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CHAPTER
1


 


 


“I lost count again,” Julia moaned. “Can we please take a
break?”


“I thought that you’d never ask!” I
dropped my clipboard onto a crate of lettuce. “How about a cup of tea and some
sugar cookies?”


“That sounds perfect,” she said.
“It’ll give us a boost to finish the rest of what we need to do.”


It was late in the afternoon. We
were in the walk-in at Sky High Pies, conducting the monthly inventory for my
family’s bakery café while we discussed the latest gossip in Crescent Creek. A
couple named Tim and Caitlin Berenson were selling their furniture store to a
wealthy newcomer who’d recently started buying property and businesses in the
area for astronomical amounts.


“Someone at church told me that
they’re moving to Europe after the check clears,” Julia replied, following me
out of the cooler. “They’re trying to decide between a small village in France, an island in  Greece or a townhouse in London.”


I filled the kettle, put it on the
stove and lit a burner. Then I took two cups from the cabinet, placed them on
the center island and removed the lid from a container of cookies.


“Did you hear me?” Julia said.


“Yes.”


She laughed. “And you have no
comment?”


“Sorry, Jules,” I said. “I’m still
trying to figure out why Tim and Caitlin would suddenly decide to leave town.
They spent a fortune renovating their store a few months ago. They just moved
to their dream home a short time before that. And their youngest daughter
finally feels comfortable at the new school.”


“I heard that something shady might
be going on,” Julia said.


“What kind of shady?”


“The guy that’s buying the store
found some dirt on Tim from the past,” she answered.


“Apparently, he was in prison in
his early twenties. That’s why neither of them talk about where they grew up or
went to school. Haven’t you noticed that before? Whenever someone asks Tim or
Caitlin a question about high school or college, they always find a way to
change the subject.”


Julia dropped tea bags into the two
cups.


“Maybe there’s another reason they
don’t talk about the past,” I suggested.


The kettle started whistling, so I
lifted it from the stove, switched off the burner and filled both cups with the
boiling water.


“Like what?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve met
more than a few people who come from modest backgrounds and sometimes feel
ashamed when they’re asked about their childhood.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Julia said.
“Who cares about someone’s past if they’re a good person now? I mean, as long
as they’re not a serial killer or something.”


“I agree completely,” I replied.
“But you know how some people can be: pretentious and petulant.”


She smiled. “Are you thinking of
anyone in particular?”


I nodded.


“Anyone you care to name?”


I shook my head.


“Well, what about Liz Whitlock?”
She paused for a mischievous laugh. “Or the other two members of her coven:
Stacy with the bad breath and the redhead that makes snide remarks about
everyone in town?”


I nodded. “Those three can be a bit
much.”


“They’re truly evil!” Julia said.
“Have you heard what they did to Barb McTavish?”


“Does it involve taping a snarky
sign to the back of her sweater?” I asked.


Julia made a face. “That was ages
ago. And Barb ended up thinking it was hilarious. I’m talking about last week.
They invited her to lunch, but gave her the wrong time. So when she showed up
at Café Fleur, they were paying the check. Stacy and the redhead put on a big
show, acting like they were confused about why she didn’t come to lunch and
telling her that they were worried something horrible had happened to her.”


“You’re joking,” I said.


“Nope. They were talking about it
at yoga last night.”


“As in, boasting about it?”


She sipped her tea. “I guess you
could call it boasting. I was coming out of the ladies’ room when I heard Liz
say something about how hilarious it was watching Barb’s mascara run down her
face when she burst into tears at the restaurant.”


“Those women know better,” I said.


“They’re so hateful,” Julia
replied.


I waited until the tinge in her
cheeks had softened from bloodcurdling red to mildly annoyed burgundy. Then I
nudged the conversation back to Tim and Caitlin Berenson.


“Do you really think they’re
leaving town because of something in the past?”


“That’s the buzz,” Julia said.


“Doesn’t that seem surprising
though? They’re both such nice, selfless people. If Tim did anything bad years
ago, it seems inexplicable that he’d be blackmailed into selling their company
because some jerk dredges up ancient history.”


“I totally agree with that,” she
said. “But I’ve heard three different people mention it as the reason.”


For the next twenty minutes, as we
drank our tea and nibbled on cookies, Julia and I debated the likelihood that a
past indiscretion was behind Tim and Caitlin’s decision to leave Crescent
Creek.


“Well, if you hear anything more
about it,” I told Julia after finishing my tea, “please let me know, okay?”


“You bet! There’s a going away
party in a couple of weeks at Sally Corcoran’s house. You’re welcome to join me
if you want to.”


“I’d love that,” I said. “I don’t
really know Tim and Caitlin that well, but I’d like to wish them good luck on
their new adventure.”


She giggled. “You know what I’d
love? To be finished with this inventory. Should we get back to it?”


I groaned. “I’d rather sit here and
eat cookies,” I said. “But then we’ll both owe Harper twenty bucks.”


“We should’ve never made that bet,”
Julia said, sliding off the stool.


“Help me remember not to do that
next time,” I said.


She laughed again. “I did!
But you forgot!”


“Oh, well. The money will go to a
good cause.”


Julia smiled, arching one eyebrow.
“Did she tell you what the cash is for?”


“Higher education!” I said. “Harper
and Bobby have started college bank accounts their kids.”


“That is so smart,” Julia said.
“Maybe Jared and I should do the same thing for our three little ones.”


“Probably a good idea,” I replied.
“If college is expensive now, imagine what it’ll be like when they’re ready to
apply.”


Julia grimaced. “Hush now!” she
told me. “No more talk about that, okay? I don’t want anything to spoil my good
mood!”
















CHAPTER
2


 


 


“I’m still waiting for the car,” Zack said when he called at
six that night. “They had to order a part.”


The interruption was a welcome
respite from the stacks of invoices that I’d been moving around the desk for
the past half hour. Although I knew it was a pivotal part of my role, I had a
tendency to procrastinate when it came to the more administrative aspects of
running Sky High Pies. During the years that my parents were at the helm, my
father took care of the paperwork while my mother managed the kitchen and a
small catering business. Now that I was in charge, I juggled all of the Sky
High managerial duties as well as pitching in to help Julia in the kitchen and
Harper in the dining room.


“Do you want me to swing by and
pick you up?” I asked. “You can drive my car in the morning, and then we can
get yours when you finish at work.”


“That’s okay, hon,” he said. “It
shouldn’t be more than an hour. The part arrived a few minutes ago. I just
wanted to give you a heads up that I’m a bit behind schedule.”


“Well, I have plenty of paperwork
to do,” I said, glaring at the invoices. “Do you want to pickup a pizza on your
way home?”


“Can do,” he said. “Anything else?”


“Just you and a pizza,” I said.
“I’ll whip up a salad to go with it.”


“Sounds perfect,” Zack said. “I’ll
let you know when I’m on the way.”


After we finished, I went into the
kitchen to make another cup of tea. Our supplier had left samples of a new line
of herbal flavors and I wanted to take Cinnamon Caramel Craving for a test drive.
While I waited for the water to boil, I reached for one of the chocolate chip
cookies that Julia made shortly before she left for the day. I held it to my
nose and inhaled the sweet aroma of chocolate and walnut with a hint of
coconut. As I started to take my first bite, the back door creaked open.


“Those look mighty tasty,” said an
unfamiliar voice.


When I turned around, two thoughts
flashed through my mind: Why didn’t I lock the door? And What is he
doing here?


Tony Hett had started buying
property and business in the area the previous year. A Silicon Valley
multimillionaire with a reputation for snobbish arrogance and heavy-handed
charisma, Hett was tall, slim and tan, wearing a jade linen shirt, faded jeans
and immaculate alligator cowboy boots that could double as rear view mirrors.
He was around sixty, although the dyed black hair and trendy clothes made it
obvious that he would do anything to appear younger than his years.


“I hope you don’t mind,” he said.
“I called earlier, but hadn’t heard back. I was leaving your neighbor’s and saw
the lights on. I figured this was a good time to chat.”


He followed the remark with a
casual shrug. Then he walked over and took one of the cookies from the wire
rack. In the few times that I’d talked to Tony, I’d learned that his
personality seemed to have three settings: Entitled & Pushy, Entitled
& Bored and Entitled & Annoying. Harper told me that
whenever he came in to eat, he always found a place in the conversation for his
ranking atop The Richest Business Titans You Need to Know, an annual
list compiled by a Silicon Valley gossip site.


“You were at Viveca’s?” I asked.


Tony shook his head. “Your other
neighbor,” he said. “Darren Rigby.”


“How’s he doing?” I asked. “I had
dinner with Sheila last week, but haven’t seen him since they got back from—”


“Yeah, yeah,” Tony interrupted. “I
heard all about the trip.” He faked a wide yawn. “Dull as dirt from the sound
of it.”


I kept my smile fixed on maximum
wattage while Tony criticized nearly every aspect of Darren and Sheila’s
romantic getaway to Europe. When they married twenty years earlier, Paris was their fantasy honeymoon destination. Since the budget at the time only allowed
for a weekend in a nearby motel, they decided to visit Paris whenever finances
allowed. When they became pregnant the following year and then again two years
later, raising their kids and starting a small business put the European trip
on the back burner. When they originally booked the trip, they’d just started
negotiations to sell their electrical equipment company to Hett. I hadn’t
discussed any of the details with Darren or Sheila, but rumors were sweeping
through town that the sale had hit a snag due to the couple’s differing views
on the matter.


“Well, I think it’s amazing that
they finally made it to Paris,” I said as he chomped eagerly into the cookie.
“I’m looking forward to hearing all about it.”


Tony smirked. “You just did. And
believe me, I went easy on the little lovebirds. I mean, c’mon, Katie. You fly
all the way to France and you don’t even bother to—”


He stopped when a dog barked in his
pocket.


“New ringtone,” he said, pulling
out a sleek phone. “Hold that thought, okay?”


I shot a glance at a rolling pin on
the back counter. I’d rather be holding that, I thought. High
overhead before I bring down on your—


“Sorry for the disruption,” he
said. “That was one of my art dealers in New York. I’m bidding on a Picasso
tonight at Christie’s.” He paused, obviously waiting for a reaction. When I
offered a modest nod, he continued. “I know, I know. It’s gonna be awesome to
have a Picasso hanging in my new house in Colorado, right? It’ll look perfect
beside the Renoir that I bought last month at Sotheby’s in London.”


“I have an original Lenny Smook
upstairs in the living room,” I said. “Want to see it?”


He scowled. “Lenny what?”


“Smook,” I said. “He paints
pictures of cats and dogs skiing. He works for the Crescent Creek Sanitation
Department. He’s in here every Saturday morning for pigs in a blanket.”


Tony’s face looked like he’d just
smelled something foul. “You put pigs in blankets?” he asked. “Isn’t that a
health code violation?”


“Never mind,” I said. “Was there
something that I can help you with?”


“Didn’t you listen to my message?”
he asked. “I explained it all when I called this afternoon.”


“I’m so sorry,” I told him. “It was
crazy around here today. I haven’t listened to any of my—”


“Long story short,” he cut in
again. “I’d like to buy you out, Katie. That’s why I was talking to Darren
again. I’m sure that you’ve heard about my acquisitions in Crescent Creek
during the past few months. I have a grand vision to transform this ugly little
stain of a town into a chic village. We’re a short drive from some of the best
skiing in the world. The location is an easy flight for people all over the country.
And the landscape around here is among the most beautiful in Colorado. In my
vision of the new and very much improved Crescent Creek, this stretch of Pine Street will become a diversified complex of condos, retail shops and restaurants. I’m
going to demolish all of the existing structures and build a replica of
Grimentz. Won’t that be spectacular?”


I forced a meager smile. Arrogant
people were usually easy to handle, but I was feeling a little sniffly and
didn’t sleep well the night before.


“I don’t know what that is,” I said
after the urge to throttle the guy had passed.


“It’s not a what, Katie.” He
laughed, revealing a set of gleaming white veneers. “It’s a where!
Grimentz is one of the most picturesque villages in Switzerland. My
great-great-grandparents lived there before they moved to Zurich. Grimentz is
the inspiration for my vision of Crescent Creek!”


I took a breath. Then another. And
then I said, “I don’t think our town needs to be revamped whatsoever. It’s
pretty darn perfect the way it is.”


Another one of his obnoxious laughs
filled the room.


“I don’t mean to be rude,” he said,
“but you don’t know what you’re talking about. People these days are looking
for luxury and glamour when they travel, not homespun charm and sleepy towns
populated by a bunch of boring dolts. They want first-class accommodations and
five-star dining and—”


I help up one hand to stop him.


“And I don’t mean to be rude
either,” I said. “But I think you’re nuts. Some folks may want all of that
fancy, ritzy stuff when they go on vacation, but there are plenty of other
people who like the old-fashioned charm of a place like Crescent Creek.”


He smiled. “There I go again! I’ve
obviously offended you. And I’m really, truly, deeply aggrieved about that.” He
winked. “The truth is, money talks and old-fashioned charm walks. I’ve got a
vision for this little burg, and I intend to see it through. I always get what
I want, Katie. I’ve got more money than all of you rolled into one. I’ve got
the best lawyers in the country. And I’ve got—”


“With all due respect, Tony,” I
said, keeping my voice as level and calm as I could manage, “I’ve got gobs of
work to do before my husband gets home. And I’m sure your vision makes perfect
sense to you, but you’re talking about a place that isn’t looking for the kind
of change you’re interested in. We like our little slice of heaven just the way
it is. We don’t need luxury and glamour and five-star anything.”


He rolled his eyes. “Uh-huh, sure.
One of your neighbors feels the same way, even though their spouse is ready and
willing to sign the contract. But I can be patient. Just wait until you see the
big, fat check that I write to you. You’ve never seen that many zeroes in your
entire life.”


I snickered. “Probably not,” I
said, gently taking his elbow and guiding him toward the door. “In my world,
when it comes to big, fat zeros, they usually come along one at a time.”
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Zack stared at me silently for a few seconds, wild-eyed and
bemused, before he asked the same question again.


“How much did he offer?”


It was two hours after Tony Hett’s
departure. We were at the kitchen table in our apartment above Sky High Pies,
finishing dinner and discussing the unexpected proposal to exchange millions of
Tony Hett’s Silicon Valley loot for the business that my grandmother had
started more than four decades earlier.


“He never actually got more
specific than a range of ten to twenty million,” I said, rolling my eyes. “He
just kept sputtering and boasting about how wealthy he is and how many zeroes
would be on the check. But you and I both know there’s no amount of money that
will get me to sell this old Victorian or the land that it sits on.”


Zack laughed. “Well, that goes
without saying, sweetheart. But I’m a little surprised at how upset you are
that he came by.”


“It’s not the visit that bothers
me,” I replied. “People pop in after hours fairly often. But that’s the first
time in ages that I’ve been around a loudmouthed, supercilious buffoon.”


“What about Chad Liston?” he asked.
“Two weeks ago at The Wagon Wheel.”


I rifled through my memory. Chad
Liston was a tall, burly guy who worked the overnight shift at Food Town. He stopped at Sky High on the way home most mornings for a stack of chocolate
chip pancakes, two scrambled eggs and a double side of bacon. After standing
behind the cash register for eight hours, he usually just slumped at a table,
gobbled his food and went on his way. But if you ran into him at Red Hancock’s
bar on a Saturday night, Chad could be a handful, especially if he’d already
spent half the night at the bar with his friends Johnny Walker and Jim Beam.


“Oh, well that doesn’t count,” I
said. “He was celebrating his engagement to Melinda.”


Zack raised one eyebrow. “But
didn’t you tell me later that he was loud and pompous?”


“The worst,” I said. “But I’ve only
witnessed that once. And I see where you’re going, but there’s no comparison
between Chad Liston and Tony Hett. One’s a big teddy bear who was over the moon
because he’d proposed to the girl of his dreams. The other one’s a nightmare.”


“I’ve never had the pleasure of
meeting either guy,” Zack said. “I’ll take your word for it.”


“Some people might like Tony
because he throws money around,” I said. “But I’m not in that crowd.”


“Do you think that he’ll be back
with another attempt to change your mind?”


“I sure hope not.”


“Did he tell you any details about
his plan?” asked Zack. “I’ve heard a few things at the newspaper.”


“Such as?”


He shook his head. “None of it’s
good, Katie. The guy thinks that millions of dollars and an ego the size of Texas grants him the right to be so unpleasant.”


“I wish that he’d stayed in California,” I said. “Crescent Creek could do without the stress that he’s created for so
many people.”


Zack nodded. “I hear you,” he said.
“But aren’t there some folks that have already sold their property or business
to him?”


“A few. And I can see their point
of view, particularly the Strohmeyer family.”


“I don’t know that name,” he said.
“What did Hett buy from them?”


“Do you know the building at the
corner of Broadway and Osage Creek Road?”


He shook his head.


“We drive by it all the time,” I
said. “It’s an old retail space that’s been boarded up for the past couple of
years.”


He closed his eyes for a moment. I
waited until they popped open again before giving him a few more details.


“Someone from Winter Park almost
bought it last summer,” I said. “They were going to turn it into a micro
brewery, but then their loan fell through.”


Zack shrugged. “Still can’t picture
it,” he said. “Is that what the Strohmeyer family sold to Tony Hett?”


“Yep. That building and three more
they own in another part of town.”


“Do you know what he’s planning to
do with them?”


I smiled. “Probably something like
what he wants to do here on Pine Street,” I answered. “Level everything and
recreate a village that he knows in Switzerland.”


Zack chuckled. “You’re kidding,
right?”


“Not at all.”


“Did he tell you why?”


“Money, money, money,” I said.
“That’s not exactly a direct quote, but why else would he do it?”
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The call from Dina Kincaid came in the next morning at
eight. I was in the dining room helping Harper deliver a large order to a table
of senior citizens when my phone began chirping in my pocket.


Harper shot me a puzzled look.
“What’s that noise?”


“It’s the new ringtone for our
favorite Crescent Creek PD detective,” I said. “I always tease her that she
sings like a nightingale, so Zack switched it for me last night.”


After placing a short stack of
whole wheat pancakes in front of a silver-haired woman with an angelic face, I
asked if anyone at the table needed something else.


“Yes, I do,” she said. “Answer your
phone and stop that insufferable racket!”


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” I told her,
reaching into my pocket. “I hope you enjoy your breakfast.”


“Thank you, dear,” the old woman
said. “I will once you quiet that bird.”


I followed Harper across the room
and behind the counter.


“Granny Wheeler went easy on you,”
she whispered.


I smiled. “Who?”


“The short stack gal you just
served,” Harper said with a subtle nod toward the woman drowning her pancakes
in syrup. “That’s Mindy Wheeler’s grandmother. She’s visiting from Florida.”


I glanced back at the table of
happy eaters. I didn’t recognize anyone in the group, but they were all about
the same age as the woman with the silver hair.


“How do you know that’s her grandmother?”


“I saw them a couple of nights ago
at Mindy’s daughter’s piano recital,” Harper explained. “It’s a long story, but
it ended with one of the kids playing ‘Chopsticks’ while they held a pair of—”


“Nunchucks?” Julia called from over
my shoulder.


Harper whipped around. “Hey! You
ruined the punchline!”


Julia giggled. “No, I didn’t.
Katie’s visitor just came through the backdoor, so I was trying to expedite
your story.”


I leaned over and looked through
the pass window. Dina was standing just inside the door, reading something on
her phone as she shrugged off her jacket.


“Jared heard about the ‘Chopsticks’
performance from someone that was at the recital,” Julia added. “The kid is
really into both martial arts and music, so it was his idea of an artistic
statement.”


Harper glared at our chef. “I’m
going to give you my idea of an artistic statement if you don’t stop
ruining my stories,” she said. “That’s the second time this week!”


“Sorry, Harps,” Julia replied.
“I’ll keep it zipped.”


While they continued their friendly
banter through the pass window, I hurried into the kitchen. Dina was still
staring at her phone when she heard me approaching.


“Oh, hey! Did you get my message?”


“When did you leave it?”


“About five minutes ago,” she
answered. “I wanted to give you a heads up that I was on the way to see you.”


I smiled. “And here you are!”


“So?” She held up her phone. “Did
you get it?”


“I haven’t listened to it yet,” I
said. “I was helping Harper in the—”


“You know the rich guy from Silicon Valley that moved here?”


“Tony Hett?” I said.


“We’re investigating an incident at
his house last night,” she said. “One of the first responders found your name
on Hett’s calendar from late yesterday afternoon. I wanted to talk to you about
your meeting and see if you noticed anything unusual about his behavior.”


“What kind of incident?” I asked.


“I’ll explain that in a sec,” she
replied. “How was his mood when you talked to him?”


“The usual,” I said. “Arrogant and
entitled.”


She made a face. “I’m serious,
Katie. I’m trying to put together his last twenty-four hours, so no joking.”


“You’ve met the guy,” I said. “I
wasn’t joking. He always comes across as haughty and smug.”


Dina pursed her lips. “Well, right
now the guy’s coming across as missing.”


“Oh, that’s…awful,” I said. “What
do you know so far?”


“Well, we received a pair of 911
calls last night,” Dina said. “First, at around eleven-fifteen, Tony Hett
reported that Darren Rigby was trying to break into his house.”


“Darren?”


“Hard to believe,” Dina said, “but
that’s what Tony reported.”


“What did your officers find when
they got there?”


“The door was wide open and the
house was empty. Otherwise, they found a bunch of overturned furniture, broken
glass and trails of blood drops leading from the kitchen out to the front porch
and into the garage.”


“Does he have security cameras?”


“He does,” Dina answered. “But they
were offline.”


“That’s not exactly helpful,” I
said.


“We work with what we find,” Dina
told me.


“Speaking of that,” I replied, “you
mentioned that Tony Hett was missing, but what about Darren?”


“Same status,” she answered.
“Although his car, phone and keys were recovered at the scene.”


“What about the second call to
911?” I asked.


“Do you know Axel Barbosa?” she
asked.


I ran the name through my memory.
“Isn’t that the high school kid that delivers pizzas for Pepper & Roni’s?”


“That’s him,” she said. “He called
911 a few minutes before midnight with quite a story. I’ve heard the recording
at least half a dozen times and I still feel horrible for the kid. He was so
agitated and wobbly that he sounds like a 10-year-old girl after inhaling a
bunch of helium.”


“What did he say?” I asked.


“He was sitting in his car at Tony
Hett’s after delivering a pizza,” Dina explained. “He was in the shadows off to
the side of the gravel area near the house. Just as he was getting ready to
leave, an SUV pulled in and Axel saw two men get out. They were wearing
Spider-Man masks, so he instantly thought it was a hoax or something sketchy.”


“At that point, it could’ve been
both,” I said.


“There was a third person in the
SUV,” Dina continued. “Axel didn’t get a look at their face, but he heard one
of the men call out a name to the passenger in the back seat: Junebug.”


“Probably a nickname?” I asked.


“That was my thought,” Dina said.
“After that, Axel watched the two men approach the front door, open it and walk
into the house. A half hour later, the men came back out with two other guys
wearing blindfolds.”


“Tony and Darren?”


“Chances are,” she said.


“What about Sheila?” I asked. “And
did someone call their kids?”


“Grace and Will are both studying
abroad this semester,” she said. “I talked to them briefly and promised to call
with updates as soon as we know more.”


“Did you talk to Sheila yet?”


Dina shook her head. “According to
her assistant at Rigby Engineering, Sheila is in Las Vegas. I guess there was
some kind of convention and she wasn’t scheduled to fly home until Sunday. The
meeting runs until the end of the week. After that, some of Sheila’s friends
from Ohio were meeting her for a girls’ getaway.” She paused to move closer.
“Why are you frowning like that?”


“I’m not,” I said.


“Yes, you are,” Dina told me.
“What’s wrong?”


“Well, it just seems weird that
Sheila went to Las Vegas without mentioning it,” I said. “She invited me and
Viveca for dinner a couple of nights ago when Zack, Antonio and Darren helped
Father Armitage set up the parish hall for the ice cream social this weekend.”


“Maybe it slipped her mind,” Dina
suggested. “I mean, didn’t they just get home from a big trip to Europe?”


“That’s true,” I said.


“Then maybe that explains it,” she
continued. “Although just between you and me, I’ve heard Sheila and Darren are
disagreeing about whether or not they’ll actually sell their company to Tony
Hett. One of our officers told me that they witnessed a shouting match outside
of Java & Juice the other day.”


“Sheila and Darren were shouting at
one another?” I asked.


Dina nodded. “There might be
trouble in paradise,” she said. “Which is really sad when you consider how long
they’ve been together and how hard they worked to build their company.”


“I hope those rumors aren’t true,”
I said. “And if they were arguing, maybe it wasn’t as bad as it looked.”


“Oh, I agree about the rumors being
wrong,” she said. “I hope that’s the case. But all of that may explain how her Las Vegas trip fell through the cracks when you had dinner with her.”


“I suppose so,” I said after a
moment. “But that doesn’t seem like Sheila.”


Dina’s phone chimed, but she kept
her eyes on me.


“What else is bothering you?”


I shook my head.


“Oh, c’mon,” she said. “I can tell
when something’s bugging you.”


“Well, it’s the idea of Darren
Rigby doing anything violent,” I said. “I love the guy, but he’s not in the
best of shape. The last time he and Sheila came over for dinner, Darren was totally
out of breath climbing the steps to our apartment.”


“He’s fifty or so,” Dina said. “And
he’s put on a few pounds during the last couple of years. Sheila blamed it on
his knee replacement. He stopped working out after the surgery, and he’s never
really gone back to a regular gym routine.”


“I don’t know,” I said. “It just
seems like something smells bad over there.”


“Sorry!” Julia called from the
front line. “That’s my fault, guys.”


“What was that?” I asked.


“I burned some toast,” Julia
explained. “I thought that’s what you were referring to.”


Dina walked up and stood at the end
of the front line.


“How are you, Jules?” she asked.


“I’m good,” Julia replied. “What’s
going on?”


“We’re looking into a situation,”
Dina told her. “Sorry to take Katie away from the action momentarily.”


Julia laughed. “No need to
apologize,” she said. “The timer’s broken, so the toast could’ve burned even
with Katie up here.”


“Hey!” I called. “Easy there,
partner.”


Julia blew me a cartoon kiss. Then
she moved closer to Dina and lowered her voice.


“What’s the situation?” she asked.
“I heard you mention Darren. Were you two whispering about the rumors?”


Dina looked at me long enough so I
could shrug before turning back to Julia.


“What rumors?” she said.


“About Darren and a mysterious
redhead,” Julia answered. “I’ve talked to three people who spotted them
together around town.”


“Which three people?” I said,
walking up beside her.


“Penny Murdoch, Ally Hunter and
Bess from the bank,” she said. “And all three of them described the woman the
same way: slim, sultry and dripping in diamonds.”


I laughed. “At least you know that
it’s not me!” I teased. “I could buy a red wig, but that’s as close as I could
get to matching that description.”
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The next morning arrived with rain, wind and the uneasy
feeling that my neighbor was involved in a violent crime. While Zack burrowed
beneath the blankets for another hour of sleep, I headed for the Sky High
kitchen at five-thirty to start a pot of coffee. Then I went into the office,
sat behind the desk and fired up the laptop to see what I could find online
about Tony Hett.


Most of the search results
highlighted the early days of his career as a venture capitalist in Silicon Valley. Tony was studying psychology at Stanford when his father, a real estate
developer in Denver, died and left a multimillion-dollar fortune to his only
child. According to his Wikipedia page, Hett used the inheritance to invest in
a handful of successful technology companies that propelled his fortune into
the stratosphere.


One of the more recent articles
described Tony’s move from California to Colorado along with his intention to
build a new business empire by acquiring a collection of small businesses and
real estate to recreate the wonder and allure of a small Swiss village.


“Grimentz,” I grumbled. “I’ve lived
more than thirty years without a clue the place existed, and now I hear about
it twice in one week!”


After I finished reading the story,
I was scanning the search results again when I heard footsteps in the hallway
and Julia calling my name.


“There you are!” She shuffled into
the office. “Did you hear the news about Darren?”


I smiled. “Are you feeling okay? We
talked about that yesterday after Dina was here.”


