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Chapter 1 
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Dead bodies and zombies were the furthest things from Deena Sharpe’s mind as she drove up to the church on that cold October evening. Her thoughts were focused more on children and temptation.

What was it about tulle and rhinestones that little girls found so irresistible? Maybe it had something to do with weddings. Regardless, Disney sure knew how to take advantage of that association when it came to making princess costumes. Deena counted at least ten miniature Cinderellas or Sophias or whoever, as she got out of her SUV at the annual First Methodist Church Halloween Carnival.

Technically, the carnival wasn’t supposed to start for another half hour or so, which meant the goblins, ghouls, and ghosts running around must have been children of volunteers who were there to set up the tables and decorations.

Deena carefully lifted the cake box off the passenger seat and made her way across the parking lot looking for Wendy Fairmont. As a member of their church, they were lucky Wendy had agreed to use her party planning magic on this one last fund-raising project before getting married and moving to Dallas the next month.

The clouds overhead threatened to drench the outdoor festivities and made the early evening sky even darker than usual. Deena, always having been a little clumsy, walked extra carefully, holding the box at arm’s length as though she were a member of the royal court entrusted with the crown jewels. A speed bump took her by surprise, but she managed to keep her balance without falling face-first on top of the beautiful cake she had worked so hard to perfect.

Gary’s mother, Sylvia, had been staying with them for six long weeks, and Deena felt like she’d been through a crash course in Homemaking 101. Her mother-in-law was unstoppable, which was amazing since she was in her early eighties. This particular cake was orange peel and German chocolate. It screamed Halloween and was going into the bake sale. She had decorated the top with a bright orange and green pumpkin. Deena had wanted to put a ghost on top, but Sylvia had said that ghosts weren’t Christian-like.

A pint-sized Ninja Turtle ran up and stopped Deena in her tracks, yelling, “Let me see! Let me see!” as he bounced up and down like a yo-yo. 

His frazzled mother caught him by the hand. “Sorry, Mrs. Sharpe. Apparently, my husband was a little generous with the sugar candy today.”

Deena smiled. “No problem, Jackie. Let me show him.” She knelt down and felt a pinch in her lower back. After standing in the kitchen baking all afternoon, she was feeling all of her nearly sixty years of age. She opened the top of the box to reveal her masterpiece.

“Me want! Me want!” the small fry cried as though his life depended on it.

His mother stopped him before he could take a two-finger sample. “That looks delicious, but it would be devastating to my figure,” Jackie said. “I’m still trying to lose baby weight from this one.” Her son ran over to his father, who was holding the boy’s sister by the hand.

Deena looked wistfully at the happy family. She thought about her best friend, Sandra, who was due to have her first baby anytime now. She looked back at Jackie, a former student in her journalism class. “That’s the thing about cake...and life. Sometimes you take the good with the bad and just pray they cancel each other out.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said. “You know, you always were one of my favorite teachers.”

“I better get this cake to the bake sale before I end up dropping it,” Deena said, embarrassed and flattered by the compliment. “Have you seen Wendy Fairmont?”

“She was over there a few minutes ago.” Jackie motioned toward a portable building as her little Ninja Turtle dragged her off onto his next adventure.

Deena maneuvered through the human obstacle course toward the old building the church often used for storage. Maybe they had moved the bake sale inside since it looked like rain. Deena hurried over and opened the door. The room was dark except for a few orange and white twinkle lights. She blinked, trying to adjust her eyes. 

Voices drifted from the far side of the room. 

“Wendy?” As she took a few steps toward the voices, her foot caught on something, and she reeled sideways. A smooth fabric covered her face as her body went one way and the cake box another. “Help!” she cried as she hit the floor. Her shoulder landed on something lumpy, and she heard crashing sounds all around.

The mumbled voices grew clearer until they were right above her. 

“Who’s there? Are you okay? Turn on the lights,” one of the voices said. 

“I can’t find the switch,” another responded.

All the while, Deena lay on the ground like a mummy wrapped up for burial. One of her captors, or saviors—she wasn’t sure which yet—tugged at the fabric draping her body. She felt like a turtle caught in a net as she wriggled to free herself.  

At last the lights came on, and Deena looked up to see two ketchup-covered zombies staring down at her. Out of her dark cocoon, she quickly realized where she was. Apparently, she had stumbled into the haunted house. 

The two teenagers froze, their eyes wide and mouths gaping.

“I’m so sorry,” Deena said. “I’ll help you fix everything back up.” As she unwound the black satin draped around her feet, she could smell the stench of alcohol, something akin to Jack Daniel’s. Maybe she had caught the teens drinking. That must be why they looked like deer caught in the headlights. But when they both took a step back, she realized they weren’t staring at her, but instead their eyes were fixed on something behind her.

She turned her head to look back over her shoulder. There, crumpled on the floor behind her, was Ray Brewster, the church custodian, with his eyes half closed and reeking of whiskey. Had he come in here to drink and then passed out? She was sitting on one of his legs, so she pushed off the ground to stand up. Her whole left side ached. 

Ray, whose back was resting against a makeshift wall made of haystacks, teetered and toppled over. His head landed on the now-opened cake box. 

Deena shook his shoulder. “Ray. Ray! Wake up!” 

The girl zombie let out a blood-curdling scream that would have impressed the most discerning of apocalyptic TV show producers and ran out the door. 

Deena put her hand on the man’s wrist. That’s when she realized there would be no waking up Ray Brewster. He was dead.


* * *

TWO POLICE OFFICERS arrived at the scene followed by the paramedics. Deena recognized one of them from a previous encounter. Officer Hitchcock always looked like he’d just finished eating Thanksgiving dinner. His potbelly challenged the buttons holding his uniform together and a toothpick seemed permanently attached to his mouth.

Hitchcock parted the small crowd and warned them to stay back as he and his fellow first responders entered the portable building.

As Deena expected, the carnival had been moved inside the fellowship hall due to the impending rain. She waited outside the building for the officers to perform their official duties.

Nervous parents hurried their little ones inside the church past the flashing lights of the squad car and ambulance. Teenagers, on the other hand, gathered around the ghoulish scene hoping to catch a glimpse of the corpse.

Stephanie Gander, the zombie girl, stood off to one side, still shaking from the scene she had witnessed inside the building. She seemed to relish the attention she was getting from her classmates who couldn’t believe she’d seen a “real, live dead person.”

Deena bit her tongue, resisting the urge to point out the oxymoron in that phrase. Once a teacher, always a teacher, she thought.

Stephanie’s fellow zombie, Charlie Abbott, who had also been inside, gave a blow-by-blow account to his friends of Deena’s foibles, complete with sound effects. They were duly impressed and gave him fist bumps to express their approval.

Deena shivered, wishing she had grabbed a heavier jacket. Her wrist ached from trying to catch herself when she fell. A hand touched her shoulder and made her jump. She spun around to see Charlie’s father, Reverend Abbott. 

His face was taut with worry, making him look older than his forty-five years. “What’s going on out here? Did someone get hurt?” 

“Dad!” Charlie yelled, and ran up to his father. “It’s Ray Brewster. He’s dead.”

Even in the dusky light, Deena could see the reverend’s face turn pale as the color drained and practically dripped onto his black dress shoes.

“Dead? Are you sure?” He took a step forward and bumped Deena’s sore shoulder.

“Ouch!” she said, grabbing her arm. “Yes, we’re pretty sure. The police and paramedics are in there now.”

“Sorry,” he said absent-mindedly. “What happened?”

Before Deena could answer, Charlie repeated his chorus of “Mrs. Sharpe’s Latest Blunder,” only embellishing the story slightly. 

“Are you okay?” Reverend Abbott asked her. 

“Yes. Just a little bruised. Better than Old Man Brewster.” She bit her tongue again. Although the description was accurate—that’s what everyone in town called him—the moniker was insensitive. 

Ray had been working at the church for the past year or so and was Reverend Abbott’s latest pet project. In the past five years since he had been the church’s minister, he had made it a personal mission to take in the “wretched refuse of their teeming shores” and try to set them on the straight and narrow. 

Ray Brewster had been his biggest challenge yet.

“Junior, you and your friends need to go inside and help out in there.”

“Da-a-a-d!” the boy said, sticking out his chin.

“Sorry. I mean, Charlie. And tell your mother what’s going on.”

Charlie called for his friends to follow him, and the small herd walked off toward the fellowship hall.

The door of the portable building swung open and Officer Hitchcock stood in the doorway. “Who found the body?” he asked the small crowd that had stayed out in front. “Step forward so’s I can see ya.”

Deena felt her legs wobble for the first time since the incident occurred but still managed to walk up to Hitchcock. “I did,” she said. “There were two teenagers also, but—”

“Nah,” the officer interrupted. “I don’t want to talk to no teenagers. They’re about as useful as an umbrella in a hurricane.”

Reverend Abbott came up beside Deena. “One of those teenagers is my son,” he said rather indignantly.

“Hey, Preach. I didn’t see you there. Why don’t you two come on in, and let’s see what we can figure out here.” He stepped back inside to make way for Deena and Reverend Abbott, shutting the door behind them.

Ray Brewster lay flat on his back while the paramedics repacked their equipment into their emergency kits. Apparently, they were unable to revive their patient.

Hitchcock got out his notebook and pencil. “So let’s start at the beginning. Name?”

“Deena Sharpe.”

“How do you spell that?” he asked.

Deena sighed as she spelled out her name.

“Say, ain’t you the one that solved the Dekker murder?” he asked. “I remember thinking that that woman must be one sharp cookie.” He belted out a laugh. “Sharp—like your name—get it?”

Deena forced a grin.

“Hurry up, Hitch. I got supper waiting at home,” the other officer said. He tipped his hat. “Officer Linndorf here.”

Deena and the reverend took turns shaking his hand.

“The justice of the peace should be here any minute, then we can all get back to doing what we were doing before this mess happened,” Linndorf said.

“Hold your horses, now. I ain’t taken the witnesses’ statements yet.” Hitchcock tapped the pencil against his tongue, causing the toothpick to fall to the ground. He picked it up and stuck it back in his mouth.

Deena could see that Mutt and Jeff were getting nowhere fast. “Here’s what happened,” she said, pointing to the ground. “I came in with that cake box looking for Wendy Fairmont. The lights were off. I tripped on that curtain and fell on the floor. Well, actually, I fell on Ray, then I fell on the floor. Stephanie Gander and Charlie Abbott must have been on the other side of the room and came running when they heard me fall. I checked Ray and realized he wasn’t breathing. Stephanie screamed and ran out to call the police. That’s it.”

Reverend Abbott moved toward Deena. “You’re not implying my boy had anything to do with this, are you?”

“With what?” Deena asked. “With Ray Brewster drinking himself to death?”

The door opened, and Ralph Jackson walked in with a handkerchief over his nose. “Did you say Ray Brewster drank himself to death? Can I put that on the death certificate? Are we done here?” 

“Hey, Judge. Come join the party,” Hitchcock said.

Officer Linndorf checked his watch for the time. “Not much of a party when the guest of honor is dead.”

Reverend Abbott let out a disapproving gasp. “That’s no way to speak of the dead—I mean departed. Show a little respect. Ray here was a human being and will be sorely missed by this community.”

Deena raised her eyebrow at Abbott.

“Well, I’ll miss him anyway. He was my...friend.”

Jackson turned to the paramedics. “It smells like a distillery in here. Any cause of death? Anything specific, that is?”

“Not that we can tell. May have been a heart attack. Hard to say.”

“Well, great. There goes more of the county’s money for an autopsy. I guess you boys will need to transfer him to the medical examiner in Dallas.”

“Good call, Judge,” Hitchcock said, slapping his notepad against his hand in a gesture of finality.

“I just have one more question,” Jackson said. “Why does this man have frosting on his forehead?”

Deena gulped. “That’s mine. I baked a cake—for the bake sale. When I fell—”

He held up his hand. “That’s enough. I think I get the picture.” He pulled the handkerchief from his face and shoved it in his coat pocket. “Maybe it’s just me,” he said, heading for the door, “but I really hate Halloween.”

Just wait, Deena thought. Today is just the carnival. Actual Halloween day isn’t until Monday. Who knows what could happen between now and then.
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Chapter 2 
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Deena’s husband, Gary, and her mother-in-law were waiting safely back in the suburban neighborhood of Butterfly Gardens. It was actually a misnomer to call it the suburbs since the town of Maycroft itself was but a speck on the map in Northeast Texas. Still, neighbors liked it that way and often said they were “going into town,” which was only a five-minute drive—six, if you had to stop at the traffic light.

“What did they say?” Sylvia asked as soon as Deena came through the door of their cozy little ranch-style house. “Was the cake a hit?”

“It was definitely a hit—a direct hit.” Deena hung her jacket on the hall tree and set her purse and keys on the entry table.

“Whatever do you mean, child? Explain yourself.” Sylvia had little tolerance for Deena’s sense of humor.

Gary offered up a sympathetic grin and motioned for Deena to join him in the den. 

Hurley, their black terrier, had his nose planted on Deena’s feet, circling and sniffing to identify the unfamiliar scent.

Sylvia sat down on the sofa and crossed her arms. Patience was not one of her virtues. She had made up her mind when she came to visit the previous month that she needed to domesticate Deena. That is, she had taken it upon herself to teach Deena the “proper way” to cook, clean, and keep house. The cake Deena had made was like her final exam.

Deena had assumed she passed the course, but with this latest wrinkle, she wasn’t sure. Maybe she should fib and just say it won the blue ribbon and leave it at that. However, there were no prizes, and Deena was too honest to deceive her husband and mother-in-law. She confessed to the catastrophe.

“Ray Brewster. That’s not a big surprise,” Gary said after she finished the story. “From what I’ve heard, he’s spent more time inside of jail than out.”

Sylvia, however, was more concerned about the dessert. “What a waste of a perfectly good cake. Are you sure there was no possible way to save it?”

“A dead man fell on it. Would you really expect someone to want it after that?”

“No, I don’t suppose.” She picked up a magazine from the coffee table. “I knew I should have gone with you.”

It was easier to ignore the comment than try to rationalize with Sylvia, so Deena chose to let it go. Instead, she turned to Gary. “You know that Ray Brewster was the custodian at our church, right?”

“Yeah. Apparently, Reverend Abbott was trying to reform the old guy.”

“Old?” Sylvia said. “How old was he?”

Gary scratched his chin. “I’d say about sixty-five, although he looked a lot older. Hard living will do that to a person.”

“My, oh my. You young people don’t have a clue what old is. You two are sixty—”

“Not for another month,” Deena interjected.

“Just wait until you get to be my age, and then you’ll understand what old is,” Sylvia said. “Your father lived to be eighty-nine. I plan to be around longer than that.”

Hopefully not at my house, Deena thought. Just how long was the Queen Bee planning on staying? Now that Deena had been schooled in all things June Cleaver would have done, she hoped her mother-in-law would hop back into her Buick sedan and roll on up to Tulsa.

Deena decided to broach the subject. After thirty-seven years of marriage, she had finally gotten used to calling Gary’s mother by her first name. “Sylvia, you know I’m going to be taking over at the thrift store as soon as Sandra’s baby comes, I’d hate for you to be sitting around the house bored all day. Do you need us to help you pack your things?” That was probably more direct than Deena had intended.

“Why, that sounds like you are ready to get rid of me.”

Gary came to Deena’s rescue. “It’s not that, Mother, but Gloria and the kids need you. We can handle things around here. Besides, we’ll see you in a few months for Christmas.”

“I was hoping we could all come to your house for the holidays,” Deena threw in for good measure.

“Well, it would be nice not to have to drive all the way back here to Texas.”

Deena held her breath.

“I suppose I could leave on Tuesday. You know I promised Christy Ann I would go to her house across the street to give out Halloween candy on Monday while she takes her children around the neighborhood.”

Relief washed over Deena as though a new dawn was breaking. Were those angels she heard singing? Hallelujah. This was Saturday night. That meant only two more days until she was free. It wasn’t that Deena didn’t like Sylvia—although she often made it difficult—Deena was just ready to get back into their old, comfortable routine of being Deena and Gary: one dog, no cats, and no children.

“By the way, why did your church hold its carnival tonight rather than on Halloween day?” Sylvia asked.

“Because the kids have school. Carnivals have become more of a tradition in most places, I believe. Lots of parents don’t feel safe letting their kids go to strangers’ houses to get candy.”

“Hogwash. Back in my day, we just dressed you all up, handed you a bag and a flashlight, and sent you on your way.”

Deena laughed. “Times have changed. It’s called ‘stranger danger.’ There’s even people here in this suburb I wouldn’t want my kids around—if I had any, that is.”

“If you’re talking about your next-door neighbor, I would agree,” Sylvia said, nodding “He’s creepy.”

“Ah, so you’ve met Edwin Cooper.” Deena picked up Hurley and scratched his neck.

“Not formally. But every time I go to the backyard to water your roses, I see him staring at me through the fence.”

Gary peered around his newspaper. “We have an automatic sprinkler system, Mother. You don’t have to go out there to water.”

“Son, you remember how big and beautiful my polyanthas used to get?” She tossed her head toward the backyard. “Why, those shriveled up weeds out there barely even look like roses. You have to nurture them. Talk to them. Encourage them.”

Deena stifled a chuckle. Oh brother! She wondered how the woman could send her innocent children off unsupervised to maneuver the treachery of the neighborhood streets, cold and alone, but would spend time playing peek-a-boo and reading nursery rhymes to a bunch of foliage. 

Sylvia flipped another page of the magazine. Not-so-under-her-breath, she said, “You spend so much time with that junk at your booth, you’d think they were people. Someone needs to get their priorities straight.”

Deena rolled her eyes and buried her face in Hurley’s soft fur. She’s really gone off the deep end now. Next thing you know, she’ll be having tea parties with Christy Ann’s garden gnomes.
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Chapter 3 
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The pews emptied out like salt from a shaker. People were all a-twitter at what they perceived as a failure by Reverend Abbott. How could he have conducted the entire service, read announcements from the bulletin, and invited folks to stay for the spaghetti luncheon and not have made even a single mention of the death of the church’s very own custodian, Ray Brewster?

But what most people really wanted to know was how Old Man Brewster died.

Deena had risen to minor celebrity status overnight, having been the lucky winner of the “Who found Ray dead lottery.” She could hardly get out of the sanctuary without being accosted by curious parishioners. 

“What happened?”

“Was he murdered?” 

“Was it suicide?”

“I heard he once tried to kill the mailman.”

Deena waved off the speculation, saying they would all have to wait for the autopsy results. “My best guess is that he had a heart attack,” she said. “He was still warm when we—I—found him.” She decided against telling everyone she had sat on his lap.

“Well, I’ll be darn,” one man said.

“Such a shame,” said another.

It wasn’t until she, Gary, and Sylvia were seated with their plates heaped with pasta that they got the real public reaction. 

Three women from the Bluebonnet Club were sitting across from them. Everyone  knew Penelope Burrows to be a terrible gossip, which was why Sylvia picked that very spot at which to sit.

“I hear you found yourself another corpse,” Penelope said, shooing away her husband to sit at another table. “What did he look like? Was he foamin’ at the mouth?”

“Oh my stars, Penelope!” Mildred said. “Not at the table. You’re going to make Doris sick.”

Doris nodded and put her napkin to her mouth.

The Bluebonnet Club was made up of old fuddy-duddies from the Maycroft society bunch who preferred donating money to the community more than donating their time. They knew everyone in town and everybody’s business. If you needed information about someone, you’d go straight to a member. However, some of the ladies were more gossipy than others. 

When Sylvia had first come to church with Deena and Gary six weeks earlier, she had found kinship with these ladies. 

Deena, on the other hand, was more of a gossip-listener than a gossip-spreader. She tried to rationalize that it was okay because she needed to keep her hand on the pulse of the community as teacher-turned-journalist-turned-investigator.

“Oh, come on now,” Penelope said. “You all are as curious as I am.”

“Actually,” Deena said, “he looked like he was asleep. Like he could just sit up and start talking to you. It wasn’t until I checked his pulse that I realized he had already passed.”

“You didn’t try any of that mouth-to-mouth stuff on him, did you? Lord only knows what kind of germs that crazy old kook was carrying around.”

“No. It was too late for that.” Deena’s stomach lurched at the possibility.

“Well, I heard he was drunker than a skunk,” Mildred said, adding, “Bless him,” just to appease her conscience.

“Bless him, my a—”

“Penelope!” Sylvia said with a gasp. “We’re in church!”

Shrugging her shoulders, Penelope reached in her handbag and pulled out a small silver-toned flask. She poured some of the contents into her glass of iced tea then picked it up to make a toast. “Here’s to Old Man Brewster.” When no one returned the gesture, she took a long drink and wiped her mouth on her sleeve.

“Now, Penelope, you don’t have to be so gauche on purpose,” Mildred said. “We all know you didn’t particularly favor Ray.”

“That’s an understatement. I couldn’t stand to be in the same room with that old fart,” she said. “I wouldn’t have thrown him a glass of water if he were on fire.” She practically spat the words from her mouth. “Unless it had alcohol in it, that is!” She laughed wildly at her own joke, causing people at other tables to turn and stare. 

Gary picked up his empty plate. “I’ll be over there when you’re ready to go. Don’t be long. The Cowboys game is starting soon.” 

Deena smiled, knowing Gary could only stand the Bluebonnets in small doses. However, she couldn’t contain her curiosity. “I know that Ray was down on his luck. Supposedly, he had a few run-ins with the law. But why was he so disliked around here?” 

Mildred and Doris busied themselves with their forks and spaghetti. 

Penelope, on the other hand, took another drink and then crossed her arms. “Because, he was a lying, cheating snake. You couldn’t trust a word that came out of his mouth. His family moved here when he was about fourteen. When they moved away about five years later, they left him here to make do on his own.”

“Why, that’s terrible,” Deena said. “Tragic, even.”

“Nah. He had tried to burn down the house when the whole lot of them were asleep. When the fire was out, he said he was actually trying to save them all instead. He went on for weeks about how the fire department should have given him a medal and put his picture in the newspaper. They should have put him in jail right then and there and thrown away the key. Would have saved a lot of people a lot of grief over the years.”

Doris cleared her throat. “And don’t forget how he sold everyone those fancy door knockers.”

“Right. That was just one of his many get-rich schemes. He showed us all pictures of these beautiful door knockers shaped like a big ol’ Texas star. Said they were gold-filled and would last a lifetime. They were pricey, from what I remember, but definitely worth the money considering the gold fillin’. Turns out they were no heavier than tin foil and spray-painted to look like gold. We all tried to get our money back, but Ray claimed someone stole it.”

“Sounds like a real rat to me,” Sylvia chimed in.

“You can say that again.” Penelope glanced over her shoulder and leaned in. “No one could believe it last winter when Reverend Abbott hired him as the church custodian. We knew it was just a matter of time until he stole every single gold-plated cross off of every single pew. Just because it didn’t happen, didn’t mean it wouldn’t have. Ask Darlene Watson about it. She hated him worse than anybody. Why, I heard there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t threaten to quit as church secretary if Reverend Abbott didn’t fire him.”

“Reverend Abbott is a good man. He thought he could turn Ray’s life around,” Mildred said. “Problem was that Ray didn’t want to change. He liked taking advantage of people and went right on playing in to Reverend Abbott’s good nature—at the church’s expense, that is.”

Deena looked around the hall for the preacher. He usually spent time after the last service mingling among his flock, making small talk like a politician, shaking hands and kissing babies. Today, though, he seemed to have disappeared.

Gary walked up to the table and gave Deena the look—the one that meant it was time to leave. 

Deena knew it well. She and Sylvia said their goodbyes and headed for the exit. 

Gary held the door open as a cold blast hit Deena in the face. She glanced down for just a second and then it happened.

As if in slow motion, she saw Sylvia’s foot slide out from under her as she fell down onto the hard brick steps.

Deena reached down to grab her arm, but it was too late. 

Her mother-in-law was down for the count.


* * *

DEENA HAD BECOME A regular in the Maycroft Memorial Hospital emergency room. When she and Gary brought Sylvia in, the doctor greeted Deena like an old friend.

Except he wasn’t a friend—he was Deena’s worst nightmare. After taking Sylvia for x-rays, he held Deena’s life in his hand. Would he release Sylvia to get in her little Buick and head back to Oklahoma, or would he subject Deena to weeks’ worth of home nursing care? She fidgeted with her phone, trying to avoid speculation. She counted the green linoleum tiles and breathed out of her mouth to block out the strong smell of bleach.

Finally, the doctor returned to the exam room and asked, “Do you want the good news or bad news?”

Deena couldn’t imagine there could be any good news after witnessing Sylvia’s fall and then watching her ankle swell up like a cantaloupe. She could just imagine the next six weeks with her mother-in-law hanging around the house, unable to return home.

He looked sympathetically at Sylvia. “The good news is that nothing is broken.” 

Did he really just say nothing was broken? Deena’s heart soared. 

“The bad news is that you have a really nasty sprain. You’ll need to wear a supportive boot for the next two weeks until it heals.”

A boot? Deena had worn one once when she twisted an ankle. She took it off after the second day. Maybe Sylvia would bounce right back, too. Maybe she could be home by the end of the week.

“And another thing. No driving for two weeks.”

Deena’s heart sank like a stone in a swamp. How could this be happening just when she was ready to send Sylvia packing? She had an idea. “Maybe I can drive you back to Tulsa to recuperate at home. Surely, you want to see your own doctor.”

“Absolutely not,” Gary said. “There wouldn’t be anyone there to help her during the day.”

Deena shot her husband a look. Unfortunately, he had reverted back to being “Sylvia’s baby boy” and didn’t seem to get it.

“I don’t want to be a burden,” Sylvia said, reaching for Gary’s hand.

“Nonsense,” he said. “We’ll be happy to take care of you, right, Deena?”

All eyes turned to her, and she forced a smile. “Of course.” She hated to lie, but what else could she say?
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Her cell phone rang at eight o’clock sharp, and Deena knocked it to the floor trying to shut it off. She hadn’t slept well at all. Her restless dreams had been filled with visions of ghosts and witches, all with her mother-in-law’s face staring through her soul.

“Who was that?” Gary was dressed and pressed, ready to head out for the office. His job at Maycroft Financial Management required him to dress up more than most businesses in their small town. Secretly, Deena thought he actually liked wearing a tie and dress shirts. They made him look even more dashingly handsome.

“I don’t know.” She peered through sleepy eyes and pulled her phone up from the floor by the cord as though she were fishing for lake trout. Her phone showed the call was from Ian Davis. Immediately, her eyes flew open. Could he be calling about Sandra? Had she gone into labor already? She wasn’t due for at least a few more weeks. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and called Ian back. 

Gary paced nervously across the bedroom. “What was that about?” he asked as she ended the call.

“Ian wants me to come up to the office. He may have a new case for me to investigate.”

Gary picked up his suit coat and laid it gingerly across his arm. “Have you forgotten about Mother? You have to take care of her today. She’ll probably be up any minute now.”

