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CHAPTER
1


 


 


The week at Sky High Pies began with a family of four. The
man was around forty, a tall, bald beanpole wearing running pants, a Los Angeles
Lakers sweatshirt and bright blue high-top sneakers. His wife was a shapely blonde
of medium height with her hair tucked beneath a beret and a black band on her
left arm. Their toddlers looked around two or three. Besides cute button noses
and wide blue eyes, the kids possessed a passion and flair for throwing food on
the floor.


“Don’t worry,” I whispered to
Harper, the jovial woman who ran our dining room like a master class in
precision, efficiency and cordiality. “I’ll clean up when they leave.”


It was a few minutes after seven on
Monday at the bakery café that my grandmother opened more than forty years
earlier in Crescent Creek, Colorado. I’d taken over the business when my
parents retired after twenty-five years of pies, cakes, cookies, waffles,
pancakes and hearty lunch fare.


“Besides,” I added, “I’ve seen much
worse. Remember the time Dorothy brought her quilting circle? They left so much
under the table that you could barely see the pattern in the linoleum.”


Harper mumbled something colorful.
Then she said, “Whoever cleans up after these kids, we’ll need to borrow Burt
Sutton’s Bobcat.”


“His what?”


“The new skid-steer loader that he
bought last month for the ranch,” she said, watching carefully as the boy in
the striped shirt launched a piece of toast over one shoulder. “It’ll take care
of this mess in no time at all.”


I laughed and repeated my original
offer.


“You don’t have to coddle me,” she
said. “I get plenty of practice at home picking up after Bobby and the kids.
Besides, I was teasing earlier about being in a foul mood.”


The other tot slowly sprinkled pieces
of pancake from his plate around the legs of his high chair.


“What’s the deal anyway?” Harper
asked, keeping her gaze fixed on the family. “Are the parents oblivious?”


“I think they’re just really
tired,” I replied. “He told me that they’ve been driving all night. There’s a
family emergency in St. Louis that involves her mother.”


The smirk on Harper’s face fizzled.
“Oh, that’s awful. I didn’t notice the armband until just now.”


“It’s okay.” I nudged her gently
with one elbow. “Your griping is warranted. Those kids are really going to
town.”


She nodded, but didn’t say
anything.


“Hey, you two,” Julia called
through the pass window. “Did you hear about Barry Lincoln?”


I followed Harper behind the counter
to learn more from our illustrious chef.


“What did he do this time?” I
asked.


Julia made a face. “Somebody clocked
him from behind with a baseball bat in the parking lot at the YMCA last night.”


“Are you serious?” Harper said.


“Jared was playing basketball with
some of his buddies,” Julia explained. “When they were leaving the gym, one of
the guys noticed Barry on the ground. He was out cold, the door to his pickup
was wide open and there was a note taped to his sweatshirt.”


“What did it say?” I asked.


“That’s the really creepy
part,” Julia answered, pulling her phone from her apron pocket. “Hang on a sec.
Somebody took a picture of it while they were waiting for the police.”


She fiddled with the phone for a
moment before turning the screen so Harper and I could see the unsettling image.


“What does it say?” Harper squinted
at the picture. “That handwriting is terrible.”


Julia laughed. “It’s the worst. It
took me a couple of minutes to decipher it.”


“That looks like it mentions
something about a doctor,” I said, reaching for Julia’s phone. “Can I get a
closer look?”


“Sure,” said Julia. “And you’re sort
of right. But it has the nickname that some people use for Darren Whistler.”


“The therapist?” Harper moved
closer to study the scrawled note.


“He’s actually a psychiatrist,” I
said. “I met him at Blanche Speltzer’s Game of Thrones party.”


Julia snickered again. “She had a Game
of Thrones party? I didn’t know she was into that show.”


“She and Boris are huge fans,” I explained.
“They even dressed up in costumes to greet guests as they arrived. Now that the
show is over, I think they’re both in serious withdrawal.”


“When I get to be Blanche’s age,” Harper
said with a laugh, “I want to be that lively. I mean, eighty-five and still
going strong.”


“Better than eighty-five and going
crazy,” Julia joked.


Harper jabbed one finger at the
phone. “What’s the rest of it say?”


I studied the picture for a moment.
Then I looked at Julia through the pass window.


“You’re right, Jules. That is
creepy.”


“I still can’t read it,” Harper murmured.
“What does it say?”


I cleared my throat. “It says, ‘According
to Dr. Whisper, vice is not a virtue. Change your ways or the truth will come
out.’”

















CHAPTER
2


 


 


When Zack arrived home that night, I was at the kitchen
table, surrounded by legal pads, my laptop and a plate of oatmeal chocolate
chip cookies.


“What’s all that?” he asked.


I got up and walked over for a hug.
He’d been away from home for two days on a photography assignment for The
Crescent Creek Gazette. After I asked about the trip and he gave a quick
rundown on the difficulty of sleeping in a lumpy bed at the motel, he sat down
at the table and asked again about the scattered materials.


“I was doing a little online sleuthing,”
I said.


He peered at the computer screen.
It showed the website for Dr. Darren Whistler.


“Isn’t that the shrink that Viv
goes to?”


“Yes, but she doesn’t want anyone
to know,” I said. “That’s something she shared with us in confidence.”


His eyebrows wriggled. “I’ve got
something to share in confidence, too,” he said in his Donald Duck voice. “Have
time for a smooch?”


I laughed at the silly impression
before offering to fix him something to eat.


“That’s okay,” he said, reaching
for a cookie. “After we got back to town around six, Gwen wanted to catalog and
archive all of the images before we called it a day. She had sandwiches brought
in from Drake’s since we were working late.”


“Did she really?”


He nodded. “Miracles do happen.”


“I thought the last edict from the
home office was another round of cutbacks,” I said, “and tighter control on
expenses.”


“That’s right,” Zack replied. “But
Gwen paid for dinner out of her own pocket. I think she’s feeling anxious about
what’s coming down the pike.”


“Do you know how many jobs are on
the line this time?” I asked.


Zack shook his head. “Not a clue,
but we’ll be fine. If I get the axe this round, I can keep doing freelance for
the time being. Brian from the hardware store told me about a corporate gig in Boulder that sounded promising. His brother-in-law works for an aerospace company up there
that needs a photographer for the marketing team. He’d be happy to give me a recommendation.
We’ve been hiking together a few times, and I guess he thought I was a good
guy.”


“Well, there’s no question about
that,” I said. “But the commute might get kind of old after a while. It would
be at least ninety minutes each way, right?”


Zack chuckled. “Says the woman who walks
down a flight of stairs to get to work.”


“You don’t have to remind me,” I
said. “I’m lucky. And I’m grateful that Sky High keeps chugging along year
after year.”


“Why wouldn’t it?” he asked. “It’s
the best place in town for breakfast and lunch, plus you guys make the most
amazing baked goods on the planet.”


I leaned closer to pinch his cheek.
“You might be biased, hon.”


“Nope,” he replied. “But I do have
a discerning palette. I know good stuff when I taste it.”


We shared a laugh before I asked
where he’d heard the phrase.


“Which one?”


“Discerning palette,” I said.


He frowned. “Are you accusing me of
being a dolt?”


“Oh, heavens no! It just sounds
funny coming out of your mouth.”


“Discerning palette?” He pronounced
the phrase with a shaky British accent. “You think discerning palette sounds
amusing when I use it in a sentence?”


“Pretty much,” I said. “But I’m
getting used to it.”


He got up, walked around the table
and leaned down for a kiss.


“Kind of like you’re getting used
to being married?” he asked.


I smiled. “Nothing has ever felt
more right.”


He pressed his lips to mine for a
lingering kiss. When he stood up, he motioned at the materials on the table
again.


“So?” he said, returning to his
chair. “What are you researching?”


“Something happened last night at
the YMCA,” I answered. “I was just curious about Whistler’s practice.”


“Can’t you just ask Viveca?” he said.
“Wouldn’t she know since the guy is her therapist?”


“You’re right,” I said. “But she’s
in Mexico this week.”


Zack’s eyes went wide. “Wow! Is
that work or pleasure?”


“A little of both,” I said. “One of
her posh clients from Aspen bought a place in Puerto Vallarta. She flew Viv down
so they could discuss architectural changes and décor for it.”


“That’s pretty cool,” Zack said.
“Does she need an assistant?”


“Viv?”


He laughed. “Yeah. If Gwen gives me
a pink slip at the paper, maybe I could work for Viveca.”


“She already has someone,” I told
him. “But maybe we can work something out at Sky High. You could be our
official taster.”


“Wait a sec,” he said. “Don’t I
already have that job?”


“You do, but we could make it
official.”


“Do I get my own office?” he
teased. “With an expense account, four weeks of vacation and profit sharing?”


“Unfortunately, those perks aren’t
included,” I said. “But you would have access to an unlimited supply of pies,
cookies and cakes.”


“Deal,” Zack said. “If my position at
the Gazette is eliminated, I’ll be ready to start first thing the next
morning.”


“Speaking of which,” I said, “maybe
we should get ready for bed.”


“Are you done with whatever all of
this is about?” He pointed at the things on the table again. “If you need more
time, I can watch the show on Yosemite that I recorded last week.”


“Maybe ten more minutes?”


“Knock yourself out,” he said, reaching
for another cookie. “Just as long as it won’t give you nightmares.”


I laughed. “I think we’re safe,” I
said. “After the day we had at Sky High, a nightmare would be a nice change of
pace.”


“Was it that bad?”


“Not really,” I said. “It just
wasn’t one of our best. It’s not worth getting into.”


“Sorry, sweetheart,” he replied.
“Will another kiss make it better?”


I smiled. “Always.”


He got up again, walked over and
surrounded me with a warm hug. Then he gave me a kiss and took a third cookie.


“So you still haven’t told me why
you’re researching the shrink,” he said.


“Psychiatrist,” I replied. “I’ve
heard that Dr. Whistler is fussy about that.”


Zack shrugged. “Tomayto, tomahto.”


“Not to the good doctor,” I said.
“And I’m reading about his practice and services more out of curiosity than
anything else. A man named Barry Lincoln was assaulted last night at the YMCA.
After they hit him with a baseball bat, they left a creepy note that mentioned
Dr. Whistler.”


“Seriously?” Zack asked. “Is he
okay?”


I nodded. “A few stitches, but no
serious damage.”


“Well, that’s good,” Zack said.
“Does the guy know why he was attacked?”


“I haven’t heard anything about
motive,” I answered. “Julia mentioned it this morning, but that’s all she got
from Jared.”


Zack nodded. “Who’s this Barry
Lincoln guy anyway?”


“He works for Larry Dell’s
insurance company,” I said. “I met him once at a Chamber of Commerce thing.”


“Did you call Trent or Dina to get
the scoop?” Zack asked.


In an ironic twist of fate, two of
my childhood friends had ended up at the Crescent Creek Police Department.
Trent Walsh was Deputy Chief of Police, and Dina Kincaid was the lead
detective. Since I’d worked as a private investigator for more than ten years
before returning to Crescent Creek to takeover the family business, Trent and
Dina occasionally asked me to consult on cases. I also called them on a regular
basis whenever I heard or saw anything peculiar.


“I plan to call Dina in the
morning,” I said. “Whistler’s website is pretty straightforward. And there’s nothing
out of the ordinary online about Barry Lincoln. But I found something on a community
message board that struck me as odd.”


“What was it?”


“A posting about keeping secrets,”
I said. “It was anonymous, but they used Whistler’s nickname and seemed to suggest
that he isn’t as kind and compassionate as everyone thinks.”


“What’s the nickname?” asked Zack.


I smiled. “Some people call him Dr.
Whisper because he talks with such a soft voice during sessions.”


“Dr. Whisper?” Zack laughed. “It
sounds like somebody from a Stephen King novel.”


“Ooh, I hadn’t thought of that,” I
said. “Let’s hope that 'is thing, whatever it is, doesn’t end with a little kid
yelling, ‘Redrum! Redrum!’”

















CHAPTER
3


 


 


“There was another attack yesterday,” Julia announced
breathlessly. “They used a milkshake this time, but left the same identical
note!”


We were in the Sky High kitchen early
the next morning. When she rushed through the door and screamed my name, I
could tell that she had big news. But I figured it would have something to do
with one of her three kids, not another anonymous assault.


“Are you serious?” I asked.


She nodded. “Totally serious.”


“What do you mean they used a milkshake?”


“They threw it all over her new
pantsuit!” she reported. “But that’s better than a baseball bat!”


“Who was the victim?”


“Eileen Lanier.” Julia paused.
“Remember her?”


I thought about the name, but it
didn’t ring any bells. When I told Julia as much, she gave my shoulder a gentle
punch.


“Your brother,” she said. “Eileen
and Brody dated for about a minute during their senior year in high school.”


I made a face. “And I’m supposed to
remember that a dozen years later?”


“C’mon, Katie,” Julia said. “The
woman’s a knockout. I’m surprised that you don’t remember her coming to Sky
High with Brody for family Sunday dinners.”


“How do you?” I asked.


“Because I heard all about it from
your mother when she was here for your wedding,” Julia replied. “She went on
and on about what beautiful children Brody and Eileen would’ve had if only he
hadn’t sabotaged their relationship.”


“And when did you and my mother
chat about Brody’s long lost love?”


“After your father’s toast and
before Sam Harlin tripped over his wife’s purse and nearly face planted into
the cake,” Julia reported. “Once that happened, your mother stood watch until
you and Zack cut it a while later.”


I smiled. “I don’t remember any of
that. I hope somebody got it on video.”


She raised her hand. “That would be
me,” she said. “Do you want to see it?”


“Definitely,” I said. “But I want
to hear more about Eileen and the milkshake first.”


“There’s not much to tell,” Julia
replied. “She was walking to her car after work last night and someone came
from behind a Dumpster, called her name and drenched her with a shake from
Scoops of Joy.”


“Where does she work?” I asked.


“Lou Barton’s title insurance
company,” answered Julia. “She handles all of the research, customer service
and front desk stuff.”


“Isn’t that on Cisneros Drive near
Barb Riley’s store?”


Julia shook her head. “They moved
to a new location a few months ago,” she said. “Lou was renting the old space,
but he’s had his eye on the new location for ages. It’s where his father’s
accounting firm got its start back in the day; the cute two-story stucco
building at the corner of Sunset and Hacienda.”


“That’s a classic building,” I
said. “I remember going there with Nana Reed when I was a little girl. Lou’s
father did her taxes. I liked tagging along because he gave packs of Juicy
Fruit to kids that visited the office.”


“Sounds like a good memory,” Julia
said.


“They’re all good if they involve
Nana Reed,” I said, glancing at the picture of my grandmother hanging above the
pass window. “But what about Eileen? Was she hurt at all?”


“Not hurt,” Julia said, “but
terrified. I heard about it from my friend Theresa Long. She works for Lou,
too. After the guy threw the milkshake in Eileen’s face, she went back inside
and called the police. They took her to the Med Center just to be on the safe
side, but she was physically okay.”


“Who said a man threw the milkshake?”
I asked. “This is the second incident, but no one has mentioned anything about
the perp’s identity.”


Julia thought for a moment. “I
suppose that Eileen did,” she said. “But like I just told you, I heard about it
from Theresa. She also told me that Eileen heard a jangling sound when the guy
ran away after.”


“A jangling sound?”


Julia shrugged. “Like maybe keys
hooked to his belt or something?”


“Could be,” I said.


“I just don’t understand why these
two weird things happened,” Julia replied. “I mean, first it’s Barry Lincoln at
the YMCA with a baseball bat. Then it’s Eileen Lanier in the parking garage
behind her office. And then it—”


“Whoa,” I said. “Slow down and take
a breath.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I’m
starting to freak out. I know both of those people, Katie. I just hope that I’m
not on somebody’s list.”


“You’re not,” I said, offering a
calm smile. “And I’ll definitely let you know what I learn from our friends at
the CCPD. If both victims received the same cryptic note, the incidents are
clearly connected. It’ll only be a matter of time until Trent and Dina figure
out who’s behind the attacks.”


“Let’s hope so,” Julia said as
Harper walked up to the pass window with a new order. “But in the meantime, we
can stay busy here to keep our mind off of it.”

















CHAPTER
4


 


 


“Sorry I’m late,” Dina called, rushing through the door at
Java & Juice that afternoon. “My battery was dead when I got ready to drive
over.”


“Didn’t they just replace that last
week?” I asked.


“Allegedly,” she said with a smirk.
“But I’m starting to think there’s something else going on. Maybe an electrical
problem or something.”


She plopped down across from me.
Then she pointed at my smoothie and asked what I was drinking.


“Papaya and peach,” I said. “Do you
want to try it before you order?”


“That’s okay. I actually called
ahead and got my usual; strawberry almond double protein with hemp and chia
seeds, a splash of lime juice and toasted coconut on top.”


“So basically,” I teased,
“everything but the kitchen sink.”


She made a face, but didn’t
respond. I looked across the room at Tessa behind the counter. She had a line
of five customers waiting to order and the phone seemed to ring every few
minutes with another carryout.


“It might be a while,” I said.
“They’re running a special on a new skinny menu.”


Dina looked at the chalkboard on
the wall behind the counter. She studied the various low-calorie options for a
moment.


“Those look interesting,” she said.
“But anyway, I’ve got time. I’m not meeting Tyler at Whistler’s office for
another hour. We’re both going over to review some new evidence that surfaced
last night.”


I smiled. “Can you tell me?”


“Can you keep a secret?” she joked.


Tessa suddenly appeared beside our
table. She put a smoothie in front of Dina and then slid a plate loaded with
mini muffins between us.


“Samples of our new pumpkin
pistachio recipe,” she said. “I’m sorry your order wasn’t ready when you got
here, Detective Kincaid.”


“No problem,” Dina said, pulling
the plate of goodies closer. “These look good.”


Tessa beamed. “I came up with that
one. It’s part of our new Very Vegan Vittles selection. All of the ingredients
are certified organic, raised in local farms and super delicious!”


“Yum!” I said, sampling one of the
tiny treats. “That really is tasty!”


“That’s so good to hear,” Tessa
said. “You guys enjoy the rest of those, okay?”


I waited while Dina took a bite of a
muffin. Then I asked if she approved.


“Love the muffin,” she said. “Hate
the name.”


“Vittles.” I smiled. “A little cheesy,
but grub and chow don’t work quite as well if you’re going for alliteration.”


Dina rolled her eyes. “I come here
for something to eat or drink,” she said. “Not literature.”


I smiled at her delivery. Then I
asked about her upcoming visit to Dr. Whistler’s office.


“Right,” she said. “We’re dropping
by to ask him about Steve Rodenbeck. Tyler was canvassing the other tenants in
the building where Dr. Whistler has his office. Someone mentioned that Steve confronted
Whistler in the lobby last week. Apparently, things got very loud and very
ugly before the guy agreed to leave.”


“Any idea what it was about?” I
asked.


“Stolen files,” Dina answered.
“Someone broke into Whistler’s home, picked the lock on his filing cabinet and took
a bunch of confidential patient records.”


“When?”


“That’s one of the questions Tyler
and I plan to ask the good doctor,” she said. “He was a little uncertain about
the timeline when he talked with Denny Santiago and Amanda Crane the night of the
burglary. I thought maybe Whistler would be more forthcoming if we sat down
face-to-face to discuss the argument with Steve and the other events of the week.”


“Do you think the break-in is
connected to the two attacks?”


“It looks that way,” Dina said. “Actually,
he told us that several files were stolen along with the contents of his liquor
cabinet and a collection of antique lockets that belonged to his wife.” She
paused, glanced around and leaned in. “The patient files stolen during the
burglary at Dr. Whistler’s house included Barry Lincoln and Eileen Lanier.”


I shook my head. “That’s just…well,
it’s like a one-two punch, you know? First, they’re traumatized by the assault,
and then they learn that someone has Whistler’s notes about their sessions.
People talk about their most personal fears and problems with their therapist.
And now some stranger possibly knows all about that private information.”


“It’s disturbing,” Dina said. “Not
only were they attacked, but now they have to deal with the additional shock of
having their privacy violated. Have you ever heard of a case like this before?”


“Nothing exactly like it,” I said.
“What kind of evidence was recovered at Whistler’s after the break-in?”


Dina sighed. “Not one darn thing,”
she said. “No fingerprints, DNA, shoe impressions, fibers or hair. In fact, that’s
another strange thing about the burglary. There were no signs of forced entry,
no broken panes of glass, nothing on any door or window to suggest that someone
broke in.”


“Do you think they had a key?” I
said.


“Seems likely,” Dina replied. “Whistler
agreed to give us a list of the people who have one.”


“Agreed to?” I smiled. “Does that
mean you’re still waiting for it?”


She scowled. “The guy’s as slow as molasses,
Katie. Have you ever talked to him?”


I shook my head.


“Well, when he speaks, not only
does he do it in a whisper, but it feels like it takes forever between words. I
don’t know if that’s a technique they teach you in shrink school, but it makes
me nuts.”


“Part of the job,” I said. “We deal
with that at Sky High, but the stakes are a whole lot lower.”


“Deal with what—people who talk
slowly?”


“There’s a long-haul trucker named
Ron,” I said. “He’s in for breakfast every Thursday like clockwork. And his
cadence is really slow. But he tells really good jokes, so it makes the
punchlines even funnier.”


“Well, lucky you,” she said.
“There’s nothing funny about Whistler’s stolen files or the attacks.”


“How many files were taken in
total?” I asked.


“Twenty,” she said. “That leaves seventeen
other people besides Steve Rodenbeck who could be the victims of a crime in the
days ahead.”


“But you have at least one good
lead,” I said. “As soon as you get the list of people with a key to Whistler’s
house, you’ll be able to interview those folks.”


“That’s right,” Dina agreed. “I don’t
plan to leave without those names when I see him later this afternoon.”


“What about Whistler?” I asked.


She smiled. “As a possible suspect?”


“It might seem like an outside
possibility, but there was a murder case in Chicago when I lived there that
involved a psychiatrist who targeted his patients.”


“Really?”


“He killed two women because they
rebuffed his romantic overtures,” I explained.


Dina shook her head. “I don’t see Whistler
doing these things. But we have him on the list of suspects for the time being
just in case.”


“Does he have an alibi for the time
of the two attacks?”


“He does,” Dina replied. “And they both
checked out. Even more, Whistler offered to take a polygraph when I talked to
him on the phone this morning.”


“That could be a ploy,” I
suggested.


“I know,” Dina said. “But I’m going
with my gut.”


“Because you don’t think that
Whistler is the type of man to do or say anything that would harm other people?”


She touched the tip of her nose
with one finger. Then she asked if I’d heard anything more around town about
the case.


“Nothing useful,” I said.

Dina frowned. “What do you mean by that?”


“You know how it is,” I said. “Nana
Reed called it The Triple Small Syndrome: Small town gossip fueled by small
people with small minds.”


“Got it,” Dina said. “Some folks
are judging others for working with a therapist?”


I nodded. “Human nature,” I said.


“More like human nonsense,” she
groused. “And it seems doubly difficult to excuse that type of behavior. Whistler’s
patients are already dealing with something difficult and now twenty of them
are aware that a stranger has the doctor’s notes about their most intimate,
guarded secrets.”


“The person may not be a stranger
to everyone involved,” I said.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, Dr. Whistler uses that
phrase fairly often,” I answered. “‘Vice is not a virtue.’ He considers immoral
or wicked behavior to be at the root of most problems.”


“How do you know so much about Dr.
Whistler?” asked Dina.


I smiled. “I’m not at liberty to
say.”


“Okay,” she replied with a cheerful
laugh. “Who are you protecting—the good doctor or yourself?”


“None of the above,” I said. “I
know someone who sees him for help dealing with emotional damage from past
relationships.”


“That could be half of everyone we
know,” she replied with a tinge of sorrow in her voice, “including the two of
us.”


“More like seventy-five percent of
our friends,” I said, “but who’s counting?”


She laughed. “Apparently, we are.
And that’s a little bit weird, because we’ve both gone to a shrink before,
right?”


“Yes, but I still hesitate
admitting that sometimes.”


“Do you really?”


I thought for a moment. “Yeah. With
certain people.”


“Like who?” she asked.


“Well, I didn’t tell Zack for the
longest time,” I answered. “And his reaction made me wonder why I waited. He
was so nonchalant and supportive about the whole thing.”


“Probably because he’s a totally
enlightened, confident guy,” Dina said. “And that’s why you two are such a
perfect match.”

















CHAPTER
5


 


 


The next afternoon at one o’clock, as the torrent of lunch
customers slowed to a steady trickle, I noticed Alma Tucker stride confidently
into the dining room trailed by two young guys dressed like undertakers.
Wearing black from head to toe—jeans, hooded sweatshirts and motorcycle boots
with sunglasses perched on their buzzed brown hair—the pair looked sullen and
testy, with sour frowns, wilted shoulders and a shuffling gait. They were
identical in very way with one significant difference: the taller boy looked
like The Incredible Hulk’s younger brother while the one with the scruffy beard
was thin and pasty.


“Who are the grumps with Alma?” I asked Harper when she slipped into the kitchen after seating the trio. “They don’t
look like employees from her cleaning company.”


Harper smirked. “The weightlifter
is Gloom,” she said, “and his partner in crime is Doom.”


Julia laughed at the quip and
glanced through the pass window.


“Isn’t the kid with the beard Alma’s son?” she asked.


“Yep,” Harper said. “That’s Angus.
The other one belongs to Ruth Grainger. I’m pretty sure his name is My Mouth’s
Full of Marbles. ”


“Are you serious?” Julia’s
eyes bulged. “That hunk of muscle is Ruth’s son? I remember when he was a little
nugget dressed in Pampers.” She studied the young guy for a few seconds. “And
now his arms are as wide as my waist!”


Harper nodded. “That’s what happens
when you feed and water them,” she said. “They get bigger and bigger and—”


“Don’t make fun of me!” Julia
yelped. “I just haven’t seen Joshua for ages.”


“Probably because he hasn’t lived
here for ages,” Harper replied. “After the divorce, he went with Dale to Texas. I heard that he was pretty heavy when he was a little boy. The other kids at school
bullied him about his weight. That’s probably why he’s so pumped up now.”


“Do Ruth and Dale have other
children?” I asked.


“Two girls that Ruth raised here in
town,” Harper said. “Candy is a nurse at a hospital in Grand Junction. Rachelle
is studying accounting at the community college, but she works part-time at
Kenny Wolf’s print shop.”


“Isn’t that the place we’re using
now for menu cards and whatnot?” Julia said.


“Mostly whatnot,” I said with a
wink. “And thank you for the reminder, Harps. We have an order that’s been
ready since last Friday. Kenny offered to deliver it, but I told him that I’d
swing by sometime.”


I watched the two young guys
exchange bemused glances as Alma pointed to a few selections on the menu. Since
she was in fairly often, I guessed that she was trying to help them choose
something for lunch.


“I’ll go out and see how they’re
doing,” Harper said.


I watched a moment later as she
approached Alma’s table with a bright grin.


“Do you remember being that age?”
Julia asked.


“Yes,” I said. “But I never scowled
as much as those two boys.”


She laughed. “I wasn’t inferring
that you did. I was talking about how things seemed so possible back when we
were seventeen or eighteen.”


“They’re still possible,” I said.
“It just takes a little more effort these days.”


“I suppose…” Julia’s voice was
wistful. “But as we get older and get married and have kids, there are more
things to consider for every decision. When you’re like those two boys, life is
more relaxed and carefree.”


I noticed that Alma’s son was
bouncing his legs nervously under the table.


“The scruffy one doesn’t look very
relaxed,” I said. “Check out his nervous energy.”


She watched the boy’s jittery dance
for a few seconds. Then she moved closer and lowered her voice.


“Caffeine?” she said. “Or do you
think it might be drugs?”

I frowned. “Could it be both?”


We went silent and kept our eyes on
the group until Harper turned away from the table. After she finished
scribbling on her order pad, she noticed us through the pass window.


“She’s going to roll her eyes,”
Julia predicted.


“Either that or stick out her
tongue,” I said.


Harper maintained a relaxed smile
until she was through the swinging door and into the kitchen. Then she rolled
her eyes before sticking out her tongue.


“Remind me when our kids are that
age to never take them out to eat,” she said.


“That bad?” I asked.


She shrugged. “They’re okay. It’s
just the undercurrent of scorn, you know? They look at you, but it’s obvious
they want to say something snarky.”


“So what?” Julia replied
confidently. “If they do, you know how to turn the tables and be snarky right
back.”