“I mean the latest news!”
She dropped into one of the guest chairs facing the desk. “He killed that rich
guy and then kidnapped some woman!”


“Hold on there,” I said. “Who told
you that?”


“I stopped to get gas on the way
in,” Julia replied. “Clark Randolph was at the other pump, and he told me that
one of his neighbors ran into a friend late the night Tony went missing. That
guy was driving past Tony’s house and saw a bunch of police cars. When he
stopped and asked one of the first responders what was going on, the officer
wouldn’t say anything. But a few minutes later, he overheard the EMTs talking
about murder and kidnapping.”


I held up one hand. “Slow down for
a sec, okay? It sounds like maybe something was lost in translation.”


Julia frowned. “We were all
speaking English.”


“Not that kind of translation,” I
said with a laugh. “I mean the kind when several people pass along a story. It
sounds like a few facts were twisted as one person told the next.”


“Like what?”


“Well, like Dina didn’t say a word
about murder,” I answered.


“Okay,” Julia said. “In that case,
was it just a kidnapping?”


I shook my head. “I don’t really
know much at all yet.”


“Well, what did Dina tell you?”


“Not too much beyond the basics,” I
said. “Tony Hett called 911 to report that Darren was trying to break into his
house.”


“What time was this?” she asked.


“Shortly after eleven,” I said. “It
sure doesn’t sound like anything that Darren would do, but Tony was adamant
when he was on the phone with the 911 operator.”


“So Darren broke down the door, but
he didn’t kill anyone?”


I shook my head. “As I just told
you, Dina didn’t say a word about homicide. But she was very clear about the
front door; it wasn’t kicked in, although it was unlocked and ajar when the
first officers got there.”


“Well, Clark seemed pretty
convinced about the murder.”


“Okay, sure,” I said with a smile.
“But remember the time he also believed that Dylan Truman won the Nobel Peace
Prize for breaking up a fight at that bar in Briarfield?”


She made a face. “Clark may not be
the brightest, but he’s a good guy.”


“I agree one-hundred percent,” I
said. “But in this case, I think he’s working with faulty information.”


“What about when the cops got to
Tony Hett’s place?” she asked. “Was one of his friends really hogtied in the
living room with electrical cords?”


I smiled. “Once again, I think the
story got twisted somewhere along the line. When the first responders arrived,
the front door was open, a bunch of the furniture had been flipped over and
there was blood on the floor. Otherwise, the house was empty. No Darren, no
Tony and nobody tied up like a hog.”


As Julia and I continued discussing
the differences between Dina’s account and the buzz on the local grapevine,
Harper suddenly appeared in the doorway.


“What are you guys doing in here?”
she asked. “We open in forty-five minutes and the front line isn’t set up,
there’s no pancake batter and the batch of muffins that was in the oven look a
little too done.”


Julia lurched from the chair and
scurried out of the room. “I’ll grab the muffins,” she called over her
shoulder. “Then I’ll be right back so we can wrap up our chat.”


“What’s going on?” asked Harper.
“You both seem pretty distracted.”


“We were talking about the incident
at Tony Hett’s the other night,” I said. “Darren Rigby is missing and the man
who—”


“Darren isn’t missing,” she said
with a confused frown. “He and Liz Winchester are outside in rocking chairs on
the front porch. I figured they were waiting for us to open at seven.”


“Remind me,” Julia asked as she
returned. “Who is Liz Winchester again?”


“That’s Darren’s assistant,” Harper
answered. “She was one of the first people hired after he and Sheila started
their company.”


“Is she the tall woman with bangs?”
Julia said.


“That’s her,” Harper replied.
“She’s ordinarily very sweet and relaxed, but the expression on her face at the
moment says this isn’t a normal day.”


I pushed up from my chair. Then I
grabbed my phone. And then I hurried toward the hallway.


“Katie?” Harper reached
unsuccessfully for my arm. “What the heck is going on?”


“I’ll tell you,” I said, “as soon
as somebody tells me!”
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When I unlocked the front door and rushed onto the porch,
Liz Winchester got to her feet and walked toward me.


“Katie,” she said. “I knocked,
but…” Her face crumpled as tears formed in her eyes. “I ran out of the house
without my phone, so I just figured we’d wait here until somebody unlocked the
door. I wanted to go right to the police station, but Darren insisted on coming
here. He remembered your stories about being a private investigator, and I
guess that made him feel like he’d rather talk to you since you’re a friend.”


I kept my gaze on Darren while I
pulled Liz in for a hug. We both knew Ivy Minkler from the Crescent Creek
Library, so our paths crossed at least once every month at Ivy’s Literary Lunch
Bunch, a Sunday afternoon book club that usually featured as much local gossip
as bookish banter.


“So what can you tell me?” I asked
when she sat beside Darren again. “I talked to Detective Kincaid yesterday. She
gave me the rundown on the situation at Mr. Hett’s house, but she said that
Darren had been abducted along with Tony.”


Liz nodded. “It’s just…well, it’s so
terrifying,” she said quietly. “I got the call a couple of hours ago. I was at
home, sound asleep, when a man called and said that Darren had been involved in
some type of accident. He told me that I would find him waiting in the gazebo
at Arrowhead Park. I tried asking the man a question, but he hung up without
another word.”


“Did you recognize the voice?” I
asked.


“No,” said Liz. “It wasn’t anyone
that I know.”


“And so you drove to the park and
found Darren?”


“That’s right,” she said. “He was
on the ground, slumped against a tree right by the gazebo. I had to shake him
violently to get him to open his eyes.” She reached for Darren’s hand and gave
it a long squeeze. “He’s not right, Katie. I mean, he’s totally confused about
everything. I think maybe someone has kept him drugged since two nights ago
when he was abducted.”


I didn’t want to add to Darren’s
bewilderment, so I suggested that we go inside, get some coffee and call Dina.


“That sounds like a good idea,” Liz
said.


But as she stood and held out a
hand to Darren, he shook his head and planted his feet firmly on the floor.


“No police,” he said. “They told me
not to talk to the police.”


Liz shot me a look that blended
alarm, panic and compassion.


“Who told you that?” I asked
Darren, kneeling beside his chair.


He gazed at me like a child; head
tilted to one side, eyes narrowed in confusion, lips curled into a drowsy grin.


“Spider-Man,” Darren whispered.
“But it’s a secret.”


Liz laughed nervously. “He told me
that they wore masks,” she said. “I think that’s where the Spider-Man thing
came from.”


“Oh, okay,” I said, keeping my eyes
on Darren. “So they wore masks and warned you not to talk to the police?”


He raised one hand and pantomimed
slicing his throat, but he didn’t say anything to accompany the gesture.


“Alright, I think we all know what
that means,” I said, patting his arm. “And you don’t have anything to worry
about here, okay? I don’t work for the police, Darren. Liz and I will keep you
safe inside. Maybe you and she can sit in the office for a few minutes. Does
that sound okay?”


His forehead creased. “My office
isn’t open yet.”


“I was talking about the Sky High
office.” I pointed at the front door. “It’s just through there and down the
hallway. If that sounds acceptable, I can get you settled there and then maybe
you’d like a cup of tea or coffee?”


His eyes widened at the mention of
something to drink.


“Juice?” he said, looking at Liz.
“And some aspirin?”


“Anything you need,” she told him.
“Why don’t we get up now, and go into—”


“I’m sorry to be so much trouble,”
Darren interrupted. “Did I drink too much last night?”


Liz’s expression soured. “You
didn’t do anything at all,” she said. “Somebody did this to you.”


I knew that she was trying to be
helpful, but the response only added to Darren’s confusion.


“Somebody…” He shook his head.
“What are you talking about?”


“Maybe we should take this one step
at a time,” I suggested, offering a small nod to Liz. “Let’s get Darren inside
and I’ll find some juice while you and he relax in the office. Does that sound
okay?”


She heaved a sigh. “I shouldn’t
have…” Her voice caught in her throat. “This is really freaking me out, Katie.”


“I know,” I told her. “And it’ll be
okay. Once we get you both inside, I’m going to call Dina and tell her that
he’s safe. I’ll explain the situation and let you know how she wants to handle
things.”


“But they told him not to do that,”
she said.


I smiled. “Dina will know the best
approach under the given circumstances. Since the CCPD is devoting resources to
try and find Darren, we really should let them know that he’s safe. My best
guess will be that she’ll want to talk with you and get as much information as
possible.”


A car pulled into the parking lot
from Pine Street. I took a long look until I recognized the vintage Mercedes
sedan.


“We should go inside,” I told Liz.
“That’s Penny Murdoch.”


When her eyes flashed with a fresh
wave of panic, I could tell that she knew what I meant. Penny was a gregarious,
middle-aged self-starter, but she loved gossip almost more than her husband and
two children.


“She’s just picking up an order of
cinnamon rolls,” I added, “but I don’t think it’d be a good idea for her to see
your boss in this condition.”


“You’re absolutely right about
that!” Liz tugged on Darren’s hand. “C’mon, Mr. Rigby. Let’s get you inside,
okay?”
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A half hour later, Harper rushed toward me in the kitchen
with a look of panic in her eyes.


“Katie?” she whispered. “Did you
know there’s a man sleeping on the floor in the office?”


I smiled. “That’s Darren from next
door,” I said. “It’s a bit of a long story.”


Her mouth twisted into a disdainful
smirk. “Well, did you know that he’s snoring? Gabby Wilson was in the entryway
waiting for her friend. Our sleepy neighbor snorted and it scared Gabby so much
that she dropped her box of cookies.”


“Any damage?” I asked.


“To Gabby or the cookies?” Harper
said.


“You know what I mean,” I replied.
“We can replace them if we need to.”


“I’ve already taken care of it,”
she said. “But Gabby jumped right on the phone to Penny Murdoch. She told her
that we’ve got a drunk sleeping it off over here.”


My mind flooded with a sense of
déjà vu. Penny’s arrival earlier had led to Darren being sequestered in the
first place. When I’d escorted him and Liz to the tiny windowless room that
serves as the office, Darren had immediately slumped in a chair. I tried to
engage him in conversation to learn about the events of the previous evening,
but he was yawning so much that his replies were unintelligible. Liz had
suggested that a beverage would help perk up her boss. When I returned less
than five minutes later, after pouring a glass of orange juice and calling my
friend Dina with the Crescent Creek Police, Darren was in a fetal position on
the floor behind the desk. “He’ll be up in no time at all,” Liz had assured me.
“He just needs a power nap.”


“Katie?” Harper touched my arm.
“You still in there somewhere?”


I smiled. “Sorry, I was thinking
about earlier with Darren and Liz.”


“Freak show,” she said. “But at
least he’s quiet now.”


“Thankfully,” I said. “Do you know
why Penny thought we had a drunk in the office?”


Harper smiled. “Because Gabby’s
scream is what actually woke Darren,” she answered. “After she heard the series
of snorts, Gabby went to investigate. The office door was ajar, so she pushed
it open and peeked inside.”


I put my head in my hands. “This is
not how I thought the morning would go,” I said.


“Well, that’s rich!” Harper
giggled. “Gabby said the very same thing after she dropped the box of cookies.”


“Look,” I said, offering an
apologetic smile. “Can you handle Gabby? I need to get on the phone and find
out why Dina isn’t here yet.”


Harper’s eyes turned into saucers.
“Fudgesicle! Between Gabby’s screams and the broken cookies, I totally forgot
that Dina’s waiting for you in the dining room.”


“She is?” I asked. “How long has
she been here?”


“I don’t know,” Harper replied with
a shrug. “Maybe ten minutes.”


“Okay, thanks,” I said, turning for
the door into the next room. “Will you remind me later to call Penny and
explain everything?”


“Oh, no worries,” she said with a
massive grin. “I’ve already taken care of that, too!”


“You did?”


She snapped her fingers several
times. “No rest for the wicked! I gave Gabby a dozen new cookies and squelched
Penny’s worst instincts with an appeal for discretion.”


“Well, thank you again,” I said.
“You never cease to amaze!”


Her grin widened even more. “No
problem at all! You better go see what Dina has to say before she hits the
highway.”


“I will,” I said. “But first, how
did you get our least favorite gossipmonger to back down?”


Harper smiled. “I reminded Penny
that I still have the video of her tipsy karaoke performance of that naughty
Donna Summer disco song.”


“When did that happen?” I asked.


“Ten years and six hairstyles ago,”
Harper answered. “It’s worked a few times in the past, so I figured it would
work again today.”
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Dina was sitting alone at a table as I hurried across the
dining.


“I’m so sorry about making you wait,”
I said, sliding into the chair across from her.


“Things have been a little chaotic
this morning.”


“Welcome to my world,” she said. “I
actually didn’t mind having a few minutes to catch my breath.”


“Oh, thank goodness,” I said. “The
last thing I need is—”


“But now that you’re here,” she
said, “I want you to know there’s a singular reason that I’m sharing more than
I normally would.” She paused, glancing at me with a watery grin. “Aren’t you
going to ask why?”


I shrugged. “Is it because you
value my opinion as a former private investigator?”


“That’s definitely true,” she said.
“But I was also wondering if one piece of evidence that we found at Tony Hett’s
place last night came from Sky High.”


The news hit me like an uppercut
followed by a bucket of cold water.


“What was it?” I asked.


“A bakery box,” she said. “It was
empty and in the trash can, but the sticker on top was like one of yours.”


“Hold on,” I replied quickly. “Like
one of ours or was one of ours?”


“It was the same color,” she
explained. “With a similar typeface.”


“What did it say?”


She checked the handwritten notes
that she was carrying.


“‘Thanks for being so sweet,’ she
said.


“Phew, that’s a relief!” I said.
“We stopped using that one before my parents retired. These days we go with
‘Make every day a Sky High day!’”


She made a face. “If I did that,
I’d never fit into any of my clothes.”


“Are you sure it’s connected to
what happened?” I asked. “I mean, maybe he bought something at a bakery a few
days ago.”


Dina shook her head. “Yesterday’s
date was on the receipt. So whoever bought the cupcakes did it the day that
Hett went missing.”


“How do you know the box was for
cupcakes?”


“Someone wrote it beside the
sticker in red ink,” she said. “There was also a second box from the same
place. It had Cookies written on it.”


“Well, that tells us that Tony or
his visitors have a sweet tooth,” I said.


She smiled. “I know that, but it
also could help us identify those visitors if Hett wasn’t the one buying the
baked goods.”


I considered her comment. Then I
thought about how long it would take to visit all of the bakeries, restaurants
and grocery stores in the area that used the generic bakery labels. And then I
asked if Dina had pictures from the crime scene on her phone.


“I do,” she answered.


“Can you show me the boxes and
labels?” I asked.


“I can.” She reached into her
pocket. “But you’ve probably seen them or something similar a million times.”


“Sure, but I’d still like to take a
look,” I told her. “If you don’t mind, that is.”


She focused on the phone for a few seconds.
When the image was ready, she put it on the table and slid it toward me.


“Pretty standard,” she said.
“Unless I’m missing something.”


I studied the photograph of the
sticker. It was identical to the decals that my grandmother and parents had
used for years at Sky High. They were sold by a local promotional company that
handled everything from caps, clocks and coasters to wine, watches and wellness
journals. All of the merchandise could be imprinted with motivational slogans,
silly catchphrases or company logos. 


“Did you check with Tori Bailey?” I
asked. “Her company carries that line of stickers.”


Dina scribbled the name in her
notebook. Then she said, “Did you talk to Darren and Liz when they got here?”


“Very briefly,” I said. “And it
didn’t make much sense.”


“But it might be helpful,” she
replied. “Can you give me the highlights?”


“Darren told me that the intruders
wore Spider-Man masks,” I said. “And Liz thinks that someone drugged him.”


“I’ll take him to the Med Center,” Dina said. “He should be checked by a doctor before we try to get his
statement.”


“Sounds like a good idea,” I said.
“I’ll put everything in an email and send it to you later.”


“Instead of coming to the station?”


“I can do both,” I said.


She nodded. “I’d appreciate that,
Katie. Considering Tony Hett’s resources and reputation, I’d like to do
everything by the book.”


“His reputation?” I smiled.


“I did some research this morning,”
she said. “He’s known to file lawsuits against friends and foes alike. I’d
rather protect the CCPD and myself from any unnecessary headaches down the
line.”


“Smart move,” I said. “I wonder if
that had anything to do with why Darren and Sheila hadn’t signed the contracts
yet for Tony to buy their company.”


“Maybe that’s why Darren went out
there last night,” she said.


“Possibly. Neither he nor Liz
mentioned anything about that earlier.”


“Well, speaking of Darren,” she
said, “is he still back in your office?”


I nodded. “Should we go wake up
Sleeping Beauty and see if he’s ready to tell you where he’s been for the past
two nights?”


We got up from the table and made
our way across the room and down the hallway. But when I opened the office door
and stepped inside, Darren was gone, one of the guest chairs was knocked over
and a message had been scrawled on the back of an envelope with the tube of
lipstick that I keep in the top desk drawer: I remember where they took us.
Going there now.


“Well, that’s one way to keep us in
the loop,” I said.


Dina heaved a sigh. “And there’s
another,” she replied, pointing at the wall near the door.


A second message had been scrawled
on the pristine white paint that was barely six months old: They want money.
Otherwise Tony dies.
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“Did I see who?” Julia asked when I rushed into the kitchen
a few minutes later with Dina close behind.


“Darren Rigby,” I said. “He was in
the office with Liz Winchester, but now they’re both gone.”


She shook her head. “Did you look
on the front porch? Harper told me a few minutes ago that Liz was out there
talking on the phone.”


I glanced at Dina. “Do you mind if
I go out there with you?”


“C’mon,” she said, moving toward
the hallway. “I hope she’s got a good explanation for whatever the heck is
going on here.”


But when we found Liz on the porch,
she had no explanation. She was a bundle of nerves, incomplete sentences and
nonstop sighing.


“I don’t know where he is,” she
sputtered. “I went to the ladies’ room and he was fine. When I came back a few
minutes later, my car keys were gone and he’d left a message on the wall.” She
winced. “Which, of course, we’ll pay to have repainted. He’s just so out of it
that he probably didn’t know what he was doing.”


I waved away the offer. “The wall
is the least of our worries at this point. Did Darren say anything at all
before he fell asleep?”


She shook her head and slumped
forward in the chair.


“Look,” said Dina, sitting beside
her. “We’re all dealing with a huge number of unknown factors at this point.
But I think that we can agree on one very important thing: Darren is in some
kind of trouble and needs help. I obviously haven’t seen him yet, but it sounds
like someone possibly drugged him last night. We found traces of ketamine in
two of the empty beer bottles in the trash at Tony Hett’s place.”


“What is that?” asked Liz. “I’ve
never heard of it before.”


“It’s a powerful drug,” Dina said


“Would it make him so woozy and
confused?” Liz said.


“It definitely could,” I told her.
“But it depends on how much you ingest. If you take a fairly large amount, you
can experience hallucinations and amnesia, although even with low doses,
ketamine can impair someone’s memory.”


Liz began to cry again. “Can’t you
just send someone to find him?” she sobbed. “Isn’t that why you called her,
Katie?”


Dina smiled at me before turning
her gaze back to Liz.


“We’re absolutely looking for Mr.
Rigby,” she said calmly. “At this point, however, his whereabouts are a
complete mystery. We know that he’s driving your car. We know that he’s in an
agitated state. And we know that something took place last that involved
Darren, Tony Hett and an unknown number of others.”


“Who else was there?” Liz asked.


“We’re working on that,” Dina
replied. “We’ve interviewed a witness who observed the events at Tony Hett’s
house.”


“You found a witness?” Liz sat up
in the chair. “Tell me who it was!”


“I can’t do that,” Dina said. “I
just want to assure you that we will do everything possible to find Darren and
make sure that he’s safe.”


“Who saw him?” Liz asked.


I walked closer and knelt down.
“Liz? Detective Kincaid can’t share that information with you at this point.
And even though we both know how hard this is for you, the best thing that you
can do right now is help us develop a list of anyone that Darren might turn to
for help.”


She stared at me silently.


“And the other thing that you can
do,” I continued, “is go home and wait to see if he reaches out to you.”


Her eyes narrowed. “He’s got my
car,” she said in a dazed voice. “How am I going to get home?”


“I can have an officer take you,”
said Dina. “Would that be okay?”


Liz nodded, but her eyes were
glazed and unfocused.


“You’ve been up all night, right?”
I asked.


“I guess so,” she answered, looking
at her bare wrist. “I don’t even know what time it is.”


“It’s around ten,” Dina said. “And
if you’ll do me a favor and stay here with Katie, I’ll call dispatch and ask them
to send someone to take you home. I’ll come by your house later in the day so
we can talk after you’ve had a chance to catch your breath. How does that
sound?”


Liz smiled. “It’s fine. I just want
Darren to be okay.”


“And that’s what we want, too,” I said,
getting to my feet. “Would you like to come inside and wait until the officer
arrives?”


She shook her head. “I’m fine here.
Thank you, Katie.” She turned slightly toward Dina. “And thank you, Detective
Kincaid. This whole thing is a nightmare. I keep thinking that I’ll wake up and
discover that none of it was real. But I guess that’s not going to happen.”


“No, it’s not,” Dina said, pulling
out her phone. “But like I told you, we’ll do everything within our power to
find Darren as soon as possible.”
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The line at the cash register in Target was a snarl of pouty
faces, screaming toddlers and silver-haired matrons glaring angrily at everyone
between them and the befuddled young guy checking out customers. It was seven
o’clock that night. I’d taken a break from the search for Darren Rigby to run a
couple of quick errands before Zack arrived home from work.


“What’s the holdup?” said a voice
behind me. “Is the cashier adding and subtracting because the system is down?”


When I turned around, I discovered
that the inquisitive shopper was Viveca England, my neighbor and good friend.
She was pushing a shopping cart loaded with bags of salty snacks, boxes of
paper napkins and a dozen six-packs of sparkling water. Her long light brown
hair was tucked under a red beret, she was dressed in a stunning black pantsuit
and her lips were a glossy pink.


“Be nice,” I said. “He’s doing the
best he can.”


One of her eyebrows went north. “Is
that so?”


“What are you up to?” I motioned at
the loot in her cart: pretzels, potato chips, beef jerky, mixed nuts and
crackers. “Blowing your diet?”


She shook her head. “Antonio and I
are hosting game night at my house. I figured this assortment would please most
people.”


“Game night?” I frowned. “I haven’t
heard about that. I guess Zack and I didn’t make the cut, huh?”


She swatted in my direction with
one hand. “Don’t be ridiculous! You’re at the top of the list. I haven’t
emailed the invitations yet.”


“Then why all the snacks?”


She gazed down at the pile of
colorful bags and boxes.


“Getting ready,” she answered. “I’m
leaving again for Puerto Vallarta in a couple of days. Then I have a trip to New Orleans with a client from Salt Lake City. And then Antonio’s taking me to Vancouver for a long romantic weekend.”


“Can I go?” I teased.


She giggled. “Hey! That’s a
fabulous idea! Bring Zack. We could make it a double date!”


I shook my head. “I was just
kidding. You guys deserve a nice getaway.”


“We all do!” Viveca said brightly.
“Especially you, Katie. You get up so early six days a week. You spend hours
and hours on your feet. And you have to deal with grumps and grouches all day
long.”


“It’s fine,” I said. “But it sounds
like your business is really going gangbusters.”


“I’m blessed,” she replied. “And
I’m so very grateful. When I went into interior design, I had no idea whether I
could even make a go of it. And now…” She rolled her eyes playfully. “…it’s
almost more than I can handle.”


“But your assistant helps,” I said.


“She’s amazing! But the two of us
are having trouble keeping up with everything.”


“Maybe you should hire a junior
designer,” I suggested. “You could look for someone coming out of school or
with a couple of years of experience.”


“I’ve thought about that,” she
said.


“Maybe you should try it.”


She nodded. “Maybe so. But first, I
have to get this stuff home and put everything away. We’re meeting Blanche and
Boris for dinner at Thai Orchid.”


“Oh, that’s exciting! I heard their
new chef overhauled the menu.”


“She did!” Viveca said. “And it’s
all fabulous! I went in with my client from Aspen when she drove up to look at
some sketches for a custom living room sofa.”


My eyes went wide. “You’re
designing furniture now?”


She nodded. “But don’t tell anyone.
I promised Maureen that I would do it just this once. I mean, I might consider
more of it down the road. But right now, I want to focus on interiors.”


“Mums the word,” I promised. “I
won’t tell a soul.”


“And speaking of that,” Viveca
said, “did you hear anything about the guy from California? Is it true that he
was beaten up by mob enforcers because of gambling debts?”


“Are you talking about Tony Hett?”


She nodded. “I heard that he’s in
deep doo-doo with the mafia.”


“I haven’t heard that particular
story,” I said. “But it doesn’t surprise me that rumors are making the rounds.”


“Okay,” Viveca said. “Then maybe
the person that told me about the gambling debts got it wrong.”


“Who was it?” I asked.


“Antonio,” she said. “He was
talking to another teacher at the high school.”


“Well, as far as I’ve heard,” I
replied, “the incident at Tony Hett’s wasn’t related to gambling debts.”


“It has to be something really
shady,” she said. “I hope it’s a good sign that he wasn’t killed right then and
there. The other teacher also said he heard that Darren and Tony were taken to
an old farmhouse outside of town to be held for ransom. If their companies and
families don’t pay, the kidnappers will cut off an ear and send it in the mail
to prove that they’re serious.”


“Really?”


She nodded. “I heard that’s
something the mob does in Italy.”


I cringed. “I hope none of that
happens to Darren and Tony,” I said. “Best case scenario, ransom demands will
be delivered within another day or two.”


“And the worst case?”


“There are no ransom demands,” I
said. “And neither Tony nor Darren are ever seen or heard from again.”
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I was at the center island in the Sky High kitchen the next
afternoon, slowly piping bright pink rosettes onto a cake for the upcoming
sixth birthday of a friend’s daughter, when Dina called from her office.


“Yikes!” I looked at Julia, busy
cleaning the front line after a hectic final rush of late lunch customers. “Can
you do me a favor?”


She knew what I was asking, since
we’d been through the same drill a thousand times before. I watched attentively
as she hurried over and answered the phone before it went to voicemail.


“You’ve reached the telephone of
Dame Katie Reed,” Julia said in a wobbly British brogue. “I do beg your pardon,
but m’lady is indisposed at the moment with—” Her eyes bulged. “Yes, yes,” she
said, dropping the accent as her face turned beet-red. “Sorry about that,
Dina.”


I put down the pastry bag and took
the phone.


“Good afternoon, Detective
Kincaid.”


She heaved a sigh. “I don’t have
much time, Katie. Sorry to be so short with Jules, but I’m in a rush and wanted
to give you a quick heads-up.”


“Don’t worry about her,” I said.
“She’s a tough cookie. What’s going on?”


“The techs at the lab had some
interesting test results for me this morning,” she said. “They’re still working
on a few final things, but I’m calling to clear up something that’s been
resolved.”


“That’s great,” I said. “What is
it?”


“Remember the blood found at Tony
Hett’s house?”


“Did they get a DNA match?”


“Not exactly,” she said. “It was
from a pig.” She paused to let the news sink in. “And I’m talking literally,
Katie, not figuratively. To be honest, I wasn’t all that surprised. I know that
some folks in town dislike Mr. Hett, and I’ve heard more than one person
describe his behavior as piggish.”


“So the scene was staged?” I asked.


“That would be a fair guess,” she
said. “We also found a glass jar on the side of the road about a half mile from
the crime scene. No fingerprints, but the initial analysis matches the fluids
in the jar with the trail of droplets found in Hett’s house.”


“That’s a brilliant stroke of luck,”
I said. “How’d that happen so quickly?”


“The jar landed in the grass
directly beneath a streetlight,” she told me. “Whoever was trying to get rid of
the evidence did a pretty lousy job of it.”


“But that also suggests that
neither Tony nor Darren was roughed up at the scene,” I said.


“But it raises the obvious
question,” Dina replied. “Why would someone want us to think that they had been
injured?”


“Has anyone at Hett’s company
received a ransom demand?” I asked. “If the rumors are true that he likes to
play fast and loose with money, maybe he staged a kidnapping in order to bilk
his company of some loot.”


