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Chapter 1
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Move-in day was stressful enough without worrying about a dead body next door. Okay, granted, the body wasn’t next door now, but it had been there less than a week ago. Now, this afternoon, it was likely in the back room of a funeral parlor or possibly in a cement vault six feet underground, depending on the family’s wishes.

You might think I’m a monster for complaining about a dead man—worm meat, as Shakespeare would have put it—but I had driven more than twelve hours to get here, pulling a U-Haul trailer, and I desperately needed to stretch my legs and pee, just not in that order. Hadn’t I stopped along the way? Of course. It’s not like I have an iron bladder, but no amount of toilet paper doilies could offer adequate protection from the menacing microorganisms accumulated on those West Texas germ factories called “rest stops.” Crossing into the mountains of New Mexico was not much better, except that the cold air made the jog back to the car even more miserable. You just can’t get a satisfying pee without sitting. That’s probably why men call us the weaker sex, as if peeing standing up was somehow an act of self-flagellation. 

The immediate source of my agitation was a Cadillac Seville with mile-long fins blocking my driveway. My Jeep, trailer and all, had nowhere to go. Although I had heard the next-door neighbor’s husband had died suddenly last week, it hadn’t occurred to me a funeral would be today. Not only was I stranded in the middle of the road, two guys I had hired online were supposed to meet me here any minute to unload the trailer. I couldn’t just leave it parked in the street, waiting for the mourners to dry up, clear out, and move their cars. A scene from a demolition derby I’d once seen on TV came to mind. Probably best to save that as a last resort.

Desperation fueled my actions. I parked in the street and opened the car door, sucking in the cool, sweet fragrance of ponderosa pine trees and Douglas firs. The smoky scent of burning wood also wafted through the air. Someone must be burning juniper and cedar in their wood stove. I know that’s a lot of detail, but my keen sense of smell was my superpower, and I showed it off whenever possible.

Like a newborn calf walking on wobbly legs, I stumbled out of the car and inched past the offending vehicle in my driveway up to the front porch. A couple of black-clad white-hairs made their way down the street and headed up the walk toward me. 

“We’re so sorry for your loss,” the woman said, taking my hand in hers as though it were a long-lost treasure. “Harold was such a good friend.” 

The man, presumably her husband, tipped his fedora.

Such a good friend you don’t even know where he lives. “I think you are looking for the Attwoods’ house. It’s next door.” I pointed to the Pueblo-style home.

The woman grabbed her husband by the arm. “I told you to use the map instead of that ESP contraption!”

“It’s a GPS and this is where it says Harold and Beverly live.” Spittle escaped his lips as he turned back to me. “Who are you and are you positive this isn’t the right place?” 

“I’m Wendy Fairmont, and I can assure you there is nothing inside but a bunch of old boxes and dust bunnies. But, I could check the closet for a corpse if it would make you happy.” 

The woman pulled her husband down the sidewalk as she gave him an earful.

I had forgotten how much colder it was here than back in East Texas and shivered as the brisk wind blasted my face. The seasons had changed the farther west and up into the mountains I had driven. In Texas, late November meant the last of the fall leaves were turning and long-sleeved shirts replaced tees. Here in Cascada, New Mexico—elevation 6,900 feet—trees were bare, the ground was covered in pine needles, and gray-white clouds were working up a good first snowfall.

I fished under the brightly painted donkey-shaped planter for the front door key where Myra had said she’d leave it. She had been my parents’ cleaning lady at the Waterfall Lodge for as long as I could remember. Crossing my fingers, I unlocked the front door, hoping Myra had done at least a semi-decent job of freshening up the place. To my surprise, the old house had a fresh pine scent and a glimmer of shine. Good thing, too, because I’d have hated to go postal on the woman who used to help me hide my thong underwear from my mother.

Walking into Gran’s house was both comforting and creepy. I loved my grandparents, oftentimes more than Mom and Dad. That’s what happens when hippie parents try to raise kids with no rules. All is well until the hippies finally grow up and start dishing out restrictions. As a parent, you can’t smoke pot in front of your kid when she’s little, then tell her she can’t drink beer at the lake with her friends when she gets to high school. There’s a reason they call it “high” school. Duh.

The move back to my hometown was a double-edged sword. Yes, I was starting a new life, a new business, and would probably take on a new hobby like bread-making or paintball, but in reality, it was a big step backward. In fact, if Bigfoot existed, which he probably did, and if he took a giant step, that’s how far backward this latest twist in my life had turned out to be.

It wasn’t like I had a lot of choices, though. Dumping my boyfriend and leaving behind his family fortune was only part of it. I had also lost my apartment and most of my friends. So I moved back to my hometown of Cascada, New Mexico, hoping to make the seamless transition back to my former self and my former life. I wanted to blend in, be accepted, and start fresh.

But starting over at almost thirty-five had not been on my personal agenda. Moving back to your hometown was like parading around in your old high school cardigan with a giant F sewn on the front. F for failure. But at least I didn’t have to move back in with my parents since I had recently inherited my grandmother’s house. It’s not that I had wished for Gran to die (again, not a monster), but the timing turned out to be somewhat fortuitous. 

Could Gran have known I would need a place to crash and lick my wounds? 

Ridiculous. I sounded like one of those old cranks down at the Piggly Wiggly talking to my dead husband while picking up handfuls of radishes. Did people even eat radishes anymore? 

The pendulum on the grandfather clock swung back and forth with a steady, comforting swish. Myra must have wound it for my arrival. Speaking of which, was that really the correct time? I took care of business then headed back outside to figure out what to do. 

Standing on the front lawn, I wished for a bullhorn to call out the car’s owner. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t make a good impression on my new neighbors, especially since at least one of them was in mourning. Staring at the Attwood house, my first instinct was to call my parents for help. In the past, this never would have crossed my mind, but after this latest curveball in my life, I was feeling a bit helpless and beaten down.

Still, I was determined not to rely on them, even though they were just a few country miles away. I couldn’t let living in my old hometown turn me into a needy spinster. It would be easy enough to do. After all, my parents were enablers. That’s why my older brother was still living at home instead of being in some jail cell or halfway house where he belonged. Supposedly, he worked at the lodge, if you called hanging out at the dock all day tinkering on boats “work.”

There seemed to be only one solution. I’d have to go next door and find the miscreant who’d blocked my driveway. I was hardly dressed for a social gathering, but my entire wardrobe was in the moving van. I ducked back in the house, reapplied lipstick, and tried to smooth out my messy hair before retying my ponytail. 

When I had left the house to make the mind-numbing drive to Cascada, I had no intention of seeing anyone who might matter. Surely the people next door would overlook the gray hoodie and sneakers when I told them I was just moving in. 

It was a clear November afternoon. Perfect day for a funeral. As a former event planner, I tended to make special note of the weather in connection to the day’s activity. There was nothing worse than an outdoor wedding with a soaking wet bride who had refused to make a back-up plan. Switching my career to photography meant I could now enjoy a good rainstorm as much as the next person.

Wondering if I should ring the bell or just walk in, I chose the first option. I had known Beverly Attwood for a number of years but had never been in her house. She and her husband had moved here after I left Cascada to go to college. She used to come over for a visit from time to time to gossip with Gran over a cup of coffee. She and Gran had been quite the opposites. Beverly was tall and stylish with snowy white hair she wore in a cute bob. Gran was round and, well, grandmotherly. She had gray hair that frizzed on the sides and seldom wore jewelry or makeup.

Beverly’s husband, Harold, had rarely been around. She said he spent all his free time on the golf course. Now he was swinging a club with Saint Peter or Saint Nicholas or Jack Nicklaus or Jack the Ripper. Too dark.

I rang the bell. 

An older man, late fifties, promptly opened the door and looked at me as though I were there to clean out the gutters. “Can I help you?” he asked, assuming I was not a guest. 

That was fine by me, although he didn’t have to turn up his nose quite so high. I wondered if he was the funeral home director, forcing solemnity for an occasion that provided his livelihood, that put food on the table and a roof over his head. He was about my father’s age and reminded me of my middle school principal with his graying hair slicked down and a blue suit that didn’t quite fit. 

“I’m just moving in next door. There’s a car blocking my driveway. I assume the owner is here.” 

“Oh,” he said and thrust out his hand. “I’m Dale Pratt. This is my in-laws’ house. Well, it was. I mean, my father-in-law is dead.” He mumbled something I couldn’t quite hear.

Just as well. I shook his hand. “I’m Wendy Fairmont.”

His face softened. “Oh, the girl next door. Why don’t you come in and ask around. I’d help, but I’m on door duty.” He glanced past me at another group of incoming mourners.

“Thanks,” I said and stepped into the foyer. Mrs. Attwood’s house was larger than Gran’s. Sadly, it too had lost much of its original charm. Red and gold velvet wallpaper and the cherub-painted cathedral ceiling in the entry were an assault on the eyes. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have pegged this place to be either a church or a house of ill repute. The house definitely had an identity crisis. Looking around, I wondered how any more guests could possibly fit into the front room. Mrs. Attwood was nowhere to be seen. 

Where to begin? Assuming the vintage, garish Cadillac belonged to one of the older crowd, I decided to start my inquisition based on age and hair color. Biased, maybe, but I had to start somewhere. It wasn’t much help since most everyone looked to be card-carrying members of the AARP. 

I tapped the shoulder of a man blocking the entrance into the front room. “Excuse me, sir. Do you own a Cadillac?”

“No, sweetie, but I’ll buy one if you’ll go for a drive with me.” He grinned and his bottom dentures nearly fell out.

Pervert. I popped him an insincere smile and nudged my way past, trying not to rub against him. A snowy-haired woman wearing a periwinkle-blue church hat was next. She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall and seemed harmless enough. “Ma’am, do you own a Cadillac?”

She looked me up, down, and sideways, wrinkling her face as though she’d just bitten into a jalapeno pepper. “What are you doing here? This is a funeral supper. Have you no decency?”

I took that as a no and moved on. After checking with several more guests, I was getting nowhere fast. Where was that bullhorn when I needed it? 

Changing tactics, I decided to hunt down Mrs. Attwood. Maybe she would know who owned the car or at least be able to help. But then like a pinball shot out of the gate, I was squirted from the front room into the dining room. 

Not only was this area packed, guests balanced plates and cups like circus performers as they jockeyed for position next to furniture on which to set their food. A clinking sound pierced through the clamor as someone spoon-tapped a glass. I had an immediate flashback to the numerous wedding receptions I had helped organize. I shivered.

Standing in the opening between the front room and the dining room was a mountain of a man whose head was too small for his body and whose clothes were too snazzy for the occasion. His bulbous red nose competed with his oversized bow tie for most conspicuous feature. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” He waited for silence. He had the countenance of a man used to getting his way.

I tried to blend in with the hideous flocked wallpaper. Luckily, all eyes were on Bow Tie Man.

“I would like to say a few words about our good friend, Harold Attwood.” He put the back of his hand to his mouth in a sideways comedic gesture. “I didn’t think I could say how I really felt about the old cuss in church.”

Everyone laughed. I spotted Beverly being pulled into the dining room from the kitchen by a woman with big Dallas hair. She was the spitting image of Beverly, minus about twenty years plus an unfortunately large nose. Had to be her daughter. Beverly looked flustered and ashen in her stylish black suit and heels.

“As you all probably know, Harold and I believed in healthy competition, whether it was in business or on the golf course.”

“He always beat you on the course, Bert,” some guy yelled from the other room. 

More laughter and head bobbing.

Bow Tie didn’t seem to think it was so funny. “Well,” he said, his red face growing ever more crimson, “it depends on whether you believed that lying cheat.” 

Everyone seemed to enjoy the friendly jabs, but I wasn’t so sure the old man was kidding. I knew enough about golf from my grandfather to know there was rarely such a thing as “friendly competition.” 

He continued. “Harold was obviously blessed by the golfing gods.” Again, with the sideways slam: “By that I mean he always had a way of miraculously finding his ball in the rough.” 

Seriously? The man’s dead.

“It was a long time coming, but as the newly elected president of the Cascada Falls Golf Association, I am going to make it my first order of business to nominate Harold Attwood to be added to the club’s Hall of Fame.”

The crowd cheered and clapped. Someone whistled. 

“Thank you, thank you.” He motioned toward Beverly. “And you, Beverly, we hope to see you continue your good work with our ladies’ group.”

She smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Bert.”

“And dear Penelope, you were the best thing Harold ever did.”

Beverly squeezed her daughter as though she were afraid to let go.

“And now, let’s raise our glasses to Harold Attwood. May you always hit the fairway and never lose your ball. And if you get lucky enough to hit another hole-in-one, make sure you have a witness this time. Cheers!”

“Cheers!” The crowd began to swarm like bees after someone had disturbed their nest, with Bert being the queen bee. 

I crept along the edge of the wall, trying to make my way over to Beverly just when a woman spun around to grab her near-falling plate of pasta and bumped me out into the hallway. I reached for the wall but ended up face down at someone’s feet. I looked up, following the black loafers up dark pants to a navy sports coat.

The man looked over his plate. “Are you okay?”

He gave me a hand up as I tried to regain what dignity I had left. “Yes. I was just trying—”

“Wendy Fairmont. Is that you?” 

Staring at his face, I wondered who this guy was. He looked like an L.L. Bean cover model. Not only did he have killer dark eyes, but he had those rugged Latin good looks that make most women drool over the models rather than the clothes. Even beneath the shaggy beard, I could see a Cary Grant dimple in his chin. It was all I could do not to reach out and touch it.

Heat rose in my face as I stared. Not only was I caught looking like a boot camp dropout, I didn’t recognize the hunky guy speaking to me. I shuffled the wheels in my brain trying to place him. Having been an event planner for nearly ten years, I’d worked with a lot of people. Some I kept in touch with; most were just names in my Rolodex. I definitely would have remembered this face, though.

He seemed to find my lack of recognition funny. “You don’t remember me, do you? I get that a lot.”

Something about his voice sounded familiar, but, “I’m sorry, no.” 

“See if this rings a bell.” Holding a fork, he raised his hand. “Present!”

I studied his face like a map. He was about my age, tanned, and had brown eyes with gold flecks. His jawline was strong and he had dark, wavy hair. And muscles. Not the bulky wrestler kind, more like the “I could carry you off to the bedroom” kind. I shook my head, now both flustered and frustrated.

“I’m Jake Faro. I used to sit behind you in homeroom. Actually, in every class where the teacher made us sit in alphabetical order.”

“Jake! Of course. It’s just that you look...different.”

“That’s what braces, contacts, and working out will do for you. Of course, you wouldn’t know that. You were the most beautiful girl in school.” He lowered his eyes. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

“You’re so sweet.” I had forgotten all about the Cadillac and the movers and the time. All I could think about was what a good-looking guy Jake Faro had become. If he’d have looked like this in high school, I could have avoided bad relationships with Mitch and Paul and what’s-his-name.

He casually twirled the spaghetti on his plate. “I heard you were moving back. So what are you doing here? You obviously aren’t dressed for a funeral reception.” 

I pushed a stray lock of hair behind my ear, embarrassed by my tacky garb. Not only was it inappropriate for a public gathering, it was inappropriate for the gym. I’d at least be wearing my cute Lululemons and Nikes. What must he think of me? “Actually, I’m just moving in today. There’s a Cadillac blocking my driveway and the movers are charging me a fortune and—”

As though I had made the world’s most hilarious joke, Jake burst into laughter, causing me to reel back, afraid I’d end up with pasta in my face. Had he been a lunatic all that time in school and I’d just never known? 

“So it was you!”

Me? What was he laughing at? I gave him my best stink-eye.

“I heard someone say there was a crazy woman loose in the house, panhandling and asking people to buy her a Cadillac.”

Even I could see the humor in that and had to laugh. “Actually, the movers will be here any minute, if they aren’t here already.”

“No worries. I have an idea.” He took my hand and pulled me through the gauntlet to the front door. Handing his plate to Dale, he said, “Tell Beverly I’ll check on her tomorrow.”

“Don’t tell me it’s your Caddy?” I asked when we had made it to the front steps.

“No, of course not. Although I do like vintage cars.”

An old pickup truck came chugging up the street and stopped behind the trailer. Two guys wearing stained overalls and backward ball caps got out. “What’s up?” one of them asked.

“There’s a car blocking my drive. My...friend is going to move it.” I looked back over my shoulder. The door of the Caddy was open, but I didn’t see Jake. Then he popped up in the front seat, and I heard the deep roar of the engine. The sound of the old V-8 brought back memories of helping my father out in the garage. Jake drove the car down the street, pulling into a driveway a few houses down from Mrs. Attwood.

I met him on his way back toward my house. “Thanks, I owe you one.”

“Do you need my help moving your stuff?” He held up his arm and made a muscle. I could see it bulge even through his sports coat.

“No, you’ve done plenty.” The last thing I wanted was for him to get a look at all my junk. He’d already seen me at my worst; I didn’t need him to see my dirty laundry—literally.

He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. “How about I take you to dinner one day this week and we can catch up.”

I was caught off guard by his sweet smile and boyish good looks. “Sure, but first, you have to tell me how you learned to hotwire a car.”

He smiled. “Secret agent spy school. I’ll stop by tomorrow to make a plan. My house is just down the road where I parked the car. I guess that means we’re neighbors now.”

“Looks that way.” I turned back and headed to move my Jeep. 

Too soon, I thought. I’m not ready to meet a cute, nice guy who would go to such lengths to help me. I’d have to figure out a way to call off dinner without hurting his feelings. It would have to be over the phone, of course, instead of in person. That smile was just too irresistible.
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Chapter 2
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It was a classic case of the chicken or the egg. I wasn’t sure which had awoken me first: the pain in my shoulder from unpacking boxes or the clanging coming from outside the house. Regardless, I had no choice but to get out of bed and take some painkillers before going out to put whoever was making that racket in a choke hold and demand restitution. 

I needed coffee. Lots of coffee.

Waking up in a new place was a bit disorienting. I thought of the old cliché: This was the first day of the rest of my life. Gag. But it was true. I was writing a new chapter in my life. So far, my book read like this: Chapter One – Grow up popular and pretty in Cascada, New Mexico. Chapter Two – Go away to college in Texas and meet Mr. Right. Mr. Right dies. Chapter Three – Bury myself in an event planning business. Chapter Four – Meet Mr. Good Enough. Break up with Mr. Good Enough. Chapter Five – Move back to Cascada and start over at friggin’ square one.

Maybe I should just stay in bed.

The rapping noise grew louder and more annoying. Either I had the world’s biggest woodpecker outside my bedroom window or a blacksmith had set up shop in my front yard. Either way, someone was going to pay.

Cascada hadn’t changed much in the seventeen years I’d been away. The population was up a little, the high school had won a state championship in baseball, and the bowling alley had put in electronic scorekeeping equipment. But tourists still wintered here for the skiing, summered here for the golfing, and the casinos and racetrack brought in plenty of business in the off-seasons. For the locals, tourists were a necessary evil. Sometimes, they even bought property and stayed. 

Since I was up anyway, I would pay a visit to Beverly Attwood so I could properly offer my condolences. After the catastrophe from the day before, I had learned not to leave the house dressed like a vagrant. I dabbed on some lip gloss and pulled my hair up into a bun. I opted for jeans and a sweater with a thick scarf, hoping the sun and a mug of French vanilla coffee would keep me warm on my short stride next door. Sure enough, my neighbor to the left was balancing on a ladder and wielding a hammer at his roofline. He caught sight of me and came down from his perch. 

“I hope I didn’t wake you,” he said. “The wife’s been after me to get these Christmas lights up, and I thought now was as good a time as any.”

Thanksgiving was just last week. Most people were still bloated from turkey and pumpkin pie. What’s the rush? I smiled and looked at the other houses around us. The only people with lights up were those who were probably too lazy to take them down from last year.

“I’m Curtis Meeks, by the way. You must be Mrs. Fairmont’s granddaughter.” He pulled off a green work glove to shake my hand.

Curtis Meeks had the smoothest hand I’d ever felt on a man. He was about my age, maybe a few years older. With his perfectly coiffed hair and designer casual wear, he looked more suited to a yacht than the mountains of New Mexico. It was obvious he was out of his element up on that ladder.