“I don’t want to stoop to that
level,” Harper replied. “I want to take the high road, particularly with brats
like those two.”


“Were they really nasty?” I asked.
“It didn’t look like that from here.”


Harper’s eyebrows went up. “Because
I know how to tame wild animals, Katie. It’s all about time and patience.”


“And the right amount of
fortitude,” I said. “Grit goes a long way when it comes to wild animals,
toddlers and—”


“Husbands!” Julia added with a
sizzling laugh.
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Theresa Long was wheeling her shopping cart slowly down the
cereal aisle at Food Town late that afternoon when I hurried through the store grabbing
a few last-minute ingredients for the chicken curry chili that I was making for
dinner. It was one of Zack’s favorite meals, and he’d mentioned it in passing a
couple of days earlier. I figured it would be fun to surprise him with the
spicy stew along with jalapeño cheddar cornbread and caramel flan for dessert.


“What a surprise!” Theresa said
cheerfully when she spotted me walking toward her. “I was just thinking about
you the other day.”


“You were?”


She dropped a box of cereal into
her cart. It plunked down beside a jumbo bag of marshmallows, a pound of butter
and a few other items.


“Rice Krispies treats?” I said,
pointing at the telltale ingredients.


Theresa laughed. “Our daughter’s
visiting from down south with the little ones. They’re old enough to help in
the kitchen now, so I thought it would be fun to make them  together.”


“That sounds like fun,” I said.


“It should be,” she agreed. “I’m
planning to make the classic version and then a second one with
chocolate-covered pretzels.”


“Hmmm!” I rubbed my stomach. “Those
sound delicious. What time should I come over?”


“You’re more than welcome, Katie!”
she replied. “My culinary skills are on the basic side, so we could use a
professional in the kitchen any old time.”


“I’m just teasing,” I said. “I hope
you do have fun though.”


“We will.” She offered a cheery
grin. “I love those grandbabies so much. We don’t see them as often as I’d
like, but they’ll be here for three nights so I’m going to make the most of
it!”


She shared a few details about the
upcoming visit of her grandchildren: a pizza feast from Pepper & Roni’s; a
trip to the movies; a day in Denver at the Children’s Museum. When she came to
the end of the list, I decided to broach the subject of her friend’s ordeal.


“I heard about what happened to
Eileen,” I said. “How’s she doing?”


Theresa shrugged. “About as well as
you’d expect. Someone from the office walks her to the parking garage now, so
that helps calm her nerves a bit. She changed the locks and installed a new
security system at home. It’s one of those whiz-bang versions with indoor and
outdoor surveillance cameras, sirens, motion detectors and wireless connections
to the company’s monitoring center.”


“Have you talked to her about it?”


Theresa frowned. “What do you
mean?”


“Did she tell you anything about
the attacker?”


The perplexed look on her face
calmed. “Oh! I thought you were asking if I’d talked to her about the security
system!” She issued a nervous giggle. “To be honest, Katie, the whole thing has
left all of us at work on edge. We’d already heard about the Barry Lincoln
incident, so when Eileen became a victim it just about paralyzed most of us
with fear.”


“That’s understandable,” I said.


After a quick glance up and down
the aisle, Theresa moved closer.


“But then a few of us got to
talking,” she continued, “and we realized that it wasn’t a random thing with
Eileen.”


“What do you mean?”


“There was another threatening
message,” Theresa said. “It was left on Eileen’s windshield about a week or so
before the milkshake attack.”


I made a mental note to call Dina
at the CCPD as soon as I finished shopping. Then I asked Theresa to tell me
about the note left on Eileen’s car.


“Well, there’s not much to tell,”
she began. “None of us knew about it until after the milkshake ambush. But
that’s not really surprising because Eileen tends to keep her personal life
separate from her professional life.”


“How can you be certain the notes
were from the same person?” I asked. “Did you actually see them?”


She nodded. “I did see them. And
the way I knew was from the sloppy handwriting. They both looked like a child’s
printing, with wobbly, uneven letters and misspelled words.”


“Do you remember which words were
misspelled?”


She shook her head.


“What about the first note?” I
asked. “Do you remember what it said?”


Theresa’s mouth puckered into a dark
grimace. “‘You should be more nice to people who help you.’”


“Was that the message on Eileen’s
windshield?” I asked with a smile. “Or is that for me?”


Theresa laughed. “Don’t be silly,
Katie! You’re a dear heart. You couldn’t be any nicer. What I just told you was
in the first note.”


“‘You should be more nice to people
who…’” I paused. “What was the rest?”


“‘People who help you,’” Theresa
said. “‘You should be more nice to people who help you.’ Can you imagine
somebody leaving that on your windshield?”


I shook my head.


“And then coming back to physically
assault you?” she added. “It’s so…I mean, it’s so…well, it’s just scary.
This is Crescent Creek. It’s not a big city with mean streets. We’re a little
place with nice people.” She paused and a sad smile drifted into view. “Well, mostly
nice people. There’s at least one animal out there trying to hurt folks for
some reason.”


“And hopefully the police will find
them soon enough,” I said.


Theresa sighed anxiously. “You
think so?”


“Definitely,” I said. “Trent and
Dina and everyone else with the local police are the best.”


“I don’t know,” she replied. “How
many lunatics are out there stomping around in their cowboy boots tossing milkshakes
at innocent people?”


“Cowboy boots?”


“That’s what Eileen told me,” she
answered. “After they drenched her with the milkshake, she caught one quick
glance of the assailant before they ran away. She said that the person was
wearing boots with spurs, a black hoodie with a crown on the back and a pair of
mirrored snow goggles.”


“That’s an interesting
combination,” I said. “The boots and goggles.”


“Well, you know,” Theresa said with
a nod, “those things are pretty big. They cover about half of a person’s face.”


“True,” I said. “Which would make
them a good disguise for someone who wants to remain anonymous.”


Theresa scoffed. “Anonymous?” she said
sarcastically. “That’s one word for the jerk. But I like my word better:
coward!”
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Julia and I were in the office at Sky High the next day
discussing recipes for a catering job when Harper swept into the room looking
pale and worried.


“What is it?” I asked.


“I just heard that there was another
attack last night,” she said. “Don Sterling was in his tool shed at home.” She
took a breath. “Somebody whacked him on the back of the head with a piece of
lumber.”


Julia gasped and covered her mouth
with one hand.


“Is he okay?” I asked.


Harper shook her head.


“Is he at the Med Center?” I said, feeling a tinge of dread when Harper winced at the question.


“No,” she whispered after a long
pause. “The morgue.”


For a few seconds, no one took a
breath or said a word. The news was like a roundhouse punch delivered when
you’re in a deep sleep: unexpected, disorienting and horrifying.


“He needed stitches in the back of
his head,” Harper continued. “And he broke his nose in the fall.”


“But you just told us that he was
dead,” I said.


Harper nodded. “Heart attack. While
he was on the way to the hospital.” She touched one hand to her chest. “I guess
it was so massive they couldn’t do anything.”


Julia pulled out her phone and
dialed a number.


“I’m calling Jared,” she said.
“He’s out of town, but maybe he’s heard something from one of the guys.” She
paused when she caught the look on Harper’s face. “They don’t work together
anymore, but Jared and Don still shoot hoops once a month with the gang from
the office.”


Harper walked over and sat in the
empty guest chair.


“Did they find one of those notes?”
she asked Julia.


“I don’t know,” Julia said. “Maybe
Jared will—” She stopped to listen. “It’s going to voicemail. Hang on a sec.”


While she left a message for her
husband, Harper fixed her eyes on mine and whispered, “This is nuts! Three
unexplained attacks in the past few days. And now somebody’s dead! What is
going on around here?”


I waited until Julia finished
leaving the message for Jared. Then I checked the time on my phone. It was a
few minutes before our usual closing time of three o’clock.


“Do you two mind if I cut out
early?” I asked. “I want to check on something.”


“What kind of something?” Julia said.


“I left a message for Danny at
Scoops of Joy,” I explained. “He sent me a text this morning that I could swing
by and look at the security video from the afternoon of the attack on Eileen
Lanier.”


“Will that be helpful if you don’t
know who you’re looking for?” asked Harper.


I smiled. “I just want to do
something,” I told her. “I felt that way before the news about Don, but now
it’s even more urgent to stop whoever is behind these attacks.”


“What about Dina?” Harper asked.
“Wouldn’t she normally ask for the video?”


“She contacted him about it,” I
said, deciding to skip over Danny Lamott’s contentious response to Dina’s
inquiry. “But it’s kind of a long story. I won’t be stepping on any toes.”


“Have you discussed all of this
with her?” Julia said.


“We met yesterday to talk about the
first two incidents,” I answered.


“Did she have a theory?” asked
Harper.


“Not yet,” I replied.


“But isn’t it obvious that they’re
somehow related to Dr. Whistler?” Julia said.


“It looks that way based on the
notes,” I said. “But what if those are subterfuge?”


“Do you mean like a trick?” Harper
asked.


I nodded. “They could be a
diversion, but it’s too soon to know. At this point, you can certainly
speculate, but you might also unnecessarily complicate the case by considering
things that aren’t even factors in the motive.”


“For example?” Julia said.


“Well, say someone is staging these
attacks because they went to Dr. Whistler for help with an issue but don’t feel
like they’re getting better.”


“Why would they hurt other people?”
Harper asked.


“Jealousy,” I said. “If they’re
aware that some of his patients are doing better, they might be resentful.”


“But how do they know if someone is
his patient?” she said.


“That’s not hard to find out,” I answered.
“Maybe they ran into the other people at Whistler’s office.”


“It just seems so fishy,” Harper
said. “Out of the blue, some lunatic starts attacking a therapist’s patients.
And one of them dies. Don’t you think Whistler has to be involved?”


“If I tell you something in
confidence,” I said, “will you guys promise to keep it quiet?”


They both nodded in unison.


“Heck, yeah!” Harper said.


“What is it?” asked Julia.


“There was a break-in at Dr. Whistler’s
home office,” I said. “Twenty confidential patient records were taken from the filing
cabinet.”


“Bingo!” Harper said. “That
explains it! Whoever broke in and took the files is behind the attacks.”


“Probably,” I said.


Harper frowned. “Probably? Why the
hesitation?”


“The police will be cautious until
they have a confirmed link between the burglary and the attacks,” I said. “At
this point, it’s circumstantial.”


“Well, whoever it is,” Julia said,
“I just hope the police catch them soon. People around town are getting really
freaked out.”


“Particularly Dr. Whistler’s other
patients,” I said.
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When the phone rang that night as we were getting ready for
bed, Zack smiled and bet me twenty bucks that it was my mother calling to see
if we’d tried the squash and kale casserole recipe that she sent the previous
day.


“Really?” I laughed. “You think she’s
that impatient?”


He answered with a wink.


“Well, you’re too late anyway,” I
said. “She called at noon.”


A triumphant grin flashed beneath
his mischievous gaze.


“Okay, then technically I’m right,”
he said. “How about we split it?” He held out his hand. “Ten bucks?”


I picked up my phone and checked
the display.


“Am I right?” he asked. “Mama Reed
calling to check in again?”


“No, it’s Viv,” I answered. “And this
might take a minute. Why don’t you head for bed? I’ll be there as soon as we
finish.”


After a quick kiss, he shuffled
down the hall and I went into the kitchen.


“Hey, neighbor,” I said to Viveca.
“How was Puerto Vallarta?”


She cooed into the phone. “I could
live there,” she said. “Except then I wouldn’t see you or have the luxury of
walking next door for the best sweet treats in town.”


“There’s always Federal Express,” I
said.


She laughed. “For you or the baked
goods?”


“Maybe both,” I answered.


“Well, it’s a moot point,” Viveca
replied. “I’m not moving anywhere, but the trip was really amazing. My client’s
condo is beyond gorgeous! It has an amazing view of the beach, four giant bedrooms
and an elevator in case you can’t manage to climb up three flights of stairs.”


“Sounds nice,” I said. “When do you
start on the remodel?”


Viveca groaned. “Like, yesterday. I
love my client, but patience is not a virtue. It’ll be a beast to get the whole
thing done in time, but I’ll manage.”


“I love your optimism, Viv! You’re
a true inspiration.”


“Ugh!” She grumbled again. “I’m a
disaster! Why didn’t anybody tell me on the flight that my mascara was smudged
from my eyes to my chin?”


We shared a laugh and then Viveca
switched gears.


“Hey, I know it’s late,” she said,
“but I didn’t quite understand your message. Since you sounded a little
anxious, I thought that I’d check in tonight to see if you’re okay. You wanted
to know what I thought about Dr. Whistler or something? Are you thinking of
going in for a session?”


“It’s complicated,” I said. “I
didn’t want to leave the details on your voicemail, but three of Whistler’s
patients have been attacked in the past few—”


Viveca screamed. “Oh, my gosh! I
heard about Eileen! But I didn’t know anybody else had been assaulted.”


“It’s actually worse than that,” I
said. “Do you know Don Sterling?”


She repeated the name a couple of
times. Then she said, “Is he on the tall side with a bushy mustache?”


“That’s Ron Sterling,” I said.
“He’s Don’s cousin.”


“Okay, then I haven’t met Don,”
Viveca confirmed. “Why’d you ask if I know him?”


“He was one of the victims,” I
said. “Someone hit him on the head with a two-by-four. He survived the blow,
but suffered a fatal heart attack on the way to the hospital.”


She gasped. “The poor man. That’s
horrible, Katie.”


“It’s also a homicide,” I told her.
“The police are investigating the incidents as the work of one person, but they
don’t have much to go on at this point. Since you’re one of Dr. Whistler’s
patients, I wanted to—”


“To warn me?” she blurted. “I
didn’t even think of that when I heard about Eileen. Alma didn’t mention the
other people who were attacked. She just told me about Eileen because of our
painting class.”


“What painting class?”


“Didn’t I tell you about that?” she
said.


“I don’t believe so.”


“Hmmm,” she mused. “Probably
because things have been so crazy getting ready for Mexico. But anyway, I’d been
thinking that a hobby would be nice. Just, you know, for a change of pace. So
when I saw the flyer at Java & Juice, I decided to signup.”


I’d known Viveca long enough to
recognize the subtle infection in her voice and the change in volume to realize
that I was being hoodwinked. She’d been unlucky in love so many times that she
occasionally avoided the subject when I asked a direct question. In this case,
it was obvious from her behavior that she’d met someone new.


“What’s his name?” I said when she finished.


“Sorry?” Viveca’s voice shuddered
slightly. “What was that?”


“The guy in your painting class,” I
said. “Your voice just did that thing it always does when you’re fudging the
truth.”


“I wasn’t fudging anything,” she
said. “I really did enroll in a painting class. And that’s where I met Alma and
Eileen.”


I counted to ten. Then I repeated
my original question.


“Oh, alright,” Viveca answered with
a huff. “His name is Antonio. He’s the new art teacher at the high school, and
he started the class at the community center as a way to meet new people in town
who aren’t pimply teenagers or fellow teachers.”


“Uh-huh. Tell me more.”


“What?” She sounded flustered. “I
saw him at the store one day and asked somebody who he was. Her daughter’s one
of his students, and she said that all of the kids just love him.”


“Go on,” I said.


“Oh, stop it! I know what you’re
thinking, Katie.”


“You do?”


“Yes! You’re thinking that it’s too
soon. You’re thinking that it’s only been a few weeks since Vincent dumped me
with that awful text message. And you’re thinking that—”


“Slow down,” I interrupted. “I was
actually thinking about something very different from all of that.”


“You were?”


“I was.”


“Tell me.”


“I was thinking that you sound
really happy,” I replied. “When you mentioned the painting class, I heard that
little hitch in your voice that always comes out when you’re upbeat or happy or
excited about something new.”


I thought she’d ask me to repeat my
comment, but she swerved back in the opposite direction.


“Well, I was happy,” she
said. “But not if I’m in danger! Do you think the person after Dr. Whistler’s
patients has me on—?”


“Calm down, Viv.”


“—the hit list?” She paused for a
moment. “Should I call—”


“Hold on,” I said firmly. “I didn’t
mean to alarm you. I’ll ask Dina if your name—“


She shrieked. “So there is a
hit list?”


“Stop calling it that,” I said. “I
don’t want to get into the details right now, but files for a small number of
his patients were compromised during a—”


“Compromised?” Her voice was
simultaneously shrill and booming. “What does that even mean? Did they post
confidential session notes online?”


“Viv?” I said calmly.


She didn’t answer.


“Here’s the deal,” I said. “I’m
sorry that I’m upsetting you. But I wanted to speak to you since you’ve been to
see Dr. Whistler a couple of times.”


“Twenty-six,” she said. “Not that
we’re counting.”


I smiled to myself. Then I said,
“It doesn’t matter. My intention was to get your opinion about him as a
therapist. I wanted to see if—”


“Compared to what?” she
interrupted. “I’ve never been to anyone else. Whistler is the first shrink that
I’ve talked to.”


“I didn’t know that,” I said. “Although
it isn’t even about whether or not you’ve been to see other therapists.”


She heaved a sigh. “You know what?”


“Tell me,” I said.


“I’m not the person you should ask
about Dr. Whistler,” Viveca said. “You need to talk to Alma Tucker.”


“And why would I do that?”


“Because Alma works as Whistler’s
housekeeper,” she said. “If you want to know about the man, she can tell you a
whole lot more than anyone else.”
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“Try more cinnamon,” Julia said, crinkling her nose and
staring into the mixing bowl, “or maybe a dash of nutmeg.”


It was nine the next morning. We
were standing beside the center island in the Sky High kitchen discussing the
batch of cookie dough that I was making for a special order. Nan Salinger
wanted three dozen Mexican Wedding Cookies for her son’s engagement party, but
she requested a slight variation on the traditional recipe.


“I already added cinnamon,” I said.
“And Nan’s not a fan of nutmeg.”


Julia’s nose scrunched a bit more.
“But she likes cinnamon?”


“She does,” I answered. “Thus, she
asked for it to be—”


“But who likes one and not the
other?” Julia seemed genuinely stumped. “I mean, they go together like—”


“Order up!” Harper called through
the pass window. “It’s for Judge Prentiss. He’s running behind schedule, so
make it snappy!”


“As usual,” Julia grumbled. “That
man’s smart and clever, but he didn’t inherit the punctuality gene.”


“Sorry, Jules,” I told her. “He’s
probably having the usual, so it shouldn’t take too long.”


“Not today,” Harper said. “He
wanted to try something different.”


Julia huffed. “How about setting
the alarm a half hour earlier? That’d be something different.”


Harper smiled. “Want to know a
secret?”


“Not really,” Julia said.


“Your voice carries a lot farther
than you might imagine,” Harper replied.


Julia looked through the pass
window. Judge Prentiss was sitting at the counter, giving her a grin and a
friendly wave of his magisterial hand.


“Morning, Jules!” he called. “Sorry
to be a pain!”


“Oh, it’s no problem,” Julia
replied as her cheeks changed from soft pink to candy apple red. “Sorry to be a
grump!”


Judge Prentiss chuckled. “Been
there myself a time or two,” he said. “Everything okay? I saw Jared at the
hardware store the other day. He seemed in good spirits.”


“We’re all fine,” Julia said,
studying the order that Harper had just clipped to the wheel.


“Fresh fruit and oatmeal? Is that
right?”


“The doc said that I need to eat more
fiber,” Judge Prentiss replied. “My wife suggested a bale of hay with a side
dish of crow, but I’ll start with something a little less gamey.”


Julia giggled at his wisecrack.
Everyone in town knew that Mamie Prentiss was constantly harping on her husband
to change his diet. “Fried eggs and bacon covered with gravy is fine now and
then,” she said the last time they were in together for breakfast. “But not
every cotton pickin’ day!” On that particular morning, Judge Prentiss had ordered
whole grain toast, a bowl of Nana Reed’s muesli and a glass of prune juice. An
hour later, after driving his wife to work and running a few errands, he’d
returned for his traditional fried eggs and bacon covered with gravy.


“Good for you!” Julia called to
him. “I’ll get right on your order.”


While she went to work on the healthy
fare, I walked back to the mixer. I smiled as I thought about Nan Salinger’s
dislike of nutmeg. As I contemplated adding a smidge of cardamom to complement
the cinnamon, my phone vibrated in my apron pocket.


“Prefect timing,” I said to Dina
Kincaid on the other end.


She laughed. “What’s going on?”


“Just thinking about ingredients
for a batch of cookies,” I said. “I need to add one more thing, but the
customer is a little on the picky side.”


“Anybody I know?” Dina asked.


“Yep,” I said. “But I’m invoking
baker-client privilege.”


She chuckled again. Then she said,
“You have any time later for me to stop by?”


“I can make time,” I said.


“Thanks, Katie,” she replied. “I’ll
aim for four o’clock after you close.”

“That would be perfect. Any hint what we’ll be talking about?”


“I bet you can guess,” she said.


“Don Sterling?”


“See? I knew you’d get it.”


“I can hear it in your voice,” I
said.


“Well, I wanted to chat a little,”
Dina said. “Since you and Don both serve on Mayor Washington’s workforce
committee, I thought maybe I should get your input. I also wanted to ask a
favor, but I’ll wait until later to get into it.”


“I’ll be happy to help,” I said.
“Whatever I can do.”


“I appreciate that,” Dina said.
“I’ll see you as close to four as possible.”


“If you’re running late,” I
replied, “just shoot me a text. I have plenty to do today, so I can keep busy
until you get here.”


“Thanks again,” she said. “You’re a
lifesaver, Katie.”
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Dina strolled into the office at Sky High that afternoon at
exactly four o’clock with a shopping bag from Simply Chic, one of my favorite
clothing stores in Crescent Creek. She offered a cheery smile, put the bag on
the desk and settled into one of the chairs.


“I brought you something,” she
said. “But don’t get too excited. It’s not from Pearl’s shop. I couldn’t find
anything else to carry it in.”


“What is it?”


She smiled. “Take a look and see.”


When I pulled the shopping bag
closer and peered inside, I saw what appeared to be an old white T-shirt that
had been neatly rolled and tied with a pink ribbon.


“I found it cleaning out my
dresser,” she said. “Remember the Bon Jovi concert we went to with—”


“You found my shirt?”


“It was in my bottom dresser
drawer,” she explained with a nod. “Crammed in a shoebox under a bunch of my
old cassette tapes.”


I leaned back in my chair. “How old
were we?”


She started to answer my question,
but I waved for her to stop.


“Never mind,” I said. “I can do the
math. I mean, I can count as high as thirty-five. That was twenty years ago.”


We both howled as I pulled out the
shirt, removed the pink ribbon and unfurled the souvenir from one of our
favorite teenaged memories.


“Remember his hair?” Dina asked.


I smiled. “It was enormous!”


“Ah, the glory days,” she said sadly.


I let my eyes linger on the front
of the shirt: Bon Jovi, Wanted Dead Or Alive. Then I did my best
to mimic the artful rolling job that Dina had mastered before plunking it back
into the shopping bag.


“No way, sister,” I said. “These
are the real glory days. We’re both still young and feisty and at the top of
our game.”


She made a face. “Tell that to the
gray hair that I found this morning.”


“Was it yours?” I teased.


“Don’t even,” Dina said. “Between
that and my left knee, I’m not feeling very youthful.”


“You’ll get over it,” I told her.
“How’s Deputy Chief Walsh today?”


She laughed. “Talk about young and feisty,”
she said. “Have you seen him lately? He’s dropped about twenty pounds.”


“I know! He looks amazing. Zack and
I ran into him at CVS not too long ago.”


“Was he buying a case of Ensure?”
she asked. “That’s replaced his salty snacks and sugary drinks.”


I nodded. “You’ve got it.”


“Well, more power to him,” Dina
replied. “And speaking of power, can we talk about that favor I mentioned this
morning?”


“You bet,” I said. “What do you
need?”


As she shifted in the chair, her
lighthearted smile darkened into a stern scowl.


“Danny Lamott,” she said. “He’s
being a pain about the security video from Scoops of Joy on the day that Eileen
Lanier was attacked.”


“Can’t you get a subpoena?” I
asked.


Dina nodded. “Sure, but I’d prefer
that he cooperated voluntarily. I was wondering if you’d be willing to have a
little chat with the guy. Since it’s technically his property, he could even
let you see it without—”


“What about the courts?” I said.
“If you need the tape for evidence, wouldn’t my intervention potentially turn
it into fruit of the poisonous tree?”


She grinned. “I love it when you
talk like a lawyer, Katie.”


“But isn’t that a valid point?”


“I’m obviously not an attorney or a
judge,” she said. “But the security video should still be admissible since you
won’t be illegally obtaining it for the case. You’d just be one small business
owner asking another small business owner to demonstrate part of his security
system.”


I leaned back in my chair. “You
serious?”


“I checked with an attorney,” she
said, smiling.


“And he told you it was—”


“She told me that it would
be fine,” Dina replied. “And if the person that threw the milkshake on Eileen
Lanier actually did buy it at Scoops of Joy, they should show up on the
security video.”


“Do you think they got it somewhere
else?”


“Hard to say,” Dina replied. “A cup
from Scoops was found at the scene, but there are other ways to obtain those
without actually buying something from Danny and Laura.”


“Good point,” I said.


“So?” Dina offered a hopeful smile.
“Will you help me out here?”


“I can,” I said. “And I will. Danny
owes me one anyway.”


“Really?”


“He was getting gas at Chuck’s the
other day, but came up twenty bucks short.”


She laughed. “So you weren’t
joking?”


“I won’t mention the money unless
he’s in a grumpy mood,” I said. “Apparently, he and Laura hit a rough patch and
things have been a little tense around there.”


“At Scoops?”


I smiled. “She wants to change the
napkins from white to blue,” I explained. “Danny’s determined not to rock the
boat.”


“Because people will stop buying
ice cream if the place has blue napkins?” Dina asked.


“You know how he is,” I said.
“Superstitious and set in his ways.”


“In the real world, we call that
irrational and stubborn,” she replied.


“I know,” I said. “But in this
case, if you want Danny to give me a look at the video, we’ll have to indulge his
superstitious approach to life.”


“What do you want me to do?” she
asked. “Get him a rabbit’s foot?”


“If you do,” I said, “make sure
it’s the left one.”


Dina’s face went blank. “Beg your
pardon?”


“Blanche Speltzer once told me the
history of her lucky rabbit’s foot,” I said. “According to someone that
she knows in New Orleans, authentic good luck charms must meet certain criteria.
They have to be the rabbit’s left foot. They have to be shot with a silver
bullet or captured in a cemetery. And the moon must be in a certain phase,
either full or new, depending on what folklore you believe.”


Dina shook her head and got up from
the chair. “As I said before,” she groused, “over here in the real world, Danny
Lamott can be irrational and stubborn from time to time.”


“But they’ve got the best ice cream
in town,” I said.


“Which is why we love him,” she
replied. “Warts and all.”
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As soon as I walked through the door at home early that
evening, I detected the mouthwatering aroma of onions and garlic in the air.


“Is that you, Katie?” Zack called
from the kitchen.


“I think so,” I said. “After the
day that I’ve had, I may need a few seconds of downtime to figure out who I
am.”


He came into the living room with
two glasses of something red on ice.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Try it,” he said, offering me one
of the tumblers. “I got the recipe from Lisa at the newspaper. It’s spicy
non-alcoholic sangria.”


I held the glass to my nose and
took a whiff: ginger, cinnamon, cloves, star anise, pepper and citrus. Then I
took a tentative sip. And then I felt ripples of joy radiate out from my core.


“That’s amazing,” I said. “Tasty
and refreshing and totally unlike anything that I’ve had before.”


Zack grinned happily. “I knew you’d
like it,” he said. “You guys have been so busy at Sky High that I figured my
amazing wife deserves a nice healthy cocktail and dinner when she got home from
work.”


“Thanks, sweet man. I appreciate
that. What did you make for dinner?”


“I was on my cousin’s Facebook page
this afternoon,” Zack replied. “She and her husband are taking a cooking class
at a community college in Austin. She wrote a big post about the eggplant
lasagna that they made last week. I thought it sounded like something we should
try.”


“My nose agrees,” I said. “It
smells fantastic!”


“Let’s hope it tastes that way,” he
said.


“I bet it will,” I replied. “Is
there anything I can help with in the kitchen?”


Zack shook his head. Then he
pointed across the room at the sofa. And then he told me to kick off my shoes,
get into something comfy and flop down with the remote.