“Why would he do that?” she asked.
“That’s like robbing the left hand to pay the right.”


“Unless he has insurance for that
sort of thing,” I told her. “I remember a case that Rodney and I worked in Chicago. It involved a business owner who was in serious financial trouble. He took out a
corporate policy for kidnap and ransom coverage, but his wife blew the whistle
when he wouldn’t give her any of the proceeds.”


“I haven’t heard of that kind of
insurance,” Dina said.


“It’s pretty standard for corporate
executives these days,” I said. “Since Tony Hett is a high profile type with
regular travel overseas, I wouldn’t be surprised if his company had that sort of
protection for him.”


“Well, as far as I’ve heard, no
ransom demands have come in,” Dina said. “Whatever is going on here, we’ll know
more once we find Darren Rigby, Tony Hett and anyone else who was at the house
during the incident.”


“Any leads?” I asked. “Beyond Porky
Pig’s vein juice.”


She sighed. “You have such a way
with words, my friend.”


“Sorry,” I said. “I’m a little
punchy. We did eighty covers at lunch.”


“That’s a lot for a day like this,”
she said. “Doesn’t bad weather usually have a negative impact on people going
out to eat?”


“What can I say?” I asked. “We both
work in industries that can be confounding and unpredictable.”


“Funny,” Dina replied. “One of the
uniformed officers at the Milwaukee PD described Graham Rankin the same way:
confounding and unpredictable. I later found that exact description in notes
from his arrest a couple of years ago for forging checks.”


“You lost me,” I said. “Who’s
that?”


“Sorry,” she replied. “I’m back to
the evidence we found at Tony Hett’s place. During the initial sweep of the
property, we found a phone that belongs to Graham Rankin on the ground about
twenty feet from the front door. Based on the eyewitness testimony, that’s near
where the two perps parked their SUV with the broken left taillight.”


“Ah, I get it,” I said. “You think
Mr. Rankin dropped the phone before he and his partner abducted Tony Hett and
Darren Rigby.”


“Before,” she said, “or after. At
the moment, it’s hard to know which is accurate. But the witness told us where
the SUV was parked, so we checked there early on.”


“Anything helpful on the phone?” I
asked.


“A trove of information,” Dina
answered. “We’re looking for Mr. Rankin now so we can ask why his phone was at
the scene of an apparent double abduction.”


“What do you know about him so far?”
I asked.


“Based on the address book,” she
said, “good old Graham knows a lot of women, many of whom are in his contact
list with their places of employment beside their names.”


“Do I want to know?”


“Well, there’s a young lady named
Kiki who works at The Boom Boom Room in Detroit,” Dina said. “And another of
his gal pal’s who goes by Lady Lorelei. She works at an establishment in Milwaukee called Big Lou’s Showgirls.”


“Okay,” I said. “So Graham doesn’t
sound like the kind of chap who’ll be in church on Sunday.”


“Probably not,” Dina said. “But you
know what my Aunt Cece said about that, right?”


I felt a twinge of shame. “Are you
referring to ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged’?”


She giggled. “No, not that. Aunt
Cece always said, ‘We go to church on Saturday night so we can miss the gabby
ladies with the squeaky shoes on Sunday.’”


“I miss her,” I said. “She was a
peach.”


“That she was,” Dina agreed. “And
if she was still here, she’d also say not to judge Graham Rankin because he
likes gambling, petty crime and exotic dancers. The things that we’ll judge him
on will be how honestly he answers our questions once we have a chance to sit
down and talk.”


“Hopefully, that will be very
soon,” I said.


“Quite possibly,” Dina replied.
“Because you know who else was in the address book on his phone?”


“I don’t,” I answered. “But I bet
that you do.”


“Sheila Rigby,” Dina said.


“Well, well,” I replied. “I wonder
what Aunt Cece would say about that little bombshell.”


Dina snickered again. “Whatever it
might be,” she said, “I can guarantee you that it wouldn’t be appropriate for
children or anyone in the pews at St. Agnes on Saturday night.”
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Later that day, while I waited for our insurance agent to
arrive so we could discuss the current liability policy for Sky High Pies, I
received a call that proved once again that life is filled with surprises.


“Hi, Katie,” said Darren Rigby. “I
bet you’re plenty confused right about now.”


I sighed with relief. “Well, thank
goodness you’re alright. We’ve been worried about you.”


He laughed, but it was jittery and
tentative.


“Yeah, I’ve been worried about me,
too,” he said. “Especially once my mind cleared and I got some really restful
sleep.”


“Where are you, Darren?”


“I’m safe,” he said. “That’s all
that matters, okay?”


There was an edge to his voice, but
it wasn’t surprising. The guy had been drugged and briefly detained by two
assailants. His life had been upended. But he sounded much more like himself,
even if he didn’t want to reveal his current location.


“Okay,” I said. “Is there something
that I can do for you?”


“This is it,” he answered. “I’m
calling because I want someone in town to know that I’m okay. I left another
voicemail for Sheila, but she hasn’t responded to my messages yet. I knew her
trip to Vegas with the girls was going to be a little wild and crazy, but I
never thought that she would go completely off the grid.”


“The trip was with her
girlfriends?” I said.


“First time in years,” he replied.
“Things have been pretty tense lately, what with the differences between us
around the topic of selling the business. She deserves some fun in the sun.”


“We all do now and again,” I said.


Darren laughed. “I could use some
this very minute, Katie. After getting caught up in Tony Hett’s dirty business
with the gambling debts, I feel like a few days on a tropical island would be
the best remedy for me.”


“Is that what the other night was
all about?” I asked. “Someone trying to collect on a debt?”


“That would be my guess,” he
replied. “I was in the kitchen when the guys came in the front door. At first,
when I saw that they were wearing masks, I thought it was a prank. But when
they started pushing Tony around and yelling about money that he owed their
boss, I realized it wasn’t a hoax. And when they pulled out guns and forced us
to leave, I tried to call for help but they took my phone. They also made us
wear blindfolds so we couldn’t see where they took us.”


“That must’ve been terrifying,” I
said. “When did they slip you the tainted beer?”


“Sorry?”


“The police found traces of ketamine
in two of the empty beer bottles at Tony’s house,” I explained. “I figured that
must be the reason you were so groggy when Liz brought you to Sky High. She
suspected that you’d been fed a diet of something powerful to put you in such a
fuzzy state for a couple of nights.”


“Oh, that!” he said with another
anxious laugh. “They gave us beer at the farmhouse where they took us. It’s
another one of the properties that Tony bought after he moved to town.”


“Do you know where it’s located?” I
asked.


“I have no idea,” Darren said. “I
only know it was Tony’s property because he mentioned something about it after
we got there and they removed the blindfolds.”


“Do you remember them dropping you
off at Arrowhead Park?” I asked.


“Not at all,” he answered. “I sort
of remember the chilly air and then Liz calling my name. The next really clear
memory is hearing a woman scream and then waking up on the floor in a small
office.”


“That’s when you were at Sky High,”
I said.


“Do you remember writing two
messages with a tube of lipstick?”


He laughed. “Not at all. Did I do
that?”


“You did,” I said. “Right before
you left in Liz’s car.”


Darren was quiet for a minute or
two. Then he said, “I’m sorry if I caused you any trouble, Katie. This whole
episode is the most baffling thing that’s ever happened to me. I have an idea
who abducted us, so I’m trying to find them now and get this thing sorted.”


“Can you tell me who you’re talking
about?”


I heard him sigh, but he ignored
the question. “I just wanted someone to know that I was still alive,” he said.
“I hope they haven’t killed Tony yet. I heard them talking about that before we
left his ranch. They threatened to kill him if his company didn’t repay the
money that he’d borrowed for gambling.”


“Well, I haven’t heard anything new
about his whereabouts,” I said. “And I’ll definitely let everyone know you’re
safe.”


“Thanks, Katie,” he said, sounding
weary. “I’m grateful for your help.”


“You’re very welcome,” I said.
“We’ll stay positive about Tony’s return, okay?”


“Sure,” he muttered.


“Before you go,” I said, “would you
consider calling Detective Kincaid?”


“I’ll talk to her as soon as I
can,” Darren said. “But first I want to take care of some unfinished business.”


“Well, if you’ll keep that thought
in mind,” I said, “I think it will—”


“I’ve got to go,” he said suddenly.
“Take care of yourself, Katie. And thank you again for letting everyone know
that I’m safe.”
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“Wait until you hear this one,” Norma Dayton whispered.
“It’s going to knock your socks off!”


Norma was known for two things. She
was the manager of Pepper & Roni’s, the best pizza joint in town. She was
also the founder and president of the Crescent Creek Neighborhood Watch, a
local organization dedicated to preventing crime, preparing for natural
disasters and strengthening the bond between members of the community and the
Crescent Creek Police Department.


“Is this about Axel’s call to 911?”
I asked.


“You heard about it?” said Norma.


“Detective Kincaid mentioned it
when she told me about the incident at Tony Hett’s place,” I said.


“Did she tell you about the thing
the chubby guy had?” Norma asked.


“I’m not sure,” I said. “What thing
are you talking about?”


 “He was packing a heater,”
she said. “That’s what my Uncle Irving called a gun. Anyway, there were two men
that night; a heavyset one carrying the heater and a tall, skinny guy.”


“So they were like Laurel and
Hardy?”


She hesitated. “I’m sorry, Katie. I
don’t know who they are.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “Old movie
duo.”


“Oh, I get it,” she replied. “But
the two people that Axel saw were more Cheech and Chong than Laura and Harvey.”


I smiled at Norma’s interpretation
of the names, but decided not to correct her.


“Why Cheech and Chong?”


“Because Axel smelled marijuana in
the air when they opened the door to their SUV,” Norma said. “I know it’s legal
here and everything, but I don’t think people should drive if they’re smoking
wacky tobacky.”


“Good point,” I replied.


Norma sighed. “The thing is,” she
said, “I’m just grateful that Axel was parked off in the shadows, so they didn’t
see him. Once they left, he got the heck out of there. Drove down the road a
little ways, called me and then I told him to call the police.”


“That’s good to hear,” I said. “Too
often people see something strange, but figure it’s not their responsibility to
report it.”


She laughed nervously. “You don’t
think other folks would’ve called if they saw someone carrying a gun into a
customer’s house after they delivered a pizza?”


“Not everyone,” I said. “So kudos
to Axel.”


“That’s what I think, too,” she
said. “But like I already told you, the best thing about that nightmare was
that he was parked off to the side so the desperadoes didn’t notice him sitting
in his truck.”


“Another stroke of luck,” I said.
“Things could’ve turned out much differently if they had spotted him.”


“I just feel bad though.” She
heaved another sigh. “When I found out that Darren Rigby was there at the time
and he got roughed up, I got the chills. Even though Axel’s call to the police
didn’t stop that from happening or prevent Mr. Hett from being kidnapped, it
maybe helped in some small way.”


“I’m sure that it did,” I told her.
“And the fact that he saw them use a key to unlock the front door is an
important clue.”


“Is it?”


“Yes, because it suggests that the
assailants were either known to Tony Hett,” I said, “or had access to one of
his associates.”


“I don’t follow exactly,” Norma
said.


“Well, there are several possible
explanations,” I replied. “Perhaps it was someone who works for Mr. Hett. He
owns multiple companies and travels extensively. Maybe one of his employees has
a key because they water the plants and take in the mail when he’s on the
road.”


She laughed. “Have you met the man?
He’s not a houseplant kind of guy.”


“No, I agree. I was just suggesting
reasons that someone might have a key to his front door.”


“Maybe it was somebody from the
technical college,” she said.


“What was that?”


“The jacket that the big guy was
wearing,” she answered. “Didn’t I mention it?”


“Not yet,” I said. “But I’m all
ears.”


“Well, the heavyset guy was wearing
a jacket from a technical college,” Norma explained. “Axel got a picture of it
that shows the school’s logo. I’ll send it to you later today.”


“That could really be helpful for
the investigation,” I said.


“Let’s hope so,” Norma said. “And
I’m sorry to be so frazzled, Katie. We’ve had drivers robbed before, and I
think this episode with Axel is giving me flashbacks.”


“That’s understandable,” I said.
“And I’m glad that he wasn’t hurt the other night.”


“You and me both!” There was
glimmer of gratitude in her voice. “I say a prayer every time someone goes out
for a delivery. I mean, in this day and age, you never know when trouble will
cross your path.”
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Zack and I walked along Prescott Street that night after
dinner at Luigi’s Ristorante, our favorite Italian restaurant in Crescent
Creek. It was nice to stroll at a leisurely pace, holding hands, gazing into
the shop windows and enjoying the hushed ease of a few perfect moments
together. Between the frantic pace at Sky High Pies and Zack’s busy career
juggling photography assignments for the local newspaper and freelance clients,
the opportunity for a quiet walk on a starry night had seemed a bit elusive in
recent months.


“Penny for your thoughts?” Zack
said as we waited for the light to change so we could cross the street.


I smiled. “The price has gone up.
They’re a buck-fifty now.”


His laugh bounced down the street
as he reached into his pocket and came out with ten dollars.


“I’ll take a half dozen,” he said.
“And you can keep the change.”


“How generous of you!” I lifted his
hand and peppered it with kisses. “What should I buy with my unexpected
windfall?”


“Hmmm,” he said. “Maybe something
short with lace trim?”


“Like a fancy apron?” I asked.


“Well, that sounds…” His mouth
twitched into a crooked grin. “That sounds great, babe. You can wear it on
special occasions.”


“Or maybe I’ll loan it to you,” I
said. “After all, you’ve been cooking dinner more often than me lately.”


“Because I like to,” he said. “But
I don’t need a fancy apron.”


“Neither do I.” I squeezed his
hand. “I’m okay with plain and simple.”


We walked a few more blocks in
silence. My mind wandered to Darren Rigby’s whereabouts. I’d called Dina during
the afternoon to see if she’d had any luck finding him, but the lack of a
response suggested that he was still in the wind.


“Seriously, Katie,” Zack said.
“What’s on your mind? I can tell that something’s rattling around in there.”


He reached up and tucked a few
wayward strands of hair behind my ear.


“It’s Darren Rigby,” I said.


Zack’s brow furrowed slightly. “The
neighbor?”


“Yes, he’s…”


I paused when Penny Murdoch and her
husband came around the corner.


 “Well, here comes trouble,” I
teased.


“I was just thinking the same
thing,” Penny replied with a fluffy giggle as they stopped to chat. “How are
you both tonight?”


“Walking off dinner,” Zack said.
“We haven’t been to Luigi’s for a long time, so we’re doing a few laps around
the block before heading home.”


Penny’s husband attempted a smile,
but it looked more like a soggy scowl. Although she seemed eager to chat, I
could tell that he was ready to move on. They were polar opposites; Penny was
gregarious and talkative, while her spouse was introverted and sullen.


“We should go, dear,” he grumbled.
“I have an early meeting in the morning.”


Penny sputtered something about
getting together for dinner one night soon before they started walking again.


“That was weird,” Zack whispered.
“Is he always that irritable?”


“Pretty much,” I said. “When he’s
alone in a room full of actuary tables, the guy’s the life of the party. But
when he comes face-to-face with other people, he clams up and can’t wait to get
away.”


“That’s too bad,” he said. “But it
seems like Penny can do the talking for both of them.”


I laughed. “And about twenty other
people besides.”


We started walking again. We
strolled past a quilting and fabric store called Sew Far & Sew Good, a new
shop that appeared to sell designer clothes and accessories for pets, Colleen
Gallagher’s art gallery and the frame shop that a sweet couple from Kansas opened after they retired and moved to town. When we turned the corner, Zack asked
about Darren Rigby again.


“Do you know what the guy’s up to?”
he said. “Did you inspire him to conduct his own amateur investigation?”


“I’m not sure what he’s doing,” I
replied, stifling a yawn. “And it’s getting late. Maybe we can discuss it
tomorrow.”


“Sure, but I’ve seen you distracted
like this before,” Zack said. “Your brain is going a million miles an hour and
you’re trying to decode some random bits of evidence. Did Darren give you any
idea what’s behind Tony Hett’s disappearance?”


I stopped walking. “How did you
hear about that?”


“The usual way,” he said, pointing
at his ears. “I used these.”


I smiled before shaking my head. “I
can’t even believe that I walked into that one again!”


Zack kept a repertoire of favorite
gags and jokes. None of them were original and a few bordered on either
obnoxious or racy. But they never failed to lighten my mood.


“I’m serious,” I said. “Did someone
at the newspaper mention it?”


He nodded. “At the paper, at the
gas station and in line at Food Town. The grapevine is positively humming with
the story.”


“And what are people saying about
it?” I asked.


Zack’s eyes narrowed slightly. I
could tell that another one of his beloved pet phrases was on its way.


“It’s no crime to steal from a
thief,” he said.


I frowned. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”


“The rumors involve Darren Rigby,
Tony Hett and a missing satchel that was stuffed with cash, loose diamonds and
rare gold coins.”


My grim expression slipped away.
“Are you serious? I’ve been talking to Dina since the night of the incident and
that’s the first time I’ve heard anything about a missing bag filled with
valuables. Who’d you hear that one from?”


Zack shrugged, but he didn’t say
anything.


“Honey?” I asked after a few
seconds.


He rolled his shoulders again.


“What?” I asked. “I can hear your
brain spinning around.”


He laughed, but kept silent.


“C’mon,” I said, handing him the
ten dollars that he’d given to me a few minutes earlier. “A buck-fifty for your
thoughts?”


He grabbed the money and stuffed it
into his pocket.


“Thanks,” he said. “Nice doing
business with you.”
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“I thought you told me that Darren Rigby was missing,”
Harper said that night when she called. “I saw Rachel Sampson earlier this
evening at a planning session for the school’s Christmas wreath fundraiser. Her
husband was in Denver for a business meeting and he spotted Darren in the lobby
of the Fenwick Hotel.”


“When?” I asked.


“This afternoon,” Harper answered.
“Did the police get all of that straightened out? Do they know what happened to
Tony Hett?”


“As far as I know, they’re still
looking for both Tony and Darren.”


“Maybe they should try the
Fenwick,” she suggested.


“Did Rachel’s husband talk to
Darren?”


“He tried to,” Harper said. “But by
the time he got out of his chair, Darren and his friends were already in the
elevator.”


“Darren was with friends?”


She laughed. “That’s how Rachel’s
husband described it. He’d heard that Darren was possibly involved in the
incident at Tony Hett’s house, but figured everything had been cleared up
because Darren looked pretty happy at the hotel.”


“Did her husband recognize any of
the other people?”


“Actually, Darren was with Leo
Leachman,” she answered. “He owns the discount furniture stores down there. He
does all those wacky commercials where he dresses up like a lion and calls
himself the King of Fun Furniture.”


I wasn’t familiar with the stores
or television spots, but decided to focus on Darren’s whereabouts rather than
furniture royalty. Since I didn’t know her friend, I asked Harper if she would
call Rachel Sampson’s husband and encourage him to get in touch with Dina if he
hadn’t already.


“It’s kind of late,” Harper said.
“They’ve got two new babies at home, so would it be okay if I talked to her in
the morning?”


“Of course,” I said. “That’s
exciting news about the twins.”


She sighed. “It’s awesome! Dakota
and Jackson are the cutest Lab puppies that I’ve ever seen. I asked Bobby if we
could get another dog, but he put his foot down.”


“Oh, I thought you meant real
babies.”


“Don’t be a hater,” Harper said
with a laugh. “For some folks, it’s one and the same. Plenty of people do
better parenting pooches than humans.”


“I’ll take your word for it,” I
said. “And thanks for the tip about Darren. I know that Dina will be thrilled
that our wayward friend has been spotted.”


“No problem,” she replied. “Give
her my best when you talk to her.”


“Will do,” I said. “See you in the
morning.”


After I finished the call with
Harper, I quickly sent a text to Dina: Darren Rigby was seen at Fenwick
Hotel.


Her response came back instantly: So
I’ve been told. Will call you tomorrow. Sleep tight!
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I called my sister early the next afternoon as soon as the
lunch rush subsided. I had a hazy memory of Olivia telling me a story about a
client who wore a lion costume to a meeting when he launched a new advertising
campaign for his business. Although there was a slim chance that more than one
entrepreneur considered themselves to be tough, daunting and regal, I hoped
that Olivia had been talking about Leo Leachman. If so, maybe she could do some
snooping to look for a connection between Darren Rigby and the King of Fun
Furniture.


Olivia worked for a prestigious law
firm in Denver, a big shot outfit with high-profile corporate accounts, a
handful of local celebrities and more than one disreputable client with a
reputation for shady deals.


When she answered the call, my
sister immediately asked me to hold for a moment. I used the time to check my
manicure and file a couple of nails that broke that morning as I attempted to
dislodge a child’s shoe from the toilet in the ladies’ restroom. One of our
regular customers had left her three-year-old girl unattended for less than a
minute. The tiny rebel had used that split-second opportunity to do away with
one of the sneakers that she had decided were not a match for her outfit.


“Are you still there?” Olivia
gushed when she finally came back on the line.


“Why wouldn’t I be?”


She was panting and wheezing, like
someone who’d just finished a 100-yard dash.


“I didn’t know that I’d be gone so
long,” she said. “I was closing my door when one of the partners needed me.”


“I called you at work,” I said. “I
understand that business comes before annoying interruptions from your baby
sister.”


“Oh, shut up!” she teased. “You’re
not annoying, Katie. At least, not that often.”


“Aren’t you sweet?”


“That’s what they tell me!” She
giggled softly. “So what’s going on? Everything okay?”


“I have a question for you,” I
said.


“Yes, I love you more than Brody,”
she said with another laugh.


“What is going on with you?” I
asked. “Two martini lunch? I haven’t heard you this giddy in ages.”


“I’m choosing joy,” she said, with
a deep vein of sincerity in her voice. “I made the conscious decision to look
on the bright side.”


I waited for a moment. Then I said,
“Does this conscious decision involve medication?”


“Stop that!” she squealed. “I’m
serious about this! Cooper and I went to a seminar last week on meditation and
the power of positive thinking.”


“Uh-oh,” I interjected. “My
brother-in-law at a meditation class? That doesn’t sound quite right.”


“He actually suggested it,” Olivia
said. “Someone at the office was talking about how beneficial it’s been for her
marriage. Coop did some research online and came home with the news that we
were going to a two-hour lecture about deliberative reflection. It’s supposedly
helpful for everyone, with or without problems in your marriage.”


“Well, how do you like that? I
guess some old dogs can learn new tricks.”


She heaved a sigh. “Did you only
call to give me grief about my husband’s age? Big deal if he turned forty.
It’ll happen to you one day, too.”


“No, I was calling about something
else,” I said quickly.


“Good,” Olivia said. “Because
you’re just a couple of years behind me, okay? If I’m old, you’re trending in
that direction.”


“Let’s drop the age thing,” I said.
“After all, it’s just a number. And Cooper still looks pretty good for his
age.”


“Yeah, yeah,” she said skeptically.
“What else is new? You call to ask me a question, but end up insulting the love
of my life.”


“I’m sorry, sis. I didn’t mean any
harm.”


She heaved a sigh. “That’s what the
boys said the other day after they broke the sliding glass door playing soccer
in the house.”


“Ouch! How much did that cost?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “Coop
took care of it. So what did you want to ask me?”


“Can you meet me for a coffee
later? I’m driving down to do a little research into something that happened
the other night. I thought that if you could spare the time, I’d like to ask
you a few questions about your firm.”


“Do you need an attorney?” she
asked.


“No, it’s nothing like that,” I
said. “But if you can get together later, I’ll explain it all to you.”


“Sure,” Olivia said. “I can do
that. What time and where?”


“How about five-thirty at Bean
& Company?” I suggested. “It’s downtown on Wazee near the stadium.”


“Sounds like a plan,” she said.
“And remind me to tell you more about the meditation for couples retreat. It’ll
blow your mind!”


“After the past couple of days,” I
said, “that shouldn’t be too hard to do.”
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“Isn’t this place cute?” asked my sister as she swept into
Bean & Company later that afternoon. “They have another location, but I
always stop here for coffee when I’m in this part of town.”


“It’s very nice,” I said. “Someone
mentioned it to me a few weeks ago. They discovered it when they came down for
a baseball game, so Zack and I tried it last month when we came to town for a
little Sunday afternoon shopping expedition.”


Olivia’s eyes flashed with joy.
“I’m so glad that you like it! They’ve got great coffee. They’re convenient to
the stadium. And the train station is just a couple of blocks away.”


“What more could anyone need?” I
said.


She plopped down in a chair. “Well,
I could use a few more hours in the day. I’m burning the candle at both ends
this week.”


“What’s going on?”


“The usual,” she said, raising one
hand to cover a yawn. “Both boys are super busy with school and morning soccer
practice and there’s a tournament coming up and Cooper’s out of town for a
couple of days. So guess who gets to play chauffeur and laundress and human
ATM?”


I smiled.


“Were we difficult at that age?”
she asked.


“I can still be difficult,” I
joked, hoping to earn at least the sliver of a smile.


My sister huffed. “Oh, that’s bull
and you know it, Katie. You’ve got the perfect husband, the perfect job and
the—”


“Do you want me to buy you a
coffee?” I asked.


She responded with another yawn.


“Sit tight,” I said, getting up
from the table. “What would you like?”


“Cappuccino, please. And maybe
something to nibble on. I skipped lunch, and now I’m starving.”


Since there was no line at the
counter, I was back at the table in less than ten minutes. My sister was on her
phone when I returned, whispering to someone on the other end about what
sounded like plans for a surprise birthday celebration.


“Why were you whispering?” I asked
when she put away the phone.


Her eyes darted around the room.
There was no one within earshot, so the cloak and dagger maneuver seemed
unnecessary.


“It’s a top secret party,” she
said. “For someone in town with a very high profile.”


“Anybody I’d know?”


She glared at me. “Do you know any
celebrities?”


“Besides you?” I teased.


“Don’t be a pain,” Olivia replied.
“I’m sworn to secrecy. I haven’t even told my husband.”


“Uh-oh,” I said. “That’s how it
starts. The next thing you know, you’re enrolled in weekly meditation
sessions.”


Her face went red. “Just! Stop!”


“Sorry,” I said. “I’ve probably had
too much caffeine today.”


She tasted her cappuccino, offering
a thumbs up when she put down the cup again.


“So?”


“You’re wondering why I wanted to
talk?” I asked.


“Yes. You did that Winston
Churchill thing in the message you left when you called the second time this
afternoon.”


“Which one?”


“Don’t be daft,” she said. “The
‘riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma’ thing.”


 “Oh, that thing,” I
said. “Some folks call it a chicken, wrapped in a duck, inside a turkey.”


She rolled her eyes. I rolled mine
right back.


“Sorry, sis,” I murmured. “I’m in a
weird mood.”


“Well, snap out of it!” she said,
giving her watch a glance. “The boys are having dinner at a friend’s house
tonight, so I made reservations for us at City Oasis.”


“Which is?”


She glared at me. “You’re not a
rube, Katie. Are you playing some kind of weird game?”


“No game,” I said. “I’ve never
heard of the—”


“Yes, you have! It’s the steakhouse
in the Fenwick Hotel. I understood that much of your message; something about a
guy named David Rigby is—”


“Darren Rigby,” I said.


“Well, whatever!” Olivia huffed. “Someone
that you know is involved in something bad with Leo Leachman.”


I smiled. “I didn’t say it was
anything bad.”


“Oh, c’mon,” my sister replied. “If
it involves Leo, it’s definitely something shady. The man is a complete jerk,
so I hope your friend Darren isn’t getting into anything that he can’t handle.”


“Darren’s actually our neighbor in
Crescent Creek,” I said. “I think you met him once briefly last year when you
and Cooper came up for the weekend. Darren and his wife bought the house to the
south of Sky High shortly before I came back from Chicago. It’s the big stone
thing with the pool, tennis court and guest cottage.”


Her forehead creased. “I thought
somebody named Sheila lived there.”


“That’s Darren’s wife,” I said.


Olivia took in the news, bit her
lower lip and drank more of her cappuccino.


“Is that hitting the spot?” I
asked.