“Wendy Fairmont,” I said, biting my tongue not to ask what moisturizer he used.

“Sorry about your grandmother. She was a fine lady and a good neighbor. We miss her.”

“Thanks. So do I.”

“It is nice to see some more people our age moving into the neighborhood. I didn’t see your husband yesterday. Is he joining you later?”

Why did people always assume if you were in your mid-thirties you must be married? An assortment of snotty comebacks raced through my head. Sometimes it physically pained me to hold back my sarcastic comments. But I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with the new neighbors. 

“I’m not married,” I said, opting for the basic, matter-of-fact response.

“Oh, I see.” He said it sympathetically, as though I should feel sorry for myself. 

Okay, in a way, I did. Taking a sip of coffee, I thought about how much fun it had been to show off my engagement ring and use the word “fiancé.” My ring had been like a badge of honor, a stamp of approval. Somebody loved me, loved me enough to spend the rest of his life with me. That’s right, hoes. He put a ring on it. I shoved my hand in my pocket and started to walk away.

From out of nowhere, a gray cat popped out of the bushes and rubbed against my legs. “Who’s this?” I asked, assuming it belonged to Curtis.

“That old cat is a stray. It showed up a couple of months ago. I guess it’s become the neighborhood cat. We all feed her, but no one owns her as far as I know.”

Growing up, we had always had dogs. We had a hunting dog, a guard dog, a tracking dog, and even a lapdog. Cats were never pets around our house. They were more like squirrels. They seemed to be everywhere. They were around, but they weren’t yours. Consequently, I had always wanted a cat. But honestly, cats scared me just a bit. They may look all apathetic and Namaste on the outside, but I suspected on the inside they were actually plotting various ways to kill you.

I reached down and scratched her soft ears. The grateful feline purred loudly. When I stopped, she continued circling.

“Stop that, Cricket,” Curtis said.

“Cricket?”

“Yeah, I call her that. She likes to sit under the lamppost over there at night and swat at the crickets. I guess the name just stuck.”

The cat jumped up onto the porch and sat down, curling herself into a comfortable ball.

“Looks like she’s taken to you,” Curtis said. “Consider her the welcome wagon.”

A voice startled me. “Speaking of the welcome wagon, I brought you a little something.” 

Thinking the words had come from the cat, I spun around. Beverly Attwood stood on the lawn holding a plate filled with all kinds of sugary goodies. “These were left over from yesterday’s party. Thought you might like them. In a few days, I’ll make you some of my world-famous brownies. They’ll put all this other stuff to shame.”

I set my cup on the porch next to Cricket and took the plate from Beverly, wondering how she could possibly use the word “party” to refer to her husband’s memorial service. “I’m sorry about Harold,” I said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“Thanks, dear child. Your moving in here is the best gift you could give me. I was so happy when I heard you weren’t selling the place after all.” 

“I think Gran and Grandpa would be happy to know I’m here.”

The cat meowed her approval.

“I see you’ve met Cricket,” Beverly said. Then she looked disapprovingly at Curtis. “And why aren’t you in church, young man?”

“Um, the baby was up a lot last night. Thought I’d let Lana sleep in.”

Beverly crossed her arms. “How could anybody sleep in with all that racket you’ve been making? I’m surprised Harold hasn’t raised up out of his grave and come over here to smack you.” 

Curtis hit his palm with the hammer. “What about you?” he asked Beverly. “Why aren’t you at church?” He raised an eyebrow as though he’d gotten one up on her.

“Because, Mr. Smarty Pants, I was at church yesterday for my husband’s funeral. And don’t think I didn’t notice you skipped the service and only came to the party.”

The air was thick with tension. I glanced at Cricket, wishing I could slip away to the porch with her.

“I better get back home now,” Beverly said. “It’s getting frosty cold out here.”

That was an understatement. 

Curtis started to follow her. “By the way, have you thought about my offer to buy Harold’s golf clubs?”

“Yes, and my answer is still no.” She stormed away at an impressive pace for a seventy-year-old widow.

Curtis didn’t seem to get the message. “Why not? It’s not like you need them.”

Beverly stopped in her tracks and turned around slowly. “Listen to me, young man. You’ll not be getting those clubs if it’s the last thing I do. You know what they meant to Harold. If he could have been buried with them, he would have. Now leave me alone.” And with that, she was off again.

Curtis shook his head and looked at me for support. “Can you believe that old crank?” 

The last thing I wanted was to get in the middle of the Hatfields and McCoys, especially since one of them was waving a hammer. I held out the plate as a peace offering. “Here, take something.” It seemed like a weak gesture, but it was all I could come up with. 

He rolled his eyes, still waiting for a response.

“It’s probably just the grief talking. Either that, or a bad case of gas.” I grinned. Nothing. “I’m sure she’s just upset about her husband.” 

He twisted the hammer and started back toward his house, grumbling, “I doubt it. Everyone knew she couldn’t wait for him to die.”
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Chapter 3
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Every time I moved into a new place, I spent the first few days cleaning like a mad woman. Every bit of dirt and grime made me feel as though I was living on the floor of a taxicab. You might think that made me a compulsive housekeeper. Not so. Once I got everything spic and span, I could relax and let my inner slob out. After the initial clean, if I saw dust, it was my dust. If there was a stain on the carpet, it was my stain. If there was a long brown hair in the bathtub, yikes! It definitely wasn’t mine. 

Moving into my grandparents’ house was different. The smudges on the appliances didn’t feel foreign. They reminded me of big family dinners and holiday gatherings where we would all shuffle around the kitchen like little ants, each doing our part. The thought made it easier to unpack my things and make myself at home.

Before I left Maycroft, I sold my event planning business to my assistant, including all the inventory, leads, and contacts. That left me with just the contents of my small one-bedroom apartment and a few special furniture pieces I had been storing. They would work perfectly in the split-level bungalow. 

As I unpacked boxes and hung pictures, Gran’s presence seemed to be everywhere. I had never been very close to my mother. I was more of a daddy’s girl. My brother had been the mama’s boy. At Gran’s house, though, I always felt like a princess. She made time for me no matter how big or small the problem was.

Speaking of problems, I thought about my neighbors. Was that going to be a nightmare? I had learned a lot about being a peacemaker working as a wedding coordinator. In fact, weddings were probably the one occasion more stressful than a funeral. Whose idea was it to let a woman pick five to ten of her biggest rivals, dress them up in ugly costumes, and parade them in front of her friends and family? Not to mention the bride’s mother and mother-in-law. 

My thoughts slipped to Beverly and the comment Curtis had made. Did Beverly really want her husband dead? Long years of marriage to a man who cared more about his golf clubs than his wife might do that to a woman. And the way Beverly kept referring to the gathering as a “party” was just weird. What would Gran have thought about this?

A loud shriek outside, like a baby on helium, drew my attention. I opened the door to find Cricket sitting on the porch as though she were inviting me out to play. There was something unusual about this cat. I almost felt like we were old friends. Maybe I was actually a cat person after all.

Gran used to say I was like a cat—too curious for my own good and she hoped I had nine lives because of all the sticky situations I got myself into. She was right. I was dying to know more about Harold’s death.

I looked down at Cricket. “What do you think, pretty girl? Should we go over and check on Beverly to make sure she’s okay?”

The cat nodded and purred.

I looked around to see if there were any witnesses to what had just occurred. Did that stray cat really just answer my question? Probably my imagination.

Since I had pretty much murdered the plate of sweets, I put the sole surviving slice of lemon pie on a napkin and set it inside the near-empty refrigerator. Returning the dish to Beverly would be the perfect excuse for stopping by. Of course, in a small town like this, “stopping by” was more of the norm than the exception.

I peeked around the porch to see if Curtis was still outside. I didn’t want to have to make more small talk. The coast was clear, so I trekked over to Beverly’s. A path ran between our two houses, leading from the street to the golf course behind our properties. However, our backyards did not back up to beautiful, manicured greens. Behind us was what golfers referred to as OB—out of bounds. The area was wooded and overgrown. A ball hit that far out of the fairway would be nearly impossible to find. However, locals who owned their own golf carts would make their way down the path between our houses to the street as a shortcut home.

One such cart rambled my direction as I crossed the yard. The whining of the engine and clanging of the clubs brought back memories of good times with my grandfather. When I was big enough to reach the pedals, he would let me drive him around the course while he played a round. 

The driver was wearing a hooded parka, not your typical golf attire. Golfers were as bad as hunters. As long as they could find their ball, even in the snow, they would head to the course and shoot a round. The man’s cheeks were red and his breath came out of his mouth in small clouds. He nodded and smiled as he stopped for me to cross in front.

“Did you have a good round?” I asked. I had heard my grandfather ask the same thing many times before.

“Just fair. This cold air ain’t good for my joints, but I managed.” Luckily, he drove on before giving me a full medical report about his prostate and spleen. 

The cart must have scared Cricket because she had disappeared by the time I got to Beverly’s.

I rang the doorbell and waited, anxious to get a better look inside the house. Yesterday, it was hard to see due to the mass of people sitting and standing in every nook and cranny. 

“Hello again,” Beverly said. She looked more relaxed than she had earlier in the day.

“I just wanted to return the plate you brought over and to see how you were doing.”

“Come on in. Excuse the mess.”

I followed her through the front room to the den. Although the outside of the house was traditional Pueblo style with a stucco façade and curved tile roof, the inside screamed for help. The furniture looked like it had been brought back from the Old World by someone’s Scottish ancestors. A large Oriental rug, a velvet brocade sofa, plaid Queen Anne chairs, and dark mahogany tables filled the space. The window was flanked by heavy drapes in another plaid pattern. A large marble statue of a greyhound stood next to the fireplace. The sofa pillows and lampshades depicted vintage golfers swinging clubs. To make matters worse, a big screen TV filled one entire wall. 

“Oh my,” slipped from my lips as I tried to uncross my eyes from all the competing patterns.

Beverly sighed. “It’s horrible, I know. Harold wanted his den to look like the clubhouses at the British Open golf courses in Scotland.”

I met her eyes with an unspoken question.

“I know what you’re thinking. Why did I let him have his way? As he always reminded me, he made the money, so this was his palace. Plus, he said I owed him.”

Owed him for what? Not killing him for making you live in this Willy Wonka funhouse? Not only was Harold without even a thimbleful of taste, he was apparently a chauvinist. No wonder he and Beverly hadn’t gotten along. I dug deep, trying to find something nice to say. “That’s a lovely picture of the two of you,” I said, motioning to a photograph on the mantel. 

Beverly picked up the portrait and slammed it face down. “I hated that picture. Harold made me dress like an old schoolmarm. I only kept it in here because it’s one of the few decent pictures I have of Harold. Can you believe I had to use that mug shot from the church directory for his obituary picture? Disgraceful.”

“Those tend to be pretty lifeless,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m a photographer, I should know.”

I studied the picture of Harold. It was obvious that Penelope got her good looks from her mother. He had a thin, Salvador Dali mustache that turned up at the corners like something you’d see on a circus ringmaster. I set the picture down and noticed his beady eyes seemed to follow me. 

Beverly reached into the pocket of her floral muumuu and pulled out a slender black cigarette holder. She stuck it in her mouth and fiddled with the crumpled cigarette. Then she whipped it from her mouth, holding it between her fingers. “What do you think?” she asked, staring into the distance and striking a pose. “Do I look like one of those movie stars from the forties?”

“Do you want to look like a movie star from the forties?”

“Oh yes! It’s always been my dream.” She reached under her dress and began wrestling with her undergarments. “This darn girdle!” It was bad enough to see her paper-white legs, but she also wasn’t wearing a bra.

I looked down at my own chest, wondering if I’d just glimpsed my own future. I gave my chest a silent pep talk. Stay up there, girls. You can do it.

Beverly smoothed out her dress and returned the cigarette to her pocket. Her eyes suddenly brightened. “Did you say you were a photographer? I thought you were a party planner. That’s what everyone has been saying anyway.”

“I was, but not by choice. I had planned to open my own photo studio when my fiancé and I moved to Maycroft after college. My first fiancé, that is.” Yep, two-time loser. I’m sure that’s what she was thinking. “After he...died, I couldn’t afford it. Our wedding planner gave me a job as her assistant, and I eventually bought the business from her. I’ve decided to go back to what I’m really passionate about—photography.”

“Oh, I think that’s wonderful, Wendy dear! Your grandmother would be so pleased. Say, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you take some pictures of me? If something ever happens, I want to have a stunning picture to go in the newspaper. No frumpy church picture for me.”

“I’d be happy to.”

“I’ll have it enlarged and hang it right over the mantel. In fact, you’ve inspired me to get rid of every bit of furniture in this room and start from scratch. I want everything out of here, starting with that.” She spun around and pointed to two brackets above the fireplace. She gasped. “It’s gone!” She staggered as though she might faint.

“What’s gone?”

“The golf club! Harold’s lucky hole-in-one golf club!”

I stepped forward to read an engraved gold plaque on the wall above the mantel. It read: Harold Attwood. Hole-in-one. April 29, 2013. Cascada Falls Golf Club.

Beverly slumped down onto the sofa. “What on earth could have happened to it? I swear it was here.”

“Are you sure? Could you have given it to someone? Dale, maybe?”

“No. It was here. If I had given it to someone, I would have remembered, right?”

Before I could answer, there was a knock at the door. It opened and someone called out, “Mother, are you home?” The woman I’d seen the day before came into the den trailed by her husband.

Beverly gave her daughter a warm hug. “Come on in, sweetheart.” She barely acknowledged Dale. “I want you to meet my neighbor, Wendy Fairmont. She’s Dorothy’s granddaughter. Her boyfriend jilted her, so now she’s moving in next door.”

I let the jilting comment go. No use kicking an old lady while she’s down.

“Hi, I’m Penelope Pratt and this is my husband, Dale.” 

I nodded to Dale. “We met yesterday.” 

Beverly continued to hold on to her daughter’s arm. “Have either of you seen your father’s golf club?” She pointed to the empty brackets above the fireplace.

“Oh no. Where is it?” Penelope asked.

“I don’t know. I just noticed that it was gone.” 

Penelope tilted her head the way I had seen Beverly do earlier. “Maybe the cleaning service moved it. I’m sure it will turn up.” She pulled off her coat and scarf. “So what are you two up to?”

“I have the best news,” Beverly said and her face lit up. “Wendy is going to help me redecorate my house.”

“What? No, I’m not a decorator.” I took a step back. 

“Oh, but you have a really good eye for design,” she said and pinched my cheek as though I were five.

Penelope tilted her head. “Redecorate? But I thought—”

“Now, Beverly,” Dale said, easing up next to his mother-in-law, “we talked about this, remember? I know it’s been a stressful week, but surely you remember the decision you made.”

Beverly threw back her shoulders. “I didn’t make that decision, you did. You two are trying to railroad me into selling this house. Well, I’m not going to do it! Not yet anyway. I may be old, but I can make my own decisions.” Her voice rose along with the color in her cheeks. She pulled the cigarette out and stuck it in her mouth.

Penelope’s eyes popped. “Mother! What are you doing? You don’t smoke.”

“Maybe I want to start,” Beverly said. “You can’t stop me. Where’s a match?”

“Now, Beverly,” Dale said, “perhaps you should lie down.”

“Lie down? Do you think I’m a child who needs a nap? The only lying going on around here is you two trying to tell me I’m crazy!” She took the unlit cigarette out of the holder and ground it into a small potted plant sitting on the coffee table.

“Maybe we should talk about this in private,” Penelope said, darting her eyes between Beverly and me.

The polite thing to do would have been to excuse myself and leave. But how often do you get a front row seat to Days of Our Lives? 

Dale and Penelope stared at me. Dale’s nostrils flared and his mustache twitched. 

The freak show was apparently over. “I guess I should be going,” I said and started toward the door.

Beverly grabbed my arm with more strength than I had imagined she could muster. “You’ll stay right here!” She turned to Penelope and Dale, throwing her head back and sticking out her chin. “It’s bad enough you’re trying to kick me out of my own home, but you’ll not be kicking out my guests as well.” She pulled me down onto the sofa next to her.

My mouth gaped. This was the second time in one day I’d been caught in the middle of one of Beverly’s feuds. Maybe Curtis was right. Perhaps this woman was trouble. 

At last, Dale spoke. “Penelope, can I see you in the other room?” They headed toward the kitchen.

Beverly patted my arm the way Gran used to do. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, dear. I guess when you lose your husband, people think they know what’s best for you.”

I knew I should leave before Penelope and Dale returned. I mean, if tension could fly, this place would be an airport. “Look,” I said, putting my hand on Beverly’s. “Family stuff can be hard, believe me. You just need to talk to them and make sure they know how you feel. Remember, I’m right next door if you need anything.”

Beverly stroked my cheek with the back of her fingers. “Your grandmother was so proud of you. I know she loved your brother, too, but you were her shining light.”

Smiling, I stood up to leave just as Dale walked back into the room. 

“I see you’re leaving,” he said with a bit of hope in his voice. “Let me walk you out.”

I followed him to the door. As I stepped onto the porch, he leaned over and whispered, “You may not realize this, but Mother has dementia. She can’t make any important decisions. She hasn’t accepted it yet, but we are selling the house and she’s coming to live with us. I hope you understand.”

I nodded and walked quickly across the yard toward my house. Dementia? She seemed perfectly sane to me. Okay, maybe not perfectly. Sure, she was a little eccentric and emotional, but who wouldn’t be at a time like this? Still, I had no desire to get caught up in their family drama. It’s not like I didn’t have enough of my own. 

Served me right for being nosy. This was one of those days where I should have just stayed inside. Sometimes the world was just too peopley.

Cricket was waiting for me on the porch. I needed to pick up some cat food while I was at the supermarket. “What do you think, Cricket? Is Beverly losing it, or is her family overreacting?” And just like that, Cricket jumped off the porch and stood facing Beverly’s house. She hissed as though ready to attack.

I wasn’t sure if I should be amused or freaked out by the cat’s reaction. Had she heard something I didn’t? Did she know something I didn’t?

That’s ridiculous. After all, she was just a cat and had no idea what was going on next door. One thing I knew for sure, though. Sesame Street hadn’t adequately prepared me for the people in my neighborhood.
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Chapter 4
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It seemed the Welcome Wagon was determined to drive straight through the middle of my house. It’s not that I was ungrateful, but I wasn’t ready to flip on the personality switch and shoot out rays of sunshine just yet. I needed some time to settle in without worrying about learning the names of new people or hearing about how I should avoid the guy down the road who rarely wore pants. It’s times like these I was glad my thoughts didn’t appear in little bubbles above my head.

So far, I had gotten visits from three neighbors armed with casseroles, two with desserts, and one with a copy of Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead. When I got back from the supermarket, I found a potted plant with a note on my doorstep. Friendly neighbors were one thing, but c’mon, people. I suspected they were just being nosy, like me. They probably wanted to get a look at the new loser on the block.

As I puttered around, my mind kept turning to Beverly. How was I going to get out of helping with her house without hurting her feelings? It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help, but Dale seemed pretty sure she wouldn’t be living there much longer. Perhaps if she actually was senile, she would forget the conversation altogether and I’d be off the hook. I would lay low and see if anything happened. It wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty to do, like look for an affordable studio space. I needed to work on advertising and make contact with local businesses and schools. I needed to get the word out that there was a new photographer in town and she meant business. And needed business.

My stomach churned at the thought of all the work that lay ahead. For now, I just wanted to relax in my new house and forget about everything else. Unlike Beverly’s Spanish-style stucco, Gran’s house—now my house—was more like a cabin in the woods surrounded by tall pines. It was dark and dated. I wanted to lighten everything up, starting with the knotty pine paneling. Re-painting was cheap; the other fixes would be more pricey. I had pinned lots of ideas online already but knew the house renovation would have to take a back seat to setting up my studio. That was fine. I wasn’t in a hurry. I had the rest of my life, right?

It had been quite a day. The cable company wouldn’t be out until the morning, so I decided to curl up with a new book. I had just finished the prologue when the doorbell rang. Seriously, what’s with these people? 

To my surprise, it was a friendly face. “Jake.”

He smiled. Those dimples again. “I thought I’d stop by to see if you needed anything.”