“It’ll take another half hour or
so,” he said. “Give or take five or ten.”


“I can’t wait,” I said. “Are you
sure there’s nothing that I can do?”


“I’ve got it under control,” he
said.


I drank more of the sangria. Then I
raised my glass and offered a toast to my wonderful husband.


“How did it go with Dina?” he
asked.


“Fine,” I said. “How’d you know
about that?”


“I called on the Sky High line this
afternoon when you guys were talking,” he said. “Harper was willing to
interrupt, but I didn’t want to disturb you.”


“That’s thoughtful,” I said. “But
you can always ask her to knock on the office door. If I’m in the middle of
something that I absolutely can’t break away from, I’ll have her tell you so.”


“Sounds like a plan,” said Zack.
“Was Dina telling you about the Whistler thing?”


“We discussed it,” I replied. “She
wants me to talk to Danny and Laura at Scoops. Apparently, he’s being a little
fussy about letting her see their security video.”


“Any reason why?”


“I’m not really sure,” I replied.
“Danny and Laura have been having relationship trouble, so it might just be
that he’s in a cranky mood these days.”


“That’s too bad,” he said. “They’re
both such nice people.”


“Agreed.” I raised my glass again.
“Let’s drink to a speedy resolution to whatever’s causing the friction for them.”


“Great idea!” Zack said. “Think how
awful it would be if they split up.”


I smiled, but didn’t say anything
because I could tell there was more to his thought.


“I mean, Scoops is all about fun
and happiness and sweet, frozen bliss,” he continued. “If they get divorced and
have to sell the place, the new owner might be somebody like Tony Hett. I heard
that snooty old crank is snapping up small businesses in the area left and
right.”


“I don’t know who that is,” I said.


“He’s a Silicon Valley
gazillionaire,” Zack explained. “He just bought a huge spread of land about
twenty miles north of Crescent Creek. Somebody at work told me that Hett is consulting
with a business broker out of Denver to find investment opportunities in small
towns around the state.”


“Why Colorado?” I asked.


“He was born in Fort Collins,” said
Zack. “But his parents moved to Sacramento when he was ten or eleven. I guess
that he’s always wanted to have a base here because he has such good memories
of his childhood. It’s taken him fifty years to get back, but he’s here now.”


“And you said that he’s a cranky
snob?” I asked. “It doesn’t sound like those two things go together.”


Zack frowned. “Which two things?”


“Being a curmudgeon and trying to
rekindle happy childhood memories,” I said.


“I don’t really know,” Zack
replied. “Lisa interviewed the guy for a profile in the Gazette. She
said their conversation was incredibly tense because Hett was griping about
everything.”


“So he’s like that cranky old man
who screams at the neighborhood kids to get off his lawn?”


Zack laughed. “Not quite! He bought
the old McLachlan ranch, so I don’t think too many kids will be taunting him
anytime soon. That place is ten thousand acres, which is very, very big
lawn.”
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Laura Lamott walked into the kitchen at Sky High Pies the
next afternoon with a large cooler in one hand and a backpack over the opposite
shoulder.


“Hello, ladies!” she called with a
dazzling smile. “Isn’t this an amazing day?”


She heaved the cooler onto the
counter, put down the backpack and announced that we were going to be the first
people in town to try their newest ice cream flavor.


“Danny and I are calling it Love
and Cherish,” she said. “Can you guess why?”


Julia shot me a look: one part curiosity,
one part hunger.


“Is it because you’ve decided not
to divorce?” she asked Laura.


Our friend answered with a nod that
was followed immediately by a single tear tumbling down her left cheek.


“We woke up the other day,” she
said in a trembling voice, “and realized that we’d been fighting about stuff
that doesn’t matter. And then we rushed over to Dr. Whistler’s office and told
him that we were done with counseling.”


“Congratulations!” I said. “That’s
wonderful news!”


She rushed forward and met Julia
and me in the middle of the room where we fell into a group hug.


“I really don’t know how we got so
lost in all the nonsense,” she said after the embrace ended. “We’ve been
together for almost ten years. And we’ve been through so much. But there was
this one day, months and months ago, when I said something that ticked Danny
off and he did the same. It sort of grew from there into this, I don’t know,
maybe standoff is the right word. But do you want to know what we realized the
other morning?”


Julia and I both shook our heads.


“We’re stubborn as mules,” Laura
said. “That was it. And it wasn’t like we didn’t know that already. But somehow,
in the craziness of running a business and raising our kids and helping Danny’s
mother take care of his dad…” She brushed more tears from her face. “…and all
the other things that everybody does in a day…” She pulled a paper towel from
the roll on the center island and dabbed her eyes. “…well, somehow we lost
sight of what really matters.”


I reached over and squeezed her
hand. “This is really great news, Laura. Thank you for sharing it with us.”


“We were worried about you guys,”
Julia said. “And not just because we were afraid that Scoops of Joy would have
to close if you split up.”


Laura’s woeful expression shuddered
briefly before she burst into rolls of laughter.


“I know, right?” She walked over
and gave us another quick hug. “The whole town would be up in arms if Danny and
I closed the shop.”


“Actually,” Julia said, “I was
teasing. Our real concern was you guys and the kids.”


“Well, praise the Lord,” our friend
said, holding both palms heavenward, “we’re going to make it! We’ve talked
about it and prayed about it and talked some more. The bottom line is the fact
that marriage is tough. It takes work. And it takes open hearts and minds. Me
and Danny aren’t unique or special. There are countless couples that decide not
to stay together for whatever reason. But in our case, we’re taking a new
approach to smooth the wrinkles and level out the bumps.”


“Well, it really is joyous news,” I
said. “Thanks again for letting us know.”


She made a face. “How could I not?
You guys have heard me whine and moan about my marriage for months. After such
a long litany of bad conversations, I definitely wanted to share the happy
news.”


Julia gestured at the cooler. “And
you made a new flavor to commemorate the decision. That’s pretty special.”


“We hope you’ll like it,” Laura
said. “It’s a mix of mint chip, salted caramel, chocolate chip cookie dough and
marshmallow crunch.”


“Sounds amazing!” I cheered.
“Should we have some now?”


“We can,” she replied. “Or you can
save it for later. I actually brought four quarts; one for each of you, one for
Harper and a spare just in case. That way, you could have some now and share it
with your families tonight if you like the sample this afternoon.”


I looked at Julia. “What do you
think?”


She shrugged. “I can wait.”


“You don’t have to,” I replied.


“I’ll tell you what,” Laura said, pointing
at the backpack before she shifted her gaze to me. “I also brought my laptop
with the security video that you asked Danny about on the phone this morning. We
could all sample the new flavor while I show you the footage from the day Eileen
was attacked.”


“Oh, that’s even more good news!” I
said. “Why did Danny change his mind?”


“Well,” she replied with a smile,
“he liked the way you put it: something about one small business owner asking
another small business owner. Plus, his attitude about everything has totally
changed since the revelation about our little disagreement.”


“How about this?” Julia suggested.
“You guys go into the office and look at the video while I finish cleaning the
kitchen. When we’re all done, we can scoop up the new flavor and give it a
whirl.”


“Thanks, Jules!” I said. “That
sounds like a perfect plan!”


“I thought you might like the idea,”
she said with a puckish grin. “Now, you two run along and let me get back to it.
The sooner we finish work, the sooner we can have a scoop of Love and Cherish!”

















CHAPTER
13


 


 


“That’s the person,” Laura said a few minutes later as we sat
at the desk. “When we heard that the police found one of our cups after Eileen
was assaulted, I flipped out and started poring over the videotape from that
day.”


“How did you know what to look
for?” I asked.


“Detective Kincaid,” Laura
answered. “I called her to see if Eileen had given a description. She said
boots with spurs and a dark hoodie with a crown design on the back.”


“Did you tell Dina what you found?”
I asked.


Laura’s withering sigh answered the
question. “I wanted to wait until after I showed it to you,” she said. “I hope
that won’t be a problem.”


After she rewound the video and
started it again, I focused on the individual that had caught Laura’s
attention. The person appeared to be of medium height and on the slim side,
wearing a hooded sweatshirt, jeans and cowboy boots.


“See?” She pointed at the laptop. “They’re
carrying one of our jumbo paper cups. That’s the same size the police found.”


“But how can you tell it contains a
milkshake?” I asked.


She laughed. “To the untrained
eye,” she said in a deep, professorial tone, “it looks like just any old paper
cup. But to a confectionary professional…” She giggled and went back to her
normal voice. “Sorry, Katie. I’m in a goofy mood today.” She rolled her eyes.
“Being happy around the clock is so much more fun than how I was feeling a
couple of weeks ago.”


“I’ve been there,” I said. “Maybe
for a different reason, but I’ve definitely had those moments.”


“Anyway,” she continued, pointing
at the screen again, “I enlarged this on our desktop computer in the office at Scoops.
We always write the flavor of milkshake on the cup before we make it. Kind of
like at Starbucks when you go in and order one of their fancy coffees.” She
stopped the video and pointed at a spot at the top of the cup in the image. 


“You can’t see it as well on the
laptop, but our code is right there; just a few little letters that show he
ordered a large chocolate peanut butter shake.”


“That’s fantastic!” I said. “I
can’t wait to tell Dina.”


Laura shrugged. “I hope it helps.
And I hope that she’ll forgive Danny for being overly protective about the
tape.”


“Don’t worry about it,” I said.
“She understands.”


“What about Deputy Chief Walsh?”
Laura asked. “I saw him at the store last night and he totally gave me the evil
eye.”


I smiled. “There are a million
reasons Trent might be in a grouchy mood. I wouldn’t worry about him either.”


“Well, I’ve got another cooler out
in the van,” she said. “I’m running a quart of our new flavor by his office on
the way back to the store.” Her face lit up with a grin. “Just in case, you
know.”


“Sure thing,” I said, deciding not
to mention Trent’s recent diet. “Everybody in town is aware that he loves your
ice cream.”


“I know that it’s silly,” she
replied, “but I feel like we really let everybody down by playing hard to get
with the video.”


“Seriously,” I said. “Don’t sweat
it. You’re coming forward now, so that’ll be helpful to the investigation.”


She motioned at the laptop again.
“Do you think that’s the person that’s been assaulting folks?”


“I don’t think we can make that
determination yet,” I said. “But this is definitely helpful evidence. Were you
going to share the footage with Trent when you drop off the ice cream?”


“Oh, golly no,” she said. “The man
intimidates me too much. I was planning to leave his ice cream at the front
desk before I talk to Detective Kincaid. I’ll give her the video on a flash
drive.”


“That’ll work,” I said.


“You know, I watch a lot of cop
shows,” Laura added. “I know that not being able to see the person’s face will
be a little bit of a snag, but they’re wearing some pretty unique spurs. Maybe
those will help with identification.”


Since we hadn’t discussed the boot
accessories yet, I asked if she could rewind the video again and let me have a
look.


She smiled. “Actually, I can do one
better than that. I had our oldest boy take a screen grab and then enlarge the
boots so you can get a real good look at the spurs. Matthew’s only nine, but he
knows computers like nobody’s business.”


“Well, there you go!” I said,
raising one hand for a high five. “Thank you, Matthew!”


She worked the keyboard for a few
seconds to toggle between the video and a photograph.


“That’s them,” she said, pointing
at a black-and-white picture of the heel of one boot. “And see right there?
Oval cup spurs with little playing cards on the band.”


I leaned closer, examining the
image. I wasn’t an expert when it came to boots and spurs, but Laura’s
description was exactly right. The gear on the boot showed four miniature cards
with the silhouette of a heart, diamond, three-loaf clover and spike in the
center.


“Think that’s going to helpful?”
she asked.


“I sure hope so!” I told her. “Make
sure you share that with Dina, too. She’s looking for anything and everything
that might help identify whoever is responsible for these attacks.”


“And Don Sterling’s murder, right?”
Laura said.


“That’s right,” I agreed. “Even if
they only intended to scare him, they’ll be charged with homicide for Don’s
death.”
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Lynn Jaffrey’s shop, Buckles & Boots, reminded me of a
place in Durango where my grandfather took me, my brother and sister during our
annual summer visit when we were kids. It was crammed with a seemingly endless
assortment of hats, boots, slickers, rain coats, gloves, bandanas, overalls and
leather goods that scented the air with a rich, pungent and slightly sweet
aroma. I didn’t get to her shop often, but Lynn was a regular at Sky High, especially
on Saturday when she and her husband came in often for lunch.


“Is that really you, Katie?” she
called when I stepped in from the sidewalk. “I barely recognize you without the
apron.”


“I know, I know,” I said. “How’s
your day going?”


She pulled a face. “Inventory,” she
said. “It’s like going insane one product unit at a time.”


“You’re preaching to the choir,” I
said. “When Julia and I did our last monthly count, we took so many coffee
breaks that we went through two pots and a dozen mini blueberry scones.”


Lynn sighed. “Oh, don’t those sound
good? I was so hungry about an hour ago that I ate some jerky.”


“I wish that I’d brought a goodie
bag for you,” I said. “I’ll do that next time.”


“I won’t stop you,” she teased.
“But we’ll be in for lunch in a couple of days, so I can wait until then.”


“How’s your other half doing?” I
asked.


The grin that appeared made my
heart sing. Lynn and Buck had been married for thirty years. They had four
kids, three grandchildren and a rock solid relationship that could serve as a
blueprint for plenty of other couples in town.


“That old guy’s doing great,” she
replied. “He’s thinking about retiring early so he can help me out around here.”


“Wouldn’t that be awesome?”


“Can’t wait,” she said. “When he
first started his career, it was like a slice of heaven. He excelled in sales
and slowly climbed the ladder. But after such a long time, he’s ready to
downshift a little. The travel’s harder and harder on him every year.”


“I’ll keep my fingers crossed,” I
said.


She laughed again. “Me, too! I know
we’ll still be working hard, but it’ll be much nicer to do it with my best
friend.”


“Amen,” I said.


“So what brings you in today?” she
asked. “Does Zack need a new pair of Wranglers?”


“Not quite yet,” I said. “I was
actually interested in a pair of spurs.”


Lynn lifted one eyebrow. “For you
or him?”


“Neither,” I said. “I’m doing a
little research for something, and was curious about spurs with playing cards
on the band.”


She nodded. “We carry those. Did
you want to see a set?”


“If it’s not too much trouble,” I
said.


Lynn turned on her heel, motioning
for me to follow.


“They’re right here in the corner,”
she said over her shoulder. “We had a sale going a while back, but there happen
to be exactly six sets in stock at the minute.”


When we reached the other side of
the store, she pointed at a small group of boxes arranged neatly on a shelf.


“We have that model in two styles,”
she explained, pointing at the small photographs on the sides of the boxes.
“There’s either antique or black satin, and they both have a gooseneck shank.”


“I’d ask you to translate,” I
teased, “but I don’t want to fritter away any more of your time.”


She frowned. “No trouble, Katie. I
can show you the different styles.”


“Thanks, but I’m actually more
interested in something else,” I said. “Can you tell me if these sell well?”


“What do you mean?”


“Let’s see,” I said. “In the past
six months, how many sets have you sold?”


“Ah, that’s an easy one,” she said.
“We just started carrying these three months ago. Since then, we’ve sold
exactly four sets.”


I smiled. “And you know that
because you’re doing inventory?”


“Good guess!” She snickered again.
“I thought they’d sell better since so many people like gambling and horses,
but so far only the four sets have moved.”


“Okay, here’s where it gets a
little dicey,” I said. “No pun intended. Would you be able to tell me who
bought those four sets?”


Lynn’s lighthearted expression
darkened. “Why would you need to know that?”


“Well, that’s why it might seem
dubious,” I said, “because I can’t exactly tell you the reason. But I can
promise you that it’s for a very good cause.”


She tapered her gaze and thought
about my request. Then she said, “Is this for one of those things you do for Detective
Kincaid?”


I nodded.


“And is it related to the folks that
were attacked?” she asked. “Like Eileen and Don?”


“Yes,” I said.


“In that case, I’ll be more than
happy to give you the names. Do you want to wait? It’ll take me a minute to
search on the computer.”


“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Why
don’t you keep going with your inventory? If you can send me an email with the
information sometime tomorrow, that would be fantastic.”


“I can do it tonight,” she said. “Buck’s
in Tulsa for work today and tomorrow, so I’ll be here late. I’ll aim to get you
the names by eight o’clock, okay?”


“Whenever is good for you,” I said.
“If you run into a hurdle and can’t get to it this evening, don’t worry about
it.”


“I don’t think that’ll happen,” she
said confidently. “Look for an email later on.”
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It was late that afternoon when Dina called. After
apologizing for not responding to my text earlier in the day, she asked about
the security video from Scoops of Joy.


“Yes, I’ve seen it,” I told her.
“But first, you don’t need to tell me that you’re sorry for not getting back to
me sooner.”


“Well, I feel bad when I don’t,”
she said. “You’re doing us a favor, Katie. I should be more responsive. So I’m
sorry. Again.”


I held my tongue, deciding not to
get into it. We’d been friends for so long that I knew habitual apologies were a
permanent part of her personality.


“Hello?” She sounded annoyed. “Are
you ignoring me?”


“I’m here,” I said. “And I’m not
ignoring you. I was just waiting until you’d finished saying that you’re
sorry.”


“Well, I am,” she said. “I’m sorry
about being poky.”


“I know,” I replied. “But you don’t
need to say anything.”


“Okay, then fine!” She
sounded a smidge more annoyed. “In that case, I’m sorry for apologizing.”


“What’s going on?” I asked with a
laugh. “You must be having a really bad day.”


She sighed. “Can you tell?”


“Maybe a little.”


“Well, it has been pretty
stressful. And I’m—”


“Please don’t say that you’re sorry
again!”


She laughed. “I wasn’t going to! I
was about to tell you that I was leaving the office and taking my files home. I
think a shower and cup of tea will help refresh my brain.”


“Always works for me,” I said.


“I know,” Dina replied. “Where do
you think I got the idea?”


I smiled to myself. “Well, you’re
welcome!” I teased. “Happy to help a friend.”


“I really need it today,” Dina
said. “I spent time with Lucy Sterling earlier.” She sighed and took a breath.
“The poor woman is just completely lost. Did you know that their wedding
anniversary is next week?”


“Oh, my word…”


“I know,” Dina said. “They were
going to Santa Fe to celebrate with another couple. I guess they’ve been friends
since college. They all got married the same weekend, so Don and Lucy have met
the other pair a few times over the years to make a three-day weekend out of
it.”


“That is so, so sad,” I
replied. “There’s never a good time for something so tragic and life-altering,
but it just deepens the pain when bad things happen during the holidays or
around special occasions.”


“That’s so true.” Dina’s voice was
softer. “It happened to my grandparents. Did I ever tell you that story?”


“Which one?”


“About my uncle being killed by a
drunk driver on Christmas Eve?”


My breath hitched in my throat.
Dina’s family had faced more than its share of heartbreak, but she’d never told
me about her uncle’s death.


“I didn’t know about that,” I told
her. “I’m so sorry.”


“Thanks,” she said. “He was such a
cool guy. His wife never really recovered from that loss.”


“Harder to get over that type of
loss for some folks,” I said.


“It’s always with you, but…” She
stopped suddenly. “You know what? Let’s change the subject. I don’t want to get
any gloomier than I already feel.”


“Can we talk about milkshakes?”


“Much better,” she said.


“Did the Crime Lab test the cup for
the flavor of shake that was thrown on Eileen Lanier?”


“Why do you ask?” Dina said.


“Because I’ve seen the footage from
Scoops on the day of the attack,” I explained. “Someone matching the
description given by Eileen is on the tape with a large chocolate peanut butter
milkshake.”


“I’ll call later about those test
results,” said Dina. “Was there anything else on the video?”


“You can’t see the person’s face,”
I reported, “but they were wearing very distinctive spurs on their boots. That
could explain the jangling sound that Eileen heard when the assailant ran away.”


“Even better,” she said. “What made
them distinctive?”


“Playing cards on the band,” I
said. “And after I saw the video, I stopped by Buckles & Boots to talk with
Lynn Jaffrey.”


“Smart,” Dina said. “What did she
have to say?”


“Four sets have been sold in the
past three months,” I replied. “She agreed to go through the store’s sales
records to look for the customer names.”


“That’s fantastic!” Dina said.
“Thank you so much!”


“You’re welcome,” I said. “Hopefully,
the information can help identify the person responsible for the attacks.”


“Fingers crossed,” she said. “It’s
impossible to know if they’re finished, but I’d like to prevent additional assaults
before anyone else gets hurt.” She paused. “Or drenched by a milkshake.”


“Everybody in town is saying the
same thing,” I replied. “Well, almost everybody. Considering what’s been
going on lately, there must be at least one demented soul who would disagree with
you.”
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On Sunday afternoon, while Zack headed to the YMCA for a
swim, I went into the Sky High kitchen to work on a new recipe for Nana Reed’s
Taste of the Tropics Cake. My grandmother had developed the delicious coconut
and pineapple confection during her final year running the business, but I had
yet to locate a written record of her version anywhere in the old Victorian
that housed Sky High.


As I started to tweak measurements
for the dry ingredients, Esmé Tipton came through the back door after knocking
gently. Besides being a good friend and frequent Sky High patron, she was also
a stylist at a popular salon in town as well as a part-time cashier at her
father’s liquor store.


“Am I interrupting anything super
secret?” she asked.


I smiled. “What gives you that
impression?”


“Your face is scrunched up,” she
said. “You always do that when you’re really concentrating.”


“Well, I am fussing with
something,” I said. “But you’re more than welcome to come in and chat while I
work.”


“Thanks, Katie. What are you up
to?”


“I’m attempting to recreate a
recipe that Nana Reed developed shortly before she retired,” I said. “It’s a
really delicious cake, so keep your fingers crossed that I can conjure her spirit
to figure out a few final details.”


“That sounds exciting,” Esmé said.


“Do you want anything to drink?” I
asked. “There’s coffee in the pot. We could put the kettle on for tea. And
there’s a selection of fruit juices in the walk-in.”


“Or all of the above?” she asked
with a wink.


“Sure thing,” I said, pointing at
the fresh coffee. “I just made that pot. Tea is on the bottom shelf in the
cabinet above the microwave. And you’ll find orange, cranberry, tomato and
grapefruit juice in the under-counter reach-in on the front line.”


“Great!” she said, walking across
the room. “I’ll start with java.”


“Do you mind freshening my cup
while you’re at it?”


She did a pirouette, returned to
where I was working and grabbed my empty mug.


“Any news on Don Sterling’s
killer?” she asked, turning toward the coffee pot again.


“I haven’t talked to Dina today,” I
said. “We made some progress yesterday, but it feels like things are in a
holding pattern at the moment.”


“Why?” asked Esmé with a frown.


“Two things,” I said. “I had a
chance to review the security tape from Scoops of Joy on the day that Eileen
was drenched with the milkshake. There was one person wearing a hoodie like the
one that she saw on her assailant.”


“Isn’t that good?”


“Definitely,” I said. “The person
was wearing boots with spurs, so I also stopped by Lynn Jaffrey’s store to see
if she’d sold any sets like the ones the person was wearing.”


Esmé made a face. “Spurs? How are
those helpful?”


“They had a fairly distinctive
design,” I explained. “And it’s one that Lynn carries at her store.”


“Oh, I get it now,” Esmé said.
“You’re waiting for her to get back to you. Maybe one of her customers that
bought those spurs also killed Don?”


“See how smart you are?” I teased.


“Hey, don’t give me a hard time,”
she said. “I was up late last night. My best friend from college is visiting.
She took me to Café Fleur for dinner and then we walked through downtown and
ended up sitting in the gazebo in Larimer Park until almost two o’clock this
morning.”


“That sounds like a nice evening,”
I said.


“So you’re just waiting to hear
from Lynn about the spurs?” Esmé asked. “Any other progress with the case?”


“Not really,” I said. “I’m waiting
to hear from Lynn, and also to discover the flavor of milkshake that Eileen’s
assailant used. The person on the Scoops security video was carrying a chocolate
peanut butter one, but I don’t know if that matches the cup found at the
scene.”


“But didn’t you just say that the
person fit Eileen’s memory of the attacker?” she asked.


“Yes, but the milkshake evidence also
needs to match,” I said. “So if she was splashed with a peppermint or bubblegum
shake and the person with the spurs had chocolate peanut butter, you don’t have
a match.”


“We also need to establish the
connection between the victims and Dr. Whistler,” I said.


Esmé snickered softly. “Don’t you
think that’s obvious?”


“Not to me,” I said. “We know that
they’re either current or former patients, but why did the burglar take only
those files?”


“I’ve been thinking about that,
too,” Esmé said. “Why those particular patient records? How did they decide who
to target first?”


“Is it random?” I speculated. “Did
the person or persons responsible for the attacks know the victims?”


She nodded. “They live in different
parts of town, so it’s not a matter of them being neighbors. And they don’t
work in the same profession, attend the same church or socialize with the same
group of friends.”


“There has to be a connection of
some sort,” I said. “I have full faith that Dina and her associates will figure
it out sooner rather than later.”


“Well, she has you on the team,
too,” Esmé replied. “That’s a big step in the right direction.”


“Thanks! That’s a sweet thing for
you to say.”


“It’s the truth,” she replied. “So
what are you doing this afternoon besides testing recipes?”


“That’s all I have planned for
now,” I said.


“Do you need an official taster to
help out?” asked Esmé.


“I’d love one,” I said. “Do you
have time to hang around?”


She smiled. “For sure! Especially if
we can dish a little bit.”


“Anything good?”


“Good? Oh, Katie! I heard some great
gossip at the drug store yesterday.”


“Should I start another pot?”


She shook her head. “I’ll take care
of that. You keep doing what you’re doing so we can get a taste of that cake. I
haven’t eaten today, so I’m absolutely famished!”
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“Does this smell bad to you?” Julia asked a couple of days
later shortly after we opened for breakfast.


She held up a gallon of milk and
removed the cap. I took a tentative sniff that made my stomach lurch and
tumble.


“That’s awful!” I said,
moving away. “Where’d it come from?”


“The walk-in,” Julia replied. “It
somehow got pushed behind a carton of eggs in the back corner.”


“Well, let’s get rid of it,” I
said, reaching for the milk. “I’ll pour it down the drain and rinse out the
jug.”


She waved me away. “I can do that.
I just wanted to get a second opinion. My smeller’s kind of clogged this
morning.”


“Allergies?”


She shrugged. “Maybe. Although I
actually think that I’m allergic to picking up toys in the family room fifty
times a day. I was running late this morning and didn’t turn on the light as I
went through to the kitchen to make the kids’ lunches. I thought that everything
was put away last night before bed, but a bunch of LEGOs were scattered all
over the floor.”


“And you stepped on them?”


She smiled. “Not the LEGOs, but I
didn’t see the soccer ball. That just about put me on my keister.”


“So you didn’t fall?” I said. “I’m
a little confused.”


“Oh, I definitely fell,” she said
as Harper came into the kitchen from the dining room. “But I tripped over
Jared’s gym bag. Between the three kids and him, it’s like a circus from dawn
to dusk.”


“Hey, Katie?” Harper said. “Viv’s
on the phone.”


“The Sky High line?”


Harper nodded. “She meant to call
your cell, but misdialed. Do you have time or should I take a message?”


“I’ll grab it in the office,” I
said. “She’s probably calling with an update on how much fun she’s having in Puerto Vallarta.”


“Poor thing,” Julia said
sarcastically. “We should all be so lucky.”


“No doubt,” I said. “I’ll be right
back.”


When I picked up the phone in the
office a moment later, I heard Viveca muttering a phrase repeatedly in a hoarse
whisper.


“Morning,” I said. “What’s going
on?”


“Oh, hi!” She sounded in high
spirits and animated. “Sorry about dialing the wrong number. My contact list is
a mess on my phone.”


“It’s fine,” I said. “Is everything
okay?”


“More or less,” she replied. “I’m trying
to learn how to say a few basic things in Spanish, but I keep messing up.”


“What’s that for?”


“My client is taking me to a fancy
dinner party tonight,” she explained. “I don’t want to be the only dolt there.”


“You’ll be fine,” I told her. “And
you’re too smart to ever be labeled a dolt.”


She sighed. “Time will tell. But I
actually called about Alma.”


“Is she okay?”


“Yes,” Viveca said. “I texted her
yesterday so she’d be expecting your call. When she didn’t hear from you, she
reached out to me. She sounded a little panicky.”


“Because I didn’t call her?”