“It’s good,” she said. “Thank you.”


“Aren’t you going to eat any of the
cookies?” I pointed at the plate loaded with a selection of sweet treats. “You
told me to get something to nibble on.”


She picked up one of the
snickerdoodles, took a small bite and put it back on the plate.


“Yummy,” she said.


“Should I get a box?” I suggested.
“Then you can take those home to the boys.”


“Probably a good idea,” she said.
“I spaced out the dinner reservation when I first got here. We shouldn’t spoil
our appetite.”


“So we’re going to the steakhouse
because it’s in the hotel?”


She smiled. “So smart!”


“Hey, take it easy,” I said. “I
don’t need the sarcasm.”


“Sorry,” she offered in a hushed voice.
“I guess we’re both in weird moods.”


“I guess so,” I said. “And before
they get any weirder, tell me what you know about the King of Fun Furniture.”


“Leo the Loser,” she said. “I can
describe him in four words: sketchy, sketchy and super sketchy.”


“That bad?”


“Worse,” Olivia replied. “Our firm
used to represent his businesses, but that’s no longer the case as of six
months ago.”


“Oh?”


“Is that why you called me?” She
arched one eyebrow. “Trying to get the inside scoop?”


“Maybe,” I said.


“Well, you know that I can’t say
anything more,” she told me. “I was never on the account, but I still have to
respect the attorney-client privilege.”


“And yet you gave me that
definitive and comprehensive four-word description?”


She laughed. “That’s common
knowledge. I mean, if you follow the local business news. Leachman is notorious
for appearing on the Call for Action segments where the reporter is chasing him
through the parking lot, trying to get him to comment about complaints or law
suits filed by disgruntled customers.”


“I wasn’t aware of that,” I said.
“I rarely watch the news at night.”


“You should Google him,” she
suggested. “You’ll find plenty of shady stories about legal trouble, all of
which he settles out of court.”


“Seriously?”


“His pockets are deeper than the
deepest ocean,” she said. “He weaponizes his bank accounts and his legal
representation to get people to settle. And when they do, Leo insists on
non-disclosure agreements.”


“How do you know so much about the
guy if you didn’t handle his account?” I asked.


“Gossip around the firm,” she said.
“One of the attorneys left to work for Leo. He and I teamed up on another
account a couple of years ago, so we were friendly until the lure of bigger
paydays and trips on the corporate jet proved irresistible.”


“Do you still talk to him?”


She smiled and sipped the
cappuccino again. Then she said, “Only because I really like his wife. Cooper
and I go out to dinner with them every so often. She’s a lovely, lovely woman;
probably one of my best friends. How she puts up with her husband working for
such a troll is beyond me.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s almost like socializing with
the boss is mandatory,” she said. “When Stan left our firm and went to work for
Leo Leachman, Stella didn’t have a clue about all of the red tape. She just
thought it was a momentary blip on her husband’s resume. He’d gotten bored with
standard corporate work—you know, contracts, mergers, acquisitions—so we all
thought he took the job with Leachman simply for the cash. But it’s almost like
he signed a blood oath or something. It’s weird and…” She laughed. “I’m sorry,
Katie. I’m rambling. You’re looking for information about Leo Leachman, not my
former coworker. One thing I did hear at the office was that Leo’s in business
now with a sanctimonious guy you might know.”


I laughed. “Because I hang out with
so many of those types, right?”


“That’s not what I mean,” Olivia
said. “This character moved to Crescent Creek fairly recently. His name is—”


“Tony Hett?”


Her mouth plopped open. “How’d you
know?”


“It was a lucky guess,” I said.
“Tony’s involved in the situation that I’m looking into, but I haven’t heard
about his arrangement with Leo.”


“Well, I’m sorry,” she said. “I
should’ve called you the second I heard that Mr. Leachman was involved with
someone from home.” 


“Actually, it’s fine,” I said. “You
just gave me some great background.”


She smiled. “Oh, good! So what’s
the deal with Darren? Is he in the furniture business?”


“No, he and Sheila own an
engineering firm in Crescent Creek.”


Her eyes narrowed. “So…I don’t get
it. Why is he meeting with Leo?”


“If I could answer that question,”
I said, “maybe Darren would already be back home.”


Olivia squinted even more. “Now I’m
totally confused,” she said. “You make it sound like he’s been abducted by
aliens or went missing on a hike.”


“Neither of those two things,” I
said. “But he’s lost alright. It’s a long story. Maybe I should keep it for
dinner?”


“Oh, right!” She swiped her phone
to check the time. “And that’s a perfect transition. We should get out of here
and head to the Fenwick.”


“That works for me,” I said,
getting up from my chair. “I’ll get a little box so you can take the cookies to
the boys.”


“Thanks,” she said. “Do you want me
to call Stella and Stan to see if they can join us later for dessert? Maybe
they’ll know something that will be helpful for your Darren Rigby case.”


“The guy that left your firm to
work for Leachman?” I said.


“That’s the one,” she replied.
“They live right around the corner from the hotel. If they don’t have plans, I
bet he’ll jump on the chance to brag about his new cushy job.”


“Can’t wait!” I joked. “He sounds
like a real barrel of laughs.”
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Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance to learn if my
sister’s former coworker was a charming gentleman or a complete dolt. When
Olivia called Stella on the way from the coffee shop to the Fenwick Hotel, the
attorney’s wife gleefully accepted the invitation before explaining that her
husband was on the way to Las Vegas with his employer.


“That’s too bad,” I said when my
sister gave me the news.


“Not really,” Olivia replied with a
mischievous cackle. “He’s a total downer. But you’re going to love Stella.
She’s fun and witty and smart.” She paused. “Sound like anyone you know?”


I pointed at her.


“Nope,” she said. “I was thinking
about you, Katie. I bet that you and Stella will totally get along. And since
Stan’s not coming, I invited her to join us for dinner and dessert.”


For once in her life, my sister was
right about how I would click with one of the women in her social circle. The
minute she approached our table at the restaurant, I liked Stella. And Olivia’s
assessment had been right on the money. The woman was intelligent, clever and
unreserved. Our dinner was delightful in every way: delicious food, impeccable
service and a nonstop flow of compelling conversation, lighthearted banter and
silly jokes. I thought the enjoyable evening would continue well past dessert,
but as we prepared to place our orders for something sweet, Stella suddenly
clutched her heart.


 “Oh, no,” she said suddenly,
turning her back to a group of men at the bar. “It’s Leo Leachman’s goons.”


I smiled. “The King of Fun
Furniture has goons?”


“Doesn’t everybody?” she joked. “I
mean, everybody with an ego the size of Texas.”


I shot a quick look at my sister.
She gave me a wink before asking her friend to tell me the story of the first
time she met her husband’s new boss.


“Oh, that was such a
nightmare!” Stella said. “We were in Miami at a company retreat. It was just
the top executives from each department, the board of directors and Leo. Stan
and I had already gone to bed the first night of the conference when His Royal
Pain in the Majesty came to our suite. He was drunk as a skunk, pounding on the
door and demanding that we let him in. I told my husband that if he followed
Leo’s orders, I was getting on the first flight home in the morning. So we
tiptoed into the bedroom, carefully closed the door and sat on the edge of the
mattress, figuring that we could wait until he left. But then, maybe ten
minutes later, we heard the front door to our suite open, and—”


A wave of laughter suddenly rolled
through the restaurant. Stella stopped talking and we all looked toward the
bar. I saw a small group of men gathered around a woman wearing a slinky red
velvet floor-length gown.


“Oh, that’s simply revolting!”
Stella said. “Have you noticed how so many men turn into pigs when they’re on
the town together?”


I kept my gaze on her face as she
studied the thunderous gaggle of men. It was like watching someone as they
realize their first impression of something distasteful is actually not as bad
as reality.


“Oh, no,” she whispered. “I thought
that woman looked familiar when I saw her walk in earlier. That’s Leo’s
ex-girlfriend. I didn’t recognize her at first. Should I take a picture and
send it to Stan so he can see what fun he’s missing?”


I swiveled in my seat for a better
look. One of the men was waving a fistful of money at the woman, offering to
buy her either a cocktail or a Ferrari.


“He’s kind of cute,” my sister
said. “Too bad they didn’t install a brain when he was born.”


I laughed. “They’re all handsome.
It’s like the cast of The Godfather, but dressed in polo shirts and
linen trousers instead of business suits and fedoras.”


“I’ve met them all,” Stella said,
“except for the guy in the blue sweater and cords. He’s probably a new
recruit.”


“He’s also the only one with a
wedding ring,” my sister said. “That won’t last long. Either he’ll dump the
wife or Leo will dump him.”


When I glanced over again, the man
in question had circled the swarm of numbskulls so that he was facing us. I’d
noticed his sweater earlier because it was one of my favorite shades of blue.
But when I took a good look at him, my heart slammed to a stop.


“Katie?” my sister asked. “What’s
wrong? You look like you just saw a ghost.”


I took a breath. “I did,” I said,
reaching for my phone. “That’s Darren Rigby.”
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The last time I saw Darren, he was drowsy, confused and
reeking of stale beer. The man that I began describing to Dina as soon as she answered
the phone was the exact opposite: buoyant, effervescent and animated.


“He’s telling a story that has the
other men enthralled,” I whispered.


“Where are you again?” she asked.


“The City Oasis in Denver,” I said. “It’s in the—”


“I know the place,” she cut in. “I
met Adam and Madelyn there for dinner shortly before they moved to Boulder.”


For a brief moment, I thought about
Adam Caldwell and his wife. He was a former Denver PD detective that opened an
investigation agency after leaving the force. He hired me for consulting work
on cases whenever he needed help.


“Well, Darren is definitely looking
much healthier than he did the other day,” I said.


“You mean when he was sleeping on
the floor of your office?” she asked with a twinge of snark. “When Liz Winchester
let him slip out the back so he could evade my questions?”


Although I didn’t think that Liz
had intentionally allowed Darren to steal her car keys and disappear, I could
tell Dina was in a mood. Instead of responding to the question, I continued with
my report of Darren Rigby’s whereabouts.


“He obviously knows these other men
quite well,” I said. “My sister’s friend told us that they work for Leo
Leachman. They’re carrying on like long lost frat bros or something.”


Dina groaned. “I know the type,” she
said.


“You’ve dated the type,” I
replied. “But we’ll move past that for the time being.”


“Listen, Katie,” she said with a
new sense of urgency. “I was walking out the door when you called. Trent wants me in his office for a conference call with the mayor. Can you keep an eye on
Rigby without being spotted? I want to get off now and reach out to Jane Lund,
my friend at the Denver PD. Then I’ll join Trent’s call and get back to you as
soon as possible.”


“I can stay here for another hour
or so,” I said. “But it’s a school night. I need to get back home by eleven at
the latest.”


“Of course, I know that,” she
replied. “I’ll appreciate whatever you can do. If I get delayed, I’ll catch up
with you in the morning.”


“Sounds good,” I told her. “And
before you hang up, is there anything new on the case? Can you give me a super
fast rundown?”


“It’ll have to wait,” she said. “Trent’s glaring at me from the hallway, so I need to go.”


Before I could say another word,
the line went dead.


“What did she say?” my sister asked.


“She’s going to call someone at the
Denver Police,” I replied.


Stella cleared her throat. “Is that
guy dangerous?” she asked. “Did he…” She paused. “I mean, I heard about the
other man on the news; the guy from Crescent Creek that went missing. Did this
guy kill him or something?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know who did
what to whom,” I said. “The situation is a little fluid at the moment.”


My sister giggled. “Fluid? Don’t
you mean nobody knows why this clown ran off with his assistant’s car?”


Stella frowned. “Wait a second. Did
he kill his assistant, too?”


“No, she’s fine. But they both came
to my café a couple of days after Tony Hett was abducted. Liz received a call
that Darren had been left in one of the public parks in town. He was pretty out
of it, so I suggested they cool their heels in the office while we waited for
the police. By the time they arrived, chucklehead over there grabbed his
assistant’s keys while she was in the ladies’ room. He vanished for a period of
time, but I did speak to him briefly a few hours later.”


The woman’s eyes whipped back and
forth between me and Olivia. Then she lifted her napkin, pressed it to her lips
and announced that she was leaving.


“I don’t really know what’s going,”
she said, scooting her chair away from the table. “But I shouldn’t be here. My
husband works with those people. I mean, he works with some of them. And if
they see me over here…” She reached for her purse on the back of the chair. “I
hope you understand. I’m just not one for drama, and this is beginning to feel
like a whole lot of that.”


“It’s totally understandable,”
Olivia told her friend. “And I’m sorry about how this turned out, but it was
really good to see you tonight.”


As Stella walked around the table
to give my sister a hug, I had an idea. I reached for my phone and handed it to
her.


“Could you take a picture of us
before you go?” I asked.


Stella smiled. “A picture?”


“We don’t get a chance to do this
very often,” I said. “I want to commemorate the occasion with a photograph that
I can send to our parents down in Florida.”


“Oh…” Stella glanced at my sister.
“I bet they’ll love that!”


Olivia shot me a look that would be
ruled a deadly weapon in at least twenty states and the District of Columbia.


“They’ll be thrilled,” my sister
said, shaking her head. “They can’t get enough of our shiny, happy faces.”


“Do you want it like this?” Stella
said, holding up the phone. “I mean, just sitting at the table?”


I nodded. “That would be perfect,”
I said. “But maybe if you go back and sit in your chair it’ll be less obvious.
I don’t want to give Darren any reason to look our way.”


Stella glanced nervously at the
group of men by the bar. Then she returned to her chair, took the photograph
and slid my phone across the table.


“They didn’t notice me taking the
picture,” she said. “They’re too busy acting like ill-mannered children out for
the night with daddy’s credit card.”
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The next hour passed quickly. Darren Rigby and his gang of
chuckleheads inhaled cocktails while they regaled one another with loud, boastful
stories about the usual subjects: past achievements, present-day victories and
future goals. The list featured sports triumphs, business victories, beautiful
women, expensive cars, vacations and real estate.


“They’re so predictable,” my sister
muttered after one of the men boasted about landing a shark while deep sea
fishing. “I’m so grateful that Cooper and Zack aren’t like those heathens.”


I glanced at the group again.
“Maybe they’re not as gruesome as they sound. For some men, there’s an innate need
to boast and brag whenever two or more gather together, particularly if alcohol
and scantily clad women are within reach.”


She made a face. “Then why don’t
they do it in private? It’s annoying to have that rumble in the background.”


“It is,” I agreed. “But I’m doing
this as a favor to Dina and our other good friend at the CCPD.”


Olivia scowled. She knew that I was
referring to Deputy Chief Trent Walsh, someone that we’d both known since we
were teenagers.


“Excuse me?”


“What?” I said. “You like them both.”


“Obviously,” she said. “But I
believe what you meant to say was that you and I are doing this for
them. I introduced you to Stella. If she hadn’t been here earlier, we wouldn’t
have known that those guys work for Leo Leachman. And since he seems to be mixed
up in whatever is going on with Darren Rigby, then…” She paused to take a
breath. “Well, you get my drift, right?”


“You’re absolutely correct,” I
said, raising my coffee cup. “We are doing the favor for Dina. And I’ll
make sure she knows what a valuable role you played, too! You’re a true Good
Samaritan, sis. I leader among women, a crusader for justice and probably the
only person I know who could pull off that eye shadow with that
outfit.”


She fluttered her lashes. “Well,
I’m honored. You’re too, too kind. I don’t deserve such high praise.”


We giggled together and she looked
at the time.


“You should get on the road,
Katie,” she said. “It’s almost ten-thirty.”


I took a deep breath and stretched
my arms overhead. “I’d much rather sit here with you,” I said. “This has been
nice. Thanks for making the reservation. And thank you for inviting Stella to
join us. That really was fortuitous that she came by herself and saw the guys
that work for Leachman.”


“I’m just glad to see you,” Olivia
said. “Do you mind if I tinkle real quick before we leave?”


“Tinkle away,” I said. “I’ll send
Zack a message to let him know that I’m heading home in a few.”


“Cool,” she said. “Back in a
flash.”


After she left the table, I pulled
out my phone, sent an update to Zack and then checked email. There was nothing
of great interest or urgency, so I started to slip the phone back into my purse
when the empty chair to my left was suddenly pulled out from beneath the table.


“Don’t turn around,” Darren Rigby
said after he sat down. “They think I came over to try and pick you up.”


I smiled. “I don’t think your wife
would be too thrilled by that idea.”


“I’m kidding, Katie,” he said,
keeping his head turned slightly so the men at the bar couldn’t see his face.
“Play along for two minutes. I saw you come in earlier, and I’ve been dying to
do this. Your timing is impeccable, that’s for sure. I have some information
that the police need to see.”


“Information about what?” I asked.


He put his phone on the table
before reaching into the back pocket of his pants. When he removed it, I saw a
flash of silver between his fingers.


“Don’t say anything,” he said
quietly. “Just throw back your head and laugh like we’re having fun.”


I didn’t know what he was up to,
but I played along. I could see the fear and anxiety in his eyes now, the keen
indication that something very odd was underway.


“Okay,” said Darren. “That was
great. Now I’m going to reach for your hands, pull them toward me and give you
the thumb drive that I’m holding.”


I took a breath as my heart started
to pound.


“Laugh again,” he said.


When I followed his instruction, he
executed the move that he’d just described. Our hands touched, he lifted mine
and lightly kissed them both before deftly passing the small silver device to
me.


“Give that to the police,” he said.
“But don’t tell them where you got it.”


I smiled. “Are you punking me right
now?”


He shook his head. Then he looked
over at his friends near the bar. While his head was turned, his phone vibrated
and a text appeared: We’re on schedule. They’ll bring Tony to your room at
midnight. I luv U. xo The message was from a local number. I didn’t
recognize it, but my breath hitched briefly when I saw the associated name: Junebug.


“What’s going on, Darren?” I asked.
“Are you playing at some kind of game with your buddies?”


His eyes flashed red. “No,” he
hissed. “This is no joke. The men that I’m with are involved in some very nasty
business. I never asked to be pulled into this, okay? But now that I am, I want
to do the right thing.” He filled his lungs with a long slow pull of air.
“Here’s the deal, Katie,” he said. “I can’t really tell you much right now, but
Tony Hett is up to his eyeballs in some very serious stuff.”


“Such as?”


Tony exhaled loudly. “Real estate
and wire fraud, selling counterfeit merchandise and laundering money for a
group of wealthy businessmen from Europe and Southeast Asia. Hett is using Leo
Leachman as a middle man to funnel the dirty cash into real estate in our
country so it can be cleaned and returned to them as American dollars.”


“Wait a second,” I said. “This is
kind of blowing my—”


He stopped me with one finger.


“Well, well,” Olivia said as she
dropped back into her chair. “Isn’t this a cozy little scene?”


I slipped the thumb drive into my
purse while she chattered away about dinner and the restaurant and the hotel.


“I should be going,” Darren said
when my sister finished. “It was nice to see you, Katie.” He got to his feet.
“And you too, Olivia. I hope you both have a safe evening.”


My sister watched as he returned to
the bar, where the other men slapped his hand and patted his back.


“Did you see the lipstick on his
collar?” Olivia asked.


“I did see that,” I said.


“Kind of a funky color,” she added.
“Like a plum that’s spoiled in the sun.”


“Something’s definitely funky,” I
said. “Because Sheila only wears one shade of lipstick and that’s not it.”


My sister’s eyes expanded. “Oh, no!
So he’s having an affair?”


“Possibly,” I said.


“Do you have any idea who it is?”


“Maybe.”


“Well, then tell me,” Olivia said.
“Is it anybody that you know at home?”


“Not very well,” I replied. “But
she definitely lives in Crescent Creek.”


Darren and his friends exploded
with a fresh wave of laughter. Olivia sneered at the men and shook her head.


“Heathens,” she said under her
breath. “Even little Darren dodo head.”


“He’s in some kind of trouble,” I
said. “I need to get out of here and call Dina again.”


Her smile melted away. “What did he
tell you?”


“I can’t get into it here,” I said.
“Let’s go outside and I’ll tell you as much as he shared with me.”


“Okay,” she said. “But you’re kind
of freaking me out right now.”


I pushed back from the table,
grabbed my purse and pulled out my phone.


“That stands to reason,” I said
quietly as we started for the door. “Because I’m kind of freaking out, too.”
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Dina’s first words when she finally returned my call the
next afternoon were not only odd, but I learned soon enough that they were
quite accurate.


“Here we go again,” she said,
sounding weary and prepared to accept another twist of fate.


“Can you be more specific?” I
asked.


“You want specific?” Her
voice shimmered with a hint of impatience. “Tony Hett and another guy. Both
dead. Last night. Darren Rigby’s room at the Fenwick Hotel.”


I took a deep breath. Then I
apologized for my mischievous reply to her opening statement. And then I asked
her to spill the beans.


“You didn’t just say that,” she
replied, still sounding edgy.


After another calming breath, I
said, “How can I help?”


“Thank you,” she said. “And I
apologize if I’m cranky. I got the call at three o’clock this morning, so I’ve
been up since then.”


“Who let you know?”


“Jane Lund,” she said. “The
detective that I mentioned yesterday.”


“Sure,” I replied. “From the Denver PD.”


“When Jane found Tony’s wallet,”
Dina continued, “she got on the phone immediately to let me know. We’d actually
talked sometime around ten-thirty last night about an unrelated matter, so it
was pretty surreal when she woke me up with the news. She also told me that
another guest in the hotel heard screams and loud noises shortly after
midnight.”


“Who was the witness?” I asked.


“The woman across the hall,” Dina
said. “After she heard the commotion, she went to the door and looked out
through the peephole. She saw a tall redhead running from Darren Rigby’s room.”


“Can you repeat that?”


“A tall redhead,” she said. “The
hotel guest told the police that she didn’t see the woman’s face, but she was
able to provide a detailed description of what she was wearing.”


“That’s helpful,” I said. “What was
the redhead wearing?”


“A fluffy white bathrobe,” Dina
answered, “along with a pair of red Ralph Lauren cowboy boots.”


“That is detailed,” I said.
“Why was the woman so specific about the boots?”


“Because she has a friend who owns
the same style,” Dina told me. “I wouldn’t know myself, since I shop the sale
racks. But I guess they were pricey when they were on the market.”


“Well, that’s certainly a good
detail to know,” I said.


“Absolutely,” Dina agreed. “And
I’ve got someone researching stores in Denver that carry Ralph’s Western gear.”


“You know, depending on the
specific model,” I said, “Pearl White might be able to help. She had some red
cowboy boots at Simply Chic last year. I don’t know if they were the high-end
ones spotted by the witness, but it’s worth a shot.”


“No pun intended,” Dina said.


I winced. “Oh, sorry. I hadn’t
asked about the cause of death. Are you telling me that Tony Hett was shot?”


“Three times for him,” Dina said.
“And twice for Graham Rankin.”


“Well, that’s a small world,” I
said. “Isn’t that the guy that dropped his phone at Tony’s house the night that
Darren and Tony went missing?”


“That’s right,” Dina said.


“Did anyone on the staff see them
enter the hotel?” I asked.


“Jane Lund has someone going
through all of the security camera footage,” Dina said. “Considering the
volume, that might take a while.”


“Any thoughts on the shooter?” I
asked. “Did Darren’s registration include one or two people?”


“One,” she answer. “The redhead
must’ve been another guest of the hotel, someone that Darren invited to his
room or someone that came there with Tony or Graham.” She paused. “Unless, of
course, the woman came from home wearing her own fluffy terrycloth getup.”


“Did the witness see Darren at any
point?”


“Not that I’ve been told so far,”
Dina said. “Jane hadn’t drilled down through the first responders’ notes yet.
I’m telling you what I heard on the phone last night and a few other details
that I learned this morning.”


“Okay, so Darren Rigby survives
some type of incident at Tony Hett’s house, vanishes from the office at Sky
High and then Tony turns up at the Fenwick with one of the suspects in his
kidnapping.”


“And then they both end up dead,”
she said.


“Pretty rough couple of days,” I
replied.


“And a pretty rough way to go,” she
added.


“Okay, so you’ve talked to
Detective Lund a couple of times, right?” I said.


“I have,” Dina told me.


“Do you know when she’ll be in
touch with you again?”


Dina laughed softly. “She got to
Crescent Creek about an hour ago. I’m with her now, and we’re heading your way.
Jane wanted to talk with you about a few things before she interviews Tony
Hett’s housekeeper and a couple of other locals.”


“Oh, okay!” I said. “So this is my
heads-up call?”


“Bingo,” Dina replied.


“Sounds good,” I said. “See you in
a few.”
















CHAPTER
22


 


 


Jane Lund folded at the waist and leaned toward the display
case in the Sky High dining room. When she and Dina arrived, I was in the
middle of helping Julia finish a large breakfast order for a group of women
from the Crescent Creek Historical Society. Dina had given me a quick wave before
guiding the Denver PD detective to the glass-fronted cabinet for an appraisal
of our sweet treats.


“Who’s the woman with Dina?” Julia
asked, peering through the pass window. “And why is she scowling at our
cupcakes?”


Jane was wearing faded jeans, a light
green gingham blouse and scuffed riding boots. Her badge and gun were clipped
to a black belt. A red bandana was knotted around her neck, and sunglasses were
tucked into short curly hair that was the color of dark chocolate.


“That’s her friend from the Denver
Police,” I answered. “Her husband’s a rancher, so I’d guess the clothes have
something to do with that.”


Julia studied the other woman’s
attire for a few more seconds. Then she said, “Works for her. If I tried to
pull that off, I’d look like someone that belonged in a bad stage production of
Little House on the Prairie.”


I laughed. “Isn’t that Harper’s
thing?” I asked. “I mean, plays and musical theater.”


“Oh, heck yes!” Julia’s wide smile
was accompanied by a bouncy laugh. “And I heard the local community theater is
doing that show next year.”


“Little House on the Prairie?”


Julia concentrated for a moment.
“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe it’s Little Women. Does that one
involve cowboys and cattle?”


I glanced into the dining room
again. If Harper had been closer to the pass window, I would’ve asked her to
join us for clarification. But she was busy with another new table, so I made a
mental note to ask her later.


“Why’s she here?” Julia said.


“It’s kind of complicated,” I
replied.


She made a face. “Can you give me
the simple version?”


I thought about Dina’s call to
inform me that Tony Hett and Graham Rankin had been killed. When I leaned
closer and whispered a similar abbreviated version to Julia, she dropped two
eggs on the floor.


“You’re not serious!” she
gasped.


“Afraid so,” I said, grabbing two
side towels from a stack near the waffle iron. “Now please don’t move until I
clean up that mess. I’d hate to see you slip and fall.” I paused and added a
wink. “Again. Remember the other time you dropped eggs?”


She grumbled something that I
didn’t catch.


“I’m just looking out for your
safety and well-being,” I said, kneeling down to swab the floor.


Julia dropped one hand on her hip.
“Uh-huh, sure,” she said. “You’re just gleefully making fun of me, which is
exactly what I’d be doing if the tables were turned.”


She hoisted the other hand for a
high-five after I finished mopping up the mess. Then she swiveled around when
Harper arrived with a new order for our friend Blanche Speltzer and two of her
bridge buddies.


“They’re all trying something new,”
Harper announced. “Sue wants bacon instead of sausage, Lidia wants an English
muffin instead of toast and Blanche is going to try—”


“Not to gossip while she’s here
today?”


Harper smiled. “You heard about
what happened yesterday?”


I nodded. “I did. Lidia called me
after you and Julia left for the day. One of her girlfriends heard what Blanche
said and she’s considering a lawsuit for slander.”


“Against you?”


“No, silly,” I replied. “Against
Blanche. Apparently, Bonnie Sue Porter’s sister-in-law is a hotshot attorney
with a track record for winning libel and slander cases.”


Harper’s smile thinned. “Does
Blanche know about this?”


“She will once you tell her,” I
said.


“Oh, no way!” Harper’s eyes flashed
with alarm. “I’m not poking the bear today.”


Julia and I shared a laugh as
Harper continued glaring at us.


“You’ve got the velvet touch,”
Julia said. “Go for it, Harps. Tell Blanche that a process server may be
knocking on the door any day now.”


