in the truck with it running.


“Where do you want to look first?” he asked.


She shook her head. “I think Bella has the right idea. Let’s circle around the field on the other side of the orchard just to take a look. It’s possible that they might have gone there.”


“And then?” He headed for the orchard.


“Then we go to the field where they’re launching the rocket.” Megan said as she looked out the windows.


Dan drove carefully through the orchard and popped out in the neighbor’s field. “The for sale sign has a sold banner on it.”


“Hopefully the new owners won’t mind us driving through their property for a good cause,” she murmured as she looked for the mares.


It didn’t take long for them to drive through the field next to them. They also circled around other properties that weren’t fenced. Megan called some of their neighbors to let them know that she and the others were out looking and to ask her neighbors to keep an eye out. Several offered to help with the search. They reached Casey and the others just as Ethan launched the rocket.


They heard the sound of a four wheeler as they watched the rocket descend. Megan’s parents stopped beside them.


“Anything?” Sharon asked as she slid from the four wheeler so Ethan and Bella could use it.


Megan shook her head. “No, but some of our neighbors are searching their property for us.”


They all watched Ethan and Bella drive across the field. The two returned several minutes later. Bella had the portable computer in her lap and was trying to look at the pictures on the chip while keeping the rocket stable between her and Ethan.


Ethan stopped the four wheeler next to the group. Megan stepped closer and looked over Bella’s shoulder.


“They’re nice and clear,” Bella murmured as she scrolled through the images. “Wait! There. I can see one of them.”


Megan’s lips thinned as she pressed them together. “They’re at the edge of the woods. In that first section of the ravine where it almost flattens out for a bit before it drops off in the woods.” She turned to Casey and Dan.


“We can’t spook them,” she said. “If they go down the ravine, we’ll never find them.”


“That ravine is straight down the side of the mountain,” Casey said. “They’ll never make it. And with the one mare this close.” He let the sentence hang.


“We’ll circle around them as best we can.” Dan pointed at Megan. “We doesn’t mean you.”


She nodded her agreement. A short time later, she was standing on the ridge with Sharon watching the rest of them converge on the horses. At Casey’s signal, the rest of them stopped moving and he continued on his own. He disappeared into the edge of the woods.


Megan breathed a sigh of relief when she heard Casey call out a moment later. He’d found them. They were okay.  All three of them.


“Three?” Sharon turned to Megan. “She had the baby?”







Chapter Twenty-Four





Megan jumbled all of the pieces to the puzzle that she had collected on her drive into town Thursday morning. She’d been to the hospital so many times while working on puzzles that she didn’t have to ask for directions. She found Dr. Libby Danes in her office.


“Thanks for seeing me,” Megan said as she took a seat.


“I hope your emergency worked out okay yesterday.” Libby’s practiced eyes checked Megan.


“It did, thanks. I was almost here for our appointment when I got a call about some missing horses.” Megan explained what happened. “Thanks for fitting me in today.”


“I have a little experience with emergencies messing with schedules,” Libby said with a smile. “So. What brings you here this time?”


“I’m working on a puzzle. Do you remember Jay Sutton?”


“Sure. I heard about his death, of course. Not a lot of detail though.” Libby drew her brows together. “What happened?”


“The police are still looking into it. He was found on the property near mine.”


“Ah.” Libby leaned back in her chair. “That close. You want your peace of mind back.”


Megan didn’t try to deny it. “Something like that. I know that you were the class president in high school. What can you remember about Jay?”


“He cheated me out of a win,” Libby said with a wry smile. “Well, me and a lot of other people. At this point, I couldn’t tell you who placed after him. I guess no one ever remembers the one who came in second.”


“It was a competition?”


“An oratorical contest. You were given a topic to prepare a speech on and were judged on multiple points. Obviously, how well you presented was a big factor but also your analysis of the topic and then there were other criteria that I’ve forgotten now.”


“Jay Sutton won?” Megan pulled out her notebook. “Do you remember anyone else who competed?”


“Oh, that was a long time ago.” Libby tapped her finger on her desk. “Ellie Fisher. Ben Mason. Emerson Ramsey.” Libby shook her head slowly. “Jody Carmichael. That’s really all that I can remember. Most of the participants were on the debate team at school. If you could find an old yearbook, that might help.”


Megan looked up. “Great idea. I know where one is, thanks.”