“No, not that,” Viveca answered.
“She’s worried about Dr. Whistler. I guess this whole thing has really rattled
the poor guy.”


“That’s not at all surprising,” I
said. “He’s gone from a quiet, calm life to center stage under a harsh
spotlight in a matter of days.”


Viveca sighed. “I guess that’s
true.”


“What did Alma say specifically?” I
asked.


“Well, besides processing the
horrible business with Don, Barry and Eileen,” she said, “someone left a
threatening note for Dr. Whistler a couple of days ago.”


“I haven’t heard about that,” I
replied. “Did she tell you what it said?”


“Not specifically,” Viveca answered.
“Like, she didn’t read it to me over the phone or anything, but I got the
chills from the way she described it.”


“What was the warning?” I asked. “I
mean, did they threaten him personally or professionally?”


“I guess both,” Viveca said after
hesitating. “They claimed to know a bunch of Dr. Whistler’s secrets. If he
doesn’t close his practice and leave town, the person said they’d sneak into
his house again and slit his throat in the middle of the night.”
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Alma Tucker answered the door at her house early that
evening wearing a smock covered with a rainbow of paint smudges.


“Can I help you?” she asked,
narrowing her eyes as she stepped onto the porch.


“I’m sorry to bother you,” I began.
“My name is Kate Reed. A mutual friend suggested that I get in touch with—”


Her eyes suddenly blazed with
recognition.


“You’re Viv’s neighbor, right?”


I nodded. “That’s me.”


“Oh, from the…” She rolled her
shoulders as her cheeks went red. “Sky High Pies! In the big Victorian next to
where Viveca lives.”


“Still me,” I said with a laugh.
“She told me about the painting class that you two take together.”


Alma gestured at the multicolored
splotches on her smock.


“I had an hour to kill,” she
explained, “so I decided to work on the assignment for next week.”


“Oh, gosh! And I came along and
interrupted. Do you want me to vamoose? I can come back tomorrow if that’s more
convenient.”


“Not necessary,” she said. “But we
should probably step inside to talk. Some of my neighbors like to think they’re
in the CIA. You know, eavesdropping and keeping track of my coming and going.”


“Inside is good,” I said, as she
held the door open. “I’ve had neighbors like that before.”


“How did you handle it?” Alma asked, leading me to the living room.


“Stun gun usually,” I teased.


Her mouth fell open. “I’ve actually
thought of that,” she said. “Byron Toulouse over in that yellow house is such a
pain. He hides behind the hedge on the south side and pretends that he’s
pruning the stupid thing, but I know he’s watching what everyone else is doing.
I thought it would be good payback if I snuck over there sometime and zapped the
little spy in the tush!”


“I like it,” I said, settling onto
the edge of a sofa. “But you should probably avoid that sort of physical
confrontation. People are pretty litigious these days.”


She chuckled. “Doesn’t bother me;
my brother’s an attorney. If Byron files a lawsuit, I’ll fire one back at him.”
She formed a fist with her left hand and shook it overhead. “But you’re not here
to listen to my woes. Viv told me that you’re helping the police try to stop
the terrible attacks that have been going on around town.”


“I’m just talking to a few people,”
I said. “I have a background in investigations, so Detective Kincaid and Deputy
Chief Walsh ask me to consult every so often.”


“That must be interesting,” replied
  Alma. “Is it dangerous?”


I shook my head. “Like I said, it’s
mostly talking. And in this case, I’m talking to you at Viv’s suggestion. She
mentioned that you’ve noticed a change in Dr. Whistler’s mood. Was that before
or after he received the death threat?”


“A few days before that,” she said.
“And it’s a huge change. The man’s never been a livewire, but he’s even
more reticent since all of this horrible business started.”


“Can you tell me specifically how
his behavior has changed?”


“Well, he’s just…I guess you could
call it temperamental and down in the dumps. I sometimes have to ask him the
same question two or three times before he hears me. And his habits have
changed drastically, especially in terms of meals. He’s been living on junk
food and candy bars since the burglary. And then when his patients started to
get attacked and the death threat showed up in the mail, it got even worse. I’m
pretty sure there are days when he doesn’t eat at all. I don’t even know how he
has the strength to keep going to the office.”


“Has Dr. Whistler spoken to you
about the attacks and death threat?”


Alma shrugged. “He’s muttered a few
things.”


“Can you share them with me?”


“I can,” she replied. “But I told
the detective.”


“Dina Kincaid?”

“No, the other one. Taylor something?”


“That’s Tyler Armstrong,” I said.
“Would it be too much trouble to tell me as well? If you’d rather not, I can
talk to Tyler.”


“I probably shouldn’t have even
mentioned it,” Alma said. “But it’s like I told you; Dr. Whistler has been in a
dark place since the break-in. The day after it happened, I found him in the
library with his head in his hands, just muttering and weeping about Rose.”


“Wasn’t that his late wife?”


Alma nodded. “Yes,” she said. “It’s
been three years.”


“Did you do his housekeeping and
laundry back then?” I asked.


“I’ve cleaned house for the
Whistlers for the past fifteen years,” she said. “My boy was six months old when
I started the job. He just celebrated his birthday.” She laughed nervously.
“Can you believe how fast time flies?”


“Too fast,” I said. “But it’s nice
that you’ve been working for Dr. Whistler for such a long time. I mean,
stability and security are very good things to have.”


“That is so true,” Alma agreed. “They’re especially important when you’re a single mother raising a little boy
with the energy and mischief of ten kids combined.”


“Your son was a wild child, huh?”


She laughed. “He loves computers
and that’s about it. If he graduates from high school, it’ll be a miracle.
Luckily, he found a part-time telecommuting job with an outfit in Denver. It’s some kind of high tech company. At the moment, it’s perfect for after school,
but there’s also a chance he can go full-time when he finishes senior year.”


“That’s terrific,” I said.


“Very much so,” she replied. “But
let me get back to Dr. Whistler. I don’t want to bore you with my life.”


“You’re not boring me,” I told her.
“I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”


“It’s fine,” she said. “Did I tell
you about the lockets?”


I shook my head. “No. You haven’t
mentioned anything about it.”


“Well, it took me a little work,”
she said. “But Dr. Whistler finally confessed that he was muttering in his
office that day after the break-in because they took his wife’s collection of
antique lockets from the master bedroom during the burglary. Rose loved them so
much. He gave her one every year on their anniversary. Dr. Whistler originally
planned to move them at some point to his safety deposit box, but it kept
slipping his mind.”


“Okay, so the person that broke
into his house also took his wife’s lockets?”


“It seems so,” Alma said.


“Can you describe them to me?” I
asked.


“I can do better than that,” she said.
“I can actually show you one. I have a picture of my son and me with Dr. and
Mrs. Whistler. It was the last Christmas before she passed. The photograph that
I’m thinking of was taken when we were having a holiday brunch at a little
restaurant in Winter Park that was owned by Dr. Whistler’s friends. Rose was
wearing one of her lockets that day, as she always did for special occasions.”


“I’d love to take a look at the
picture,” I said.


“Then sit tight,” Alma replied,
getting to her feet and starting for the hallway. “I’ll run upstairs and get my
photo album.”


“Thank you,” I said.


She stopped midway across the room.
“For what?”


“For being so helpful,” I said.
“It’s not every day that folks are willing to talk about difficult subjects.”


“Like an old picture?”


“Well, I was thinking more about your
late friend and her husband’s current difficulties.”


“It’s my pleasure,” Alma said. “Now you sit tight. I’ll be right back with the picture of Rose and the
locket.”
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Around five that afternoon, while I was in the Sky High
office tweaking a few details for the Taste of the Tropics recipe, I heard the
kitchen door open and close.


“Yoo-hoo!” someone called. “Anybody
home?”


I didn’t immediately recognize the
voice, but a quick glance at my calendar answered the question: Joni Ketchum.
She was a half hour early to pickup two dozen blueberry scones that she’d
ordered for a reunion brunch for her sorority sisters.


“Hey, Joni!” I called, jumping up
from the desk. “I’ll be right there!”


When I scurried into the kitchen,
she was leaning over the center island studying a batch of apricot linzer torte
cookies that Julia had finished before leaving for the day.


“Those look amazing,” she said.
“Maybe I should’ve gone with something like that instead.”


“You still can!”


Her eyebrows shot up. “Really?”


“If you’d like,” I replied. “Jules
can make them in her sleep. If you want that dozen, she can whip up another in
the morning.”


“Are you sure?” Joni asked. “I
wouldn’t want to steal anybody’s order.”


“Not a worry,” I told her. “Those were
going up front in the display case.”


She cocked one eyebrow. “If you
don’t mind,” she said with a grin. “Are they peach or apricot?”


I answered the question, she gave
me a thumbs up and I reached under the counter for a bakery box.


“Thanks, Katie,” she said as I
packed the goodies. “I’m probably buying too much food for tomorrow, but we
haven’t seen one another for five years. What are a few more calories, right?”


I laughed. “That’s my favorite
motto. Plus, if you don’t eat all of them during the party, your girlfriends
can take something sweet home with them.”


“Great idea!” Joni said.
“Otherwise, I’d have to arm wrestle Frank to see who gets the last one.”


“How’s he doing?”


She nodded. “Ornery and adorable.
We’re getting ready for a trip to Nashville to see his folks.”


“That’s nice!” I said. “How long
has it been since you all got together?”


Joni’s bubbly grin dimmed. “A
month,” she said. “Frank’s mother insisted they come here to help celebrate his
birthday.”


“And something tells me that wasn’t
your idea of paradise?”


She shrugged. “I love them both
dearly. But I get tired of people calling to announce that they’ve made plans
to visit without checking to see if we’re busy or already doing something that
weekend.”


“That can be a pain,” I said.


She patted her backside. “In the
you-know-what!”


We shared a laugh as I continued
packing the cookies. When I finished, I carried them to the back counter and
placed them beside the boxes of blueberry scones.


“I put the scones on my credit card
the other day,” she said, reaching into her purse, “but how much for the
cookies?”


I waved one hand in the air. “On
the house,” I said. “Consider them a belated birthday present for Frank.”


Joni shook her head. “That’s sweet,
Katie, but you don’t have to do that.”


“I want to.”


She crinkled her nose. “I don’t
know…”


“Well, I do!” I said.


“If you insist,” she replied,
putting away her billfold.


“I do,” I replied. “I hope your
reunion is perfect tomorrow!”


“We’ll do our best,” she said. “But
the timing isn’t exactly ideal.”


“Oh?”


Joni sighed. “Lucy Sterling won’t
be there,” she said. “I thought about canceling the thing altogether, but some
of the girls have already taken time off work and bought their plane tickets.
It just seemed like going ahead was the best thing to do.”


“I didn’t know that you and Lucy went
to school together,” I said.


“She left after sophomore year,”
Joni said, “but she’s always been part of the gang.”


“Well, that’s sweet,” I said.


She smiled. “It was really sad at
the time. Lucy’s dad got sick and her mother needed help around the house with
the other little ones.”


“She comes from a big family,
doesn’t she?”


“Ten kids!” Joni’s voice
brightened. “Can you imagine?”


“Not at all,” I said. “There are
some days when I can barely take care of myself. I can’t imagine what that many
kids would be like.”


“Madness!” Joni said. “And way
too many diapers for way too long!”


We both laughed, but it was
short-lived. The shadow of Don Sterling’s death made it seem awkward and
inappropriate.


“Lucy’s a strong woman though,”
Joni said with a somber tone to her voice.


I nodded. “Very strong.”


“It’s such a strange thing, too,”
she added. “Don didn’t deserve to be…” She looked at me and blinked a few
times. “…to die that way,” she continued. “He had his issues, particularly
during the early years of their marriage, but Dr. Whistler was helping him sort
out a few wrinkles that had happened lately.”


“That’s good,” I said.


“Lucy had confided in me a long
time ago that Don struggled with gambling,” Joni said, lowering her voice even
though we were alone. “His father was a mean drunk. Don got the strap all the
time when he was a boy, and it left a scar on him that was really deep. And
even though Don never once raised his hand to Lucy, he put them in financial
peril more than once by betting on football and horses.”


“But wasn’t that all in the past?”
I asked.


“Yes,” Joni said. “Although Don continued
to work with Dr. Whistler to sort out the tangled family issues from his
childhood.”


“I never knew about any of that,” I
said.


She frowned. “He was so embarrassed
about it. He never told a soul. Lucy shared it with me once when she was having
a really hard time with it. But that was years ago. We only discussed it that
one time, too. To be honest, I’d forgotten about it until…” She stopped.
“…well, until I got a call from another one of our friends that Don had passed
away.”


“So very sad,” I said quietly.
“Have you talked to Lucy?”


Joni nodded. “A couple of times.
I’m going over tonight to help her with a few things around the house.”


“That’s kind,” I said.


“It’s what friends do,” Joni
replied. “Losing her husband is bad enough, but now there are folks all over
town gossiping and whispering about Don. That’s like insult piled on injury.
People can be so cruel.”


“Far too often,” I said. “Would you
please give Lucy my regards when you see her?”


“Of course, Katie. I’ll be happy to
do that. In fact, I’m stopping there on my way home to help with a couple of
arrangements for the funeral. I just hope that awful Dr. Forney isn’t there.
Lucy told me that he might be there at some point this evening.”


“Who’s that?” I asked.


Joni offered a bemused grin. “You
mean he hasn’t been in here looking for business yet?”


I shook my head.


“Well, consider yourself lucky,”
she said. “Dr. Forney’s the new psychiatrist in town.” She laughed nervously before
covering her mouth. “That sounds really weird. Like, you know, in old Westerns
where the new sheriff rolls in?”


“But instead of a law man,” I said,
“it’s a new therapist?”


“That’s right,” Joni said. “And
why, right?”


“Sorry?”


“Why do we need him?” she said.
“This is a small town. We already have three therapists in private practice as
well as the staff at the Med Center.”


“So who’s Forney?” I asked. “Where
did he come from?”


“California,” Joni answered. “He’s
friends with that rich Silicon Valley guy that everybody’s talking about.”


I smiled. “Everybody but me.”


“Oh? Didn’t you hear about him?”


“I’ve actually heard the stories,”
I said. “I’m just not gossiping about the guy.”


Her eyes lit up. “Talk about
stories! Did you hear the one about Dr. Whistler and Stephanie Nielsen?”


I shook my head.                                                                                                             


“They’re having an affair,” she continued.
“Somebody posted a picture online of them at the Moonlight. I know you’re
friends with Earl and his father, but their place has been used more than once
for illicit rendezvous.”


“I don’t know about that,” I said.
“But I saw Steph and her husband last week. They seemed like happy campers.”


Joni rolled her eyes. “Smoke and
mirrors,” she said. “Smoke and mirrors.”


“What have you heard?” I asked.
“When did the affair supposedly start?”


She shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you
that, but I’ve seen the proof.” She pulled out her iPad, tapping and swiping
the screen for a few seconds. When she was done, she rotated the device so I
could see a slightly grainy image of Dr. Whistler and Stephanie Nielsen. She
was carrying a six-pack of Coke and a bucket from KFC.


“Well, that’s definitely her,” I
said.


Joni sighed. “So sad,” she said,
putting away the iPad. “But I’m more interested in Lucy and that heathen! He
just seems to be…” She paused. “…smarmy and insistent and the way he’s been
trying to console Lucy is just—”


“Hold on,” I interrupted. “Are you
talking about the psychiatrist or the wealthy guy?”


“Sorry,” she said. “I was talking
about Forsey. He and Dr. Whistler went to school together. I guess they’d see
one another at continuing education conferences, so Forsey and Lucy had met a
few times.”


“But then Forsey decided out of the
blue to move to Crescent Creek?”


She nodded. “Basically. And now he’s
going around town introducing himself to people as an alternative for Dr.
Whistler.”


“An alternative?”


“Well, not in so many words,” Joni
said. “And it’s not like he’s shouting it from the rooftops or anything. But
three or four people have told me that Dr. Forsey has been giving out his
business cards to anyone that mentions the anonymous attacks.”


I thought about the comment. Was
the other man simply thoughtless and insensitive? Did his self-interest hint at
anything more than being a shrewd professional? Was he responsible for the
series of attacks?


“Don’t you think the timing is
suspicious?” Joni arched one eyebrow. “I mean, a new therapist opens an office
and a few weeks later someone is trying to sabotage Dr. Whistler’s reputation.”


“Are you making an accusation?” I
asked.


Joni smiled. “Not in so many words.
But Dr. Forsey seems too slick for Crescent Creek. He has a fancy Ivy League
degree, drives a seriously expensive sports car and acts like he’s better than
the rest of us. I don’t know about you, but I sure think there’s something
fishy about all of that.”
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An hour later, after Joni Ketchum left and I finished paying
a couple of bills, I went into the kitchen, made a cup of tea and walked onto
the front porch. I put my cup on a side table and sat in one of the rocking
chairs. Then I leaned back and closed my eyes, conjuring an image of the last
time Lucy and Don Sterling had come in for lunch. They’d been relaxed and happy
that afternoon, enjoying the sunny weather and blue skies after an extended
period of rainstorms.


And now he was gone, Lucy was alone
and a new therapist was trolling Dr. Whistler’s patients at the same time some
of them were being targeted by a series of random attacks.


Is there a connection? I
thought. Could Forsey’s arrival be coincidental? Should I try and—


My phone rang.


“Not now,” I muttered. “I’m trying
to relax.”


I reached into my pocket, pulled
out the noisemaker and checked the screen. It was the only person that I wanted
to hear from at any hour of the day or night.


“Hey, sweetie,” I said to Zack.
“How’s your day going?”


He groaned. “If I could start over,
I definitely would. It’s been a bear.”


“Something at work?”


“No, work’s been fine,” he said.
“My cousin’s going through a really tough time. I had to finally tell him to
stop calling.”


“What’s going on?”


“I don’t have all the details yet,”
he said. “But it’s got something to do with one of his business deals. I swear
that it feels like the whole world is going crazy.”


“How many times did he call you?” I
asked.


“I lost count,” Zack said. “He’s so
freaked out that I think it’s just pure panic.”


“Freaked out about a business
deal?”


“The other people are threatening
to sue Noah,” he said. “When we were kids, something similar happened to his
father, so…” He heaved a sigh. “You know, I don’t want to take up our time with
that right now. I was calling to tell you that I’ll be late tonight.”


“Because of Noah?”


Another hefty sigh came down the
line.


“Sweetheart?” I said. “Are you
okay?”


“Just tired,” Zack answered.
“Barbara Turner asked for a bunch of reshoots for the freelance project that
I’m doing for her client. And Gwen’s been in meltdown mode at the newspaper
since early this morning. I guess the calls from Noah came at the worst
possible time.”


“I get that,” I said. “But you need
to take care of you first. Your cousin’s a big boy.”


He laughed; it was short and
wobbly, but the familiar sound made my heart a bit lighter.


“Yep,” Zack said. “That’s what I
told him.”


“Did you really?”


“For sure,” he replied. “And he’ll
get through this. But ever since we were kids, Noah has counted on me to help
him figure out how to navigate the rough patches.”


“Well, he’s not a kid anymore,” I
said. “You’ll help him as much as possible, but he needs to figure out the best
solution for himself and his family.”


“He knows that, babe. I think that
he’s just a little scared at the moment.”


“Happens to the best of us,” I
said.


Zack chuckled again. “Everyone but
you,” he said. “You’re like the Energizer Bunny; you just keep going and going
and going and—”


“Until I don’t,” I said. “But thank
you for saying that.”


“Welcome,” Zack replied. “So I’ll
try to be there by nine, okay?”


“Do you want me to bring something
to you for dinner?” I asked.


He hummed into the phone. Then he
said, “That’s the best thing that I’ve heard all day.”


“What are you in the mood for?” I
asked. “Sandwich? Salad? Pasta? Pizza?”


“Yes,” he said. “That’ll be
perfect! I’m so hungry right now.”


“Okay,” I said. “Give me forty-five
to an hour. I’m just finishing up here, so I can get out the door in a few.
I’ll figure out the menu on the way into downtown.


“Thanks, Katie,” he said. “I love
you.”


“Ditto, sweetheart,” I said. “I’ll
see you soon.”
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“We’ve got another one,” Dina said when I answered the phone
later that day.


“Are we talking about the Whistler
case?” I asked.


She issued a weary sigh. “Yeah,
sorry about that, Katie. This one is starting to get under my skin.”


“Take a breath,” I said. “Inhale
for a count of four, hold it for a—”


“Later,” she interrupted. “Right
now, we’ve got a lunatic terrorizing Crescent Creek with a bunch of random
threats.”


“Okay,” I said. “What can you tell
me about the new one?”


“Lyle Polson,” she replied. “He
came in this morning with a package that was delivered to his office. It was
around fifty thousand in Monopoly money along with one of those handwritten
notes about Dr. Whisper and the truth coming out.”


“Can you go over that again?”


“Which part?” Dina asked.


“I thought you said something about
Monopoly money.”


She laughed. “Yep. To be exact, the
envelope contained fifty thousand, one hundred and seventy-five dollars in phony
bills. But there’s a significant difference with Lyle Polson. This one is more
like the threat sent to Dr. Whistler. The perp didn’t physically attack anyone.
They simply left a message on his phone and dropped off a package the next
day.”


“I don’t know Lyle,” I said.


“He’s new in town,” Dina replied.
“Well, as of six months ago. He and his wife both work at the Regional Med Center.”


“Is that the connection to
Whistler?”


“No,” Dina answered. “Lyle’s a
patient.”


“Ah, okay. So his file was taken
during the burglary.”


“I can jump ahead,” she said. “Lyle
was very forthcoming when he and I talked. He’d already heard about the other
incidents, and didn’t want to risk being physically attacked if the perp
decides to escalate.”


“That makes sense,” I said. “What’s
the deal?”


“Gambling debt,” Dina said. “Well,
a gambling addiction and a mountain of debt.”


“Is the mountain fifty thousand
dollars high?” I asked.


“I knew you’d get that one,” she
said. “And it seems that Lyle fudged his application to the Med Center when they asked about any outstanding financial liabilities or concerns.”


“Does he work in finance at the
hospital?”


She laughed. “You’re two for two.
Care to guess the rest of it?”


“His wife doesn’t know about the
gambling,” I said.


“Three for three,” Dina said.


“Which also explains why Lyle came
to see you,” I said. “He’s afraid that both his wife and employer will learn
about the debt and his gambling problem.”


“Actually, it’s just the employer
at this point,” Dina told me. “His wife inadvertently heard the voicemail that
the perp left on Lyle’s cell phone.”


“What did it say?”


“Not much,” Dina answered. “It was
essentially a heads-up about watching his mailbox for an envelope filled with
cash. But the caller used a voice scrambler.”


“That was my next question,” I
said.


“I figured,” she replied. “And
before you ask, the techs in the lab are working to descramble the recording.
That should give us something more to work with. If we get a clean sample of
the caller’s voice, then maybe one of the victims will recognize it.”


“Good plan,” I said. “What about
the money?”


“We’re checking for prints and DNA
now.”


“How is Lyle’s wife doing with all
of this?” I asked.


Dina sighed. “Tyler handled that
interview,” she said. “But from what he told me, I’d guess that Lyle’s probably
spending a few nights in the guestroom.”
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An hour after learning about Lyle Polson’s special delivery,
I was driving through downtown Crescent Creek when I spotted The Joker’s Wild.
The novelty store was owned by Walt Roebuck, a good friend since middle school.
If he didn’t sell Monopoly sets, I figured that he might know where someone
could buy extra cash for the game.


“Howdy!” Walt said after I walked
into his shop. “How’s my favorite pie purveyor today?”


“I’m great,” I said. “How’s my
favorite novelty nut?”


He patted his belly. “Other than
eating too much for lunch,” he said, “I’m doing a hundred and twenty percent.
What’s going on?”


“I’m looking for Monopoly money,” I
said. “Well, to be more accurate, I’m looking for places in town that sell extra
bills for the game.”


Walt tipped his head toward a
nearby shelf. “All of that sort of thing is over there. I think we still have a
couple of accessory money packs.”


“Have you sold any lately?” I
asked.


He offered an exaggerated frown.
“Not in forever. Most people play on their phones or laptops these days.”


“I was wondering about that,” I
said. “But don’t some folks still prefer the old school approach?”


“If they do,” Walt said, “they
haven’t come through our door in a long time. I seriously don’t remember the
last time anyone asked about a board game.”


“Well, it was worth a shot,” I
said. “Plus, it gave me an excuse to see you.”


He held up both arms and spun
around. Then he bowed at the waist and came up with a huge grin.


“Here I am!” he announced, still
holding out his arms. “But there’s less of me to go around these days. I’m
fifteen pounds lighter than the last time I saw you.”


“I was wondering about that. You
look amazing, Walt!”


His cheeks went red. “Ah, thanks,
Katie. I wouldn’t tell just anyone that, but you’ve known me for so long and
helped me with my battle of the bulge.” He patted his belly again. “And, by the
way, the big lunch that I mentioned was a huge salad that I made at home and brought
in. That’s also part of the reason that I haven’t been to Sky High lately. It’s
too tempting to be that close to all of those pies and cakes and cookies. I’m
still working on my willpower.”


“Looks like you’re winning that fight,”
I said.


He smiled. “So far, so good!”


“How’s business?” I asked. “Other
than the lack of board game sales?”


“We’re rolling along,” Walt
answered. “We’ve added a ton of things in the last couple of months, including a
new line of slime, magnet building blocks and special anniversary collections
for Barbie, Little Mermaid and SpongeBob. But I’m most excited about the WowWee
Fingerlings!”


“That’s awesome!” I held up my hand
for a high five. “Are those toys or potatoes?”


He frowned. “Sorry?”


“Fingerlings,” I said. “In my
world, that’s a type of potato.”


Walt’s eyes brightened. “Oh, right!
Well, in our world, WowWee Fingerlings are some of the hottest toys going. They’re
little monkeys, dragons, pandas and dragons that wrap around your finger for
hours of fun playtime.”


“Well, that sounds…much different
from the kind of fingerlings that I’m familiar with,” I said. “I hope you sell
a gazillion!”


“Thanks, Katie,” he said. “I also
hired a consultant to revamp our online store. That’s made a huge difference in
the month-to-month sales.”


“Are you offering the new products
online as well as the classic novelties?”


“Heck, yeah! They’re outselling the
old stuff by a mile.”


“Even better,” I said.


He nodded. “So were you looking for
the Monopoly money to give as a gift?” he asked.


I shook my head. “It’s actually for
something that I’m researching.”


Walt stepped closer. “Is it the
Lyle Polson thing?” he asked in a hushed voice. “My neighbor works with the
guy’s wife. She was at their house when Lyle opened the package, so she knows
all about the fake Monopoly money.”


“Fake money?”


Walt nodded. “It’s not the real
deal,” he explained. “My neighbor saw it before the police confiscated the
package. She said it felt different from the bills you get with a Monopoly game
and smelled like a copy shop. You know that odor? Kind of like hot plastic with
chemicals?”


“Sure,” I said. “It makes me
queasy.”


“Same here,” Walt replied. “My nose
isn’t overly sensitive, but that’s one thing that turns my stomach.”


“It’s not a pleasant scent,” I
said.


“You should go talk to Bernadette
at Crescent Copy,” he suggested. “Have you two met?”


“I don’t believe so,” I said.
“We’ve been using Kenny Wolf’s shop.”


“That’s cool,” he replied. “She
doesn’t do large quantity accounts. Her place is primarily small batch jobs,
silk screen printing and framing.”


“That’s good to know,” I said. “But
I’m a little confused about why you think I should talk to her about the
Monopoly money.”


Walt grinned. “Because she found
some in the trash at her shop,” he said. “Which could mean—”


“They printed it on her equipment,”
I said.


“You got it,” Walt replied. “And
I’m sorry that I didn’t connect the dots earlier, Katie. I’ve been thinking
about fingerlings and slime for so long that my synapses aren’t quite firing on
all cylinders.”


“You know what my Nana Reed would
say to that?”


He shook his head. “Go eat more
pie?”


“No,” I said with a laugh. “She’d
say, ‘At least you have a brain. Maybe it just needs a break.’”


After thanking Walt for the tip, I
left his shop and started toward Crescent Copy. On the way, I called Dina to
surprise her with what I hoped would be welcome news. Unfortunately, she beat
me to the punch.


“Bernadette called this morning!”
Dina said excitedly when I told her about the scoop from Walt. “Tyler went by and collected the evidence a couple of hours ago. It will need to be
confirmed by the team at the Crime Lab, but to my eye the counterfeit bills
that Bernadette found match the ones Lyle Polson received with the threat.”