With a withering glance and a
mumbled remark, Harper twirled around and left the pass window to greet another
group of diners as they came in the front door.


“Can you spare me for a few
minutes?” I asked Julia.


She gave the tickets on the wheel a
quick appraisal.


“Sure, Katie,” she said. “If I need
you, I’ll whistle.”


“Or maybe just knock on the office
door,” I said. “I’m guessing my conversation with Dina and her friend will be
confidential.”


“Duly noted,” Julia said as I
slipped away from the front line and headed for the dining room.


I hurried through the swinging door
and made my way behind the counter just in time to hear Dina giving Jane Lund
the rundown on her favorite pies.


“…would be a tossup,” she was
saying, “between the chocolate coconut cream and the lemon meringue.”


“Or,” I said, extending my hand
toward the Denver PD detective, “you can ask for a tasting tray, which includes
slivers of your four favorite flavors.”


Jane Lund’s hand was warm and
strong and home to one of the most flawless manicures that I’d ever seen outside
of The Glam Room, my favorite salon in Crescent Creek.


“I’m Kate Reed,” I said, hoping she
wouldn’t break any bones in my pinky. “It’s a pleasure to meet, Detective
Lund.”


“Likewise,” Jane replied with a
confident smile. “Dina tells me that you do some consulting work for my former
colleague.”


“Adam Caldwell,” I said. “He’s a
great guy.”


She smiled. “He was a great
guy,” she said. “Until he left me high and dry. I still can’t believe he quit
and moved to Boulder for life on Easy Street.”


“I don’t think he sees it quite
that way,” Dina interjected. “He and Madelyn wanted a different environment and
a slower pace.”


Jane sighed. “Wouldn’t that be
nice?”


There was a brief moment when it
felt like we were just three friends having a relaxed chat over coffee on a
quiet afternoon. But then, as if the thought landed in our minds at the exact
same moment, the lighthearted mood dropped away and we were confronted once
again with the real reason I was standing in the Sky High dining room with two
police detectives.


“Should we get started?” Jane
asked.


I gestured toward the foyer. “The
office is around the corner and down the hall,” I said, starting toward the
opposite end of the dining room. “We’ll have more privacy there.”


“We’ll need it,” Dina said. “Wait
until you hear what Jane found on the item that Darren gave you, Katie. I think
you’ll be very surprised to see what your neighbor has been up to lately.”
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“Are you serious?” I said a moment later. “Darren and Tony
Hett are selling counterfeit lingerie?”


I stared at the laptop on the desk
in the Sky High office. Detective Lund was in the chair, hands on the keyboard,
while Dina and I leaned in from either side to study the bright red bustier on
the screen.


“It’s not just counterfeit
lingerie,” said the Denver PD detective. “It’s counterfeit Silhouette
Séduisante.” She turned her head slightly. “As they say in Paris, ‘Ooh la la!’”


Dina snickered. “I think they say
that in other places, too.”


“Yeah, but you know what I mean,”
Jane replied.


I stood upright and walked around
the desk. Then I sat down and confessed that I had no idea what she was talking
about.


“Silhouette Séduisante,” she told
me. “It’s a very high-end lingerie company based in London.”


“Sounds French,” I said. “And you
just quoted people who live in Paris.”


She laughed. “Trust me; it’s a
British company. They charge a small fortune for tiny unmentionables made out
of silk, satin, lace and Swarovski crystals.”


“That one sounds Russian,” I said
with an uplifted eyebrow.


“It’s a business based in Austria,” Jane said. “But that’s not important to our case.”


“What is?” I asked. “The little red
getup on the computer?”


“Very much so,” she said. “Dina? Do
you want to run us through what you found on the thumb drive that Darren gave
to Katie?”


“Do we need passports?” I smiled.
“So far, we’ve been to Paris, London and—”


I stopped when I noticed that Dina
was glaring at me.


“Thank you, Jane,” she said. “I’d
be delighted to tell my chatty friend here what we uncovered on Mr. Hett’s
apparently stolen device.”


She kept her eyes on me, tightening
them into a very clear warning not to make a snide remark.


“Tony Hett and some of his more
nefarious business partners in Europe have been running a lucrative and highly
illegal operation selling knockoff designer lingerie, clothing and jewelry,”
Dina explained. “Hett owns a store in downtown Denver that sells the stuff, but
he also wholesales it to unsuspecting retailers from coast to coast. Nobody
knows exactly where it’s being manufactured, but whoever’s doing it has an eye
for detail.”


“Like which details?” I asked.


“According to the documents that we
recovered from the thumb drive, the lace is very close to a perfect match,”
Dina said.


I smiled again. “I’ve never heard
lace and thumb drive in the same sentence before.”


Dina’s left eye twitched and she
said my name with just the right amount of icy disdain.


“Sorry,” I said. “Couldn’t help
myself.”


“Try harder,” Dina replied, failing
to keep a tiny grin from flickering briefly on her otherwise stern, glowering
face.


“Okay, I understand that Tony Hett
and some sketchy Europeans have been selling fake designer negligees,” I said.
“What I don’t quite understand is what this has to do with Darren Rigby or
Tony’s disappearance.”


June Lund shifted in the chair.
“From meeting notes that we also found on the stolen drive,” she said, “Tony
offered to let Darren in on the counterfeit clothing side of his empire.”


“Was Tony still going to buy Rigby
Engineering?” I asked.


Jane nodded. “Yes, he still planned
to acquire their operation. He intended to fold it into his portfolio of
businesses and then have Darren Rigby manage one portion of his corporate
empire. Sheila would be along for the ride, although kept in the dark about the
illegal aspects of the whole thing.”


“So Darren and Sheila would be
business partners?” I asked.


“More like employees who would get
a share of the profits,” Jane said. “But Darren suspected that Tony Hett
wouldn’t play fair once the paperwork was signed.”


I laughed. “What was the first
clue? The guy reeked of self-interest and greed.”


“Not everyone cares about ethics
and morals,” Dina said. “The problem in this case, I mean, at least with Darren
and Sheila, was that one of them was more than happy to turn a blind eye to the
criminal nature of Hett’s operation as long as it meant they could get out from
under the day-to-day grind of running Rigby Engineering. It probably didn’t
hurt that they would also fatten their bank account and have the option to live
wherever they wanted.”


“Do we know why Darren excluded
Sheila from the nefarious aspects of the deal?” I asked.


“That’s where we run into a bit of
a snag,” Jane Lund said. “Quite a few of Tony’s notes are in some kind of code.
It’s nothing that I’ve seen before.”


“Nor I,” Dina added. “On one hand,
he’s very clear about the tense nature of his negotiations with Darren and
Sheila. But he doesn’t specifically say, ‘Darren thinks his wife will have
plausible deniability if she’s unaware of the murkier details of their
involvement.’ Instead, his code includes words and phrases that contain
numbers, letters and symbols. You can understand the general content or tone,
but then it becomes impossible to know what or who he’s really talking about.”


“And then there are the
spreadsheets,” Jane said. “It’s impossible for us to know how Darren got his
hands on them, but they seem to indicate that Tony Hett runs two sets of books
for all of his businesses.”


“So he can cheat on his taxes?” I
said.


Dina smiled. “It’s probably so he
can cheat in every possible way,” she said. “Defraud the government at tax
time. Skim off the top so he ends up with a bigger percentage of the profits
than his colleagues. Lie to banks and creditors and anyone else who might need
to know about his financial health.”


“Or lack thereof,” Jane said.


I considered everything that they’d
just shared with me, from the likelihood that Tony Hett, the man considered a Silicon Valley genius by large segments of the tech and financial communities, was actually
a fraud, liar and cheat. He was bilking anyone and everyone to keep more of the
monetary gains for his own pocketbook. And now, after one violent and
inexplicable night at his ranch, another moniker could be added to Tony Hett’s
resume: murder victim.
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The lingerie store that Dina referenced during our meeting
with Jane Lund was located on Market Street, a few blocks from the Fenwick
Hotel. It looked exactly as she had described it: luxurious, posh, bright and
airy, with gauzy photographs on the walls of women dressed in luxurious,
expensive garments made of silk and satin and lace.


When I entered the sleek showroom
from the sidewalk, two women in their twenties were hovering over a display
table of bras and panties. I watched them whisper and giggle for a few seconds.
It reminded me of my days in Chicago, when my best friend and I would venture
into expensive shops and imagine what it would be like to plunk down five
hundred dollars for a set of pink silk pajamas.


“Can I help you?”


I turned around and the woman from
the bar at the City Oasis was gliding toward me like a supermodel sashaying
down the catwalk at a fashion show. Her mouth was puckered, her posture was
impeccable and her face looked like a masterpiece created by Estée Lauder,
Michelangelo and PhotoShop. A white plastic name tag was pinned to her blouse: Carrie
Anne Norton.


“I’m interested in a robe and PJs
for a special occasion,” I said.


Her left eyebrow shuddered skyward.
“Ah, very nice,” she replied in a smoky voice. “Do you have a favorite color?”


“Well, that’s a great question.” I
felt like the biggest fraud in the world, but took a breath to calm my nerves.
“I suppose black. It’s slimming, right?”


Carrie stepped back and gave me a
head-to-toe appraisal. I felt like it was a grade school talent show all over
again, being judged and dismissed before I’d opened my mouth or started my
dance routine.


“Excellent choice,” she said.


I replied with a simple, silent
nod.


“Why don’t you follow me?” she
suggested. “We’ll go over here to take a look at a few things that I think
you’ll like.”


I complied with her instructions,
walking a few steps behind her as the faint aroma of lavender trailed in her
wake.


“I like your fragrance,” I said.


She glanced over one shoulder.
“Everyone does. It’s my personalized signature scent.”


Of course, I thought. It’s
probably called Eau de Toilette Très Humble.


When we reached a long,
glass-topped counter in the rear of the shop, she went around to the back and
gazed at the collection of silk robes displayed beneath the glass like works of
art against a slab of white marble.


“You look familiar,” I said as she
opened a drawer. “Have we met?”


When she stood up again and placed
three boxes on the glass top, there was a curious curve to her smile. It was
somewhere between wary and welcoming.


“I never forget a face,” she said.
“I’m certain that our paths have never crossed.”


She opened one of the boxes,
lifting something black and lacy and skimpy into the air.


“This is one of my favorites,” she
said. “It’s made from eyelash lace and there’s a matching thong that—”


“No, wait,” I interrupted. “I went
to dinner with my sister a couple of nights ago at the City Oasis.” She stared
at me blankly, so I added, “It’s the steakhouse in the Fenwick Hotel.” There
was no reaction, so I slapped one more detail on the end. “You were with a
group of men that work for Leo Leachman.”


She lowered her chin and stared at
me down the length of her slender nose. Then she carefully returned the robe to
the box, opened a second and repeated a similarly breathless introduction for
the new garment.


“This is another of my favorites,”
she said, she reached into the box and removed something blue. “Don’t you just love
the floral lace trim? I wore this on my second trip to Honolulu with my
husband.”


“Lucky you!” I pretended to admire
the tiny periwinkle garment for a moment. Since I had no idea what it was—Armband?
Garter belt? Sling shot?—I decided to comment on the tiny bit of fabric.
“I’ve always wanted to visit Hawaii.”


Her gray-green eyes looped around
beneath lashes as thick as small twigs.


“It’s really amazing,” she said.
“And the people were sweet as can be.”


“Anyway,” I said, reaching for my
phone. “About the other night. It’s the strangest thing. I’m sure that I saw
you at the bar with a bunch of hunks.”


Carrie shook her head. “Sorry,” she
said. “I think you’re mistaken.”


I quickly pulled up the picture
that my sister’s friend took of us sitting at our table in the restaurant at
the Fenwick.


“See?”


I turned the screen so she could
get a glimpse of the picture. She was clearly visible in the image, framed
between two men who seemed to be laughing at something that she’d just told
them.


“No, that’s not me,” she said,
flapping her lashes. “I can see how you might get me confused with her, but
she’s much prettier.”


“Um, well…”


She reached out and touched my
hand. It felt like an ice cube had brushed against my skin.


“Will you excuse me for a minute?”
Her voice was as relaxed and carefree as a gentle breeze. “I need to check on
something in the back.”


“Of course,” I said. “Take your
time.”


While I waited for her to return, I
inspected a few of the items in a nearby display case. They were all delicate
and chic—gauzy masterpieces fashioned from lace and silk and crystals and
metallic thread. Small black and silver placards sat beside each garment, revealing
prices that made my pulse quicken.


When ten minutes had passed without
her return, I had a hunch that either Ms. Eau de Toilette Très Humble was
incapable of telling time or she’d given me the slip. Since the other two women
had left, I was alone in the shop.


“What’s the harm?” I said under my
breath. “Let’s take a peek.”


After walking around the counter, I
went through the sliding door in the wall. The back room of the shop looked
like the typical retail area. It was a hodgepodge of cardboard boxes, rudimentary
workspaces for shipping and receiving activities, floor-to-ceiling shelves for
merchandise and hanging racks loaded with high-priced lingerie in plastic
garment bags.


“Hello?” I called. 


There was no reply, but I heard
voices and a car horn in the distance. I walked slowly through the space,
moving toward the source of the sound. When I stepped around the end of a tall
shelving unit, I wasn’t surprised by what I found.


The door to the alley was ajar.
When I pushed it open, I spotted something white on the ground.


“What have we here?”


I leaned closer for a better view.
It was the name tag that the woman was wearing pinned to her blouse.


I reached down, picked up the small
white tag and studied the front again: Carrie Anne Norton. Sales
Advisor.


I smiled, reached into my purse for
one of the Ziploc bags I kept handy and dropped the tag inside.


“Hey, Carrie Anne?” I asked,
remembering an old pop song that my father loved when I was a child. “What’s
your game now? Can anybody play?”
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I walked up to the entrance at City Oasis a few minutes
before they officially opened for the evening. I peeked inside and saw members
of the staff prepping stations and inspecting tables in the dining room. A
handsome blond with a short beard was behind the bar. He wasn’t working the
night that I saw Darren Rigby and Carrie Norton, but I figured there was a
chance he might recognize her since Jane Lund told me that the shapely lingerie
enthusiast was in the restaurant’s bar two or three times a week. When I asked
why Jane was so certain about that information, she’d confided that Carrie had
been a confidential informant for the FBI for the past year as they worked to
ensnare Tony Hett and his European buddies in the counterfeit lingerie case.


“Excuse me,” I said, sliding up to
where the barkeep was slicing lemons. “Can I ask a quick question?”


He stopped the knife in midair.


“I think you just did,” he
answered, making a face. “Sorry about that. I couldn’t resist.”


“It’s okay. I walked right into
it.”


“Yep,” he said, putting down the
knife and drying his hands on a bar towel. “What can I get for you?”


“Information,” I said.


He smiled. “We don’t have that
particular brand, but I’m sure we can find something that you’ll like.”


“Funny,” I told him. “I’m actually
looking for someone that comes in fairly often.”


“Is that right?” His head angled to
the left. “One of our staff or a customer?”


“The second option,” I said. “She’s
an attractive woman with brown hair. I believe that her name is Carrie. I have
a picture of her that I can show you.”


He shifted his weight from right to
left. Then he said, “I’m a firm believer in customer confidentiality.”


“Oh, I’m right there with you,” I
said. “We’ve never met, but I’m the discreet, trustworthy type.”


He glowered at me for a few seconds.
“You know who else is the discreet, trustworthy type?”


I shrugged.


“Andrew Jackson,” said the
bartender. “As in, Andrew Jackson on our nation’s currency.”


I laughed at my own naïveté. Then I
reached for my billfold, pulled out a twenty and put it on the bar.


“There we go,” I said. “Anybody
happens to see us talking, they’ll think that I’m paying for the glass of club
soda that you’re about to pour for me.”


He gave me a sideways glance. “For
real?”


I touched my throat and explained
that I’d driven all the way from Crescent Creek without a drop of anything to
drink.


“You from up that way?” he asked.


“Hometown,” I said. “I lived
elsewhere for a few years, but came back to take over my family’s business.”


He arched one eyebrow. “Family
thing, huh? What kind of business?”


“It’s a little bakery café,” I
said. “My grandmother started it before I was born. She ran it for fifteen
years, passed it on to my parents and a quarter century later it was my turn
behind the checkbook.”


The guy’s eyes suddenly widened.
“What’s the name?” he asked. “That sounds kind of familiar.”


“Sky High Pies,” I answered. “Do
you know it?”


Without warning, he gave a yelp and
pumped one fist overhead.


“I love that place!” he
shouted. “My grandparents live in Briarfield. When I was little, we’d go up all
the time to visit, and every trip included a stop at your family’s café for
silver dollar pancakes and sausage patties!”


“Talk about a small world,” I said
as he pushed the twenty back across the bar.


“I’ll take a look at that picture for
free,” he said.


“That’s okay,” I replied. “I really
am thirsty. I’ll pay for the club soda. You can keep the rest.”


“Seriously?”


I nodded. “I’m Kate, by the way.” I
extend my hand to shake his. “Kate Reed.”


“I’m Scott,” he said. “Nice to meet
you.”


After he shared a few more
childhood memories about Sky High, I pulled out my phone and showed him the
picture of Carrie, Darren Rigby and Leo Leachman’s colleagues.


As he examined the image, a smile
bloomed slowly on his wide face. “That’s Carrie Norton,” he said. “Does she owe
you money, too?”


“No,” I said. “You?”


His smile stayed strong and bright,
but I noticed a subtle sag in his shoulders.


“We dated for a while,” he said.
“She’s an amazing woman. But if you don’t have a fat bank account or jumbo
trust fund she loses interest by the third or fourth week.”


“With all due respect,” I said, “if
you met Carrie here, wouldn’t she realize that you might not have either of
those things?”


He flinched. “Ouch!”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t
have—”


“No, no,” he interrupted. “You’re
good. But tell me for real; why are you looking for Carrie?”


“It’s complicated,” I said.


He laughed. “Perfect! Because so is
she.”


“Do you know where I might be able
to find her?”


“If she’s not here, not at home and
not at the plastic surgeon’s office,” he said, “she’ll probably be at work.
It’s a lingerie store over on Market.”


“I tried there already,” I said.
“Where does she live?”


He rattled off an address in the
neighborhood. Then he warned me to try that as a last option because Carrie’s
roommate was an angry, confrontational self-defense guru named Ultra Violet.


“Ultra Violet?” I smiled. “Does she
have a last name?”


He shook his head. “Don’t know. Not
gonna ask.”


“I’ve met a few people like that in
my life. The key is treading lightly, right?”


He laughed again. “Treading lightly
before you run as fast as possible in the opposite direction. I was with Carrie
one night at her place, and Ultra Violet was on the phone with her boyfriend.
Man! That chick has a pair of lungs like nobody’s business.”


“Funny how those two things go
together,” I said. “The proclivity to yell and the crabby personality.”


He nodded. “So are you going to
tell me why you want to talk to Carrie?”


“Like I already said,” I replied.
“It’s complicated.”


“As complicated as two dead guys
upstairs in one of the suites?” he asked. “As complicated as two stiff that
both knew Carrie?”


I glanced around to make sure we
were alone. Then I moved closer to the bar. And then I asked my new friend what
he’d heard.


“Can’t really go into it here,” he
said. “But if you want to meet me after my shift, I can tell you a couple of
interesting details that I heard through the grapevine.”


“Meet you here at the hotel?” I
asked.


He made a big show of shaking his
head. Then he started to open his mouth, but a woman carrying a stack of menus
came up and started lecturing him about how he’d left the bar in utter disarray
a couple of nights earlier in the week. When she finished the harangue, she
turned to me.


“Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry. I
thought you were someone else.”


I smiled. “I think the same thing
just about every other day.”


She giggled loudly and then
scampered away with the menus.


“I should get back to work,” said
the bartender. “Do you want to meet up at eleven?”


I shook my head. “As much as I’d
like to,” I said, “my alarm goes off at four-thirty every morning.”


“Oh, sure! The pie place.”


“Yes, the pie place,” I said,
retrieving one of my business cards from my pocket. “But if you have time, I’d
really like to hear about what you learned from the grapevine.”


“Deal,” he said. “I’ll track you
down tomorrow sometime.”


“I’ll look forward to hearing from
you,” I said. “Thanks for the chat. I appreciate the help.”
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“What is it with these people?” I teased after explaining my
current quandary to Dina. “I ask a couple of questions, maybe press them on a
point or two and they slip out the back door.”


I was sitting in my car after
leaving the Fenwick Hotel. Someone had double parked beside me, so I decided to
use the time to report back about my reconnaissance trip to Denver.


“So you aren’t kidding?” asked
Dina. “Carrie really did run out the back door?”


“That’s what happened,” I said. “I
was polite. I was respectful. And I never once complained about the cost of the
merchandise.”


She laughed. “I’ve been in that
place. It’s pricey.”


“Five hundred for PJs?” I whistled
into the phone. “Who spends that much for something that you can’t wear to a
nice restaurant?”


“Penny Murdoch,” Dina said quickly.
“She and those other two were at Café Fleur once, crowing about how much loot
they dropped at that place. But that’s a story for another time. Please tell me
that you learned something helpful from your chat with Carrie before she did a
runner.”


“Okay,” I said. “She’s a beautiful
woman with lots of confidence.”


I waited for a response, but the
line was quiet.


“And she’s also skittish,” I said.
“When I showed Carrie the picture that Olivia’s friend took of us at the
restaurant, the one where she’s clearly visible in the background talking to
Darren Rigby and the other men, she hightailed it out of Dodge.”


Dina let out a sigh that sounded
like air rushing from a balloon.


“None of that is exactly what I’d
call helpful,” she said. “Anything else?”


“Funny you should ask,” I replied.
“After Carrie ghosted me, I went back to the restaurant. The bartender there
happens to be a fan of Sky High Pies, and he seems willing to give me some
scoop, about Carrie as well as Tony Hett’s murder.”


“Well, that sounds a bit better,”
Dina said. “But do you mean that he seems or seemed willing?”


“The first one,” I told her. “He
wasn’t comfortable getting into it at work.”


“Can you give him a call tonight?”


I cringed at the question. How
did I forget to ask for his number?


“No,” I told her. “I’ll explain
that later.”


“I’ve got time,” she said.


“Can we spend that on something
else?”


“As long as it’s relevant to the
case,” she answered. “Otherwise, I should get off the line and get back to
work.”


“Are you still at the office?”


“I am,” she said. “Is it because
you forgot to get the bartender’s number?”


“How’d you know that?”


“Going with my gut,” Dina said. “I
think that you sometimes forget that we’ve known each other forever, Katie. I
can tell when you hesitate that something is either wrong or you don’t want to
admit to doing or not doing something.”


“Guilty as charged,” I said. “But I
have a good feeling about this guy. He resisted at first. You know, being the
tough guy and everything. But once we broke the ice with the whole Sky High
connection, it was like we developed an instant bond.”


“Did you hold hands and sing Kumbaya?”


“Pretty much,” I replied.


She scoffed, but didn’t say
anything.


“So if I don’t hear from him
tomorrow,” I continued, “I’ll drive down again and pay him a visit.”


“Well, let’s hope that isn’t
necessary,” she said. “I’m sure that you’re busy enough as it is with Sky High
and Zack and whatnot.”


“I’m good,” I said. “But I suspect
that Carrie might know what Darren Rigby’s up to, so I’ll keep after the
bartender until I can talk to him.”


“Any clue what she knows?”


“Not really,” I said. “But he and
Carrie dated for a hot minute, so I’d guess he’ll have something we can use.”


“Like the recipe for the
Commonwealth?”


I laughed. “Is that a type of
cake?”


“Cocktail,” she said. “One of the
guys at the station was talking about it this morning. His girlfriend is a
bartender at Café Fleur, so I guess it came up in conversation with her.”


“Pillow talk?”


“Possibly,” she said. “But the
thing has seventy ingredients or something like that. It was created by a
Scottish bartender in honor of a soccer tournament.”


“As is often the case,” I teased.
“Do you remember any of the ingredients?”


“Phil didn’t get into the details,”
she said. “And thank goodness. The guy talks slower than anyone you’ll ever
meet. It took him a good ten minutes to tell me that he was dating someone
new.”


“What’s the woman’s name?” I asked.
“The one at Café Fleur?”


“Daisy,” she said. “Have you met
her?”


“No, but Zack and I talked about
going there for brunch after church on Sunday.”


“Doesn’t that sound nice,” she
said.


“Can you join us?” I asked.


“I’d love to,” Dina replied. “It’s
been quite a while since I went to either place, so it’ll be good to get back
in touch with both.”
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Zack was asleep on the sofa when I finally made it home at
ten-thirty that night. There was a crumb-covered plate on the coffee table
beside a glass with an inch of milk in the bottom. Every light in the apartment
blazed brightly while Sleepless in Seattle unspooled on the television.


“What time is it?” he mumbled after
I shook his shoulder.


“Bedtime,” I said quietly. “Should
I carry you?”


He replied with a drowsy laugh
before rolling up from the cushions. I stood beside him with one hand on his
shoulder. After a few seconds, he got to his feet, staggered forward and swept
me into his arms.


“I tried to wait up,” he said.


“And I appreciate the effort,” I
replied. “But I told you earlier that you didn’t need to.”


His next few words were distorted
by a gaping yawn.


“What was that?” I asked.


“Your mother called. She tried your
phone, but it went straight to voicemail. So she called me.”


“What did she want?” I asked.


“You,” he said.


I snickered. “Did she tell you
why?”


He shrugged as another yawn came
and went.


“Should we go to bed now?” I asked.


“Good idea,” Zack said. “I think it
had something to do with your brother.”


We started shuffling across the
room toward the hallway.


“Brody?”


Zack stopped. “Do you have another
one that I don’t know about?”


“Aren’t you hilarious?” I said.
“Let’s get you in bed before the standup routine really kicks in.”


He started moving again. I followed
with one hand on his back and the other on his elbow.


“He’s getting married,” Zack said.
“No, wait. Brody got married.” He paused. “To somebody named…Helena?” Another quick pause. “Or maybe it was Ellen.”


As we stepped into the bedroom, my
mind shuddered in every direction at once. My baby brother, the Romeo who left
a trail of broken hearts from Crescent Creek to San Diego and back again, had
tied the knot without telling anyone in the family. Of course, the fact that
he’d never been in a relationship longer than six months also made me
suspicious.


“Did she give you any details?” I
asked Zack as he sat on the edge of the bed.


He looked up and studied my face.


“Any what?”


“Details,” I said again. “About
Brody’s wedding. Or his wife.”


He blinked at me a few times.


“Antelope.”


I plopped down beside him.


“Do you mean they eloped?” I asked.


“Yeah,” Zack said. “They eloped. I
think maybe she said something about Mexico.” He heaved a rocky sigh. “I’m
sorry, sweetheart. I was asleep when she called, and it all sort of—”


I pressed one hand to his mouth.


“Hey, it’s fine,” I told him. “I’ll
call her in the morning. What’s important now is that you and I both get some
sleep, okay?”


His head fell onto my shoulder.


“Okay,” Zack mumbled. “Sleep is
good.”
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I was in the Sky High kitchen the next morning talking to
Julia when Harper’s face appeared in the pass window.


“There’s a really cute guy here to
see you,” she said.


“Zack?”


She shook her head. “Not that cute.
But close.”


“Who is it?” I asked.


“Someone named Scott,” she said.
“He’s a handsome blond with a trimmed beard and blue eyes. I think he mentioned
it was related to something you guys were talking about last night at the
Fenwick Hotel.”


“And he’s here?” I asked.
“Not on the phone.”


Harper smirked. “I may not be the
sharpest knife in the drawer, but I know the difference between the two. I told
him to wait in the office.”


“You’re the best, Harps,” I said.
“I wasn’t expecting him, so it took me by surprise.”


“No problem,” she replied. “You
heading in there now or should I tell him to cool his heels for a while?”


“I’ll go now,” I said. “And for the
record?”


She smiled.


“You’re sharper than the other
knives,” I said.


As Harper and Julia started
discussing one of the new orders, I made my way to the office. When I stepped
through the door, Scott was on his phone, murmuring sweet nothings to someone
named Eliza.