Libby glanced at her clock. “I’m afraid I need to check on some patients now.”


“I appreciate your time.” Megan tucked her notebook away.


“Have you checked with Brook Kirby?” Libby asked as she stood.


“No. You think she might know something?” Megan pushed herself out of the chair.


“That I don’t know. But she was Kristen’s best friend in school. She might remember something about Jay.” Libby followed Megan to the door. “I just thought of it because she happens to work here.”


***


Megan found the desk clerk in a small office on the first floor of the hospital. Brook Kirby wore her brown hair up in a neat French twist. Her desk was covered in manilla folders, some of them open. There were stacks of papers everywhere and a large computer monitor. She looked surprised to find Megan at her door.


“Can I help you?”


Megan introduced herself and stepped inside. As soon as she mentioned Jay Sutton’s name, a look of sadness crossed Brook’s face.


“That was just sad.” Brook folded her hands on top of her desk. “I saw Kristen at the service. She looked good.”


Megan took a seat. “Was that the first time you’d seen her in a while?”


“It was. Since school, really.” Brook’s eyes looked around the room. “My fault. We were close in school but I got the job here shortly after we graduated. I was new so I had the midnight shift for years.”


“It can be hard to keep up relationships,” Megan said sympathetically.


One corner of Brook’s mouth turned up. “You’re telling me. I met my husband, we had kids, life just went on, you know? Then years go by and you wonder what happened.” She focused on Megan. “Did you know Kristen and Jay?”


Megan explained where Jay was found. “I’ve been speaking with people who knew Jay when he was alive. I was wondering if you had any memories that you could share with me?”


“Oh, not so much of Jay, no. I was Kristen’s friend. I have been thinking of them lately though. Since the death. I remember when they first got together. I never really thought they would, you know?” Brook looked a little embarrassed that she’d said it out loud.


“I understand they didn’t have much in common,” Megan said.


“Exactly. That’s what I thought. Then one day Jay asked Kristen to the homecoming dance. She dumped Emerson and the rest is history.”


“Emerson? Is that Emerson Ramsey?”


“Yes. He’d asked her first, of course. She said yes but then changed her mind when Jay asked. A girl’s prerogative, I guess.” Brook lifted her brows. “Then, of course, they were crowned king and queen.”


***


Megan saw Linda as soon as she entered the library. She was in the computer room helping Archie Travis. Linda looked up and saw her through the glass wall that separated the computer room from the rest of the library.


Megan pointed toward the reference section. At Linda’s nod, she crossed over to it and began searching through the section of the school yearbooks. Linda joined her just as Megan found the right year. She set the book on the table behind her and opened it.


“What are we looking for?” Linda asked.


Megan reached for her notebook. “I’d like to see who was in the debate club.”


Linda quickly flipped to the page. “Here is a picture with the names underneath it.”


Megan turned to the page in her notes with the names given to her by Libby. The good doctor hadn’t remembered all of them, but she’d gotten quite a few. Of course, there was no way for Megan to know if everyone on the debate team competed in the oratorical contest. Megan tore a page from her notebook and made a new list with the names on the debate team along with the ones Libby had given her.


“What about the science fair? Is there anything for that?” Megan asked as she switched to a new page in her notebook.


“Let me see,” Linda said as she flipped through the pages. “Here.” She flattened the book on the table and they both bent over it to compare names.


Megan smiled at the picture of Bev as a young girl as she cross-checked the names of the science fair competitors against the list for the oratorical contest.


“Do you really think this is going to help?” Linda asked.


“After speaking to everyone, one name has already stood out for me. At this point, I’m just looking for additional support.” Megan crossed off the names that didn’t match on the two lists. “Do you think you could check the newspaper archives for a scout competition?” Megan gave her the year and an approximate date.


“We have them digitized,” Linda said as she moved over to a computer. After using the search filters to find the article, she printed out the page and brought it over to Megan. “It even has a picture.”


“Look, there’s Amos,” Megan pointed.


Linda leaned in closer. “I’d forgotten how adorable he was back then.”


Megan read the article. “The competition ended in a tie. One of the co-winners, Jay Sutton, gave a short speech on the importance of survival skills.”


“Amos mentioned this to me after he spoke to you. Who tied? Amos still can’t remember.”