I felt my excitement wilt. Then I
asked if Bernadette was able to identify the person that printed the fake
Monopoly loot.


“She did,” Dina said. “But I want
to keep that under wraps for at least a day or two since it involves a minor.”


“A minor?”


“Someone under the age of
eighteen,” she said.


“You don’t say!” I teased. “I’m
just surprised it’s someone that young.”


“Why? Whistler’s patients are all
ages. If this has something to do with revenge by a disgruntled client, it
could be anyone from their teens to Blanche Speltzer’s age.”


“I know that,” I said. “And you’re right.
The things that have happened so far, like the milkshake and childish lettering
in the threats, do seem to suggest someone closer to the teens than a senior
citizen.”


“Not to mention the need for
agility and speed to get away,” Dina replied. “Someone Blanche’s age could toss
a shake or compose a note with messy handwriting, but they might not be able to
run away after committing the assaults.”


“I don’t know,” I said. “Have you
ever seen Blanche at the Simply Chic trunk sales? She easily jumps from zero to
sixty in less than ten seconds.”
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Harper stepped onto the back deck the next day as I was
returning from taking a bag of trash to the Dumpster.


“Who’s the cute guy with Viveca?”
she asked.


I turned to look at my neighbor’s
house in the distance. Two cars were in the driveway, but I didn’t see anyone
outside.


“Not over there!” Harper said. “In
the dining room. They came in about five minutes ago for lunch.”


“What does he look like?” I asked.


As she described the man, Harper’s
eyes slowly narrowed and her cheeks became red. Based on the assessment, Viveca
was having lunch with someone who was part male model, part NFL quarterback,
part Hollywood heartthrob and part Michelangelo sculpture.


“I bet that’s Antonio,” I said.


Harper nodded eagerly. “Go on,” she
said. “Tell me everything.”


“I really can’t,” I replied. “I’ve
never met him. But he teaches the painting class that Viv’s taking at the
community center.”


“Oh, wait a sec,” she said. “Is he
also the new art teacher at the high school?”


“One and the same.”


“Antonio Rivera,” she said.


I laughed. “You know him?”


“No, but Aisha Greenway does,”
Harper explained. “Her daughter came home from school on Antonio’s first day.
She announced that she’d just met the man she was going to marry.”


“How old is Aisha’s daughter?” I
asked.


“Blair’s fourteen,” Harper answered.
“But the kid’s got more confidence and drive than any teenager you’ll meet.”


“Sounds like it,” I said. “Was
Blair referring to Viv’s new friend as the man she was going to marry?”


“Yep.” Harper smiled. “And by the
time she got home that day, she’d planned the whole thing: which designer gown
she’d wear, how many bridesmaids, what flowers for her bouquet, where they’d go
on the honeymoon.”


“You’re making this up,” I said,
planting one hand on my hip.


“No, I’m not,” Harper replied.
“Aisha and I volunteered last weekend at the ASPCA thing at City Hall. I asked about
her kids and she went into a long rant about Blair acting too old for her age.”


“Because she was daydreaming about
a handsome teacher?” I asked. “Isn’t that fairly common with people that age?”


Harper glared at me. “Katie,” she
said firmly. “He’s in his late thirties.” She paused. “And he’s married, too.”


The news arrived like a shot across
the bow. Viveca had told me that her art class teacher was a widower, so the
claim by Aisha’s daughter made me wonder if Antonio was being honest with my
friend or deceiving her like a few other married men had in the past.


“Oh, wow!” she said. “Viv doesn’t
know, right? I can tell from your expression.”


I nodded.


“And she likes the guy?” Harper asked.


“From the sound of it,” I told her.


“Then you need to get right in
there and warn her,” she said.


“While they’re having lunch?”


“Well, I guess…” She stopped to
think. “How about when I drop the check? I’ll give you a heads up so you can stop
by the table and talk to Viv while he’s at the register paying the bill.”


“What if she pays?” I asked.


“Oh, right. In that case, maybe you
should just go ahead and do it now.”


I shook my head. “I’m not going to
barge in while they’re eating. I’ll wait until later.”


“What did your grandmother always
say?” she asked. “‘No time like the present,’ right?”


“I don’t think Nana Reed ever had
to deal with something like this,” I said.


Harper narrowed her eyes. “How can
you be so sure?”


“Because she would’ve told me,” I
replied. “My grandmother was a tough cookie. She wasn’t afraid to ruffle
feathers or go out on thin ice if it meant helping someone.”


“Like stopping them from getting
involved with a married man?” Harper asked.


“That’s right,” I said. “And if she
ever had faced this kind of situation, she would’ve marched right inside,
walked up to the table and said, ‘Viv? Your friend here is a scoundrel with a
wife at home.’”


“And two kids in grade school, a
new dog named Adonis and biceps the size of ripe melons.”


I laughed. “Are you making all of
that up?”


“No,” Harper said. “That’s directly
from what Blair told her mother.”


I turned and reached for the door.


“Where are you going?” she asked.


“Inside,” I said over my shoulder.
“I want to see this scoundrel with my own two eyes.”
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“I’m sorry to trouble you,” Alma Tucker said when she called
that afternoon. “Do you have a minute?”


I was preparing ingredients for six
loaves of banana walnut bread, but I put down the measuring cup when I heard the
panic in her voice.


“I have as many minutes as it
takes,” I said. “Are you okay?”


Alma cleared her throat. “I found
something,” she said. “It could be entirely innocent. But after all of the
strange things going on in town, I wanted to get your opinion before I bother
Detective Kincaid.”


“First of all, don’t ever worry
about that,” I told her. “Dina would rather hear things when they’re fresh in
someone’s mind as opposed to later down the road.”


“Okay.” Her voice trembled slightly.
“Because I think what I found may be connected to all of this madness.”


“Do you mean the anonymous
attacks?”


“Yes, of course that’s what I
mean,” she said. “Why else would I call you?”


The sudden swing in tone left me
momentarily confused. I’d never heard Alma sound curt before, so I took a
breath and repeated my question from a few moments earlier.


“Yes, I’m okay!” She sighed. “Why
do you keep asking me that?”


“Because you sound a little upset,”
I replied.


“If I sound upset,” she said, “it’s
because I am. When I was sorting the laundry earlier, I found a ticket from
Briarfield Pawn. There’s a notation on the back that says ‘Rose’s lockets.’”


Her distressed tone suddenly made
sense. I asked where she found the ticket.


“It was in a jacket in my son’s
room,” Alma answered.


“Did you ask Angus about it?” I
said.


“Well, of course not!” she huffed.
“He would never steal from anyone. Besides, Dr. Whistler told the police
they were stolen during the burglary.”


“I know that, but it—”


“There’s something else,” she said
quickly. “The coat doesn’t belong to my son, but the owner wrote their last
name inside the collar.”


I waited for a few seconds to see
if she would reveal the name. When she didn’t, I prodded her gently.


“I know this experience is making
you nervous,” I said, “but you’ve just discovered potentially explosive
evidence. If the ticket is genuine and the timing is right, it could help
identify the person that burglarized Dr. Whistler’s home.”


“And that may be the same person,”
she said in a quiet voice, “responsible for Don Sterling’s death, right?”


“That’s correct.” I paused. “So can
you tell me the name inside the collar?”


“Grainger,” she said. “But I don’t
know if it belongs to Joshua or Rachelle. They were both here last night
listening to music with my son in his room.”


“You need to call Dina Kincaid
right away and tell her what you found.”


Alma sighed. “I know,” she said. “I
put the ticket in a safe place, but left the jacket in my son’s room. I didn’t
want him to know what I’d found.”


“She’ll want both,” I told her.
“The ticket and the jacket.”


“Okay,” she whispered.


“Where are you right now?” I asked.


“In the kitchen,” she said. “I made
a cup of tea. Then I thought about calling Detective Kincaid, but I wanted
to…well, I thought it might calm me down to run all of this by you, Katie. I
find Dina to be a little intimidating.”


“She can be intense,” I agreed.
“When she’s working a case, particularly something confounding like this one,
she really focuses. I can see how that might come across as intimidating.”


“So what should I do?” she asked.


“Did you finish the tea?”


She giggled softly. “Not yet.”


“Then I think you should sit down
and enjoy it,” I suggested. “Once that’s gone, see how you feel. If things seem
calmer, you should call Dina and let her know. If not, maybe have a second cup
and give it a few more minutes.”


“I appreciate your concern,” Alma said.


“I’m curious to know what your instincts
are telling you?”


“About the pawn ticket?” she asked.


“Yes,” I said. “Do you think that Joshua
or Rachelle took Rose’s collection and pawned it?”


I listened as the cadence of her
breathing increased. Then she told me that she feared rushing to judgment.


“It’s a scrap of paper,” she said.
“With two words on the back.”


“That’s true,” I replied. “But it
could also be evidence related to a series of violent assaults and the death of
someone that we both know.”


“Don Sterling,” she whispered. “I
liked him.”


“We all did,” I said. “So the
simple truth here is that you have a choice to make.”


“Would you call her for me?” Alma’s voice quivered. “Or do you think it would be better for me to do it?”


“The latter,” I said. “But if it’s easier
for you, wait until you’ve had a chance to collect your thoughts.”


“Okay,” she said. “I’ll call
Detective Kincaid within the hour. If I wait any longer than that, I may lose
my nerve and have to bother you all over again.”
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Early that evening, after Zack and I attended the memorial
service for Don Sterling, we drove across town to his brother’s home for the reception.


“Nice place,” Zack said quietly as
we walked up the driveway toward an enormous stone house. “What does he do?”


“Ted’s an attorney,” I said. “His
wife’s a pediatrician.”


Zack smiled. “Do you know them?”


“We’ve met, but I don’t know either
of them well. Scarlett comes in for lunch with her office team whenever
someone’s celebrating a birthday. Ted plays basketball with Harper’s husband.
She says he’s a nice guy.”


“Then it’s settled,” Zack said with
a wink. “Harper’s the definitive authority on nice.”


I pressed one elbow into his side.
“No sass, please. This is a somber occasion.”


“I was being serious,” he replied,
returning the gentle nudge with one of his own. “And actually, the three of you
are good judges of character. I think you have to be if you’re going to work with
the public all the time.”


When we stepped through the front
door, I saw dozens of familiar faces and quite a few people that I didn’t know.


“Thank you for coming,” Ted
Sterling said as he walked toward us. “It’s good to be surrounded by so many of
Don’s friends today.”


“He’ll be deeply missed,” I said
before giving him a big hug. “How are you doing?”


Ted shrugged. “In a fog,” he said.
“I’m the older brother. I always thought that Don would be doing this kind of
thing for me after I was gone.”


I nodded. “Of course. We all feel
that way about siblings and family members.”


“But then life comes along and knocks
you for a loop,” he replied. “My brother was flawed like the rest of us, Katie,
but he was a good man. And it’s such a waste really. Donny was only forty-three.”


“Well, we’re both so sorry for your
loss,” I said, reaching for Zack’s hand. “If there’s anything that we can do,
please don’t—”


“Is it true that you’re helping
Detective Kincaid look for Don’s killer?” he asked.


“Well, it’s nothing official,” I
answered. “But I’ve helped them before on a few cases; mostly background
research or talking with folks around town to try and find helpful
information.”


He leaned in and asked if we could
speak privately for a few minutes.


“Do you mind?” I asked, turning to
Zack.


“Not at all,” he said. “Blanche and
Boris are over by the fireplace. I’ll go see how they’re doing while you two
have a chat.”


“Thanks, sweetie,” I said, patting
his arm before I followed Ted out of the foyer and down the hall.


“We can go in here,” he said,
opening a door at the end of the corridor. “And I promise not to make you tie
any bows.”


I didn’t understand the odd comment
until I’d stepped into a small room outfitted with rolls of wrapping paper, a
large work table and stacks of clear plastic boxes filled with ribbons and bows
in every color.


“Scarlett finds gift wrapping to be
very therapeutic,” he said with a smirk. “I think it’s nuts, but to each their
own, right?”


I nodded.


“She volunteers for a couple of
local agencies that work with kids,” he explained. “Christmas around here is
complete madness.”


“Does she wrap all of the gifts for
their parties?” I asked.


He laughed. “The kids come here and
do it. They make S’mores outside on the patio, wrap and exchange gifts and
generally go wild. It usually takes us a week to clean up after, but it really
is one of our favorite things during the holidays.”


“That’s so cool,” I said. “And I’m
not surprised. Scarlett’s such an amazing woman.”


His grin glowed with pride. “I
know. That’s why I married her.”


For a moment, it seemed like we
were enjoying a casual chat at a very different type of social gathering. A
summer barbecue. A housewarming. An office party. But then I reminded myself
that we were surrounded by dozens of people mourning the loss of a very good
man whose life had ended much too soon due to an anonymous and inexplicable act
of violence.


“So before I get into it,” Ted
said, leaning against the work table, “thank you again for coming today. My
brother loved your place, Katie. I can’t tell you how many times he raved about
one piece of pie or another.”


“Thank you, Ted. I’m going to miss
his big grin and joyful laugh.”


He nodded, glancing down. “Aren’t
we all?”


“It’s still such a shock,” I said.
“Probably always will be.”


“Yeah, I think so. I can’t get my
brain around the whole thing. I mean, who would sneak up on my brother and hit
him with a two-by-four? What did he do to make someone so blind with rage that
attacking him made sense?”


“Hopefully, we’ll have answers to
those questions soon,” I said.


Ted kept his gaze trained on the
floor for a few moments. Then he looked up and said, “I think Donny saw the
guy.”


The announcement was a stunner.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“I didn’t even make the connection
until last night,” Ted told me. “Scarlett and I drove by Donny’s place on the
way home from the store. We pulled up to the curb and just sat there. You know?
Thinking about all the times we had dinner there or celebrated special
occasions with Donny and Lucy. And as I stared at the house…well, to be more
specific, as I stared at the bird feeder that my brother built a few years ago,
I suddenly remembered him telling me that he saw someone standing outside a
couple of times this week.”


“By the bird feeder?”


He nodded. “The one in the back. It’s
on the opposite side of the yard from the shed where Donny was attacked.”


“And he saw someone out there?” I
said.


“Twice,” Ted replied. “Maybe three
times. I told him to call the cops, but Donny thought it might be a kid from
the neighborhood.”


“Did he recognize them?” I asked.


“I don’t really know,” Ted said.
“When he told me about it, I didn’t ask too many questions. My brother didn’t
seem all that worried. He told me that he’d asked the kid what he was doing and
the kid just shrugged and ran away.”


“So it was a kid?”


Ted blinked. “Sorry?”


“You just said that Don described
the person as a kid,” I said. “Did he get specific about age or appearance?”


His eyes narrowed as he thought
about my question.


“I don’t even know if he told me
for sure that it was a kid,” he said. “He just told me it was someone slim and
not too tall. To be honest, I can’t really remember the details of the
conversation. When he first brought it up, he sort of joked about having his
first Lionel ever. When we were—”


“His first what?” I asked.


“I’m getting to that,” Ted said.
“When we were kids, one of our best friends was a kid named Lionel. He was
super shy and awkward, mainly because of his weight and the fact that most of
the other kids in school bullied him mercilessly. But Donny and I liked the
guy. If you got to know him, Lionel was smart and funny and so, so kind. He
also trespassed all over town. He’d wander into yards, houses with unlocked
doors, stores that were closed for the day.”


“So you and your brother liked
Lionel,” I said, “but the other kids didn’t get to know him?”


Ted shook his head. “They never
gave him a chance. But you know how kids can be.”


“And some adults,” I said.


He laughed. “Yeah, no kidding.
Adults can be even worse.”


“But back to Donny,” I said. “Did
he talk to this person?”


“Not really,” Ted answered. “He
tried to explain that you can’t just climb over someone’s fence without
permission, but then he invited them to stay and watch the birds since they was
already there. The kid never said a word. Donny told me they just shrugged and
left.”


“And what about a description?” I
said.


“Of the person?” Ted frowned. “Is
that what you mean?”


“Yes, did Don happen to mention
anything about their appearance or what they were wearing?”


He answered with a laugh. “C’mon, Katie.
You know Don. He wasn’t one for drilling down too far. He was always running a
million miles an hour, so life was a blur of quick glances and even quicker
cuts.”


“Right,” I said. “That’s true.”


“Except he did say one thing,” Ted
added. “He was laughing about how they climbed the fence in cowboy boots and a hoodie
that was way too big.”


“Can you repeat that?” I asked.


“Donny told me that the trespasser
was wearing boots and a sweatshirt when they showed up in the backyard.”


“Did he mention anything else?” I asked.


Ted’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think
so. But it’s like I said a moment ago, my brother wasn’t big on details.”


“That’s okay,” I said. “Did you
share all of this with Detective Kincaid?”


He shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve
been pretty consumed getting ready for the service and burial and everything.”


“Do you mind if I pass it along to
her?” I said. “She’ll definitely want to know about it. In fact, I’m pretty
sure that she’ll want to hear it directly from you at some point soon.”


“Absolutely,” Ted said. “That’s
kind of why I wanted to mention it to you tonight. Scarlett told me about your
association with the police, so I thought that I’d let you know while you were
here for the reception.”

“I’m glad that you did,” I said. “I’ll call Dina later and tell her what you’ve
just shared with me.”


“I hope that it helps.” His voice
dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Maybe the person saw something that could help
crack the case.”


“Let’s hope so,” I said.
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“Blanche was in rare form tonight,” Zack said as we drove
home later that evening. “While you and Ted were talking, she entertained
everyone with a story about the first time she met Don.”


I leaned my head back on the seat
and closed my eyes. Then I asked if the tale involved adult language, Frank Sinatra
references or a recipe for monkey bread.


“Not at all,” Zack said with a
laugh. “Did you think that it would?”


“You know Blanche,” I answered. “She
has a habit of recycling things from one story to the next. Monkey bread has
turned up in at least three of the yarns that she tells whenever she meets
someone new.”


“Well, I’m happy to report that she
was perfectly behaved today,” Zack said. “There were no vulgar words and no
monkey bread. In fact, listening to her talk reminded me again how much I
wished that she was one of my teachers when I was in high school.”


“She’s a firecracker,” I said. “I
lived through it, and I still find it hard to believe that she has more energy
and audacity in her eighties than she did back then.”


“And you were among her last students,
right?”


“Pretty much,” I said. “I think she
taught for two or three more years after Dina and I graduated. They changed the
rules about the retirement age somewhere after we finished school, so Blanche
had no choice in the matter.”


“That’s impressive,” he said,
pondering the thought. “It’s amazing that she had you two troublemakers in the
same class and lived to teach another day.”


“Very funny,” I said in a dry, flat
tone. “Maybe you should entertain everybody next time.”


He shook his head. “Nobody wants to
hear me talk about adjusting the lighting for a photo shoot or recasting a
bunch of models to satisfy an especially grouchy client.”


“You never know. If the subject was
somebody famous, they might ask you to tell the story twice.”


He stared through the windshield
for a few minutes. Then he asked how Ted was doing.


“He’s still in shock,” I said.
“Scarlett told me that he’s been going through old photo albums every night
before bed.”


“That’s understandable,” Zack said.
“Losing your younger brother in such a senseless act is a hard one.”


“Do you know about their parents?”
I asked.


Zack shook his head.


“They were killed in a freak
accident when Don and Ted were in college,” I said. “Don was a freshman and Ted
was in his second year of grad school. Their mother and father were driving
across country to visit another relative when the brakes failed on their car
during a snowstorm. Mr. Sterling didn’t see the semi on the road ahead until it
was too late.”


“That’s awful,” Zack said.


“Completely,” I agreed. “And now
Ted’s alone. All of his immediate family members are gone.”


“He has Scarlett,” Zack said.


“Thank goodness, right?”


He nodded. “What did he say when
you two stepped away? I mean, not to pry or anything.”

“You’re fine,” I said. “Ted told me that Don caught a teenager in his backyard recently.”


“Doing what?”


“Don guessed that they wanted to
watch the birds,” I said. “The trespasser wasn’t the chatty kind.”


Zack chuckled. “I don’t follow,
babe.”


“Don has bird feeders at his house,”
I explained. “Apparently, it’s a pastime that he’s enjoyed since childhood. And
a couple of times lately, a teenager that Don believed lived in the
neighborhood jumped the fence to watch the birds in back.”


“Okay, that’s kind of random,” Zack
said.


“Maybe,” I replied.


He laughed again. “I can hear it in
your voice, Katie. You think it’s random, too.”


“Well, of course,” I said. “But it
could be completely innocent. Don told Ted that the kid reminded him of misfits
they both knew when they were younger.”


“Does Dina know about the misfit in
Don’s backyard?”


“She will as soon as I tell her,” I
replied.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“About the kid and the birds?”


“Yes,” Zack said. “Do you think
it’s related to what happened to Don?”


“I don’t know,” I said, “but it’s
worth looking into.”
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Barney Loomis glared at the flat of strawberries on the
center island in the Sky High kitchen. It was the morning after the memorial
service for Don Sterling.


“Didn’t I tell you last night?” he
said, nodding toward the fruit. “They’re so perfect, they look fake.”


I gave him a wary glance. “Are
they?”


He returned a frown. “Are they
what?”


“Artificial?” I reached for one of
the berries. “There are times when I can’t tell if you’re joking or not, Barney.”


“They’re definitely the real deal,”
he said. “And I know that you usually get your fruit and produce from my
competitor, but I think you should give us a try.”


“Did you bring pricing on
everything?” I asked.


He shook his head. “Just these. If
you like the berries, I’ll come back for a dog and pony show.”


“Fair enough. I like Golden
Retrievers and Percherons.”


Barney frowned. “What’s that last
one?”


“Percherons,” I said. “Some people
call them gentle giants. They’re massive and beautiful horses. Burt Sutton has
quite a few at his ranch.”


His gloomy expression brightened.
“That’s what Doreen calls me!” he said. “A gentle giant!”


Barney was a short, scrawny bald
guy in his late thirties. He probably weighed less than my clogs.


“She should know,” I said. “Your
wife’s a smart woman.”


He squared his shoulders. “Probably
why she married me, right?”


“Absolutely,” I said, washing the
strawberry and then taking a bite. “And you’re right; this is delicious!”


“I’m glad you like it,” Barney
said, handing me a business card. “You probably have one of these, but there’s
another. Call me when you’re ready to hear my whole spiel.”


“Will do,” I said. “Thanks for
dropping by. I’m glad that we ran into you and Doreen last night, although I
wish it had been a better occasion.”


He shook his head. “So true, Katie.
I still can’t believe that Don’s actually gone.”


“Shocking, wasn’t it?”


“One hundred percent,” Barney
agreed. “I mean, the news was hard enough to hear, but the way he died was so…”
His mouth squirmed left and right. “…well, it was so utterly bizarre.”


I started to say something, but
Barney stopped me with one finger.


“Sorry,” he said excitedly. “I saw
you talking to Rosalind and Butch last night. Did they tell you what they saw
the night it happened?”


“The night of Don’s death?”


“Yeah,” Barney answered. “They saw
a car parked down the street in front of Leroy’s house.”


Leroy Nevelson was a retired truck
driver known for three things: his unwavering support of military veterans; his
extensive collection of Tammy Wynette memorabilia; and the large PARK HERE
AT YOUR OWN PERIL! signs at the edge of his front yard.


“So someone was taking a walk on
the wild side?” I said. “So to speak.”


Barney grinned. “No doubt,” he
said. “But that also means someone doesn’t know that Leroy’s serious. Do you
remember the time he strafed a Volvo with his BB gun?”


I smiled. “Really?”


“For real,” he replied. “The people
were visiting from up north. They called the cops, but Deputy Chief Walsh
brokered a deal so they wouldn’t file charges.”


“What kind of deal?”


“Well, the numbskull in the Volvo
had a couple of outstanding parking tickets from the last time they visited
Crescent Creek. Trent suggested they call it even.”


I laughed at the thought of my old
friend negotiating a settlement between visitors to town and Leroy Nevelson,
known affectionately as Mad Dog by everyone in Crescent Creek. Trent could be gruff. He could be narrow-minded. But he also had one of the biggest hearts
in the world. The concept of dismissing parking tickets to keep Leroy in the
clear was classic Trent Walsh.


“Did Rosalind and Butch mention the
make and model of the car?” I asked.


Barney nodded. “It was a Cube,” he
said. “One of those little boxy things. There was even a ticket on the
windshield when I saw it sitting there. The moron must not have noticed the fire
hydrant.”


“In Leroy’s yard?”


“No, it’s in the neighbor’s yard,”
Barney explained. “Right on the property line.”


“Well, that’s all good to know,” I
said. “It could also be really helpful.”


“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Helpful for what?”


“For the investigation into Don’s
death,” I answered. “It would be good for the CCPD to know about the car parked
in front of Leroy’s the night of Don’s attack. It might be connected to his
death.”


“Oh, I get it.” Barney lowered his
voice. “You’re working undercover or something?”


“Not undercover,” I said. “But I keep
my eyes and ears open whenever something like this happens.”


“Who do you think did it?”


“I have no idea,” I replied.


“Fair enough,” Barney said. “Why
would anyone use a two-by-four to try and kill a guy? I mean, if you’re that
mad at somebody, wouldn’t you go for a gun or maybe a knife?”


I shrugged.


“But you know something?” he
continued. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. My guess is this was a crime of
passion, so the person who clobbered Don didn’t go into that shed with some
kind of grand plan. They probably dropped by to talk about something. But when
the conversation didn’t go their way, they flew into a rage and reached for the
first thing they could find.”


“Possibly,” I said. “But Don was
struck on the back of his head, which doesn’t necessarily suggest they were
having a chat. I think the person snuck up on Don when he was in the shed and
decided to use whatever was convenient as a weapon.”


“Doesn’t Don keep his golf clubs in
the shed during nice weather?”


“I don’t know about that,” I
answered. “Are you wondering why the perp didn’t use a club instead of the
lumber?”


Barney nodded. “Don’t you think?”


“I don’t really know,” I said. “It
just seems that the element of surprise was in the assailant’s favor.
Otherwise, if Don was facing the person, it would seem like he could’ve ducked
left or right. From what I understand, there were no defensive wounds on his
hands either.”


Barney thought about the comment.
Then he shook his head and repeated one of his favorite wisecracks.


“I’m just a sales guy,” he said. “What
do I know about such things?”
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A woman dressed in a pink blouse, khaki knee-length shorts
and running shoes was talking to Earl Dodd when I walked into the office at the
Moonlight Motel late that afternoon. I gave my friend a wave and sat in one of
the chairs to wait. Then I did my best not to eavesdrop on a conversation that
involved the woman explaining why her credit card had been declined.


“What’s she going to do?” I asked a
few minutes later after the red-faced guest departed.


Earl smiled. “Break the bad news to
her girlfriends,” he said. “They’re driving from Rapid City to Phoenix, and that one agreed to pay for the rooms on the first day.”


“Well, if they’re truly friends,
they’ll work it out,” I said.


“Maybe,” Earl replied with a shrug.
“Otherwise, she’ll have to leave her diamond watch as collateral.”


I laughed. “You’re joking, right?”


He shook his head. “Dad said we
have to stop being so nice to people. That’s a one-way street to bankruptcy in
our business.”


“Sounds like your father’s in a
mood these days,” I said.


Earl grunted. “Hard to tell. He’s
been spending a lot more time at his girlfriend’s place lately.”


“Which puts you in charge around
here, right?”


He nodded. “Unless you know
something that I don’t.”


“Well, then can’t you be as nice as
you want?”


He thought about my question. Then
he reached into a drawer under the counter, pulled out a handful of Dum Dums
lollipops and pushed them across the counter to me.


“What are those for?” I asked.


“Being nice,” Earl said.


“Thanks very much,” I replied,
picking up a sweet treat. “I don’t want to overindulge, so I’ll go with just
one.”


“Suit yourself,” Earl said,
returning the rest of the lollipops to the drawer. “So what brings you this
way?”


“I just wanted to see your handsome
face,” I said.


Without missing a beat, he laughed
and told me that I could save the time and gas by following the motel’s new
Instagram account.


“I didn’t know you were into social
media,” I said.


“My father’s idea,” he replied.
“One of his buddies at the VFW told him all about it.”


“Does your dad post the content?”


The smirk on Earl’s face answered
the question. Then he said, “But I don’t mind doing it. My father’s got his
hands full with Laverne.”