“Oh, hey,” he said when I stepped
behind the desk. “Gotta go, honey. I’ll see you tonight.”


“How are you?” I said.


“Morning, Katie!” he said, leaning
across the desk to shake my hand. “I was going to call, but I had the day off.
And ever since I saw you last night, I’ve been thinking about this place. I
figured, like, it’s a nice day, I don’t have to work and I haven’t had any of
your grandmother’s pecan pie for a really long time.”


“Well, this is a surprise,” I said.


“I thought it would be,” he replied
with a toothy grin. “But you seem like a solid person. And I want to help
Carrie out of whatever jam she’s in at the moment.”


“Tell me more about that,” I said.


“The thing is,” Scott replied,
“Carrie’s been really on edge the past few weeks. Something’s definitely going
on with her, her ex-boyfriend and a guy named Darnell. He’s been dating
Carrie’s roommate’s sister for the last year or so.”


“Could it be Darren?” I asked.


He grinned again. “That’s the guy.”


“What about Carrie’s ex-boyfriend?”
I said. “Can you tell me his name?”


“Leo Leachman,” Scott answered.
“He’s a tool, but he’s rich. He bankrolled Carrie’s lingerie store so she could
quit waiting tables.”


“That’s new info,” I said. “So what
kind of something is going on with those three?” I asked.


He frowned. “Nothing good. I heard
from one of my buddies that Darren borrowed a big chunk of change from Leachman
to try and keep Wicked Cherry going. He’s been way undercapitalized since the
day it started.”


“Wicked Cherry?”


“It’s Darren’s craft brewery in the
city,” Scott explained. “They make a few different things, but the place is
known for Wicked Cherry Rum.


“Wicked Cherry?”


He smiled. “It’s amazing. My
girlfriend cooks with it. In fact, you and she have something in common.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“Yep,” Scott said. “She bakes with
Wicked Cherry. For my birthday last month, she made some killer cupcakes.”


“I’d love to hear about those
sometime,” I said. “For now, let’s focus on Carrie’s roommate and her sister’s
boyfriend.”


“You bet,” Scott said. “Do you want
to ask me questions or should I…”


I nodded. “You should just tell me
as much as you know.”


“Okay, you bet,” he said. “Like I
already mentioned, I was talking to a buddy, guy named Rooster, and he told me
that one of his pals hired him for a gig up in Crescent Creek.”


“What kind of gig?” I said.


Scott shrugged. “Nothing you need a
suit and tie for,” he said. “Rooster’s a longtime gym rat. He works as a
personal trainer at a place that caters to young, wealthy women.”


I smiled. “I know the type. When I
lived in Chicago, I even went out with a couple of men like that.”


“He’s not a bad guy,” Scott said.
“Might not always make the healthiest choices when it comes to how he earns a
living, but that’s his business.”


“Has he been in trouble with the
police?” I asked.


“Not this week,” Scott answered
with a smile.


“Good for him,” I said. “Did he
give you any details about the job in Crescent Creek?”


“A couple,” he answered.


I waited for more, but his gaze had
dropped to the floor.


“Are you trying to remember?” I
said. “Or is this how you ignore uncomfortable questions?”


Scott looked up. “They made him
wear a mask.”


“Spider-Man?” I asked.


His eyes flashed with disbelief.
“How did you know that?”


“Lucky guess,” I said. “What else
did Rooster have to tell you?”


“Just one thing,” Scott replied.
“He got paid by a woman that I’ve seen in here with your friend before.”


“My friend?”


His head bobbed. “The guy that was
with Carrie,” he said.


“Darren Rigby?” I felt a cold chill
slither around my shoulders. “Rooster was paid to kidnap Tony Hett by a woman
that knows Darren?”


Scott nodded as he considered the
information. Then he said, “I don’t know if this will help or not, but Rooster
didn’t actually kidnap anybody. His job was to wait at the farmhouse where they
took the guys after they grabbed them.”


“So he was an accomplice?”


“I guess it doesn’t matter to the
cops,” he said. “And that’s never good.


“You think?” I smiled. “That’s what
started this whole thing.”


“When did that happen?” he asked.


As I answered his question, the
color drained from Scott’s face.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“Nothing.”


“C’mon,” I said. “Your reaction
says something, not nothing.”


“Well, yeah,” he said. “Rooster
told me that Violet’s sister and her boyfriend got caught up in something shady
that night. But he didn’t know what and he didn’t know where.”


“Did he know who?” I asked.


Scott nodded. “He mentioned a
couple of names.”


“Was Tony Hett one of them?”


“That’s right,” he answered.


“And the other?” I said.


I waited. He chewed on a thumbnail
as he scanned the restaurant before sliding his gaze back in my direction. I
waited some more. When we were approaching five minutes, I asked Scott if he
could tell me the other name.


“I suppose,” he said. “But I’m
starting to get the creeps about this whole thing, especially since Tony’s dead
and Darren whatshisname is missing.”


“I’d say getting the creeps is a
natural reaction to either of those developments,” I said. “Not to mention the
fact that Leo Leachman and his goon squad seem to be involved somehow.”


“So the other name?” I said. “Who
else was at Tony Hett’s the night that Violet’s sister and her boyfriend got
mixed up in trouble?”


“Some chick named Junebug,” Scott
said. “At least, that’s the name that Rooster heard from his pal.”
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The woman that answered the door at Darren and Sheila
Rigby’s house an hour later was short and trim, with pink tipped blonde hair and
a smile fueled by either too much sugar or not enough sleep. She was wearing a
short-sleeved purple T-shirt with black tights and pristine white running
shoes.


“Afternoon,” she said. “Can I help
you?”


I’d never seen her before, but
there was something extremely regimented and formal about her demeanor. Her
mouth was set in a flat line, her posture was rigid and her jaw was like
granite.


“Is Sheila here?” I asked. “My name
is Kate. I’m from next door, and I just wanted to see if she needs anything.”


I felt my heart skip a beat when I
noticed the slogan on the front of her shirt: Personal power through Ultra
Violet.


“That’s so kind,” the woman said
with a mournful twinge in her voice. “But she’s not home.”


“Do you know when she might be
back?”


She shook her head. Then she
explained that she was Darren’s cousin. She’d been on her way from Dallas to a business meeting in Cleveland when she got the news about her relative’s
disappearance.


“I didn’t catch your name,” I said.


“Deb.” Her blue eyes tightened.
“I’m Deb Rigby.”


“Well, nice to meet you, Deb. I’m
sorry about what’s going on with Darren.”


She offered a nod as her jaw
tightened even more.


“I’d give an arm and a leg to have
him back again,” she said.


I glanced at her left bicep. It was
as muscular and tan as the right one.


“I think there are plenty of folks
in town who would do the same,” I said. “When did you last see Darren?”


Her mouth squirmed slightly. “A few
days ago,” she said. “I’m in the process of moving to Ohio, so I came up to see
a few friends and family members.”


I smiled. “So you used to live in
Crescent Creek?”


“Near here,” she said. “But it’s
been years.”


“Well, the town certainly hasn’t
changed much,” I said. “I went to college in Chicago. Then I stayed for a while
to work. When I came back, I had definitely changed…” I touched the wrinkles
beside one eye and then patted my stomach. “…but Crescent Creek was almost
exactly the same.”


She offered a watery smile. “I’m
sorry to be so short,” she said, “but I need to take care of a few things for
Sheila. I’ll let her know that you stopped by.”


“Thank you,” I said as she started
to close the door. “Before you go, can I ask one last thing?”


She stared at me through the narrow
opening.


“Do you know when Sheila will be
back?” I asked.


“I’m not really sure,” she said.
“She missed her connecting flight from Atlanta to O’Hare, so I have no idea
when she’ll arrive.”


“Atlanta?” I said. “I thought she
was in Las Vegas.”


The woman’s eyes flickered with
panic for a moment, but then brightened again as she took a deep breath.


“I’m sorry about that,” she said.
“It was Las Vegas. I have another friend who went to Atlanta for business, so I
got them confused for a second.”


“Story of my life,” I said,
smiling. “My mother says Confusion is my middle name.”


Deb smiled. “And that’s the story
of my life,” she said. “Very, very, very confused.”


There was nothing about the woman
that suggested she’d ever been bewildered a day in her life, but I knew better
than to question her wisecrack.


“What’s Ultra Violet?” I pointed at
the front of her shirt. “Is it a supplement for athletes?”


She glanced down at the slogan.
“Oh! No, no. Ultra Violet is a self-defense academy in the city.” She blushed
and it seemed to soften her hard exterior. “What can I say? It’s their gimmick.
You know, for publicity.”


“It’s not a gimmick if it works,” I
said. “Do people find personal power there?”


“The owner would like to think so.”
She smiled again; a luminous burst of bright white teeth, glossy pink lips and
confidence. “You should ask Sheila sometime. That’s how I met her; she came to
a class with my sister. Liz actually works for Darren and Sheila at their
company here in town.”


“Oh?” I said. “I knew that she
worked as Darren’s assistant, but I didn’t realize she was his cousin.”


“I think they try to keep that
quiet,” Deb said. “You know, to separate professional things from family
matters.”


“Sure,” I said. “That sounds
reasonable.”


“Okay, I should get going,” she
said. “I’ll be sure and let Sheila know that you came by.”


When the door closed with a solid click,
I stood on the front porch and tried to imagine why the woman had seemingly
lied to me about where Sheila had been while she was away.


As if we need one more curve
ball in this case, I thought, or one more person twisting the truth
until it shatters into a million little pieces.
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The smile on Dina’s face when she walked into the Sky High
office later that day told me two things. She had a spinach salad for lunch.
And she was going to tell me something confidential.


“There’s something in your teeth,”
I said, pulling a small compact from the top desk drawer. “See for yourself.”


She took the compact, confirmed my
report with a long look in the mirror and then removed the offending speck with
a tissue from the box on the desk.


“That’s better,” I said.


“Thanks for letting me know,” she
said. “I grabbed a quick bite to eat at Drake’s on the way over.”


“You could’ve had lunch here,” I
said. “We have a wide array of things that can get stuck in your pearly
whites.”


She glowered at me. “That’s not why
I’m here,” she said. “How do you feel about taking another drive to Denver?”


I flashed a smile. “I’ll take
shotgun,” I said. “We can listen to the new Madonna CD that Zack bought for
me.”


“I’m not going,” she replied. “We
received an anonymous tip today. A woman called from a number in Denver to suggest we talk to the maintenance guy at the place where she works.”


“Did she tell you the name of the
business?” I asked.


“No, but we traced the number,”
Dina said. “It belongs to a self-defense school on Spring Street.”


“Hold on,” I said. “Is the school
called Ultra Violet?”


She frowned. “Maybe. What do you
know?”


“I met a woman earlier today at
Darren and Sheila’s house,” I said. “She was wearing a T-shirt from there.”


“How does she know Darren and Sheila?”


“She’s Darren’s cousin,” I said.
“And now that we’re having this conversation, I realize that Liz told me once
that her sister’s name is Violet and she teaches krav maga.”


“Liz Winchester?” Dina asked.


“That’s right,” I said. “It sounds
like Darren’s assistant is related to the woman that owns the business where
your anonymous call originated.”


“It’s a small world after all,”
Dina said. “I can’t wait to hear about your visit later.”


“I’m happy to go,” I said. “But
shouldn’t Jane Lund handle those things in Denver?”


Dina’s mouth formed an impish grin.
“She should. And she will. But in the meantime, there’s no reason other people
can’t pay a visit to Spring Street.”


“And by other people, you mean me?”


She nodded.


“What am I looking for?”


“Just take a look around,” she
said. “Let’s see who you find, how they handle a couple of softball questions
and whether or not there’s any sign of Darren Rigby.”


“Don’t you trust Jane Lund to ask
those questions?”


Dina shook her head. “It’s not
about trust,” she said. “It’s about me wanting you to check out the place. You
know how I think. You know what I’d be looking for. And Jane will approach it
from her viewpoint.”


“What does that mean?”


“She’s more focused on the Denver angle,” Dina said. “Which is completely reasonable. But I want to know why two
goons wearing Spider-Man masks abducted one of our local residents.”


“Two local residents,” I
said.


“I don’t really consider Tony Hett
a local,” Dina said. “He was more like a modern-day carpetbagger. He was an
unscrupulous opportunist, Katie. The only reason he was in Crescent Creek was
to exploit the fact that some segments of our local economy are suffering
through a downturn. That’s why he was buying empty storefronts and overpaying
for houses and offering people like Sheila and Darren Rigby a small fortune for
their company.”


“I thought he wanted to rekindle
some childhood memories,” I said. “Isn’t that what Tony told everyone when he
first came to town?”


She smiled. “Did you believe him?”


“It seemed pretty convincing,” I
said. “Yes, he was arrogant and pompous, but there also seemed to be a kernel
of truth beneath all of the flashy watches and fancy cars.”


“Maybe so,” she replied. “But that
was then, this is now. I’ve been talking to someone at the FBI, and they—”


“Whoa! So the FBI really is working
on the kidnapping case?”


“That’s right,” she answered. “I
obviously can’t get into the minutiae of those discussions, but I can tell you
that Tony Hett is involved in plenty of shady deals that have nothing to do
with childhood memories.”


“Okay, fair enough,” I said. “Can
you give me a hint why you think the self-defense academy is connected to
Darren and Tony’s disappearance?”


“Besides the fact that one of the
kidnappers was wearing a sweatshirt from the place?”


“That could be completely
innocent,” I said. “Maybe they’re students.”


“At a business that caters almost
exclusively to women?”


“Okay, so…” I paused. The
determined look on her face told me that I wasn’t going to win the debate. “So
I’ll drive down and have a look around. Is tomorrow afternoon okay? I’ve got
quite a bit of work to do around here this afternoon and then we’re meeting
Viveca and Antonio for dinner.”


“They’re still together?” she
asked.


“I’ve stopped counting the months,”
I said. “It looks like this might be the one for Viv.”


Dina grinned. “That is so good to
hear. If anyone deserves to find happiness with the right man, it’s—”


“You!” I said.


The blissful smile on her face
imploded. “Leave me out of this,” she muttered. “I’m married to the job.”


“Said the woman who didn’t want to
risk getting her heart broken again.”


She shrugged and turned toward the
door.


“I’m going to pretend that you
didn’t just say that,” she replied. “Even if it’s true.”


Before I could say another word,
she thanked me again for driving into the city to check out the self-defense
academy, reminded me to call her later with an update and scurried out of the
room.
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The next after around five, I was standing in the middle of
the sidewalk in front of Ultra Violet Self-Defense Academy, studying the signs
taped to the front windows: Your mind is your most powerful weapon! Freedom
from fear begins with focus! A sharp spirit cuts through even the
darkest shadows!


I didn’t quite understand the last
one, but it didn’t matter. From the twentysomething women in the accompanying
photographs, I wasn’t part of in the target audience. But I’d completed a
regimen of krav maga classes when I worked as a private investigator in Chicago, so I knew the physical and psychological benefits of the training. I also knew it
was a little strange for me to be gaping silently at the front door while
students came and went, so I moved closer and began to follow a small group of
younger women toward the building.


But something caught my eye as I
approached the entrance. There was a dark blue Ford Explorer parked at the
curb. On any other day, it would’ve looked like any other vehicle in front of
any other business. But that particular afternoon, three things made it stand
out: the bumper was covered with stickers from Wisconsin Trade & Technical College, one of the taillights was broken and someone had written Please wash me, Dwight
in the muck covering the back window.


“One more breadcrumb,” I said under
my breath. “Let’s go inside to see if we can find more.”


The reception area was spare and
sleek: black lacquer counter on the left, a busy juice bar to the right and a
corridor straight ahead that I guessed led to the training spaces and locker
rooms.


“You look lost,” someone said from
behind the reception desk. “Can I help?”


It was a woman with a narrow face,
friendly hazel eyes and blue streaks in her glossy black hair. The gold name
plate around her neck read Cherie, but the floral tattoo on her arm said
Dora Lee. When she noticed my gaze zipping back and forth between the
two, she laughed and put one finger on the necklace.


“This is me,” she said, moving the
finger to the colorful ink design. “And this is my grandmother. She passed last
year, so I wanted something to keep her close.”


“That’s sweet,” I said. “My name is
Kate. I was just passing by, and was curious to learn more about the classes
that you offer.”


Cherie reached for the top brochure
on a nearby stack. Then she unfolded it on the countertop before briefly
describing the types of courses they offered, the credentials of the
instructors and the satisfaction of members and their guests.


“Is this your first time with
self-defense training?” she asked.


“No, I took classes a few years
ago,” I said. “I was just thinking about some maintenance work.”


“That is such a good idea,”
she said. “Our founder actually preaches that all the time.”


“Smart guy,” I said, baiting the
hook.


I knew from the online research
that I did before leaving Crescent Creek that the place was the brainchild of a
retired Marine named Violet Martin. But I thought a little bit of trickery
might help me seem more genuine and less nosy.


“Actually,” said Cherie with a
smile, “Ultra Violet was founded by a woman. We don’t discriminate against
anyone, of course, but most of our warriors are female.”


I gave her a smile. “Warriors?”


She pointed at her head. “Your mind
is your most powerful weapon,” she said, mimicking the message in the front
window. “And that begins with how you think of yourself.”


“Tired and bewildered,” I replied,
tapping one finger between my eyes. “That’s how I think of myself half of the
time.”


She laughed. “Then you need to get
in here!” Her voice rose in volume. “Get in here and get focused! Get in here
and get fired up!”


“Do you have single-class pricing
or just the monthly and annual memberships?” I motioned at the poster on the
wall behind her.


“We’ve got it all,” she said. “Our
classes start at forty dollars an hour.”


I was getting ready to ask if they
offered financing for such lofty prices when two men approached the counter.
The tall, bearded guy was carrying a toolbox. The other one, half a foot
shorter and clean shaven, had a long extension cord looped around one shoulder
and a power drill in his hand. Cherie apologized for the interruption before
walking over to greet the men.


“I’m with someone, Dwight.”
Her tone was arctic and her gaze was locked on the taller man. “Can’t it wait?”


The second guy punched Chad’s shoulder. “Told you she’d say that.”


“And I told you to keep it zipped,”
  Chad hissed at his friend.


“Look,” Cherie said, “Violet left a
list on her desk of the stuff she wants you to do, okay? Mostly moving boxes
upstairs, but I can talk to you about it as soon as I finish with our newest
warrior.” She glanced at me and smiled. “I was just getting ready to page Tonya
so she can give her a tour.”


“She’s out back having a smoke,” Chad said. “She won’t hear the page.”


“Thanks for the heads-up,” replied
Cherie. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to—”


“We’re also waiting to get
reimbursed for the gas money and those stupid costumes,” Chad said. “Driving up and back to that crap town was a full tank, okay? And payday isn’t
till next Friday, so tell Junebug that I need the money pronto! I mean, if
she’s even doing the books this week. And if she’s not, can’t we just take it
out of petty cash or something?”


Rather than answer his questions,
Cherie did a quick pivot and returned to where I was waiting.


“I’m sorry about that,” she said,
lowering her voice. “Some of us weren’t created equal in the IQ department.”


“It’s no problem,” I told her. “And
I actually don’t have time for a tour this afternoon. I’ll be in the area again
soon though. I’ll come back to get the full dog and pony show.”


She frowned slightly. “It only
takes a few minutes,” she said. “Tonya’s our senior warrior consultant. She’ll
be able to answer all of your questions about our instructors, classes and fee
schedules.”


“Great!” I said, starting a slow
drift back toward the front door. “I’ll be sure and ask for her when I come
back.”


“You’re welcome,” she replied
sadly. “Are you sure we can’t make time for that tour today? Remember this,
okay? A sharp spirit cuts through even the darkest shadows!”


I kept myself from laughing. “Thank
you again for your time,” I said, picking up the pace. “And here’s another one
to remember: Don’t burn any bridges until you’ve crossed them!”
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After I left the self-defense school, I walked down the
street to a coffee shop with a sign in the window advertising cherry-cranberry
kringle. During the first few years at Sky High Pies, Nana Reed had offered the
Scandinavian pastry as part of her annual Sweet Salute to Dough &
Delicacies, but my parents had quashed the tradition after they took over the
business.


My nose detected cinnamon and
fresh-brewed coffee when I stepped through the door. A woman stood behind the
counter, folding white bakery boxes and decorating each with two different
pre-printed stickers. She looked to be in her mid-forties. She was on the tall
side with a heart-shaped face and big brown eyes.


“I haven’t had kringle in a very
long time,” I told her when I reached the counter. “It reminds me of my
grandmother.”


Her rosy cheeks lifted with a
smile. “Me, too! Mainly because she’s in the back making dough for a new
batch.”


“Oh, that’s nice! She works here
with you?”


The woman leaned closer. “Don’t let
Granny hear you say that. She’s a little overprotective; Klatch & Company
is her baby.”


I looked around the room. I hadn’t
noticed the sign when I was on the sidewalk. But now that she’d mentioned the
name, I realized that it was prominently displayed throughout the cozy space.


“Cute name for a bakery,” I said.


The woman winced. “My grandmother
isn’t a fan of that word,” she whispered. “Granny Goodman thinks cute should
only be used for babies and puppies.”


“She sounds feisty,” I replied.
“And that’s something else that we have in common, although mine has moved on
to the coffee klatch in the sky.”


She smiled warmly. “I’m sorry to
hear that, but it sounds like you and she had a good relationship.”


I winked. “Until I accused her of
being cute.”


We both laughed at the silly joke
for a moment before I ordered a cup of coffee and a slice of kringle.


“Be right up,” she said, nodding at
the empty room. “As you can see, we’re not too swamped at the moment.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll see if I
can find somewhere to sit.”


After I got comfortable at the
nearest table, I took out my phone and sent Zack a text asking if he liked
kringle. His speedy reply made me laugh: Is that a trick question? YES!


I’ll bring one home tonight,
I replied. Found a coffee shop that sells them.


Get two, he wrote back. One
for me. One for you.


Down, tiger, I typed. Let’s
go with one. Love you.


After a moment or two, Zack’s reply
filled me with the familiar warmth that I’d come to cherish: Love you more.
Now, forever, always.


“Here’s that kringle,” said the
woman, coming toward the table. “I didn’t know if you wanted cream for the
coffee, so I brought some of that, too.”


“That’s great,” I said. “I do use
it.”


She carefully put down a tray that
held my coffee, a small plate with the pastry and a tiny porcelain pitcher
filled with cream. A wicker basket in the center of the table was filled with
paper napkins rolled around a fork, knife and spoon.


“Anything else?” she asked.


“Actually, there is one thing,” I
said. “Do you know the self-defense place down the street?”


I noticed an instant change in her
expression. It was small and subtle, but the corners of her mouth tightened and
one hand gripped the back of an empty chair.


“I know it,” she said. “Are you
thinking of enrolling in classes?”


“No, I don’t live in the city,” I
said. “But my sister does. I thought she might like to know about it, although
it drives her crazy when I just give her the name of a place without doing a
little research. Since you’re right down the street, I was just wondering if
you’d recommend it for someone who’s never taken any self-defense training.”


She shrugged. “You know what? I
think that’s up to each individual.”


My inquiry had clearly touched a
nerve, but she was trying to be circumspect. We were strangers. She was
working. And the unexpected request for her to share an opinion about another
local business probably crossed a line for her.


“Look, I’m sorry if I’m putting you
on the spot,” I said.


“It’s okay,” she said, lowering her
voice. “You seem like a nice person. But I try to live by the Golden Rule. You
know, do unto others as you would blah, blah, blah.”


I laughed. “I’ve heard that one.”


“And the truth is, I like Violet
quite a bit,” she continued. “But her sister is a bit much. She handles the
business side of things, so she’s not around all the time. But I’ve seen and
heard about situations, primarily when someone gets antsy about payday, when
Liz goes off and starts shrieking.”


A bell in the back of my brain
started clanging at the sound of the name.


“Do you know her last name?” I
asked.


The woman shook her head. “Sorry, I
don’t even know Violet’s last name, although someone told me that Liz is
changing back to her maiden name soon.”


“I guess that won’t make much of a
difference to us, right?” I laughed. “We don’t even know what her married name
was.”


“That’s true,” she said. “But to be
truthful I get the heebie-jeebies when Liz comes in.”


“I can see that,” I said. “Your
expression has totally changed just at the mention of her name. I’m sorry that
I asked about the self-defense place.”


“Oh, now!” She waved both hands.
“Don’t you worry about me. I’m big and tough!”


We both laughed at her wisecrack.
Then she glanced over her shoulder toward the door leading to the kitchen.


“I think that I just heard—”


“Daria?” screamed a voice from the
back. “Where’s the nutmeg that Bruce delivered this morning?”


The woman’s eyes looped around.
“I’d better scoot,” she said. “My grandmother wasn’t born with the patience
gene.”


“Go ahead,” I said. “I can keep
myself busy with the kringle and coffee.”


“I’ll be back to check on you in a
few minutes,” she replied. “But before I go, can I share two of Granny’s
favorite sayings?”


“What are they?” I asked.


“The first one is, ‘Life’s too short
to waste time on tall tales!’” the woman told me with another warm smile. “And
the second one is, ‘Every day’s a gift that we need to open with joy!”
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As I drove back to Crescent Creek with the fresh
cherry-cranberry kringle on the passenger seat and an old Eagles CD playing in
the background, I thought about Darren and Sheila Rigby. They’d lived in the
house beside Sky High Pies for years, but I didn’t know either of them well.
They came in for lunch or breakfast at last once a month, and I delivered
special orders to their offices for quarterly staff meetings, Christmas parties
and annual Fourth of July customer appreciation picnic.


But they now seemed like curious
enigmas, a pair of interlocking puzzles, strangers. Since I still had more than
an hour to drive, I decided to give Courteney Cacchione a quick call. She’d
worked for Darren and Sheila’s company for the past few years, so I hoped she
might be able to provide at least a sketch of the couple.


After checking the phone to make sure
I had a signal, I dialed Courteney’s home number.


“Katie?” she said a moment later.
“Did you call to tease me about forgetting to pay my bill again?”


I laughed. A few weeks earlier,
Courteney had ordered a half dozen pies for a family reunion. When she came to
pick them up, I’d stepped into the kitchen for a split second, but she was gone
when I returned. She’d been so frazzled by the thought of her ten siblings and
their children coming to town that she mistakenly thought she’d already settled
the bill.


“No, no,” I said. “I wanted to ask
you about Sheila and Darren if you can spare a few minutes.”


“Oh, golly,” she said with a heavy
sigh. “Such a bizarre situation, isn’t it?”


“I completely agree. Have you
talked to Sheila?”


“Not yet,” she said. “I left her a
message, but haven’t heard back yet.”


“I did the same thing,” I said.


“I also went by the house,”
Courteney added. “But a really rude you-know-what that rhymes with rich
answered the door.”


“Did she have pink hair?” I asked.


Courteney gasped softly. “She did!
Do you know who I’m talking about?”


“Her name’s Deb,” I said. 


“Did you meet her, too?”


“Briefly. I guess she came up to
lend support to Sheila after what happened with Darren.”


“That’s thoughtful,” Courteney
said.


“Can I ask a question?”


“Of course, Katie. What is it?”


“How have things been around the
office during the past few weeks? I’ve heard some rumblings about trouble
between Darren and Sheila.”


Courteney yelped. “Talk about
negative energy! Trouble’s been brewing between those two ever since that Tony
Hett guy approached them with a proposal to buy the company.”


“I thought they’d agreed to sell,”
I said. “Isn’t that the story?”


“He had,” Courteney
answered. “But Sheila wasn’t convinced that it was the right move for them. And
every time she argued for keeping the business and staying in Crescent Creek,
Tony Hett would throw another million bucks on the table.”


“How did Darren react to that?”


“Are you kidding?” she said with
another laugh. “He was livid at Sheila, but thrilled with the extra money. But
it didn’t seem to matter because Sheila held her ground! And that Tony Hett’s
more stubborn than a mule. He started badgering Darren and telling him that if
he couldn’t get ‘the little woman,’ and those were his exact words, to change
her mind then the deal was off. I couldn’t believe some of the names that Tony
called Darren either. Just terrible, foul things.” She paused, sighing into the
phone again. “But none of that matters now. I heard late yesterday from someone
at the company that Tony told Darren to take a hike, so nobody wins.”