Deena rubbed her eyes. She had not forgotten about Sylvia. In fact, that was all she had thought about for the past twenty hours. “I’m on it. I’ll get her dressed and fed and then run up and see what Ian wants. She can call me on my cell if she needs anything.” She stood up and gave him a reassuring kiss on the cheek.

“Okay,” he grumbled. “Just be sure she has her soaps to watch and her hot tea. You know how she likes her tea, right? Milk and sugar with a small lemon wedge?”

“Of course. It’s not like I haven’t been with her every day for the past six weeks.” Deena got up and pushed him toward the door. “You just go on to work and make other people rich. I’ll call you later.”

As soon as the garage door closed, Deena heard Sylvia’s shrill voice call out from the bedroom. Hopeless had turned into helpless. Maybe she could give her mother-in-law a big dose of painkillers and...

Stop it, she chided herself. You’ve been reading too many murder mysteries.
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Sylvia limped over to the patio door to check on the weather. Even though Maycroft was only 250 miles south of Tulsa, it might as well have been in Mexico. The temperature was stifling. She thought about the Halloweens when her children were young. Most of the time they ended up wearing coats over their handmade costumes. 

Handmade. Who was she kidding? Sylvia usually picked up store-bought costumes and embellished them to look as though she’d made them herself. After all, she didn’t want any of the neighbors to know she’d never mastered the art of sewing. She did love to knit, however, and Deena had found her some lovely vintage yarn from the thrift store.

Before she could get to her sewing tote, Hurley barked and turned circles in front of the patio door. Sylvia let him out into the backyard and tottered toward the bedroom. She thought about changing out of her housedress and slippers, but decided she would be more comfortable sitting in Gary’s big chair wearing something loose. Besides, she was injured. It’s not like she’d be seeing anyone today. 

When Deena had finally left to go see that lawyer she worked for, she had told Sylvia she’d be back in a few hours. She had held her tongue. She knew Deena had a tendency to let a few hours turn into an entire day. Just as well. Sylvia could get a little rest and relaxation without having to entertain her daughter-in-law for a change. A quiet morning with only her knitting and soap operas was just what the doctor ordered.

As she picked up the tote, she heard the dog bark wildly. What is it now? It seemed like that dog barked at every squirrel and rustle of the wind that happened along. She set her knitting bag next to the chair and grabbed the cane Deena had found for her. Opening the door, she saw Hurley next to the fence on the side of the yard jumping up and down like a circus dog.

“Hurley!” she called, but the pooch ignored her. She used the cane to steady herself as she hobbled around the pool toward the mutt. As she got closer, she realized what had captured the dog’s attention. That crazy Mr. Cooper had his bony fingers crammed through a knothole in the wooden fence and dropped something in the grass. 

“Stop that! Get away from there!” Sylvia screeched. But before she could get there, Hurley had nuzzled the ground and eaten whatever the old man had thrown down. 

What had he done? Was he trying to poison the dog?

Sylvia’s maternal instincts kicked in. She threw down the cane and rushed over to get the garden hose. Turning it on full blast, she squeezed the nozzle and aimed it just over the top of the fence.

“What in tarnation are you doing?” the old man growled. 

She saw his beady eye behind horn-rimmed glasses peek through the knothole. She adjusted her aim and blasted him with water right in the kisser. “Take that, you old coot!” she howled. “That’ll teach you to mess with the Sharpes!”

She could see him through the slats in the fence as he stormed off into his house and slammed his back door shut. Hurley seemed to think this new game was even more fun, as he jumped up and down trying to catch water in his mouth.

Sylvia turned off the hose and led the dog back inside. Just as she closed the door behind them, Hurley shook his whole body and sent droplets of water and the smell of wet dog across the den floor.

“Bad dog,” she said, but he paid her no mind. He wagged his tail and scratched at his dog bed. When it was just right, he lay down for his morning nap.

Sylvia wondered what she should do. If that evil man had tried to poison the dog, surely he would start gagging. If she had her Ipecac syrup, she could give him a dose and make him throw it up. It was doubtful Deena kept any in the house. 

Sylvia’s foot throbbed and the boot was starting to rub a blister on her foot. She sat down in the recliner, deciding just to keep her eye on the dog. If he showed any signs of illness, she would call Gary. Before long, she was engrossed in her show. When the commercials came on, she called Hurley’s name to see if he was doing okay. He raised his head and tilted it from side to side as if wondering what on earth she wanted.

She let out a sigh of relief and said, “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I’m the crazy one around here.”
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The old Victorian house that served as the law office of Ian Davis seemed to sway in the morning breeze. A new roof and shingles had really spiffed the old girl up. If only Ian would pony up for a little landscaping, the place would look like something out of a magazine. 

She went inside, nodded at Rob, and poked her head in her little office space. A thin layer of dust had settled on everything. She could take care of that later.

“What’s up?” she asked, sitting across from Ian Davis in his newly renovated office. “Do you have a case for me?”

Deena had begun working as an investigator for Ian earlier in the fall. So far, she had followed two cheating husbands and videotaped two shopping trips by a would-be insurance fraud. Luckily, the fraud turned out to be legit, and Ian was able to help the woman win her claim against the company. It was a fun alternative to her former career as a high school journalism teacher and helped supplement her income and keep her antique booth stocked.

Ian shifted back and forth in his desk chair, studying the writing on his yellow number two pencil. At last he said, “It’s not exactly a case, but maybe it is.”

Ian wasn’t usually so indecisive. He was generally sharp as a tack and a straight shooter. Something must have been bothering him. “Tell me what’s going on,” she said and pulled out her legal pad. She put on the new reading glasses she was trying to get used to wearing.

“I heard about how you found Ray Brewster dead on Saturday.” He tossed a folded newspaper in her direction. “It was also in this morning’s paper.” 

“Really?” She opened it up. There it was on the front page of the Northeast Texas Tribune. She read the headline aloud: “Local Man Found Dead in Haunted House.” She skimmed the article. It was creepy to see her name listed as the “church member who found the body.” Stephanie and Charlie were referred to as Maycroft High School seniors. She looked back at Ian. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Nope. I’m just wondering.” He hesitated again. “What does your gut tell you about how Ray Brewster died?”

This was definitely not the topic she expected to be discussing with Ian. “Well, it looked like he had a heart attack. Either that or he drank himself to death.” She laid her pad and pen on the desk. “Why do you ask?”

“I—we—have a client who was about to file a restraining order against Ray Brewster. Obviously, that’s not going to be necessary now.” 

Deena’s jaw dropped as she locked eyes with her boss. “You don’t think he killed—”

“She,” Ian said. “And I’m just wondering the same thing myself.”

“Have you said anything to the police?”

“No. Attorney-client privilege is at play here.” He swiveled in his chair.

Deena was dying to ask for the woman’s name, but she knew Ian would tell her when he was ready. “What are you going to do?”

“I took an oath to uphold the law, but I also have a responsibility to my client.”

“Yeah. Maybe you should just wait and see what the medical examiner says. If Ray died of natural causes, you don’t have to do anything.”

Ian jabbed the pencil at his legal pad, breaking the sharp point. “That’s a problem. You know that the election is next week, and Mayor Thornhill is trying to hold back a run on the office from Marty Fisk. Fisk is running on a platform of law and order. He’s holding Mayor Thornhill responsible for the increase in crime, especially murders. Therefore, Thornhill says he wants to waste a bunch of taxpayer money on increasing the police force instead of improving the parks and adding streetlights.”

“That seems like a waste of funds. The article in last week’s newspaper said overall crime on the mean streets of Maycroft was actually down.” Deena rubbed her shoulder that still ached from her fall. 

“Consequently, the mayor is pressuring the DA’s office to hold someone responsible for Ray’s death so he can prove he’s tough on crime.”

“But who says Ray was murdered? Surely the autopsy results haven’t come back already?”

“Apparently the mayor knows a guy, who knows a guy, who knows a guy who works in the ME’s office. He thinks they are looking at poisoning as a possible cause of death.”

“Poisoning?” Deena leaned forward in her chair. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“They apparently found a prick mark on Ray’s hand that could have been from a needle used to inject a toxin.”

Deena shuddered. “That would seem to make your—I mean, our client more suspicious.”

“Exactly. For now, Detective Guttman is trying to keep his investigation on the down low, so it will be next to impossible to get information from him.”

“Then how did you find out about it?”

“I know a guy, who knows a guy...”

“I see,” Deena said, nodding. “So what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to start by finding out exactly what was going on between Ray and our client. She said he was harassing her, but I think there was more to it than that. She wasn’t forthcoming with the details.”

Deena’s back tensed. This client, whoever she was, was possibly guilty of murdering Ray Brewster and needed to pay for it. 

That’s why Deena had gone to work part-time for Ian as an investigator: to help his clients get the justice they deserved. In this case, though, their client could be guilty and would deserve to spend her life in prison.

“So who is it?” Deena finally asked. She pictured a shady barmaid.

Ian pulled a manila folder out of his desk drawer and pushed it toward Deena. “She’s a party planner. Wendy Fairmont. Do you know her?”


* * *

BEFORE LEAVING IAN’S office, Deena called Wendy to say she needed to bring by some paperwork for her to sign. That wasn’t true, of course, but Ian typed up something that looked like an official document needed to close her request to file a restraining order against Ray. It did the trick, and Wendy agreed to meet with Deena at noon.

Could Wendy really be guilty of murder? Of course she could. 

The last murder case Deena was involved in had stripped away her rose-colored glasses to reveal a world inhabited by people capable of anything. Her Pollyanna outlook on life was gone and replaced by one more suitable for a Stephen King novel. Gary had called her cynical, and maybe she was. She saw herself as just opening her eyes to the realistic side of life.

Not knowing how long her visit to Wendy would take, Deena decided to run by the house to check on Sylvia before getting too caught up in the investigation.

When she pulled into her suburb of Butterfly Gardens, she noticed a police car turning down her street. They were probably just patrolling the neighborhood. That’s what they paid taxes for, after all. When the cruiser pulled up in front of her house, Deena put on her brakes and stopped dead in the middle of the street. 

What in the blazes could be wrong? They didn’t have their lights on, so it couldn’t be an emergency. Were they there to ask her more questions about Ray Brewster? That’s probably it, Deena decided as she pulled into her driveway.

Sure enough, Officers Hitchcock and Linndorf got out of their car and strode to talk to her.

“Howdy,” Hitchcock said and tipped his Stetson hat.

“Ma’am.” Linndorf touched a finger to his hat brim as well. “Seems like you’ve had quite a commotion over here this morning.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve been out this morning,” Deena said, fumbling with her house keys.

“We got a complaint from one of your neighbors about an old woman assaulting him this morning with—”

Before Linndorf could finish his statement, Edwin Cooper bounded across Deena’s front yard waving his arms and yelling, “Arrest her, Officer! She’s harboring a criminal.”

Deena squinted her eyes at Edwin. Had the man lost his mind? 

“Now Mr. Cooper, we said we were going to handle this,” Hitchcock said. “You need to just go on back to your house before you make things worse.”

“Worse? How could they be any worse than what that woman did to me?” He pointed a trembling finger toward the house. 

Deena opened the front door just in time to hear a bedroom door slam shut. “Sylvia!” she yelled. “Get out here.” Deena stood in the doorway like a sentinel guarding a castle. “I don’t know what this is about, officers, but we need to get to the bottom of it.”

Sylvia rounded the hall corner, holding her cane and limping like she’d just been shot in the gut.

It wasn’t hard for Deena to see that she was going for sympathy. “Sylvia, what happened?”

Edwin flew toward the doorway. “I’ll tell you what happened. She turned the hose on me! That’s what happened.” He crossed his arms.

Hitchcock put his hand on Edwin’s shoulder and pulled him away from the door. “Is that true, ma’am? Did you purposely spray Mr. Cooper in the face with a hose?”

“Yes, but he deserved it. He was trying to poison our dog!”

Two things struck Deena about that statement. First, she never thought her mother-in-law would claim Hurley as “our dog,” and second, she couldn’t believe Edwin would try to harm a helpless pooch. Sure, he was a peeping Tom who liked hanging out and peering through their fence, but beyond that, he seemed perfectly harmless. She turned back to Edwin to see a look of disbelief on his face.

“Well, now,” Linndorf said, “that changes everything. Seems like this was just a nuisance call. We’re sorry to bother you lovely ladies today.” He removed his hat and tipped his head again. “We’ll just be having a talk with Mr. Cooper now so we can get back to our real police cases.” He shot a glance at his partner. “You ladies have a nice day. Looks like it’s going to be a clear night for Halloween.”

Hitchcock had Edwin by the arm and was leading him back to his house when Deena closed the door.

Sylvia, obviously still playing the helpless old lady card, limped toward the recliner in the den. 

Deena counted to ten as she placed her purse and keys on the entry table. She hung her jacket on the back of a kitchen chair and followed Sylvia.

Hurley barked and ran up to check on Deena. As she bent down and scratched his head, she asked Sylvia, “What exactly happened? Is Hurley all right?”

Sylvia patted her chest as if to stave off a case of the vapors. She described the morning’s events with dramatic flair. She closed the story by saying, “Luckily, I saved your dog’s life before he could eat any more poison. I thought you’d be grateful.”

“I am, I guess.” She looked from Hurley to Sylvia. “Why do you think it was poison though? I’ve seen Edwin give Hurley treats before. Are you sure that wasn’t what he was doing?”

A bright red blush covered Sylvia’s cheeks. “I can’t imagine the kind of man that would stare into someone’s yard day and night would offer a dog treats. You can just go on believing that if you want to. It’s a good thing I was here, that’s all I can say.” She picked up the remote and turned the volume up on the TV.

Deena looked over to see a courtroom reality show with a man and woman screaming at each other. Oh brother. That’s probably where she got this silly idea. It wouldn’t serve any purpose to call her out on it. Deena let it slide. “I’ll make us sandwiches,” she said, not sure if she was heard over the television.

She poured out a cup of hot tea, picturing Sylvia in the backyard attacking Edwin with the water hose. It was a funny sight indeed. She couldn’t wait to tell Gary the story when he got home from work. Even though he was an accountant who worked as a financial adviser, Gary had a good sense of humor and would get a kick out of his mother’s escapades. 

Or not. Deena thought about leaving Sylvia alone for a few more hours. Would Gary be annoyed? Would he blame her for Sylvia’s brush with the law? He would surely understand that she had a job to do. A job she was being paid to do. Either way, she was anxious to talk to Wendy and would have to chance ticking off her husband, this time.

After all, the officers had mentioned their other cases. They were probably working on the Brewster case with Detective Guttman. 

Guttman. He was someone else Deena wanted to talk to. She would pay him a visit after seeing Wendy. Deena couldn’t let this petty incident between Sylvia and Edwin get in her way. They were small fish in a small town pond. She had bigger fish to fry. There was a murderer on the loose, and she had just the right bait to catch her.
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The area where Wendy stored the inventory for her business was south of town and generally considered to be a little sketchy. Deena pulled up to the warehouse a few minutes early.

A commercial truck plastered on the side with the name of Wendy’s business and a red Tahoe were parked in front of the metal building. Good thing Wendy was already there. Who knew what dangers could be hiding around the corner in this part of town.

Deena hurried to the warehouse door and rang the buzzer. Her hands were cold, and she jammed them in the pockets of her jacket as she waited.

“Come in,” Wendy said as she pulled back the heavy door. 

Deena felt like Alice in Wonderland. Everywhere she looked were piles of chairs and tables and props and decorations. One area had cardboard palm trees and tiki torches. Another had a life-sized Santa Claus and a sleigh. She never realized how much stuff it took to run a party planning business. “Wow! This place is amazing. I feel like a kid in a candy store.”

“It’s not so amazing when you have to try to get something out of here. Trust me.” Wendy went over to a small desk covered with papers and a laptop computer. “Thanks for coming. I’m buried to my eyeballs in taking inventory and didn’t want to have to drive into town.”

“No problem,” Deena said, setting her satchel in one of the folding chairs by the desk. She needed to stretch this visit out so she could get Wendy talking. “Are those the trees you used at Carolyn Fitzhugh’s Christmas party?” She pointed to a grove of fake pines.

Wendy’s blond hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her bright blue eyes seemed to have lost some of their sparkle. As a former homecoming queen and Miss Teen pageant winner, she had always been one of the most beautiful girls in Maycroft. Deena was surprised she had stayed single so long. Apparently, it had taken her until she was thirty-something to find her millionaire Mr. Right.

“Yes. I spent a fortune on those. Luckily, I was able to use them again at the Christmas in the Park event last year.” Wendy picked up a pen. “Do you have the papers for me to sign?”

Deena took off her jacket and sat down in the chair. “How many parties do you typically do in a year?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Between weddings and kids’ parties, I’d say thirty to forty.”

“Are you planning to move your business to Dallas after you get married?”

Wendy must have gotten the message that this wasn’t going to be a quick visit. She let out a sigh and sat down, crossing her arms. “No. David doesn’t want me to work. That’s fine with me. I’ve gotten a little burned out lately anyway.”

“I guess it’s tough trying to work for other people while planning your own wedding.” 

“Actually, David is doing most of the work for our wedding. We’re getting married in Dallas, and he hired this super pretentious woman to coordinate the whole thing. I’m surprised she let me choose my own wedding gown.” Wendy uncrossed her arms and clasped her hands together on the desk in front of her. It was a sure sign she was starting to open up.

“I can’t even imagine how this awful business with Ray Brewster has added to your stress. First, he harasses you, then he shows up dead at one of your events.” Deena put her hand on Wendy’s shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

Wendy seemed to stiffen a bit. “I’m all right. Do you have those papers? I really need to get back to work.”

“You know,” Deena said, “Ian wanted me to make sure any loose ends were tied up on this problem you were having with Ray. Since his cause of death was questionable, he didn’t want you to end up having any...entanglements.”

“What do you mean? I don’t know anything about his death. You’re the one who found him.” 

“Oh dear. I’m sorry if you think I implied anything like that. It’s just that you were there, and you were having issues with him. The police might look for people who had a grudge against him if it turns out he died from foul play. Can you explain how exactly Ray was ‘harassing you’?” Deena made air quotes with her fingers to emphasize her question.

Wendy clenched her jaw and her neck turned red. “I told Ian all about it. There’s nothing else to say.” She dropped her eyes and began making stacks out of the papers on the desk.

It wasn’t hard to tell she was keeping something back. “But what exactly was he doing? Was he making obscene phone calls? Was he showing up when you were working?”

“What does it matter now? He’s dead.”

Deena’s eyes widened as she stared at the young woman. 

Wendy must have realized how bad that sounded because her eyes began to moisten with tears. 

Deena waited.

At last, Wendy stopped her nervous stacking and slumped down in her chair. “You see, he was trying to cause trouble...trouble between David and me.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“He said he was going to break us up. Look, I really don’t want to talk about this right now. Can I just sign the papers, please?”

Deena’s stomach lurched when she saw the pleading look on Wendy’s face. She wouldn’t be able to crack this nut today. She pulled out the document and laid it on the desk.

Wendy signed it and stood up. She squared her shoulders and walked toward the door to show Deena out. “Thanks again for coming by.”

Deena headed for the door. Just as she stepped outside, Wendy touched her arm.

“I didn’t do anything to Ray. You believe me, don’t you?”

Deena smiled and nodded. As she got in her car, she looked back at the warehouse. Who would have known all that cool stuff was in that plain building. Just goes to prove that you can’t judge a book by its cover. That goes for people, too.
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In order to build a case against Wendy, Deena needed to know more about what occurred at the time of Ray’s death. She decided to return to the scene of the crime. She pulled up in front of the church and had a déjà vu moment. When she had done this on Saturday, she was carrying a cake for a friendly event. Today, she was on a mission.

Darlene Watson sat behind her desk in the church office filing her fingernails. The phone was propped between her ear and her shoulder, making her look like a 1960s receptionist instead of a forty-something church secretary. Only thing missing was the gum-smacking. At first, she didn’t seem to notice Deena.

“...I don’t know what they were looking for, but they made me leave while they went through the whole building. Is that usual when someone dies? I don’t think—” She looked up to see Deena. “I’ve got to go.” Darlene hung up the phone and dropped the nail file in her pencil holder. “Deena, I didn’t see you there. How can I help you?” 

“Sounds like you’ve had a busy morning with the police here. Not that I was eavesdropping.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” Darlene said. “And you’re right. They were here. They asked a ton of questions and spent a bunch of time out in the portable building where you found Ray.” 

“Huh. I wonder why?” Deena knew why, but she surely wasn’t going to tell one of the fastest mouths in Maycroft. 

“It seems suspicious to me. You don’t think they suspect he was murdered, do you? Why, that would be just awful.”

Although her words expressed dismay, there was an unmistakable glint in her eyes. Could the church secretary know more than she was letting on? Maybe she wasn’t sorry to see Ray gone. After all, Penelope said Darlene used to fight with him all the time and tried to get Reverend Abbott to fire him. Deena would file that thought away. For now, she needed to keep her eye on the prize, and the prize was getting into that building. If the police had designated it a crime scene, she’d be out of luck.

“Speaking of the portable building, I wanted to see if I could get in there myself.” Before Darlene could protest, she added, “It seems I lost an earring—a diamond stud Gary gave me for our anniversary. When I got home on Saturday night, it was gone.” She reached up and rubbed her shoulder. “I took quite a spill, you know, when I tripped over...” Sylvia wasn’t the only one who knew how to play the sympathy card. 

It worked.

“Oh, I’m sure it will be all right. Let me just get the spare key.” Darlene opened her top desk drawer and picked up a box of syringes.

Deena’s heart skipped a beat. “What are those?”

“Shots. For peanut allergies. We keep them on hand in case one of the parishioners or kids has an attack.” She pulled out the spare key and closed the drawer. “Follow me.”

A picture of what she’d just seen was burned in Deena’s mind. An open package of syringes with one obviously missing. She walked a step behind Darlene, trying to process this new information.

The wind had picked up and slapped Deena with cold air as they crossed the parking lot to the portable building. “Who else has keys to this building?”

Darlene chuckled. “You sound just like those cops. I bet it’s because you used to be a reporter, right?”

“Right,” Deena said. “I guess you have keys to all the doors.”

“Yep. Me, Reverend Abbott, and Ray. Now that you mention it, the police haven’t returned Ray’s keys.” She opened the door and switched on the lights.

The room was just as Deena had left it, minus the curtains that had been used to create the pathways for the haunted house. There were still bits of cake on the floor next to the piles of hay. Across the room by the back entrance was a table where Charlie and Stephanie had been filling treat bags for the kids. 

“So where do you think we should look first?” Darlene asked.

“What?” Deena’s eyes darted around the room, looking for anything unusual.

“Where should we look for your earring?”

“Oh, right. This is where I fell.” She motioned toward the hay bales. 

Darlene got down on her hands and knees. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned that she was crawling around on the area where Ray’s body was found. 

“Watch out for that icing,” Deena said. “Actually, you should get up. I can do this.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind helping.”

“I’m sure.” Deena bent over and walked around the whole room while Darlene stood by the door texting on her cell phone. 

Deena didn’t find anything unusual. She looked at the back door. “Darlene, did you know this door was unlocked?”

“Oh, dearie doodles! I bet we forgot to lock it on Saturday after the ambulance took the body away.” She walked over and turned the deadbolt. 

“Has anyone been in here besides the police?” Deena asked.

“Why? Are you thinking someone found your earring and stole it?”

“Um—well...maybe,” Deena muttered.

“I doubt she would have done that, although she was in here yesterday hauling off the curtains.”

“Who was in here?” 

“Wendy Fairmont.”
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Deena was itching to know if the police had any suspicions about Wendy. She pulled out of the church parking lot and headed to the police station. Maybe Detective Guttman would agree to talk to her. She’d have to be careful not to reveal any confidential information. 

Her cell phone rang. It was Ian and he sounded like a nervous bumblebee. He told her to go to meet Sandra at the Maycroft Animal Shelter and that Sandra would explain everything when she got there. Normally, Sandra would be working, but it was Monday and the thrift shop she owned was closed on Mondays.

Deena wondered if this had anything to do with the baby. Surely, he would have told her if Sandra was having problems. 

Last spring, Sandra and Ian found out that they were finally having a baby. As their best friends, they had asked Deena and Gary to be the baby’s godparents. Deena had also agreed to take over running the thrift store for a few months after the baby came. Sandra’s due date was less than a month away, and Deena was getting more excited by the day to hold that new little baby in her arms.

Sandra was standing outside in front of the shelter when Deena pulled up. She came up to the window. “Hey there. Did Ian tell you what was going on?”

“No,” Deena said. “He said you would explain. Is it about the baby?”

Sandra glanced behind her and lowered her voice. “No. Detective Guttman called the shelter and said we needed to send a couple of trucks out to Ray Brewster’s place. They went out there to check on his house and found numerous dogs and cats running around. Since I volunteer here, the shelter called me to help.”

“And you called your hubby.”

“Right. He’s told me about his suspicions about Wendy and Ray, and I thought this might give you a chance to check out Ray’s place for yourself.”

“Good girl! Even waddling around at eight months pregnant, you’re still the best sidekick an investigator could ask for.” Deena got out of her car and followed Sandra to one of the shelter’s vans. 

“Get in the back seat,” Sandra said. “I’ll get Alan. He’s going to be driving us. Don’t say anything about this in front of him, of course.”

Deena did as instructed. Good thing she wore her jeans and sneakers today. If indeed she had to handle strays, it might get messy. She hoped she wouldn’t have to spend too much time around any cats since she was terribly allergic. She felt like sneezing just thinking about it.


* * *

RAY’S HOUSE WAS IN the country on the outskirts of town. The little wooden structure was about as shabby as she could have imagined except for the satellite dish connected to the sagging roof. 

Several police cars and another van from the shelter were already there when they arrived. She noticed Detective Guttman on the front porch. Perfect. Maybe she could kill two birds with one stone.

She walked up to the detective, who uncharacteristically smiled at her. Maybe since he had only been in Maycroft a short while, he didn’t have many friends. Of course, Deena had been more of a thorn in his side than a friend on the last case.

“Mrs. Sharpe,” he said. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

Deena stuck out her hand, and he shook it hesitantly.

“Sorry,” he said. “Still trying to get used to your friendly ways down here in the Lone Star State.”

“That’s okay. It’s nice to see you smiling for a change.”

Guttman immediately scowled. “Oh. Didn’t realize I was.”

Deena laughed. “I’m here to help round up these poor animals. How many do you suppose there are?”

“Ten, twenty—hard to say. Looks like most of them were well cared for, at least.”

Deena needed more info. “Poor Ray. Maybe he should have taken as good of care of himself as he did his animals. Maybe he’d still be alive.” She watched Guttman’s face, but there was no reaction. “Unless he died from some other means,” she added.

The detective raised a bushy eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, just that rumor has it there were some people who’d just as soon see Ray in the ground instead of standing up on top of it.”

“Rumors,” he scoffed. “You know better than to listen to gossip.”