“I bet he can manage,” I said.
“Where did they meet?”


“She liked one of his posts,” Earl
explained. “Then they started chatting. And then email. After a few days, they
met for coffee. And the next thing I know, I found some bridal magazines in the
office.”


“So they’re serious?”


“Laverne is,” Earl answered. “I
think my dad wants to take it slow. He’s tough on the outside, Katie, but I
don’t think he’s totally over my mother yet.”


“Those things take time,” I
replied.


He shrugged again, but didn’t have
anything more to add on the subject.


“So anyway,” I said. “I wanted to
ask you about something that I heard around town.”


His eyes went wide. “Is it the
thing about Sammy Hodges and the stolen case of Spam?”


I giggled. “No, but that sounds
like a good one.”


“It’s the best!” Earl said
brightly. “The poor doofus dropped his wallet in the stockroom at Food Town as he was carrying the loot out the backdoor. Cops arrested him last night.”


“Why did he steal a case of Spam?”


Earl made a face. “Consider the
source, Katie. Why does that guy do half the stuff he does?”


“Boredom,” I said. “He’s tried to
pilfer a couple of our sugar caddies. When Harper stopped him the last time, he
confessed to doing it to liven up the day.”


“What did I tell you?” Earl said.
“Total doofus. But besides making stupid mistakes and poor choices, Sammy’s a
good guy.”


“Did the police recover the Spam?”


Earl laughed. “Half of it.”


“Where was the rest?”


“Fido,” he said.


“I didn’t know Sammy had a dog.”


“He doesn’t,” Earl told me. “Fido’s
a hamster.”


“Oh, brother,” I said.


“I know, right?” Earl chuckled
again. “Doofus.”


“Well, I’m sorry to hear about
Sammy’s legal problems,” I said. “But I was actually interested in another
scandal that’s been bouncing around the grapevine.”


He raised both eyebrows. “Alice
Howard’s new tattoo?”


“No,” I said. “I heard that Dr.
Whistler and one of his patients have been carrying on a romantic relationship
here at the motel. Do you know anything about that?”


Earl heaved a sigh. “I thought that
one had been squelched once and for all,” he said.


“So you’ve heard the rumor?”


“Yes, I have. But it isn’t true.”


“You’re certain?”


“No doubt about it,” he replied. “I
can understand why some folks assumed that’s what was going on, but it was
completely innocent. The woman in question was staying here for a few days because
her house was being painted and the fumes were making her sick. She had an
appointment with Dr. Whistler one afternoon, but her car wouldn’t start. I
suggested she go with either a taxi or Uber, but Doc Whistler offered to pick
her up when she called to tell him that she had to cancel the session.”


“And that’s it?”


“There was one more thing,” Earl
said. “Bessie Hollister’s sister and brother-in-law were staying here at the
same time. They’d come for a family reunion or some such thing. Anyway, Bessie
was here to see her sister. When she spotted Doc Whistler and his patient
getting into his car, she pulled out her phone, took a picture and then put it
up on that gossip site.”


“Which site are you talking about?”


“Small Town Sizzler,” he said.
“It’s the one that Regina Underwood and Connie Buchanan started to get revenge
for being left off the invitation list to Deb and Fred Zitter’s pool party.
They were livid. I guess they were the only ones in that social swirl not asked
to help christen the new swimming pool.”


“No kidding? I’ve never heard the
reason they started that site.”


Earl scowled. “Well, now you have,”
he said. “And if you ask me, that’s a bunch of nonsense.”


“Couldn’t agree more,” I told him.
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The next morning at seven, after I finished helping Harper
refill salt and pepper shakers in the dining room, I went to unlock the front
door. A man wearing a blue blazer, dark slacks and white shirt open at the
collar was waiting on the porch studying his phone.


“Hey, there,” he said after I
opened the door. “I’m here to pickup an order for Keith Forsey.”


“It’s ready to roll,” I said. “Come
on inside.”


“Will it take long?” He pointed at
the phone. “I have a patient in fifteen minutes.”


I waited while he’d crossed the
threshold. Then I told him we could take care of everything in five minutes.


“How about two?” he asked without a
trace of humor.


I smiled, spun around on my heel
and hurried to the cash register. As I double checked the name on the bakery
boxes on the counter, Harper gave me a puzzled look as she loaded the last few salt
and pepper sets onto a tray.


“Everything okay?” she asked.


“Fine,” I told her. “Mr. Forsey’s
in a bit of—”


“It’s Doctor Forsey.” The
man sneered at me. “If you don’t mind.”


Harper’s eyes zipped from me to the
snooty medical professional in the blue blazer.


“Are you a dermatologist by any
chance?” She moved closer and pointed at a blemish on her chin. “I’ve got this
ugly pimple that won’t clear up no matter what I do.”


The man’s jaw tightened. Clearly
annoyed, he answered Harper’s question with a one-word response.


“Psychologist,” he said.


She giggled. “Oh, cool! I need one
of those, too. Between the bad skin and lack of confidence, I’m a mess!”


Dr. Forsey’s gaze shifted toward
the cash register.


“How much?” he asked me.


“Two dozen scones,” I said. “That’s
twenty-four plus tax.”


He huffed. “And the total with
tax?”


I gave him the number, he handed me
an American Express card and I quickly processed the transaction.


“Thanks,” he said, reaching for the
boxes. “Sorry to be in such a rush, but I appreciate your help.”


As he crossed the dining room, I
told Harper that I’d be right back and raced to catch up with Forsey before he
made it to the door.


“Can I walk with you?” I asked. “We
haven’t met, but I’ve heard about your new practice here in town.”


He glanced at me. “Uh, I’m in a
hurry. If you want to make an appointment, you can call Sarabeth. She runs my
office and manages the schedule.”


I stepped onto the porch and shut
the door. Forsey was already halfway down the steps when I joined him again.


“It’s not for me,” I said. “It’s
about a police matter.”


He stopped long enough to glare.
“Then maybe call my attorney,” he said, moving again toward his car. “I’m still
looking for someone local, but my regular lawyer is in Denver. She can
help...uh, help with whatever you’re curious to ask me.”


His smile would be perfect for a
television commercial promoting teeth whitening. He was showing it so often, I
worried that his face might actually hurt from muscle strain when he finished.


“You’ve heard about the attacks
around town,” I said, making it a statement instead of a question. “Someone
told me that your office manager…what was that name—Sarabeth?”


He aimed a key fob at a shiny black
Lexus. The car’s onboard security system issued a trio of high-pitched squawks.


“That sound is so
obnoxious,” Forsey grumbled. “Don’t you agree?”


“Completely,” I said. “Although I
can think of a few other things that are even more annoying.”


He put the boxes on the trunk of
the car before opening the back door behind the driver’s seat. Then he loaded
the cargo and slammed the door.


“Alright,” he said, opening the
driver’s door. “Nice to meet you. Thanks again for the scones.”


“Please,” I said. “Just one
question?”


He dropped into the seat and
reached for the door handle.


“Okay.” His voice was brusque and
cold. “One question.”


“Is your office manager slinging
mud about Dr. Whistler’s reputation?”


The man’s head snapped back on his
neck.


“Say that again?”


I repeated the question along with
a brief explanation that I was referring to a series of rumors that began
circulating around Crescent Creek around the same time that Barry Lincoln was
attacked in the YMCA parking lot.


“I don’t have time for this,”
Forsey snapped. “Rumors don’t drive my business, ma’am. I’m focused on helping
my patients. I actually like and respect Dr. Whistler. And there’s nothing I
can do about the people who have been attacked. At the same time, what would
you propose I do to help Whistler? Give his business card to the people that I
meet?” He leaned toward me. “I’ve got a little advice for you, Katie Reed. Find
a better way to use your nervous energy than cook up crazy conspiracy
theories.” 


After one final toothy grin, he
shut his door, started the engine and drove away. As I walked back to the porch,
I thought about Forsey’s attitude, tone and demeanor. He reminded me of other
people that I’d met in my life; men and women who were powered by a curious
blend of ambition, greed, entitlement and arrogance.


“Well, Mr. Forsey,” I
muttered when I reached the top of the front steps. “Nana Reed would have a
little advice for you, too: Physician, heal thyself!”
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There were twenty-four more sugar cookies to ice when the
phone rang around five that afternoon. The order was for an even twelve dozen,
and it seemed like Julia and I had been making frosting and slathering it the sweet,
buttery disks since dawn.


“Saved by the bell,” Julia said.
“Want to flip for it?”


“It’s not the landline,” I said.
“It’s my cell. I left it in the office.”


She laughed. “Doesn’t matter. Want
to flip?”


“I’d better go,” I said. “I’m
hoping to hear from someone related to Dina’s investigation.”


“Get going then,” she said.


“Thank you, Jules. I owe you one.”


I put down my spatula and hurried
to the office. The name on the screen felt like a wave of relief.


“Did you think that I forgot about
you?” asked Lynn Jaffrey when I answered.


“Not at all,” I said. “You’re a
busy woman.”


“And an apologetic one,” she
replied. “I wrote a note to myself so I wouldn’t forget. Then I spilled coffee
all over my desk. It took until an hour ago to remember what the fuzzy blue ink
squiggles had originally said.”


I chuckled. “Better now than never.
Did you have any luck?”


“I did,” Lynn replied. “We sold two
sets to Mayor Washington. I think they were for family members that live out of
state. Another set was purchased by a tourist from England who was driving all
the way from Boston to San Diego. And the last set was a birthday present for
someone that my daughter knows from school.”


“Oh?” I felt a tingle of excitement
race through me. “That sounds promising.”


“They used to be friends,” Lynn added. “But you know how boys and girls in high school can be? Something catastrophic
happened and they no longer speak.”


From the lilt in her voice, I knew
that Lynn was joking about the calamitous nature of the event. Since I’d
survived countless misunderstandings and insults when I was a teenager, I imagined
it was a falling out about romantic intentions. As I listened to Lynn share more details about her daughter’s former friend, I realized that my guess was
completely wrong.


“This is where it gets spooky,” she
said after recounting her daughter’s violent outburst at dinner the previous
week. “The other kid and my daughter have both been to see Dr. Whistler to talk
about body image issues.”


I’d met Lynn’s daughter once at Sky
High Pies. As I recalled, she was a tall, elegant young woman with porcelain
skin, impeccable style and an outgoing personality.


“I’m sorry to hear that Laurel is going through that,” I said. “It’s too prevalent these days.”


“She’s much better,” Lynn replied. “But thank you, Katie. I don’t know anyone our age or younger who hasn’t
been through something related to the way they look. It’s a complete cliché by
now, but the media and clothing companies and Hollywood have presented such
screwy messages for so many years about every aspect of our bodies. You’re not
tall enough. You’re too tall. You’re too short or fat or skinny or
whatever. Your nose is the wrong size and shape for your face. Your face is too
wide or narrow or round.”


“It’s exhausting, isn’t it?” I
asked.


Lynn groaned. “Try living through
it all over again with your daughter,” she said. “It’s like the trauma from my
grade school years comes rushing back whenever I talk to Laurel about it.”


“That’s understandable,” I said.


“But she really is much better now,”
  Lynn added. “I thought it might be helpful for both Laurel and her friend to
know that they’re working with the same therapist, but that totally backfired.”


“Really?” I said. “What happened?”


“Laurel’s friend suddenly turned
mean and nasty,” Lynn explained. “I couldn’t believe it when she told me, but her
friend started taunting her with things that Dr. Whistler supposedly revealed about
my daughter.”


“Are you serious?” I asked. “That’s
completely unethical.”


“Well, obviously,” Lynn replied. “But it was also patently untrue. I don’t know if you’re aware of this or
not, but Dr. Whistler videotapes all of his sessions.”


“I hadn’t heard that,” I said.


“Some folks might find it
disconcerting,” Lynn went on. “But after he explained the process with us, Laurel
and I both thought it made perfect sense. And now, after everything that
happened with her friend from school, I’m so, so grateful that Whistler uses
that approach. When the other patient was telling lies about my daughter, we
worked with Dr. Whistler to find the specific session that was referenced.”


“So your daughter’s friend claimed
that Dr. Whistler was saying negative things about her?”


“That’s correct,” Lynn said. “But
the video proved it was the exact opposite. Laurel’s friend was trashing my
daughter during the therapy session.”


“You’ve been very circumspect up to
this point,” I said. “But would you be willing to tell me the other patient’s
name?”


Lynn sighed on the other end. “I
figured that you’d want to know,” she said.


“Well, not so much me,” I replied.
“I’m thinking about Dina Kincaid. At this point, anything related to Whistler
could be critical information for her investigation into Don Sterling’s death.”


Lynn issued a nervous laugh. “You
can’t be serious, Katie.”


“But I am,” I told her. “We’re
dealing with an unusual set of circumstances. A teenaged girl is just as
capable as an adult when it comes to committing these types of assaults.”


“But that’s just it,” Lynn said. “The other student isn’t a girl. It’s a boy at Laurel’s school. He’s battled
body dysmorphia for years.”


My mouth hung open. “Wow! I did not
see that coming.”


“I know,” she said. “When somebody
mentions body image issues, just about everyone assumes that you’re talking
about a female. But body dysmorphia is an equal opportunity condition. It
affects males and females at the same rate.”


“You know, I hadn’t really thought
about it before,” I said. “And while body image and perception have always been
part of the human condition, I would imagine that the obsession with social
media has made it much worse, particularly with teenagers during such a
stressful time of life.”


“You’re right,” she said. “I can’t
understand why so many people live online instead of enjoying the amazing
beauty and abundance of real life, but that’s way above my pay grade.”


I laughed at her wisecrack. Then I
asked if she would be willing to tell me the name of her daughter’s schoolmate.


“I’ll be happy to,” she said. “As
long as we can keep it confidential.”


A moment later, after assuring Lynn that I would be completely circumspect with the information, she finally told me the
name. As my heart began to race, I realized that we might be one step closer to
solving the mystery of the attacks as well as the identity of Don Sterling’s
killer.


“Do you think he could be the one?”
she asked.


“Only time will tell,” I answered.
“But he’s been on my list of possible suspects, and your help today will move
him all the way to the top.”
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I was walking into the bank later that day when my phone
buzzed with Dina’s text: Strawberry shake. Have time to talk?


Call you in five, I replied.
Running an errand.


When she answered about fifteen
minutes later, I expected her first remark.


“That was more than five minutes,”
she said, impersonating the deep rumble of our friend, Deputy Chief Walsh. “Did
you know that time is our most precious commodity?”


I kept quiet.


“Hello?” Dina said. “Did I lose
you?”


I pressed my lips together to keep
from laughing.


“Well, that’s just perfect!” she
continued after a few beats. “I finally get someone on the phone, but the
stupid thing—”


“I’m here!” I said. “I was just
trying to decipher your impersonation.”


She harrumphed loudly. “You know who
that was, Katie.”


“Not exactly,” I replied. “I had it
narrowed down to either the guy from the credit card commercials or Blanche.”


She squeaked. “Mrs. Speltzer
doesn’t sound like that!”


“Have you heard her sing?” I
teased. “You’d think someone as petite as Blanche would have a fluffy, light
voice, but she sounds like a foghorn mixed with a tuba.”


Dina dismissed my lighthearted
remark with a few choice words. Then she repeated what she’d already told me in
the text.


“Eileen was attacked with a strawberry
shake,” she said. “I heard back from the lab a couple of hours ago.”


“That’s helpful,” I told her. “The
next step is going back through the video from Scoops to see if we spot someone
carrying a cup that shows the shorthand code for strawberry.”


“You don’t know it already?”


“It’s not my jam,” I said. “I’ve
certainly tried their strawberry ice cream before, but if I’m going with a
single flavor it’s usually chocolate or vanilla.”


“Old school,” she said.


“Sometimes,” I replied. “It just
depends on my mood and what they’re featuring that day. Do you want me to look
through the video again?”


“That’s okay,” Dina said. “Let me
take a shot at it. Maybe Laura will take a softer line than her husband. I’ll
give her a call and ask if I can swing by shortly.”


“Good luck,” I said. “If you get
any pushback, I’ll be happy to call her and ask if I can review it again.”


“I don’t know why Danny Lamott is
being so fussy,” she said. “I thought they’d worked through everything.”


“Hard to say. You know how some
people can be.”


She moaned. “Do I ever? If we both
had the time, I’d tell you all about what happened this morning at Java &
Juice. Some lump of attitude was screaming at Tessa when I got there, so I
offered to intervene. I’d never seen the customer before, and I didn’t identify
myself as police. But before I could say another word, he started to cuss me
out like a sailor.”


“Oh, that’s never a good idea,” I
said, recalling something that had happened a few months earlier. “Do you
remember the guy at the—”


“Oh, for sure!” Dina cut in. “The
guy at the car wash. When I finally showed him my badge, the poor thing started
to cry.”


“Wasn’t he having a bad day at work
or something?”


“Yep. And so was I. The last thing
I was going to tolerate was some jerk calling me every name in the book.”


“I bet he never makes that mistake
again,” I said.


“I think you’d be right. I saw his
wife at Food Town a few days later. She apologized all over again like she did
the night it happened.”


“That was sweet of her,” I said.


“It was,” Dina agreed. “And I
should let you go, Katie. I’ll let you know how I make out with the security
tape at Scoops.”


“Good luck,” I said. “Let’s hope Laura
says yes and you find the perp within the first few minutes.”


Dina snickered. “From your lips to
God’s ears. I’d love to see at least one thing go smoothly before the day
ends.”
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Zack and I were waiting to order at Scoops of Joy that
evening when I heard someone call my name. As I turned to look around the busy
ice cream shop, I spotted Ruth Grainger gliding in our direction.


“Oh, good!” she said gleefully.
“You did hear me! I hate people who scream in crowded places.”


Ruth and I met a few months after I
returned to Crescent Creek from Chicago. She and her two children moved to town
after her husband bought a majority interest in a tour company based in nearby
Scovell. They’d settled in Vermont after getting married, but decided to leave New England after Will lost his job in a corporate buyout. He’d worked in tourism during
college and his family was originally from Colorado Springs, so they decided to
take a chance on moving halfway across the country. While Will invested
countless hours in his new endeavor, Ruth found a part-time job working in
customer service for a small home remodeling business while Rachelle and Joshua
landed on their feet at Crescent Creek High.


“Where’s everyone else?” I asked.


She sighed. “Being lazy at home. I
had to run a couple of quick errands, so I volunteered to buy dessert.”


“Aren’t you sweet?” I poked Zack’s
side. “This guy does that for me all the time.”


He shrugged. “And vice versa.”


“I know, but you do it way more
often than I do.”


Zack laughed. “Nobody’s keeping
score,” he said.


“Tell that to my son and daughter,”
Ruth replied with a smirk. “They’ve been keeping stats on things like that
since they were born!”


“How are they doing?” I asked.


She smiled. “The kids?”


“I saw Joshua at Sky High with Alma
Tucker and her son the other day,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “They
all seemed to be in a cheerful mood.”


Ruth’s expression dimmed. “The calm
before the storm,” she said. “This has actually been a pretty rough week,
Katie. And we don’t need to pretend otherwise; Amanda Crane told me that you’re
helping with the inquiry into Don’s death.”


“That’s true,” I said.


“I don’t know if you’ve heard this
or not,” Ruth replied, “but our son is on the list of patient files stolen from
Dr. Whistler’s home office.”


“I didn’t know that,” I said.


Her head tilted to the left and she
fixed me with a puzzled look.


“What?” I smiled. “Are you surprised?”


“I thought Dina Kincaid would share
everything with you,” she said.


“Not necessarily,” I told her. “I
consult for the CCPD now and then, but Dina’s main priority is protecting the
evidence and rights of individuals involved in each case. She doesn’t tell me
anything that I don’t need to know.”


“Well, now you do know,” Ruth said.
“I hope that I didn’t offend you just then.”


“Not at all.”


“To be perfectly honest, I’m pretty
worried about our kids.” Her voice dropped to a hushed tone. “Since this whole
nightmare started, Dina’s been to the house twice; the day after the burglary
to talk with me and the next evening to interview Rachelle and Joshua.”


“Do you know what she asked them?”


“Questions about a parking ticket
on my daughter’s car,” Ruth answered. “And the next time was about duplicate
keys for Dr. Whistler’s house. I’m sure that it’s all a big misunderstanding.
Neither of them would be able to focus long enough to commit a crime.”


The comment seemed strange, but I
decided not to pursue it in the middle of a busy retail shop.


“I’m sure that Dina is just following
leads,” I said. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”


Ruth laughed. “Maybe not for you.
But I’m sick with worry, Katie. Rachelle didn’t drive her car the day it was
ticketed. But that doesn’t change the fact that it belongs to her and she’s
responsible for the fine.”


“How do you know that she didn’t
drive it?” I asked.


“She had minor surgery the day
before the ticket was written,” Ruth said. “And she didn’t leave the house
again until later in the week.”


“Did she loan the car to one of her
friends?”


Ruth shook her head. “She won’t
tell me. And no matter what I threaten her with, I really think she’ll stay
firm. They have some kind of honor code.”


“Who are you referring to?”


“Rachelle, Joshua and their closest
friends,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’d think they’re cops or Marines, the
way they keep invoking loyalty and honor.”


“Over a parking ticket?” I smiled.
“Doesn’t that seem kind of odd?”


She sighed again. “Definitely! And
I’ve tried to get her to talk, but she’s even more stubborn and determined than
I was at her age. Lately, she’s been adamant about wearing her boots in the
house even though I ask nicely to take them off so they don’t scuff the new
hardwood floor in the family room.”


“Ouch!” I teased. “My mother went
through something like that with my bother, except it was a skateboard in the
house and not hiking boots.”


Ruth laughed. “I wish it was hiking
boots! Rachelle’s been riding horses quite a lot lately, so we’re talking
cowboy boots with spurs.” She giggled again. “And she stole the spurs from her
brother! I bought them for Joshua a few weeks ago when he talked about riding
again. But he was thrown on the very first day, so that was the end of that!”


I felt a chill down my back, but
kept my smile in place.


“That is a bit of a
difference,” I replied. “Those puppies can do real damage to wood floors and
furniture if you’re not careful.”


“And Rachelle isn’t careful at
all,” Ruth said. “Unless you’re talking about her nails after a manicure. Then
she’s as cautious as anyone that you’ll ever meet.”


I laughed at the silly expression
on her face. Even though I detected a current of worry just below the surface,
Ruth’s cheery eyes and bubbly laugh made her seem completely relaxed and unruffled.


“In that respect,” she added, “my
daughter and I are like identical twins. At that age, I cared about looks way
more than books!”


“We would’ve had so much fun in
high school,” I said. “My mother used that same phrase all the time—being more
interested in how we looked than what was in our text books—to describe both me
and Dina when we were in high school.”


“Oh, that’s right!” Ruth said. “I
always forget that you guys grew up together.”


“And Deputy Chief Walsh was one
year ahead of us,” I said. “It was a tossup who would get in trouble first
whenever we went to a school dance or the after party on football Fridays.”


She shook her head. “I can’t
imagine him being bad. He’s such a straight arrow these days.”


I held up my hand. “Swear it’s
true,” I said. “And there are videos somewhere that prove it. One of our
friends back then was a wannabe Steven Spielberg. He lived and breathed making
movies.”


“Well, if the videos surface,” Ruth
said, “I’ll bring the popcorn.”


“That’s a deal!” I replied.


“Speaking of that,” Ruth said,
nodding toward the counter. “I should probably get my order in so I can be home
by nine.”


“Tell your family we said hi,” I
replied.


“My hubby will be happy to hear
that I ran into you,” she said. “But the other two will just roll their eyes.”


“I maybe did that a couple of times
when I was their age,” I said.


We shared a quick laugh before Ruth
said goodbye and walked toward the back of the shop to place her ice cream order.


“She seemed kind of anxious,” Zack
said.


I watched Ruth waiting behind a
couple of other customers. She had seemed nervous, but I don’t think anyone
could blame her. Despite Rachelle’s alibi for the burglary, both of Ruth’s
children were on my short list of suspects for the series of anonymous attacks
that had terrorized the town and cost one resident his life.
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When Bradley Marx from Briarfield Pawn returned my call the
next afternoon, he began the conversation with rolling waves of cheery praise
for Nana Reed’s pecan pie recipe.


“It’s simply genius!” he
said. “My brother came through there a couple of weeks ago, Katie. He got me
three slices of pecan that were the best yet!”


“Well, thanks,” I replied. “It’s
always good to make an old friend happy.”


He bellowed a laugh. “Hey! Watch it
with that word, okay?”


“Happy?”


“No, old! I just had a
birthday and the Bradster’s feeling the years.”


“Aren’t we the same age?” I asked.


“I’m still twenty-one,” he said
with another loud laugh. “How about you?”


“Thirtysomething,” I said. “But if
we went to school together, then you’re close to my age.”


“Speak for yourself,” Brad said.
“And remember what they say, Katie: Age is just a number…of things. Like an
arthritic hip from too much football. And a bad back from helping your
brother-in-law move again. And a bruised tailbone because your kid thought the
middle of the front porch was the right place to leave his skateboard.”


“Sounds rough, old man,” I teased.
“Have you tried Tylenol?”


“I’ve tried it all,” he said.
“Nothing helps. Well, your grandmother’s pecan pie comes close to easing my
aches and pains.”


“Then I’ll have to bring one to you
the next time I drive to Briarfield.”


Brad’s laugh filled my ear again.
“How about now?” he asked. “Need to make a trip this way?”


“Not today,” I answered. “But soon.
Zack and I want to try the new Greek place that we’ve heard so much about.”


“Oh, that place rocks!” Brad
cheered. “The only thing they’re missing is—”


“Nana Reed’s pie?”


“How’d you know that’s what I was
going to say?”


“Lucky guess,” I answered.


“Which you’re good at,” Brad said. “But
I bet you’re busy, Katie. I was getting back to you about the lockets you were
wondering about.”


“Can you help me out?” I asked.


“What all did you want to know?” he
said. “I’m looking at the record right now. And I’m a little bit on the fence
here. I don’t normally share information about our customers, so I’m not sure
that I can answer all of your questions.”


“I understand,” I said. “If this is
going to make you uncomfortable, don’t worry about it.”


He chuckled again. “I’m not
worried. I just don’t want to make a practice of this. And if I do tell you
anything, let’s make sure we keep this between the two of us.”


“Deal,” I said.


“So what was it again?” Brad asked.
“You left me the ticket number and said it was a collection of lockets, but I
forgot what details you were looking for. And I’m sorry to be so
scatterbrained. I guess that’s what happens when you delete messages before you
write down the details.”


“I was wondering about the person’s
name?” I said.


“Did you want the one that brought in
the lockets?” he said. “Or are you looking for the person that came back to
reclaim them”


“Aren’t they the same?”


He laughed. “In this case, they
are,” he said. “But I’m just trying to keep everybody on their toes.”


“I appreciate that, Brad,” I said.
“And one more thing; was the person alone or with someone else?”


“Alone on the original visit,” he
answered. “But when she came back for the lockets, she had a couple of punks
come inside while she waited in the car.”


A chill clawed along my shoulders
and down my back.


“Punks?” I said. “As in teenaged
boys?”


He laughed. “You got it, Katie. And
they were like opposites; one was slim and scruffy, the other guy obviously
works out about twenty-eight hours a day.”


“And the woman’s name?” I said.


“Uh, yeah…” I heard papers rustling
and drawers slamming. “Yeah, here it is. Her name was Alma Tucker.”
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The bombshell from Bradley Marx had left me so stunned and confused
that I’d muttered a quick thank you and got off the phone to ponder the
inexplicable news. Although Alma Tucker had always seemed like one of the most
kind and honest women in Crescent Creek, I’d also been around the block enough
times to know that deception and craftiness were easy for some people to
conceal.


As I sat at the desk in the Sky
High office, I was feeling increasingly unsure about the next step to take. I’d
already sent a text to Dina to let her know that I’d uncovered something
important. And I tried to reach Viveca to hear what she might say about Ruth
Grainger’s involvement in the Whistler burglary. I wouldn’t tell her details
about what I’d learned from Bradley, but I wanted to dig a little deeper and
ask about Alma’s demeanor in the past few weeks. Had she seemed to be her
normal self or did Viveca detect any tension behind the usual jovial grin and
bubbly laughter?


There were four more special orders
to tackle for the following day, so I decided to tackle those while my mind
whirred in a circle with the questions about Alma Tucker.