And there it was: a possible motive
for Tony Hett’s murder. If he’d withdrawn the offer for Rigby Engineering due
to the squabbles between Darren and Sheila, at least one person had a reason to
kill the guy.


“You still there?” Courteney asked.


“Yes, I’m here. I was just thinking
about something.”


She whimpered into the phone.


“Me, too,” she said after a long
silence. “I’m thinking about how sad and awful it is that Darren’s disappeared.
I already miss not seeing his big, silly grin every morning at work.”


“You’re not alone,” I said, hoping
to quell a little of her anxiety. “We all miss him.”


“Do you think the police will
figure out what happened?” she asked.


“No question about that,” I
answered. “It’s just a matter of time.”
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Harper slipped into the office at Sky High the next morning
while I was finishing a call with a sales rep from a company that sold beef and
poultry products. She stood near the door for a few seconds before walking over
and sitting in one of the guest chairs. Then she began drumming her fingertips
beside an old coffee cup crammed with ballpoints and pencils; it was a gentle
pitter-patter that started quietly and blossomed into a syncopated concerto.


“Sorry,” she whispered when she caught
me staring at her artfully manicured nails. “Your mother’s on hold.”


I twirled my gaze to the solitary
blinking light on the phone base. Then I winked at Harper and thanked her for
letting me know. She slowly returned to her feet and stretched her arms
overhead. Then she leaned down, added a loud encore to her fingernail opus and
hurried out of the room.


“I’m not getting any younger,” my
mother snapped when I switched to her call.


“Sorry,” I said. “But I’m trying to
run a business.”


“And you’re doing rather well,
sweetheart!” she said proudly. “At least, that’s what I hear from my
girlfriends up there.”


“Who have you been talking to?”


“Don’t be silly,” she answered.
“I’m not about to give up my confidential sources. That kind of information is
hard-won and precious.”


“Like every last one of your gray
hairs when I was growing up?”


She chuckled. “Exactly like that,
dear. But don’t think that part of my life is over. Did Zack give you my
message about your brother?”


“Yes,” I said. “Didn’t you get my
text?”


“I did,” she replied. “But I prefer
to kvetch over the phone. Typing with those little keys takes too long.”


“It goes faster if you use both
thumbs instead of one finger.”


“Thank you, dear. But I prefer to
do things my way.”


 I wanted to say, Oh,
brother. Do you ever! But I settled for something less confrontational. I
didn’t have time for a maternal meltdown; there were six more orders to finish
before the end of the day, and I promised Zack that I’d meet him at Food Town at six o’clock.


“What do you think about Brody?”


“I’m happy for him,” I said. “He’s
been looking for the right woman for a long time.”


My mother hissed a sigh. “Since
kindergarten!” she said. “And he’s about as mature today as he was back then.”


“Now, now,” I said gently. “He’s a
bit untraditional in just about every way, so I don’t see why marriage would be
any different.”


“That’s true,” she replied. “But it
doesn’t make it right.”


“So it’s wrong for Brody and his
bride to do what they choose?”


“Did you even know he was dating
this woman?”


I laughed. “He and I don’t really
talk that often.”


“That wasn’t my question,” she said
brusquely. “Did you know that he and Danielle broke up?”


“That was two years ago,” I said.


“It was?” She sounded genuinely
shocked. “I thought they were still going out.”


“Olivia talked to him about six
weeks ago,” I said, “but he didn’t mention anything about a new girlfriend.”


“Then what did they talk about?”


“He wanted to borrow money,” I
said.


“Again? We just loaned him five
thousand to start his new business.”


“That was generous of you,” I said.


“Your father and I talked about it
for a long time,” she said. “Olivia’s established in her profession. You’re
guiding Sky High into the future. But Brody has been struggling, so we wanted
to help.”


“Like I said, that was very kind
and generous.”


“But eloping to Mexico?” Her voice rocketed from calm to full-on freak show by the end of the question.
“And not inviting any family members? I just think that’s selfish.”


“I can understand how you might
feel that way,” I said. “But don’t take it personally. Brody and his new bride
have every right to—”


“We don’t even know the woman’s
last name yet!”


“You don’t?”


She sputtered a few sentences so
quickly that they became a soggy word salad.


“I didn’t really catch that,” I
said when she finished.


“Good!” my mother replied. “Because
it wasn’t very nice. And I’m sorry for being upset. But we’re his parents. And
he’s our child. Didn’t he consider us when he decided to just buy a couple of
airplane tickets and jump on the next flight?”


“Was it really that spontaneous?”


“According to my sources,” she
said.


“And you’re still not going to tell
me, right?”


She didn’t answer.


“Did you call him?” I asked.


“Who?” she said, sounding like a
pouting child.


“You know who,” I said. “If you
call Brody and talk to him, it might help smooth out some of the wrinkles.”


“Don’t say that word!” she
squawked. “You know that I hate it more than almost anything, Katie!”


“Oh, sorry,” I said. “It’s hard to
keep track of them all. But I do think it would be helpful to talk to Brody.”


“I left him a message,” she said.


“It can sometimes take a while to
hear back,” I replied. “He doesn’t check his phone as often as we do.”


“Well, I’ll talk to him about
that,” she said with a snippy twang, “as soon as he returns my call!”
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I was the only customer at Java & Juice that afternoon
around five. I was huddled at a table with my laptop, a cup of coffee and a
list of questions about the Darren Rigby-Tony Hett case.


The first one was obvious: Where
is Darren? After he’d inexplicably vanished from the office at Sky High
Pies with his sister’s car and a foggy memory about the night before, I’d
talked to a few people around town during the day who knew Darren personally or
professionally. Everyone was deeply concerned about his well-being and shocked
to hear the news about his disappearance if they hadn’t yet, but no one had a
clue as to his whereabouts.


“Did you try his assistant?” Pearl
White had asked when I stopped at her clothing store. “If Sheila’s out of town,
Liz might know where he’d go to clear his head.”


I had explained the role that Liz
Winchester had played the night immediately before Darren disappeared. Then I’d
asked Pearl to call me if she heard anything. And then I’d thought about
dropping two hundred bucks on the outfit displayed in the front window.


“You’d look so cute in that,
Katie,” she said as I stared lovingly at the matching blazer and slacks. “Don’t
you agree? Add the pale blue sweater with a scoop neck that’s on sale and
you’re ready to roll.”


“Thanks for the kind words,” I’d
answered. “But Zack and I are saving for some new furniture for the apartment.
We’re starting to recover a little bit from the wedding and honeymoon expenses,
so feathering our nest is the next big ticket item.”


“Well, I’ll keep both things in
mind,” she’d said, giving me a hug. “I’ll let you know about any special sales
coming up, and I’ll discreetly ask if anyone’s seen the elusive Mr. Rigby.”


The next question on my list was
also readily apparent: Why did Darren vanish? And even though I could
propose any number of reasons, the truth was impossible to know. 


As I thought about the
possibilities, even more questions came forth: Was it fear? If so, that
would be entirely logical. Why did someone drug Darren at Tony Hett’s house?
Why did they detail him briefly, but keep Tony? And who else might—


My phone rang as I added the last
few thoughts to my list. It was Dina, so I stopped typing and scooped up the
phone.


“Am I interrupting anything
important?” she asked.


“I’m at Java & Juice,” I said.
“Noodling on the Rigby-Hett case.”


“And?” Her voice edged up
hopefully. “Any big aha moments?”


“So far, it’s mostly questions,” I
answered. “I know things will become clear in due time, but none of this makes
much sense.”


“For example?” Dina said.


“Why did Rigby go all the way out
to Hett’s ranch?” I began. “Why didn’t he just call if he wanted to discuss
Tony’s offer to buy Rigby Engineering? Not to mention that any questions from
Darren and Sheila were supposed to go through their attorney or the business
broker that Hett’s been using.”


“Right,” she said. “But isn’t it
possible that Tony had invited Darren out so they could sit down face-to-face
and discuss things?”


“Anything’s possible,” I said. “But
from what I’ve heard, the differences were between Darren and Sheila. He wanted
to sell, but she wasn’t convinced.”


“Yet,” Dina said with a soft
snicker. “Tony Hett doesn’t like to lose. He’s been known to throw another
million at a transaction when it hits a snag.”


“And so…” I paused. “You think that
maybe Tony lured Darren out there to increase the bid while Sheila was in
Vegas?”


“I don’t know if he lured
Darren,” she said. “The menu was beer and pizza, not foie gras and filet
mignon.”


“Simple man, simple tastes,” I
said.


“Darren Rigby is not a simple man,”
Dina said. “I like the guy, but he’s more than capable of being prickly,
especially when he doesn’t feel that he’s getting his way.”


“Says who?”


She laughed again. “You want a
list?”


“Not really,” I said. “I just want
the truth, followed closely by justice.”


“As do I,” said Dina. “But we’ve
got a long way to go before we have either. Right now, we’ve got—”


“A bunch of unanswered questions,”
I said quickly. “Thus, I’m here with my list of unknowns and a nagging feeling
that something’s getting ready to run off the rails.”


“Based on what?”


“Darren Rigby’s behavior,” I said.
“He can be a bit of a control freak, but he’s not a rash, spontaneous guy. He’s
predictable and disciplined. I mean, he’s wound so tightly that you can bounce
a quarter off of him.”


“No, thank you,” Dina replied with
another laugh. “The only things that I want to bounce off Darren Rigby at the
moment are a bunch of—”


“I know,” I cut in again.
“Questions.”


“Stop doing that, Katie! It’s
annoying. And I’m not in the mood.”


I smiled. Since we were teenagers,
we’d developed a conversational style that often made other people jumpy. We
completed one another’s sentences, finished our thoughts and generally acted
like identical twins born to separate mothers a few months apart. In the madness
of the world, with the increasing pace and pressure, it was good to know that I
had more than one truly authentic and loyal friend.


“Sorry about that,” I said.


“It’s okay.”


“Do you have any good news about
the investigation?” I asked.


“Cherry frosting,” she said.


“I beg your pardon?”


“The techs found traces of cherry
frosting at both crime scenes,” she explained. “And before you say anything,
I’m not suggesting that you or Sky High had anything to do with it.”


“I know that,” I said.


“Good,” Dina replied. “It just
seems a little…I don’t know, too close to home or something.”


“Because of the frosting?”


“Well, yeah,” she said, suddenly
sounding a bit apprehensive. “You run a bakery. You sell cherry things. And we
found cherry frosting in Tony Hett’s house and Darren Rigby’s hotel room.”


“Take a breath,” I said. “I know
you weren’t pointing a finger at me, Julia or Harper.”


“Okay.”


I waited a few seconds. Then I
asked if she was better.


“I’m fine,” she said. “Just a
little on edge. I didn’t know Tony Hett, but I really like Sheila. I can’t stop
thinking of what she must be going through.”


“Lots of confusion,” I said
quietly. “Probably a little anger and rage.”


“At Darren?”


“No, no,” I said. “At the
situation. They’d been having some fairly intense conversations about the
business lately, but I’ve never known either of them to hold a grudge or stay
mad. They’ve both made little comments here and there about how they handle
disagreements at the office.”


“Did they really?”


“Sure,” I answered. “Since Sky High
Pies and Rigby Engineering are both family businesses, I think they found
comfort getting my opinion about certain things.”


“Such as?”


“Just how family members resolve
disputes when they work together,” I said.


“And?”


“What?” I said. “You want a lesson
right now?”


“Not so much a lesson. I’m just
wondering if you detected any subtext when Darren or Sheila talked with you
about their difficulties at the company.”


“What are you getting at?” I said.
“Do you think Sheila had something to do with Darren’s kidnapping and Tony’s
death?”


When Dina didn’t say anything
immediately, I knew the answer.


“What is it?” I went on. “Did you
find something that implicates her?”


“There was something regarding her
trip to Las Vegas,” Dina said.


“What happened?” I asked with a
nervous laugh. “Did she win big at the casino and runaway from home?”


Dina blew out a loud breath. “That
would be much less complicated,” she said. “The problem with Sheila’s weekend
trip with her girlfriends is that it was a lie.”


The thoughts rippling through my
mind suddenly skidded sideways.


“Say that again, please?”

“Sheila didn’t go to Nevada,” Dina said in a clear, focused tone. “She lied. To
her husband. To everyone at the company. To her family and friends.”


“And to you,” I added. “When she
called you after Darren went missing, she told you that she was at Mandalay Bay, right?”


“MGM Grand,” Dina said. “But close
enough.”


“Okay, I thought it was the other
one.”


“Doesn’t really matter,” Dina said.
“But the important point is that Sheila Rigby may no longer have an alibi for
the night that her husband was kidnapped or the evening that Tony Hett was
murdered.”
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“I had a sense that you’d be back for more,” the woman said
when I stepped into Klatch & Company late that afternoon.


I walked up to the display case and
studied the assortment of cupcakes, muffins and other baked goodies.


“The kringle was delicious,” I
said. “My husband and I devoured both of them in record time.”


Her laugh was infectious as she
swept one hand over the case.


“There’s always more where those
came from,” she said. “I’ve got what you see here as well as a handful of
kringles in back. In fact, let me get you a sample of my new one. It’s a
blueberry cobbler with cream cheese frosting.”


“That sounds like a winner,” I
said.


“Do you want to try it?” she asked.


“I’ll take one with me,” I said.
“Zack and I both love blueberries in every possible form.”


She grinned. “That was an easy
sale!”


“You had me at blueberry,” I said.


“Do you want something for now?”
She motioned at the display case again. “Slice of kringle? Cupcake? Coffee?”


“No, but thanks,” I said. “I really
just stopped in to ask you a couple of questions.”


She furrowed her brow. “Uh-oh,” she
joked. “Your mood just crossed over into serious territory. What have I done
now?”


“You’re fine,” I replied. “I wanted
to ask if you know someone named Liz Winchester.”


“Doesn’t sound familiar.”


“Can I show you a picture?”


She nodded. “As long as it’s not me
from sixth grade when I had braces and a bad perm.”


“It’s not,” I said with a laugh.
“It’s the woman that I just asked you about.”


I pulled out my phone and navigated
to a picture that I’d downloaded from the Rigby Engineering website. It showed
the corporate leadership team—including Darren and Sheila Rigby, Liz Winchester
and a jolly guy named Luke Sinclair who loved the peach cobbler at Sky High.


“This is her,” I said, pointing at
Liz. “She’s the one with the chunky glasses and the bangs.”


“Oh, sure,” she said. “I’ve seen
her a few times. What was the name again?”


I answered her question. Then I
asked if Liz came in alone or with someone else.


The woman’s mouth swooped into a
sheepish grin.


“She’s occasionally with two
younger men that work at the self-defense studio,” the woman said. “But mostly
she’s here with her husband.” She pointed to Darren Rigby in the photograph on
my phone. “And I don’t know about you, but those May-December relationships
always confound me a bit.”


“What do you mean?” I asked,
deciding not to explain that Darren was married to someone else.


“Oh, you know,” she began, “I
suppose it makes me a fuddy-duddy, but I think husbands and wives get along
better if they’re within a few years of one another. You know, like, maybe four
or five? But there must be a good fifteen or twenty years difference between
the woman in that picture and her—” She stopped short. “Did she do something
wrong? Why are you asking questions about her anyway?”


“It’s related to something that
happened in Crescent Creek,” I said, trying to be simultaneously honest and
judicious.


The woman winked at me. “I was wondering
about all of the whispered conversations.” She leaned closer, lowering her
voice. “Is Liz doing something shady with her husband and the two brothers?”


“Which brothers?” I asked.


“I know they’re not twins because
I’ve heard them joke about one being older,” she said, “but they look almost
identical in appearance.”


I smiled. “What can you tell me
about the brothers?”


“They’re both burly brutes,” she
answered. “And I think one works for the police. I sure wish I had somebody
that rugged and strong in my life. There have been so many times when I wish
that one of my neighbors could help me move furniture or carry something heavy
in from the car. But everyone on my block is way deep into their AARP years, if
you get my drift.”


I smiled. “I get it. But what was
that about one of the brothers working for the police?”


She nodded. “They didn’t tell me
that directly,” she said in a hushed tone. “But voices carry in a place this
small, especially when there’s only them up here and me in the back. I think
people forget that they’re not alone when nobody else is in sight.”


“So you heard them talking about
his work for the police?”


“Not so much that,” she answered.
“Just a lot of buzzing about a detective having trouble with something. It made
me wonder if Liz’s husband was working alongside the detective and he was
frustrated with the lack of progress on whatever matter they were trying to
resolve.”


“That’s interesting,” I said,
deciding to play along. “I never knew that her husband worked for the Denver
PD.”


“People are funny that way,” she
said with a laugh. “You think that you know them, but one day they pull a quick
left turn and leave you scratching your head. My husband was the same way
before he passed.”


“I’m sorry to hear about your
loss,” I said.


She sighed and made the sign of the
cross. “My dear man,” she said softly. “May he rest in peace. During our
marriage, there were a half dozen times when I thought that I knew everything
about him. But then, maybe like your friend’s husband, my Billy came home with
something right out of the blue. One time, it was an archery set. He’d never
once mentioned an interest in that, but he spent a small fortune on all the
equipment that you need. He set it up in the back yard, used it twice and then
put it on eBay.”


“Was he able to sell it fairly
quickly?”


She rumbled a throaty laugh.
“Quickly? The junk’s in the attic as we speak. But I’m glad it’s there, too.
Reminds me of Billy once a year.”


“Just once?”


The follow-up chuckle was softer,
gentler. “I meant when I decorate for Christmas,” she explained. “But I think
of him every day.”


“Sounds like you and he had a happy
marriage,” I said.


“The best,” she said, wiping a tear
from one eye. “But all things must pass.” She cleared her throat. “Now, should
I go get that blueberry kringle or did you have more questions.”


“I’m ready for it,” I said. “And
maybe a half dozen of the cherry chip cupcakes, too.”


“Coming right up,” she replied.
“And it’s funny that you’re asking for those. The two burly brothers that come
in with Liz both gobble those cupcakes every time they’re here.”


“Do they really?” I glanced into
the display case again. “Liz’s burly friends like cherry cupcakes?”


“They both do,” she said. “But one
brother eats twice as many.”


“Do you know their names?” I asked.


She pursed her lips for a moment. “One
is Dwight,” she said. “And the other is…” She hummed a little tune. “Is it Gregory?
Or maybe it’s Grant?”


“Could it be Graham?” I asked.


Her eyes lit up. “That’s it! Dwight
and Graham. My two favorite cherry chip cupcake fanatics!”


“That’s really helpful,” I said.
“Thank you so much for the information.”


“No problem,” she said. “They’re
both like little boys whenever they eat the cupcakes. They can’t stop talking
about the edible gold. It just tickles their fancy like you wouldn’t believe.”


I smiled. “Oh, I believe,” I said.
“At this point, when it comes to this group of crackpots, I’ll believe just
about anything that I hear.”
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After I left Klatch & Company, I walked around the
corner, found an empty bench and called Dina. When it went to voicemail, I left
a quick message and then decided to try her friend at the Denver PD.


“Detective Lund?” I said when she
picked up the phone. “It’s Kate Reed from Crescent Creek. Do you have a
moment?”


“Most definitely,” she answered.
“And by the way, you’re the only Kate that I know, so why don’t we stick to a
first-name basis?”


“I’ll remember that next time,” I
told her.


“What’s on your mind?” she asked.


Since I didn’t know the woman, I
launched into as concise a query as possible. I explained that Dina had
informed me about the traces of cherry frosting found in Tony Hett’s house and
Darren Rigby’s hotel room. Then I described my encounter with Darren’s cousin,
my visit to the self-defense studio and the fact that there was a bakery down
the block called Klatch & Company.


“Sounds like you’ve been busy,” she
said as I prepared to segue to Liz Winchester’s brawny young friend. “How is
all of that related to our investigations?”


“Darren Rigby’s assistant has visited
the bakery several times recently in the company of two burly guys with a yen
for cherry cupcakes.” I paused for a moment, hoping that she’d connect the dots
on her own. “She didn’t offer last names, but she said they’re brothers named
Dwight and Graham. The Crescent Creek Police found a phone at Tony Hett’s place
that belonged to someone named Graham Rankin. I have a hunch that he’s the same
Graham that visits the bakery with Liz Winchester.”


“Go on,” Jane Lund said. “I’m
waiting for the big reveal.”


“Do you have a list of Leachman’s
known associates?”


“I do,” she said. “It’s like a
literal rogue’s gallery of the city’s least desirable criminals.”


“Anybody originally from Wisconsin?”


She laughed. “That’s pretty
specific, Katie. Do you have your eye on someone for a possible suspect in the
double homicide?”


“Not yet,” I said. “But after Dina
told me about the cherry frosting, I also saw an SUV parked near the
self-defense place on Spring Street. It matches the description from the
eyewitness at Tony’s place the night that he was abducted.”


“And how is that related to Wisconsin?”


“License plates on the SUV and
kringle,” I answered. “Well, the bakery that I mentioned sells kringle. When
the woman there identified Liz Winchester in a photograph from the Rigby
Engineering website, she told me that the guys that came in there with Liz are
big fans of cherry cupcakes and kringle.”


“What makes you think these guys
are involved?” she asked. “Besides their love for specific types of baked goods?”


“On the night Tony Hett was
kidnapped,” I said, “the pizza delivery driver took a couple of pictures as the
two masked men walked toward the house.”


“I’m aware of that,” Jane said.


“One of them was wearing a jacket
with a distinctive emblem on the back. It looks like two large gears with a
wrench above and a screwdriver underneath.”


“Are we going somewhere with this?”
she asked.


“I believe so,” I said. “I did some
digging and found the logo online. It belongs to a trade school in Racine, Wisconsin. The SUV’s back bumper was like a tapestry of stickers from the school.
Oh, and you probably know this already, but kringle is huge in that part of the
country.”


“That’s it?” she asked with a tinge
of doubt. “A trade school jacket, cherry cupcakes and a particular type of
Scandinavian pastry that’s popular in Wisconsin?”


“And there’s one more thing,” I
told her.


“Go ahead,” she said.


“I looked at Liz Winchester’s bio
on the Rigby Engineering website again,” I replied. “A few years before she
moved to Colorado, she worked in the Admissions Department at a trade school in
  Racine.”


“Well, that is interesting,”
Jane Lund said. “Good work, Katie.”
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“That’s all she said?” asked Dina when I called her a few
minutes later. “It’s interesting?”


“That was it,” I said. “I don’t
know the woman, so I wouldn’t want to try and interpret her comment.”


Dina laughed. “I’ve known Jane for
a long time. That’s a word she uses when she’s trying not to give anything
away.”


“Meaning what?” I asked. “She
thinks that Liz Winchester is mixed up in this mess?”


“Probably,” Dina said. “But again,
we’re dealing with two jurisdictions, two different organizations and two
individuals at the top of the team working to crack two cases that appear to be
related.”


“It’s like Noah’s Ark,” I said with
a soft chuckle. “Two by two. Except everyone has the same goal: catch the bad
guys.”


“Obviously,” Dina said. “But not
everyone appreciates circumstantial evidence the way that you might.”


“Or you,” I said, trying not to
sound defensive. “Are you saying that I’m not making a valid point?”


She sighed. “Don’t be so sensitive,
Katie. I’m processing what you’re telling me with what we already know.”


“Well, it’s a fact that Axel
Barbosa saw two individuals wearing Spider-Man masks, right?”


“Correct,” said Dina.


“And one of them was also wearing a
jacket with a trade school logo, right?”


“Uh-huh.”


“And Liz Winchester worked at a
trade school in Wisconsin that uses the very same logo that was its website,
promotional materials and—”


“Jackets,” Dina said. “But there
are other ways that guy could obtain that particular coat. Maybe he bought it
at a thrift store. Maybe it was given to him by someone who attended the
school.”


“But we keep coming up against the
same brick wall,” I said. “We don’t have any idea what they look like. We don’t
have fingerprints from either scene. We don’t know if they’re local or came in
to commit these crimes. And we don’t have definitive proof that they’re
connected to Liz.”


“Maybe you should bring her in for
a little chitchat,” I suggested.


Dina laughed. “I had the same
thought,” she said. “But guess who seems to have dropped off the face of the
earth?”


“Liz Winchester,” I said.


“That’s right,” Dina replied. “And
if looks like a duck, swims like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it
probably is a duck.”
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Pearl White answered the phone at her boutique with a
reminder that her annual winter sweater sale was just around the corner.


“Well, now that I’ve made that
plug,” she said, “how can I help?”


“It’s Katie,” I said. “How are
you?”


“Peachy,” she said. “You doing
okay?”


“I’m fine,” I replied. “But I have
a question about the red cowboy boots that you carried last year. I mean the
red ones with the little green inserts on the side. Do you remember those?


“I do,” she said. “But we sold out,
Katie. I don’t know if I can find a pair for you.”


“That’s fine,” I said. “I don’t
need a new pair of boots right now. I was more interested in seeing if you
remember who bought them. Specifically, if you remember one customer in
particular.”


“What’s the name?” she asked.


“Sheila Rigby,” I said.


Pearl snickered on the other end.
“That’s so weird,” she said. “I had an inkling that you were thinking about
her. In all the years that I’ve had my shop, I’ve sold two pairs of shoes or
boots to the same person. I mean, the exact same style in the exact same size.”


“Are you saying that Sheila bought
two pairs of those boots?”


“She did,” Pearl answered. “But
when she got them home that day, she hated the way they looked with the skirt
she planned to wear to some big shindig they were hosting for their company.
She brought her pair back the very next morning.”


“What about the other pair?”


“Well, I’m delighted to report that
the other pair found a very happy home,” Pearl answered. “I’d have to guess
that Liz liked them a lot because she wears them constantly!”


“Wait a sec,” I said. “Sheila
bought the other pair of boots for her husband’s assistant?”


Pearl nodded. “Sheila told me that
things at the office had been really tense before that,” she explained.
“Apparently, she suspected that Darren and Liz were having an affair, but they
both assured her it wasn’t true. I didn’t know that before Sheila came in the
shop, of course. She confided in me while we were ringing up the sale.”


“Well, that’s all pretty darn
intriguing,” I said.


“Is this related to the trouble
with Darren and Tony Hett?” asked Pearl.


“I believe so,” I said. “And if
trouble is an accurate way to describe what’s happened up to this point, I can
assure you that it’ll be much, much worse for at least a couple of folks that
you and I both know.”


“Who?” Her voice spiked with
excitement. “I’d love to know if you can tell me.”


“I’m going to keep that to myself
for the time being,” I said. “But as soon a I get the green light from
Detective Kincaid, you’ll be the first person that I call.”
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Kiera Durwood was dressed in powder puff blue from head to
toe when she came into Sky High Pies late the next afternoon. Harper was taking
an order from two young women wearing scrubs, and I’d just started a fresh pot
of decaf.


“I need some of that,” Kiera said.


“It’s unleaded,” I told her.


The corners of her mouth turned
south. “Yuck! Can I please have a cup of your strongest coffee? I woke up at
three o’clock this morning and never went back to sleep.”


“Something on your mind?” I asked.


She rolled her soft brown eyes back
in her head. “Len insisted on tacos and ice cream after we got out of the
movies last night. Whenever he eats spicy food and dairy before bed, I suffer
the consequences.”


“Snoring?”


She nodded. “And gas. I moved to
the guest room at some point because my paint respirator clashes with my
nightgown.” She snickered. “Just teasing, Katie. I love that man dearly, but he
reeks worse than a toxic waste dump after he puts that combination in his
tummy.”


“My condolences,” I said. “Do you
want the coffee in a to-go cup?”


“Yes, please,” Kiera said. “I’m
getting ready to run a few errands around town, so a little pick-me-up seemed
like a good idea.”


“Smart woman,” I said. “I’ll be
right back with your coffee.”


“Thanks, Katie.” She reached into
the backpack that doubled as her purse. “Can I also please get half a dozen
chocolate chip scones?”


“Coming right up,” I said. “Julia
made a fresh batch earlier, so I’ll grab six of those for you.”