“Do I?” She gave him a sideways look.

Guttman didn’t take the bait. He stepped down from the porch and followed one of the officers who was trying to untie a pit bull from the fence.

Deena took the opportunity to go inside the house. She opened the screen door just as something furry flashed by. Luckily, it was a cat and not a police officer. The front room seemed to be the main living area. There was a desk with bills, magazines, and newspapers piled on top. A cardboard box sat on the floor holding what was apparently Ray’s computer. It looked like the police were preparing to confiscate it. 

She scanned the papers on top of the desk for anything of interest. Then she opened the desk drawer. Right in front were a couple of file folders. The first one was labeled with Wendy Fairmont’s name. Bingo! This was just what she was looking for. 

She picked up the folders and peeked inside the first one. She couldn’t believe what she saw. There were about a dozen snapshots of Wendy posing topless. Deena blushed and quickly closed the folder. Her hands shook and her heart felt like it would beat right out of her chest. 

The next folder was scrawled with Reverend Abbott’s name. A creaking noise on the porch warned her someone was coming. She had to see what was in the second folder. Inside was a piece of notebook paper scribbled with dates and numbers. What was this about? The screen door opened just as she was putting the folders back in the drawer. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” the uniformed officer asked.

Deena sneezed. Her throat was so dry that she couldn’t croak out an answer. She knew she’d been caught.

“Come out here,” the officer commanded and put his hand on top of his holster.

She went out to the front porch. 

Sandra walked by with a pet carrier containing a crying feline.

“Detective Guttman,” the officer called out. “I caught this woman snooping through Brewster’s desk.”

Guttman turned around and marched back toward the house.

Just then, Sandra stopped. “Deena, were you able to find any records?”

Deena stared back at her sheepishly.

“Records?” Guttman scowled as he climbed the porch.

“Yes,” Sandra said. “I asked her to look in the house to see if there were any veterinarian records for these animals. That way we could determine if any were up to date on their shots.” She looked back at Deena. “Any luck?”

“Nope.” Deena jumped off the side of the porch and followed Sandra back to the van.

When they were safely out of earshot, she whispered to Sandra, “Do you think he bought it?”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m the wife of a defense attorney. He knows better than to mess with me.” She put the carrier in the back of the van and took out an empty one. “Here. Go rescue an animal. Alan will help you. It will be good karma.”

Deena breathed a sigh of relief and walked off to find Alan around the back of the house. All she could think about were those risqué pictures of Wendy. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Ray must have been blackmailing her. She would tell Ian, and they could decide what to do with the information. Who knows, maybe Guttman would find the folders and come to the same conclusion.

The backyard looked like a doggie daycare. Happy, healthy-looking dogs yapped and jumped playfully at Alan. She handed him the empty carrier, and he pointed to a different one sitting in the shade under a tree. 

“You can take that one to Sandra,” he said and used a long metal pole to try to lasso a beagle mix.

Leaning down, Deena looked inside the carrier at a black blob of fur. The blob turned its head and stared back at her with soulful brown eyes. Her breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she thought she was staring at her own little dog, Hurley.

She cooed at the pup as she carefully carried it to the van. Suddenly, she was struck by the thought of Sylvia. Oh, good grief. I hope she hasn’t gotten into any more mischief while I’ve been gone. That’s all I need today.


* * *

DEENA RODE BACK TO the shelter with Sandra and Alan. They had rounded up a total of eight dogs and seven cats. Sandra said she was hopeful they could all be re-homed.

Ian was as anxious for an update as Deena was to give it to him. She headed straight to his office.

As she sat across the desk from him, she wondered if she smelled like wet dog. “Sorry for the odor,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I’m used to it with Sandra and her work with the shelter. Good thing the thrift shop is closed on Mondays and that she was called by the shelter to go out there.” 

Ian seemed more relaxed than this morning. Deena wasn’t sure how he would react to her news. “I think your hunch paid off,” she said. “Wendy is definitely guilty of killing Ray Brewster.”

Ian’s eyes narrowed. “How can you be so sure after just one day of looking into the matter?”

Deena proceeded to tell him about her talk with Wendy, her visit to the church, and the photographs she found in Ray’s house. “Looks like a clear case of blackmail with dire results,” she said in summary.

“Hmm.” Ian began to swivel in his chair. “It’s one thing to assume blackmail, but it seems like a big leap to conclude Wendy committed murder because of it. Sounds like a rush to judgment.”

It was Deena’s turn to squint her eyes. She’d expected a standing ovation, but instead Ian seemed dissatisfied. “What do you mean? You said you thought she was guilty this morning. What I found out just confirms it.”

Ian shook his head. “No, I said I thought she might be guilty. That’s a big difference. It sounds to me like you started this investigation with your mind already made up. That’s the worst thing you can do.”

Deena started to protest. She felt a gnawing in her stomach.

“Remember,” he said, “we always start with an assumption of innocence. We set out to see where the facts lead us. If you assume guilt, you’ll never see anything else.”

Deena’s back was up like a cornered cat. “Regardless, the facts speak for themselves. Wendy had the means, the motive, and the opportunity.” 

“I’ll give you motive and opportunity, but what about means? Did you find any hypodermic needles? Any poison?”

“No.” Deena debated telling him about seeing the allergy pens in Darlene’s drawer but thought that bit of information would just weaken her argument.

Ian leaned forward. “You have to go into an investigation with an open mind. Ask yourself if there could be any other suspects.”

Deena felt a headache coming on. She rubbed her temple. “Are you just saying this because Wendy is a client and you’re thinking about her defense?”

“Of course not. Although, you definitely don’t have enough evidence to prove guilt. Not by a long shot.”

She let out a deep sigh like a deflating balloon. 

“Remember when I first offered you a job?” Ian asked. “We talked about justice. About finding the truth. That’s all I’m asking for.”

Staring down at her hands, Deena nodded. “Got it.”

“Look,” Ian said, “it’s been a long day. Get some rest, and we’ll talk again in the morning.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She managed a weak smile.

As Deena walked out to her car, she raised her head and pulled back her shoulders. She was more determined than ever to solve this case. If an open mind was what she needed, she’d work on it, even though she still thought Wendy was guilty. 

Then she remembered something Sandra had once told her: Ian thought everyone was innocent. Maybe he needed her help in protecting himself and his reputation.

She would make a plan. Interview more witnesses. She’d prove to Ian—and to herself—that her instinct was right. 

She wasn’t about to be fooled by a murderer again.
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Chapter 10 
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When Deena came through the front door, Sylvia was standing in the kitchen wearing a bright orange pantsuit with a green scarf tied around her neck. “Happy Halloween,” she said, greeting Deena as though the morning’s kerfuffle had never happened. 

“Happy Halloween to you, too,” Deena said, wondering what had come over her mother-in-law. “I see you’ve dressed up as ‘The Great Pumpkin.’”

Sylvia’s smile slipped off her face and she puckered her mouth. “What on earth do you mean, child?”

Deena’s face flushed. “I just thought—I mean, your outfit—”

“Spit it out. Are you drunk or something?”

“Never mind,” Deena said and headed toward the bedroom.

Sylvia called after her, “Don’t forget that I’m handing out candy at Christy Ann’s house tonight.”

Perfect. An evening alone with Gary was exactly what Deena needed. She could tell him all about her investigation and Sylvia’s fight with Edwin Cooper. She could use the quiet time to plan her next move toward bringing Wendy to justice.

Apparently, Sylvia had other ideas.

When Gary came home, he fired up the grill. Sylvia hobbled around with her cane insisting she should help cook supper even though her foot was “hurting like the dickens.” Deena finally got her to sit down while she cooked wild rice and broccoli to go with the grilled chicken.

There was an eerie silence around the dinner table as they ate. Deena waited to see if Sylvia would bring up her run-in with the law. Gary finally filled the gap by talking about his fantasy football team and the Cowboys. Deena acted as interested as humanly possible.

As Deena cleared away the plates, Sylvia asked Gary to help her up from the table. Of course, she hadn’t needed help when she was in the yard spraying the neighbor with the hose. Deena held her tongue. She would be able to tell Gary about it soon enough.

“Gary,” Sylvia said, “I hate to break my promise to Christy Ann. She’s such a dear girl. But I don’t know how I’ll manage alone at her house having to get up and down every time a child rings the bell. Do you mind coming with me?”

Deena knew exactly what Gary was thinking. Monday night football was on. He hated Halloween. He would graciously decline.

“No problem,” he said. “You don’t mind, do you, sweetie?”

Traitor. She was hoping for a quiet night together. She was planning to give handfuls of candy to the first four or five treat-beggars and then turn off the porch lights and pretend not to be home. She dropped the plates in the sink. “That’s fine. I guess I can manage all alone here by myself.”

“Great,” Gary said, oblivious to her sarcasm. “I’ll get our jackets, and we can head on over.”

Deena watched out the window as they crossed the street. “Just wait, you old crab. Two can play at this game.”


* * *

THE FIRST FEW GROUPS of kids to come to the door turned Deena’s spirits around. The smiling faces of children tended to do that. However, the third ring of the bell was not what she expected.

She opened the door to see a tall, mustached man in his mid-fifties staring down at her. She did a double take, making sure this wasn’t a new costume from some TV show she didn’t watch.

“Mrs. Sharpe, I’m Julius Dunbar.” He handed her his card. “I’m an associate of Terrance O’Malley from Dallas.”

By the sound of his voice and the seriousness of his tone, the man meant business. His height alone was intimidating. He had to be about six-and-a-half-feet tall and sported a gray goatee. Deena stared at the card. O’Malley. Where had she heard that name?

“My employer is the father of David O’Malley, Wendy Fairmont’s fiancé. I’m here to ask for your help with the matter of Ray Brewster.”

Deena’s mind took a tumble. Was this a trick or a treat? “Won’t you come in,” she said, before realizing she was home alone and inviting a total stranger into her house. Coming up the walk behind him was a flock of children. She smiled and emptied her candy bowl into their bags then waited until they had skipped back down to the sidewalk before turning off the porch light and shutting the door. 

Sitting at the kitchen table, the stranger got right to it. “I am here to see what can be done to keep Wendy Fairmont from being connected to this unfortunate incident with Mr. Brewster. As you may know, Mr. O’Malley and his companies are high profile and highly respected. News that his son might be marrying a criminal would not bode well for the family.”

The way he said “the family” made Deena think of Italian mobsters. In this case, though, she assumed the O’Malleys were Irish or Scottish. Did they have a mob? She shook the rabbits she was chasing out of her head. 

“First off, how did you get my name?” she asked. “What connection do you think I have to this...situation?”

Dunbar pulled a small notebook out of his jacket pocket and flipped through several pages. “Deena Sharpe. Former journalism teacher at Maycroft High School, newspaper reporter at the Northeast Texas Tribune, and now investigator for the law firm of Ian Davis. Your name was in the newspaper today as having found Mr. Brewster on the event of his death.” He put the pad back in his pocket. “Did I get anything wrong?”

“No,” she said. “Why do you think Wendy is involved? That wasn’t in the newspaper.”

“Sources,” he said. “You must know how that works, right?”

“Assuming what you say is true, what is it you want from me?” She knew better than to trust him, but at this point, she was curious.

“As I said, Mr. O’Malley wants to see Miss Fairmont’s name kept out of the media. The best way to do that is to make sure her alibi is solid. The article in the newspaper mentioned two high school students who were present at the time the body was found. I was hoping maybe you could tell me their names so I could interview them myself.”

Deena stood up and paced between the table and the kitchen. That was a lot to ask. Could she reveal their names? “The article in the newspaper had a byline. Why didn’t you ask Dan Carson for that information?” 

“I couldn’t very well do that and hope to keep Miss Fairmont’s possible involvement secret, now could I?”

Made sense. “What do you want to ask them?” She had a pretty good idea but wanted to hear it from him.

“I just want to know the circumstances. Did they see Miss Fairmont? Did they talk to her? What was her demeanor like?”

Sounded legit. Typical investigator questions. But more than that, they were the same questions she wanted to ask Charlie and Stephanie herself. Maybe this was the break she needed. She could get information from the witnesses and show Ian she was being open-minded. What would Ian think? She decided to call him. “Excuse me,” she said, “I have to consult with my—associate.”

She walked into the living room and called Ian on her cell phone. She explained the situation. He said that he didn’t think it would be a problem as long as Charlie and Stephanie agreed to talk to him, especially since Dunbar was trying to help Wendy. Since Deena was there on the scene, Ian told her it was her choice to do what she wanted.

When she returned from the den, Dunbar was looking at messages on his cell phone. “Well, will you help me?”

Deena had a feeling this man was going to find out the information he wanted one way or another, so she might as well make the most of it. She took her jacket off the hall tree. “I’ll take you to them. If they agree to speak to you, I’ll let you talk to them.”

“Excellent. I’ll follow you.”


* * *

SINCE IT WAS HALLOWEEN and Charlie Abbott was president of the National Honor Society, Deena knew exactly where he’d be. She drove over to the elementary school where the PTA was hosting Trunk-or-Treat. It was a new event that sprang out of the awareness of stranger danger. Parents would pull their cars into the school parking lot and kids would go down the rows getting candy from them. 

Kind of lame, but definitely safe. The high school kids helped patrol the parking lot and got to add the project as credit toward their community service hours. Deena parked on the street, and Dunbar pulled in behind her. “Wait here,” she told him.

As she headed into the parking lot entrance, she wondered what she would say to Charlie and Stephanie. 

Several parents stood at the gate and greeted her. “Where’s your car?” one woman asked. 

“I’m Deena Sharpe. I used to teach at the high school. I’m looking for Charlie Abbott. Is he here?”

The woman eyed Deena suspiciously and then pushed the button on her radio. “Charlie Abbott, come in. Over.”

It was amazing how much power one could derive from a walkie-talkie. 

“I’m here,” a voice answered.

“There’s a Mrs. Sharpe here. Says she knows you. Wants to talk to you. Over.”

“Sure. I’ll be right there.”

Deena tried not to let her smile say, “I told you so.” She stepped aside as another SUV packed with kids pulled in. She looked around to make sure Dunbar hadn’t followed her. He was still in his car.

“Hey, Mrs. Sharpe,” Charlie said. He had two other boys at his side.

“Do you mind if I talk to you alone?” She had made up her mind not to bring Dunbar in on the conversation. She could relay the information to him herself.

“Sure.” He tossed a look at his friends. “I’ll be there in a minute.” They walked off.

“Thanks,” Deena said. “I have some questions about Saturday night. Do you mind talking about it?”

“I guess not. I’ve already told the police everything I know. What’s this for anyway? The newspaper? I thought you quit working there.”

“I did. This is for me.” That wasn’t exactly a lie, she told herself. “What time did you get to the church on Saturday?”

“There was a group of us who came in the morning to set everything up. We got there around nine. Wendy had all the stuff in a big van. We unloaded it and set it all up.”

“What time did you finish?”

“Around one o’clock, I’d say.”

“When did you come back?”

“I got there right at five.” 

Deena did some quick calculations. There was a four-hour window between there where someone could have killed Ray.

“Did you see Ray there in the morning?”

“Yeah. He unlocked the building when we first got there. Like I told the police, he came around a couple of times, but he didn’t help. It didn’t seem like Wendy wanted him there.”

“Why do you say that?”

“They seemed to be arguing about something. I don’t know what it was.” 

Deena’s ears pricked up. “When you left, were Ray and Wendy still there?” 

“Yeah, I guess. I know Wendy was. Stephanie had a hard time getting into my car because Wendy’s van was parked so close.” 

“When you returned at five, did you and Stephanie come together?”

“No. I think she got there a few minutes before me. She was getting out of her car when I pulled in. We walked around to the back door of the portable building. We waited a couple of minutes and Wendy let us in. We were filling treat bags with candy and waiting for our friends to get there to help with the haunted house. I swear, we never walked around there where Mr. Brewster was.”

“I see,” Deena said. “Why didn’t you turn on the lights when you went inside?”

“Uh, I don’t know. We turned on the strings of party lights. We—we could see what we were doing.”

“And then you heard me yelling?”

“That’s right.”

Deena shook her head. Nothing Charlie said seemed unusual. “Is Stephanie here?”

“No, she’s at work. Why?” He seemed worried by the question.

“I just wanted to ask her the same questions.” Deena looked back to make sure Dunbar was still in his car.

“She’s not going to tell you anything different,” he said anxiously.

“I’m sure you’re right. I just wanted to talk to her, too. Does she still work at Las Abuela’s?”

He nodded. “Look, I’ve got to get back.” He glanced over his shoulder.

“No problem. Thanks for talking to me. And don’t worry. You guys aren’t in trouble or anything.”

He walked back toward his friends who were standing with a group of girls.

Deena now faced the task of getting rid of Dunbar. She had always considered herself a bad liar, but lately it was becoming easier and easier. It was probably par for the course in her new line of work. She quickly rehearsed her words and walked back to where the man was waiting in his car.

He rolled down his window. “So? What’s the verdict?”

“Unfortunately, they didn’t want to talk to you. Nothing personal, it’s just that most people in a small town are a little wary of strangers. Plus, they’re kids...” She waited to see if he would be satisfied with her answer.

“I guess. Did you ask them anything about that night?”

“Actually, I did. He—they—said Wendy was there and let them into the building where they had set up the haunted house earlier in the day. They said her demeanor was normal.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. They said Wendy seemed to be arguing with Ray earlier in the day. They didn’t know what about. In all fairness, it could have been about him not helping them with the set-up. It could have been anything.”

Dunbar shook his head. “I guess the police have that information.”

“Yes. They said they had already talked to the police.”

Dunbar rubbed his chin. “And I don’t suppose you will give me their names.”

“They are minors. It wouldn’t be ethical. You understand.”

“Sure. Well, thank you for your help, Mrs. Sharpe.” He reached through the window to shake her hand. “I’ll report this to Mr. O’Malley. I’m sure he’ll be grateful.” He let go of her hand. “And one more thing—don’t mention any of this to Ms. Fairmont. Mr. O’Malley wants his involvement to remain anonymous.” He leaned closer to the window. “The only way she could possibly find out that Mr. O’Malley is trying to help her is if you tell her. And that would be bad.”

Deena’s throat tightened. She recognized a threat when she heard one, and this was definitely a threat. She nodded and stepped back from the car. As she watched him pull away, she reached into her pocket and felt the business card. 

Hopefully, that was the last she’d see of Julius Dunbar.
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Chapter 11 
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It hadn’t taken long for Sylvia to realize that Deena and her neighbor, Christy Ann, had a love-hate relationship. Deena seemed to dislike her, but Christy Ann had actually saved the life of Deena’s brother the year before. Sylvia knew it bothered Deena that she had become friends with her neighbor.

Christy Ann was the epitome of a soccer mom: gossipy, nosy, and oh, so busy. She and Sylvia got along fabulously.

“Now don’t you worry about a thing. Gary and I will take care of everything. You just have fun with those precious children.” Sylvia scooted Christy Ann and her three little monsters out the front door just as a new set of ghouls came running up the sidewalk.

Gary fetched the bowl of candy and stood next to his mother. “It’s the Wentworth children,” he said. “Aren’t they cute?”

“I suppose,” Sylvia said. She smiled sweetly, giving each child just one small piece of candy and a large dose of discipline. “Now you be good children. Mind your mother and father. And say your prayers.” She stepped back inside and grabbed her cane. “All this standing is wearing me out. I’m just going to sit here on the sofa and let you take over for a bit.”

She picked up the remote control for the television and tried to find a program to watch.

Gary was like a yo-yo, bouncing back and forth between the den and front door.

Sylvia was just getting interested in a rerun of Castle when she heard Gary holler from the entryway, “Mother, there’s someone here to see you.”

“My lands, who would want to see me?” She hoisted herself from the sofa and hobbled to the front door. There he stood, none other than Edwin Cooper himself. That awful, no-good neighbor just couldn’t leave well enough alone. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you get enough trick-or-treat today already?”

Gary stood in the doorway, stupidly holding the bowl of candy with his mouth hanging open.

“Son, run get me a glass of water. I may need to drench this delinquent again.”

Gary ran off dutifully, unaware her snarky remark had been a joke.

“Now, Mrs. Sharpe, I ain’t here to cause no trouble. In fact, I wanted to apologize and explain myself.” Edwin pulled his arm from around his back and presented Sylvia with a small bouquet of fresh flowers.

Although surprised, she didn’t want to let on to the delight she felt by his token apology. “Those roses didn’t come from our yard, did they? I’d hate to call the police about you trespassing on our property.”

“You know good and well your roses put mine to shame.”

He might be a crazy old coot, but he knew just the right words to worm his way into Sylvia’s affection. She looked over his shoulder to see another group of ruffians headed up the walk. “Well, you might as well come in, seeing that those kids might just run you down.”

Gary walked up with a glass of water. “Here you go, Mother.”

Sylvia shook her head and led Edwin to the den. When they were both settled, she turned off the television and turned to her guest. “Now, what’s this about an explanation? I find it hard to believe you have a good excuse for staring through the fence at your neighbors.”

Edwin wrung his hands, touching his finger where a wedding band used to rest. “I wasn’t staring at you. I don’t stare at Deena or Gary or any other person. The police said I was a peeping Tom, but they don’t know me and neither do you.”

“Well, you were looking at something. What was it?”

“The dog. That little black dog.”

“Hurley?” Sylvia squinted her eyes at the old man.

Edwin lowered his head. "Yes, ma'am. Hurley." A mist filled his eyes. "You see, I used to have an old dog named Buster. He was a good dog—the spitting image of that one Deena got a few years back. Every time I see him out there, I think of Buster and..."

A knot caught in Sylvia’s throat. She didn’t know what to say. All this time Deena had assumed her neighbor was a creep. Turns out, he was just lonely.

Edwin cleared his throat and stood up, still looking down at the floor. “Well, now you know. I best be going.”

Sylvia picked up the remote. “I was just watching a little television. You can stay if you’d like,” she said.

“I’d like that,” he said. “Thank you kindly.”

As Richard Castle set about solving another crime, Sylvia thought about her own situation. She had only been a widow for two years. She couldn’t imagine being alone for as long as Edwin Cooper. She couldn’t wait to get ahold of Deena and scold her for jumping to conclusions about an innocent man. That woman could be so judgmental.

Glancing sideways, she noticed his strong features and kind eyes. Maybe this was fate. Maybe she was supposed to find a way to help poor Mr. Cooper. Truth be told, she was a little bit lonely herself.

Funny how things work out. You take the good with the bad. Halloween was turning out to be one of her favorite holidays after all.
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Before calling it a day, Deena had one more stop to make. She wanted to talk to Stephanie Gander. The last thing she needed was Dunbar following her to the restaurant, so she waited a few minutes until she was sure he would be long gone.  Finally, she started up the car and turned toward downtown.

Girls were better at picking up subtle details than guys, and they were generally a lot nosier. Stephanie may know more about Wendy’s interaction with Ray than Charlie had reported. Also, Stephanie had been in Deena’s journalism class as a freshman, so she might be more comfortable opening up to Deena than she was to the police. 

Deena couldn’t believe how sneaky and manipulative she had become. It made her a better investigator, but did it make her a better person? She generally hated those qualities in other people. She brushed the thought from her mind. After all, she was trolling for the truth. She was trying to bring justice for a dead man and make her community a better place to live.

She pulled up on the side of Las Abuela’s. It was busier than usual for a Monday night. Deena’s best hope for having a conversation would be to get a table in Stephanie’s section.

The hostess raised an eyebrow at Deena. “Mrs. Sharpe, are you here alone tonight? No husband?” She and Gary were regulars. This was the first time she’d been there alone.

“Yep. It’s just me. Oh, and would you mind if I sit in Stephanie’s section?”

“Let me look,” the hostess said. “Yes, they just cleaned off a booth. Follow me, please.”

Deena sat down at the booth and waited.

“What can I get you to drink?” Stephanie asked, staring at her order pad.

“Hey, Stephanie,” Deena said. “How’s it going?”

“Oh, sorry, Mrs. Sharpe. I didn’t see it was you.”

“No worries. It’s pretty busy tonight.”

“Yep. Lots of families out tonight.”

“Well, I’ll have sweet tea.”

“Great. I’ll be right back.” 

As Stephanie hurried off, Deena noticed how disheveled the girl looked. Although her family didn’t have a lot of money, she was always well groomed and tidy at church and school. Today, her jeans were frayed at the bottoms—and not the stylish way kids wore them. Her sneakers were dirty, and her hair was falling out of her ponytail. It looked like she hadn’t bothered with makeup either.

Stephanie returned and set the glass of tea on the table. “Here you go. Now what can I get you to eat?”

“Um, I’ll have a small order of nachos.” Deena handed her the menu.

Stephanie made a note and stuck the pen in her apron pocket.

“How’s school going?” Deena asked. “Senior year can be rough.”

“My AP classes are kicking my you-know-what,” Stephanie said. “Financial aid applications, essays, working double shifts—it’s a lot, you know.”

“I thought you already got scholarship offers to several schools?”

“I have. But they only cover tuition and part of the costs. There’s still a lot of expenses to go to college. My brother is also in college, and he didn’t get a scholarship. My sister is graduating in two years...”

“I understand,” Deena said. 

Stephanie lowered her eyes. “I’ll be back in a minute with your order.”

Maybe now wasn’t the best time to ask questions about the night of the murder. The last thing she wanted was to stress the girl out even more.

When Stephanie returned with the food, Deena apologized and asked her to wrap it up to go, saying she had gotten a call and needed to leave. Deena left a large tip and headed back home to plan her next move. 

Maybe Stephanie’s version of the story wouldn’t be that much different than Charlie’s anyway. 
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Chapter 13 
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Sylvia had not yet come out of the bedroom when Deena left the house Tuesday morning. Just as well. Deena was anxious to get to Ian’s office and catch him up on the events of the previous evening. Fueled with hot coffee and a renewed energy, she set her things down in the tiny office he had assigned her next to the copy room.

Thus far, she hadn’t taken the time to really make it her own. Between babysitting her mother-in-law, learning to cook, keeping up with her booth at the antique mall, and working the occasional case for Ian, she hadn’t had the energy or motivation to do much with her small space. 

But something about the crisp fall air seemed to bring on a renewed sense of purpose. Besides that, it wouldn’t be long until Ian and Sandra’s baby was here. She would be dropping everything to take over the thrift store in Sandra’s place. If she didn’t set up her office now, Ian might forget she worked there or even replace her. 

She didn’t want either Ian or Sandra to get too comfortable with her running the store. Investigations were her passion. At least, for the moment. She shook her head and took a long chug of hot coffee. She closed her eyes and let the warm brew travel through her insides like Reese Witherspoon making her way down the Pacific Crest Trail.

“Ian’s waiting for you,” Rob said, pulling her out of her caffeine-induced fantasy.

She looked around. What she needed was a coat rack. She had seen a couple of them at Hidden Treasures last week when she was adding merchandise to her booth space. That, of course, was before all this business with Ray Brewster had come up. She jotted a note to buy one and threw her jacket and scarf in an empty chair.