My stomach fluttered at the sight of his muscles bulging beneath his thermal shirt. “As a matter of fact, I do.” I stepped aside as he walked in, followed by a gray furball. “Cricket!”

I was too late. She raced into the den.

“Looks like she’s found new lodging for the night,” Jake said. “That’s what happens when you leave food on the porch.” He walked into the den where the cat was curled up comfortably on the back of the sofa. “Wow, I love your stuff. The place has a cooler vibe already.” He walked over to get a closer look at the photograph hanging over the sofa. “Did you take this? It’s great.”

“I took that picture of the falls when I was in high school. It’s traveled with me ever since.”

We shared an awkward moment standing shoulder to shoulder, staring at the photograph.

Jake broke the silence. “What do you need my help with?”

“Oh. It’s the buffet in the dining room. I want to move it to the guest room to use as a credenza. It was Gran’s. I should have asked the movers for their help.”

“No problem.” He walked into the dining room and ran his hand across the heavy oak surface. “You know, I got to know your grandmother pretty well over the last few years, especially since your grandfather died. I’m not surprised she passed so soon after he did. She was really devoted to him.”

A knot gripped my throat. “Did you come over to the house much?”

“Yeah, we all did after he died. The other neighbors and I. We helped with little tasks and errands. Mowed the grass in summer. Brought firewood. Things like that.”

Suddenly I felt guilty for my annoyance at my “nosy” neighbors. “That’s really nice of you...and everyone.”

“This is a great town, but you know that.”

“I’ve been gone more than fifteen years. Things may have changed. I didn’t keep in touch with any of my old friends.”

“Really? Why not?”

This was territory I wasn’t ready to cover. I shrugged my shoulders.

“I see. You don’t want to talk about it.”

I smiled. “Were you this smart in high school?”

Jake laughed and grabbed the dolly standing in the corner of the room. “Let’s get this sucker moved.” 

We had to take out all the drawers, and then we still had trouble getting the piece down the narrow hallway. Luckily, we finally moved it into place.

“It’s Miller Time,” I said. “Want a beer? I went to the store earlier. They should be cold enough by now.”

“Sure.”

We sat in the den. Cricket sat on the back of my chair. “Even your neighborhood cats are friendly.”

“I don’t know what it is about that cat. She’s special. Doesn’t seem afraid of anyone or anything.”

I thought about her earlier behavior when she hissed at Beverly’s house but decided not to say anything. I was comfortable and surprisingly happy. 

Jake settled back on the sofa and stretched out his legs. He looked like he belonged there. He swirled the beer around in the bottle. “So, tell me about your plans. Do you have a job yet?”

I sat cross-legged in the deep upholstered chair. Not very ladylike, but it was an old habit and hard to break. “I’m planning on opening up a photography studio. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. I have no idea if I can make a living at it or not.”

“What sort of photography?”

“I’d love to make a living with fine art photography. Just me and the camera. The less I have to deal with people, the better. But I’m sure I’ll be shooting weddings and engagements and newborn babies. I’m willing to take anything I can get to pay the bills. If that means I have to shoot children’s birthday parties or crime scene photos for the newspaper, I’ll do it.”

“Sounds like you have it all planned out.”

“I don’t, not really. This could be my worst decision ever. But the little bit of research I did made me think there wasn’t much competition in the area, so that’s something.”

“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t gotten engaged or married or had a newborn baby. You might want to talk to my sister, Nancy. She knows a lot about the local business scene.”

“I wish I had a crystal ball or a psychic advisor or...my grandmother to tell me what to do.” I absently twirled the pearl ring on my right hand.

“I’m sure you know what you are doing.”

“Based on what? On my previous business endeavor that I hated or my latest in a series of failed relationships or—” 

Jake lowered his eyes and stared at his shoes.

Wow. Of all the bad first impressions, this was the worst. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m just tired.”

“No worries. I should probably go.” He drained his bottle and set it on the table. “I want to stop by and check on Beverly.” 

“I’m sure she’d appreciate that. I hope she’s okay being in that house all alone after what her son-in-law told me.”

“Dale? What did he say?”

“He told me about Beverly’s dementia.”

His eyes narrowed and he leaned forward as though he didn’t trust his hearing. “He said she has dementia? Are you sure?”

“His words.”

“I’ve spent time with Beverly and have never seen a single sign of it. My grandfather had Alzheimer’s, so I know what it’s like.” 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t want to sound like a gossipy old hen.”

“No, that’s okay.” He stood up and walked toward the door, stopping as though he’d just remembered an item to add to his shopping list. “Oh, are we still on for dinner this week?”

The way he asked, as though he could take it or leave it, was disconcerting. Maybe Jake was thinking of just being friends after all. I couldn’t hardly say no to that. “Sure. How about Wednesday?”

“Perfect. Do you like Mexican food?”

“Duh. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Great. I’ll take you to my favorite dive.” He opened the door. “You know, I’m not surprised you never noticed me in school. What does surprise me, though, is that you’re still single. I mean, I know you just broke up with that rich guy from Dallas...”

I caught my breath. How would he know that?

He must have read my mind. “The grapevine in Cascada is strong and has a long reach. I hope you’ll tell me about it at dinner. Maybe I can figure out what it takes to win the heart of a beauty queen.” He turned and left.

I shut the door quickly, my heart pounding in my chest. What did he mean by that? Was I the beauty queen whose heart he wanted to win or was he just looking for tips to improve his love life? 

Beauty queen. I had grown to hate the title. Still, I found myself smiling.

Maybe Mr. Luscious Eyes Dimple Chin wasn’t looking for a platonic relationship after all. Even though I wasn’t ready to start something new, it was always nice to feel wanted. My ego was on life support, and Jake might be just what the doctor ordered.
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The incessant ringing of the doorbell woke me from a deep sleep. I stumbled to the door.  Beverly stood on my porch in a rhinestone-studded lavender ball gown, chandelier earrings, too much makeup, and heels.

“Are you ready to get started?” She looked me up and down. “Why aren’t you dressed yet?”

“Because it’s seven thirty in the morning.” 

She walked past me just as Cricket made her escape outside. “Let me see your house.” 

I followed her into the front room, wondering if I was actually in one of those weird mash-up dreams where different parts of your life collide. Maybe Beverly was a bride or the hostess of a charity gala and I was the event organizer. Yet I was in my grandmother’s house in my pajamas. I had forgotten about the event and she was here to ream me out and demand I repay the fee? My heart began to race as I rubbed my eyes, trying to grasp reality.  

“Oh my.” Beverly pulled off her fur cape. “I feel like I just stepped into a magazine spread. Wherever did you find all this wonderful stuff?”

“What?”

“Your house, dear. I love the décor.”

I folded my arms. “Beverly, why are you here and why are you dressed like a Disney princess?”

“For our photo session, of course. Remember?” She started toward the den, muttering, “And they call me forgetful.”

Even in my twilight state, I was certain I hadn’t scheduled a photo shoot with Beverly. That’s something I would have remembered. But here she was, dressed and pressed, expecting to have her picture taken.

After a quick self-tour of all the living spaces, she gave me a final evaluation. “I love it. This is what I should do in my house. I wish Penelope were here to see this; then maybe she would understand why I want to redecorate.”

“But I thought Dale said...”

“Fiddlesticks what Dale says. It’s my house. Do you have coffee?” 

“Not made.”

“Fine. I can make us some while you get dressed.”

Apparently, this was happening. “Okay. The pods are in the rack next to the coffeemaker.”

“Pods? Oh, you have one of those space-age machines like Penelope. I think I can remember how it works.”

I pulled on some yoga pants and a sweatshirt. Was Beverly planning to pay me for this work? Regardless, if all went well, maybe she could tell her friends and help me drum up business. 

When I got to the kitchen, she was filling a bowl with water for Cricket. “I hope this is okay. She cried until I let her back in. Maybe you should get a litter box if she’s going to be staying here with you.”

“Um...I...I thought she was a neighborhood cat. I wasn’t planning on—”

“This is the first time I’ve ever seen her go inside a house. It looks like she’s adopted you.”

“That’s strange. I’ve always been a dog person, not that I have anything against cats. Gran always had cats.”

“Oh yes. I used to love those old yellow barn cats. I sure do miss her.” Tears glistened in her eyes. 

“Why don’t we sit a minute while I get my bearings.” I led her to the den. “What do you think of this idea for the room? I want to paint the vaulted ceiling white just to make it more airy in here. I’ll paint the walls a light gray—it goes with everything. Then I want to remove this wall to the kitchen and put in a bar with barstools.”

“That sounds lovely. I can’t wait to see it all finished. Are you going to hire someone or do it yourself? I have a great handyman.”

“I’ll do most of it myself, but I’ll have to get a carpenter to do the wall and bar. There’s electrical work to be done, too.”

“Andy can do it all. Whatever you need. He and Harold were friends.”

A friend of Harold’s? For all I knew he was pushing seventy. Not wanting to commit, I just nodded and sipped my coffee.

“I have to warn you, I may want to have another sitting to try a different outfit. Also, I might want one with my hair up. Let’s head to my house before I spoil my dress.”

I lugged my portrait equipment and tripod across the yard. Cricket ran ahead of us. Beverly walked down the stone path to the street, holding the hem of her dress nearly waist high. Hopefully, none of the neighbors were watching.

“By the way,” I asked, “did Jake stop by last night?”

“Jake? Maybe. No. I don’t remember. He was at the party, though.” 

There was that word “party” again. “Did you know Jake very well? He and I went to school together.” 

“It seems like he may have mentioned that some time ago when Dottie passed. He wanted to go to the funeral but had to be out of town. He’s a dear boy.”

Beverly opened her front door, and we stepped into the hideous foyer. “Speaking of Andy,” she said, “he painted those angels on the ceiling.”

“I see.” I held my tongue, trying to be polite. What I wanted to say was if heaven really looked like that, people wouldn’t be so anxious to get there.

Beverly sneered. “I hate it. You see, Harold always said ‘a man’s house is his castle’ and wanted to decorate it like one. Look at this ridiculous furniture and rugs.”

“Did he know how you felt?”

“Oh sure, but he didn’t care. He said I owed him.”

That was the second time she had told me that. “Owed him for what?” 

“You see, Penelope—” She snapped her mouth closed. “Never mind. Where would you suggest I pose?”

Anywhere but in this house. “Well, I don’t have my light kit, and this room is definitely too dark.”

“There’s better light in the den. Follow me.”

I squinted my eyes and tried to look past the Medieval Times décor to find a spot suitable for framing.

“How about here in front of the fireplace. Gladys Nelson has one like that and I’ve always admired it.”

“That would work, but it would be weird to take a picture of yourself standing in front of the fireplace and hang it over the fireplace, unless you’re intentionally trying to be ironic.”

“Huh? Fiddlesticks. This is where I want it,” she said. “Maybe it will go in the front room or the dining room.” She struck a pose. “How about something like this?”

“Sure, but give me a minute to get set up.”

“Can you be sure these brackets don’t show in the picture? I’d rather not have any reminder of Harold if possible. Who knows, I could even remarry someday.”

I nodded as I extended the legs of the tripod. “What about the missing golf club? Did you find it?”

“Actually, no. Not that I really looked. I certainly hope it wasn’t stolen. There were so many people here at the party someone could have walked off with it.”

I tilted my head. “Now, Beverly. Who would steal a man’s golf club at his own funeral?”

“You don’t think all those people were friends, do you? Harold had enemies, believe me. You don’t run three successful businesses in a small town like this and not make enemies.”

I started to ask her what business Harold was in when Cricket cried at the back window.

“That’s funny,” Beverly said, sliding open the glass door. “She’s never done that before.”

“She likes me, what can I say.” I attached the 85mm lens I used for portraits to the camera. Cricket brushed against my legs. I picked her up and went into my photography zone. “The light is coming in from this direction, so I suggest you stand on that side. Don’t rest your arm on the mantel. It makes you look like a cowboy leaning against the bar. I think you should leave the gloves off and hold them in your hand. It will give the shot casual elegance as though you often dress up in a formal gown and hang out in your plaid-washed den.”

Beverly stared at me with a peculiar half-smile. 

Oops. Had I overstepped my bounds? I hadn’t meant to insult her. “I’m sorry. It was a joke.”

“Oh, not at all. I love your ideas. It’s just that—just now—you reminded me so much of your grandmother when she was younger. Standing there, holding the cat. It was like she was here with us.”

I relaxed and stroked Cricket’s back. She looked up at me with her muddy-green eyes. But then, something happened. Her eyes seemed to change color from green to blue. Was it the light or was I hallucinating? I gasped and dropped her to the ground. 

She jumped up onto the back of the sofa and sat staring at me.

“What is it, dear? Did she scratch you?”

“No, I...” I couldn’t tell her the cat’s eyes had changed colors. It would look like I was the one losing her mind. “It’s nothing.” I looked back at Cricket. Her eyes seemed back to normal. 

“So what about this rug? Won’t it clash with my dress? I want the train to circle around on the floor.”

I heard Beverly talking, but it was like her voice was far away. Cricket licked at her paw. Maybe I was just sleep deprived. It was probably just my imagination. I snapped back to reality. “Let me see. Yes, the rug, the burgundy rug has to go. The tile floor underneath is prettier anyway.” 

I lifted one corner and began to roll the carpet back out of the way, revealing a dark, reddish-brown stain on the tile. “What’s this?”

Beverly walked over to look. “Oh dear. It looks like someone must have spilled something on the floor and it soaked through. Probably spaghetti sauce from the party. I’m sure it will clean up.”

I moved the tripod so I could pull the rug back from the fireplace. When I did, I uncovered a similar stain next to the edge of the hearth. Someone had definitely tried to clean it, but the dark substance had soaked into the grout. “Looks like you had some messy guests.”

Beverly waved her white gloves. “Oh, that one’s not spaghetti sauce. It’s blood from where Harold had his accident. He fell and hit his head on the corner of the fireplace. That’s how he died, you know.”

I dropped the rug and stumbled backward. “Eww!” I had almost touched it. Where was my hand sanitizer when I needed it? 

“Don’t worry. I had a cleaning service come in. They got my house ready for the party.”

Clean? This was blood, not marinara sauce. If it were my house, I’d tear out the floor, or drown it in Clorox, or move. A sudden urge to get out of there came sweeping over me. I felt as though I’d stumbled into a haunted house. I wanted to go home. 

Here I was in this strange woman’s house—a woman I hardly knew. We were standing where her husband had died barely a week earlier, and she had absolutely no trepidation at looking at his blood. Her son-in-law implied she was losing it, and I had a feeling he was right. 

Before I could come up with a good excuse to leave, Beverly walked over to the fireplace and turned slowly to face me. “I’m ready.” She stared off into the distance.

Ready for what? I took a step back.

“Take my picture.”

Anything to get me out of there faster. I moved the camera into position and snapped repeatedly.  

When she had completed five or six poses, she declared herself done and excused herself to go change.

I grabbed my equipment and hurried home, Cricket running ahead. Once inside, I locked the door behind me. What had just happened back there? It seemed obvious that a large amount of blood had been in two places in that room. Someone may have clobbered Harold in one spot and then moved his body over to the fireplace. How could it have been an accident? Dead men don’t move. Could I have stumbled upon evidence of a murder?

Cricket flipped over onto her back and lay paws up like a corpse. Was that something cats even do? I was beginning to think they should rename this place Crazy Town. One thing I knew for sure, if there were ghosts in the background of the pictures I just took, I was definitely finding a new place to live.
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Chapter 6
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I had set up the third bedroom as my home office, complete with my desk and file cabinets from my old warehouse. I needed an internet connection to start searching for a location for my studio. Luckily, the cable guy was right on time. He got right to work.

Still rattled from what I had seen at Beverly’s house, I set about organizing my desk to take my mind off it. 

That didn’t work. The picture of those two bloodstains was burned in my mind. I’d seen enough TV and read enough mysteries to know that two crime scenes meant hanky-panky with the body. Okay, not hanky-panky—that would be gross—I meant some kind of shenanigans. I tried to think about it rationally. Maybe the paramedics had moved Harold’s body and that’s why there were two areas of blood. But wouldn’t Beverly have known that? She had referred to one of the spots as spaghetti sauce. Surely if she was a murderer—or murderess—she wouldn’t have let me move that rug. Unless she had forgotten...

“Ms. Fairmont?”

I jumped at the sound of a man’s voice behind me. It was the cable installer. “There’s a guy here to see you.”

When I walked into the den, Curtis Meeks from next door seemed to be sizing up my house like a prospective buyer. His navy-blue dress pants were perfectly creased and his black loafers practically glowed. “I hope it’s okay I stopped by. I just wanted to give you my card.” 

I took it from him and read, “Southwest Citizens Bank.”

“That’s right. I’m the bank manager. I hope you’ll come by and open an account. I can hook you up with a low-interest business loan. I hear you’re opening up a photography studio of some sort.”

“Um...yeah, but how did you know?”

“Jake mentioned you were setting up a new business, so I assumed you’d need start-up capital.”

Man, news traveled fast around there. What did they have, a phone chain? I stared at the card. “Well, actually, I might.”

“Great. Why don’t you come by the house this evening, and you can tell me your plans. Lana is anxious to meet you.”

“That would be great. I appreciate it.”

He started for the door. “One more thing,” he said. “I don’t want this to sound wrong, but you might want to keep your distance from Beverly Attwood. She’s a little...off.”

“What do you mean?”

“She and Harold—I mean, Harold was a real jerk. And Beverly, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I get around her. Just take it for what it’s worth. A little neighborly advice.”

I followed him out the door. “Curtis, wait. Quick question. How exactly did Harold die?”

He stroked his perfectly groomed five o’clock shadow and glanced toward the Attwood house. “He came home from playing golf drunk as a skunk. That wasn’t unusual. But, apparently, he tripped and fell. Hit his head on the corner of the fireplace, and that was all she wrote.”

“Yikes. Where was Beverly at the time?”

“She was at the hair salon, supposedly. Apparently, she found him dead when she got home.”

I shook my head. “So it was definitely an accident, right?”

“Why? What have you heard?”

“Nothing. I promise.” I couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed. 

“Look,” he said, “I’ve got to get going. We’ll see you this evening.”

“Sounds good.” I watched him walk down to the street and back to his house. Probably didn’t want to cut across and get his shoes dirty. 

The way he had said “supposedly” gave me the jitters.

“Hey.”

I nearly jumped out of my skin again. 

“I’m not going to be able to set up your internet where you wanted it because you’ve got some bad wiring, unless you want to run a long cord down the hallway.”

“What?” I followed him back to the bedroom. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised with a house this old. He showed me the outlet now hanging out of the wall.

“Hmm. I guess you can put it in the other bedroom.” 

He checked the other outlet and it was good.

Great, another thing to add to my to-do list. I remembered Beverly mentioned that her handyman could do electrical stuff. Did I dare get his number? She had said he was a friend of Harold’s. Harold the jerk, according to Curtis.

I went back to where the installer was working. “Do you happen to know of any good electricians? And by good, I mean cheap.”

“I could give you a few names, but don’t count on them being cheap or fast. With all the old houses around here, it will be at least a few weeks to get anybody out, especially if it’s a small job.”

Maybe Curtis would have a connection—an electrical connection. In the meantime, I was curious to know more about the death of Harold Attwood. Beverly had told the truth. Harold had fallen and hit his head on the corner of the fireplace. But what about the other spot on the floor? It looked identical to the bloodstain. Could it have really been spaghetti sauce or was it already there before the party? Ugh. Now I was calling it a party, too.

Curtis had implied Beverly wanted her husband dead. Surely he wasn’t suggesting Beverly killed Harold. I could feel my face flush as blood rushed to my head. That poor woman. She comes home to find her husband dead, and then someone starts whispering she’s a killer. My gut told me she wasn’t. But that meant someone else was.  

A clattering noise drew my attention to the kitchen. Cricket sat on the floor next to the bowl of water. I could have sworn she was smiling.

* * *
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AS SOON AS THE CABLE guy left, I hooked up the router and jumped on the internet to do a search for Harold Attwood from Cascada. Cricket made herself at home on my desk as I clicked away on my laptop. As expected, I found an obituary with all the usual information.