When I returned to the counter a
few minutes later, Kiera was on her phone. She had one hand cupped around her
mouth, although she was whispering so quietly that it didn’t seem necessary.


“Sorry about that,” she said when
she finished. “Have you heard the latest about Darren’s kidnapping?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “What have
you heard?”


She flashed a naughty grin. “It’s
only a matter of time,” she said.


“Before what?” I asked.


“I’m just surprised that none of us
caught on before this,” she went on. “There’s something fishy going on over at
Darren and Sheila’s house, but I don’t know if they’re selling drugs, running
an illegal casino or dealing in stolen goods.”


“What have you seen?”


“And heard,” she said. “I’ve
noticed all kinds of varmints over there at all hours of the day and night.”


“What kinds of varmints?” I asked.


“Scruffy ones,” she said with a
grin. “And pretty ones.”


I laughed. “That could be half the
people in town.”


“That’s true,” Kiera replied. “But
none of these people live here in Crescent Creek. I was just talking to Ruby
from my gardening club. She told me that Sheila was at the drive-thru lane at
the bank this morning with another woman.”


“You’re talking about Sheila
Rigby?” I asked.


“Isn’t that who you’re talking
about,” said Kiera. “Sheila and Darren?”


I nodded. “Yes, but I was under the
impression that Sheila was still in Las Vegas.”


“I trust Ruby’s word,” she said.
“And her eyes. If it was me, I’d be questioning it since I can barely see the
end of my own nose. But if Ruby’s telling me that she saw Sheila, I’m going to
take that as the gospel truth.”


“Did she tell you what Sheila and
the other woman were doing?”


Kiera nodded. “She told me that
they made a sizable withdrawal from one of her accounts, and asked for only
small bills. You know how the speakers at the bank squawk pretty loudly? Well,
that allowed Ruby to hear at least half of Sheila’s conversation with the
teller.”


“Did they take the money out of
Sheila’s account or the other woman’s?”


“Sheila’s,” said Kiera. “And from
the description that Ruby gave me, I’d guess Sheila was accompanied by the
woman with pink hair that I’ve seen at the house recently.”


“If it is the same one,” I said, “I
met her the other day. She’s Darren’s cousin from Ohio. I believe she told me
that her name was Deb.”


Kiera suddenly clapped her hands
together. “See, Katie? Fishy! Darren Rigby doesn’t have a cousin named Deb.”


“It’s possible that I got the name
wrong,” I said. “Maybe I should get my hearing checked.”


“That’s not what I mean,” she said.
“Darren doesn’t have any cousins because he was an orphan. To my knowledge,
he’s never been successful tracking down anyone from his biological family.”


“Are you sure?”


“I’ll swear on a stack of Bibles,”
she said. “One time when Sheila and I went for coffee, we got to talking about
families and genealogy. I was interested in tracing my roots because I’d just
watched a show on PBS. I asked Sheila if she saw the program, but she hadn’t. I
strongly recommended it, but then she said the whole subject of genealogy was
off limits on account of Darren didn’t know a thing about his family history.
He was adopted by a married couple in Cincinnati a few weeks after he was born.
They moved to Colorado when he was six or seven, first to Aurora and then up
here when his adopted father got a job with the Bureau of Land Management.”


“Well, that’s interesting,” I said.
“If Darren doesn’t have any cousins, I wonder who Deb might be.”


“Maybe she’s involved in Darren’s
embezzling scheme.”


“Oh?”


“I heard that one the other day,”
Kiera explained. “I ran into Penny Murdoch at Pearl’s shop. I needed to buy a
new outfit for a special occasion, and she was in there returning a sweater
that her husband gave her for their anniversary. The poor thing. They’ve been
married twenty years and he still thinks she wears a small.”


“Is that what size she wore when
they met?” I asked.


“Yes, that’s right,” Kiera
answered. “But Penny has told him time and again that she prefers large shirts
and sweaters. And just to be clear, that’s not because of weight or anything;
it’s because she loathes tight-fitting clothing.”


“Probably why she doesn’t own any
bras, huh?”


Kiera giggled. “Probably. But while
we were in the store, she told me a couple of other juicy rumors about Darren
Rigby.”


I smiled. “I love juicy rumors.”


“Who doesn’t?” She put one hand
beside her mouth. “People are saying that Darren murdered Tony Hett because he
couldn’t handle the fact that Sheila had fallen in love with the guy. Also,
Tony supposedly called 911 to report that Darren was battering down the front
door with one of the chairs from his porch. Well, I heard that after he got
inside, Darren pulled a switchblade and stabbed Tony more than a hundred
times.”


“Who told Penny that story?” I
asked.


She shook her head. “Sworn to
secrecy. I promise everyone that I’ll keep my lips sealed. And that’s good
thing, because I’d lose track of who told me what if I had to confess it all. In
fact, I heard one last snippet of tawdry trash about Darren just a few minutes
before I came over to see you.”


“What was that rumor?”


“Besides being upset that his wife
was having an affair with Tony,” she said, “Darren also snapped when Hett threatened
to expose shocking secrets from the past. My friend didn’t have any details,
but she seemed pretty convinced that something Darren did came back to haunt
him.”


“Like your husband and the
late-night snack?”


She giggled. “Not that kind of
haunting! I’m talking about having his dirty laundry strung up for the whole
world to see.”


“Ah, okay,” I said. “And I’d agree
with you completely. I don’t think anybody wants to see Darren’s laundry
flapping around, whether it’s clean or dirty.”
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A vase of white and yellow roses decorated with a large red
bow sat on the porch beside the front door at Darren and Sheila Rigby’s house.
A gift card was attached: Sheena Rigby. I smiled at the error, noticing
that the bouquet was from Petals by Pauline Floral Design. When it came to
flowers, Pauline Cragen was talented and gifted. But with spelling? Not so
much.


I leaned down, picked up the vase
and knocked on the door. It opened slowly a moment later to reveal Darren’s
so-called cousin with the pink hair.


“Yes?” she said.


“These were beside the door,” I
said, holding out the flowers.


“Aha!” She took the vase and put it
on the credenza just inside the door. “That explains the doorbell while I was
on the phone.”


“Is Sheila here?”


The woman smiled. “Don’t I wish?
I’ve been fielding calls and deliveries for her nonstop. I can hardly get any
of my work done.”


“Speaking of that subject,” I said,
“I went by Ultra Violet the other day.”


She cocked one eyebrow. “Looking
for self-defense classes?”


I shook my head.


“Can’t imagine that you’d need them
around here,” she added. “This place is sleepy and safe.”


I smiled. “Unless you’re Darren
Rigby.”


Her response was a silent nod.


“And speaking of that,” I
said, “I also heard something interesting the other day.”


She crossed her arms. “I hear
something interesting every day.”


“Can we cut to the chase?” I asked.


She smiled. “That would be much
appreciated.”


“Did you know that Darren was an
orphan?”


Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t
speak.


“Well, it’s true,” I went on. “He’s
an orphan. Over the years, he’s tried to find his biological relatives, but the
search has been fruitless.”


“Look,” the woman said. “I can
explain everything.”


“Is your real name Violet?” I
asked.


“Yes.”


“And Liz Winchester is your sister,
right?”


She answered with a nod. “That’s
her married name. She’s divorced, but decided not to change back to Liz
Martin.”


“Does she have a nickname?”


The woman grinned. “Yeah. It’s
Junebug.”


I took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. I was determined to keep as calm as possible, but her quizzical grin
and casual tone was beginning to fray my nerves.


“Well, I’m really quite confused
about what game you’re playing here,” I said. “Someone told me that you and
Sheila were seen together in town this morning. And yet, when I came over the
other day, you made it—”


A floorboard squeaked somewhere
inside the house.


“You made it seem like she—”


“Katie?”


Sheila Rigby suddenly appeared in
the foyer, peering at me with a sad, mournful look in her eyes.


“Why don’t you come inside?” she
said. “I can explain why Violet was carrying on the charade for the past few
days.”


“It’s really good to see you,” I
said, stepping across the threshold. “How are you doing?”


She shook her head, turned around
and walked toward the kitchen.


“I’m sorry about all of this,”
Violet said quietly as we followed Sheila down the hall. “But I think you’ll
understand once you hear what’s been going on.”


Less than ten minutes later, I not
only understood why Sheila had asked her friend to pretend to be Darren’s
nonexistent cousin, but I felt my heart slowly breaking as I sipped a cup of
tea and listened to my neighbor.


“I hate to be less than truthful,”
Sheila said for the second time since she started talking. “But I hate it even
more when other people do it on my behalf.”


“Sometimes that’s necessary,” I
said.


“Well, it was the best choice in
this situation,” Sheila said. “You see, Katie, I wasn’t in Las Vegas at all. I
was at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota getting a second opinion about a cancer
diagnosis that Dr. Wilson gave me last month. I told folks that I was at a
convention because I didn’t want to deal with a bunch of questions before I’d
even learned the answers myself.”


I took a breath. “Oh, Sheila. I’m
so, so sorry to hear that news.”


She smiled. “Thank you. I
appreciate that. And I’m sorry again for the deception. It’s just that…” She
stopped to take a sip of tea. “Things between Darren and I have been more than
a little rocky lately. We took the trip to Europe in the hopes that it would
help resolve the friction between us about selling the company. I didn’t want
to accept Tony Hett’s offer, but he did.”


When she paused again to drink more
tea, I glanced at Violet on the other side of the table. She smiled, but it was
fleeting. I’d been so ready to lecture her about honesty, but now felt grateful
that she’d been able to help Sheila with what was undoubtedly one of the most
difficult times of her life.


“If I’m going to be completely
honest,” Sheila continued, “I should let you know that Darren moved to an
apartment the day after we returned from our trip. Not only has he been
fighting me bitterly about the sale of our company, but he’s also been finding
his own sort of comfort in the arms of another woman.”


Violet scoffed. “She’s talking
about my sister.”


I nodded, but didn’t say anything.


“I really had no idea that Darren
and Liz were romantically involved until I found an email on his work computer
after we returned from Europe,” said Sheila. “In fact, I guess the truth is
that my husband had become a stranger in the past year. Until the last few
months, our company always did quite well. But Darren’s appetite for
extravagance and luxury spiraled out of control. That was why I initially
agreed to talk with Tony Hett. It seemed like selling was the only way out of
the financial nightmare that Darren had created. But then I changed my mind
because we had worked too hard to turn our dream into reality. Even though the
company is in a great deal of debt, I hope that Rigby Engineering can survive. Although
now I’m going to be grappling with that nightmare while undergoing chemotherapy
and radiation.”


When she stopped and gazed at me
with a peaceful smile, I said, “How can I help?”


“Oh, you dear heart,” she said,
putting one hand against her chest. “I can’t even begin to answer that question
today, but it is so kind of you to ask.”


“I’ll be ready to do whatever you
need,” I said. “Day or night. Zack and I love you very much and we’ll be by
your side along with all of your other friends and neighbors.”


“Thank you,” she said again. “I
have so much that I want to share with you, but I’m beginning to feel a little
dizzy. Maybe we could get together again in a few days?”


“I would like that very much,” I
said. “For now, I’ll see myself out. Just know that we’re all thinking of you.”


“That’s so sweet,” Sheila said.
“You’ve really warmed my heart by being so understanding about everything that
we’re dealing with here. Please give Zack a big hug for me, okay?”


Violet got out of her chair and
walked around the table. Then she gently helped Sheila to stand before they
began moving toward the next room.


“See you soon,” Sheila called to me.


“Absolutely,” I said.


After I stepped outside and heard
the door close behind me, I pulled out my phone and dialed Dina’s office
number.


“I was just thinking about you,”
she said. “What’s going on?”


“Have you got a minute?” I asked.
“Because I’m pretty sure that the things I’m about to tell you will help close
the Tony Hett case and arrest a few very bad people.”


Dina was quiet for a moment. Then
she said, “I’ve got all the time that you need, Katie. Why don’t we start at
the beginning?”
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A week after Darren Rigby, Liz Winchester, Dwight Rankin and
Walter “Rooster” Franklin were charged with conspiracy to commit murder,
kidnapping and more than a dozen other felonies, I walked into Dina’s office at
the CCPD Headquarters with a surprise delivery of cherry cupcakes from Klatch
& Company in Denver.


“Are you serious?” she said after
opening the box. “I can’t eat these things after the case we just closed.”


“I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” I
said. “But Daria Goodman wanted me to bring these to you.”


“Is she the woman that makes the
kringle?” asked Dina.


“I think Granny Goodman handles
that particular menu item,” I said. “But I stopped in to see Daria and let her
know how things turned out.”


“That’s kind of her to send the
cupcakes,” Dina said. “I wish everything from here on out could be so nice with
this case.”


“Did you run into some trouble with
it?” I asked.


“Not really trouble,” she replied.
“It’s more like an onion that keeps revealing unexpected layers.”


I smiled. “I don’t follow you.”


“Remember the thumb drive that
Darren gave you?”


“How could I forget?” I said.


“Well, our Crime Lab techs found
two distinct tiers of information on it,” Dina explained. “The first tier, the things
that appeared when we initially opened the drive, included various documents,
photographs and spreadsheets associated with Tony Hett’s business deals, both
legit and nefarious.”


“So far, so good,” I said. “I mean,
shouldn’t you and the Denver PD know about all of his dirty deeds?”


“Definitely,” Dina said. “And we
can also prove that those files were copied to the thumb drive the day after
Tony went missing. I suspect that Darren returned to Tony’s house while the
Rankin brothers and Rooster kept Hett at the other property that he bought
recently. Darren cherry picked things that would paint the worst possible
picture of Tony, giving law enforcement a clear snapshot of his illegal acts
and deeds during the past ten years or so. In Darren’s skewed view of reality,
I think that he planned to use that information as some type of safeguard in
case anything went sideways with what he and Liz Winchester were planning. He
may have hinted that he wanted to pass that along when he saw you at the
steakhouse, but I think he panicked. I think that he gave it to you right then—along
with the impression that he was conducting some kind of undercover sting on Leo
Leachman and Tony Hett—as a way to deflect from the surprise of you spotting
him in public after he’d run out on you at Sky High.”


“That sounds logical,” I said. “What
about the second tier of files? What else was on the thumb drive?”


“Ah, right,” Dina said. “That’s
where the really cool technical stuff comes into play. The second tier included
documents that had been deleted. They were all from Rigby Engineering: sales
reports, contracts, employee reviews and applications. But that tier also
included a series of emails between Darren and Liz. They provide a step-by-step
guide to the evolution of the plot.”


“Which one?” I asked. “It seems
like they were juggling at least two or three illegal things at the same time.”


“I’m talking about the plot to
kidnap Tony Hett, file a claim with the insurance company and then leave the
country once the proceeds were safely in an off-shore bank account.”


“So Darren and Liz cooked up this
scheme?”


“According to the emails, Liz
actually approached Darren with the concept a few weeks after they started
having an affair.”


“Are you kidding me? His wife’s
just been diagnosed with cancer and…” I was so mad that I couldn’t finish the
thought. “What a snake! How did Darren Rigby go from being a happy, content corporate
executive to a heartless, soulless creep?”


“Baby steps,” Dina said. “There’s
an email that Darren wrote to Liz around that same time. He told her that once
he met Tony Hett and saw what a millionaire’s lifestyle was like, he decided to
do whatever it took to achieve the same for himself.”


“So you’re telling me this whole
thing started with greed?” I asked.


“Plain and simple,” Dina answered.
“Carrie Norton told Violet about Tony’s kidnapping insurance, and then—”


“So Carrie was involved in Tony’s
kidnapping and murder?” I said. “I thought she was an informant.”


“She was,” Dina said. “And she
still is. Telling Violet about the insurance was a slip of the tongue after a
glass of wine one night at dinner. Carrie had no way to know that Violet would
innocently pass that information along to Darren and Liz. Even more, Carrie
could’ve never predicted what Darren and Liz might do after they learned that the
policy has a twenty million dollar payout. But once they found out about it, they
started drooling as soon as they confirmed that a claim could be filed by a
business partner.”


“Ah, I get it,” I said. “Darren
could submit a claim because he and Tony had signed a contract for the sketchy
lingerie operation.”


“That’s right,” Dina said. “Once
they confirmed the policy was legit, they started working on a plan. Liz knew
Dwight and Graham Rankin. Dwight enlisted Rooster. And once they’d sketched in
a few details, they were off and running.”


“But why did Tony Hett call 911 if his
abduction was fake?”


Dina chuckled softly. “Tony didn’t make
that call,” she said. “It was Rooster. We found solid proof in his phone logs,
but he also confessed to making the call after his arrest yesterday at his
brother’s place in Fort Collins.”


“What about the others?” I asked.
“Where did you find them?”


“Darren and Liz were trying to
leave the country,” she said. “But they were just as unsuccessful with that as
they were trying to file a claim for Tony Hett’s kidnapping insurance.”


“And Dwight Rankin?” I said.


“Oh, that sad little man,” Dina
said. “He was arrested while replacing the faucet on a sink in one of the
restrooms at the self-defense school.”


“A dedicated employee to the very
end,” I said.


“Well, I don’t know about that,”
she replied. “The arresting officers said he was half way through a six-pack of
Budweiser at the time.”


“Sounds perfect,” I said.
“Considering that Darren always wanted people to think he was the epitome of
business acumen and intellectual excellence, it’s quite ironic that one of his
colleagues was arrested under such dodgy circumstances.”
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My sister and I had been talking
for almost ten minutes about Leo Leachman’s newest television commercial when
she suddenly blurted out our brother’s name.


“You’re going to love this,
Katie!” she said once she caught her breath. “And you better not tell anyone
that I’m the person that gave you the scoop.”


“Promise,” I said. “What’s the
deal? Did they get the marriage annulled already?”


She shrieked. “That’s not possible
because they never got married!” She paused. “Did you hear me? Brody. Never.
Got. Married.”


“Okay, I get it. Stop yelping in my
ear.”


“I’m not yelping,” she said. “I’m dying!
When I talked to our dear, sweet mother, she was so mad that I heard her say
things that have never passed her lips before.”


“Like, ‘You were right. The
asymmetrical haircut was a huge mistake.’ Or maybe, ‘I’m sorry that I
embarrassed you by wearing those hideous lime green shorts to the church
picnic.’”


Olivia snickered. “No, you crazy
nut! And I’m not going to repeat any of the naughty words that she said. I’m at
work. Plus, you know, Cooper and I are trying to really watch our language. The
boys are taking a class in morals and ethics at school. You wouldn’t believe
the things we talk about at dinner these days.”


“That sounds like a class all of us
should take,” I teased. “Can adults audit any of the lectures?”


“So here’s the deal,” she said,
skipping over my question. “I had a call from someone that I went to school
with in Crescent Creek. She told me that another one of our classmates saw
something on Facebook about Brody acting in a movie!”


“Our brother?”


She giggled. “I know! Too much,
right?”


“Or too little,” I said. “As in,
too little talent. What movie was it?”


“I don’t know the name of it,”
Olivia answered. “It sounded kind of like Wedding Crashers, but it’s in Mexico on the beach and everyone’s totally hot and wearing bathing suits and sunglasses.”


“And what part does Brody play?” I
asked.


“The groom!”


It took me a moment. But as soon as
I processed Olivia’s comment, I guessed what had happened to get our mother so
upset.


“This isn’t a joke?” I asked.


“It’s on Facebook,” she said.


“Well, sure,” I replied. “But did
Brody confirm any of this?”


“He replied to one of my texts,”
she said. “He met some people at a party in Beverly Hills when he drove up from
  San Diego for a long weekend. One of the women was a producer, and she was
making a low-budget comedy. I guess she liked Brody’s face or something.”


“And then,” I said in disbelief,
“the next thing anybody knows, someone tells our mother that her son eloped to Mexico?”


“Yep!” She squealed loudly into the
phone. “Isn’t that simply hilarious? Our dear, ditzy mother fell for
it!”


“Well, did you tell her that it’s
not true?”


“I left a message on dad’s phone,”
Olivia said. “But she and I had a little tiff, so it’ll probably take her a
while to stop being stubborn and actually call back.”


“What about a text?” I asked. “Or
email?”


“She’s got me blocked at the
moment,” my sister replied.


“That sounds like more than a
tiff,” I said.


Olivia laughed. “I told her that it
was none of her business when she got snarky about something related to the
boys.”


“Uh-oh,” I said. “Grandmother knows
best, right?”


“Not always,” my sister said. “And
definitely not when it comes to teaching morals and ethics to our kids.”


“I can’t argue with you there,” I
said. “But I will give her a call in a few minutes to see if she’ll answer. If
the rumor about Brody’s elopement is fake, I don’t want her to stew any longer
than she already has.”
















CHAPTER
44


 


 


“You busy?” Zack asked when he called the next afternoon
around five.


I was sitting at the desk in the
Sky High office, feet up, a decaf cappuccino within reach and the new issue of Bon
Appétit on my lap.


“Swamped,” I said. “You wouldn’t
believe how hard I’m working right now.”


He laughed. “You’ve got your feet
up, don’t you?”


“Possibly,” I said.


“Nobody deserves a break more than
you,” he replied. “But I need a favor.”


“Anything,” I told him.


“Can you come pick me up?” he
asked. “The car’s back in the shop. They’re short-handed this afternoon, so
nobody’s around to give me a lift.”


“Then it’s your lucky day, mister,”
I said. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll be there.”


“Thanks,” he replied. “You’re my
hero, my angel and my—”


“Chauffeur,” I said. “As well as
your champion, your admirer and your—”


“Best friend,” he added tenderly.
“I’d be lost without you, babe.”


The declaration left me momentarily
speechless. Then it sent a rush of warmth through my heart. And then it
triggered the familiar phrase that we’d been repeating to one another almost
since the day we met.


“Where should we eat?”


He chuckled before running through
a list of options: Café Fleur, the barbecue place near City Hall, Luigi’s for
Italian, Drake’s Deli for a quick sandwich or Pepper & Roni’s for their
whole wheat pizza with fresh marinara and buffalo mozzarella.


“Your choice,” I said. “Any of
those would be awesome! Or there’s a new burger joint in the little strip mall
that just opened on Adobe Road near Birch Street.”


“Yes, that’s it!” His volume
increased tenfold. “I saw a killer review for that place on Small Town Sizzler.
I also heard Harriet Bloom talking about it at the bank. She called it the best
eatery to open in town this year.”


“It’s also the only new spot
that’s opened since January,” I told him. “But who’s counting?”


“Sounds like you are,” he said. “Is
there bad blood between you and Mrs. Bloom?”


“Not at all,” I answered. “And I’m
sorry if I sounded grouchy just then. But Harriet is a little bit like a
magpie; she’s most attracted to anything shiny and new.”


“Fair enough,” he said. “But why
don’t we reserve judgment until after our meal?”


“The voice of reason,” I said.
“Thank goodness you keep me grounded.”


“And I’m happy to do it,” Zack
replied. “Because you do the same thing for me.”


I closed the magazine and dropped
it on the desk.


“Alrighty,” I said. “I better get
my rear in gear. I need to check the front door, do a spin through the kitchen
to make sure that everything’s turned off and then I’ll hit the road.”


“I’ll be waiting,” he said. “I’ll
be the lonesome cowboy in front of Duke’s body shop.”


“Giddy-up!” I replied with a laugh.
“I’ll see you soon, buckaroo!”
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Cherry Chip Cookies


 


 


Ingredients


 


1/2 stick softened unsalted butter


3/4 cup brown sugar


1 egg


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


1/4 teaspoon almond extract


1-1/2 cups all-purpose flour


1/2 teaspoon baking soda


1/4 teaspoon salt


1 cup chopped maraschino cherries


1 cup semi-sweet chocolate chips


 


Directions


 


1.      Preheat oven to
350 degrees F (177 degrees C).


2.      Prepare two
baking sheets: lightly grease or line with parchment paper.


3.      Cream together
softened butter and brown sugar.


4.      Add the egg,
vanilla extract and almond extract, blending thoroughly.


5.      In a separate bowl,
whisk together the flour, baking soda and salt.


6.      Slowly add the
flour mixture to the wet ingredients.


7.      Fold in 3/4 cup
cherries and 3/4 cup chocolate chips.


8.      Use teaspoons or
scoop to form dough balls and arrange them on baking sheets.


9.      Press remaining
cherries and chocolate chips onto top of the dough balls.


10.  Bake for 14 to 16 minutes.


11.  Briefly cool on baking sheets before
moving to wire racks to finish cooling.
















Cherry Chip Bars


 


 


Ingredients


 


1 cup softened unsalted butter


2 cups sugar


1 teaspoon salt


4 large eggs


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


1/4 teaspoon almond extract


3 cups all-purpose flour


2 21-ounce cans of cherry pie filling


1 cup semi-sweet chocolate chips


 


Directions


 


1.      Preheat oven to
350 degrees F (177 degrees C).


2.      Prepare
15x10x1-inch baking pan: lightly grease or line with parchment paper.


3.      In a large bowl,
cream together butter, sugar and salt.


4.      Add eggs
separately; beat well after each egg is placed in the bowl.


5.      Blend in vanilla
extract and almond extract.


6.      Slowly add one
cup of flour at a time; allow each cup to incorporate fully before adding the
next.


7.      Use a spatula to
smooth dough onto prepared baking pan.


8.      Cover dough with
cherry pie filling.


9.      Sprinkle
chocolate chips and scoops of remaining dough across the top.


10.  Bake 35 to 40 minutes or until golden
brown.


11.  Cool briefly before garnishing with Sky
High Glistening Glaze (see next page).
















Sky High Glistening Glaze


 


 


Ingredients


 


2 cups confectioners’ sugar


3 tablespoons milk


1/4 teaspoon orange juice


1/3 cup orange zest


 


Directions


 


1.      Combine all
ingredients and mix well.


2.      Drizzle over bars
before slicing and serving.
















Cherry Chip Pie


 


 


Ingredients


 


5 cups pitted fresh cherries


2 teaspoons lemon juice


1/4 teaspoon almond extract


1/4 teaspoon vanilla extract


1 cup sugar


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


1-1/2 cups semi-sweet chocolate chips


1/2 stick chilled unsalted butter


1 egg yolk


2 tablespoons ice water


Nana Reed’s Ready for Rollin’ Dough (see next page)


 


Directions


 


1.      Position rack in
lower half of oven.


2.      Preheat oven to
400 degrees F (205 degrees C).


3.      Divide dough into
two equal portions; cover one half with towel or plastic wrap and set aside.


4.      Roll out
remaining dough on lightly-floured surface to form 10-inch round.


5.      Transfer dough to
9-inch pie pan.


6.      Press dough over
bottom and sides of pan, trimming edges to about 1/2-inch.


7.      Mix together
cherries, lemon juice, vanilla extract, almond extract, sugar, cinnamon and
chocolate chips.


8.      Spoon fruit
mixture into pie shell and dot with cubes of chilled butter.


9.      Roll second half
of dough to form 10-inch round.


10.  Position second 10-inch round over fruit
mixture, trimming and crimping edges.


11.  Slice 3 or 4 air vents in top of pie.


12.  Whisk together egg and water; brush
resulting glaze over the top of the pie.


13.  Bake 50 to 60 minutes on baking sheet
until crust is golden brown and juices are visible through air vents. Cover
crimped edges with foil if they appear to be browning too quickly.


14.  Cool and serve plain or with vanilla ice
cream.
















Nana Reed’s Ready for
Rollin’ Dough


 


 


Ingredients


 


2 cups all-purpose flour


3 tablespoons sugar


1/4 teaspoon salt


1 lemon, zested


3/4 cup softened unsalted butter


 


Directions


 


1. Combine flour, sugar, salt and lemon zest in large mixing
bowl.


2. Add butter and mix with pastry blender or hands.


3. Use blender or hands to add egg yolk and ice water to
dough.


4. Consistency of dough is essential for an ideal crust. As
you blend ingredients, periodically squeeze small amount of dough between thumb
and forefinger. The moisture level should be sufficient to bind dough without
being too wet or sticky. Add small amounts of ice water and continue mixing
until you’re satisfied with the consistency.


5. Shape dough into round disk.


6. Wrap dough tightly in plastic and refrigerate (30 to 60
minutes) until firm.
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