With coffee in one hand and a legal pad in the other, she headed down the hall to Ian’s office. What she found inside took her by surprise.

Actually, it wasn’t what she found, but who she found.

Wendy Fairmont.

“Deena, come on in,” Ian said. “You need to hear this.”

She took a seat next to Wendy and gave her a quick nod.

“Go ahead. Start at the beginning,” Ian said.

“This morning, Detective Guttman came to my house to ask me questions about Ray Brewster. He had a file of photos. He asked me all kinds of questions about my relationship with Ray. He...” She swallowed hard as if trying to swallow back the truth. “He asked if Ray had been blackmailing me.”

“I knew it!” Oops. Deena slapped her hand over her mouth. She had not meant to say that out loud.

“What?” Wendy seemed incredulous. “How did you know?”

Ian gave Deena a stern look. “That’s not important, right now. What did you say to Guttman?”

Wendy dropped her chin to her chest. “I told him I wanted to talk to my attorney and asked him to leave.”

“Perfect,” Ian said in his most reassuring manner. “That’s exactly what you should have done. Did he say anything else?”

“Something about lawyering up not changing the facts.”

“Never mind that. He’s just trying to scare you.”

“Well, it worked,” Wendy said. “I came right over.”

Even though she was without makeup and her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, Wendy was still a beauty. It was then that Deena noticed the flannel pajama bottoms underneath the “I (heart) Texas” t-shirt. She really had left home in a hurry.

“I suppose you know what I’m going to ask next,” Ian said.

“Was I indeed being blackmailed by Ray Brewster?” She didn’t wait for a response. “Yes.” 

Deena tried to hide her sense of vindication. Of course, being blackmailed didn’t necessarily mean Wendy was a murderer or murderess or whatever, but it did seem awfully fishy. “Tell us how and when it started,” Deena said.

“Well, about six months ago, Ray came to my house with some pictures. I don’t know where he got them.” Her face flushed as she spoke. “It’s kind of cliché. The usual story. Girl wants to go to college. Girl doesn’t have enough money. Girl does something stupid to earn the money. I let a photographer from a sleazy magazine take my picture. You can imagine what they looked like.”

In this case, Deena didn’t have to imagine. She had seen the photos for herself. 

“Anyway, I got ten thousand dollars for the pictures. They made up a name. Along with the scholarship I got from the pageant circuit, I was able to go to Texas Tech and get a degree in business and interior design, for which I’m very proud.” She raised her head and squared her shoulders. “That was ten or eleven years ago, and I put the whole thing behind me. Until Ray showed up with the pictures, that is.”

Deena felt a twinge of sympathy for Wendy. Even though her own parents didn’t have a lot of money, she was able to work her way through college without having to compromise her integrity. Then again, she didn’t look like Wendy. If she had been in the same spot, might she have done the same thing?

“Obviously, I didn’t want Ray going public with those, and it wasn’t just for me. It was for David...and his family. I didn’t want to smear their good name. You learn in business that ninety percent of your dealings are based on your reputation, not how capable you are.”

Ian nodded his head. “I understand. Go on.”

“So I paid him. I knew better than to think a one-time payout would get rid of him.”

Deena caught her breath. Was this it? Was Wendy about to confess to murder?

“That’s when I decided to stall as long as possible. After I was married, I would tell David the truth.” She twisted the whopping engagement ring on her left hand. “I figured that David’s father could work out a deal that would get Ray off my back permanently.”

“So what about the restraining order you wanted?” Ian asked. “Was that part of your stall tactic?”

“Yes. I was running out of money. I was desperate. Ray was threatening to tell David.” Tears welled in her eyes for the first time. “There’s more. You see, I was afraid I’d lose him. I wasn’t sure he loved me enough to stay with me if he found out what I had been.”

“Not what you’d been, but what you did. They’re two different things.” Deena was surprised by the words coming from her mouth. She felt empathy for Wendy. “Making a mistake doesn’t make you a bad person.”

Wendy sniffed back the tears. “Anyway, when I heard he was dead, a part of me was glad—relieved. I’m not proud of it, but it’s the truth.”

“So, you didn’t kill him?” Deena asked.

Ian shot Deena another look, followed by a clearing of his throat. “Of course she didn’t.”

“Of course I didn’t! I may have been desperate, but I could never take another person’s life.”

Deena believed her. Just like that, all the doubt and suspicion melted away and was replaced by sympathy and understanding. Who hadn’t been in a position where desperation overcame reason? Where picking between two bad choices was the only course of action?

Ian drew a line across the bottom of his notes. “Under the circumstances, we need to start planning your defense. That means we need to know everything that happened leading up to Ray’s body being found. The mayor is pressuring Guttman to solve this case quick. He’s not going to waste time if he thinks you are guilty.”

Deena leaned forward. “Start with the morning of the Halloween carnival. I heard you and Ray had an argument.”

“How do you know about that?” Wendy asked.

“I talked to Charlie Abbott last night. I can fill you in on more of the details later. What were you two arguing about?”

“At first I was mad because he wouldn’t help us set up. As the church custodian, that’s part of his job. He said he didn’t need to work now that I was his ‘sugar mama.’ Ugh. He gives—gave—me creeps. Anyway, I told him I needed a key to get back in the building when we were coming back at five o’clock. I didn’t trust him to be there to let us in.”

“Smart girl,” Deena said.

“He refused to give me one. Said he would be there to open up, and that I better have more money for him.”

“Is that all? Did you bring the money when you came back?” Deena asked.

“I had seventy-five dollars in my purse. I planned on giving it to him when I saw him, but I never saw him. The back door was unlocked when I got there. I turned on the light and let in Charlie and Stephanie. Then I went inside the church to find Helen Abbott.”

“What time was that? She’ll make a good witness.” Ian jotted a note.

“Actually, I never found her. Darlene, she’s the church secretary, said Mrs. Abbott had been called away to work at the hospital. That was a few minutes after five. I left after that. My agreement was to help with the decorations. They knew I wasn’t staying around for the carnival.”

“Okay,” Ian said. “We’ll talk to Darlene.”

“That’s about the time I got there,” Deena said. “I asked someone if they’d seen you. She said she saw you over by the portable building. She’s another witness to your whereabouts.”

“Well that explains the time period until one o’clock and at five, but obviously Ray died between those times,” Ian said. “What did you do during that four-hour gap?”

“I was at the warehouse working on inventory. I’m selling the business.”

“Did anyone see you there?” Deena asked.

“No. Cindy, my assistant, is buying the business. We decided it would be a conflict of interest for her to help with inventory. Not that I don’t trust her, but the bank is giving her a hard time about the loan. We want everything to be on the up and up.”

“That’s a problem,” Ian said. “You have no witnesses for your whereabouts in the afternoon.”

“What about phone calls or text messages? Couldn’t we get the records?” Deena asked.

“I don’t think I talked to anyone.” Wendy pulled her phone out of her purse. “I’ll look through my calls to check.”

“Good,” Ian said. “In fact, not having an alibi can often be the best alibi.”

“What do you mean?” Wendy asked.

Deena jumped in. “It means you didn’t try to come up with an alibi to cover yourself for the time of the murder. Some people do random things to make sure it looks like they couldn’t possibly have been present at the time of death. Those are the very cover-ups that trip some guilty people up.” She turned to her boss. “Ian taught me that.”

It was a perfect Mr. Miyagi moment. Wax on. Wax off.

Ian grinned. “That’s right. Now, I want you to go home and make a list of everything you did that day in as much detail as possible. Don’t leave anything out. We’re going to let Guttman know he has to go through me if he wants to talk to you. We are going to gather some statements and see if we can find out where Guttman is in his investigation.”

Wendy stood up and shook hands with Ian. “Thank you both so much.” She turned to Deena. “Thank you for believing me.”

“Of course,” Deena said. “One more thing. Don’t talk to Dan Carson or anyone from the Tribune. If I know Dan, he’ll be waiting on your doorstep when you get home.”

“Okay, thanks.” Wendy picked up her purse and left the office.

Ian shut the door and turned to Deena. “You do believe her, don’t you? What changed your mind?”

“I could just see it in her eyes. I felt it in my gut.”

“Yesterday your gut told you that the human race was evil and everyone was capable of murder.”

“True. I guess I was wrong. I think I had let the cynicism take over.”

“It’s easy to do in this business, but I’m glad to see that you’re back on track. We can’t let the mayor’s political ambitions railroad an innocent girl into an arduous trial. Can you talk to Dan at the newspaper? Do you think we can keep her name out of the press? It would be a shame for her fiancé to find out about everything this close to the wedding, especially after all she’s done to protect him.”

Deena remembered Julius Dunbar, and her stomach lurched. “Oh, yeah. I have to tell you about last night. You better sit down. This case is about to get a little more complicated.”

“Okay, but make it quick. I’ve got to be in court in an hour.”

“I don’t know if her fiancé, David, knows what’s going on, but I guarantee his father does.”

“What?” Ian leaned back in his chair. “Spill it.”

“Last night, a tall, dark stranger came to the door. His name was Julius Dunbar...”
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Detective Linus Guttman had only lived in Maycroft a few months, but he and Deena had already worked together several times. She was hoping to use the connection to convince him to share some details of the case. She headed straight to the police station after leaving Ian’s office.

Just as she was pulling into the parking lot, she saw the detective walking to his car. She didn’t hesitate to follow him.

After just a few blocks, he pulled into a small diner on Palm Street and went inside.

She wasn’t sure if he was there on official business or to order breakfast, so she gave him a few minutes before she entered the café. He sat at the bar, nursing a cup of coffee and reading a newspaper. She sidled up to him and sat on the next stool, signaling for the waitress to bring her coffee.

When Guttman looked up and saw who it was, a noticeable grimace came over his face. “Not you again. Give me a break.”

Deena laughed and turned on the charm. “Hah, you know you’re excited to see me. How long has it been? Two months? Three?”

“More like two days since you weaseled your way into the victim’s house.” Guttman took a drag on his coffee cup and clanked it down on the counter. “Not long enough. That’s for sure.”

“I suppose you know why I’m here.”

“Don’t tell me. Ian Davis is representing Wendy Fairmont, and you’re poking around to see if I will tell you anything.”

“You see,” Deena said, “that’s why you are Maycroft’s number one detective. Nothing gets past you.”

“Especially you,” he said and shuffled on his stool, turning away from her.

“Now that’s not too friendly, Detective. In the South, a gentleman always takes a lady’s hand.”

“Not when that lady is trying to pickpocket the gentleman.”

“Well, I’m not here for your money, just information.”

“That’s even worse. You know I’m not going to tell you anything, so why bother asking?”

“You know how it is, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

“I don’t have an itch.” He folded his newspaper and set it on the counter as the waitress laid a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him.

“Sure you do. I know that Mayor Thornhill is all over your back trying to get you to solve a murder that may not even have happened. That’s got to make you antsy.”

Guttman shoveled food into his mouth, seemingly oblivious to Deena’s goading.

She could tell she had struck a nerve when she mentioned Mayor Thornhill. “What if you make an arrest in this case and then find out your victim died of natural causes? Who’s going to look like a fool then? You or Thornhill? I guarantee the mayor won’t take the fall for that mistake.”

“That’s the first smart thing you’ve said, Mrs. Sharpe. But let’s assume there was a murder. Your client is looking awfully guilty.”

“Based on what evidence?”

“Being blackmailed when you’re about to marry into one of the richest families in Texas can make a person do some crazy things. I’d be looking at shoring up her alibi if I were you.”

“Who says she was being blackmailed?” Deena tried to sound shocked.

“We found the pictures in the file at Ray’s house. You know, the file you pulled out when you were looking for the ‘veterinary records’ in his desk.” Guttman wiped his mouth on his napkin. “I’m tempted to charge you with interfering in an investigation.”

Deena ignored the idle threat. She knew the detective had more to worry about than her. She decided to take another calculated risk. “There were more files in that drawer than just Wendy’s. Did anything else turn up?”

“That’s confidential information, obviously. What are you implying?”

“Just that our client may not have been the only person Mr. Brewster had a file on. Are you investigating any other individuals? We sure would hate to see a rush to judgment in this case.”

Apparently, that last comment hit a nerve, too. Guttman’s face reddened and a vein popped out of his forehead. “Look here, Mrs. Sharpe. You are treading on thin ice now. You had no business looking in that drawer. I can assure you, I am following every possible lead in this case.” He reached in his pocket,  threw money on the counter, and stood up to leave.

Deena stood in front of him. “Facts are facts, Detective Guttman. And the fact is, there was at least one other person’s file in that desk drawer. Whether or not I was supposed to see it is not the question. I just want our client to get a fair shake.”

“Oh, she’ll get what’s coming to her, I guarantee you that. As for other leads, we’re checking everyone out.”

“Everyone?” Deena asked. “Even Reverend Abbott?”

Guttman clinched his jaw tight as he stormed out of the café.

Without really thinking it through, Deena had just opened up a new can of worms.


* * *

“CAN I HAVE THIS COFFEE to go?” Deena asked the waitress at the counter.

“Sure thing, honey. Let me get you a cup with a lid.”

Deena’s phone rang. It was Sandra.

Less than a minute later she was in the car headed to the thrift shop. Sandra had said not to hurry, but when your friend says she might be in labor, that’s exactly what you do. Deena had tried to convince her to call Ian, but Sandra said she knew he was in court and didn’t want to bother him in case it was a false alarm.

Deena tried to slow her breathing and appear calm as she entered the shop. The familiar jingle of the bell on the door signaled her arrival, and Sandra walked calmly from the back storage room with her purse in hand.

“Do you have everything you need?” Deena asked. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call an ambulance?”

“The hospital is like two minutes from here,” Sandra said. “Don’t be silly.”

Deena wondered how she could be so calm at a moment like this. This was Deena’s first experience with birthing babies, and her hands were shaking as she held open the door.

“Thanks for coming. It’s probably a false alarm. After all, I’m not due for another three weeks. But the doctor said I should come in just to be safe.”

“I’m glad you called,” Deena said. She tried to maintain a steady speed, feeling like a teenager taking her driving test. “I wish you would let me call Ian. He’s going to kill us when he finds out you went to the hospital without telling him.”

“I’ll handle Ian, don’t you worry. I will call him if anything happens.” Sandra made a slight gasping sound and laid her hand on her stomach.

“Oh my gosh! Is it coming? Should I pull over?”

“Heavens no,” she said. “It’s just a little cramp. Keep your eyes on the road.”

Deena steadied the wheel and picked up her speed. She imagined herself trying to deliver a baby in her SUV. She’d seen it done on plenty of television shows, but this was real life, and she couldn’t imagine what it would do to her leather upholstery.

Finally, she pulled into the emergency room entrance and jumped out of the car. “Hold on,” she said, “let me get you a wheelchair.”

“Pish posh. I can walk just fine.”

But when the nurse at the front counter saw Sandra waddle in, she yelled for an attendant to get a wheelchair. Before Deena could blink twice, Sandra had been whisked away, and Deena was in the waiting room filling out forms. She used her phone to write down Sandra’s address, resisting the urge to call Rob at the office to notify Ian. She had promised Sandra she would wait to hear from the doctor.

Deena waited impatiently for what seemed hours, but in reality was only about thirty minutes. An attendant came to the waiting room and called her name.

“Everything is fine. You can come back now and see your friend.”

The antiseptic smell and bright lights were familiar surroundings to Deena, who had had her fair share of emergency room visits in the last few years.

When the attendant pulled back the curtain, Sandra was sitting on the edge of the bed texting on her phone. She was fully dressed.

“Are you okay? What’s going on?” Deena had expected to see a flurry of medical activity.

“False alarm,” Sandra said. “Apparently, it was just a stomach ache from the Mexican food I ate last night.”

“That’s good news, right? We didn’t want the baby to come this soon.”

“Speak for yourself.” Sandra grimaced. “I’m more than ready to push this puppy out. But seriously, it’s a good thing I’m not in labor yet.”

A nurse came in and brushed past Deena. “Here are the discharge papers for you to sign, Mrs. Davis.”

Deena recognized the woman’s voice before she saw the face. “Helen? Glad to see you,” Deena said.

Helen Abbott, the reverend’s wife, turned around and smiled at Deena.

“Oh, hey,” she said. “Nice to see you here without having to x-ray or stitch you up for a change.”

“That’s for sure. Thanks for taking care of my friend.”

The attendant came back in and started fiddling with the machines and monitors that hovered around the bed.

“I don’t know if there’s a full moon or what,” Helen said, “but this last week has been crazy.”

“Maybe it has something to do with Halloween,” Deena said. “You missed all the excitement at the carnival on Saturday. I heard you were working. That must’ve been a wild night.”

“Um, yeah. It was.”

The attendant unplugged the monitor. “Saturday night was like a never-ending zombie invasion. But you weren’t here, Helen.”

“Oh, um...” Helen snatched the clipboard from Sandra. “You are free to go, Mrs. Davis.” She turned and hurried out of the exam room.

The attendant turned to Deena. “It’s easy to get your days and nights mixed up around here. I’m sure she was just confused.”

Was she confused, Deena wondered, or was it something else?


* * *

“THANKS FOR COMING TO my rescue,” Sandra said, as they headed for Deena’s car. “I need to get back to the shop.”

“No way, missy,” Deena said. “You’re going home and lying down. The doctor said to get some rest.”

Sandra screwed up her face. “At least take me back there to get my car.”

“I don’t trust you. You can get your car later. I’m taking you straight home.”

Obviously, Sandra’s defenses were down because she gave in. “At least say you’ll come by the shop tomorrow and let me finish showing you how to process new inventory.” She patted her belly. “This baby could come anytime now, and we need to be ready.”

Deena agreed.

Sandra seemed to relax. “How are things going with the Brewster case? Any leads?”

Deena wasn’t sure how much she should say. After all, Sandra could get information from Ian if he wanted to tell her. “You know how it is, lots of leads and dead ends. It’s a process.”

“Sounds like code for ‘mind your own business’ to me,” Sandra laughed. “I get the same kind of answers from Ian when he’s being tightlipped about a case.”

Deena pulled up in front of Sandra’s house and helped to get her settled in. The two women had been friends for many years, but had grown closer since Deena retired from teaching three years earlier.

After making sure Sandra had plenty to eat and drink, Deena turned her car toward town and headed for the courthouse. Ian should be out of court soon, and she wanted to be there to tell him about Sandra’s trip to the emergency room. 

When she entered the back of the courtroom, Ian and the prosecutor were talking to the judge. The jury had been dismissed.

She sat down and pulled out her notepad. She made four columns, labeling them suspect, motive, means, and opportunity. On the first line, she wrote Wendy’s name. Obviously, her motive would be to stop the blackmailing. But did she have the opportunity to kill Ray? Yes. Unfortunately, it was going to be hard to pin down her alibi for that time.

Next, she wrote Darlene. Motive? Everyone knew she disliked Ray intensely, but if we killed everyone we disliked, there would be few of us still above ground. Deena left that section blank. Under means, she wrote “allergy pen.” It seemed cliché, but if Ray were poisoned, Darlene could have used the syringe to inject the poison.

That brought her to Helen Abbott. Why had she lied about working on Saturday night? If she wasn’t at the hospital, then where was she? As a nurse, she’d have access to all kinds of medical supplies. But, what about motive? Why would she want Ray dead?

Deena moved on to the next line. Who else in town had a grudge against Ray? Had he been blackmailing anyone else? Why did he have a file on Reverend Abbott? What were those numbers on that piece of paper she saw in Ray’s desk drawer?

She should go back and talk to Darlene again. Hopefully, she could shed some light on people Ray knew or had dealings with.

“What are you doing here?” Ian asked.

Deena jumped. “Oh, you scared me. Have you turned on your phone?”

“No, why?” He reached in his pocket.

“Sandra is fine,” Deena began, “but she called me earlier, and I took her to the emergency room.”

Alarm hit Ian’s face like a blast of cold air. “What? Why?”

“She was having some pain in her stomach and wasn’t sure if she was having contractions. They checked her out and determined it was indigestion or something.”

“Or something? Where is she now?”

“I took her home to get some rest. Like I said, she’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”

Ian hurried back to the table to get his notes and briefcase. He called Sandra.

Deena waited to see if he needed her. She wanted to tell him her plan to talk to Darlene. After a few minutes, she saw his shoulders relax, and he even chuckled at something Sandra had said.

When he hung up the phone, he grabbed his belongings and walked toward Deena. “Thank you for being there for Sandra. I can’t tell you—”

“You don’t have to say anything.” Deena patted his back, and they walked out of the courtroom side by side. “By the way, I have a couple of leads in the case. I wanted your opinion on what I should do.”

“I trust you. Follow your gut.” He looked at his watch. “I’m going to run home and check on Sandra before I go back to the office. Do what you think is best, and I’ll talk to you later.”

Deena watched him hurry out to the parking lot. Ian was a good man and a good husband. You could always count on him to do the right thing.

But the cynic in her crept back into her brain like a lion stalking its prey. Everyone in this case was a good person. Everyone, that is, except the victim. If Ray was indeed murdered, it was probably by someone he knew.

Someone Deena knew.

Of course, this wouldn’t be the first time she discovered she had been consorting with a killer. 
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Darlene looked up from her computer as Deena approached. “Twice in one week. Why, you been to church more times this week than half the members come in a whole year.”

Deena sat in a chair on the opposite side of the desk. “I have some questions about Ray Brewster. I need to know what you know about him and who he associated with.”

Darlene sat back and crossed her arms. The smile fell from her face. “As I told you before, I’ve already told the police everything I know.”

“Did you tell them about the allergy pens? The ones in your drawer?”

“What on earth are you talking about?” She sat up quickly as though her chair were an ejection seat.

“I’m sure you read in the paper that there’s a chance Ray was murdered. Possibly poisoned. Everyone knows how you felt about him, and yesterday I saw the pack of syringes with one missing.”

“Are you saying that you think I killed Ray Brewster?” The color drained from Darlene’s face. “Why, I wouldn’t kill a soul, much less give up my key to the pearly gates for the likes of a no-good sinner like that. How could you think such a thing?”

It was Deena’s turn to lean back. “I’m not saying I believe that, but I don’t know what the police are thinking. Detective Guttman is anxious to pin Ray’s death on somebody, whether they are guilty or not.”

“Well, that’s just ridiculous. You can tell Detective Guttman he can just—”

“What’s all this yelling about?” Reverend Abbott came storming around the corner from his office. “You two are making enough racket to raise the dead.”

“I hope that’s true,” Darlene said. “Then Ray Brewster can come back and tell that Yankee city slicker detective that I never laid a hand on him.” 

“What are you talking about?” Reverend Abbott asked. “What’s this about Ray Brewster?”

Before Deena could answer, Darlene jerked open her desk drawer and picked up the package of needles. “The police think somebody poisoned that no-good leech of a man, and that I used one of these to do it.”

From her experience, Deena had never witnessed a guilty party showing off the murder weapon with such ease. Darlene’s response to the implied accusation seemed perfectly reasonable. She seemed more angry than worried. Deena had a hunch she was innocent.

“You two come into my office so we can discuss this,” Reverend Abbott insisted.

She’d done it now. She’d crossed the line from investigator to instigator. Did she really have enough information to accuse Darlene of murder? Of course not. But Darlene wasn’t the only one with access to those needles. And she certainly wasn’t the only one with a motive to kill.

Reverend Abbott closed the door to his office and motioned for the women to sit down. “Now, what’s this all about?”

Deena had never seen him look so stern. The kindly pastor was gone, and in his place was someone else. Someone Deena barely recognized.

“Perhaps you should have a seat, too,” she said, trying to keep her composure.

Reverend Abbott looked back and forth between the two women and trudged over to the chair behind his desk.

“As you may know, the police are taking a closer look at Ray’s death. They think he may have been poisoned.” She watched his face carefully for signs of guilt, but the reverend never flinched. “You know what they say about murder. Most of the time it is committed by someone close to the victim. Who else was closer to Ray than Darlene. Or for that matter, you.”

“Me? Why would I want to kill Ray? I’m the only one in this town who cared about him. I gave him a job. I fed him. I kept him off the streets.” His face turned a dark shade of pink. “I’m the last person the police should be suspecting.”

Darlene nodded in agreement. “What about all those people he’s cheated and done wrong in this town? They’re the ones the police should be talking to.”

Deena couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Methinks you dost protest too much. Instead of questioning whether or not Ray was murdered, these two were talking about finding different suspects. This was not the response she had expected. Could Darlene and Reverend Abbott be in cahoots?

She needed to know more. She looked at Reverend Abbott. “On the night of the murder, where was your wife?”

“This is absurd,” he blasted back. “How dare you bring my wife into this. You’re not the police. If you weren’t a member of this church, I’d throw you out of here.”

Clearly, Deena needed to take a new tack. “Look, I’m not here to accuse you or anyone. In fact, I’m trying to help you. I’ve worked with the police, and I know how they think. These are the kinds of questions they are going to be asking you, and I want you to be prepared.”

Reverend Abbott shot a glance at Darlene. “You have a strange way of helping, Mrs. Sharpe. But, go on.” His shoulders relaxed and his face began to soften. 

“Your wife, was she at the carnival on Saturday night?”

“Yes. She comes to all the big church events.”

Darlene squirmed in her seat. “Actually, that’s not true. She got called in to work at the hospital.”

Reverend Abbott cocked his head. “Are you sure? I could have sworn she said she was at the carnival. I don’t remember seeing her, but with all the commotion—”

Darlene was clearly uncomfortable. Obviously, she knew more than she was letting on. Maybe she was not wanting to talk in front of Reverend Abbott. Deena knew she was on to something, but it was time to back off.

“Look, I know this has been upsetting. There’s a chance Detective Guttman will be back with questions. If you think of anything else, let me know.”

Deena could only imagine the conversation taking place behind the door as she left the minister’s office. Perhaps it was time to turn her suspicions over to Detective Guttman. If nothing else, he might realize there were other leads to chase besides Wendy Fairmont.

Did she really suspect Reverend Abbott, his wife, or Darlene of killing Ray Brewster? No, but then she’d been wrong before. Only time would tell. But time was not on her side. With less than a week before the election, Mayor Thornhill would be determined to see an arrest made.

The list of suspects was growing faster than a wildfire. The more doubt she could cast, the less likely the police would focus all their effort on Wendy. That was her best hope to ensure justice.

And ensuring justice was why she took this job in the first place. 
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Chapter 16 
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It was all she could do not to turn her car toward the antique mall, but Deena knew she had better get home and check on Sylvia or there would be heck to pay later on. It had been more than a week since she’d added new items to her booth.

Deena loved the arrangement at the mall. She and other vendors rented spaces to display their various treasures. Janet and her husband took care of all the sales. For that, they collected monthly rent and a small commission off each sale. Pretty good gig for the sellers as well as the mall owner. 

But Deena was more concerned about her peach of a mother-in-law than she was about her Roseville pottery—at least for now. Lord knows what trouble Sylvia had gotten herself into today.