Harold had been an engineer and had owned several construction companies. He was a member of the Cascada Methodist Church and the Cascada Falls Golf Association. Penelope was his only child. He had two grandchildren, presumably from Penelope and Dale, and one great-grandchild. Nothing stood out as unusual or relevant to his death.

I didn’t see any articles about him being found dead in his home. Back in Maycroft, it would have been front-page news. 

The internet is such a time suck. Before I knew it, I had spent several hours chasing rabbits down cyber holes. It was time to get out of the house. I wanted to go to the pet store and buy a litter box and a few cat supplies. Apparently, I now owned a cat.

Years ago, my grandparents had expanded the original detached carport into a two-car garage. Cricket followed me out the back door and across the driveway to my car. She sat at the edge of the pavement, looking at me suspiciously, the way only a cat can.

For some reason, I felt the need to explain myself. “You have to wait here. I’ll be back in a while. I’ll bring you a treat.”

She meowed a response as I got in the car. I could have sworn I heard her say, “Okay.”

So, it’s one thing to be single and living in my grandparents’ house. It’s another thing altogether to turn into the crazy cat lady. Maybe it was a caffeine rush. Might be time to switch to decaf.

I quickly backed out and headed toward the town square, trying to bury my mind in a Keith Urban ballad. It didn’t work. It was bad enough that I was imagining a cat talking to me, but then I conjured up a murder next door. What was next, a crazy stalker coming after me? I tried to shake it off. 

Still, I looked in the rearview mirror just to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 7
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Although I’d always thought I’d been a little psychic, I never really believed in ghosts or spirits or witches. 

Okay, not never, but not since I was little. There were those few times I dreamed about my Aunt DeeDee and woke up to see her standing at the foot of my bed. I never told anyone, though. Even at that young age, I knew people would say I was just being silly or lying.

Now, I was either hallucinating or going crazy. Maybe it was the stress of the move so soon after the disaster in Maycroft. I tried to put it out of my mind.

The Peterson’s Pet-Pourri was like a small zoo. Mr. Peterson remembered me from years ago and helped load up my car with every conceivable cat supply I could find. Did Cricket really need her own kitty condo? Whatever. It was adorable.

Cascada was one of those small towns that grew up around a body of water that had formed a small lake and then snaked its way through the mountains. The name itself is Spanish for “waterfall,” which is why it was redundant to add “falls” to the name, like the Cascada Falls Golf Association. The waterfall was smallish but still a favorite tourist attraction for visitors willing to hike there.

The business district centered around the library, which had originally been the site of a saloon. But when the silver mines dried up, the missionaries replaced it with a church that eventually became the library sitting on a piece of land designated as the Park at Town Square. Yeah, our ancestors were creative with names like that.

Eventually, there grew to be a pecking order of sorts, with the older, more successful businesses on the streets adjacent to the square and the newer, less popular establishments being on the blocks farther away. It was a commercial survival of the fittest. Eventually, businesses popped up even farther from the square around the factories and highway.  

That’s where I found myself after making a wrong turn on my way home from the pet shop. Even though there wasn’t much crime on the mean streets of Cascada, it was the sketchier part of town. I felt inside my purse for the pepper spray. Old habits die hard.

Wedged between a tattoo parlor and a vape shop was a place that caught my eye. The sign read “Sister Sophia’s Spiritual Shoppe.” Catchy name. I considered stopping but thought better of it. After all, I had been to a psychic reader once before. She said I would find my true love. Which I thought I did, but apparently, I didn’t. If David had indeed been my true love, I was out of luck and destined to be single. At least I would have a cat.

I came to a stoplight and dodged my eyes from a homeless guy with a skinny, pathetic dog. I drove on. But less than a block later, I made a u-turn, not because of the man but because of the dog. I could never resist an animal in need. Besides, I could use all the good karma I could get. 

The man seemed confused when I reached in a bag and handed him a box of cat treats, but he smiled at the ten-dollar bill. I drove on until—you guessed it—I pulled up to Sister Sophia’s.

The inside looked like a magic shop and reeked of jasmine. Shelves and racks held everything from tarot cards to crystals to blacklight posters. Incense and candles filled an entire wall.

“May I help you?” The girl behind the counter smacked gum as she filed her bright red nails. Her gypsy get-up was complete with braided hair, bangle bracelets, and bright blue eye shadow.

If she were a psychic, wouldn’t she know if I needed help? I frowned. No reason to beat around the bush. “I’m interested in a reading.” 

“Ahh, you have troubles. Sister Sophia can help.”

“Are you Sophia?”

“I wish. That’s my mother. I’m Harmony.” She pointed to a menu-like sign on the wall. “Do you want a card reading or a palm reading?”

It was like being at the spa where they asked you if you want the basic pedicure or the deluxe. “Which is the most...accurate?” As soon as I said it, I felt ridiculous.

“Well, that all depends. Are you interested in knowing about the future or the past?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer since I wanted to know if my dead grandmother was talking to me through a stray cat and if my neighbor’s husband had been murdered. “Let’s just say I have questions about some weird things that have been going on.”

“I see. I’ll be right back.” She disappeared behind a beaded curtain.

I looked around. For twenty bucks, I could buy my own crystal ball, just like I told Jake I needed. I thought about leaving. This was going to be a waste of time. Before I could back out, Harmony returned.

“Sister Sophia will see you now.” She held open the curtain. We walked down a dark hallway into a small room illuminated only by candles. A woman dressed in a black caftan sat in the corner behind a small table.

“Come in, please,” she said. “Have a seat.”

I did as instructed.

The candlelight danced across her face. Her dark eyes seemed to stare right through me. She reached across the table and took my hands in hers.

“You have a strong spirit around you. But I believe you know that already.”

“What do you mean? What kind of spirit?”

She closed her eyes and rocked gently. “Someone is with you. Someone from the other side. A woman. You were close to this woman in life, and now she is close to you in death as well.”

I could feel myself tremble. “Who is it?”

“An older woman. A friend or a grandmother perhaps. Has she come to you? In a dream, maybe?”

I heard myself answer, but my voice sounded far away. “I think so.” 

“You have a strong intuition. I can feel the energy through your hands. This woman is trying to tell you something. Something you already know.”

I waited. Part of me wanted to believe her. Part of me wanted to slap her upside the head. After all, I was just another sucker, a vulnerable girl desperate for guidance. She could tell me anything, and in the state I was in, I’d probably believe it.

The combination of the jasmine, the candles, and Sister Sophia’s rocking was making me seasick. I readied myself for the generic, fortune-cookie advice I was about to receive. If the words “tall, handsome stranger” came out of her mouth, I was out of there.

“She has a message for you.”

What? Stay away from phony fortune tellers?

Sophia squeezed my hands. “The woman, she says, ‘Go confidently in the direction of your dreams.’” 

Oh. My. Gosh. How could this stranger have known that? Gran used to quote that line from Thoreau to me all the time. The room seemed to spin around me.

Sister Sophia opened her eyes. “She says she wants you to follow your instincts. To listen to your own mind. If you have a hunch, go with it. You are in this place to find the truth, and she is here to help you.”

Find the truth? Did Sister Sophia know about my brother and the accident? That was so many years ago. I jerked my hands away.

“Don’t be afraid, child. You are blessed.”

I didn’t feel blessed. I felt bewitched or conned or on one of those shows where you get punked.

“I believe she is speaking to you through someone or something else besides your dreams. Am I right?”

My heart was beating fast. “Maybe.” I had gone this far, I might as well go the rest of the way. “Is it possible she is communicating through a cat?”

“Yes, of course. Those from the other side often choose a different life form through which to send their message. Are you hearing actual voices as though the cat is speaking to you?”

“No. It’s more like...transference of thought, if that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense. Again, she just wants you to listen to your internal voice. The one that tells you right from wrong, that drives you to follow a certain path. She trusts that if you listen, you will know what is right to do.”

That didn’t seem so crazy. It was sound advice. Whether it actually came from my grandmother through Cricket or not, who knows. The bottom line is that I wanted to believe that my grandmother was my guardian angel watching over me. Sometimes it’s easier to believe the impossible than to deny the improbable.

Relief replaced doubt. Comfort replaced fear. I thought I had been going crazy and should either see a psychic or a psychiatrist. Hopefully, I just saved myself a trip to the doctor. I thanked her and stood up to leave. 

As I walked away, she spoke again. “Actually, I’m surprised you mentioned a cat. I envisioned your messenger as an insect. A cricket, perhaps.”
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Gran was the kind of person who would do anything for anyone. If you needed to borrow money, she was there with her checkbook open. If you needed a shoulder to cry on, hers were always available. And if you needed advice, she always dished it out with a lump of sugar.

Cricket. Could she really be channeling Gran’s spirit? She once told me she would always watch over me. Maybe this is what she meant. It was a strangely comforting thought. Who was I to fight the forces of nature? It’s not like Gran had taken over the cat’s body, although they were both gray-haired. 

As I pulled onto my street, a slew of vehicles were parked in front of Beverly’s house, including a pickup truck with a flatbed trailer behind it. In the trailer were Beverly’s plaid sofa and high-back chairs. Could her children be moving her out this quick?

As I got closer, I saw a sheriff’s car, a beige sedan, and a van marked Crime Scene Investigator. Something other than moving was happening here. I drove slowly past and pulled into my driveway just as a uniformed officer began stringing crime scene tape across the front of Beverly’s house.

Had something happened to her? Bile rose in my throat as I jumped out of the car. I took several long strides toward the officer. “What’s going on? Is Mrs. Attwood okay?”

He held out his arms to block my entry to the house. “Ma’am, you’ll need to stay back.”

I tried to peek through the open front door, but he shooed me away.

“Wendy.” Jake stood in the street looking toward the house.

I hurried to his side. “What’s going on?” 

“I have no idea. I just heard the police siren and came outside.”

A few of the other neighbors began walking toward us.

“What’s happened to Beverly?” an elderly woman clutching a toy poodle asked. 

Speculation ranged from “she died of grief due to missing Harold” to “she went nuts and shot her son-in-law for trying to steal her house.” My money was on the latter.

A man in his golf cart drove down the path between the houses and stopped when he saw the cars from the sheriff’s department. 

“Bert! Over here,” one of the neighbors yelled. 

It was Bow Tie Man who’d made the toast at Harold’s funeral reception. He drove up to where we were all huddled. I wondered if he would choose now to take a few verbal jabs at Beverly like he had done with Harold. He didn’t disappoint.

“Where’s the fire?” he asked. “Did Beverly decide to torch the place?”

“Of course not,” I heard myself say. “She’d never do something like that.”

There was a general gasp as the crowd looked at me as though I’d just challenged the king to a duel. Surely I wasn’t the only one ready to stand up for my neighbor.

“Well, young lady, I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Bert Crosby, president of the Cascada Falls Golf Association.” He held out his hand. “And you are...”

Not impressed by you and your title. I walked up closer to shake his hand. “I’m Wendy Fairmont.” I felt like I was in Oz and getting to meet the wizard.

Much to my surprise, he leaned over and kissed the top of my hand. That pushed him ten points up on the ick-scale.

“You must be the granddaughter of Dorothy and Charlie Fairmont. I’ve heard a lot about you. Welcome to Cascada, or should I say, welcome back.” 

Well, great. How could I be rude to him when he was acting so polite? I looked at Jake, wondering if he would be on Team Wendy. He was.

“We haven’t been able to find out anything about what’s going on,” Jake said. “We’re worried something might have happened to Beverly.”

“Ah, I doubt that,” he said with a wave of his hand. “She’s a tough broad. Just like that daughter of hers.”

As though ordered to do so by the crown, the bystanders seemed to let out a sigh and relax. 

I shook my head. He admittedly knew less about the situation than we did, so why would they just take his word for it?

Bert stepped out of his golf cart and adjusted his shirt, yanking it down over his large frame. “I have a little pull with the sheriff; why don’t you let me see what I can find out.” He winked at me as though we were now best friends and walked up to the door where he was met by the same officer who had stopped me. From where we stood, we couldn’t hear what he said, but sure enough, the officer let him inside.

Jake and I exchanged astonished looks and waited along with everyone else. A few minutes passed when the door opened and Bert reappeared. The smile was gone, replaced by tight lips and an uneasy stare. He climbed back in the golf cart without saying a word.

Jake put his hand on the edge of the cart. “What is it, Bert? Is it Beverly?”

“It’s Beverly, all right. It’s definitely Beverly.” With that, he drove off, leaving us more concerned than before.

“What do you think he meant by that, Jake?” Poodle-Lady asked.

Before he could reply, the gathering of onlookers again turned in unison. I followed their stares up to the house. 

Curtis Meeks walked out the front door accompanied by two other men. They were all wearing those blue paper shoe covers like the CSI people do on television crime shows. They exchanged a few words and the two guys walked toward the truck. Curtis stayed on the porch, purposely it seemed, avoiding eye contact with the rest of us.

I wasn’t about to let him get away without offering up some explanation. “Curtis,” I yelled. “What’s going on? What’s happened?”

He waved me off and hurried back inside. 

The two guys unstrapped the furniture from the truck and unloaded it onto the sidewalk.

Jake walked over to them. “Hey, man, what’s going on? Did somebody die?”

“Looks that way,” one of the men answered.

A collective gasp rose from the crowd, me included.

“Who? Mrs. Attwood?”

The men each took an end of the sofa and started back toward the house. “No. Some dude.” They disappeared inside and returned for the two chairs. 

A uniformed officer walked them back out to the truck and the two men drove off with the empty trailer.

Curtis reappeared on the front porch with a big man wearing a Stetson. I assumed he was the sheriff. He had a potbelly, and under his cheap, faux leather jacket, he wore a navy-blue uniform. I was surprised that he didn’t look that much older than me. I would have expected the sheriff of Cascada to be more like Andy Griffith than Woody from Toy Story.

Curtis glanced our direction before taking off across the lawn toward his house.

Jake took the lead this time. “Hey, Curtis. Tell us what’s going on.”

He glanced over his shoulder. All the officers went back inside and closed the front door. “I don’t know if I should say anything. The sheriff is talking to Beverly.”

I walked up beside Jake. “Talking to her about what?”

It was obvious Curtis wanted to tell us something, but he was holding back.

“Just tell us,” I said.

“It’s about Harold’s death. That’s all I can say.”

He turned back toward his house.

Jake called out to him, “Curtis, what did you do?”

He glanced back at us. “It wasn’t me,” he said and pointed a finger in my direction. “Ask her, she’s the one who started it all.”

* * *
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MY FATHER USED TO TELL me not to point because it was rude. I never really understood why it was such a big deal until that very minute. It was as though I had personally gone into Beverly’s house and set off a bomb. Suddenly, I was a Stephen King character, and everyone was running away in fear.

Even Jake gave me a sideways stare.

I held up my hands. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

Saved by the bell. Jake’s cell phone rang. He turned his back to me and spoke quietly. After a brief conversation, he hung up. “Wait here.” He crossed the front yard toward Beverly’s house and disappeared inside.

I could feel the curious, condemning eyes burrowing in the back of my head. I could hear their whispers. I could sense them hatching a plan to run me out of town. Of course, it could have been my imagination.

I strolled nonchalantly to my front porch and sat in the glider. The squeaking of the rusty metal added further to my Boo Radley persona. Cricket appeared from the bushes and jumped into my lap. “What do you think, Cricket? Does everybody hate me?”

The neighbors grew tired of waiting for more action and peeled off to their houses. I was about to unload the cat supplies from my car when Jake and a young woman with long dark hair came out of Beverly’s house. He walked her down to the street and opened the car door for her. She gave him a quick hug and then got in the car and drove away.

Hmm. Apparently, Jake Faro wasn’t as hard up for female companionship as he had let on. Something jabbed at my insides. Was it jealousy? Surely not. I sat perfectly still, hoping he wouldn’t see me.

Cricket let out a loud cry and Jake looked back in my direction.

“Traitor.” I pushed the cat out of my lap and waited as Jake walked up.

“You’ll never guess what happened.” He leaned against the concrete pillar on the porch.

“Your girlfriend discovered bones buried in Beverly’s backyard?” Had I really said that out loud?

“What? My girlfriend? No, that was my kid sister.”

I bit my bottom lip.

“I had a feeling she might be in there. That was one of the trucks she uses to move furniture.”

“Your sister is a furniture mover?”

“No, she’s a realtor.”

“I don’t understand. What happened over there and why did Curtis say I had started it?”

“Beverly is fine. It’s cold out here. Why don’t we walk down to my house and I’ll make us some coffee. I’ll tell you all about it.”

Cricket raced in front of me toward the street, although I didn’t need her to tell me I wanted to spend more time with Jake. Obviously, I didn’t know much about him. I hadn’t even asked what he did for a living. I also wanted to know more about his sister.

Hopefully, the neighbors were spying from behind their pulled shades to see me as I held my head high and strolled casually—and innocently—with Jake. From what I had surmised, they seemed to like Jake. Maybe some of his good karma would rub off on me.

At some point on the journey to his house, his grip slipped from my arm to my hand. David had never liked holding hands. He had always preferred to put his arm around my waist. Didn’t guys know how much girls hated that? There was always a feeling in the back of your mind that the guy might feel your thickening waistline or those five extra pounds that seemed to accumulate at certain times of the month. I always felt like I had to hold in my breath and tighten my stomach muscles. 

Jake opened the front door. “Welcome to my humble abode. Don’t judge the décor.” 

“Me? Judge?” I pretended to be indignant. I glanced around at the sparsely decorated front room. It was neat and had the feeling of a room mostly unused. The furniture was a cross between doctor’s office waiting room and the DMV. Only thing missing was the oversized aquarium. There was no real personality. 

I followed him to the den, which looked like a combo home office and man cave. It looked as though someone got a new credit card and burned it up in Ikea. At least it looked lived in.

“I’ll get the coffee.” He motioned for me to sit on the plush brown sofa and disappeared around the corner to the kitchen. 

The television was tuned to a news station with the volume muted. On the desk across from the TV was an elaborate computer setup with two large monitors, multiple components, two hard drives, headphones, and speakers. 

Uh-oh. Don’t tell me he was one of those big-time gamers who spent all day trying to destroy the virtual world with his nerdy online friends. The last thing I wanted was to hang out with a fifteen-year-old disguised in a man’s body. Even if that body was to die for.

He reappeared with the coffee. “I didn’t know how you liked it so I made one black and one with cream and sugar. Take your choice.”

“The sweeter the better.”

“I would have guessed that about you.” He handed me the mug.

“I see you have a lot of computer stuff. Is it for business or pleasure?” I crossed my toes. Please say business.

“It’s for work, mainly.”

“Oh good.” I tried not to show my relief. “What do you do?” 

“I work for a company out of Albuquerque.”

Could he be any more vague? Before I could ask for specifics, he picked up the remote and turned off the TV. “I noticed you went over to Beverly’s house this morning,” he said. “What was that about?”

“She asked me to come over to take her picture. While I was there, she mentioned she wanted to redecorate. You’ve seen her den. Can you blame her?”

“Did you tell her to get rid of her furniture?” His tone was all-business.

“No, well, maybe. We talked about how she could replace what she had, but I never dreamed she would do anything this fast. In fact, I was hoping she’d drop the whole idea, especially after what her son-in-law, Dale, told me.”

“What did he tell you?”

“That he planned to sell the house and have her move in with him.”

“Did you remind her of that?”

His eyes, alluring as they were, seemed to bore into me. “I mentioned it, yes. But she said she had no plans to move. You should have seen her face. She was so excited at the thought of remodeling. I got the impression she was going to get her way.”

“So that’s how this started.” Jake rubbed his forehead as though a headache were coming on. I had a feeling I was the headache.

“Why are you asking me all these questions? I thought you were going to tell me why the sheriff was there.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Apparently, Dale called my sister the other day about selling Beverly’s house. Nancy—that’s my sister—decided to stop by today and take a look at the property. Beverly told her she wasn’t selling her house after all, but that she wanted to get rid of the den furniture. Since realtors often use old furniture to stage open houses, Nancy agreed to come back with some guys and haul it away.”