But as I got up from the desk and
started toward the kitchen, I remembered a case from my days as a private
investigator in Chicago. It was a small job for one of our regular clients. The
Director of Human Resources had received an anonymous letter that claimed one
of their employees was using the name and credentials of someone who’d worked
in the industry in another city. It took less than an hour—and a handful of
photographs readily available on line—to confirm that the accusation was
correct.


Maybe so, I thought. Maybe someone
had simply impersonated Alma to pawn the collection of lockets.


“Can’t get enough of me?” Bradley
Marx said with a laugh when I called him a few minutes later.


“Actually, I wanted to ask one more
thing,” I told him. “I just sent you an email with a photo attached. Could you
take a look?”


“Sure thing,” he said. “I’m on the
laptop now. Is it regarding something that you want appraised?”


“It’s not about something,” I said.
“It’s about someone.”


“Ah, I see. Is this related to the
lockets?”


“Yes. It’s a picture of two women.
They own a professional cleaning service here in Crescent Creek. I have a hunch
that—”


“Got it,” he said. “The image is
loading now.”


“Okay, great. When it opens, you’ll
see two women. The one on the left is Alma Tucker. And the one on the right is
her business partner.”


“Yes, I see them. But don’t you
have it the wrong way round?”


“No, check the caption under the
picture,” I said. “This is from their company website. And I know both women. Alma is definitely on the left; Ruth Grainger’s on the right.”


“Oh, okay…” He tapped on the
computer keys for a moment. “Yeah, I just wanted to zoom in for a better look.”
He paused. “And you’re right, Katie. But the woman on the right—the one with
her hair braided—she’s definitely the person that came in with the antique
lockets.”


I felt a jagged, icy chill down my
back.


“I know this might be
overstepping,” I said, “but can you tell me how much you gave her for the collection?”


He hesitated. “Under normal
conditions, I would never answer that question,” he said. “But since it’s you,
Katie, I’ll break my own rules just this once.”


“Thanks, Bradley.”


“But first,” he said, “have you
seen the lockets?”


“No, I haven’t,” I answered. “To be
honest, I never met the woman who owned them, and I don’t really know her
husband.”


“Well, I was just curious,” he
replied. “Because they’re really exquisite. Whoever collected them knew what
she was doing. And even though they’ll probably never be in short supply, the
pieces in her collection were in amazing shape. I gave Alma Tuck—”


He stopped. “I should say, that’s
why I gave Ruth Grainger four thousand for the entire set.”


“Did she by any chance tell you why
she wanted the money?” I asked.


Bradley started to answer, but
hesitated again.


“What is it?” I asked.


“Well, you know, at the time it
seemed like a joke,” he said. “But after what I’ve seen in the news and what
you’ve shared with me, it seems really creepy.”


“What did she say?”


“Okay, but first,” he said,
“remember that this was before our initial conversation.”


“Right,” I said. “So what did Ruth
tell you?”


“And also,” Bradley added, “I
didn’t ask her anything. I would never do that when someone brings in property.
She volunteered the reason she needed the cash.”


“Third time’s a charm,” I said with
a quick snicker. “What was her reason?”


“I figured she was joking,” he
replied. “But she told me that the money was to hire a hit man to settle a
score.”
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As I pulled into the parking lot at Kenny Wolf’s printing
company, my eyes went immediately to the boxy silver car flanked by a full-size
SUV and a rusty Ford F-150. The compact Cube looked even smaller wedged between
the larger vehicles. After finding a spot for my car, I walked over for a
better look at the petite minivan. There was a black decal beside a small dent
in the back bumper. It depicted an inverted gold crown with three words: Reign
Darkness Down.


Small world, I thought,
remembering the hoodie worn by the assailant who doused Eileen Lanier with the milkshake.


I pulled out my phone, took a quick
picture of the Cube and then toggled over to Google. I entered Gold Crown
Reign Darkness Down in the search box. In less than ten seconds, I was
reading about a heavy metal band from Canada. When I added Colorado to
the search terms, I found an entry on the group’s 2019 tour schedule. They’d
played at Red Rocks the previous month on a bill that included three other acts
that I didn’t recognize.


Before I turned toward the front
door of the shop, I sent a text to Zack: Do you know a band called Reign
Darkness Down?


I waited for a few seconds, but
there was no reply. Then I put away the phone, took another look at the boxy
car and turned toward the building.


Kenny Wolf was in the back of the
shop talking to one of his employees, a silver-haired man named Elias who was
the company’s first full-time printer when Rite Way Printing was started by
Kenny’s father around the time Nana Reed opened Sky High Pies.


“And there she is!” Kenny said with
a crooked grin when he looked over his shoulder. “I thought you’d forgotten
about your order.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, walking to the
counter. “Did you get my message?”


He laughed. “I did, but I’m
guessing that you didn’t get mine.”


“Today?”


He nodded. “An hour ago. Didn’t
Harper tell you?”


“Probably,” I said. “I’m a little
scattered this week.”


“Story of my life,” Kenny replied.
“But here you are now, so give me a sec, okay? I’ll run in back and get your
insert cards.”


While I waited, I checked to see if
Zack had replied to my text. There were three new messages, but none of them
were about Reign Darkness Down. One was my mother asking if I thought she’d
look better with neon orange or fuchsia lip gloss. The second was Blanche
Speltzer inviting me to a luncheon in two weeks for a mutual friend at Café
Fleur. And the third was a BOGO offer on athleisure sets from Pearl White’s
boutique, Simply Chic.


How about both? I replied to
my mother. Orange on top and fuchsia on the bottom?


What I wanted to say was: Should
women of a certain age follow makeup trends? But I knew that would earn
either a snarky reply or radio silence for a week. 


“Must be something tricky,” Kenny
said, walking up with a box.


“Sorry?”


He laughed. “The expression on your
face; it looks like you’re trying to figure out something tricky.”


“You could say that,” I replied
with a shrug. “It’s a text from my mother.”


“Say no more.” Kenny chuckled
again. “Mother’s can be tricky.”


I smiled and tapped my knuckles on
the box. “All set?”


“Do you want to check the work?”


“Not necessary,” I said. “I trust
you. These are a reprint of something we did a couple of months ago.”


He beamed a grin. “Thanks, Katie. I
trust you, too. I mean, when it comes to pie.”


“Can I ask a quick question?”


“Do it,” Kenny said. “What’s on
your mind?”


“The little silver car out there,”
I said, nodding toward the parking lot. “Do you know who that belongs to?”


“That’s Rachelle’s car,” he said.
“She’s out with her brother making deliveries.” He rubbed his chin as a frown
appeared. “Did you need her for something?”


“No, not at all. I was just curious
about the car. It’s a pretty unique design.”


He shrugged. “Suppose so. I hadn’t
really thought about it.” 


“How do they get along?” I asked.
“When my brother and I helped our parents at Sky High during high school,
things could get a little intense.”


“Brothers and sisters, right?” He
filled the shop with waves of gravelly laughter. “My siblings and I fought like
cats and dogs when we were kids.”


“What about Rachelle and Joshua?”


Kenny smiled. “Why should they be
any different? They squabble. But I made it very clear that if he was going to
work here, the two of them needed to leave the family garbage at the door. I
don’t want my customers listening to them fight about how much time he spends
in the gym or whether or not his girlfriend had him under her thumb.”


“Oh? Who’s he dating?”


“I should say ex-girlfriend,”
Kenny said. “They broke up recently. But he’d been going out with Amber for a
year or so. If memory serves, they started dating right before he came onboard
here and that was last winter.”


“Okay, thanks.”


“Why are you asking about Rachelle
and her brother?”


“Actually, I was just wondering
about the car,” I said.


He laughed. “Bulldog wearing
shades.”


“Sorry?”


“That’s how Nissan described the
grill on the front,” Kenny explained. “Like a bulldog wearing sunglasses.”


“Ah, I’ll have to check when I
leave,” I said. “I didn’t see the front.”


He made a face. “Not much to see
really. And I don’t think it looks like that.”


“What do you think it looks like?”
I asked.


“A big old lemon,” he said.
“Rachelle loves that car, but it’s in the shop about every other week. They
stopped selling them in the States a few years ago.”


“So it’s a collector’s item?”


He shook his head. “Not unless you
like lemons.”


“Do you know anything about the
sticker on the back?”


He looked through the window into
the parking lot. The rear bumper of the Cube was clearly visible, but the decal
was too small to make out.


“Looks like a black blob from
here,” Kenny said.


“True,” I replied. “It’s a gold
crown with the name of a band, Darkness Reign Down.”


“Ah!” he blurted. “That’s the noise
those two listen to all the time.”


“Which two?”


“The Grainger kids,” he answered.
“I let them put it on after we close, but not while customers might be coming
in. It’s heavy metal or speed metal or whatever the heck they call it these
days. To me, it’s nothing but somebody screeching about Hades and guitars tuned
like buzz saws.”


“Doesn’t sound like you’re a fan,”
I teased.


He grinned. “Not one bit. Give me
The Grateful Dead or James Taylor and I’m happy. Put that crap on, I’m gonna
need my earplugs.”


As I walked back outside after
thanking Kenny for the menu cards, the phone buzzed with a reply from Zack.


You surprise me every day, babe.
Reign Darkness Down is a band from Toronto. I didn’t know you liked heavy
metal.


I don’t really, I replied. Unless
we’re talking about Nana Reed’s cast iron skillet collection. Will explain
tonight. xoxo


Luv U 2, he wrote. Now.
4ever. Always.
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“Rachelle or Joshua Grainger,” I said when Dina answered my
call a minute later.


“Nope,” she said with a laugh.
“Wrong number.”


 “I’m not joking,” I said. “I think
Rachelle and her brother might be involved in the attacks.”


“Can you tell me why?”


“Yes,” I said. “And before we get
into it, a lot of this will probably sound circumstantial. But I think it all
points to one of the Grainger kids staging the attacks.”


“What’s the motive?” she asked.


“I don’t have that yet,” I replied.
“But the evidence points toward either Joshua or Rachelle.”


“I’m listening,” Dina said.


“Okay, great,” I replied. “Please
hear me out, okay? Alma Tucker came upon a ticket from Briarfield Pawn. It was
in a jacket that she found in her son’s room with the name Grainger written
inside the collar. And there was a note on the back of the ticket about Rose
Whistler’s lockets.”


“And how did Alma get in the mix?”
she asked. 


“The jacket,” I said. “Plus, Joshua
and Rachelle are friends with Angus Tucker. His mother is Dr. Whistler’s—”


“I know who she is, Katie,”
Dina interrupted. “I actually heard about the Grainger boy from Alma.”


“Something connected to the case?”


“I suspect so,” Dina replied, “but
it’s too early to know for sure. Alma was telling me a story about her son
using her car to provide taxi service for Joshua and his sister.”


“Okay, so—”


“Hold that thought,” she cut in.
“There are two other people that we haven’t interviewed yet who have keys to Whistler’s
place: his brother and sister. But they both live out of state, so it’s a long
shot at best. Not to mention that the doctor is on good terms with both of his
siblings.”


“Did you talk to Angus?”


“We’re doing that tomorrow,” Dina
answered. “His mother hasn’t been what you’d call cooperative on that front.”


“Any idea why?” I asked.


“I honestly think it’s simply a
matter of nerves,” Dina explained. “Alma has always struck me as fragile, but I
never knew just how sensitive she was until this case. When I dropped by late
yesterday afternoon, she started to cry when I mentioned the need to interview
Angus.”


“Was that after she told you about
him having access to Whistler’s house keys?”


“It was all in the same conversation,”
Dina answered. “And I didn’t tiptoe around the obvious issue. I told her that
anyone with access to Whistler’s keys could be a potential suspect or
accomplice. I had a hunch about that angle following my chat with Alma, so I talked to Missy Girard at the locksmith.”


I instantly recognized the reason
she talked to Missy: Did Angus make a copy of Whistler’s house keys? But when I
tried to confirm that with Dina, she surprised me with a twist out of left
field.


“Copies of the keys,” Dina said.
“He had two sets made. And he wasn’t alone at the time. He came into the shop
with another guy.”


“Joshua Grainger?” I asked.
“They’re like a pack of two, from what I’ve heard.”


“Missy didn’t recognize the other
boy,” Dina said. “And there was a third person waiting outside in the car.”


“How did she know that?”


Dina chuckled softly. “Because
Missy watched him. She said Angus was acting more anxious than usual.”


“He’s a nervous kid?”


“Must’ve inherited it from his
mother,” Dina replied.


“That sounds reasonable,” I said. 


“Okay, before we get sidetracked
again,” Dina said, “tell me why you think Rachelle Grainger is involved.”


“Well, for starters,” I said, “she
drives a Cube, like the one that was ticketed down the street from Whistler’s
house on the day of the burglary. It has a Reign Darkness Down sticker on the
back bumper. Then there’s the—”


“The what hoodies?”


“Reign Darkness Down,” I said.
“It’s a band from Toronto. Kenny Wolf told me that Rachelle and Joshua listen
to their music constantly. And they went to a show at Red Rocks with Angus
Tucker and some other kids from town. The band’s logo is an inverted gold crown
on a black background.”


“Oh, now I’m tracking,” Dina said.
“Like the crown on the sweatshirt Eileen’s assailant was wearing when they
drenched her with the milkshake.”


“Exactly,” I said. “And even though
it’s all circumstantial at this point, don’t you think it warrants bringing
both Rachelle and her brother in for questioning.”


“That’s the next thing on my list,”
Dina said.
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I met Alma Tucker at Tea & Treasures that afternoon at
four o’clock. We’d compared our schedules earlier in the day, and the tearoom
on Prentice Street made the most sense for a place to have what I’d described
as a quick chat about something very important.


“So what is it?” Alma asked as soon
as we’d ordered something to drink. “You were so mysterious on the phone this
morning.”


“It’s about Rose Whistler’s locket
collection,” I told her. “I talked to Brad Marx at the pawn shop in Briarfield.
He told me a couple of things that I’d like to ask you about.”


“Like what?” Alma’s cheery tone
darkened. “What did he say?”


“Were you aware that Ruth Grainger
took the lockets to the pawn shop in Briarfield?” I asked.


Alma responded with a wobbly grin.
“Ruth? What on earth are you talking about?”


“I know it probably comes as a
shock,” I said. “But Bradley also confirmed that Ruth used your name and
produced a forged driver’s license when he asked for identification.”


Alma’s gaze fell to the tabletop.
She fiddled with her teaspoon before running her fingers along the side of her
face.


“She must be having another
episode,” Alma said, finally looking up again. “Ruth has been through so, so
much in her life. I mean, by the age of fourteen, she’d already experienced the
kind of hurt and pain that some people escape even when they live to be a
hundred. Her father was a horrible, violent man. He abused Ruth and her
siblings something awful, Katie! If there’s a saving grace, it’s the fact that
the abuse was only verbal and with a belt or his hand and nothing…well, nothing
worse. Dale was almost as bad during their marriage, although he focused his
rage on Ruth and not the three children.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said
with a gentle smile. “But I’m trying to understand how Ruth came to possess the
lockets in the first place. Someone told me that they saw her going into Dr.
Whistler’s house with her daughter. And then the day of the burglary, the
witness saw Rachelle return with her brother and your son. They had a key to
the front door, possibly the one with your car keys, and they left a very short
time later carrying boxes of liquor.”


Alma’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you
such things?”


“I’d rather not say,” I answered.
“I assured the person that I would respect their privacy.”


“Well, if it’s true,” she said,
“they never broke in. The police said nobody tampered with the locks at Dr.
Whistler’s house.”


“Is it possible that they used your
key?” I asked, deciding not to mention what Dina had already learned from Missy
at Crescent Creek Lock & Key.


She flinched. “My what?”


“Key,” I said. “Isn’t it possible
that someone took the keys to Dr. Whistler’s house from your purse?”


“Not at all,” she said. “I keep
them with my own house keys.”


“Is your car key with them?” I
asked.


She nodded.


“And does your son drive your car?”


“When his is in the shop,” she said
with a shaky laugh. “Which it has been quite a lot these past few months.”


“In fact, I sent him to the
locksmith last month to make a duplicate of my car key. I got so dang tired of
him…” She hesitated. “Oh, no, Katie. What if Angus made a copy of Dr.
Whistler’s house key? That could explain how the house was burglarized without
the doors or windows being forced or kicked in.”


“Okay, in that case,” I said, “do
you think—”


“Please tell me what this is all
about?” Alma interrupted. “It almost sounds like you’re accusing my son of
being involved in the break-in at Dr. Whistler’s house.”


“I think there’s a chance he was
involved in some wrongdoing,” I said. “I don’t think Angus was involved in the
theft of the lockets or the patient files. But I do suspect that his role was
getting the keys to Dr. Whistler’s house so he and his friends could take the
contents of the doctor’s liquor cabinet for their party that night.”


“What party?”


“Joshua Grainger was arrested the
night of the burglary for driving while under the influence,” I said. “Your son
and Rachelle Grainger were in the cars as passengers. At the time, there was no
reason to suspect that they’d stolen the liquor from Dr. Whistler’s house.
Obviously, he’d already reported the burglary, but he didn’t discover the
liquor cabinet had been emptied until the next day.” 


“No, none of this is possible,” Alma said. “My son wouldn’t do such things.”


“There’s more about the person that
told me about the three of them at Dr. Whistler’s house,” I said. “They were so
alarmed by the sight of three teenagers going into the house that she took
pictures with their phone.”


“Of my son?” asked Alma.


“And the Grainger kids,” I said.


“Did you see these pictures?”


“Yes. They’ve also been sent to
Detective Kincaid at the CCPD.”


Alma gasped. “Why didn’t you call
me first?”


“I didn’t give the pictures to the
police,” I said. “The witness did.”


“Now?” Alma demanded. “Why didn’t
they tell the cops then?”


“They tried to,” I said. “After
taking the pictures, the witness thought about calling 911. But they didn’t
want to get involved so they sent an email to the CCPD general mailbox. But
they mistyped the email address and the pictures were never delivered. The next
day, the witness left town and just returned yesterday. As soon as they learned
about the attacks, they went immediately to the police station and turned over
the images.”


I took a breath. Then I waited
while Alma went into her purse for a tissue and pressed it to her cheeks.


“Angus could never…no, would
never hurt anyone,” she continued. “He’s a good boy.”


“Can you say the same thing about
Rachelle and her mother?” I asked. “The woman who is also your business
partner.”


Her shoulders began to tremble as
she wept. “What am I supposed to do, Katie?” she asked in a croaky whisper.
“It’s like going to sleep after a sunny day and waking up inside a nightmare of
thunder and rain. I told Angus that anything can be forgiven if he just told me
the truth.”


“About the burglary and attacks?”


She nodded. “And do you know what
he said?”


I shook my head.


“He told me about the liquor
cabinet,” she said. “But not until I confronted him last night. I had a hunch
that Angus and Rachelle had taken the booze. But I never suspected Ruth would
steal anything from Dr. Whistler. After my son confessed, I went to Dr.
Whistler. I told him the kids just wanted to impress their friends with a bunch
of expensive liquor and wine. Angus has been to the doctor’s house with me
before, so he knew about the cabinet. Rachelle actually proposed the idea first
on the day she went with Ruth to clean the doctor’s house. She and Joshua were
getting paid the next day, so they figured they could take the bottles, treat
their friends at the party and then replace everything the next day.”


“But that never happened,” I said.


Alma sighed. “Because of that
stupid, stupid Joshua. My son told me they were going to party. I made him
promise not to drink. And he told me that he wouldn’t. I figured they were
walking because the party was just a half mile away or so. I never imagined
that Joshua would take his father’s car and play chauffeur to a bunch of kids
that night.”


“Okay, so the plan to replace Dr.
Whistler’s liquor was thwarted by Joshua’s arrest.”


“Yes,” Alma said. “And I didn’t
know about that until last night either.”


“So what did Dr. Whistler have to
say when you told him what your son and his friends did?”


A faint smile appeared beneath her
soggy gaze. “He laughed,” she told me. “Because he did something very similar
when he was in high school.”


“Did you tell the police?” I asked.


“Not yet,” she whispered. “But I
know that I have to.”


I reached across the table and took
her hand.


“You do,” I said, squeezing her
fingers. “And if you’d like, I’ll be happy to go with you.”
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“Could she what?”


Viveca’s face was crumpled into the
kind of jumble that often accompanies complete confusion or total disdain:
furrowed brow, curled upper lip, eyes tapered into hooded slots filled with
doubt and suspicion. I’d walked over to her house while Zack did the dinner
dishes to ask if Viveca thought Alma Tucker could possibly be involved in any
way with the string of assaults and Don Sterling’s death.


“I trust your judgment,” I said
while she continued glaring at me. “And I’m not saying that she’s guilty. But I
learned something earlier in the day that made my head spin.”


“Like what?” she demanded.


“Like the person that took Rose
Whistler’s antique lockets to Briarfield Pawn was Ruth Grainger,” I said.
“Since they’re business partners, I was just curious to get your thoughts about
the possibility that they’re also behind the string of assaults.”


Viveca issued a loud, scornful
sigh. “Are you tipsy, Katie?”


“I had a half glass of merlot with
dinner,” I replied.


“So that’s a no,” she said. “And if
you haven’t been drinking, why would you think either of those women could be
involved?”


“Facts don’t lie,” I said.


She huffed again. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“I sent a picture of Ruth and Alma
to the owner of Briarfield Pawn,” I answered. “He confirmed that Ruth came in
to hock Rose Whistler’s collection of lockets.”


“Do you know this guy?”


“We’re not best friends or
anything,” I said, “but Bradley’s honest and trustworthy.”


“So are most pets,” she said with a
snarky twang.


“Maybe I came by at a bad time,” I
said. “How about I call you tomorrow?”


She cocked one eyebrow. “And how
about you stay right here and tell me why you think Alma and Ruth killed Don
Sterling.”


“That’s not what I said, Viv.”


“Close enough.” Her voice coiled
tighter. “There must be more than the word of a random pawn shop dude.”


“There’s nothing random about
Bradley,” I said. “He runs a legit business. He’s never been in trouble with
the law. And he confirmed that Ruth was in his shop twice in the past couple of
weeks.”


“Twice?”


“Once to pawn the lockets,” I said.
“And once to get them back.”


“What did she do with them after
that?” asked Viveca.


“Great question,” I said.


She thought for a moment. Then she
said, “What do you think she did with them?”


“I’d probably guess that she
squirreled them away for another rainy day,” I said. “I don’t know squat about
antiques, but Bradley told me they’re in top condition and worth several
thousand dollars.”


“How does that thing work anyway?”
she asked. “You pawn something valuable. They give you cash. And then you can
go in again and buy it back?”


“That’s the gist of it,” I said.


“So how much did your buddy give
Ruth for the lockets?”


I answered her question.
Anticipating the follow-up, I quickly added, “I have no idea.”


Viveca giggled. “What do you think
I was going to ask?”


“If Ruth needed cash so bad,” I
said, “how did she come up with the money to buy them back from the pawn shop.”


“Exactly,” she replied. “But I obviously
don’t have the answer to that question either.”


“Mind if I ask you a couple more?”


She laughed. “I don’t mind at all.
But if it’s about pawn shops or antique lockets, I’m the opposite of Einstein.”


“I’m curious about their cleaning
business,” I said. “Did Alma and Ruth start it together or did one join later
after the other hung out a shingle?”


“Together,” Viveca said. “Their
boys are about the same age. They met at a PTA thing when Angus and Joshua were
five or six.”


“And when did they start cleaning
houses?” I asked.


“Same year they started cleaning
offices,” she replied. “You do know that Alma handles residential while Ruth
takes care of the corporate clients. She manages the team of part-time
employees that they use for both commercial and residential clients while Alma takes care of bookkeeping, marketing and the rest of the administrative details.”


“Thank you,” I said. “I didn’t know
any of that.”


“Keeps things simple,” Viveca said.
“So people know who to ask for when they have a question and call the office.”


“Is Alice Kellogg still working for
them?”


“She loves it there,” she said.
“She doesn’t even need to work because her husband earns a boatload, but Alice likes to keep busy.”


“I saw her at Tipton’s last week,”
I said. “Such a pretty woman.”


Viveca rolled her eyes. “I know.
I’ll never have a flawless figure, but Alice is living proof that they’re
possible without plastic surgery and Spanx.”


“Quite true,” I said.


“Was Esmé working when you were at
her dad’s store?”


“No, she had the night off,” I
said. “I still can’t believe that she works at The Glam Room full-time and has
energy left to work at the liquor store.”


“She’s got enough energy for it,”
Viveca said. “It’s too bad that she wasn’t there. Maybe she could’ve told you
about the knock-down-drag-out that Ruth and Alma had last week.”


I laughed. “Talk about burying the
headline,” I said. “What’s the story?”


Viveca shrugged. “You should ask
Esmé. If I try to tell you, I’ll probably leave out the most essential
details.”


“Can you give me a hint?” I asked.
“I always thought they got along perfectly.”


“They did,” Viveca said. “Until
whatever happened at the salon.”


“So not even one teensy, tiny
hint?”


She scowled at me before bursting
into laughter again. “It had something to do with one of their clients,” she
told me. “But I don’t know if was on the residential or commercial side.
According to the story that I heard from Fran at the bank, Ruth and Alma were
just centimeters away from swinging fists when a woman getting a perm jumped
out of the chair and came between them.”


“Who the heck was that?” I asked.


Viveca shook her head. “Like I told
you,” she said, “ask Esmé. Between the salon and her dad’s liquor store, she
always has the freshest dirt in town.”
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After I left Viveca’s place, I went home, told Zack that I
needed to do one more thing before we started the movie we’d selected for the
night and then slipped into the bedroom.


“I hope you don’t mind a call that
isn’t about which wines are on sale,” I told Esmé when she answered the phone
at Tipton’s Liquor Mart.


“I’ve been waiting for something
fun all night!” she said. “I don’t know why, but it’s been super dull since I
got here at six.”


“Really? Three hours without any
business?”


“I didn’t say no customers,”
Esmé replied with a brassy chuckle. “Just dull; nobody fun and most of them
have been grouchy.”


“Is it a full moon?”


“Close enough.”


“That might explain the moodiness,”
I told her.


“Probably so,” she said. “What are
you up to? There must be something going on if you’re calling me at nine
o’clock.”


“What do you mean?”


“You have a hot man at home,” she
said. “Wouldn’t you normally be snuggled up against him at this hour?”


“That’s next,” I said. “We had
dinner earlier, and we’re watching Fargo again as soon as I talk to
you.”


“That one’s hysterical,” she said.
“Wish I was doing that instead. We don’t close for another couple of hours.”


“I still don’t know how you do it,
sister. You’re on your feet all day at the salon, and then you go stand behind
the register.”


“Sit,” she said. “I’m sitting
behind the register.”


“But you’re still working,” I said.


“It’s okay,” she replied. “My dad
likes that I still help him out a few times a week.”


“Well, I’m sorry it’s dull,” I replied.
“And I don’t want to keep you.”


“Then let’s roll,” Esmé said.
“What’s on your mind?”


“I heard that Ruth Grainger and
Alma Tucker got into a—”


She interrupted with a loud yelp.
“It was epic, Katie! They never said one bad word or raised their
voices, but those two women ripped one another to shreds.”


“About what?”


“Perception and reality,” she
answered. “Plus egos, protecting territories and wearing too much perfume.”


“Who committed the last offense?” I
asked.


“Ruth,” answered Esmé. “Apparently,
  Alma has a very sensitive nose. And Ruth wears pretty strong fragrances. It’s
not a good combo.”


“Never,” I said. “But I don’t see
those two getting into a heated argument about perfume.”


“You’re right,” Esmé agreed. “I
think Alma threw that on the pile because it had been bothering her forever.”


“What was at the root of the
fight?”


“To be fair,” she began, “I did try
to give them some space. You know how small the salon can be when there are
four or five people in the main room, right? Well, when Ruth and Alma were
going at it, we had nine total, including the stylists and customers. It was so
uncomfortable and awkward! If there was any saving grace, it was the fact that
it didn’t last long. From opening salvo to final snide remark, we’re talking
ten, twelve minutes at most.”


“Alright, so they didn’t curse and
it was fairly brief,” I said. “I’m still in the dark as far as what exactly
they bickered about.”


“Dr. Whistler,” Esmé said. “Alma has been cleaning his house exclusively for years, right? Well, this one week, Alma’s sister had some kind of medical procedure, so she wasn’t able to do Whistler’s house.
And instead of sending the person that Alma selected from their employee
roster, Ruth decided to clean the place by herself.”