When Deena walked in the side door, Sylvia was on her like a moth on a flame.

“I need you to make me a hair appointment at that beauty shop of yours,” she hollered from the kitchen. “The sooner the better.”

“Well hello to you, too,” Deena said. “I didn’t realize you were going to a ball.”

“Oh, hush now, you and your silliness. There’s nothing wrong with a lady wanting to look nice. Besides, looks like those gray roots of yours could use a little tending to.” She stirred a pot of her famous spaghetti sauce. “It’s the least you could do for Gary after gallivanting around town all day.”

Deena grabbed a handful of grapes from the refrigerator. She popped one into her mouth without even rinsing it off. It seemed like the more her mother-in-law expected her to be refined, the more crudely she found herself behaving. “I’ll have you know I was interrogating suspects in Ray Brewster’s murder. It’s not like I was having a spa day. By the way, how’s your foot? All better?”

“Hurts like the dickens, but you’ll never hear me complain.”

Deena started to reply when her cell phone rang. Saved by the bell. She looked at the screen and saw it was Ian. “What’s up boss?” she asked intentionally loud enough for Sylvia to hear. “Any break in the case?”

Sylvia was a mystery lover, and Deena knew she was envious of Deena’s part-time sleuthing job.

“What? You’re kidding! When?”

Sylvia couldn’t resist butting in. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“Okay. I’ll be right there,” Deena said.

“My heavens. Where are you off to now? It’s almost suppertime.” Sylvia dropped the spoon onto the kitchen floor.

To Deena, the spilled spaghetti sauce looked like blood spatter. Maybe she’d been reading too many mystery novels herself. “I have to meet Ian down at the courthouse. They’ve made an arrest in the Ray Brewster case. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“An arrest? Who?”

“Wendy Fairmont.”

* * *
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WHEN DEENA ARRIVED at the police station, Ian was already in the holding room talking to Wendy. An officer led her back to a small room Deena had been in before with other clients. Unlike the rooms on television, this one was brightly lit and painted a cheery bright blue.

“Good, you’re here,” Ian said when she entered the room and sat down.

Wendy sat in a chair and was huddled up in a ball. The handcuffs on her wrists looked so out of place.

Deena pulled her chair up close. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

Wendy wiped the tears dripping from her cheeks as she shook her head. “This is a nightmare. I can’t figure out how I got here. I’m the victim, but it seems everyone is against me.”

“We are definitely here for you,” Deena said, resting her hand on Wendy’s arm. “We’ll get you out of here as quick as possible.” Her mothering instincts immediately kicked in.

“Like I was saying,” Ian continued, “there will be a hearing and the judge will set bond. I’m going to try to convince him to keep it reasonable since the medical examiner hasn’t even released his report about the cause of death. Will you be able to get the money together?”

“I have a little savings, but that won’t go very far. My grandparents left me some money that’s tied up in a CD. My own parents, as you know, don’t have a pot to pee in.”

“What about your fiancé?” Deena asked. “I’m sure he would be willing to help you out.”

The dam broke and the tears flowed like a waterfall. Wendy hugged her knees and dropped her head as she cried.

“Oh dear. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Deena said, patting Wendy on the back. She looked up at Ian for help.

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to involve him. I know a good bondsman if we need him.”

Wendy sat up and took in some deep breaths. “It’s not just the money, it’s what David is going to think. What his family is going to think.”

Deena passed her the box of tissues. “I know for a fact they just want to help you. I bet they’ll be more supportive than you think.”

“You know for a fact? How could you possibly know?” Wendy asked between sniffles.

“Er...um...because I spoke to someone. An associate of your future father-in-law.”

Wendy’s eyes began to blaze. “What?”

“A man came to me the other day. He said David’s father asked him to see if there was a way to help you out of this...this predicament.”

Wendy gasped and covered her mouth. “That means he knows! David already knows!”

“Not necessarily,” Ian said. “But I saw Dan Carson outside, so it will likely be in the newspaper tomorrow. There’s really nothing we can do about that. For now, let’s just focus on getting through this hearing and getting you back home. The rest we can deal with later.”

“There won’t be any ‘later’ for me. I can kiss my wedding and my fiancé goodbye.”

Deena couldn’t find the right words to console Wendy. She felt helpless. The truth was that Wendy was probably right. A rich family like the O’Malleys wouldn’t want to have anything to do with a suspected murderer. It would be bad for business.

As Ian discussed the bail hearing, a thought kept niggling at Deena. She dare not say it out loud. But if the man cares more about business than you, maybe you don’t want to marry him anyway.


* * *

TO SAY THAT WENDY’S hearing that late afternoon was contentious would be an understatement. The state’s case was flimsy at best. Purely circumstantial. The DA kept harping on the suggestive photos and pointing to Wendy as if she were Bonnie Parker.

Ian reminded the judge that the medical examiner’s report hadn’t even come back yet and that for all they knew, Ray Brewster died of natural causes. That is, if whiskey and hard living could be considered “natural.”

Detective Guttman sat in the back of the courtroom clipping his fingernails. Deena couldn’t tell if he was nervous or confident. She tried to make eye contact, but he kept his head low and his attention on his task at hand, so to speak.

The judge finally had enough of the bickering and set Wendy’s bond as low as possible considering she was being charged with a felony. It probably helped that she was a hometown girl and not considered a flight risk. Her semi-celebrity status as a beauty queen probably didn’t hurt either.

Ian stuck around to take care of the paperwork and told Deena to go home and start thinking about witnesses to interview. They needed to establish a better alibi for Wendy on the afternoon of Ray’s death. They set up a meeting with Wendy at the office for the next afternoon.

Deena had her own ideas of where to start. She followed Detective Guttman out of the courthouse and waited until he was getting into his car. She stepped in front of the parking lot exit just as he drove up.

He rolled down his window and stuck out his head. “What are you doing?”

She walked around to the side of his car and pulled on the handle. She should’ve known the door would be locked. “Open up,” she said. “We need to talk.”

Expecting him to drive off, she was relieved to hear the click of the door lock opening. She got in and put on her seatbelt. “Wouldn’t want to get a ticket.”

Guttman apparently didn’t see the humor. He sped off in the direction of the police station. “So, what are we talking about today? Leprechauns and magic beans?”

“More like magic needles,” she said. “You and I both know that the evidence against Wendy is bogus. She is no more a killer than you or I. Strike that. No more than I am. For all I know, you killed Ray Brewster yourself.”

Guttman’s face remained calm, his eyes fixed on the road. “Or maybe it was you.”

“Maybe it was. The point is that without a thorough investigation, all you’re left with is speculation.”

As Guttman turned into the parking lot behind the police station, he let out a sigh. “I’ll be glad to take your confession anytime you want to give it. But if this is all you have to talk about, you really should be getting back home to your husband and dinner.”

Deena followed him through the back door and down the hall to his office. “Actually, there’s more I want to tell you. It won’t take long.”

“I hope not. It’s been a long day already.” He unlocked the door to his office and motioned her inside.

“When I mentioned Reverend Abbott yesterday, I was serious. There’s something fishy going on at the church. Did you know that Darlene Watson keeps allergy shots in her desk drawer?”

“Do you know that those shots will not kill a person, generally speaking?”

“Even when combined with alcohol?”

He didn’t answer.

“But that’s not all. Reverend Abbott seemed awfully defensive when I asked him about Ray.”

“That’s not surprising. You’d be defensive, too, if I asked you a lot of questions about someone you knew who just died.”

Deena clasped her hands together. “I know I’m a rookie when it comes to investigations, but I have developed a pretty good instinct to know when people are lying. Probably from years of working with teenagers. I got the impression he was hiding something. And there’s more.”

“Why does that not surprise me.” He looked down at his watch.

Deena was not to be deterred. “I asked Helen Abbott about working at the hospital the night of the carnival, and she squirmed like a worm on a fishing hook. Why? What is she hiding?”

Guttman steepled his fingers and stared back as though he were contemplating the meaning of life. She wasn’t sure if he was listening or planning his grocery list.

“Are you listening? Aren’t you even a little curious? You can’t really believe that this investigation is over and that you have a killer in custody.”

“Mrs. Sharpe, I appreciate your enthusiasm. But seriously, do you really believe your pastor, his wife, and the church secretary all conspired to kill Ray Brewster? Where’s the motive? The man was a sleaze-ball, sure. But if they didn’t want him hanging around, Abbott could have just fired him.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Deena said with a hint of a smile. “Ray was a con man and a blackmailer. We know he had something on Wendy. Suppose he had something on the Abbotts, or Darlene, or the church. Maybe they were cooking the books. Pilfering from the parish. Collecting from the collection tray. Have you thought of that?”

Guttman shook his head. “You’ve been watching too many crime shows.”

She stood up for dramatic effect. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure because of the election. But I also know you’re too good a cop not to follow your instincts. At the end of the day, it’s just you and your conscience. What happened to Wendy—being arrested on such circumstantial evidence—would never have happened in a big city. This is small-town politics at its worst. This is bull.”

With that, Deena turned and walked out the door. Hopefully, Guttman would chew on her words and do something about it. She felt her pulse race and her face blush as she walked out the front door of the police station. Suck on that, she thought.

The sky had turned from dusk to dark in the short time she had been inside. Moths whirled in the bright lights of the parking lot. Then she remembered something. She had left her car at the courthouse. 

She couldn’t bring herself to go back inside and ask for a ride, so she zipped up the front of her jacket and headed back toward her car. After all, it was only a few blocks. As she hurried along, the darkness seemed to blanket the sky as the stillness of the downtown area at night sent a shiver down her spine. Maybe I’ll just jog. 

She picked up the pace and bounced along down the street. Perfect. I need a little exercise. Soon, her calves began to burn, and she struggled to suck in air. As she approached the corner, tires squealed and headlights blinded her. She jumped up onto the curb as the car sped past. A dog began barking furiously from behind a fence.

I’m getting out of here. She broke into a dead run. By the time she got to her car, she was breathing so hard, her chest hurt and her ears rung. She bent over beside the car, gasping for breath. I had no idea I was in this bad of shape. She grabbed her sides. Good thing I don’t still have a uterus ’cuz I think it might have just fallen out.

A clanking noise and a hissing sound startled her. She had dropped her keychain to the ground, and the small vial of pepper spray streamed across the asphalt. She jumped back to get out of the line of fire and pulled her jacket up over her face. Whether real or imagined, she felt tickling in the back of her throat.

As if dancing around in an empty parking lot trying not to pepper spray herself wasn’t bad enough, a car pulled into the lot and stopped with its lights pointed directly at her. She didn’t dare reach for her keys yet. She started to back away when she heard a familiar voice call out to her. “Mrs. Sharpe? What in the blazes are you doing out here?” 

Oh, great. It was Detective Guttman.
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Chapter 17 
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The only time Kristy could squeeze Deena in for a hair appointment was at seven thirty in the morning. Since retiring from teaching, Deena had gotten used to sleeping late. Sylvia, on the other hand, was used to getting up with the cows, so the early morning appointment with one of the new hairdressers was perfect for her.

“Why not go all the way and get a pedicure while you’re at it?” Deena had asked.

“The only people who will ever see my bare feet are God and the undertaker. You better make sure I’m buried in my stockings, or I’ll come back to haunt you every day of your life,” Sylvia had said. “Letting a stranger fiddle with your feet? How immodest!”

Deena had to laugh to herself as she thought about Sylvia’s old-fashioned ways. She was entitled to her opinion, but it was obvious the two women came from different backgrounds and different generations.

“Hold this for me a minute,” Kristy said, handing a plastic bag to Deena. “Let me just take off these gloves, and I’ll be right back.”

Kristy had been Deena’s stylist for at least ten years, and they had become close over the years. Not that they did things together, but they shared secrets and details about their lives like old friends who got together every few months. There’s a special relationship between a woman and her hairdresser that men just couldn’t appreciate.

“Okay.” Kristy took the plastic cap and fitted it over Deena’s head to keep the dye from dripping. “I’m going to set you over here with a magazine while I give Judith a trim.” She leaned in toward Deena’s ear. “If you ask me, she’d do better at finding a man if she’d cover that gray hair, but nobody asks me.”

Deena sat in a chair near the hair dryers and picked up a magazine. Yawning, she wished now that she’d brought her tumbler of coffee with her. She craned her neck to see how Sylvia was doing. She was smiling and chatting away with Yolanda as if they’d known each other for years. 

A knot formed in Deena’s stomach as she felt a twinge of jealousy. She wished she had a better relationship with her mother-in-law. They had been getting along, but there was always a barrier between them that she couldn’t seem to break through. If only Gary—

The ringing of her cell phone interrupted her thoughts. She fished it out of her purse. No name, but a local number. “Hello?”

“This is Linus Guttman. I’m in the parking lot next to your car. I need to speak to you right away.”

“I’ll be right there,” she told the detective. What on earth could he want? She looked around and found a stack of towels on the back counter. She grabbed one and wrapped it turban-style around her head. “I’ll be right back,” she called to Kristy as she pushed open the salon door. 

A cold wind whipped at the vinyl zebra-print drape covering her outfit. She ducked her head and hurried to the car. Guttman motioned for her to get in. She waited for him to speak, but instead, he put the car in gear and drove out of the parking lot.

Deena steadied the towel atop her head. “Where are we going?”

“Just wait,” he said.

Did she dare mention her hair-coloring dilemma? She reached for the seatbelt and clicked it closed. Wherever he was taking her, he better make it quick. He pulled onto a side street that led to a rural area of town. Suddenly, Deena felt uneasy. No one knew where she was or who she was with. She patted her pocket and realized she had dropped her phone back into her purse.

Sure, Guttman was a detective with the Maycroft police force, but how well did she really know him? He had moved there from Philadelphia where he had been fired from their police force. His uncle, the county judge, had pulled strings to get him this job. His intense expression did not do anything to allay Deena’s fears. She was about to say something, when he pulled behind an old barn on a dirt road and parked the car under a clump of overgrown willow trees.

He unfastened his seatbelt and reached across her to his glove compartment.

Deena’s hand trembled as she fumbled for her own seatbelt latch. 

When the lid of the glove compartment fell open, she saw the glint of steel and the most ominous-looking revolver she’d ever laid eyes on. She sucked in air and held her breath. 

Guttman reached in and pulled out the gun.

Every instinct in Deena’s body told her to run, but for the moment, she was paralyzed with fear.

Guttman then laid the gun on the dashboard and reached back into the glove compartment. He pulled out a stack of folded papers and shoved them toward Deena. “Here, look at these.”

She let out an audible gasp and breathed rapidly.

“What’s wrong with you? Are you too cold or something?” He reached for the heater dial and twisted it higher.

“Uh...thanks,” she said, not wanting to let on that she thought she was about to be shot. She opened the papers and looked at them. She’d seen something like this before. “What is this?”

“Those are copies of the notes that were in Charles Abbott’s file we took from Ray’s house—the ones you saw in his drawer.”

So that’s where she had seen them. “They look to me like some sort of financial records,” she said.

“Close. They’re betting sheets. Look at the tops. There’s the name of the track with dates and amounts to bet for each race. It’s the kind of thing you’d give your bookie.”

“So Ray was gambling away the money Reverend Abbott was paying him to work at the church? What a scumbag.”

“I’m not so sure. The handwriting doesn’t seem to match other samples we found in Ray’s files.”

She counted six sheets of paper in all and looked at the dates. “These are from the beginning of the year. Looks like the first two weeks of January. Didn’t Ray start working at the church around that time?”

“That’s right.”

She folded the papers and handed them back to Guttman. “Why are you showing me these?”

He blew out a long breath as though he were about to give a speech. “You’re right. This was a bad arrest. You already know the pressure I’m under to have a suspect in custody until after Tuesday’s election. It’s the kind of small-town politics that gives law enforcement a bad name.”

“I know what you mean. So why don’t you just expose it for what it is and let Mayor Thornhill take the fall?”

“I wish I could,” Guttman said, rubbing his forehead. “But I need this job. I’ve been run off once for not being a team player, and I can’t afford to have it happen again.”

Deena thought for a minute. It reminded her of the inter-office politics she used to have to deal with at school. “So, you don’t believe Wendy is guilty?”

“I’m not saying that. I have a pretty strong witness who heard Wendy Fairmont threaten Ray. But what I’m saying is that we don’t have enough on her yet. Also, there are others we need to check out.” He twisted his body to face her directly. “That’s where you come in. I can’t have my guys come anywhere near this. That’s why I’m asking for your help.” 

“What do you want me to do?”

He handed her back the papers. “Take these to Abbott and see what you can find out about them. Something tells me that they could be the key to what happened to Ray.”

“Do you think Reverend Abbott is a killer?”

“No. He has a rock-solid alibi. He was out fishing with a church buddy all day before the carnival. But I think you are on to something. These gambling records were important enough for Ray to file, and we need to know why.”

“Maybe he was borrowing money from Reverend Abbott.”

“Maybe. We also need to know where his wife really was that night. What happened to the missing allergy shot. Like you said, Helen Abbott is a nurse and would have access to all kinds of syringes and medical supplies. If she wasn’t at the carnival and she wasn’t at the hospital, where was she?”

Deena felt a strange sensation come over her. It was like she was looking at a photograph of herself. In the photo, she was wearing a beige trench coat and a dark scarf over her head and big sunglasses. She was working undercover for the CIA. She was a spy—a genuine, real-life secret agent.

“If I agree to do this, I want one thing in return.”

Guttman didn’t look like a man willing to compromise. “What?”

“Who is your witness that heard Wendy threaten Ray?”

Guttman adjusted the rearview mirror. 

Deena assumed he was buying time. Contemplating his response. 

Finally, he gave in. “It probably won’t hurt to tell you. It will come out soon enough anyway.”

Deena sucked in a breath and held it.

“Stephanie Gander. But you can’t say you heard it from me.”

“Stephanie? Maybe that’s why she screamed and ran off when she saw Ray’s body at the haunted house.”

Pulling back the cape draped across her lap, Deena shoved the papers into the pocket of her slacks. Then she remembered her hair. “Is there anything else I should know? I really need to get back to the salon.”

Guttman drove back in silence as Deena tried to sort out her next move.

She was about to get out of the car when Guttman put his hand on her arm. “One more thing,” he said. “You can’t tell anyone about our arrangement. It has to look like part of your investigation to clear your client.”

“It is, actually.”

“I mean it, Deena. Tell no one. Not your boss or your husband. You have my cell number if you need to get in touch.”

Deena nodded and hurried back into the salon. 

Sylvia was seated in the waiting area with a stack of magazines in her lap. “Where on earth have you been?” she demanded, glaring at Deena.

“I had to run an errand.”

Kristy walked up, shaking her head. “Let’s get you rinsed before you catch your death of cold.”

The warm water felt soothing to Deena’s now-burning scalp. 

“Oh my,” Kristy said as she ran her fingers through Deena’s hair. “I hope whatever you went to do was important, because you’re going to have a big reminder of it for a while.”

“Is it that bad?” Deena asked as she sat up from the sink.

“Not if you wear a scarf—and a hat.”

Deena stood up to peek in the wall mirror. There she was staring back at herself with jet-black hair. “What can we do about it?”

“Nothing for at least a week. Try washing it with laundry detergent. Hopefully, it won’t turn purple.” Kristy led her back to her station to blow-dry the black mop. “At least we covered the gray,” she laughed. She leaned down and whispered in Deena’s ear, “Next week when you come back, I expect you to tell me all about it.”

Deena nodded. By that time, every one in town should know about it. She’d either have brought a killer to justice, or she’d be looking for a new church home.
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Even though she was moving as slow as a snail, Sylvia had the fastest mouth in the South. Before Deena could even make it home, Gary was calling to ask her what the heck happened. Good thing Sylvia still had a flip phone or she probably would’ve sent him a picture of Deena’s hair. Deena hated to lie to her husband, but she didn’t know if he would accept her explanation that it was “confidential.”

As if she hadn’t burned enough bridges with Sylvia, she had to break it to her that she would be out most of the afternoon. Sylvia didn’t say much but insisted Deena have a sandwich for lunch before traipsing off on another of her exploits.

Deena fixed tuna on whole wheat and opened a bag of chips on the kitchen table. She poured two glasses of sweet tea and opened the newspaper to look occupied.

Sylvia remained quiet while they ate, which wasn’t a good sign. Anytime she got quiet, it could only mean trouble was brewing. Just as well, since Deena didn’t want to have to explain herself again. Finally, Sylvia spoke. What she said took Deena off guard. “You know, I can be pretty sneaky myself when I want to.” She raised an eyebrow.

“Okay...that’s good to know.” Deena looked back at the newspaper.

“What I mean is, maybe I could be of help in your investigation.”

Deena nearly choked on an ice cube. 

“I’m serious. If it hadn’t been for me, you might not have solved that last case, if you remember. I could be the lookout and create a diversion—whatever you need.”

Like Deena, Sylvia loved a good mystery story. She was a voracious reader, preferring classics like Agatha Christie and Sherlock Holmes. 

“But your foot,” Deena said. “Shouldn’t you rest it?”

“I’m sick of resting. I can rest when I’m dead. It’s hard being stuck here in the house when you are off fighting crime. Take me with you. You won’t regret it.”

The look on Sylvia’s face tugged at Deena’s heart. Maybe she could use a sidekick. “Will you promise not to ask too many questions?”

“Of course. Whatever you say.” Sylvia beamed. “I didn’t press you about where you were when you were out burning up your hair, did I?”

It was against her better judgment, but Deena agreed to let Sylvia go with her to the church. “It won’t be anything exciting. I just have to ask Reverend Abbott and Darlene a few questions.”

“A few questions about their whereabouts when Ray Brewster was murdered, am I right? Which one of them do you think poisoned him?”

“Sylvia? Who said he was poisoned?”

“You did. I heard you talking to Gary about it the other night.”

“You are sneaky,” Deena said, pulling on her coat. “I’m not accusing anyone of anything. I’m trying to clear Wendy Fairmont.”

Sylvia picked up her cane and put on her coat. “Whatever you say, partner.”


* * *

DEENA CHECKED HER PURSE for the third time to make sure she had the papers Detective Guttman had given her. She was nervous, not because she was afraid she wouldn’t find out anything, but because she would find something.

“Where’s Darlene?” Deena asked when she saw Reverend Abbott sitting at the reception desk inside the church.

The telephone rang, so she waited while he told the caller that the kindergarten class would be meeting in the first grade classroom this evening.

He hung up the phone. “She’s gone. Quit. Outta here—thanks to you,” he grumbled.

“Oh my,” Sylvia said, “I’m afraid my daughter-in-law has that effect on some people.”

“Sylvia!”

“I’m just telling it like it is, honey. Have you had lunch, Reverend? You look almost sickly. Why don’t you just let me sit here while you go get yourself a bite to eat.”

“You would do that?” he asked.

“Why, certainly. Back home I do all kinds of volunteering at my church. You just go take a breather, and I’ll take care of things out here. I’m sure the parishioners will understand when I tell them you’re shorthanded. Maybe I can drum up some volunteers to help out until you can find a new secretary.”

“Thank you,” he said and walked off down the hall.

Genius, Deena thought. Sylvia just bought me some time alone with Abbott.

Sylvia leaned her cane against the side of the desk and opened the drawer. “What do you want me to look for while I’m here?”

Deena couldn’t help but chuckle at her mother-in-law’s enthusiasm for sleuthing. “I guess just look for anything suspicious or out of place. If you see anything directly related to Ray, make a note of it.” 

The phone rang again. “First Methodist Church. This is Sylvia. May I help you?”

Deena headed off to find Reverend Abbott. She followed her nose to the church kitchen where the reverend was removing a dish from the microwave. “That smells delicious,” she said.

He looked over his shoulder. “Pot roast. My wife is a saint. No matter how many hours they have her working at the hospital, she always manages to have a hot meal waiting for Charlie and me at home.”

“Mind if I join you?” She didn’t wait for an answer and sat in a chair next to him at the table. She looked around casually at the inspirational posters on the wall. In the last five years since Reverend Abbott and Helen had been at the church, they had managed to breathe new life into the place. The education department was growing by leaps and bounds and church attendance was up.

“By the way,” Reverend Abbott said, “what happened to your hair? I don’t remember it being that color.”

Sylvia stuck her head in the doorway. “Actually, I don’t remember anybody’s hair being that color.” She winked at Deena. “Mrs. Barrington has volunteered to cover the desk tomorrow. I’m still working on someone for Friday.”

“Already? You’re an absolute gift from God, Mrs. Sharpe.” 

When Sylvia left, he addressed Deena. “You are lucky to have her around.”

“Lucky? Yes.”

“Now what can I do for you, Deena? You’re not here to accuse me of murder again, are you?”

Sort of, she thought. “As I’m sure you know, Wendy Fairmont has been charged with killing Ray Brewster. I’m working with her lawyer, Ian Davis, to help clear her name and get to the truth of what happened to Ray.”

“Very admirable of you. Wendy is a lovely girl. I can’t imagine she would commit such a heinous crime. But, you better make it fast. I have a meeting with the music director in about fifteen minutes.”

She needed to throw him some softballs before showing him the papers. “Did you happen to see Ray on Saturday?”

“You mean, before I saw him lying dead over in the portable building?”

This wasn’t going to be easy. Reverend Abbott was obviously a hostile witness. “Yes, in the morning or afternoon?”

“No. I didn’t get to the church until almost four o’clock. Like I told the police, Peter Collier and I had gone out fishing at the lake. We didn’t get back until after lunch.”

“So, who was in charge of the carnival? Who had a key to open all the doors and let people in?”

“Well, Ray had the keys and was supposed to be here all day to let people in. Mrs. Clooney was in charge. She said the building was unlocked when she got there around ten in the morning. She said she saw Ray a few times coming and going. I’m sure the police have her statement.”

“I see.” None of this was new information of course. “When Ray’s body was found, it was obvious he had been drinking...a lot. Do you think he had a drinking problem?”

“Do birds fly? Can fish swim? Yeah, he had a drinking problem, but he was working on it. Or, at least that’s what I thought.”

“Everyone knows you really went out on a limb to help him. Most people wouldn’t have been as patient with him as you were. As far as you know, did he also have a problem with gambling?”

“Gambling? Um...what do you mean?”

“You know, like betting on football. Or horse races.”

Reverend Abbott looked down at his watch. “Not as far as I know.” He shoveled the last bit of stew into his mouth and took a drink of soda. “Is that all? I need to get ready for my meeting.”

Deena reached into her purse and pulled out the papers from Detective Guttman. “Just one more thing. Have you ever seen these before?”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out the answer was yes. The reverend’s face turned bright red and his breath caught in his throat. “What—where did you get those?”

“Are they yours?” Deena asked, ignoring his question.

He stood up and carried his dishes to the sink. “No. I’ve never seen them before. Is that all?” He turned to her and smiled as fake a smile as she had ever seen.

“You said Helen was at the carnival Saturday night. Darlene said she was at the hospital. As far as you know, where was your wife when Ray died?”