“Emerson Ramsey,” Megan said as she continued to read the rest of the article.


“What next?” Linda asked.


Megan turned to another page in her notebook. “The football team.”


“That’s going to be a lot of names,” Linda said as she flipped through the yearbook.


“There she is.” Archie joined them at the table. “I managed to get the book transferred to my e-reader, thanks.” He waved at the yearbook. “What’s all this?”


“Megan is working on another puzzle,” Linda said. “We’re taking a trip down memory lane.”


Archie rested his gnarled hands on the edge of the table and leaned over to look at the book. “Oh, that’s nothing. Back in my day, the yearbook was printed by Gutenberg himself.” His bushy eyebrows danced as he spoke.


Megan laughed with Linda then leaned over to look at what she’d found. The picture spanned across both pages. “That is a lot of names.”


“Which one are you looking for?” Linda asked. “I don’t know anything about football but I might be able to find the face in the picture faster. I went to school with them all.”


Megan pointed at the one name that was on all of her lists. “Emerson Ramsey.”


Linda’s brows went up before she began scanning the picture. “Why him? Just because he tied with Jay in the survival competition?”


“I also learned that he was planning to take Kristen Sutton to the homecoming dance. She initially said yes, then dumped him when she got a better offer.”


“Let me guess. Jay Sutton?” Linda said wryly.


“From what I’ve been told, Jay Sutton excelled at everything. Everything he competed in, he won.” Megan pointed at the young man front and center in the picture of the football team. “That’s him, right?”


“Yes.” Linda tapped his name under the photo. “It says he was the quarterback.” She looked at Megan and Archie. “That’s the most important position on the team, isn’t it?”


“I honestly don’t know,” Megan said. “But when I spoke to Emerson Ramsey, he implied that the running back, the position that he played, was the most important.”


Archie shook his head. “That’s an excellent discussion for two friends over a couple of beers but many would argue that the quarterback often gets more of the attention.”


Linda looked down at Megan’s list. “Some of the names on your list are females. They didn’t play football back then.”


Megan nodded agreement as she crossed off their names. That left only a few names along with Emerson Ramsey. Megan called out each name. Linda searched for them, one by one, to see if they were also on the football team. When she didn’t find them, she shook her head and Megan crossed them off her list. At the end, she was left with only one name. It was the one she expected to see.







Chapter Twenty-Five





“He’s beautiful.” Bella leaned against the paddock fence and watched the foal sprinting around his mother.


“I can’t believe those long legs,” Eric said. “Look at him go.”


“Mother and son are both healthy,” Casey said as he crossed through the gate and joined them to lean against the fence. “The other mare is also fine.”


“I see the property next door sold,” Ethan said to Megan.


“I’m going to have new neighbors.” Megan grinned and pointed to her parents.


“Seriously? Are you going to build a house?” Ethan asked them. “I thought you would just buy Bev’s place.”


“No. We’re done with houses. We just sold the one in Florida and bought a mobile home in one of those retirement communities,” Eric said.


Ethan flashed Bella a confused look.


“You’re putting one on the land next to Megan too?” Bella guessed.


“Yes. We’ll split our time between the north and the south. Megan and Dan can keep an eye on it for us when we aren’t here,” Eric said.


“And we can help them out when we are here,” Sharon added.


“Bev’s house sold to a young couple expecting a baby,” Megan said.


Eric chuckled when the foal sprinted around his mother again. “When do we get to hear the name for the little guy?”


“Yes.” Sharon turned to Megan. “Have you decided yet?”


Megan looked at Ethan and lifted her brows. “I let Ethan have that honor.”


Ethan leaned against the fence and watched the foal. “I was thinking Apollo might be a good name.”


They turned at the sound of a vehicle then watched as Erica and Jerry got out of their patrol car and joined them.


“I could stand here and watch that all day,” Jerry said as he leaned against the fence.


“How are things with the Jay Sutton case?” Sharon asked.


Erica leaned against the fence. “Emerson Ramsey hasn’t stopped singing since he was initially arrested. He admitted to killing Jay Sutton.”


“I still can’t believe he did it because of Bev’s house,” Eric said as he put his arm around his wife.


“He said that he was tired of being second place to Jay Sutton,” Jerry said. “He thought Jay seriously wanted to buy Bev’s house. He didn’t realize that it was only Kristen Sutton who wanted it.”