“When was this?” I asked.


“Which day specifically?”


“As close as you can get,” I said.


“Well, based on what I could hear,”
Esmé replied, “I’d say it was Friday before last.”


“And when was the fight at the
salon?”


“Last Tuesday,” she said. “I know
that because Paula Long was there for a cut and color. Did you know that she
adores everybody in town with two exceptions?”


“Don’t tell me,” I said with a
sigh. “Ruth and Alma?”


“She can’t stand them,” Esmé said.
“They all grew up together. When they were in the third grade, Paula’s mother
sent her to school in a dress that didn’t fit very well. Ruth and Alma were
merciless. They teased her until she burst into tears and ran from the classroom.”


I took a breath. “I’ve never heard
that before,” I said. “And it really surprises me to hear that Alma did that.”


“I don’t know,” she said. “We think
that we know somebody, but there’s always a chance that their talent for
deception surpasses our skill at judging character.”
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“Ruth Grainger could be a poster child for either an Academy
Award winner,” Dina said when I stopped by her office a few days later, “or a
complete psychopath.”


“Or both,” I said, slipping into
one of her guest chairs.


“When I arrested her for causing
the death of Don Sterling,” Dina continued, “she claimed that she had no idea
who he was or what I was talking about. I showed her a picture of the two of
them taken at a holiday party last year, but she kept up the pretense. ‘I’ve
never seen that man before. I wasn’t even in town the night that he died.’”


“Which is a blatant lie,” I said.


“One of many,” Dina replied. “Did
you think she was lying when you talked to her the other day?”


“The last time at Scoops of Joy?” I
asked.


“Wherever,” Dina said, shuffling a
stack of folders on the desk. “I have my notes from when you told me about that
conversation.”


“Is that what you’re looking for?”


She nodded. “They’re here
somewhere.”


“Don’t worry about those,” I said.
“Unless you wrote down something else that you heard. Because I can answer your
question with a single word: No.”


“So you believed Ruth?”


“Yes,” I said, adding a faint
smile.


“Are you sticking to one-word
answers today?” Dina asked.


“Maybe,” I said.


She groaned and fell back in her
chair.


“Sorry,” I said. “Couldn’t help
it.”


“Try to,” she replied. “It’s been
one heck of a month, Katie. This insanity with Ruth Grainger trying to sabotage
Dr. Whistler’s reputation because of her own weird belief system has cost me nights
of sleep and more than a few brain cells.”


“Was that the motive?” I asked.


“Yep. When Ruth learned that Joshua
forged the parental permission slip to make an appointment with Whistler, she
fell into a rabbit hole of fear and anger and loathing and self-hatred and
every other awful, negative emotion a person can experience.”


“Because he forged her signature?”
I asked.


Dina thought for a moment. Then she
said, “Because he tried to get help.”


“What do you mean?”


“In Ruth Grainger’s world, turning
to a mental health professional is a sign of weakness. It shows the world that
you’ve failed, that you’re an utter failure. Because strong people can figure
that stuff out on their own. Strong people don’t need physiatrists and social
workers and medication and group therapy. Strong people are completely DIY;
with everything from home remodeling and car repairs to resolving deeply
troubling psychological issues.”


“So Ruth wanted Joshua to figure it
out on his own?” I asked. “A 16-year-old kid? A kid that had been bullied and
tormented about his weight when he lived in Texas with his father?”


“You got it,” Dina replied. “I
can’t imagine how long it’s going to take for the guy to unravel the new ball
of confusion and anger that his mother has now given to him.”


“What about Dale?”


Dina shook her head.


“Is he coming up from Texas to help Joshua and Rachelle?”


“Oh, sorry,” she said. “I didn’t
understand that’s what you meant. He’s actually in town already. They’re all
staying at the Crescent Creek Lodge.”


“Dale and his kids?” I said.


“Along with his wife and her two,”
Dina said. “It’s that thing they talk about sometimes—a blended family.”


“I didn’t even know that he’d
remarried,” I said.


She smiled. “Not many did. He and
Ruth didn’t talk much.”


“And now they’ll be talking even
less,” I said.


“Yeah,” Dina said. “I don’t exactly
see him visiting his ex-wife in prison.”


“Has Ruth shown any remorse yet?” I
asked.


Dina nodded. “She’s horrified. And
apologetic. But that doesn’t do much for Don Sterling’s widow, Eileen Lanier or
Barry Lincoln. They’re obviously grateful and lucky to be alive, but they’ll
carry the scars from the trauma of being attacked like they were.”


“Did she tell you where the idea
came from?” I asked.


“A movie that she saw a few years
ago,” Dina answered. “There were a few differences, like killer’s target was a
worker and not her son’s psychiatrist, but a lot of the other details were
lifted from the film.”


“What about the hit man?” I asked.
“Did she talk about that?”


“A little bit. She knew about the
collection of lockets at Dr. Whistler’s house. She thought it would be sweet
irony and poetic justice to steal the keepsakes, pawn them for cash and then
use that to pay someone to kill Whistler.”


“How far did she get with that
plan?” I asked.


“To the end of the driveway,” Dina
said.

“Say what?”


“When she pulled into the driveway
at home after visiting Briarfield Pawn,” Dina said, “Ruth realized that she
couldn’t go through with that particular plan. So she remembered the movie,
went back to reclaim the lockets and then started going through the patient
files to pick out her assault victims.”


“Any reason she chose Barry, Eileen
and Don?”


Dina shook her head. “Totally
random. By the time she got to Lyle and his secret gambling addiction, she
decided to mail the threat instead of attacking him in person. She sent her son
to the copy place with a bogus story about pulling a prank on a friend at the
bank or something.”


“And Joshua believed her blindly?”


“He probably didn’t even think
about it too much,” Dina answered. “I mean, here’s a kid that was involved in
going into Whistler’s house and stealing every last drop of liquor without
batting an eye.”


“Foolishness of youth?” I said.


“I suppose that had something to do
with it,” she replied. “But you can be two or three times Joshua’s age and
still do utterly foolish things.”


“I still can’t believe that Ruth
set her own daughter up,” I said. “Didn’t she realize that she was implicating
Rachelle by driving her car the night she attacked Don?”


Dina shook her head. “That’s not
all,” she said. “Ruth also wore her daughter’s boots and hoodie as well as
mimicked Rachelle’s handwriting when she composed the threatening notes. She
even told me that she pretended to be Rachelle when she made the reconnaissance
visits to Don Sterling’s house and left the voicemail for Lyle Polson.”


“What?” I said. “Like she was
channeling Rachelle or something?”


Dina shrugged.


“I suppose people like Ruth don’t
stop and think about the consequences when they’re planning something twisted,”
I said. “They’re so lost in their own delusions and bizarre logic that whatever
they want to becomes reality.”


“The handwriting was a good catch,
by the way,” she said. “When you recognized the printing on the slip inside
your order from Kenny Wolf’s print shop.”


“Thanks,” I said. “It shows how
much more difficult it can be to get away with dodgy behavior in a small town.
Rachelle has a very particular style of lettering, so when I saw the packing
slip from the print shop it clicked with the notes found at the crime scenes.”


“Proves again that everything is
connected,” Dina said. “It’s like that old song. ‘Toe bone connected to the
foot bone. Foot bone connected to the heel bone.’”


“Is that how it goes?” I smiled.
“Foot bone and then heel? I thought it was head bone and then neck.”


She laughed. “That’s the second
verse,” she said. “But I think you can sing it any way that you’d like.”


“Not me,” I said. “My singing voice
sounds like a chunk of steel caught in a garbage disposal.”


For a moment, she gazed at me with
a sweet smile. Then she said, “That’s about right. I heard you at karaoke a
couple of weeks ago.”


I covered my face with both hands.
“Do not say another word. Please! That performance was the result
of a sleepless night, nothing for dinner and half a beer.”


“No worries,” Dina said. “I don’t
have to say another word. The video’s online for all to see.”


I winced. “Stop!”


“It’s true,” she said. “Penny
Murdoch was in the crowd that night, Katie. She put it up on Small Town
Sizzler.”


“Well, isn’t that lovely?” I felt
my blood pressure gurgling upward. “Something to look forward to showing Zack
tonight after dinner.”
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When Viveca rushed into the Sky High kitchen early the next
morning, I was enjoying a cup of coffee with Julia, discussing the buzz around
town in the wake of Ruth Grainger’s arrest.


“Who told you that Antonio was
still married?” Viveca demanded. “Was it Blanche Speltzer or one of her gossipy
minions?”


I laughed. “Blanche has minions?”


“C’mon, Katie!” Viveca said,
jutting out her chin. “You know what I mean.”


Julia quietly slipped back to the
front line and busied herself with an order that Harper had just hung on the
wheel.


“It wasn’t Blanche or any of her friends,”
I told Viveca. “It was an angry teenager trying to get under her mother’s skin.”


“Seriously?”


I nodded. “The mother told me that
they’d been arguing about a short skirt. Her daughter came home from school and
fabricated the infatuation with the teacher to upset her mom.”


“What’s her name?” Viveca asked.


“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “When
I heard a rumor about the subject, I called the girl’s mother. I explained that
Antonio’s wife passed away a few months after their wedding.”


Viveca put one hand over her heart.
“How could someone be so cruel?” she asked. “It was four years ago, but that
kind of hurt never goes away entirely. Antonio doesn’t need to hear a bunch of
kids gossiping about his marital status.”


“Maybe the girl didn’t know about
his late wife,” I said. “Antonio’s a new teacher at the school. And he’s a
really handsome guy. You know how some girls can be at that age.”


She shook her head. “I never did
anything like that, Katie. Did you?”


“No, but everyone’s different.”


She turned away and walked to the
door.


“Are you leaving, Viv?”


“I’m just really upset,” she
answered, spinning around again. “I like this guy. I mean, I really like
him. And he likes me.”


“Then what’s the problem?” I asked.


She groaned. “Small town gossip! That’s
the problem. Whoever the girl is, she started a rumor that I was dating a
married man. And even though she came clean to her mother, do you think
everyone who heard the lie will also hear the truth?”


“It might take a while,” I said.


Viveca smirked. “Like a million
years.”


I moved closer and pulled her in
for a quick hug. At first, she was rigid as granite, but then began to relax.
By the time I lowered my arms and stepped back, her breathing had almost
returned to normal and the creases on her forehead had softened.


“Feel better?”


She shook her head. “I still want
to give that little moron a piece of my mind.”


“Are we talking about Blanche or
the teenagers?”


Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe both.”


I didn’t say anything for a few
seconds. Then I asked about Antonio.


“He’s doing great,” she said. “I
didn’t tell him anything about all of this, but I’ve been afraid that he’d hear
it anyway.”


“So he doesn’t know that one of his
students was spreading rumors about him?”


“No,” she said quietly.


“Do you plan to tell him at some
point?” I asked.


“Maybe,” Viveca said, looking down.
“I’m not sure.”


“Why wouldn’t you?”


She took a moment to consider the
question. When she finally glanced up to answer, I was surprised by the
response.


“I want to focus on good energy,
Katie,” she said. “I’ve had so many things fizzle out in the past, but this one
feels…well, it’s solid and real. I think people look at someone like Antonio
and assume that he’s a player.”


“Because he’s drop dead gorgeous?”


Her cheeks warmed. “He’s pretty
cute.”


“Pretty cute?” I said. “The guy’s a
forty on a scale of one to ten.”


“But you know what?” she asked.
“He’s the sweetest, kindest, most compassionate and humble man that I’ve ever
met. Yes, he was blessed with good genes. And yes, he takes incredible care of
himself. But his heart is just as big and open and gentle as one can be.”


Although I’d heard Viveca talk about
her previous romances and relationships, I’d never before seen such a vibrant gleam
of affection in her eyes. It was like a perfect blend of happiness, joy and
anticipation. I started smiling at the thought of my friend finding as much
fulfillment and delight with her new beau as I did with Zack.


“What are you so cheery about?” she
asked.


I pointed at her.


“Me?”


“Yes,” I said. “I’ve never seen you
so happy.”


“Really?”


I nodded.


“What about the time I found the
pair of Louboutins online for eighty percent off?”


“Not even close,” I said. “And stop
being silly. You and I both know that whatever this is with Antonio is way
better than a pair of heels.”


She giggled. “That’s true. And I’m
being silly or whatever you want to call it because I’m almost as nervous as I
am happy.”


“That’s life,” I said.


“So what do you think?” She bit her
lower lip. “What should I do now?”


“That part’s simple,” I said.
“Well, complicated and simple, because we tend to overthink and
overanalyze things.”


“Well, yeah,” she said. “But what’s
your advice?”


“Breathe,” I told her. “And enjoy
yourself. I don’t know Antonio yet, but I know you, Viv. You deserve every good
thing and all the happiness in the world.”


“You know what?” she asked.


“What?”


“I believe that for the first time
in my life,” Viveca said quietly. “We all really do deserve good
things.”


“And happiness,” I added.


“It’s like my Aunt Silvia used to
say,” she replied with a faint smile. “‘Life only happens once, so grab as much
bling as you can carry.’”


I giggled. “Are we talking about diamonds
or love?”


“All of the above!” Viveca replied.
“All of the above!”
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Ted Sterling sat in one of the rocking chairs on the front
porch at Sky High Pies while I leaned against the railing. The sun was
beginning to set and there was a slight chill in the air as we made small talk
about local news and the weather. When his rant about the latest round of
storms began to wind down, I sensed that he was ready to broach the main
subject. He’d called earlier in the day and asked to stop by for a chat about
his brother.


“I wanted to thank you,” he began.
“I’d heard about you consulting with the police before, but this is the first
time it’s directly impacted my life.”


It was a few days after Ruth
Grainger had confessed to stealing the lockets and patient files from Dr.
Whistler’s house as well as the series of anonymous assaults around town. The
District Attorney had also filed involuntary manslaughter charges against her for
Don Sterling’s death. The local rumor mill was whirling around the clock with
the possibility of even more charges against Ruth in the days ahead for
embezzlement, forgery and fraud related to thousands of dollars stolen from the
cleaning business that she owned with Alma Tucker.


“It blows my mind that someone running
a busy place like Sky High would also have a side business helping to solve
crimes,” Ted added. “You’re a shining example of what it means to be a good
citizen and a true hero, Katie.”


“I appreciate the kind words,” I
told Ted. “But it’s not really a side business. My consulting work is more of a
voluntary thing that I do to help the community.”


He squinted. “What about that
fellow up in Boulder? Do you volunteer when he needs help, too?”


“Actually, I do have an agreement
with Adam Caldwell,” I answered. “He pays me an hourly wage and expenses, but
that’s only happened once so far. He and his partner have been able to handle
most of their cases since the agency opened.”


Ted’s face went red. “I probably
shouldn’t have asked about that. It’s none of my concern.”


“You’re fine,” I told him. “I’m an
open book. I mean, about most things. If you ask for Nana Reed’s baking
secrets, I clam up real fast.”


He chuckled. “I get it, Katie. You
know, I met your grandmother once back in the day. I was in my junior year of
high school. Some relatives were visiting from down south, and my parents
brought everyone here for lunch. Your grandmother came out to the dining room
and entertained our table with some of her stories.”


“She could tell good ones,” I said,
picturing Nana Reed in her flour-speckled apron sharing one of her favorite
tales with customers. “She knew how to keep everybody entertained without
risqué language or insult humor.”


“That’s a rare thing,” Ted said.


“Not around here,” I replied.
“Julia, Harper and I do our share to keep things clean.”


He laughed again. “Some of my
buddies at work could learn a thing or two from you ladies. Maybe I should have
them stop by sometime.”


“They’d be welcome,” I said.


Ted nodded as his eyes drifted over
my shoulder. He stared into the distance for five minutes or so, filling his
lungs with a steady diet of deep breaths.


“The thing is,” he said eventually,
“I’m still pretty wrecked by what happened. I’m trying to make sense of it by
talking to you and Detective Kincaid and my close friends.”


“Talking is good,” I said.


“It’s nothing that I’m comfortable
with,” he admitted. “But I’m trying. My poor wife is an angel, but I had the
idea that maybe it would be good to let her catch her breath. She’s grieving,
too.”


“You both are,” I said. “And so are
your family members and everyone who knew and loved your brother.”


He nodded somberly. Then he said,
“Duckie Bryant isn’t. He and Donny never got along.”


“Well, this isn’t about Duckie,” I
replied. “He’s a mean chunk of dirt.”


Ted laughed. “That’s putting it
mildly.”


“Just being honest,” I replied.


“Don loved eating at Sky High,” Ted
said pensively. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this or not, but your parents
sent him a huge box of cookies and muffins when he was in the hospital getting
his gallbladder removed a few years ago. It was the only time that I can recall
when Donny wasn’t here for Saturday breakfast before his shift at work.”


“Every week,” I said. “Neither snow
nor rain nor heat nor the sausage rollups at Hot Diggity Dog kept your brother
from starting his weekend at Sky High with biscuits and gravy and cups of black
coffee.”


Ted smiled. “Want to know a
secret?”


“Always,” I said.


“Don stopped at Hot Diggity before
he came to your place,” he said. “He bought three rollups for lunch and then
came to Sky High for breakfast.”


I laughed and slapped my thigh. “I
love that! Thank you for sharing it with me. I can’t wait to tell Jules and
Harper. We were always teasing him about being so loyal to us on Saturday.”


“He was an equal opportunity kind
of guy,” Ted said. “And never an unkind thought, word or deed toward another
soul.”


“Which makes his death that much
more difficult to process,” I said.


We sat quietly for a few moments.
Ted’s gaze was on something far away again as he rocked gently in the chair.


“Why do you think she did it?” he
asked eventually.


“Ruth Grainger?”


“Yes. Why did she want to hurt so
many other folks?”


“I don’t know if we’ll ever be
certain of that,” I said. “But I think she was in pain. And very, very lost.”


“That’s no excuse,” he said
angrily. “Everybody’s got pain. But most people know the difference between
right and wrong.”


“I agree with you,” I replied. “But
not everyone can control their rage. Ruth was upset about things that most
people could resolve with calm conversation. For some reason, she thought it
was a sign of weakness that her son went to see Dr. Whistler. If you asked me
to guess, I’d say that something happened during Ruth’s childhood that damaged
her. Maybe it related to her weight or how she saw herself. Maybe she was
bullied when she was younger.”


“And that’s a good enough
reason for you?” His voice was tight and sharp. “She couldn’t handle her
son having some kind of psychological problems so my brother had to
die.”


“Not at all,” I said, pushing up
from the railing. “There is no excuse for what she did. There’s only an
explanation for her choices and actions. I’m not trying to justify anything that
Ruth did. She committed a series of heinous acts, Ted. A series of crimes. And
even though she now claims that your brother’s death was never her intention,
what’s done is done. You’ve lost a beloved family member. Our town has lost a
good man. And since there is no way to bring him back, the one thing we can do
is honor his spirit and legacy by following his example of living as openly and
honestly as he was doing in his final years.”


I sat down beside Ted. His
breathing had increased and his hands were wrapped tightly around the arms of
his chair.


“I like that idea,” he said. “We
can honor my brother by being nice to everyone we meet.”
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The next day, Alma Tucker came through the front door of Sky
High Pies as I hurried down the hall from the office. It was a few minutes
after three, and I wanted to lock up before I joined Julia in the kitchen for another
cookie baking marathon. One of our most loyal customers was coming by in the
morning for six dozen sugar cookies decorated with cream cheese frosting and
sprinkles, so we needed to get started if we wanted to finish by six.


“I know that you’re closed,” Alma said. “But I wanted to give you a little gift of appreciation.”


She opened her cavernous handbag
and came out with a small package wrapped in pink-and-white polka dot paper
with a giant white bow.


“This is for you,” Alma said, handing me the parcel. “I hope you like it, Katie!”


The gift was the size of a
paperback book. It didn’t weight much, but I could feel a wooden frame of some
type beneath the wrapping paper.


“A diamond necklace?” I joked.


She shook her head. “It’s from my
heart,” she said. “I don’t know about you, but I just love giving handmade
presents to the really special people in my life.”


“Those can be the best,” I said. “I
have a pair of earrings that my nephews made when they were five or six.
They’re twins, so one boy made the left earring and the other made the right.”

“How cute!” she said. “What do they look like?”


I rolled my shoulders. “Lumps of
coal,” I said. “But I adore them. I wear them every Christmas just to make the
boys cringe.”


She giggled. “Well, I hope my gift
doesn’t make you cringe.”


“Can I open it now?” I asked.


“I wish that you would,” Alma replied.


“Let’s go sit at a table in here,”
I said, motioning toward the dining room. “Would you like anything to drink?”


She shook her head and followed me.
As soon as we were settled, I carefully removed the big bow and loosened the
tape on the back of the gift.


“This is such a nice surprise,” I
said, folding back one side of the polka dot paper. “You really didn’t have to
bring me anything.”


“I wanted to show my appreciation
for your work in resolving the Don Sterling case,” she said. “I also wanted to
tell you how grateful I am for the respect that you showed my son. He obviously
demonstrated poor judgment by making a copy of Dr. Whistler’s key and stealing
from his home, but he and I are working through that together.”


“Oh, really? You and Angus are
going for counseling together?”

She smiled. “My son’s idea,” she told me. “I was talking to him about trust;
sharing it, nurturing it and learning to find it again after a breach. At one
point, Angus asked if he could make a suggestion. I thought he was going to
propose that we stop talking about it, but he surprised me by asking if we
could meet with Dr. Whistler together.”


“He’s a smart kid,” I said.


Alma laughed. “I know,” she said.
“He got that from his father.”


“Probably from both of you.” I
folded the other half of the paper away from the gift. “I’ve heard it’s usually
a—” My breath hitched in my throat. “Oh, my word, Alma! That is absolutely
stunning!”


The present was a small watercolor
of a pastoral meadow scene with Aspen trees and tiny yellow flowers beneath a
blue sky etched with thin curls of cloud.


“I did that in Estes Park,” she said. “Not too far from Prospect Mountain.”


I studied the gorgeous painting for
a few minutes, trying to conjure visions of my last visit to the park before I
left for Chicago.


“I haven’t been there in forever,”
I said. “But it’s really lovely. Thank you for the thoughtful gift, Alma.”


I got up from my chair, walked over
and leaned down to give her a hug. When I stepped back, she was wiping away
tears and sniffling quietly.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve been
pretty weepy these past few days.”


“That’s understandable,” I told
her. “It’s been a stressful time for everyone.”


She nodded. “I’m worried about my
boy. He’s having trouble processing all of the tension. Angus has had a few
missteps in his life, but he has a good heart.”


“Who doesn’t make mistakes when
they’re a teenager?” I asked.


One corner of Alma’s mouth lifted.
“My sister,” she offered with a hesitant laugh. “But please don’t ever
tell her that I said so.”


“Doesn’t she live out west
somewhere?”


“Santa Cruz,” Alma said. “And she
loathes snow, which means she expects us to always visit them out there.”


“Not a bad place to spend time
though.”


She laughed again; stronger and
steadier. “It’s beautiful, but I’m more of a mountain person that a beach
bunny.” She reached down and patted her right thigh. “Not to mention that my
legs look like funny little sausages in a bathing suit.”


“Well, I don’t know about that,” I
said. “But thank you again for the painting.”


“That’s kind of you to say,” Alma replied. “But you’re a real artist. You went to school for it, right?”


I nodded. “But look what I did with
that?” I said. “My first career was working as a private investigator, and now
I bake pies and cookies.”


“Well, at least creativity applies
to both,” she said.


“I suppose.”


We studied her watercolor for a few
moments. Then I heard Julia squawking my name in the kitchen.


“Duty calls,” Alma said, getting
out of the chair.


I stood up and gave her another
quick hug.


“That really was an unexpected
surprise,” I said. “Thank you for making my day brighter.”


She smiled. “You’re welcome, Katie.
And thank you again for helping Detective Kincaid solve the case. I think that
we’ve all learned quite a few lessons in the past couple of weeks.”


“Don’t poke Mama Bear?” I smiled.
“Is that one of them?”


Alma laughed with glee. “That’s one
of the most important lessons in life!”

















Nana
Reed’s Sky High Recipes


 


 


Taste of the Tropics Cake


 


 


Ingredients


 


1/2 cup unsalted butter


2 cups granulated sugar


2 large eggs


2 cups all-purpose flour


1/2 cup chopped walnuts


1/2 cup chopped toasted almonds


1/2 cup chopped pecans


2 teaspoons baking soda


1/2 teaspoon kosher salt


2-1/2 teaspoons vanilla extract


1 20 ounce can crushed pineapple


1 7 ounce package sweetened shredded coconut


1 14 ounce can sweetened condensed milk


1 8 ounce package cream cheese


3-1/2 cups confectioners’ sugar


 


Directions


 


 


1.      Preheat
oven to 350 degrees F (175 degrees C).


2.      Prepare
a 9x12 in. baking pan: lightly grease or line with parchment paper.


3.      In a
large bowl, thoroughly combine butter, granulated sugar and eggs.


4.      Add
flour, baking soda, salt and 1 teaspoon vanilla extract.


5.      When
all ingredients are blended, fold in pineapple, coconut and condensed milk.


6.      Mix
completely and fold batter into prepared baking pan.


7.      Bake
for 35 minutes or until tester placed in center comes out clean.


8.      Cool
for 30 minutes.


9.      While
cake is cooling, make frosting by blending together cream cheese, butter,
confectioners’ sugar and remaining vanilla extract.


10.  Use a spatula to cover the
top of cake with frosting before garnishing with chopped walnuts, almonds and
pecans.

















Snazzydoodle Cookies


 


 


Ingredients


 


1 cup unsalted butter


2 cups all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 teaspoon kosher salt


2-1/2 teaspoons ground cardamom


2 teaspoons ground cinnamon


1 cup light brown sugar


1/2 cup granulated sugar


2 large eggs


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


1 cup finely chopped chocolate toffee bars


3 cups corn flakes


 


Directions


 


1.      Preheat
oven to 350 degrees F (175 degrees C).


2.      Prepare
two baking sheets: lightly grease or line with parchment paper.


3.      Melt
butter in a small saucepan until it foams and turns brown.


4.      Pour
melted butter into stand mixer’s bowl.


5.      While
butter cools slightly, combine all dry ingredients in a separate bowl.


6.      Mix
butter, 1/4 cup granulated sugar and brown sugar until thoroughly combined.


7.      Add
vanilla and dry ingredients to wet mixture and blend completely.


8.      Fold
in chopped toffee bars.


9.      In a
separate bowl, mix together remaining granulated sugar, 1 teaspoon cardamom and
1 teaspoon cinnamon.


10.  Place corn flakes in another
bowl.


11.  Use spoons or small scoop to
form 1-inch balls of dough.


12.  Roll each ball in corn
flakes, pressing gently to ensure cereal flakes stick to dough.


13.  Place dough ball in
sugar-spice mixture and use teaspoon to sprinkle mixture on all sides.


14.  Position dough balls on
prepared baking sheets.


15.  Bake for 14 to 17 minutes.


16.  Remove from oven and cool
briefly on baking sheets before transferring to wire racks. 

















Maple Bacon Walnut Scones


 


 


Ingredients


 


2-1/2 cups all-purpose flour


1/2 teaspoon kosher salt


1/4 cup granulated sugar


2-1/4 teaspoons baking powder


6 tablespoons unsalted butter, chilled and cubed


2 large eggs


3 tablespoons maple sugar


2 cups diced bacon and/or ham


1 cup chopped walnuts


 


Directions


 


1. Preheat oven to 400 degrees F (205 degrees C).


2. Prepare two baking sheets: lightly grease or line with
parchment paper.


3. Combine flour, granulated sugar, baking powder and salt.


4. Use pastry blender, fork or fingers to blend cubed butter
into dry ingredients until mixture is coarse and crumbly.


5. Whisk together eggs, cream and maple sugar in a separate
bowl.


6. Add wet ingredients to dry ingredients; hold aside 2
tablespoons of the egg-cream mixture.


7. Fold in diced bacon/ham and walnuts; mix until all
ingredients are combined.


8. On a floured surface, shape the dough into a circle (8-
to 9-inches in diameter).


9. Brush top of the dough with remaining egg-cream mixture.


10. Divide dough into 14 wedges with cutter or knife.


11. Arrange wedges evenly on prepared baking sheets.


12. Bake for 20 minutes or until tester placed in center
comes out clean.


13. Cool on wire rack briefly before serving warm with
butter, honey or other favorite condiments.
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