Reverend Abbott clearly struggled to keep his composure, but his face gave him away. “She was at the hospital, just as Darlene said. I didn’t realize she had been called in to work an extra shift that night.”

“The Maycroft hospital?”

“Yes, of course. Now I really must go.”

“Thanks for talking to me. You’ve been a big help.” She folded the papers and put them back in her purse. “Tell Helen I said hello.” She got up and walked back toward the reception area. That should give them something to think about, she thought.

“It’s time to go,” Deena told Sylvia when she got back to the front desk.

“But who will mind the phones?” Sylvia asked.

“Not our problem. We’ve got more work to do.”

That was all Sylvia needed to hear. She picked up her cane and her handbag and followed Deena outside. “Don’t you want to know what I found?”

“What did you find?” Deena asked, humoring her mother-in-law.

“A man called looking for Darlene. I got his name, but when I told him she was no longer working there, he hung up abruptly.”

“Besides being rude, what do you think it means?”

“When I was going through the desk, I found that same man’s business card. Here, let me get it. I dropped it in my purse.”

“Why would you take his business card from her desk?” Deena asked. Her mother-in-law had just gone from trusted sidekick to petty thief.

“Because I remember seeing the same man’s card on our kitchen counter.” She pulled the card out of her handbag.

“What? Whose card is it?”

“It belongs to a man by the name of Julius Dunbar.”


* * *

AFTER DEENA EXPLAINED who Julius Dunbar was, Sylvia seemed a little deflated. She had hoped the information was an important clue. Deena told her that the man was working for Wendy’s future father-in-law and had hoped to keep her out of jail and out of the news.

“Don’t worry,” Deena said, “we are just getting started. I want to go talk to Stephanie Gander again.”

“I’m a little tired and my foot is starting to hurt,” Sylvia said. “Besides, I still have to make a cake. Why don’t you drop me off at the house.”

“Sure, but don’t feel like you have to cook for us. You just get some rest.”

“Oh, it’s not for you.”

Deena rolled her eyes. Just when she thought they were making progress, here Sylvia went playing up to Gary again. I wonder if she’ll ever make me a cake?

* * *
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IT WAS TOO EARLY TO go see Stephanie. She wouldn’t be getting out of school for another hour. Deena’s options were to check on her antique booth or check on Sandra. Going to see Sandra would be more fun. Besides that, she could look for treasures for her booth. As she turned down Main Street, Deena had an uneasy feeling. Was she being followed? She checked her rearview mirror again. She was probably just being paranoid after her previous episode earlier in the fall. Who would be following her anyway?

She turned on the radio and listened to a seventies pop rock one-hit wonder whose name she couldn’t remember. When she pulled into the parking lot, she sat in her car a moment and looked around to make sure there was no one suspicious. I’m just being silly. She got out of the car and went inside the shop.

The familiar jingle of the bells on the door felt like a warm hug. Sandra was waddling around with a feather duster like some kind of TV housewife from the fifties. 

“Hey, mama,” Deena said. “Shouldn’t you be taking it easy?”

“I just want to make sure everything is spic and span for when you have to take over. I didn’t realize how dusty everything had gotten.”

“I’ve heard about this. They call it nesting. It happens just before the baby comes.”

“Whatever. All I know is that if anyone puts another item back on a shelf where it doesn’t belong, I’m going to chop them into little pieces, put ’em in a suitcase, and throw it in the lake.”

“Oh my. That just means more work for Ian. He’s already got one murder case on his plate, he doesn’t need another.”

Sandra returned to the front counter and balanced herself on the stool. “How’s that going, by the way? Ian won’t tell me anything. He usually keeps his cases confidential, but he’s even more tightlipped than usual. Says he doesn’t want me to have any stress.”

“He’s a wise man. You should listen to him.”

“I’m glad you stopped by,” Sandra said.

“Of course you are. I’m your best friend.”

“There’s something I need to tell you. It’s...good news and bad news.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the baby, is there?” Deena felt a lump in her throat.

“No, no. Nothing like that. In fact, the good news is we finally decided on names for the baby.”

“Yay,” Deena said, clapping her hands together like a kid in a candy store. “Tell me. Tell me.”

“Well, if it’s a boy, we are going to name him Evan Patrick after Ian’s grandfather.”

“I like that. It has a nice ring to it.”

“The bad news is, if it’s a girl, we are going to name her Sylvia Beth after my grandmother.”

Deena felt like she’d been kicked in the gut. “Sylvia? Really? You know Gary’s mother will think you named the baby after her, right?”

“I know.”

“Of all the names in the world, that’s what you come up with? What about Bethany or Nicole or Michelle or anything else?”

Sandra laughed. “We’ve been thinking about it for a while, but I was afraid to tell you. I was going to wait until your Sylvia went back to Oklahoma. But since it looks like she’s going to be here awhile...”

Deena dropped her head. “Sounds like you’ve decided, so I guess I’ll have to accept it. Gary and I are still going to be the godparents, right?”

“Of course! Nothing has changed.”

The front door opened and several girls came in. They were high school students inquiring about volunteer opportunities.

Deena strolled over to look around the shop. Still in a little shock, she could barely bring herself to look at the vintage pottery. She picked up a piece that appeared older. It was marked “Made in Japan.” She set it back down on the shelf in front of her. Then she remembered Sandra’s threat and quickly moved it back to the top shelf where she had found it.

One of the girls at the counter looked familiar. She might have been in one of Deena’s classes a few years back. Why were they here now? School wouldn’t be out for at least another hour.

Deena walked back up to the counter. “Hey girls, what are you doing out of school so early?”

The girl wearing a Texas Tech t-shirt turned around. “Oh hey, Mrs. Sharpe. We got out early for a teacher workday.”

“Ah, I see. I remember those.” It suddenly hit Deena that Stephanie might already be at home. She needed to get there as quickly as possible in case Stephanie was working that evening.

Deena looked up at Sandra. “I’ve got to go. Sorry. I’ll talk to you later.”

As Deena hurried out the door, Sandra called after her, “What is it? Are you mad at me?”

“No, of course not. I’ve got a witness to interview.” With that, she was out the door and headed to Stephanie’s house.

Maybe Stephanie noticed some things Charlie missed. What exactly had Wendy said that sounded like a threat when she was talking to Ray? If it was convincing enough for Guttman to arrest Wendy, Deena needed to hear it for herself.

As she got nearer to Stephanie’s, a strange thought came over her. If Wendy didn’t kill Ray, could that mean her pastor or his wife was really guilty of murder? She hadn’t really let herself think like that, even though she was the one pushing for them to be investigated. Men of the cloth, devout religious people, just don’t do things like this. And Helen Abbott was one of the sweetest people she’d ever met. She just couldn’t see either of them being guilty of committing this crime.

Darlene, on the other hand, was a more likely candidate. Although she was a nice person, she didn’t have the same kind of standing in the town. People liked her, but she had her abrasive side as well.

Maybe they were on the wrong track altogether. Maybe someone else had killed Ray. Someone with a shady background like Ray himself. But wouldn’t that kind of person be more likely to shank him or hit him over the head with a whiskey bottle?

Deena knew she needed to be more objective. She would talk to Stephanie and see what she had to say. But it would take a lot of convincing to believe someone like Wendy who had everything going for her and everything to lose would risk it all for a man like Ray Brewster.
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Chapter 19 
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Maycroft had just one high school. Kids went there from all around the county. Stephanie lived in the south part of town, an area known for rowdy bars and run-down businesses.

Deena checked the address again and pulled onto Stephanie’s street. The houses were small but mostly well kept, with a few junkers wedged in between. As she got closer, she saw several cars parked in front of the house.

She hadn’t expected to see Charlie Abbott there. And she certainly hadn’t expected to see him and Stephanie lip-locked in broad daylight leaning against a car. She parked in front of the neighbor’s house and got out.

Luckily, the two teens let go of their grip on one another to come up for air.

Charlie was the first to spot her. “Mrs. Sharpe. What are you doing here?”

Stephanie blushed, turning almost as red as the new Mustang she was standing in front of. The shiny new car looked out of place on this beige street with its well-worn houses.

“I’m here to talk to Stephanie about Wendy Fairmont. Do you have a few minutes?”

“Sure,” Stephanie said. She turned back to Charlie. “I’ll call you later.”

Charlie nodded his head and hurried across the street to get into his truck.

Deena waved as he drove off. “I didn’t realize you two were dating,” she said with a sly grin.

“We’ve been friends awhile, but we started...seeing each other at the beginning of the school year.”

“Can I ask you a few questions about Wendy?”

Stephanie looked back at the house. “I’d invite you in, but...”

“No problem,” Deena said. “Let’s just sit here on the front steps. I’m not sure if you know this, but I’m working for Ian Davis, who is Wendy’s lawyer. We’re trying to find out what happened on Saturday between Wendy and Ray. Can you tell me what you heard and saw that day?”

Stephanie pulled the sleeves of her jacket down over her hands and rubbed the fabric with fidgety fingers. “Like I told that detective, Wendy seemed annoyed with Mr. Brewster pretty much the whole time we were there. She was yelling at him to help us, but he just kept walking off.”

“Is that all? She was just yelling at him about helping? She didn’t threaten him or anything?”

“Well, right before we left, I heard her say something like, if you ever bother me again I’m going to kill you.”

“That sounds like something any of us would say. I’ve told my husband I’d kill him a thousand times if he didn’t put his socks in the hamper. He knows I’m not serious. What makes you think Wendy was serious?”

“Because of the way she said it. She seemed really mad.”

Deena thought for a minute. Could she be telling the truth? Could Wendy have been mad enough to kill Ray? “What did you see after that? What did Ray say?”

“He just seemed to laugh and walk away. I think that made her even more mad. Anyway, that’s what I thought.”

“Was there anyone else around who might have heard this?”

“No, it was just me. Everyone else had left.”

“What about Charlie?”

“What about him?” Stephanie seemed to ruffle at the question.

“Was Charlie still there when you left?”

“No, he left before I did.”

That seemed unlikely based on what Deena had just witnessed between the two. “By the way, did you happen to see Charlie’s mother there at the church?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

Why was Stephanie getting so flustered? That was usually a sign that someone was lying. “You don’t remember seeing her there at the church when you left around noon? What about later when you got back to the church for the carnival?”

Stephanie jumped to her feet. “I don’t know if she was there or not. I need to go.”

Deena stood up and brushed off the back of her slacks. “Oh, sorry. Are you working tonight?”

“No, I quit.”

“But I thought...college...”

Stephanie turned and walked toward the front door. “See ya, Mrs. Sharpe.”

Deena called out one more question before the front door closed. “By the way, whose car is that? It’s a beauty.”

“Actually, it’s mine.” And with that, Stephanie disappeared inside the house, taking the rest of her answers and her secrets with her.
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Chapter 20 
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Sylvia checked her face in the mirror one last time. More lipstick. You can never have too much lipstick. Maybe a little more rouge. That’s it, she thought and smoothed down the front of her frock.

She looked down at the boot on her foot and frowned. Nothing much I can do about that. Wearing heels was out of the question, obviously, but she did have a nice pair of flats that would have to do. She debated carrying the cane. It would be hard enough to carry the cake, let alone the cake and the cane, so she left it behind.

It was colder than she expected when she pulled the front door closed behind her. Luckily, she was only going next door. She traversed the lawn without a misstep. Taking a deep breath, she rang the doorbell and waited.

The door opened slowly as if on its own. Edwin peered around the door with raised eyebrows. Seeing Sylvia, a smile crept across his well-worn face.

“My lands, Sylvia. Get yourself in here out of that cold.”

She did as instructed.

“Is that a cake I see? You haven’t come to smash me in the face with it, have you?”

“Of course not, silly,” she giggled. “I made it just for you.”

“Why, that’s the most beautiful cake I’ve ever seen.” He took it from her and cocked his arm to escort her into the den.

The house was warm and cold at the same time. It seemed everything had a little residue of sadness on it.

“I wasn’t expecting company today or I’d have fixed myself up,” he said, brushing back the hair from his face.

“You look just fine, don’t you worry. I just wanted to bring over this peace offering.”

Edwin grinned. “You didn’t have to do that, but I’m mighty glad you did. Why don’t you come in and sit a spell.”

“That would be just fine.” He settled her onto the sofa and took a seat in the adjoining club chair.

“Your house is just lovely,” Sylvia lied. “Although, it could use a woman’s touch.” 

“I’m afraid I’ve lived here alone so long that everything’s just gone to seed.”

Sylvia crossed her ankles with her good foot in front of the boot. “So, are those pictures of your wife?”

“Yes. I was married to the greatest woman in the world. Theresa and I were married forty-one years before the cancer got her. After she passed, I moved here to be closer to my son and his wife. They lived in the house where you are now. Wasn’t but a year later my boy got transferred out to California.”

“What made you stay here then?”

“Moving is hard on the person. Besides, by that time I realized that life would never be the same no matter where I was, so I’d just as soon be here as anywhere.”

“I know what you mean. I lost my husband a year and a half ago.”

They fell into an awkward silence.

Finally, Edwin picked up the remote control. “It’s about time for Wheel of Fortune. How about we watch it together?”

“It’s like you read my mind,” Sylvia said cheerfully. She shifted her weight on the sofa trying to get more comfortable. Something squealed beneath her. “What in tarnation?”

Edwin came out of the chair. “You must’ve found one of Buster’s old toys.” He leaned down and reached under the cushion next to her. Their faces were dangerously close to one another. For a moment, he froze. Then, he pulled out a squeaky toy in the shape of a hamburger.

Edwin carried the toy back to his chair, studying it reverently as though it were a precious treasure. “My boy got Buster for me after I moved here, thinking he would keep me company. That old dog and I became best friends. After he died, I swore I’d never get another one. It’s just too hard to lose things you love.”

She wasn’t sure if she saw tears in Edwin’s eyes, so she quickly turned her attention to the TV. As she pretended to watch, she thought about Edwin and Hurley. She wasn’t used to feeling guilty, but she knew that was the cause of the knot forming in her mid-section.

For the next half hour, they watched the show, calling out guesses for all the puzzles. Edwin was surprisingly good at the game.

When the show ended, Edwin muted the television. “Where’s my manners? I didn’t even offer you something to drink. How about I make us a cup of coffee and we have a slice of that delicious-looking cake.”

“I have a better idea,” Sylvia said. “How about you come over for supper, and we’ll have that cake for dessert. What do you say?”

“I’d say that sounds like a fine idea. Why don’t I escort you home and then come back here to get ready. I need to shave and put on a clean shirt.”

“Well okay then.” Sylvia held out her hand for Edwin to help her up.

“Well okay then,” he said. “It’s a date.”
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Chapter 21 
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Something just wasn’t adding up. One day Stephanie was slaving away at the restaurant trying to earn money for college, and a few days later, she was driving around in a brand-new sports car. Something fishy was going on, and Deena was determined to figure out what it was. She needed a quiet place to sort things out. Home was out of the question. Who knew what Sylvia would be up to. 

She was heading downtown when her cell phone rang. It was Julius Dunbar. He sounded pleasant enough and asked to meet her at the same café where she had talked to Detective Guttman a few days earlier. Curious to know what he had to say now that Wendy Fairmont had been arrested, Deena agreed to meet with him. Maybe he could offer some new information to help clear Wendy’s name.

“Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” Julius said, pulling back Deena’s chair as though they were on a date.

Deena stifled a chuckle and sat down at the grubby table in the little hole-in-the-wall smack in the middle of downtown Maycroft. “Of course. Such a shame. I’m sure your boss, Mr. O’Malley, was devastated when Wendy Fairmont was arrested.”

“Devastated. Well, not exactly. It really wasn’t all that surprising, after all,” Julius said.

The waitress appeared and they both ordered coffee.

Deena wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. “What do you mean it wasn’t surprising?”

“Well,” he said, dragging out the word. “Just look where the woman comes from. That should be the first clue.”

Shooting a quick glance around the café, Deena furrowed her brow and asked, “Do you mean Maycroft? What’s wrong with Maycroft?”

“It’s not just that, look at her family. Who are they? They’re nobodies from nowhere-ville. I’m surprised David was ever interested in her in the first place.”

Before Deena could bite into her host like a grizzly bear, the waitress appeared in front of them.

Dunbar made a bit of small talk with the woman while Deena fumed.

“Before you say anything,” he said to Deena, “you have to look at it from the perspective of Mr. O’Malley. It’s not just business, it’s his legacy he’s passing on to his son. He doesn’t want some gold digger coming in and soiling the family name.”

Deena took several slow breaths, counting to ten like Gary always told her to do before letting her anger out. “Well, I can assure you Wendy is not guilty, and her attorney and I are going to do everything we can to see that these charges are dropped.” She decided to take the high road. After all, this smug stranger wasn’t worth it. He was a snob who would probably never change. “Mr. Dunbar, what is the purpose of this meeting? You came to me for help, and I helped you. What is it you want now?”

He picked up his cup slowly, ignoring the steam, and took a long gulp.

What was that? Was that some kind of show of strength? Maybe I’m supposed to be intimidated because he doesn’t mind burning his mouth on hot coffee. Deena picked up her cup to do the same. As soon as the near-boiling liquid touched her lips, she pulled back the cup with a gasp.

“Actually, I’m here to return the favor.” He reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out an envelope. “Mr. O’Malley wants to thank you for your help.” He slid the envelope across the table. “Perhaps this would be a good time for you and your husband to take a little vacation. It seems that your work on this case is done.”

Was this a payoff? What was it that she had done? Deena had only seen this kind of thing on TV or in movies. She couldn’t believe it was actually happening. She picked up the envelope to look inside, and sure enough, there was a check. It was made out to her in the amount of five thousand dollars. Her mouth dropped open at the sight. “What is this for?”

“It’s for a job well done. The guilty party has been charged, and it’s time for you to move on.”

At last, Deena was beginning to see the writing on the wall. He doesn’t want me to keep investigating the case. He wants this murder pinned on Wendy. End of story. Case closed. “But Wendy didn’t do it. You get that, right?”

“That’s for the courts to decide, not you and me.”

Deena shoved the check back into the envelope and tossed it toward Dunbar. “I’m not accepting this nor am I dropping my investigation. Wendy Fairmont is innocent, and I’m going to prove it. And by the way, she’s as good a person as you’ll ever meet. Certainly better than you and your stuffed-shirt, overbearing, elitist boss and his family.”

“Mr. O’Malley is willing to go higher. Name your price, Mrs. Sharpe. Everyone has a price.”

Deena reached for her purse and pulled out her wallet. She laid a five-dollar bill on the table. “Well I don’t. And you can be sure Detective Guttman is going to hear about how you tried to interfere with an investigation.”

Dunbar stood. This time when he spoke, he sounded more like the thug he was. “Don’t be stupid, Mrs. Sharpe. Maybe money doesn’t motivate you, but something will. By the way, give my regards to Sylvia and Gary. And I believe you have a brother in town. Russell.” He tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “Like I said, everyone has a price.”

As he hurried out of the café, Deena sat in numbed silence. The room began to spin as she realized she’d been holding her breath.

“Are you okay, honey? You look downright ill. You ain’t having a heart attack or nothing, are you?”

Deena shook her head. How dare he mention her husband and mother-in-law and brother. If he was trying to scare her, he succeeded. She walked slowly toward the exit.

Behind her, the waitress gave a sharp whistle. “A hundred bucks! You tell your friend he can come back anytime.”

My friend? Hardly. Julius Dunbar had just become enemy number one.


* * *

THERE WAS ONLY ONE thing to do: go see Gary at his office. Deena felt vulnerable and angry. Gary was her rock and he would help her figure out what to do.

She had faced danger before, but nothing quite like this. When she had been attacked in the past, she had adrenaline on her side. This was different. She tried to steady her breathing so she could focus on driving. Luckily, Gary’s office building was only a few blocks away.

She charged past the receptionist and walked straight into Gary’s office.

He was on the phone, but the look on her face must’ve told him the visit was anything but social. “Dave, I’m sorry, but I’ll have to call you back.” He hung up and rushed over to Deena. “What is it? What’s happened? Is it Mother?”

“Your mother?” For some strange reason, she began to laugh. And laugh. And laugh. Her voice sounded maniacal even to her. Soon she began shaking and the laughter turned to tears.

Gary grabbed her and held her as tight as he ever had. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it will be okay.”

When she stopped crying, he led her over to a chair and sat her down. Kneeling beside her, he took both of her hands in his. “Tell me what happened.”

“Remember the man I told you about who came to the house on Halloween? He called me.” She went on to give the blow-by-blow account of their meeting at the café. 

Gary kept his composure, like the calm, level-headed CPA he was.

When she finished, he stood up and walked around to sit behind his desk. He grabbed a pencil and a notepad. It was just like Gary to try to solve a problem like this with a flowchart. “So, this Dunbar creep doesn’t want you to exonerate Wendy. Why?”

“Obviously, Terrance O’Malley doesn’t think she’s good enough for his son. This arrest might be the key to breaking off their engagement.”

“Good. I agree.” Gary scribbled something on the pad. “Do you think O’Malley could’ve had Ray killed and tried to pin it on Wendy?”

“Not really. It seems like a long way to go just to break up an engagement. Why wouldn’t they just have had Wendy killed?”

“Good point, unless that would’ve been too obvious. For now, let’s assume they didn’t do it. Who are the other suspects, and what do you have on them?”

Deena hesitated. “I’m not really supposed to tell you that.”

“Okay, then without giving specifics, are there other suspects or do you secretly think Wendy is guilty?”

“Yes, there are other suspects, but we have little in the way of evidence. I don’t think Wendy did it. I’m not sure that O’Malley and his goon believe she did either, otherwise, why would they be throwing money at me to end my investigation?”

“Bribery. Like anyone would be stupid enough to take money to turn against an innocent person.” 

Deena jumped from her chair. “Oh my gosh! I’m not the only one they tried to bribe. I’ve got to go.”

“Wait! Where are you going?”

“You call Detective Guttman and tell him what happened with Dunbar. I’m going back to see Stephanie Gander. I’ll call you as soon as I’m done.”

“Be careful,” Gary called after her.

Maybe Dunbar was right. Everyone does have a price. It sounded like Terrance O’Malley just paid for a new car and a college education.
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Before she even hit the main road, an annoying beeping sound grabbed Deena’s attention. It was the alarm going off on her phone. She had forgotten all about her four o’clock meeting with Ian and Wendy at the office. Looked like her confrontation with Stephanie would have to wait. 

Wendy looked as though she had aged five years. Her eyes had lost their sparkle and her face was pale. Instead of her usual trendy slacks and layered plaid shirt and sweater, she had on an old pair of gray sweatpants and a navy-blue hoodie. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and not the cute messy kind.

“How are you doing?” Deena asked, leaning down to give her a hug.

“Not that great. Let’s see...as of today I have no job, no friends, no business, no money, no fiancé, and only three weeks left in my apartment. Besides that, I’m just peachy.”

“No fiancé? What happened with David?” Deena took off her jacket and pulled up a chair next to Wendy’s.

“He broke it off. I’m not surprised, but you’d at least think he’d have the nerve to do it in person. Can you believe he did it through a text?” She rubbed the finger where her engagement ring used to be. “I have half a mind to pawn my ring and use it to pay off the bail bond guy.”

“You should,” Ian said. “David doesn’t deserve you.”

“I wonder if they are hiring at the pawn shop?” Wendy asked, managing a faint smile.

Deena pressed her lips together. “For a family that supposedly has so much class, that really was a low blow. David sounds just as slimy a worm as his father.”

“Do you know his father?” Wendy asked, tilting her head at Deena.

“No, not personally. But I have met Julius Dunbar. He’s the one who said David’s father was trying to help you.”

“That creep. He’s one of Terrance O’Malley’s henchmen. Does most of his dirty work, from what I can tell. How do you know him? I wouldn’t think you’d hang around with that sort of family.”

“And I wouldn’t think you’d want to marry into that sort of family.” Oops. Had she actually said that out loud?

“Touché,” Wendy said. “I guess I deserve that.”

“I’m so sorry. It’s just that—”

“No. You don’t have to apologize. But you have to know that David is nothing like his father. He’s so sweet and kind. We met at a wedding where I was working with the ultimate Bridezilla. David was a guest. He was standing near me when the bride started chewing my head off because the lights in the ballroom were too dim and people couldn’t see her gown sparkling.” Wendy’s eyes grew misty as she spoke. 

“David walked up and told her that she was the most brilliant star he’d ever seen and that if the lights were any brighter, the guests would be blinded by her beauty. Then he winked at me and whisked her off to the dance floor. The rest of the night he pestered me until I agreed to go out with him.”

Deena sighed. Oh to be young and in love. Or young-ish, as was the case for Wendy.

“Just goes to show you,” Ian said. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“Ian!” If she could have reached him, Deena would have smacked him on the arm like she did with Gary when he would say something insensitive.

“What?” he asked defensively. “I mean, how can a guy who acts like that then turn around and dump her? It must be in his genes. You know, you can’t judge a book by its cover.”

“How about, ‘You want something done wrong? Hire a lawyer.’” Deena crossed her arms. “Any more clichés, counselor?”

“Okay, you two. That’s enough.” A grin had returned to Wendy’s face. “Let’s get back to proving my innocence.”

“We don’t have to prove your innocence. The prosecutor has to prove you are guilty.”

Deena shot him a look. “Not helpful.”

“Look, we have truth on our side,” Ian said, “not to be too cliché. They have nothing but a flimsy motive. Did you get those bank records that show where you withdrew money to pay Ray? We will argue that you had paid him off already, and that he couldn’t do much more to you or else you were going to the police.”

Deena shook her head. “But won’t the prosecution argue that he was threatening to tell her fiancé and that she needed to kill Ray before he did that? The fact that David dumped her won’t help her case any.”

“That’s true, which is why we have to tighten up the timeline and her alibi. Also, we can raise reasonable doubt by advancing other suspects.”

“What other suspects?” Wendy asked. “Who do you think could have done it?”

“We can’t really say,” Ian said. “It’s for your own protection at this point.”

Wendy nodded slowly, as though not quite satisfied with the answer.

“Speaking of protection, I still need to tell you about Julius Dunbar.”

Deena laid out the entire incident at the café, including the not-so-veiled threat he made. 

Wendy kept shaking her head while Ian scribbled notes.

She finished the story, standing up and demonstrating Dunbar’s cocky gesture with the hundred-dollar bill.

“I hope you went straight to Detective Guttman with this,” Ian said. “He may need to bring Dunbar in for questioning.”

“Actually,” she said sheepishly, “I went to tell Gary. I was scared. But he said he’d call Guttman for me. Then I came straight here.”

Wendy let out an exasperated sigh. “You know, that doesn’t surprise me at all. I got a similar kind of threat when David’s father tried to pay me off to break up with David.”

Deena gasped.

“That’s right. He offered me half a million dollars to take off and leave David behind. When I refused, he mentioned my family. That was over a year ago, and I’m still alive and kicking.”