“Jay was planning to leave his wife and move to Florida,” Erica said as she watched the foal nuzzle his mother.


“Why did he kill him near Megan’s property?” Sharon leaned in closer to her husband.


“It was remote,” Jerry said. “According to Emerson Ramsey, he figured Jay would need more money to buy Bev’s house. He promised him overtime if he went there to work on the lines. Except, it wasn’t a real job.”


“What Emerson didn’t know is that Jay wanted the extra money to buy a place in Florida. That’s why he didn’t tell his wife about it,” Megan said.


“What was the map for?” Eric asked. “The one that was found in the library book?”


“That’s how Emerson lured him to that spot,” Jerry said. “He was smart enough to hand it to him at work when no one else was around. He didn’t email it to Jay using the company computer system. He figured that was traceable. He also told Jay not to tell anyone else about the overtime.”


“Emerson was pretty calm and made it through speaking to us when we went out to talk to the employees there. He had expected that. He thought he was home free.” Erica pointed at Megan. “Until you showed up at his office. He figured you were some kind of special undercover investigator and that the police were on to him. He said that it nearly drove him insane trying to pretend that he didn’t know anything about it while you were asking him those questions. To just sit there and look calm. He expected to be arrested at any moment after you left.”


“I wondered why he was willing to talk to me without asking me why I was there,” Megan said. “After that, I just kept using his name when I spoke with his employees and they never questioned it either.”


“I still don’t get why he killed him,” Ethan said. “There are a lot of houses for sale.”


“It wasn’t really the house,” Megan said. “Emerson felt that he’d spent his whole life coming in second. He really wanted to buy Bev’s house but made the mistake of mentioning it to Kristen at a company picnic. She decided to look at it and then wanted to buy it. Emerson figured that Jay would win again.”


“It was just too much for him,” Jerry said. “He snapped.”


“It goes back to when they were kids?” Bella asked. “Because one always beat the other?”


“Emerson said the most annoying thing of all was the one time he managed to tie with Jay and no one even remembered,” Erica said.


“The survival competition in the scouts,” Megan said with a nod. “Jay was the one to give the speech.”


“It didn’t help that Kristen Sutton ditched Emerson for Jay and the two went on to be homecoming king and queen.” Jerry turned away from the fence. “There was even a parade after and the two got to ride in it.”


“We need to get back to work.” Erica turned to Megan’s parents. “I hear you’re going to be neighbors.”


“You’re all invited to our open house,” Sharon said with a smile.







Megan’s Recipe





Texas Sheet Cake


Mix together in bowl then set aside:

2 cups granulated sugar

2cups flour




Combine in saucepan and bring to boil then remove from heat:

2 sticks butter (1 cup)

1 cup water

3 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder

Pour the melted chocolate mix into the sugar and flour and stir well until mixed.


Mix together this buttermilk mixture:

2 eggs, beaten

1/2 cup buttermilk

1 teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon vanilla




Add buttermilk mixture to chocolate mixture. Beat well, pour into greased sheet pan or jelly roll pan (15x10x1). Bake 20 minutes at 350 degrees.


Frosting


1 stick butter (1/2 cup)

6 tablespoons milk

3 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder




Put in saucepan and bring to boil. Remove from heat. Add about 1 pound of powdered sugar, 1 teaspoon vanilla, and 1 cup finely chopped nuts (e.g., pecan or walnut). Beat well. Pour the frosting over the hot cake. Spread to cover.


Note: If you don’t have buttermilk, add about a tablespoon of vinegar to about a 1/2 cup of milk and stir.
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Indigo Investigations Cozy Mystery Series


Callie Indigo heads the private detective agency Indigo Investigations. When she isn't working a legitimate case, she's often talked into helping out friends and family. Her life becomes even more complicated with the appearance of Greyson Divine, who teams up with Callie to solve cases. This cozy mystery series includes a female sleuth, friends, and family.


Teaberry Farm Bed & Breakfast Cozy Mystery Series


Megan is the main character in the series but interacts with a wide range of other characters in the fictional town of Teaberry. A difficult first marriage ended in the accidental death of her husband. She supports herself with her bed and breakfast, produce from her farm, and her tech skills as a web developer. Over time, she discovers that the love of her life was in front of her all along. Main characters in the series are multigenerational.
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