I pictured the carpet and the red stains on the floor. Had Nancy seen them and gotten suspicious? Did she call the police? “So what happened?”

“Well, that’s where Curtis comes in. He said he was going over to thank Beverly for something. My guess is that he saw the furniture being loaded on the truck and just got nosy. Anyway, according to Nancy, he saw what he thought were bloodstains on the floor and decided to call the sheriff.”

“But Beverly said her husband hit his head on the fireplace and died. Wouldn’t that explain the blood?”

“Near the fireplace, yes. But on the opposite side of the room...”

So it wasn’t just me. Curtis thought it was suspicious, too. “I guess Curtis said I started all this mess because I talked to her about redecorating.”

“Looks that way.”

“Just what I need. Now everyone is going to think I’m a troublemaker.”

“I doubt that. Grady will probably ask a few questions and have this cleared up in no time. If you ask me, Curtis is the troublemaker.”

“Who’s Grady?”

Jake took a long swig of coffee. “Tucker Grady. He’s the sheriff, at least that’s what his badge says. You might remember his wife, Sherry Spitzer. She went to school with us.”

Sherry Spitzer, my high school nemesis. I was hoping she’d have moved away. She was the last person I wanted to see in Cascada. Just thinking about her made me want to binge on a gallon of ice cream.

“Do you remember her?” Jake asked.

“Do I ever. Tell me where she works so I can be sure to avoid her.”

“She doesn’t work.” 

“Really? Does being sheriff of this podunk town pay that much?”

“Not really. Her father has money. He took over the town’s waste management contract.”

“There’s money in garbage?” 

“Only if you’re willing to get your hands dirty.”

Jake didn’t need to hear about my high school drama. I wasn’t ready to air my dirty laundry to someone I knew so little about, especially since he didn’t seem all that interested in opening up to me. For all I knew, he was the biggest gossip on the block. “Let’s just say we were never really friends.”

“Hmm. Sounds like there’s a story there.”

“If I tell you all my secrets now, I will lose all my allure.”

“Secrets. Everybody has them, but they always come out sooner or later.”

Not if I can help it. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 9


[image: image]


The lodge my parents owned had become a popular tourist place. They had taken it over from one of my father’s uncles in the late seventies. My first memories of it as a child were of fishing off the dock with my dad. Apparently, the way to properly put a worm on a hook was as controversial as how to put toilet paper on the holder. Do you wrap the loose end over or under?

He taught me how to poke the hook into the worm at just the right angle and then spin it around and set the hook so that the worm hung straight down. He said some people would just wind the worm around the hook, but then they wouldn’t get the wiggle movement to attract the fish. He must have been right because we caught a lot of fish in that lake.

My parents ran the place more like a bed-and-breakfast. Lots of evenings were spent with guests grilling fish outdoors and singing around a campfire. There was a lot of weed smoked and a lot of beer consumed in those days. Not by the kids, of course. That’s before I realized that everyone’s parents weren’t as freewheeling.

It was when my brother first got in trouble with the law that my parents turned things around. That, and finding God, set them on the straight and narrow. Unfortunately, it was a little too late for my brother, Tyler. One thing I learned from those early days was to avoid conflict. I became the family peacemaker and problem solver. But part of me was still like my brother. When pushed, my first instinct was to push back. I was like Jekyll and Hyde. 

An hour had passed when my cell phone rang and startled me back to the present. I answered it before realizing it was my mother. Not surprisingly, she had heard about the ruckus at Beverly’s and wanted to know what was going on. I assured her I would call when I knew more.

She put Dad on the phone.

“How’s my little girl?”

“Fine. I’ve just about got everything unpacked.”

“Can we do anything for you? I know you said you wanted your space, but I want to come see the house. I’m sure there’s some things that need fixing. Are you eating?”

Truth? Not so much. “Of course. Why don’t you and Mom plan on coming over on Sunday. I’ll cook lunch. Unless you’re too busy at the lodge?”

“That sounds great. It’s slow in late November except for a few people who are here to fish and shoot birds. We can put your brother in charge and escape for a few hours. That is, unless you wanted him to come.”

“No, it’s probably not a good idea.”

“I didn’t think so. Well, call if you need anything—anything at all.”

“I will.”

It was dark out now, and I still hadn’t unloaded my car. I peeked through the front blinds. The sheriff’s department cars were gone but there was an SUV I hadn’t seen before. I pulled out a heavier jacket from my closet and picked up my keys. Cricket followed me out the door.

This was going to take multiple trips. I grabbed the litter box and as much stuff as I could carry. As I went out to get my third load of kitty swag, I could see the silhouette of someone lumbering across Beverly’s yard toward me. Was it Jake?

When he got closer, the streetlight shone on his face. Oh great. Dale Pratt. 

“What did you do?” he asked. The wind made the top of his hair stand up like a beret.

“What do you mean?” I had a feeling I was in for a tongue-lashing.

“I thought I made it crystal clear we have no need for your decorating services. Yet, you come waltzing over and get Penelope’s mother agitated again.”

“First of all, I didn’t go ‘waltzing’ into your house, although I can waltz. I can tango, too.” I grinned.

He held down his hair with one hand and put the other on his hip as though exasperated.

“Actually, Beverly came to my house and practically dragged me over there. She wanted me to take her picture, which I did. She brought up the redecorating. I wasn’t sure if you all had worked things out or not.”

His nostrils flared. “Regardless, you got Beverly thinking she needed to get rid of all her furniture.”

“Like that’s a shock. There’s more plaid in that den than inside a Catholic schoolgirl’s closet.” 

“This isn’t funny.”

“No, you’re right,” I conceded. “Look, she asked me to take her picture and I did. I mean, yes, I pulled back the rug and saw the blood, but she said it was spaghetti sauce. You’ve got to admit, it does look a little suspicious.”

“Whether it does or not is none of your business and neither is my house.”

“Your house? Aren’t you jumping the gun just a bit? It seems to me that Beverly’s prepared to fight you for it.”

“That’s for me to deal with, not you.” He turned and stomped away.

Dale Pratt. You’d think he’d be a little more concerned about his wife’s parents. Didn’t he know it was Curtis who called the police? 

Dale seemed like more of a threat to Beverly than me. 
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Obviously, I wasn’t making many friends in the neighborhood. Maybe I’d have better luck with Curtis. Not only had he extended a personal invitation, but I wanted to get a firsthand account of his little visit with the sheriff.

Curtis was apparently one of those people who believed in going big or going home. It looked like Santa had thrown up on their front yard. A blow-up snowman waved his arms and bowed like one of those displays in front of the pawn shop. There were lighted grapevine reindeer, twinkle lights crawling up every tree, and even a plastic nativity scene. 

I rang the bell before remembering I was empty-handed. I probably should have baked a cake or brought a bottle of wine. Too late. The door opened.

“Hi there.” A pretty redhead held a baby wrapped up like a sausage in a blanket. 

Not having kids myself, I always had a hard time figuring out the age of babies. I couldn’t tell if they were six weeks or six months old. This one was obviously not a newborn because it didn’t have the red, wrinkly skin that made some babies look like bloodhound puppies. “I’m Wendy Fairmont. I just moved in next door.”

“Oh, hi, I’m Lana and this is Delilah.” She held up the bundle for me to see.

“Hi.” I waved at the baby. Dumb, I know. “She’s absolutely adorable.” I had learned that if you don’t tell a new mommy her baby is the cutest you’ve ever seen, you might ignite a fit of postpartum depression or something. Soon, you’re the talk of the baby-vine and everyone is speculating if you are fit to be a mother yourself.

“My husband was talking about you earlier,” Lana said. “Come on in and I’ll get him.”

Uh-oh. I wondered what he had said. I waited in the front room. It looked like it had been decorated by one of those designers you see on TV. Everything was new but made to look shabby and repurposed. Just a bit too cliché for my tastes, especially with everything perfectly placed in little vignettes on the shelves and walls. Even the magazines on the side table were fanned out exactly the same distance apart. Looked like someone here had a raging case of OCD. 

Then something caught my eye. Something was definitely out of place. A lone golf club was perched against a corner bookcase. Without much thought, I pulled out my cell phone and snapped a picture of the club. 

“What are you doing?” Curtis asked.

“Oh—I was just taking a picture of this lovely room. You know us photographers. Always looking for inspiration.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why are you here?”

“You invited me, remember?”

“Ah yes. About your loan. Actually, it’s not a good time, what with this thing with Beverly Attwood. Call the bank tomorrow and we’ll set up an appointment.” He took a few steps toward the door.

“About Beverly, I heard you saw the stains on the floor and called the sheriff.”

“Yes. So? That realtor saw the blood on the floor, too. If I hadn’t called the sheriff, she would have.”

“What did he say? Does he think there was foul play?”

“I have no idea. I’m sure Sheriff Grady will conduct a thorough investigation of the evidence and determine if indeed a crime had been committed.” The stuffy banker reared its ugly head.

“Sounds like you have a lot of faith in the sheriff.”

“Of course. He was elected by the town before we moved here, but I’ve never had any run-ins with him.”

I took a step closer and lowered my voice. “So do you really think someone might have murdered Harold?”

“Did you know him? I wouldn’t be at all surprised if a lot of people wanted him dead.”

“But surely it wasn’t Beverly, right? I mean, you two are obviously not besties, but—”

“But that has nothing to do with it. I was doing my civic duty. Why was there a realtor there anyway?”  

“Beverly’s son-in-law, Dale, called her. He wants Nancy to sell the house.” 

“I’m not surprised based on the shape of his finances,” he mumbled. “Did you know Harold and Beverly almost got a divorce a few years back? He was a drinker. And when he drank, he’d get mean.”

“What are you saying? Was he abusive?”

“Not physically, not that I know of. People say he would berate her and ridicule her in public.” He glanced back toward the family room. “It’s late. I don’t want to stand here gossiping about my neighbors.”

“I’ll go,” I said. “But first, can you tell me why was Beverly so irate when you offered to buy Harold’s golf clubs?”

He looked down at his hands and his perfectly manicured nails. “Um, let’s just say Harold and I had our differences. I guess Beverly is carrying on the grudge.” He opened the front door and waved me out. “Have a nice evening, Ms. Fairmont. Don’t forget to call the bank. I’ll set you up with one of our loan officers.”

As I headed back to my house, it seemed like I’d gone from a neighbor to just another bank customer in the course of one short conversation. I had a sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t be invited over to the Meeks’ house for supper anytime soon.
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With the morning light came a renewed sense of purpose. My to-do list was long, but I had made myself one promise and was determined to keep it. I was going to start exercising.

I pulled up to the front of Cascada’s only gym, an old converted warehouse next to the railroad tracks. The sign over the door read “Francine’s Fitness Studio,” but I knew for a fact that Francine Winebacker had bought an RV and was traveling the country competing in bikini contests. 

I pushed open the door and was assaulted by what could only be compared to a porta-potty at the rodeo. C’mon, people. Spring for a can of Febreze, for goodness’ sake. 

A twenty-something guy wearing a shirt that read “I’d Rather Be Lifting” sat behind the front desk entranced by his phone. From the looks of it, he spent more time pumping beers than iron. No doubt he had a six-pack, but it was more likely under the bed in his mother’s basement than under his t-shirt. 

When he wouldn’t bother to look up, I slapped my hand on the counter a few times. “Hey, barkeep, pass me some pretzels.”

“Huh?” He glanced up in a daze.

“Hi, I’m new.” I looked at his nametag. “Chaz, is it? I’m interested in a gym membership.”

He passed me a clipboard and pointed to a folding chair. “Fill this out. It’s thirty dollars a month in advance.”

What a salesman. I picked up a pen and walked over to my assigned seat. Despite the smell, the equipment looked fairly impressive. There were some of those bike things and those boat things and plenty of bars and weights. The only other person I saw was a sweaty young woman wearing headphones, obliviously running on the treadmill. She had calves the size of softballs. I looked down at my own legs and tried to make a muscle. Feeling a cramp coming on, I stopped flexing and started in on the paperwork.

Just as I was about to sign my name agreeing not to sue the owner in case of injury, two women strolled in from a side room. Before the tall brunette with tight curls had even finished wiping sweat from her face, I knew instantly who it was. Sherry Spitzer. She turned my direction and we locked eyes like a matador and a bull. In this case, I wasn’t sure which of us was which. I looked quickly back at the paperwork, wondering if the liability clause included injury caused by another member. 

Oh brother. She was coming over. I slapped on my resting bitch-face, the one that generally gets me out of conversations I’d rather not be in. It didn’t work.

“Well if it isn’t the famous Wendy Fairmont. Or should I say ‘infamous’ Wendy Fairmont. I heard you were moving back to Cascada. What happened? The whole Mary Tyler Moore ‘I’m gonna make it on my own’ thing not work out for you?”

Tilting my head, “I’m sorry. And you are...?”

“Very funny. Oh, this is Gretchen. Say hi, Gretchen, and then leave. Miss Fairmont and I have a few things to discuss.”

The poor girl smiled, waved, and scurried off to the dressing room.

“That was rude,” I said. “You could have at least let me give her the name of a good psychiatrist. Apparently, her current one hasn’t warned her to stay away from lunatics.”

“Cute. Like you used to be.” She flung the towel over her shoulder. “I’m not surprised to find you at the gym. Looks like that ‘Freshman fifteen’ doubled and made a permanent home on your thighs.”

“Aren’t you sweet to notice. ‘Sherry Grady.’ That’s an unfortunate name to be stuck with. Maybe you’ll do better with your next husband. Anyway, I’m just here to tone up a bit. Being a successful business owner gives one little time for frivolous activities. But you never had a career, so you wouldn’t know about that.”

“Frivolous activities? You mean like taking care of my kids and a husband? Something you just can’t seem to get right, from what I hear.”

Ouch. That one stung. “Look, I could enjoy exchanging pleasantries with you all day, but I’ve got more important things to do. So if you don’t mind—”

“I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’ll be glad to give you a tour of the place.” She grabbed the clipboard from my hand and tossed it onto the counter.

“Are you sure? I haven’t initialed the box saying I wouldn’t cause great bodily harm to other members with smart mouths.”

“Ha. Too bad you didn’t come earlier. You missed kickboxing class. I could have used you for a demonstration dummy.” 

“Kickboxing, huh. I’m sure that comes in handy when you and the sheriff get in a little tiff over his excessive drinking.”

She rolled her eyes. “C’mon. You can do better than that.” 

She led me to a room with five large bags hanging by chains from the ceiling. Against the wall was a rack holding various sizes of boxing gloves. This looked serious.

“Forget about the gloves. I’ll just show you a bit of footwork.” She kicked off her shoes, stood in front of the bag, and bowed. She stood back up and took in a deep breath. With that, she flung her feet at the bag in a flurry of kicks and grunts like a ninja on crack. 

I couldn’t help but be impressed. Of course, I couldn’t let her know that. “Wow, nice. I’m sure that will come in handy if you ever get in a fight with the queen of England. But in that case, I suppose you’d curtsey instead of bow.”

She steadied the bag. “Although kickboxing is a form of martial arts, it is commonly used for cardio and strength training. But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t kick your butt if I had to.” 

We exchanged snotty grins.

“Here, give it a try.” She stepped back from the bag.

“No, thanks. I just got a pedicure.”

“You can leave your sneakers on.” She folded her arms across her chest. “What’s the matter? Afraid you can’t get those thunder thighs off the ground?”

Never one to back down from a challenge, especially from someone I had previously competed against in everything from beauty pageants to college scholarships, I decided to give it my best shot. I stuck my hand out toward the bag in a mock handshake. “Hi, nice to meet you. Now I’m going to kick you in the groin.”

“It’s not a person.”

“Hey, you’re the one who bowed to it.” I pulled up on my leggings and said a silent prayer they wouldn’t split in the seat. Taking a deep breath, I swung my leg up as high and as hard as I could. The sound that escaped from my mouth was more of a groan than a grunt. I had split something all right. But I think it was my thigh muscle. I fell to the mat and grabbed my leg.

“Oh, I guess I should have warned you about stretching first. You wouldn’t want to hurt yourself.”

I sneered back through wet eyes.

She must have realized I was in real pain. “I’ll get you an ice pack.”

When she left the room, I managed to pull myself into a chair. I wasn’t sure which stung worse: my leg or the blow to my pride.

Sherry seemed genuinely concerned, something I’d never seen from her before. Maybe she’d actually matured a bit since high school. She put the ice pack on my leg. “Obviously, you’re not ready for kickboxing. How about yoga? It’s great for stretching and might help your leg. There’s a class tomorrow morning at ten.”

The pain had taken away all my competitive instincts. “Sounds good. Thanks.” 

Sherry gave me her shoulder to lean on and walked me to the front desk. “See you tomorrow,” she said.

Balancing on one leg, I grabbed the clipboard and signed the papers. I pulled the credit card from my back pocket and tossed it at Chaz. I couldn’t believe I would be paying for this torture. “By the way, does Sherry Grady come here often?” I asked.

He swiped my card and handed it back. “Every day.” 

Great. The last thing you ever want is to seem weak in front of your opponent. She may have won this round, but I was sure there would be plenty more to come.
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My online research revealed that Jake’s sister, Nancy Faro, ran the biggest realty company in town, especially when it came to commercial property. After a shower and a near overdose of ibuprofen, I drove across town to her office on the square. Colorful flyers of available properties were plastered across the front window of the small building. If you just went by those pictures, Cascada looked like a great place to live.

Once inside, a perky girl with pink tips in her dark-blond hair greeted me. “You must be Wendy Fairmont. Come on in. Can I get you some hot tea or something?”

“No, thanks. I have an appointment with Ms. Faro.”

“Call me Nancy.” The brunette I had seen at Beverly’s house with Jake came around the corner extending her hand. 

“Wendy,” I said. In this light, it was obvious she was Jake’s sister. She had the same warm eyes and strong jawline.

“Let’s go back to my office.”

I followed her down the hallway, trying not to limp. 

“I’m glad you called,” Nancy said. “Jake told me you had moved into your grandparents’ place.”

“News travels fast around here.”

“Don’t I know it. I could get a zit on my chin in the morning, and by the time I get home from work, my brother would be calling with one of his home remedies.”

“You’ve got to love a small town.”

“Yeah, especially if you’re a realtor and the small town puts a roof over your head.”

“Have you ever thought about moving away?” As soon as the words tumbled out of my mouth, I wished I could corral them back. “I’m sorry. That’s personal.”

Nancy laughed. “Have you forgotten how things work around here? There’s no such thing as ‘personal.’ I don’t even know why they bother with a weekly town newspaper. All you have to do is sit on a bench in the square, and soon you’ll know everything from who’s cheating on whom to how much money Mrs. Hadwell put in the collection plate last Sunday.”

“Is Mrs. Hadwell still alive?”

“Yep. Finally retired from teaching last year. They had to peel that old yardstick out of her hand.”

I laughed. “So, how much behind Jake and I in school were you?”

“Four years. I remember you when I was a freshman. You were—”

“Please,” I said, holding up my hand. “Spare me the list of clubs and titles.”

“I was going to say, you were a real pain in the backside.”

My mouth dropped open.

“I’m just kidding. But you did cause me grief.”

Still puzzled, I stared wide-eyed. “Why? What did I do to you?”

“It wasn’t what you did to me, it was what you did to Jake. He had a big crush on you. Every day after school, he had to drive past your car in the parking lot. I think he hoped you’d be stranded one of those times and offer to give you a ride home. Never happened.”

“I had no idea.” 

She opened a large binder in front of her. “By the way, Jake would kill me if he knew I told you that.”

“My lips are sealed,” I said and threw away the imaginary key.

“So, let’s find you an office, and then we can talk trash about some of the other people in town.”

“Now, Nancy, is that any way to impress Cascada’s newest resident?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“You bet it is.”

As she showed me the available properties in my price range, I felt an instant connection. 

She turned the pages. “What exactly are you looking for? You’re opening a photography studio, right?”

“Yes. I’ll need several rooms to set up with backdrops. I’d like a separate area for an office and a front reception area. Then there’s storage for props.” I looked at Nancy. “This may all be wishful thinking. The bottom line is price, of course.”

“I get it. Let’s start with the most affordable properties.”

“I like the way you think.”