Deena could hardly believe it. “Did you tell David?”

“No. I thought about it, but David loves his father. His mother died when he was just five and his father never remarried. I couldn’t come between them like that.”

“That confirms it. Ian, I have a hunch that Guttman’s chief witness against us may have been bribed also. I think I need to get to her before the O’Malleys can do any more damage.”

“Good,” Ian said, following Deena out the door. They stood in the hallway outside his office while he helped her on with her jacket. “Call me when you’re done.”

“Yes, sir. Oh, and sorry about the wisecracks in there. Gary says that sometimes my filter gets broken.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just go help our client. And Deena, watch your back out there.”


* * *

GARY WOULD BE WORRIED sick about her. Deena called to tell him she was fine and that she’d be home as soon as she talked to another witness. She also told him that after talking to Wendy, it sounded like the threat was just a bluff. She could tell Gary was trying to put up a brave front but was still anxious to get her back home safe and sound. He told her he was on his way home and would have dinner waiting when she got there.

When she hung up, she noticed a new text message. She didn’t dare check it while driving. She and Gary had both pinky-sworn never to text and drive. When she pulled up behind the Mustang, she looked at her phone. The text read: “New info. Two hour gap between Helen Abbott’s hospital shifts on Saturday. Find out where she was during that time.” It was from Guttman.

Could it be that Helen had time to kill Ray before getting to her second shift at the hospital? Was she even at the hospital that evening? Deena hated the idea of following that lead, but at this point, there was nowhere else to go. But for now she couldn’t think about it. She had to talk to Stephanie and get her to tell the truth about Wendy.

She climbed the steps of the small house and banged on the front door. The curtain moved slightly, signaling that someone was home. “Stephanie. I need to talk to you. Come out here.”

The door latch clicked and the door opened a crack. “What do you want now?” Stephanie asked. “I told you everything I know.”

“I have a question about Julius Dunbar.”

“Who?”

“The man who gave you money. The man who bought that car.”

Stephanie flung open the door and stepped out onto the porch. She stared wide-eyed, confirming Deena’s suspicions.

“I know what happened, Stephanie. Now it’s time to tell the truth.”

She would’ve expected tears, but not the flood of words and emotion that poured out of the pitiful girl. “I’m sorry. I know it was wrong. I never would have done it except my parents have worked so hard to get me to college, and there’s just no money. I didn’t know what to do. I never thought they would really arrest her.”

Deena felt a twinge of sympathy. “So what did you think would happen?”

“The man—the man who gave me the money said the truth would come out. He said I would just be helping to see that Ray got justice. I know it doesn’t make any sense. I thought if she was innocent, they’d let her go.”

“This man who gave you the money, did he say why he wanted you to lie?”

“I asked, but he said it didn’t matter. Then he waved a bunch of cash in my face. I’d never seen so much money.”

“And he didn’t give you his name?”

“No, he said he was a friend of Ray’s, and I believed him.” 

“What did he look like? Describe him to me.”

“He was really tall and had a goatee. He was kind of scary-looking.”

Deena patted her on the shoulder. “You know what you have to do now, right? You have to go to the police and tell them what happened. You have to tell them about the man and the money and the lies. All of it.”

“I know. I’ve been thinking about it ever since you left. I’ll be glad when this whole thing is over.”

“Of course you will. You couldn’t possibly live the rest of your life carrying around that lie. No car and no amount of money could ever erase the kind of guilt it would cause you.”

“You’re right,” she whispered.

“I have one more question for you. It’s a tough one, I know. But you have to be honest with me, okay?”

Stephanie nodded and looked Deena straight in the eyes for the first time since she’d been there.

“Did you see Mrs. Abbott at the church that morning when you all were there?”

“I—I don’t think so. She was probably at work. Charlie’s father had gone fishing. Yes, I’m sure Charlie told me she was at the hospital. Why?”

“You’re positive? You never saw her at the church? Not even when you came back for the carnival?”

“Mrs. Sharpe! You don’t think Charlie’s mother killed Ray, do you? That’s crazy! She would never do that!” Stephanie took two steps back and stared at Deena as if she had two heads.

“Settle down, I didn’t say that. I’m just trying to find out who was around when Ray was killed. That’s all. If somebody saw something, anything, it might help the investigation.” 

Deena wasn’t sure her explanation calmed Stephanie’s fear, so she changed the subject back to the matter at hand. “If you want, I can go with you to the police station right now, and you can make your statement.”

Beside them, an older model sedan with much of its blue paint rusted off pulled into the driveway. The brakes squeaked as it came to a stop.

Stephanie sucked in a deep breath. “That’s my mom. I have to tell her first before I talk to the police. You should go. I promise, I’ll go as soon as I talk to my mother.”

Deena’s heart sank as she looked at the worn-out woman getting out of her car, totally unsuspecting of what was about to happen. Her precious daughter—her pride and joy—was about to break her heart.

“Okay, but I’m going to call Detective Guttman and tell him what you told me.” Deena smiled and gave a brief wave to Stephanie’s mother. 

As she drove toward home, she could only imagine the conversation Stephanie was having with her mother. She wondered how Stephanie had explained the new car in the first place. Sometimes, when things are too good to be true, you’d rather not ask too many questions rather than have the dream explode in your face. Maybe that’s what happened to Stephanie’s parents.

Deena made the turn off the small road toward downtown. Her phone rang. She grabbed it from her purse, thinking it was probably Gary wondering where she was. To her surprise, it was Charlie Abbott. He asked her to come to the house. He said it was urgent and from the sound of his voice she could tell he was desperate.

Before she could ask too many questions, he hung up, and she was left to wonder what she was getting herself into now.
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The minister lived in an old Victorian that the church had remodeled for their last minister. It rested on a quiet, tree-lined street in one of the areas of town where Deena and Gary always drove around in December to look at the Christmas lights. 

Although the houses were stately and well maintained, you could never be sure what was going on behind those closed doors. Charlie’s truck, the one he drove away from Stephanie’s house earlier, was parked in the driveway. Before she got out of the car, Deena texted Gary to let him know where she was and that she’d be a little late for dinner. She didn’t want him to worry. She was worried enough for the both of them.

The front door opened as she got out of her car. Charlie stood there waiting for her. What could have happened that made him call her to come over? She sucked in a deep breath. I’ll find out soon enough.

“Come in,” he said. “May I take your coat?” The teenager sounded like an English butler. Charlie always did have the nicest manners. He took her jacket and showed her into the living room. To her surprise, Helen Abbott was sitting on the sofa wearing her nurse’s uniform and looking quite uncomfortable. Had she been crying?

“Thank you for coming, Deena,” Helen said. “Can I get you something to drink?”

Deena hadn’t expected this to be a social call. “No, I’m fine,” she said, taking a seat in the burgundy wing chair across from Helen. She wished someone would tell her what was going on.

Charlie paced in front of the carved fireplace. The old mantel clock ticked loudly, increasing the tension in the room. His hands were in his pockets, and he looked as though he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“Are we waiting for someone?” Deena asked at last, getting more anxious by the second.

“No,” Charlie said. “I’m just trying to figure out where to start.”

“Then let me help you out,” Deena said. “This has something to do with my visit to Stephanie. She called and told you about what happened and the questions I was asking, right?”

Charlie nodded and looked down. “Yeah. You see, we just want to make sure you know that Mom had nothing to do with Mr. Brewster’s death.”

Helen seemed a mix of exhaustion and fear. “I get it. I’m a nurse and from what I understand, Ray may have been poisoned, injected with something lethal. That would make me suspicious. And then you started asking about where I was on that day. You and Detective Guttman, that is.”

“I’m sure you understand our need to cover all our bases. Check out everyone who might have had a reason or a chance to get to Ray that day. Also, we need to know who was around in case they witnessed something suspicious.”

“I know you were asking where I was that afternoon and evening on the day of the carnival. I remember you mentioning it the other day at the hospital. From about one thirty to about four, I was here making dinner. I can even tell you what I made, if you want.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Deena said, waving off the statement. “What about that evening? Were you at the church or the hospital or where?”

“I was at the hospital...just not the Maycroft hospital. I was at the county hospital in Bingham.” She glanced up at Charlie, then looked down at her hands. “You see, I have been picking up shifts there to make some extra money. You can call and ask them. They’ll verify it.”

Making extra money at another hospital sounded totally reasonable to Deena. So why the big mystery? “If that was the case, why didn’t you just say so when it came up the other day? Is it against hospital policy or something?”

“No. I just didn’t want anyone to know. It’s...embarrassing.”

“Needing extra money is nothing to be ashamed of, believe me. We’ve all been there before.” Then Deena remembered her conversation with Reverend Abbott. “Oh wait. Are you saying that your husband doesn’t know either? Is that why he thought you were at the church for the carnival that night?”

“Yes.”

Much ado about nothing, Deena thought. In fact, that’s what made it suspicious. “I feel like there’s something you aren’t telling me. Does it have something to do with Ray?” 

Helen and Charlie exchanged a glance.

“Charlie, your pacing is making me dizzy,” Deena said. “Come have a seat and tell me what’s going on. Obviously, you would rather tell me than the police, so shoot.”

Despite her unfortunate choice of words, Charlie sat on the sofa next to his mother. “That’s what I’m worried about. That the police might think my dad had a reason to kill Mr. Brewster.”

Deena was surprised that the conversation had shifted from Charlie’s mother to his father. She waited for more.

“Mom? Are you sure you want me to tell her?”

“Go ahead.” She put her hand gently on her son’s back.

“You see, Mr. Brewster was blackmailing my father.”

Deena’s eyes widened but she sat quietly trying to keep her composure and not give away her shock at the revealed secret.

“Let me tell it, son. You see, when Charles was younger, he had a gambling problem. Basically it was an addiction. He got help and got over it, thank God. He totally turned his life around. That’s when he decided to go into the ministry. He told me all about it when we met and promised me he would never gamble again.”

A dog barked in the back of the house. Deena’s eyes remained fixed on Helen’s face.

“You may remember last year when Charlie got appendicitis and had to have surgery. We were up in Seattle visiting my parents when it happened. It was emergency surgery followed by some minor complications. Unfortunately, our insurance only covered a fraction of the cost. We were up to our eyeballs in medical bills.”

“I remember that. We were all so relieved when Charlie came home and was better. Why didn’t you ask the church for help? We help out our members all the time.”

“My husband is a proud man. After years of paying off his gambling debts, he couldn’t bring himself to ask for a handout. That’s when he made the mistake of trying to earn fast money through betting again.”

“Helen!” Reverend Abbott rushed around the corner from the back of the house. “How did you know? How did you find out?”

They all jumped at his surprise entrance. Helen stood up. “Oh, honey, a wife knows when something’s wrong. I called the bank, and they told me about the loan.”

They stood facing each other. Reverend Abbott’s shoulders slumped. “I never wanted you to find out. I’m so ashamed of myself. And now Charlie knows, too.”

“Dad, I’ve known all along. I was always covering for Mom when she picked up extra shifts in Bingham.”

For a moment, it looked as though Reverend Abbott’s legs would give out. He moved toward his wife and wrapped her in his arms. “I thought you said they were shorthanded at the hospital here. I had no idea you were working in Bingham.”

“Well, the good news is, I’ve almost saved up enough to pay off a lot of the loan.”

Reverend Abbott squeezed his wife and tilted his head toward Deena. “You see, I told you this woman is a saint.” He led her back to the sofa and sat down between his wife and son. “So how were you going to pay off the loan without my finding out?”

Charlie piped in. “We came up with a story. We were going to say that Mom inherited it from her second cousin. I know it’s a lie, but we thought that you would be upset when you found out we knew about the bets you had been making.”

“The truth is always the best bet, son. I learned that the hard way by keeping things from you and your mother. Look where it’s gotten me. They think I may have killed Ray, isn’t that right, Deena?”

“Well, being blackmailed would give you a motive. Let me ask you a few questions, and this time I need the truth. Those papers I showed you the other day, were they yours?”

“Yes, I had written out instructions for my bookie and thrown them in the trash. Ray found them when he was cleaning up my office. He knew exactly what they were. I begged him not to tell anyone and he agreed—for a while. But it didn’t take long until he decided to ask for money and use the secret against me.”

“So you paid him?” Deena asked.

“Obviously, I didn’t have much money. I had to borrow some from the church. I know that was wrong, but I kept a record, and I’m going to pay back every dime. Ray was smart enough not to ask for too much money. Just enough to keep me on the hook and not turn him in to the police.”

“So that explains why you kept him around when everyone else thought he should’ve been canned.” Deena was starting to get a clear picture of the situation. “Did anyone else know what Ray was doing to you?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Actually, there was one other person who knew,” Helen said. “That’s how I found out that Ray was blackmailing you.”

“You knew about the blackmailing?” Reverend Abbott looked shocked. “I just thought you found out I had been gambling.”

Helen put her hand on her husband’s arm. “There was someone else at the church who had your back. Someone who thought I should know what was going on.”

“Who was that?” Deena asked.

“Darlene.”
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Who would have thought pillars of the community would have such a big crack in their fortress.

On her way home, Deena pulled over at a gas station to send a text back to Detective Guttman. She told him to call her in the morning because she had some new information to give him.

While sitting in her car, there was a knock on her side window. An older man wearing an Uncle Sam costume waved and motioned for her to roll down her window.

“Only six more days until election day!” he said. “Don’t forget to vote for Mayor Thornhill to be reelected. He promises to make Maycroft the happiest place on earth!” The man handed her a flyer.

“I thought Disneyland was the happiest place on earth,” she said and tossed the flyer into the back seat.

“Oh, did I say happiest? I meant safest.”

Deena forced a smile and rolled up her window. If you mean keeping it safe from killer party planners and murdering Methodist ministers, then he’s got my vote.

It had been a long day, and Deena couldn’t wait to eat supper, slip into her jammies, and stretch out on the sofa with a good book. She came to the front door and was greeted by the sweet aroma of grilled onions and barbequed meat.

The kitchen table was set and waiting for her. “I’m home,” she yelled in the direction of the den.

Gary walked in with a funny look on his face. He kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear, “We’ve got company.”

Sure enough, Sylvia came around the corner clutching the arm of none other than their neighbor Edwin Cooper. 

“Oh, this is a surprise,” Deena said.

“Close your mouth, dear, you look like a cow.” Sylvia stood by her chair and let Edwin pull it out for her.

Deena snapped her jaw shut and took her seat at the table. “Well, this day has just been full of surprises.”

Dinner progressed as if in slow motion. Sylvia commanded the conversation. Luckily, all Deena had to do was smile occasionally and nod. She couldn’t wait to get Gary alone and find out how all this had come about.

After eating the cake Sylvia had made in the afternoon, Gary suggested they take their coffee to the den. It was obviously just an excuse so he could keep one eye on the sports news on television. 

After a few minutes, Deena excused herself to the bedroom. It wasn’t long until Gary joined her.

“What’s going on?” she whispered. “Who invited Mr. Cooper for dinner?”

“Mother. I don’t know the whole story yet, but apparently they have struck up a friendship.”

“Doesn’t she know about him watching us every time we’re in the backyard? He called the police on her just two days ago. What have I missed?”

“I’m as confused about this as you are, and believe me, the minute the man leaves, I’m going to straighten her out.”

A strange sound emanated from the den. Sylvia cackled like a schoolgirl. It was all Deena could do not to go out there and send Edwin packing.

Lying in bed trying to read was a complete waste of time. Gary kept changing the channels on their small television.

“Why don’t you just leave it on one station?” Deena complained.

“I can’t concentrate. I keep wondering what’s going on out there. Do you hear that?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Neither do I.” He set the remote on the nightstand. “It’s too quiet. I’m going out there.”

“Suit yourself. It’s your choice if you want to see your mother making out with our neighbor.”

“That’s just disgusting.” Gary got up and opened the bedroom door slowly. He coughed, and then pulled the door shut behind him with a bang.

Deena jumped out of the bed and walked over to the door, putting her ear against it so she could listen. Nothing. What was going on out there? She heard Gary’s footsteps and jumped back into the bed.

Gary came in. “The coast is clear. He’s gone.”

Deena set her reading glasses on top of her book. “So, are you going to talk to her?”

Sylvia walked up behind Gary. “You two can stop hiding now. Come out here. I need to talk to you.”

That was a turn of events Deena had not expected. She wanted to talk to us. Deena grabbed her robe and slippers and followed Gary into the den.

“Mother, I don’t want you hanging around with that guy,” Gary said as though he were lecturing his teenage daughter.

“See here, son. You’ll not be telling me who I can and cannot see. I can’t believe how judgmental you two have been. I’ll have you know that Edwin is not at all like you think he is.”

Sylvia went on to tell them about Edwin and how he lost his wife and his dog. The person she described was a lonely, caring individual who Deena and Gary had never bothered to get to know.

“I feel just terrible,” Deena said. “I never even knew he had been married. He’s lived alone over there ever since we moved in.”

Gary looked at Deena. “To think, all this time he’s been watching the dog and not you. I guess we just assumed he was a nut job, like the people you see on TV.”

Sylvia pulled off her clip-on rhinestone earrings. “It’s like I always say: you can’t judge a book by its cover.”

That was the second time Deena had heard that saying today. First, it was about the O’Malleys, now it was about their neighbor. And, it was certainly true for the Abbotts.

Deena tucked in her tail and headed back to the bedroom. She thought about Darlene. Deena’s suspicions were pulling her in that direction. She hated to think that her hunch might be true. Tomorrow she would pay a visit to Darlene to see why she had quit her job so suddenly. Hopefully, there was a simple explanation. 

Not only had Darlene despised Ray, she knew he was blackmailing her boss. However, even more curious was why she was in contact with Julius Dunbar. Darlene had a lot of explaining to do.

Hurley trotted in to take his usual spot at the end of the bed. Deena remembered the pooch she had helped rescue from Ray's house that was the spitting image of Hurley. She would talk it over with Sylvia first, but Deena had an idea that might help relieve some of Edwin Cooper's loneliness.

She picked up the dog and scratched his ears. Sometimes we rescue pets, and sometimes they rescue us.
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Brown and gold leaves fell like rain as Deena pulled up in front of Ian’s building. A cold Northern had blown in overnight, dropping the temperature down to the low fifties. That was cold for Texas in November. Deena blew on her hands to warm them up, wishing she had dug out her winter gloves. It looked like Rob and Ian were already there. 

Once again, Deena had forgotten her travel mug and hoped there would be a pot of hot coffee waiting for her inside. She looked in the mirror to see if the makeup she had applied had done anything to conceal the bags under her eyes. It was going to be another long day. 

She couldn’t wait to tell Ian about Stephanie’s confession to lying about Wendy. She wouldn’t be able to tell him about the Abbotts. Not yet anyway. She had promised Detective Guttman she would keep that part a secret for now.

The foyer seemed cold and damp. “Is the heat on?” she asked Rob, who was at the front desk still wearing his jacket and stirring his coffee.

“It takes a while to warm up these old buildings. Give it an hour, and it will be nice and toasty in here.”

“An hour—better get a head start with some hot coffee.” She walked back to her office. 

While she was doctoring up her cup with cream and sugar, Rob stuck his head inside the break room. “Ian’s looking for you.”

Deena picked up her cup and grabbed the satchel from her desk.

Ian’s office was even messier than usual. That was a good sign. Generally, the more work he had, the better his mood. He should be ecstatic today. 

“Ready for some good news?” she asked. “I think the case against Wendy just got a whole lot weaker.”

“Why is that? Did you get Stephanie Gander to come clean?”

“I sure did. It’s like my new cologne is full of truth serum. And get this, she told me she had been bribed to lie about Wendy. You’ll never guess who did it.” Without waiting for a response, she added, “None other than Julius Dunbar.”

“You mean the guy who works for Terrance O’Malley?”

“Bingo!” 

Ian rubbed his hands together like a sinister cartoon character plotting out his next diabolical move. “I can’t wait to meet with the DA and present him this information. He’ll have to think long and hard about keeping the charges against Wendy. Got anything else?”

Deena suddenly felt cornered. Guttman made her promise not to tell anyone she was working for him. She had agreed because she wanted to help Wendy. Could she really keep the information about Reverend Abbott’s gambling problem and his being blackmailed by Ray from her boss?

“Deena? Is there something else going on?”

“I can’t tell you, not yet anyway.”

The look on Ian’s face said she was treading on thin ice.

She leaned forward and put her hand on the desk. “You trust me, don’t you? You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt our client.”

“I don’t like this. I don’t like you keeping secrets from me. But, yes, I trust you, and if you think this is the best thing, so be it. When will you be able to fill me in?”

“I have another lead. As soon as I check it out, I’ll let you know what I find.” She waited for his reaction.

He leaned back and swiveled in his chair. “All right. But I want a full report when you’re done. By the way, does Detective Guttman know about Julius Dunbar and Stephanie?”

“I’m not sure. He needs to know, don’t you think?” If Ian agreed, she’d have the green light to talk to Guttman without going behind her boss’s back.

“Hold off on saying anything to him. I want to sucker punch the DA with the news that their star witness lied. Although, she may have told them already.”

Deena’s throat clenched. She was walking a fine line now, like an acrobat balancing on a tightrope. One false move, and she’d fall face-first onto the ground. Lying was such a slippery slope. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to keep it up much longer. The sooner they could clear Wendy, the better. She stood up to leave.

“Just one more thing,” Ian said. “I want to remind you that our sole purpose is to clear our client. Sometimes that means we have to do everything possible to find other suspects or even the true culprit. In this case, I think we have enough to get the charges dropped.”

Had he read her mind? Did he suspect she was in too deep? “What exactly are you saying?”

“You don’t need to be out there playing junior cop anymore. Let the police do their job. Remember, if Ray Brewster was murdered, there’s a killer out there who doesn’t want to get caught. I don’t want you to get yourself hurt.”

She nodded and walked out. Believe me, neither do I.


* * *

THE LAKESIDE APARTMENTS were hardly lakeside. If you stood on a second-floor balcony and leaned just so, you might have a chance of seeing the trees that lined the lake, but certainly the water itself was out of view. Still, it was a popular complex for single mothers, divorced dads, and others looking for reasonable rent and a safe neighborhood.

Darlene lived on the first floor around back by the pool. Deena glanced at the greenish water covered in leaves. Looked like the pool boy had taken the autumn off. Deena found Darlene’s apartment. A fall wreath decorated the front door.

Deena rang the bell. Not hearing anything, she pushed it again and waited. The curtains were drawn or else she’d have tried to look inside. She knocked, but there was still no answer. No doormat. She lifted up a pot of dead plants and looked for a key. Nothing. The apartment complex had a bank of mailboxes for the residents, so she couldn’t snoop to see if the mail had been checked recently.

Finally, she decided to write a note for Darlene to call her and shoved it through the small slit on her mailbox.

The last thing Deena wanted was to go back to the church to get Darlene’s cell phone number. That might lead to an awkward run-in with Reverend Abbott. Left with few other options, she decided to call the church. If Abbott answered, she would hang up.

Sitting in her car, she dialed the number and held her breath. Luckily, Mrs. Barrington answered. Deena had taught all three of her children. She asked for the number and Mrs. Easton gladly supplied it. Finally, some small-town luck.

Deena got back out of the car and stood by Darlene’s door. She busied herself with her phone, waiting until a man who was walking his dog made his way past. She called the number, putting her ear next to the door jamb to listen for ringing inside. Either she was not there or those apartments were super insulated. 

As a last resort, she tried the doorknob and was actually relieved to find it locked. Breaking and entering was not really her cup of tea. It was time to talk to Detective Guttman.

As she drove downtown to the police station, she tried to get her story straight. She wouldn’t mention talking to Stephanie, in order to keep her promise to Ian. But, she could tell him about Charlie calling and talking to the Abbotts. 

Should she tell him about Darlene and that she may have been in contact with Julius Dunbar? If Guttman didn’t know about Stephanie being bribed, then he may not find the call from Dunbar at the church all that suspicious.

Deena would have to choose her words carefully. And speaking of careful, was she being followed again?


* * *

DETECTIVE GUTTMAN WANTED to meet at his secret country road hideout where he had taken Deena two days earlier. She looked in the mirror at her hair. The detergent had made it fade a bit, but she still looked like a cartoon version of herself. 

In order to find Guttman’s location, Deena had to drive to the salon first and start from there. Gary often teased her about her terrible sense of direction.

When she pulled up, Guttman was there waiting. He motioned for her to get in his car.

“What have you found out?” he asked. “Something good I hope. The clock is ticking, and we need a break in this case or else Mayor Thornhill is going to win the election and continue to make my life miserable.”

“Not to mention an innocent person is locked up in jail. Anyway, as it turns out, those were indeed Reverend Abbott’s bookie sheets. He denied it at first, but I wormed it out of him. Also, Ray Brewster had found out Abbott was gambling and threatened to tell his wife. Abbott was paying him off to stay silent.”

“Sounds like a motive for murder if you ask me.”

“Not so fast. He explained everything, and I think he was telling the truth when he said he didn’t kill Ray.”

Guttman twisted his lips. “Nothing personal, but I think I should check him out on the down low. Not that you don’t have good instincts, but there’s a lot riding on this case. Besides, his wife is a nurse. She could’ve been an accomplice as well.”

“I talked to her, too. Let me tell you how it all went down.” Deena described the call from Charlie, Helen’s job, and Reverend Abbott coming in and verifying what they were saying.

“Is there a chance you were set up? Maybe they staged the whole thing to convince you they weren’t involved.”

“I really don’t think so. But there’s more. Someone else knew that Ray was blackmailing Reverend Abbott. Someone who couldn’t stand Ray. I think you interviewed her. Darlene Watson, the church secretary.”

“You think she might have been involved?”

“For one, she had access to the church allergy shots and one was missing from the box in her desk drawer. For another, I think she was in contact with Julius Dunbar.”

“He’s the thug that works for Terrance O’Malley, right?”

“Yes, and according to Wendy, O’Malley went through him to try to bribe her into breaking off her engagement with David. Who’s to say he didn’t pay off Darlene to kill Ray and set up Wendy?”

“Sounds like you’re fishing to me. You’re looking for a scapegoat to protect the Abbotts. If O’Malley wanted Wendy out of the picture that badly, why wouldn’t they just have her disposed of?”

Deena didn’t have an answer. She so badly wanted to tell him about Stephanie’s confession to lying. “I don’t know what to tell you. You asked me to check out the Abbotts and I did. Maybe you should do your own police work and leave me out of it.” She reached for the door handle.

“Now hold on, Deena. Don’t go getting your panties in a wad.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I mean. I appreciate what you’ve done. I’ll hold off on following up on the Abbotts for now. But what about this secretary? Have you talked to her?”

“Not yet. A few days ago, she quit her job at the church. It seems she’s...missing.”

“That’s suspicious, wouldn’t you agree, or do you think she’s innocent as well?”

Deena rolled her eyes. “Actually, I’ve known Darlene a long time, and she doesn’t seem like the killer type to me. But I don’t trust O’Malley and Dunbar, so if she’s involved with them, who knows what she’s up to.”