“And by affordable, that means further away from the square,” she said. “Are you okay with that?”

“I was afraid of that. I doubt I will need foot traffic for my portrait business, but I hope to have a gallery of my own photography work at some point, too.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll find you the perfect place for the perfect price. Guaranteed.”

“Guaranteed? That’s a big promise.”

She grinned. “I know. It’s just something I say to brainwash clients into trusting me. After all, I’m a realtor, not a miracle worker.”

“I hear that. But, if you could manage to work a miracle, I’d be okay with that.” 

“I’ll see what I can do.”
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Cricket was waiting for me when I returned home from looking at office properties. She paced back and forth across the front porch while I hobbled up the steps and unlocked the door. I set my purse and the stack of real estate flyers on the entry table. Why was it so cold inside? I kept my coat on while I checked the fancy furnace Gran had installed a few years back. It appeared dead. I kicked it. Nothing happened.

Hopefully, the wood stove was still in good working order. I grabbed a scarf off the hook by the back door and wrapped it around my neck. Maybe there was some wood out back. Cricket followed me outside. Although the back of the property was surrounded by a chain link fence, there wasn’t an actual lawn. The ground was covered in weeds and pine needles. Around the back of the garage, I found a stack of wood. As I picked up a few logs, a man in a golf cart drove past. 

“Did you have a good round?” I called out.

“Shot my handicap,” he said with a grin and drove on. 

The doorbell rang. Please let it be a furnace repairman.

The man on the other side of the door smiled warmly. “Hi there. I’m Andy. Beverly sent me over. Said you might need a handyman to do some work around here.”

I glanced up at the sky and whispered, “Thank you.” I stepped back. “I’m Wendy. Come on in.” 

Andy was dressed in lumberjack plaid, complete with a fur-lined trapper cap. “It’s a bit chilly in here. Is your furnace working?”

“I’m afraid not. I just got home and it was freeeezing in here.” My teeth chattered as I spoke.

He chuckled. “I’ll take a look at it. And don’t worry, you’ll get acclimated to the weather now that you’re back in the mountains. You just got spoiled living out there in Texas.” He headed off to the utility closet as though he’d been there before. 

I was too cold and too grateful to care. It had been a while since I’d used a wood stove, but getting it ready was as easy as riding a bike. 

Soon, Andy returned. “Looks like you need a part. I’ll run up to Henry’s Hardware and get it. You start the fire. We’ll have this place toasty in no time.”

“You’re a lifesaver, Andy. An absolute angel.”

He grinned and lowered his head. That’s when something caught my eye. He had a scar running from behind his ear down his neck toward his chest. He must have seen me looking because he pulled his jacket collar up and headed out the door in a hurry.

I felt just awful. Here he was doing me a favor, and I had apparently made him feel uncomfortable. I waited for the stove to get fully going then decided to walk next door to Beverly’s. I could thank her for sending Andy over and ask her if I should apologize for staring.

The sun felt good. I wondered if it was actually warmer outside than inside my house.

She opened the door on the first ring. 

As was apparently her new habit, Cricket shot past me into the warm house.

Beverly smiled. “Come on in. I just made some hot chocolate. Do you want some? Did you meet Andy? Isn’t he nice?”

“Yes to everything,” I said. She seemed awfully chipper considering the sheriff had been there the night before. I unpeeled my winter garb. “The timing of Andy coming over couldn’t have been better. My furnace went out, and he went to get a part.”

“Oh dear. Dottie was so proud of that central unit. It cost her an arm and a leg. Well, if anyone can get it up and running, it’s Andy. He’s been working out back on Harold’s old golf cart all morning.”

I followed her to the kitchen. On the way, I glanced into the den. Everything was back in its place, minus the carpet. 

We sat at the small kitchen table and blew in our mugs. There were so many things I wanted to ask her. I settled on my original purpose for coming over. “Thank you so much for sending Andy over. After the furnace gets fixed, I might ask him to come back and fix a broken electrical outlet. Do you think he would do it?”

“Oh, Andy does it all, at least for me. He’d go to the moon and back if I asked him to.”

“Why is that?”

“He’s always been sweet on me. Used to make Harold furious, until...” She stared into her cup.

“Until what?” 

“For the last couple of years, Harold didn’t seem to care what I did. It was all golf and nothing else. Poor Penelope. She knew something was up, but I just couldn’t talk to her about it. I confided in your grandmother. Now she’s gone...” Tears began to well in her eyes.

I covered her hand with mine. “I know I’m not my grandmother, but if you ever need anything, I’m here for you.” 

Out of nowhere, Cricket jumped into my lap.

“That’s sweet of you, dear.” She smiled and took a sip from her mug. “You haven’t seen Harold’s missing golf club, have you?”

Should I tell her about the club I saw at Curtis’s house? I had no proof it was the same club. “Nope.”

“Well, keep your eyes and ears open for me. I’m sure someone from the party took it and word will get around.”

“Do you know what kind it was?”

“Heavens, no. I never paid attention to such things. But, I guess you know that Sheriff Grady thinks someone may have killed Harold. He was here forever last night asking all sorts of questions. Dale and Penelope were beside themselves. After he left, all Dale could talk about was selling this house. I don’t know what to do.”

“I’m sure they’re worried you won’t be able to take care of yourself and this house by yourself.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks. All they want is the money. Dale has been over here twice to check on Harold’s golf cart. He’s already found a buyer.”

I heard a car coming down the street. “That’s probably Andy. I should get back. We can talk about this later. Just don’t make any quick decisions like you did with the furniture.”

“I learned my lesson, dear, believe me.”

The front door opened and Andy came in. “Oh, hey,” he muttered when he saw me. “Henry is going to have to order that part for you, but your wood stove should do you until it gets here.”

“Thanks. What do I owe you?”

“I haven’t done anything yet. We’ll come up with a fair price after I get it fixed.” He turned to Beverly. “Do you have the keys to Harold’s car? I want to move it in case I actually get the cart working.”

Beverly pointed at the key rack hanging by the back door. “Oh dear. They’re not there. Where are they? I always put them on the hook.”

I could see the worry on her face. “Let’s look around. Maybe someone moved them.”

“But they are always there.”

Andy and I scurried around the kitchen, looking in drawers and opening cabinets. Something shiny behind the flour canister caught my eye. “Here they are.” I held them up like a trophy.

Andy took them from me and headed out the back door.

Beverly shook her head slowly. “I can’t imagine how they got there.”

“There’s been a lot of people coming and going the last few days. Someone must have moved them.”

“You’re probably right.” She took a drink and the color returned to her face. “You see what I mean about Andy? I don’t know what I’d have done the last couple of weeks without him around. He’s going to help me put up my Christmas decorations later. You know, he was here when Harold died.”

“What?”

“I don’t mean here, like in the house. He was out in the garage working on Harold’s golf cart. I think he feels guilty.”

Alarm bells sounded in my head. “Guilty for what?”

“Well, he said he didn’t hear or see anything, but I think he feels like he could have done more to help. Luckily, he came in right after I got home and found Harold lying there. He called 9-1-1 for me.”

“Does anyone else know he was here at that time?”

“Oh yes, everybody. This is a small town, you know. I told all my friends that if it hadn’t been for Andy, I might have just laid down there and died right next to Harold.”

Handy Andy. Man of many talents. As I turned to go, I remembered the other reason I had come. “About Andy. I saw the scar on his neck.”

“The scar. The one when he and Harold—” She looked back at me. “What about it?”

“I think he saw me stare and seemed uncomfortable. Should I say something? Should I apologize?”

“No, it’s best to ignore it. There’s a story behind that scar that bothers him more than the wound itself. It’s better to let the dead bury the dead.”

I got up to leave when there was another knock at the door. Through the front curtain, I could see the sheriff’s car. My stomach lurched as I stood frozen. I was sure whatever was about to happen would be my fault in Dale’s estimation.

Beverly brushed by me and opened the door.

Sheriff Grady held up a set of handcuffs. “Beverly Attwood, you are under arrest for the murder of your husband, Harold Attwood.”
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Andy had followed the sheriff to the station, mumbling something about revenge and lawyers and bail. The arrest was so quick the other neighbors hadn’t apparently noticed. No one had come outside to stare and ask questions. 

I felt helpless. Maybe Dale was right, and this was all my fault. Jake had implied Sheriff Grady wasn’t all that sharp. I’d seen more thorough investigations on a one-hour episode of Columbo. Talk about your rush to judgment.

One thing I could do to help my neighbor was get to the bottom of the case of the missing golf club. Sure, it seemed like a minor detail compared to being charged with murder, but I couldn’t imagine the charge would stick. 

Making sure my phone was in my pocket, I summoned Cricket to my side. “Let’s go, Watson,” I said. “We’re on a mission.” 

We headed down the path toward the golf course clubhouse. My leg still ached a little, but the long strides through the grass actually felt good. Maybe I would be up for yoga tomorrow after all. 

The brush was more overgrown than I remembered. Cricket ran off into the wooded area, probably chasing a mouse or a rabbit. She let out a cry. I couldn’t see her. “Cricket? Are you hurt?” She cried out again. 

I wasn’t familiar enough with cats to recognize the meaning behind their sounds. I really didn’t want to go traipsing around in the brush. Luckily, Cricket pranced back to the path. “Crazy cat.” 

She looked up at me and meowed. 

“I’m not going in there with you to chase rodents. Sorry, but I have to draw the line somewhere.” I wasn’t sure if she understood me or not, but she followed me out of the wooded area onto the fairway of the fourth hole. We cut across and then walked along the cart path up to the clubhouse. Hopefully, someone would be there who would know if the club in the picture I had taken at Curtis’s house was Harold’s. As soon as word got out of Beverly’s arrest, rumors and speculation would fly and it would be hard to get a straight answer.

Sure enough, a group of four men were having a beer in the club’s 19th Hole Bar. I recognized one as Bert Crosby. 

Spotting me, one of the men frowned. “Can we help you, miss?”

“Um—yes, I mean, I hope so.” I looked at Bert. “Can I speak with you?”

He stood up. “I’m Bert Crosby, club president. What can I do for you?”

“We met yesterday, remember? Do you mind if I talk to you in private?”

The other three men snickered like they were five-year-olds instead of sixty-five.

Bert led me into the hallway. “Now, what is your name again, young lady?”

“Wendy.”

“Well, Miss Wendy, I’m all ears.”

More like all nose. He had a schnoz that went on for days. I pulled up the picture on the phone and showed it to him. “Do you recognize this golf club?”

He pulled out reading glasses from his shirt pocket. “Let me take a look. Actually, I do. This is a Titleist C16. A four iron. Nice club. Why? Are you looking to buy a set?”

“No, I found one.”

“Found one? Where?”

“That’s not exactly what I mean. What I mean is, do you know if this is the same club Harold Attwood used to make his hole-in-one?”

He chuckled. “I see. You’re another one of those players who thinks if you just get the right club, you can make a hole-in-one, too. Let me tell you what it takes to make a hole-in-one. First, you—”

“No, sir. That’s not it. You see, Harold’s club is missing and I was wondering if this is it.”

His face changed as he clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. “You say his club is missing? Who exactly are you again and who sent you here?” 

“No one. I just moved in next door to Beverly Attwood—”

Softening, he said, “Oh, forgive me. I remember. You must be Charlie Fairmont’s granddaughter. Fine man, your grandfather was. Let me take a look again at that picture.” He studied it closely. “Although I can’t say for certain, I can tell you that it is the same model of club that Harold used to supposedly ace that par three. Popular clubs around here. Where did you say you found it?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Hmm. You live next door to Curtis Meeks, am I right?” 

I shook my head slowly.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he stole it, especially since he and Harold were always at odds.”

“At odds over what?” 

“Meeks accused him of cheating, so Harold kept blocking Meeks’ membership to the club. Right funny, it was. After that, Meeks had to play the public courses along with all the tourists.”

“I see.” Maybe Beverly was right. Curtis must have taken it from the house when no one was watching. “Well, thanks for the information. I need to get back before it gets much colder.”

“Did you walk? Is Harold’s golf cart still on the fritz?”

“Yeah, but Beverly’s friend Andy is trying to fix it.”

“Andy who?”

“I don’t know his last name, actually.”

“Are you talking about that old codger with a scar down his face?”

“That’s him.”

“Huh. Well, get along now. Tell Beverly I’ll be by to check on her soon.”

“I will, and thanks for the information.”

Cricket was nowhere to be found. Probably off chasing rabbits again. It felt like I was doing the same thing in trying to solve the case of the missing golf club.

Should I confront Curtis and tell him to give it back? If so, I could probably kiss my bank loan goodbye. Still, it wasn’t right for him to keep it. Beverly had seemed generally distraught when she realized it was gone.

I thought about the tactic I had used whenever a bride wanted to tell a bridesmaid her hair was all wrong or that her mother-in-law’s dress was inappropriate for the wedding. I would go through a third party, a back door. In this case, the back-door strategy led me straight to someone else’s front door. 

Jake’s, that is.
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Much to my surprise, Cricket was curled up on Jake’s porch swing when I got there, almost as though she were waiting for me. I checked my teeth with my cell phone camera to make sure there were no remnants of the salad I had eaten for lunch. I scratched Cricket’s head and rang the bell. 

Jake opened the door, looking totally hot in his jeans and flannel shirt. “Did you hear about Beverly?” he asked. “She was arrested. I told you Grady was a moron.” 

“I was there when he came to the house. I couldn’t believe it. How did you find out so fast?”

“I have eyes everywhere, remember?”

That might have been funny any other time. “I need a favor. Do you have a minute?”

“Sure.” He stepped back to let me pass. 

I resisted the urge to say something about his Batman crew socks. We sat down in the den. “Before we go any further, I need to ask you a question.” I waited for him to say something, but he just stared at me with his puppy-dog eyes. “What do you really do for a living? Yesterday you were so vague it creeped me out a little. After all, your den looks like a techie mad scientist’s workshop.”

“So you decided I was a serial killer or something?”

I pointed to his computer equipment. “More like a cyber stalker.”

He chuckled and pushed up his shirt sleeves. “Well, you’re right about that.”

“What?” I felt my back stiffen.

“I’m actually in cyber security. I’m one of the good guys, although it wouldn’t take much to send me over to the dark side.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

He walked over to his desk. “I gave you one of my business cards on Saturday. Did you look at it?” He handed me another. 

I read it aloud. “Jackson Faro. Threat Analyst. Sierra Security.” I looked up. “Oops.”

“I guess being a cyber stalker is better than you thinking I use all this equipment for gaming or something.”

I grinned sheepishly. If only he knew. 

“Well, now that we have that cleared up, what else do you want to know about me? My blood type? My shoe size?” He held up his foot with the cartoon sock. “Uh, you caught me,” he said embarrassed. “I usually have on flip flops but there was a draft in here this morning.”

“Sure there was. And just so you know, I’ve got on Wonder Woman underwear.”

“Really?”

I shook my head. “No! For someone in security, you sure are gullible.”

He smiled and I could just see the dimples under his beard. But then his face dropped. “So what evidence did Sheriff Grady have for arresting Beverly?”

“I don’t have any details.”

“Tucker Grady is an idiot. Does she have a lawyer? This is crazy.”

“Andy was going to the station. I’m sure he’ll call her kids.”

Jake walked over and sat at his desk. “Man, I didn’t see that coming.”

“This is my fault.” I plopped down on the sofa.

“How do you figure? Did you kill Harold and then set Beverly up to take the fall?”

I started to respond but kept my mouth closed. 

“Exactly. If it turns out Harold was murdered, this bogus arrest will lead Grady one step closer to the killer.”

“But why Beverly? You said Grady would ask a few questions and close the case.”

Jake swiveled in his chair. “That’s not what I said. I said he would clear things up.”

I stiffened. “Gran taught me to follow my gut. Experience taught me to fight injustice.”

“And your gut tells you Beverly is innocent.”

I nodded. “So who do you think may have done it?”

“Hard to say. Harold wasn’t exactly the most popular guy in town.”

“There’s something else. It may or may not be related to the murder. It’s about Harold Attwood’s missing golf club.”

“Missing club?” He shook his head. “You’ll have to fill me in.”

“Beverly noticed the club that hangs over her mantel was missing. She thought one of Harold’s enemies may have stolen it from her house after the funeral. I thought it was silly until I went to Curtis’s house last night.”

“Why would you go to his house?”

“To find out what he told the sheriff and to see if he had accused Beverly of killing Harold.”

Jake narrowed his eyes at me. “Why did you get involved? I thought you were worried about how the neighbors perceived you?” 

I stared back at him.

“Ah, right. Because of your grandmother. For someone who’s trying to keep on the down low, you sure are out there.”

“I know,” I said, wriggling uncomfortably. “Anyway, I saw a club identical to Harold’s in Curtis’s front room. Look.”

He studied the picture on my phone. “How do you know it’s the same club?”

“I talked to Bert Crosby at the club.”

Jake shook his head. “My, you’re a regular Nancy Drew, aren’t you.”

“If that’s what it takes.”

“So tell me your theory. If Curtis took Harold’s club, he must have had a reason. What do you think it was?”

I hadn’t even thought about it until now. “I heard him say he wanted to buy Harold’s set of clubs and Beverly refused to sell them to him. Maybe it’s what Bert said. He thinks it’s a good golf club and he can play better with it.”

Jake rubbed his chin. “From my experience, the risk of an action needs to equal the reward, or at least get close. Curtis has plenty of money. He could buy any clubs he wants. I don’t think that would be worth the risk of getting caught stealing.”

“Well, maybe he just borrowed it and planned to return it after finding out what kind it was.”

“If he had just wanted to know the brand, he could have taken a picture of it like you did. Still too risky.”

I folded my arms. “Then maybe it was just out of spite because he doesn’t like Harold and Beverly.”

“That’s probably closer. Now you’re dealing with emotions. People will do crazy things when they’re not thinking straight.”

I twisted the pearl ring my grandparents gave me when I graduated from high school—a sure sign I was either nervous or deep in thought. 

Somehow, Jake knew. “What is it? What are you thinking?”

“There’s one other reason Curtis may have taken the club. Maybe he took the club to get rid of it?”

“And why would he do that?”

I used my scary ghost-story voice. “Maybe the club had been used in a crime. Perhaps even a murder. Perhaps even Harold’s murder.” I held up my hands and wriggled my fingers.

“You may be on to something.”

“Jake! I was kidding.”

“Were you?”

“Yes, well, maybe. I mean, the club could have been used to whack Harold. But you don’t really think that Curtis killed Harold?”

“It would explain why he took the club.”

“Took it and left it in his front room?”

“That’s curious, for sure. There’s only one way to find out. We need to tell the sheriff.”

“Gulp. I didn’t really have a problem tattling on Curtis when I thought he was just a creep and a thief, but this is serious.”

“All crime is serious.”

“You know what they say, ‘Snitches get stitches.’”

Jake shook his head. “Basically, my entire job is snitching, and the only stitches I’ve ever gotten were from falling off my bike and busting open my chin.”

I walked over to his desk and leaned in toward him. “Do you have a scar?”

He looked up and for a moment, we held each other’s gaze. The gold flecks in his eyes looked like stars circling a dark planet. 

I blinked and took a step back. 

As I did, he caught my hand and pulled it toward his face. He took my finger and rubbed it across his chin. “It’s here. Under my beard.”

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. The touch of his hand and the feel of his face were too much. I came to my senses and pulled back my hand. “Speaking of scars, have you seen that one on Handy Andy? What happened to him?”

Jake’s eyes narrowed as his lips curled into just a hint of a smile. “Oh, you mean Beverly’s Andy? He and Harold got in a fight. It was years ago.” He turned to his computer and began typing. 

“What are you doing? Sending a bat signal to Sheriff Grady?”

“No. I would just use the phone for that. I’m trying to see something.” He punched in more numbers. “Wait here.”

He left and came back with a kitchen chair, placing it next to him at the desk. He twisted one of the monitors toward me. “Here, take a look.”

“Are you sure I don’t need to know a secret password to see this?”

“No. Just your social security number and date of birth. Seriously, look at this.”

A video began playing. “Hey, that’s my house. Have you been watching me?” 

“No, but I could. That’s our whole street. I have a security camera set up to guard the neighborhood.”

“Guard it from creepers like you.”

“Watch how I can zoom in on different houses.”

“Great. Remind me to keep my front blinds closed.” I was only half kidding.

“Don’t worry. The image quality isn’t that great. You can mainly just see the street and yards.”

“Sure. Until you buy some high-powered telescope. What’s that number for Sheriff Grady?”

“It’s 9-1-1. Now, shut up and look at this.” He typed in a few numbers and hit enter.

The video changed. It was lighter outside. Cars drove in front of the houses and parked. I leaned in closer to the screen. “Who are those people?”

“This is from Saturday after the funeral. I want to see if we can catch a glimpse of Curtis leaving the house.” He held down a button and the video went into fast-forward mode. “Look, here’s us going out to move the Cadillac.”

“I can’t believe you have this on film. I’m glad I wasn’t picking my nose.”

“Me too,” he said, making a sour face. “I remember Curtis said he was leaving right before Bert made his toast.” He rewound the video and let it play. 

We watched as a few people walked up to the house and went in. A man, probably Dale, let them in the front door. 

Nothing seemed to happen for a few minutes, then Jake hit a key, stopped the image, and pointed at the screen. “There. He didn’t come out the front door. Must have come from around the back of the house.” He hit play, and we watched a man in a suit walk from the back of Beverly’s house, across my front yard, and into the Meeks’ house.

“That looks like Curtis,” I said, “but I don’t see him carrying anything.”

“You’re right. But why would he leave out the back?”

“Maybe he left the club by the garage and then went back under the veil of darkness and got it.”

Jake made air quotes. “Under the ‘veil of darkness’? Really?”

“So I read a lot. Sue me.” 

He snickered. “Again, I think I need to tell Grady about this, for Beverly’s sake. Even if the club doesn’t have blood evidence on it, the club needs to be returned.”

“Blood evidence? Eww.” I wrinkled my nose.

“You’re awfully squeamish for a nose picker.”

“I’m not a nose picker!”

“You said it, not me.”

“One question. Why didn’t you use your surveillance tape to see what happened on the day Harold died?”

“I did. There wasn’t anything unusual. Andy got there around noon. Beverly left a little after that. She came back a couple of hours later. Then the ambulance and cops arrived.”

“What about Harold?”

“He had been on the golf course all morning. He comes and goes around the back. Because of the camera angle, you can’t see the back of the house, remember?”

Jake had a point. “I think you’re right. This golf club thing could be evidence. We should call Sheriff Grady.”

“No, I should call. Nothing personal, but this is a small town and they don’t get any smaller than Tucker Grady. He makes Andy Griffith look like he’s with the CIA. You’ve already given Grady one headache by opening the can of worms around Harold’s death.”

“But all I did was—”

He put his hand on my lips. “I know what happened. I’m on your side, remember? But the way Grady sees it is that some woman came to town and stirred up trouble and is making him look bad. After all, he’s the one who determined there was no foul play in the first place. I think this new thorn in his side is better coming from me.”

I could still feel Jake’s soft touch on my mouth after he pulled his hand away. His words were secondary but made sense. 

“Also, I hear there’s bad blood between you and Mrs. Sheriff Grady. You wouldn’t want him thinking this was part of some ancient grudge, would you?”

“No,” I sighed. “Have I told you how much I hate small towns?”

“You’ll get used to it again.”

“That’s what people keep saying, but I’m not so sure.”

He picked up his cell phone to make the call.

There was one thing in this town I knew I could definitely get used to: Jake Faro.
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We walked over to my house to wait for Sheriff Grady to arrive at Curtis’s; that way we could peek out the front window and get a close-up view of the action. I got us each a beer while Jake went out back to get more kindling for the stove. By now it was nice and warm inside. Sitting in the dark next to Jake on the sofa felt right. I could imagine curling up next to him and binge watching shows on Netflix.

It didn’t take long for Grady to get there. Luckily, he wasn’t flashing his lights or using his siren. If the neighbors noticed, which they probably would, they might think he was there for a social call.

“Who’s that guy with the sheriff?” I asked as we watched two officers get out of the squad car.

“That’s Pete Randall. He’s a nice guy. His mother owns a shop on the square.”

From our angle, we couldn’t see the front door of Curtis’s house. “What did you tell him on the phone?” I asked. “Did you tell him the club was in the front room next to the bookcase?”

“Yep. I even told him the brand.”

“I feel bad for Lana and that baby.”

“That baby has a name. It’s Delia.”

“Um, I’m pretty sure it’s Delilah. I remember thinking that’s a lot of letters to have monogrammed on all that baby stuff. Too pricey. I’m going to name my kids something short, like Jo or Ki.”

“Your mind works in mysterious ways.”

“Well excuse me. I’m just being practical. We don’t all come from money.”

“You think I come from money?”

“No. Do you?”

“Not hardly.” He stared back out the window.

“Good. Money makes people stupid. That’s what happened to my ex-boyfriend.”

“Are you sure it didn’t have something to do with having a crazy girlfriend?”

Before I could offer a witty retort, another squad car pulled up. An officer got out and hurried up the walk to the house. Soon, the officer reappeared with Curtis. They walked to the squad car where the officer did the hand-on-head thing as he put Curtis in the back seat.

I couldn’t believe it. “Do you think Curtis is under arrest?”

“He wasn’t wearing handcuffs, so I’m not sure. Look.”

Pete Randall walked out wearing gloves and carrying the golf club. He put it in the trunk of the car and the two officers drove away.

It was like a scene from a movie. Only thing missing was the popcorn.

When Grady reappeared, Jake jumped up. “I’ll be back.” He grabbed his jacket and headed outside. He and Grady talked a minute before Grady drove off. Jake came back inside.

“What did he say? Is Curtis going to jail? Was there blood on the golf club?” I took a breath. “I feel so guilty.”

“You should. They’re taking Curtis down to the station to beat the crap out of him until he confesses.”

My eyes widened at the prospect. “Really?”

“Nah,” he said with a chuckle. “They’re just going to ask him questions about why he had Harold’s club at his house. For all we know, he was getting Harold’s initials monogrammed on the head.”

“Do you think that’s true?”

“No, do you?”

“I don’t know what to think anymore. I’ve lived here less than a week, and already the sheriff has been to the houses on both sides of me. Does that mean I’m next?”

Jake’s eyes twinkled. “Probably.”
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“Sounds like you and Jake had an exciting evening,” Nancy said as we sat on our mats at the gym stretching. She had agreed to serve as my bodyguard Wednesday morning at yoga class in case Sherry decided to pull some karate moves on me.

My legs felt like dead weights, and my thigh was still tender. “I couldn’t believe they arrested Beverly and then took Curtis off like that. I guess in the back of my mind I just thought they’d make him apologize to Beverly and give it back.”

“He’s a grown man, not some kid taking another kid’s toy on the playground.” 

I flapped my legs to stretch my muscles. “I suppose. Still, seeing him carted away like that was weird. I wonder what his wife was thinking.”

“She was probably wondering why she’d picked such a jerk for her baby-daddy.”

I had to laugh. “Do you know her?”

“She and Curtis moved here less than a year ago from Denver so he could manage the bank. I’ve met her a few times at social functions but have never had an actual conversation with her. She had the baby a couple of months after they moved here. They used someone else to buy their house, so I haven’t had to pretend to like them.”

“I wonder if she has friends or family here. She might be lonely. Maybe I should try to talk to her.”

“Would that be before or after she finds out you nailed her husband for petty larceny?”

“Good point.” I made a face as Sherry and Gretchen strolled in. Sherry’s massive brown curls were pulled up on top of her head in a high ponytail with ringlets cascading down beside her face. She really was a beautiful girl. Too bad she wore such thick eyeliner. It gave her a harsh, mean-girl look.

“Check it out,” I said, diverting my eyes. “There she is.”

“I wish I had her body,” Nancy whispered.

“We hate her, remember?” I whispered back.

“Hate is a wasted emotion.”

“Just wait.” 

Gretchen laid down her mat on the other side of the gym as Sherry walked up and stood over me like a skyscraper. “I see you bribed someone to pretend to be your friend today.”

“Hi, Sherry,” Nancy said. “Nice to see you.”

Ignoring her, Sherry said, “How’s your leg? I hope your injury didn’t cause more spider veins to pop out. You know, I’d hate for you to have to quit the gym. If anyone needs to be here, it’s you.”

The instructor clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, ladies. It’s time to get started.”

I smiled up at Sherry and pointed where Gretchen was sitting. “Hey, train wreck, isn’t that your station?”

She rolled her eyes and walked away.

I looked back at Nancy. “See what I mean.”

She shook her head. “If eye rolling were an Olympic sport, she’d have a gold medal.”

I grinned and held up my hand, waiting for a slap.

“No,” Nancy said. “This isn’t the nineties. There’s no high-fiving in yoga.”

I pulled my hand back and looked over at Sherry. She contorted like a pretzel and sneered at me across the room.

“You know,” Nancy said, “silly high school rivalries are usually forgotten after this much time. Why is yours with Sherry still iron hot?”

“It’s a long story having to do with our brothers. We can talk about it another time.”

“Okay. So tell me why we’re here again,” Nancy said as we lay face up on our mats practicing breathing.

“Because Sherry challenged me to come. I couldn’t say no. After we look at those other properties, I’ll buy you lunch.”

“Sounds good, but you can’t eat much since you’re going out to dinner with Jake tonight.”

“Tonight?” I jerked up straight. “Is this Wednesday? I forgot about that.”

“Well, he hasn’t.”

I wondered if he thought it was a date. Whatever it was, he thought enough about it to mention it to his sister. I pushed and pulled myself up and down, trying to copy the instructor’s moves. This was only my third attempt at yoga, and I was about as limber as a steel rod. I considered faking an injury, but Sherry would know I was lying. I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself than necessary.

Plan B. I pulled my phone out of the pocket of my yoga pants, pretending I’d just gotten a call. The instructor, a woman in her fifties who looked like a former ballerina, shook her head at me. I got up and walked out of the room. By the time class was over, I was dressed and waiting on the bench by the front desk. I had thrown a towel around my neck as though I had just showered.

“Thanks for abandoning me back there,” Nancy said, her face dripping with sweat. “Did I mention how much I hate yoga?”

“Think of all the toxins you just released from your body. I bet you feel great. I hope you’re not one of those people who eats whatever they want and never gains weight. I thought we were going to be exercise friends.”

“Not hardly. About the weight, I mean, not the friends part. I come here twice a week to work out.”

“So what do you do? Lift weights? Jazzercise?”

“Again, I think Jazzercise went out in the nineties,” she said. “No, I spin.”

“Spin? Like in wearing a tutu and twirling in a circle?”

“No, like in spin class.” She pointed to a row of stationary bikes. “You should try it. Even you can do it. It’s like riding a bike.”

Sherry and Gretchen walked past. “Nice workout,” Sherry snickered. “We’re off to volunteer at the school. If I don’t see you again, have a nice, boring life. Ta-ta.”

I clenched my jaw. “I’d like to get my hands on her ta-tas.”

Nancy shot me a look.

“That didn’t come out right.” 

Nancy headed to the locker room for a quick shower while I googled the internet again for Harold Attwood’s name. Nothing new came up. It was like Cascada was a third world country with little or no connection to the outside world. I logged into Facebook. My friends list had gotten really short over the past six weeks. Most of those who remained were relatives or people I had little personal contact with.

Then, a shadow loomed over me—literally. Sherry glared down at me and spoke through clenched teeth. “Just so you know, loser, I have a lot of friends in this town. You need to keep your nose out of other people’s business. I had to call in a lot of favors to get Tucker elected sheriff, and you better not do anything to undermine his authority. I can make things mighty unpleasant for you. Get the picture?” She used her hands to take a pretend photograph and stormed off.

“What’s the matter?” Nancy said when she came out of the locker room. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“More like a witch.”

“Sherry?” 

I nodded.

“At least you said ‘witch’ this time instead of calling her the other name. I’d say you’re making progress.”
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We had lunch at Karol’s Kafé, and Nancy filled me in on the town’s happenings. I was surprised at how many people I knew were still around. Luckily, most of them didn’t have it out for me like Sherry and Dale. 

The conversation turned to my property dilemma. After looking at all the “affordable” spaces the day before, it was time to see the few available spots on the town square. Nancy had warned me the owners were asking more than the spaces were worth.

We pulled up to a vacant shop. “This used to be a flower shop, but they went out of business.”

“But what about Fran’s Flowers across the way?”

“Exactly. A town this size has a hard time supporting multiple businesses of the same type.”

“I’m going to be the only photo studio in town, right?”

“Yep. There’s a few freelancers, but nobody has a proper studio.”

It didn’t take long to rule out the flower shop. The space was much too small.

When we got back into the car, Nancy grimaced. “There’s really only one place on the square that will meet your size requirement and is currently vacant. I’ve been hesitant to show it to you because it needs a lot of work.”

“Show me. Maybe it’s the miracle you guaranteed.” 

“Okay. You asked for it.” She pulled up to the old roller rink.

“I remember this place. I loved skating back in the day.”

Nancy unlocked the front door. The enormous space with high ceilings and cool hardwood floors sent my imagination into high gear. I could picture backgrounds in various spots around the room. Who needed walls? There was an office, kitchen, and reception counter. 

“This is it! This place is perfect.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” 

“But you don’t even know the price.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Okay,” she said, “you’re the boss. Let’s head to my office and write up an offer.” 

I snapped some pictures so I could start planning. I couldn’t wait to get started.

* * *
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AFTER WHAT SEEMED FOREVER, we finally worked our way through the details of the offer. Nancy printed everything out.

“We’ll be just around the corner from each other,” I said. “Won’t that be fun?”

“Sure. This could be the start of a beautiful friendship,” she said, handing me the pen to sign my life away.

“Thanks, Bogey, but this isn’t exactly Casablanca.”

“No, but they do show old films on the side of the library in the summer. We can request they show Casablanca.”

I handed her the papers. “How long until we hear back from the owner? You don’t think he’ll be mad at my lowball offer, do you?”

Nancy took the paperwork and stacked it into neat little piles. “Knowing Mr. Cranston, he’ll be mad no matter what. Remember how he used to yell at us girls if he caught us holding hands with a boy while we were skating? Anyway, he’s ready to sell and this is a good offer. I expect it to go through with no problems. As far as I know, you’re the first one to show interest in at least five years.”

I clapped my hands together. “Yay! Now all I have to do is get the loan.”

“Speaking of which, I need a check for the earnest money.”

“A check? Who uses checks anymore?”

“People who buy houses and offices. We can go by the bank and get a cashier’s check.”

“Um, the bank?” I bit on the end of my fingernail.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t opened an account yet. What did you do, stuff a bunch of cash under your mattress?” 

“No, of course not. It’s hidden in the freezer.”

“Drug dealer.”

“Buzzkill,” I shot back. “I have a checkbook back at the house from my Maycroft bank. Want me to run home and get it?”

Nancy picked up her purse and satchel. “Your car is still at the gym. I’ll drop you off and follow you home. Believe it or not, you’re not my only client. I have an appointment to show a condo at three o’clock.”

“But I’m your favorite client, right?” I stood up and stuck out my bottom lip.

“Of course,” she said. “And the prettiest.”

“No, you’re prettier.”

“No, you’re prettier.”

We kept that up until we were back in the car. Nancy started to back out and glanced at me. “You know, if we’re going to be best friends, I need to know something.”

“Ask away. Anything for the woman who demands a very large check from me.”

“Why are you here? I mean, I’ve heard the rumors, but why did you move back to Cascada?”

I let my gaze drift out the window. Was I ready to go there? Was I ready to reveal the skeletons in my closet? I liked Nancy. A lot. But some things were just too painful to discuss. I chose to give her the easy answer. “I was ready for a change. I had some trouble in Maycroft and my boyfriend decided I wasn’t good enough for his family. After everything got cleared up, he graciously decided to take me back. I told him to drop dead. By that time, I’d already sold my event planning business to my assistant and had given notice on my apartment. My so-called friends—our friends—went with team Rich Jerk.”

“That must have hurt.” Her sad expression was just the kind I hated. I didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for me.

“It was probably for the best. I think I was just looking for security in David.”

“But you haven’t given up on love, have you? I mean, everyone knows how destroyed you were when your first fiancé was killed. But that was like ten years ago.”

I fiddled with my ring and stared straight at her. “What do you mean everyone knows about it?”

Nancy pulled up to the gym. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s not like people talked about it openly, but there were rumors. Your parents didn’t say much, but your brother ran his mouth some.”

“My brother—”

Nancy’s cell phone rang. Good thing, too. I may have said more than I should have about my brother. I sucked in a deep breath, letting it out slowly and counting to ten. I was on eight when she hung up.

“That was Jake. I told him we would be heading to your house and he wants us to stop by.”

“Did he say why?”

“No, he just said there was something we’d be interested in hearing.”

“Okay. I’ll get my check and then walk down to his house.” I reached for the door handle.

Nancy caught my arm. “Are you okay? Are we okay? I promise I’ll never say a word about it again. Not to you or anyone.”

“Not to Jake either? I don’t want it to become a thing, if you know what I mean.”

“I promise,” she said and locked her lips with an invisible key.

“I can’t believe you just did that,” I said and smiled. “I thought that went out of style in the nineties.”
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“Here you go,” I said, handing Nancy the check when she opened the door to Jake’s house. “If you cash that, you’ll be a thousand-aire. Don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll hold it until the sale goes through. Unless of course some handsome stranger rolls through town and we run off and buy a mobile home.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”

Jake was sitting at his desk when we walked into the den. I wondered if he was planning to wear his old University of New Mexico sweatshirt to our dinner. If so, I would definitely have to rethink my outfit.

“Hey,” he said and stood up. “Good news. Beverly is out on bond and she’s back home.”

“That’s a relief, but Nancy made it sound like you had a big announcement. I thought maybe you’d invented the next Facebook app.”

“I wish. No, but you’ll never guess who was just here.” 

“Who?” I took a seat on the sofa next to Nancy as Jake sat back down at his desk.

“It’s not much fun if you don’t guess,” he said.

“Okay...Sheriff Grady. He stopped by to award you a medal for Citizen of the Month.”

He shook his head.

“Ooh, I know,” Nancy said. “Oprah. She’s doing a documentary on small towns in the Southwest and she wants to see your collection of barbed wire.”

I clasped my hands together and grinned. “You have a collection of barbed wire?” 

“Yes,” he said defensively. “It’s a thing. Forget about it. Anyway, you’re both wrong. It was Dale Pratt and he was pissed.”

I leaned forward and furrowed my brow. “Why? Did you take down part of his fence?”

“You’re as big a brat as this one,” he said, tossing his thumb in the direction of his sister. “First off, he said his mother was out on bond.”

“That’s a relief,” I said.

“Yeah, but she still has a murder charge pending,” Jake noted. “Anyway, Dale told me in no uncertain terms that I was to stay out of his mother’s business and to quit stirring up trouble.”

“Ah, I’ve heard that lecture, several times now,” I said. “Did his nostrils flare and his eyes get all squinty?”

“Yep. I thought he was going to have an aneurism.”

Nancy shook her head. “Well, he’s been nothing but nice to me. He called me again yesterday about listing the house.”

That was curious. “Even after everything going on with the sheriff and Harold’s death? What did you tell him?”

“I told him that Beverly would have to sign the papers or we couldn’t proceed any further. That’s when he asked me again about his being declared the executor of Harold’s will.”

“Who’s the executor now?” Jake asked.

“Beverly. I didn’t talk to him about probate or any of that. He seems to think he’s going to have her sign over power of attorney to him.”

“I doubt that,” I said, “especially since she said she knows they are just after the money.”

“Hmm,” Nancy said. “We’ll see, I guess.”

I turned back to Jake. “Tell me everything Dale said. I want to hear all the juicy details.”

Nancy stood up. “As much as I’d enjoy a blow-by-blow account of Dale versus Jake, I’ve got an appointment.” She winked at me conspicuously. “You two kids be good. I expect to hear all about your date tomorrow.”

“Our date?” Jake and I said in unison.

“It’s hardly a date,” I said.