Guttman rubbed his forehead. “Well, it looks like we’re going to have to wait until Tuesday when this election is over and in the books. Then I can get back to work and get this case solved. In the meantime, don’t do anything else. Hopefully, the charge against Wendy Fairmont will be dropped by the end of next week. She should be able to get the whole thing expunged from her record with no real harm done.”

Deena diverted her eyes. “Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if it happens sooner than that.”

Guttman gave her a sideways glance. “Why? Is there something I don’t know?”

There’s a lot you don’t know, Deena thought, but I can’t tell you. “Let’s just say that the defense has not rested.”

When she got in her car to drive away, she felt a little guilty for not telling him about Stephanie. After all, they were all on the same side. The side of justice.

At least that’s what she thought.
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When Deena pulled up to the house, she realized she hadn’t yet switched out her Halloween door wreath for a new one. Making wreaths was one of the few crafts Deena enjoyed and was really good at. It was hard to believe it had not yet been a week since she’d baked a cake and taken it to the church carnival.

“Hello. I’m home,” she called out as she came through the door from the garage.

“Shhh. Larry is about to tell Renee that he’s a homosexual,” Sylvia yelled from the den.

Deena walked in to find Sylvia and Edwin sitting much too close to each other on the sofa. Not nearly enough room for Jesus, she thought. She tiptoed past and went into the bedroom, expecting Hurley to be right on her heels. She looked back to see the dog sleeping comfortably in Edwin’s lap. Traitor.

What to do now? She debated cleaning house, shopping for groceries, and preparing dinner. She opted for a nap.

When the ringing of her cell phone woke her up, she had no idea how long she had been asleep. Barely opening her eyes, she answered. The person on the other end of the line spoke quickly, and at first she didn’t recognize the voice. Then it came to her. “Darlene?”

The woman barely spoke above a whisper but her instructions were clear. Deena was supposed to meet her in one hour at the Pine Tree Motel on the outskirts of town. She had no choice but to agree.

She shook the cobwebs out of her head and brushed her tangled hair. Unlike the women in movies who always got up with fresh lipstick and perfect mascara, Deena looked like a Fright Night TV star. She walked out of the bedroom to find Edwin and Sylvia now enthralled with some game show.

“I’ve got an errand to run,” Deena said.

“Don’t worry about supper for me,” Sylvia said. “Edwin is taking me out on the town.”

“Okay, but I’m—”

“Shhh,” Sylvia repeated.

Deena left without another word. Oh well, at least she’s not criticizing me. Just to be on the safe side, Deena texted Gary to tell him where she was going. When he didn’t respond right away, she knew he must be with a client. Just as well, she didn’t want to have to answer a lot of questions anyway.


* * *

THE PINE TREE MOTEL was run down and stuck in the seventies. It looked worse in daytime than she remembered. Some of the “guests” actually lived there and called the place home sweet home. Deena parked in front of room seven. Luckily it was on the first floor, so she could get in and out of there as quickly as possible. She had no desire to hang around any longer than she had to.

Before she even knocked on the door, she saw the curtain pull back and someone peeking out. 

Darlene opened the door and pulled Deena in by the arm. “Do you think you were followed?”

“I don’t think so, but I really wasn’t paying attention. Who do you think would’ve followed me?”

“This man from Dallas. His name is Julius Dunbar.”

Now she had Deena’s attention. They sat down at a small wooden table with two vinyl chairs. Darlene offered Deena the “good chair”—the one without the foam coming out of its avocado-green covering. The place reeked of stale cigarettes.

“Start at the beginning. I want to know everything that’s going on,” Deena said.

“Before I do, I want you to promise that you’ll help me get a lawyer. That Ian Davis you work for would be perfect. Even though he’s married, he’s awfully easy on the eyes.”

“Why do you need a lawyer? What’s going on?”

“Well,” Darlene said, twisting a strand of frizzy auburn hair, “I think I killed Ray Brewster.”

“You what?”

“Everyone knows I hated Ray Brewster, no one more than Ray himself. He was lazy and rude and couldn’t keep his hands to himself. When he wasn’t trying to grab me, he was trying to steal from me. On Saturday, I had had about enough. From what I could tell, he had gotten himself a big ol’ bottle of whiskey and was gulping it down every time I took my eyes off of him. He was supposed to be helping Wendy and those kids get things set up for the carnival. When I came back from the ladies’ room, I caught him with his hand stuck right down in my pocketbook. I told him to get away from there, and he just laughed like it was the funniest thing on earth.”

“What did you do?”

“That’s when I opened my desk drawer and pulled out one of those needles and jabbed it in his hand. It was the closest thing I had to a weapon besides my good scissors, and I didn’t want to get blood all over them.”

“So you did stick him with one of those shots,” Deena said, feeling a bit of vindication.

“Yes, ma’am, I did. The old coot barely felt it and went stumbling on his way.”

Deena didn’t know what to do. Should she call Ian? Should she call the police?

Darlene continued. “To be honest, I didn’t think anything of it. When they found him dead, I just assumed the horse’s ass just drank himself to death.”

“You never told the police about the encounter?”

“No. They didn’t ask me anything like that. But then you came along asking questions about those needles and that got me to wondering. Did I kill him? Then I heard the rumors that the police thought he had been poisoned. That’s when I figured I must’ve done it.”

“So what’s this got to do with Julius Dunbar?”

“He had come by the church to see me. He asked me questions about Wendy and if I had seen her with Ray on Saturday. I told him yes, and he said he would be in touch. After that, I quit my job. I needed time to figure out what I was going to do with my cats once I went to prison. The day after I quit the church, he called me and said he wanted to see me. Maybe he isn’t the best-looking man around, but he sure was tall. Anyway, he comes over to my apartment and tells me he could make it worth my while to say I heard Wendy threaten Ray. Now, I may be a killer, but I’m not a liar. I told him to keep his money and go back to where he came from. Then I told him that there was no way Wendy killed Ray because I knew who had done it and it was me! I said I was working up my nerve to tell the police. Well, that’s when he went all psycho on me. He said I better keep my mouth shut or else. I asked him, ‘Or else what?’ but he didn’t say.”

Deena leaned in and whispered, “Do you think he’s trying to find you and hurt you?”

“I’ve seen movies. I know how these things work. I start talking and the next thing you know I’m on the six o’clock news with a picture of me floating face down in the Trinity River. That’s why I grabbed some stuff and hid out here.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

“I was hoping to get a good night’s sleep and then come see your boss. I’m ready to turn myself in and face the consequences for being the sinner that I am.”

Deena couldn’t believe that she had cracked the case. 

Darlene got up and walked over to the closet and pulled out a dress. It was dark blue with loud pink and yellow roses. “What do you think about this number? Would this be all right for wearing to the police station?”

Of all the questions Darlene could’ve asked, that had to be the last one Deena expected to hear at a time like this. “I’m—I’m sure that will be just fine. So, do you want to meet at Mr. Davis’s office tomorrow morning?”

“Sure. How about eight thirty?”

“That’ll be fine,” Deena said. “In the meantime, can I get you anything? Do you need some supper?”

“Thanks, honey, but I’ll be fine. Some of the boys here are planning to sneak me out to the soup kitchen. They’re a fun bunch.” She stood up and walked over to the door. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

Words failed Deena as she got in her car to head back home. Did Darlene realize what she was saying? Did she understand she had just confessed to homicide? She didn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation. Deena couldn’t wait to get home to call Ian to tell him what she had just witnessed.

Now, there was only one thing left to do. Cross her fingers that Darlene would show up at the office in the morning.
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Ian paced behind his desk. He hadn’t bothered even tying his necktie. “Tell me again what this Darlene Watson said to you last night when she first called you. And be precise. I want to take notes.”

“Are you all right?” Deena asked. She stifled a yawn. “How’s Sandra?”

“She’s fine. Well, actually, she said she was feeling a little under the weather today. Anyway, what did Darlene say?”

“She started out asking me if I was still working for a lawyer in town, and I said yes. She asked if he was good at keeping people out of prison. That’s when I asked her why she wanted to know. Then she said, ‘What if I know someone who tried to scare someone, and he accidently ended up dead?’ That’s when I knew she must be talking about Ray.”

Ian narrowed his eyes. “Did you mention Ray first or did she?”

“She didn’t mention him at all on the phone. She just asked me to meet her at the motel.”

“Accidently,” he repeated and made a note. “That’s good. Did you ask her what she had done with the needle?”

“No, I didn’t think to ask. She said she would be here at eight thirty to turn herself in. I wasn’t sure what to do, which is why I called you.”

“You did the right thing. However, we can’t take her on as a client considering the fact that we are already defending Wendy Fairmont for the same crime.”

“But if Darlene confesses, won’t they automatically drop the charges against Wendy?”

“Not necessarily. They could see it as a false confession. To save face, they could decide to hold off dropping charges against Wendy until after the election.” He let out a deep sigh. “This is going to be complicated. I’m going to send her to another attorney.”

“The fact that she called me would seem to indicate she trusts me, which means she trusts you. I’m sure that whatever you tell her to do, she’ll do.”

“I hope so. Before we ask her any questions, I’m going to suggest she goes to see Jacob Marlin. I’ll call his office now and see if he’s available this morning.”

“Okay,” Deena said. “I’ll be in my office if you need anything else.”

On her way back down the hall, Deena grabbed a stack of file folders from the supply room to get caught up on paperwork. As she read through notes and created files, she kept one eye on the clock. Eight thirty came and went with no sign of Darlene. At eight forty-five, she went out to find Rob. “Any calls for me?”

“Nope. Is there something I can help you with?”

“Just waiting.” She walked over to one of the tall front windows and stared out onto the parking lot. Several cars drove by, but no one pulled in. Surely, Darlene had not forgotten their appointment. It was time to give her a call. Deena went back to her office and used her cell phone to call Darlene. When it went to voicemail, she began to panic. She grabbed a tissue, reached under her blouse, and dabbed at her armpits. She hadn’t been this nervous since she had to testify against her friend in court.

She leaped onto her desk phone when it rang. It was Ian wanting to know where Darlene was. “I don’t know. I just tried to call her and it went to voicemail. Let’s give her a little more time. I’m sure this isn’t easy for her.” Although she seemed to satisfy Ian with her response, something told Deena that Darlene Watson would not be walking through the front door anytime soon.

Another hour passed and still no Darlene. Deena stood in Ian’s doorway. “What do you think we should do?”

“There’s not much we can do but wait.”

“Should we call the police? Should we tell them she confessed to killing Ray?”

“Absolutely not—not yet anyway. What she told you would be hearsay. Let’s give her a chance to do the right thing. For all we know, she made the whole thing up or was covering up for someone else.”

Could Ian be right? Surely Darlene hadn’t played her. She didn’t seem savvy enough for that. But then again, you can’t judge a book...

Ugh.


* * *

DEENA WAS AS NERVOUS as an expectant father. She fidgeted and fiddled. A pretty good pile of fingernail polish chips were piled up on the desk in front of her when Rob finally called to say she had a visitor.

She glanced at the clock. Ten thirty-seven. Had it really only been two hours? Deena hurried to the reception area to find Darlene chatting congenially with Rob.

Her bright red lipstick competed with her freshly dyed, bright red hair. “I’m so sorry, Deena. My hairdresser just couldn’t seem to get my color right, but then, you probably know all about that.”

“You’ve been at the salon?”

“Yes. Do you like it?” She pushed up her curls and struck a pose. “I couldn’t hardly go in there and get my picture taken looking like I did. You know how they put those mug shots on TV and in the newspaper. I wanted to look my best.”

Deena rolled her eyes. Darlene was one of those books that exactly matched the cover. “Come with me.” She led her back to Ian’s office.

“Here she is,” Deena said. 

Ian stood up and shook Darlene’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Watson.”

“Charmed, I’m sure. But you should call me Darlene since we’re going to be working so closely together.” She batted her lashes shamelessly.

Ian sat down behind his desk and cleared his throat. “That’s something we need to discuss. You see, I will not be able to represent you in this matter.”

“What?” Darlene spun around to face Deena. “But you promised!”

“I know,” Deena said. “But it would be a conflict of interest. Ian has found you another very good lawyer, and I’ll even go with you.”

“Is he single?” Darlene reached in her purse and pulled out her compact to check her face in the mirror.

“Actually, he’s married and has three kids,” Ian said, and shot an inquiring look at Deena.

Darlene snapped the compact shut and jammed it back into her handbag. “Well, I don’t have time to start over with another lawyer. I need to get to the police station now before my hair falls.”

“You don’t want to go to the police without a lawyer, believe me.”

Darlene stood up. “I’m tired of men trying to tell me what to do. Come on, Deena. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

Deena looked back at Ian helplessly as Darlene brushed past her out the door.

Ian shrugged. “I’ll call Jacob Marlin and see if he can meet you there. Try not to let her do or say anything stupid.”

“Yeah, right. I’m an investigator, not a miracle worker.”

* * *
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THERE WAS NO TALKING sense into Darlene. No matter how much Deena tried, she couldn’t convince the woman to wait to speak to a lawyer before charging into the police station and confessing to killing Ray. 

Darlene walked up to the front counter where the officer on duty asked what she needed.

Deena literally pushed Darlene to the side and said, “We need to speak to Detective Guttman. Tell him Deena Sharpe is here.”

“Y’all have a seat over there, and I’ll let him know you’re here,” the officer said.

Deena led a protesting Darlene to the waiting area. Anything she could do to stall might help. “At least let me soften up Detective Guttman for you before you start spilling your guts about Ray.”

“If that makes you happy, fine. But it doesn’t change what I did.”

Where was that other lawyer? Maybe he could talk some sense into Darlene. Was it a case of self-defense? Probably not, but at least a lawyer would protect her right to a fair trial.

Detective Guttman came out to the waiting area. “Mrs. Sharpe. You wanted to see me?”

“Actually, it was I who wanted to see you,” Darlene said. “Remember me from the church?”

“Why yes. Darlene Watson, am I right?”

Darlene seemed flattered that Guttman had remembered her name. “I wish we were meeting under different circumstances, but I’m afraid I have bad news.”

“Now hold on, Darlene,” Deena said. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Can we go back to your office, Detective?”

“Certainly,” Guttman said.

Darlene rushed up and took his arm as though she were Cinderella entering the ball. “That sounds fine to me,” she said. “Then I can tell you all about how I killed Ray Brewster.”

Guttman stopped in his tracks. “What?”

“That’s right. I did it. Will you take my picture now, or do we have to wait until after you get my fingerprints? I hope that ink doesn’t mess up my new polish.”

“Mrs. Sharpe?” Guttman said, looking back at Deena.

She just shook her head.

Guttman offered his arm back to Darlene. “Now, that’s a story I want to hear.”

Instead of his office, Guttman took Darlene and Deena to an interrogation room. He read Darlene her rights and let her know everything she said was being recorded.

She looked up at the ceiling and saw the video camera in the corner. “Am I going to be on TV?” She waved at the camera.

“Detective Guttman, can I speak to you outside before you get started here?” Deena shot him a look that left him no choice but to comply.

He followed her to the hallway. “Excellent job, Deena. If you’re worried about getting credit for the arrest, don’t. I’ll be sure everyone knows how much you helped in this case.”

She held up her hand to stop him. “I don’t want credit for this, I just want Darlene to get a fair shake. Her attorney is on the way, and you shouldn’t question her until he’s here.”

“But you heard her waive her right to an attorney.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I can ask her anything I want at this point.”

“But surely you can tell she’s not understanding the gravity of the situation. Please, wait until Mr. Marlin is here.”

Guttman breathed heavily out of his nose like a bull in an arena. “Whose side are you on? This is just what you need to get Wendy Fairmont off the hook. Oh, and by the way, you could’ve told me that Stephanie Gander recanted.”

“You’re right. In fact, we should talk about that. Let’s go to your office so we can also discuss Julius Dunbar and his involvement in this case.”

“Nice try, but I am going back in there. You might as well go on home. I’ve got this covered.”

“Detective Guttman,” the officer from the front desk said, “Jacob Marlin is here to see his client.”

Deena smiled and tried not to appear too smug. “Looks like you have to wait after all.”

Before Guttman could make a move, Darlene stuck her head out of the door of the interrogation room. “Do you mind if I go to the ladies’ room? I just need to check my hair again.”

Guttman pointed down the hall. “Sure, why not?”

Deena walked past him out to the front. She introduced herself to the attorney. “Did Ian fill you in on the details?”

“Just enough to know that my new client is in desperate need of representation.”

“You can say that again.”

The front desk officer led them back to the holding room.

When Darlene came back in, her face dropped. Deena could read her mind. Apparently, she had not expected her new lawyer to be so old.

He reached out his hand. “I’m Jacob Marlin, and I’m here to represent you.”

“Okay, I guess.” Her shoulders sagged as she said it.

“Let’s get you out of here so we can talk,” Marlin said.

Detective Guttman walked in with a look on his face that Deena had never seen before. He was pale and sweaty as though he might have a heart attack.

“Linus, are you okay?”

Before he could answer, Marlin said, “I’m taking my client out of here. She won’t be making a statement today after all.”

“That’s fine with me, since she obviously didn’t do anything.”

Deena cocked her head at Guttman. “What do you mean?”

Guttman held up a piece of paper. “The medical examiner’s report just came in. Ray Brewster died of natural causes.”
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After hearing all the details of the medical examiner’s report, Deena sat in her car wondering what to do next. Should she be relieved or disappointed? 

She couldn’t bring herself to go back to work. Maybe she should go see Gary. He might understand how she was feeling. First, however, she needed to call Ian and tell him the news. He would want to talk to the DA about dropping the charges against Wendy.

When Ian didn’t answer his cell phone, she called the office number. 

Rob picked up. “He’s not here. He’s at the hospital. Sandra is in labor.”

Deena’s heart fluttered as she started up the car and raced toward the hospital. She whispered a prayer under her breath that everything would be okay.

Of course, when she got there, she was directed to the family waiting room where she sat all by herself. She called Gary, who insisted on coming up to be with her right—after he stopped by to check on his mother.

The waiting area was barren except for a coffee machine in one corner and a few vending machines in the other. A small TV was muted and showed the weather station. She was too anxious to bother changing it. Gary would likely put it on a sports station as soon as he arrived.

When Gary got there, she unloaded on him. She told him about Stephanie and the Abbotts and Darlene and the medical examiner’s report. It felt good to get it all out in the open. When she finished, exhaustion took over, and she fell asleep leaning against Gary’s shoulder.

She continued drifting in and out of sleep with only an occasional noise or Gary shifting in his seat causing her to open a droopy eye. She slept that way for several hours.

As though coming out of a dark tunnel, she awoke to the sound of Gary calling her name and shaking her. “Deena, wake up. Ian is here.”

She wiped the saliva off the side of her mouth and sat up. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s a girl! She’s beautiful. Do you want to see her?”

“You bet I do,” Sylvia screeched from across the room.

“When did you get here?” Deena asked.

“About an hour ago. Edwin dropped me off. You’ve been out of it this whole time, sleeping beauty.” But this time, Sylvia’s snarky comment was accompanied by a softness in her face that was usually reserved for Gary. “Let’s go see that new baby,” she said, walking over and taking Deena by the hand.

Sandra was beaming as she held her new little bundle. “Isn’t she the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”

“Absolutely!” Deena said. “And so are you.” She stroked Sandra’s cheek with the back of her hand.

“Do you want to hold her?” Sandra asked.

“I certainly do,” Sylvia said, pushing Deena to the side. “After all, she is my namesake.”

Ian gently lifted the baby and carried her over to the rocking chair. 

Sylvia sat down and cradled baby Sylvia in her arms. She cooed and made all the normal grandmotherly sounds you would expect.

Ian walked back and stood next to Sandra on the opposite side of the bed from Deena. “So what happened at the police station? Is Darlene under arrest?”

“You’ll never believe it. As it turns out, Ray Brewster died of a heart attack, not poisoning.”

“You’re kidding! But what about Darlene? Was she just lying to get attention?”

“Nope. They found traces of epinephrine in his system, but said it had nothing to do with his heart attack. Guttman said they could still charge her with attempted murder, but won’t because she wasn’t actually trying to kill him.”

“That’s incredible,” Ian said.

There was a soft knock at the door, and Wendy stuck her head in. She held out a big vase of fall flowers. “Hey, I just wanted to stop by and say congratulations and to thank you. The DA called and they’ve dropped the charges against me.”

“That’s wonderful,” Deena said. “Have you told David?”

“He must’ve found out somehow, because he called and said he was willing to take me back.”

“What did you say?” Deena asked.

“I told him he could take his stupid proposal and stick it where the sun don’t shine.”

“Good for you! You’re too classy for him anyway,” Deena said. "Are you okay?"

"Yep, better now, of course," Wendy said. "Looks like there won’t be any tulle in my future, not for a while anyway."

“Hello? Remember me?” Sandra asked. “Let’s not forget about the miracle of birth that just happened here.”

Ian leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I could never forget you, dear.”
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Although Deena could have pulled out one of her other Thanksgiving wreaths to decorate the front door, she felt like this year her house deserved a fresh start. The grapevine deer, rusty tin stars, and barn wood plaques had called to her from the aisles of the crafts store. This year’s wreath would have a rustic Texas theme.

She was just putting away her glue gun when Gary came in from work. 

“Look at my sweet little homemaker,” he said and kissed her on the side of her neck. 

Deena rolled her eyes and chuckled. Her mood was particularly bright after today’s follow-up appointment with Sylvia at the doctor. She clasped her hands around Gary’s neck and gave him a long, lingering kiss on the lips.

“Stop that, you two,” Sylvia said from the den. “Save that for when you’re behind closed doors.”

Gary loosened his tie and glanced in the kitchen. “I love Taco Tuesday. Yours are  even better than the ones at Las Abuela’s.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Deena said. “The secret is your mother’s special salsa recipe.”

Gary walked into the den. “So what did the doctor say?”

Before Sylvia could answer, Deena rushed up like a freight train. “He said her ankle was almost as good as new and that the boot could come off on Friday and that she would then be able to drive. Isn’t that great news?”

“Sure it is.” He turned toward his mother. “I bet you’ll be glad to get back home.”

“I’ll be glad to get you two out of my hair.”

“Sylvia,” Deena said, walking back to set the table, “it hasn’t been that bad, has it?”

“Now that I’ve taught you how to keep a decent house and how to take care of my boy, I guess my work here is done. However, I don’t know how you’ll manage next week when you start back to work at that thrift store.”

Gary helped his mother out of the rocker and escorted her to the table. “Now Mother, Deena worked for over thirty years when she was teaching, and we managed. We’ll be just fine after you leave.”

Is Gary actually defending me to his mother? Sounds like he’s as anxious for her to leave as I am. “Before you sit down,” Deena said to Gary, “check the news. I want to see what the early returns say about the mayor’s race. It should be on the scrolling banner on the local station.”

Sylvia took one of the cloth napkins she had purchased for Deena and flipped it across her lap. “I can’t imagine anyone would vote for that charlatan after he made the police lock up that poor girl Wendy. Especially after we made sure word got all over town.”

“Yep,” Deena said. “We made the small town grapevine work in our favor this time. I mentioned it to Penelope at church, and it spread throughout the entire Bluebonnet Club and beyond.”

“It must have worked,” Gary said as he joined them at the table. “Marty Fisk is winning by a landslide.”

“Good. He’s for positive growth, even if he is a little sneaky.” Deena brought the food to the table and poured everyone a glass of sweet tea.

“That’s not such a bad thing, right my dear?” Sylvia lifted her glass. “Here’s to being sneaky.”

Deena smiled and joined in the toast. “Speaking of sneaky, I talked to Detective Guttman today. He got Julius Dunbar to admit to interfering with the case in exchange for agreeing not to press charges. The DA had already decided it would cost too much money to fight the O’Malleys and their money machine, but Dunbar didn’t know that. He admitted to following me around town, which means I wasn’t just being paranoid. Also, he admitted to bribing Stephanie and trying to bribe Darlene.”

“It was a good thing Darlene didn’t give in,” Gary said. “Still, I’m surprised Reverend Abbott hired her back as the church secretary.”

“Like he said in Sunday’s sermon, Sylvia said, “‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.’ Reverend Abbott is a good man. You should be glad to have him as your pastor.”

Deena nodded. “Guttman also convinced Dunbar to let Stephanie keep the car.”

Sylvia raised her eyebrows. “Is that a good idea? Isn’t that rewarding her for giving in to temptation?”

“She’s going to sell it and use the money for college. After coming forward and saying how sorry she was, Guttman thought she could use a leg up to get her life back on the right track.”

“Who knew Guttman had such a soft heart,” Gary said. “I guess you never can tell about people.”

“You know,” Deena said, “even though Ray is gone, I think some good actually came out of his death.”

“What’s that?” Gary asked.

“Reverend Abbott’s secret is out and his family is actually closer now. Also, Wendy found out what a creep her fiancé was before she made the mistake of marrying him. And Stephanie...well, Stephanie will hopefully learn to listen to her conscience.”

“All I know is that I’m glad things have settled down,” Gary said and nodded at Deena.

“You shouldn’t be so quick to wish away life's little surprises,” Sylvia said. “You never know what adventure might be waiting for you just around the corner.”

“Or even right next door,” Deena said and winked at Sylvia. “Too bad you'll be leaving soon.”

“Actually, I might just stay around a little while longer. Perhaps I could move in next door with Edwin. How about them apples, neighbor?”

Deena's jaw dropped and her eyes nearly fell out of her head. “Why, you little tart! You really can’t judge a book by its cover.”

* * *
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THE END

* * *
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: Darlene is a hoot! I think we’ll have to see more of her in the future. And what about Sylvia? Will she really move in with Edwin? We’ll have to see.

I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon. Also, you can sign up for my newsletter to receive a free book and information about giveaways, discounts, and new releases. Sign up here. 


* * *




KEEP READING THE SERIES with Sharpe Cookie: Two Sides to Every Coin, book 6.
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SHE'S A SHARP COOKIE. BUT SO IS THE KILLER!

WHEN AN AUCTION OF family treasures leads to murder, amateur sleuth Deena Sharpe sets out to catch the culprit. A missing coin collection could be the key to the puzzle. 

While Deena babysits the thrift shop for her friend who is out on maternity leave, strange things start happening. Her sister-in-law Estelle thinks they are messages from beyond the grave that point to the killer. Can they separate truth from fiction before someone else gets hurt? 
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Visit my website at www.lisabthomas.com for the most up-to-date book list. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Acknowledgements

[image: image]


Thanks to all the readers who encourage me to keep writing. I feel your support every time I sit down to write. 

A special thank you to my team: beta reader Kimberly Keating, editor Kelsey Bryant, and cover designer Susan at coverkicks.com.

Most of all, love and thanks to my husband for making it possible to pursue my dreams. 
cover.jpeg
LISA B. THOMAS

NOTE |
Souy Gm'p@& af ZUmt/i





images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00005.gif