Jake nodded. “Exactly. It’s dinner. It’s just...”

We looked back and Nancy was already gone. We sat in silence for a long moment.

“So, Dale,” I said, breaking the tension. 

“Yes, Dale. He knew all about the golf club and Curtis.”

“Do you think Beverly knows?”

“Probably. I’m sure Grady called her and then she told Penelope—”

“And she called her husband.”

“Right. I asked Dale if he thought that maybe Curtis had something to do with Harold’s death. He waved it off like it wasn’t even a possibility. All he cared about was the resale value of the house.”

“What do you mean?”

“According to Nancy, a seller has to disclose to potential buyers if someone has ever died in the house.”

“So? This is Cascada. Everybody here already knows everything.”

“True, but outsiders wouldn’t. So someone moving in would have to be told. Dale said it would be hard enough to sell the house if buyers found out someone had died there, but nearly impossible if they got wind it was the site of a murder.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Do you think it will affect our property value? Oh no!”

“Are you serious?” he asked.

“Of course not,” I laughed. “But do you really think someone murdered Harold because of golf? I mean, really? I know golfers are serious about the game, but come on!”

The sound of nails on chalkboard drew our attention to the sliding glass door. Cricket pawed at the glass.

“Cricket, stop that,” I yelled, covering my ears. 

Jake walked over and slid open the door. “I’ve never seen her do that before. She usually just meows if she’s hungry.”

She raced in and jumped in my lap. “Hungry? She’s eating me out of house and home. Bad cat. Don’t do that again. I hated that sound in school and I hate it now. She must have really wanted our attention.” I rubbed her neck and she stared back at me. “I guess I should be going.”

“Ah, another mysterious dash from my house.”

I laughed. “No, I just have some things to take care of before our...”

“Dinner,” he said.

“Right. Dinner. By the way, is that what you’re wearing?”

“I’m not a hick,” he said. “I know how to dress for a...”

“Dinner. Good, because I wanted to wear a cute cashmere sweater I bought last year that was way too warm for Texas.”

“I’m sure you’d look cute in anything.” He blushed and looked down at his feet.

He was even cuter when he was embarrassed. I thought about the teenage Jake and the crush he had on me, not sure yet how I felt about it. “See you at seven,” I said. “Come on, Cricket. Let’s leave the man to his super-secret spy work.”

“It’s not that exciting, believe me.” As he closed the door behind us, Cricket ran ahead as usual. 

I added a little extra wiggle to my walk, just in case he was watching. Might as well give him something to look forward to. Tonight might just be “a dinner,” but who said it wouldn’t eventually lead to a date.
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“Where are you taking me?” I asked as Jake pulled onto the highway. We had made a pact not to talk about Beverly or golf clubs or murder. “I assumed we’d end up at Karol’s Kafé on the square. By the way, doesn’t she know those words should be spelled with a C?”

“It’s a pun. A play on words. It’s what makes a small town charming.”

“And why do all the business names around here rhyme, like Benny’s Barbecue and Henry’s Hardware?”

“It’s not rhyme, it’s alliteration. Otherwise it would be Claire’s Hair or Randall’s Candles. Oh wait, there is a Randall’s Candles.”

“Thanks for clearing that up, Mr. English Major.”

“Psychology.”

“Excuse me?”

“My undergrad major was psychology.”

“Huh. So how did you learn so much about computers?”

“That came later. Anyway, back to names. Have you decided on a name for your photography business?”

“I decided to go with something elegant and classy like ‘Portraits by Wendy.’ What do you think?”

“Catchy.” I caught a sly grin on his face.

“What? You don’t like it?”

“It’s fine. Boring, but fine.”

“Oh, I guess you’d have me name it something cutesy like ‘The Camera Castle’ or ‘Hot Shots.’”

“I like Hot Shots, but there’s an adult video store over by Henry’s Hardware with that name.”

“Ugh,” I moaned and backhanded him in the arm. There were those muscles again. Firm and strong.

“I’m just saying that you might want to fit in.”

“Or stand out.”

“Maybe,” he said. “It didn’t work that well for the Southwest Furniture Showroom.”

“Really? I don’t remember seeing that place.”

“Exactly.”

Jake was right. I came here to find a place where I could fit in and find acceptance. Well, not the whole purpose, but that was a major part of it. So far I hadn’t exactly weaved myself into the fabric of the community. Speaking of fabric, I was feeling chic in my cashmere sweater and turquoise squash blossom necklace. The softness of cashmere against my skin made me feel feminine. “So where are we going?”

“I told you we were going for Mexican food, remember?”

“Of course I remember, but that was like five days ago. I guess I forgot.”

Off to the west, the red-orange sun kissed the Sierra Blanca Mountains, reminding me of the paintings in the art gallery window in town square. Except this work of art was real. I reached for the camera in my purse. “Pull over. I want to get a shot of the sunset.”

He pulled off onto the shoulder and came around the car to stand next to me as I snapped off a series of shots. I was entranced by the majesty of it all. Had the sunsets been this splendid when I was younger, or had I just not pulled my head out of my own drama enough to notice? The cold wind slapped me back into reality, and we got back in the car.

Jake flung his arm over the back of my seat. I caught a whiff of cologne. Not too strong, just a hint of sandalwood. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Gorgeous.” I leaned back in the seat.

Something broke the spell. The high-pitched whine of a siren and flashing of lights swept up behind us.

I turned around to see none other than Sheriff Grady strolling up to the car.

“What’s he doing here?” Jake wondered aloud. “This stretch of highway is out of his jurisdiction.” He rolled down his window.

Grady leaned an arm above the car window so he could get a good look inside. His stern face gave no clue of his purpose for stopping us. “I figured you two would be together now that I know you’re in cahoots.”

“In cahoots?” Jake asked. “I’ve never been in cahoots in my life. I was in Calvary one time back in college, but that’s a whole ’nother story.”

Grady scowled. “Whatever. Listen up, and listen good. You two need to back off this Attwood thing.” He pointed a stubby finger at me. “Ever since you came to town, you’ve been nothin’ but trouble. Sherry warned me you’d be a problem, but now I’ve seen it for my own self. And you, Jake, you should know better than to get mixed up with the likes of her.”

“Why do you think I’m driving her out of town? I plan to shank her and leave her up by Porter’s Hollow.”

“This isn’t funny, Jake,” Grady said. “I talked to Curtis Meeks. He said Beverly gave him that golf club. The boys in the lab checked it. It’s clean as a whistle.”

Jake tilted his head. “Exactly how clean is a whistle? Is that before or after people put it in their mouths and spit saliva in it?”

“Listen, Mr. Funny Boy Secret Agent, one phone call from me and you’re finished.”

Jake held up his hands as though surrendering. “Hey, I don’t want any trouble, you know that. But do you really think Beverly Attwood whacked her husband then drug him over to the fireplace to make it look like an accident?”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you. I work for the citizens of Cascada.”

I leaned over. “Not to belabor the obvious, but we are citizens of Cascada. Technically, you work for us.”

“Not for long,” Grady growled.

“Why?” I asked. “Do you plan to resign?” He really did walk into that one.

“Heck no. I plan to run you and your sorry brother out of this town.”

“What does my brother have to do with anything?” I asked.

Jake gave the sheriff a thumbs up sign. “We got the message, sheriff. You won’t have any more trouble from us.”

Grady sneered at me.

“I promise,” Jake added.

“Well, all right then.” He tipped his oversized felt hat. “Have a good night.”

As he walked back to his car, I frowned at Jake. “Why did you let him get away with that? That was a clear case of police harassment. I’m calling the mayor first thing in the morning.”

Jake pulled back onto the highway. “No, you won’t. You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy. You have to learn to get along with people here.”

“If kissing up to a jackass like Grady is your idea of getting along, then Cascada is no place for me.”

“So, what? You’re just going to leave? Is that how you operate?”

“What do you mean?”

“Things get too hard and you just take off?”

“Look, you may think you know everything about me, but you don’t.”

“I know I don’t, but I want to.” He paused. “Anyway, one thing I do know is that you’re a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for. If you leave now, Grady wins. Is that what you want?”

I folded my arms across my chest. “No. But I’m telling you, my gut says something is missing with this whole situation with Harold and Beverly.”

He pulled into the parking lot of the Creekside Casino. “So what do you plan to do about it?”

“Keep digging and see what I can find out.”

“You heard Grady. He’s got friends in high places. Whatever you do, do it quietly and without catching the ire of Sheriff Big Hat.”

“You mean, like undercover?” I could do that. “I suppose you’re right. I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

Jake grinned. “If you had any idea how many times back in high school I’d have killed just to have you speak to me, I certainly can’t complain about getting yelled at now.”

“I wish I had gotten to know you back then. Would have saved me—” I found myself slowly leaning in toward him as though his eyes were magnets and I was a hunk of iron. But once again, I pulled away. “What did Grady mean when he said he could make a call and you’d be finished?”

“Idle threat. Probably something he’d heard in a movie.”

“It didn’t sound idle to me.” Maybe Grady had something on Jake that I knew nothing about. I studied his face. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, minus the tall. He had a past; we all did. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t trust him. I put my hand on his arm. “You know what else my gut is telling me?”

“What?”

“I’m starving.”

We got out of the car and walked across the lot toward the casino entrance. The backs of our hands brushed together. Just as we got to the entrance, he took my hand in his. “Best Mexican food you’ll ever eat is right here at Creekside.”

I felt the blood rush to my face as we walked into the large casino with its gaudy red and brown carpet and twinkling gold chandeliers. It was like stepping into another world. The stench of stale cigarettes and gin hung in the thick air like a ghost from an era when that sort of thing was popular. The clanging and ringing of the slot machines, the cheers around the roulette wheel, Miles Davis pumping softly in the background made it a playground for grown-ups. 

We walked past rows of poker tables, pausing to take in the action. We watched roulette players laying down chips and crossing their fingers. You could feel the rush of anticipation with each rotation of the wheel. Delightful squeals and dreadful groans overlapped and echoed in the large expanse. 

Although the buzz of the room sounded reminiscent of a childhood carnival, not all the casino’s customers were basking in delight. Even the lights and sounds and music couldn’t make up for the misery and sheer desperation on the faces of many of the misfortunate patrons. 

One such man slammed down his cards, grumbling as he stood up, almost knocking into me.

“Dale! It’s you.”

He grabbed his suit coat off the back of his chair and flung it around his back. As he jabbed his arms into the sleeves, he glared at us. “What are you two doing here? Come to spy on me?”

Stale alcohol, like the smell from the father of the bride after he realizes how much his daughter’s wedding is costing him, blasted my face. “No,” I said. “It’s just...dinner.”

“I’ll bet.” He picked up a small stack of poker chips, tossed one at the dealer, then drained his highball glass.

I tried to think of something to say. “I hear Beverly’s back home. I know you’re worried about her, but remember, I’m right next door if you need anything.”

“Not for long.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, she’s not going to be there long. I’m not giving her a choice.” He swatted me away like a fly, pushing past me for the exit.

I stared after him as he stormed out the door. “Should we try to stop him?” 

“Stop him from what?”

The word “driving” came out of my mouth, but something told me even more danger might lay on the horizon. 

The rocky start to our dinner had put just enough strain in the air that we avoided all conversation of a personal nature. Jake was dry and witty. I liked that. He tried not to laugh at my jokes, to put up a mature, cool front, but I could still see past his persona to that pimple-faced nerd hoping to impress the head cheerleader with his brains, not brawn. He alluded to some former flings, one apparently serious, but brushed them off like lint on your favorite wool slacks. I didn’t dig deeper, having my own personal details to avoid.

Instead, we discussed my new business and plans for my studio. As we relaxed, the conversation turned to school and teachers, those classmates who’d moved on and those who’d remained behind. A few had passed away. The evening turned nostalgic and bittersweet, remembering what had been and contemplating what might have been. Cold wine and hot salsa made for an intoxicating combination, requiring both of us to stay somewhat guarded. 

When he took me home, I avoided the awkwardness of the first-date-at-the-door thing by giving him a quick peck on the cheek and hurrying inside under the guise of needing to attend to the cat. However, Cricket sat contentedly inside on the ledge of the front window, so I’m pretty sure he knew it was a ruse. I didn’t care. We’d made it through that first evening alone together and that was all that mattered. I still needed to work out how I felt about starting up a new relationship after my last and recent disaster. As far as I could tell, Jake Faro wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so there was no need to rush.
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I studied Karol at Karol’s Kafé, which is where I stood in line Thursday morning waiting on a coffee and pastry. I supposed she could be my competition for Jake’s attention. For a restaurateur, she was more Betty Boop than Betty Crocker. A hot-pink visor held back her head full of auburn curls, and tight, stretchy pants covered her generous backside.

It was obvious she knew how to work a room. Many of the older gentlemen waved her over for refills of their near-full coffee mugs just to watch her lean over them. When it was my turn up at the counter, she called me sugar and popped gum in her cheek. I couldn’t imagine she was Jake’s type. 

Karol’s Kafé seemed congenial enough, but as I walked out with my Styrofoam cup and paper sack, I could feel their stares and hear their whispers. Was it simply because I was the new girl in town, or had word spread that I was the instigator of Beverly Attwood’s incarceration? 

So much for blending in.

Fat and fueled, I pulled up to the gym to meet Nancy for spin class. Sherry was sitting in her car talking on her cell phone. Her normally sour face was even more drawn than usual, until, that is, she saw me. 

She quickly ended her call and jumped out of her car. “Yoo-hoo,” she said and flashed a saccharine-laced smile intended to fool me into thinking all was well in her mother’s-day-out whirlwind of activity. “I didn’t expect to see you back here. Did your check bounce or something? Do you need me to loan you some money?”

I held my hand out and looked up at the sky. “Better grab my umbrella. It’s raining stupid today.”

“Aren’t you just the wittiest thing. Guys love that. Oh wait, no they don’t.” She opened the gym door and stepped in front of me. 

Across the back wall was a row of bicycle contraptions, staring at me like an industrial torture chamber. Nancy motioned to the empty machine next to her. On the other side of it was Gretchen. She waved at Sherry. 

One machine. Two people. It was on. 

We were the Crips and the Bloods. The Jets and the Sharks. David and Goliath. Sherry was Goliath, obviously.

The room seemed to darken and a spotlight shined down on the prized bike. I quickened my step, but so did Sherry. I broke into a trot, but my feet were heavy as though running on the beach. It was like the opening montage of Chariots of Fire. Sherry swung her gym bag from her shoulder, hitting me squarely in the knee. I stumbled but managed to stay upright. But I was losing ground to Sherry and her stupid, long giraffe legs. I took my bag and hurled it like a bowler taking aim at the pins. It slid across the sleek floor, coming to rest neatly beside the bike. Dibs! I’d won. 

A second later, Gretchen pulled the towel from around her neck and slapped it across the empty seat. “Taken,” she said. 

And that was that. Sherry flung her leg over the bike’s saddle like a cowboy mounting a steed. “Loser.”

“What the crap?” Nancy stared at me like I’d lost my mind as I stood holding the stitch in my side, trying not to breathe too heavily. “There’s lots of machines. I’ll just move down one.” She hopped up and gave me her seat. 

I didn’t make eye contact with Sherry, not wanting to see her gloat. 

Spin class was fun—for about a minute. At some point I started to black out. Luckily, Nancy noticed me swaying and handed me a bottle of water. Even with the machine set to the lowest resistance, my legs felt like rubbery pencils with broken leads.

After class, Nancy waited with me while I pretended to search for missing keys in my gym bag. She must have known I didn’t want Sherry to see me duck waddle out to the car. “Girlfriend, you’re going to have to get over this rivalry with Sherry Grady. She’s bigger, stronger, and meaner than you.” 

I took a step but then puddled down on the floor. “I can’t. I’m not a quitter.”

Nancy sat next to me. “I see that. But you’re fighting with the wrong weapon. This is what you should be using.” She pointed to my head.

“What? My hair?”

“No, your brains. We need to come up with a plan to put her in her place so she’ll back off.”

“Unless you’ve booked us an appearance on Jeopardy, I’m not sure that will happen.”

“You’re a savvy career woman. She’s a stay-at-home mom.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” we echoed in unison.

“Of course not,” Nancy continued. “But when you get your business up and running, she’ll be totally intimidated. Why do you think she leaves me alone?”

“Because you’re single and four years younger?”

“No, because I stand up at the chamber of commerce and throw my weight around. If there’s one thing that brings on insecurity in a woman like that, it’s another woman who’s able to stand toe-to-toe with a man.”

“I can do that. I can stand toe-to-toe with a man.” A sneaky smile crept across my face as I pushed myself up off the ground. My legs buckled and I fell back down. “Just not right now,” I said.

Sherry walked out of the locker room wearing super skinny jeans and heels. As she walked over to us, I dug around in my gym bag, muttering, “Now where are those darn keys?”

“Nancy, dear, would you give us a minute alone? I need to tell your friend something in private.”

I tossed Nancy a look that told her I was okay. The fewer witnesses the better to what might end up as an all-out cat fight. But who was I kidding. Sherry would tear me to shreds. I was barely able to stand. “Go ahead, Sherry. I’ll accept your apology now. We can settle up on the bill for my knee repair surgery later.”

She bent over so her face was inches from mine. “Listen, you,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m only going to tell you once.”

“Are you sure? Because I think you gave me this same speech yesterday.”

“Quit making trouble in this town. My husband is sheriff and his word is law.”

I started to explain the error in her logic but decided to let her have her Billy Jack moment.

“If you say or do anything else to make him look bad, I’ll make you pay.”

“Pay? Sorry, I’m short on cash, remember?”

For a second, I thought she might hit me. Luckily, Chaz walked by and slapped her on the backside. She stood up and shot him a look of mock disapproval. As she turned to prance away, she glanced back with steely-blue, contact-laden eyes. “I mean it.”

I smiled and waved, forcing my legs to obey and hold me up as I stood. Nancy was right. Sherry was a bully. I would have to fight fire with fire. But all I wanted right now was to get home and take a long, hot bath.

Things were heating up, for sure; I just didn’t know how much.
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What was it about bubbles that made life so much more bearable? A tub full of bath bubbles, all lavender-laced and fluffy like whipped cream, could hide all your flaws as you pretended to be a fabulous megastar as I was doing now. I was Princess Di, Jackie O, and Madonna all rolled up into one neat, tidy package. At least that’s what I imagined until I raised my leg and saw the purplish-green bump on my kneecap.

I thought about bubbles. Champagne bubbles. Blowing bubbles at the bride and groom as they run off to start their honeymoon and new life as man and wife. Backyard bubbles. Bubblegum bubbles. The boy in the bubble.

There I went again, taking my little lists one step too far. Speaking of lists, my to-do list was getting frightfully long. Could I work the word “bubbles” into the name of my new business? “Bubbles by Wendy.” It made me sound like a stripper. I had considered “Picture Perfect.” Jake would like that, but I worried it would set expectations too high. “Picture Almost Perfect” wasn’t as marketable.

I bounced business name ideas off Cricket as she sat on the bathroom countertop, a respectable distance from the water. She seemed blasé to the first few suggestions, which I couldn’t really blame her for. They were pretty lame. I was just about to call out another when a loud boom followed by a crackling noise jolted us to attention. She arched her back and hissed. I grabbed the sides of the tub. I had never experienced an earthquake before, but this was how I’d imagine it would sound and feel.

I stood up and grabbed a towel, sliding my feet into fuzzy slippers, and ran to the front window. Across the street, the woman who had brought over a tuna casserole came out of her door yelling into her cell phone. Following her stare, I saw plumes of smoke rising from the back of Beverly’s house. I ran to look out the back window. Flames leaped from her garage and blazed through the sky.

I started to open the back door when I remembered I was naked. I dressed faster than a hooker on heroin. By the time I made it outside, Beverly was standing across the street with several neighbors watching in sheer terror. I made sure Cricket followed me out and ran up next to Beverly. “What happened?”

Tears streamed down her face. “Andy!” she cried. “Andy is back there.” 

I started toward the back of the house, but one of the women caught my arm. “Don’t! It could be a gasoline fire. It’s too dangerous.”

Before I could protest, sirens blared and cars rounded the corner. Sheriff Grady was the first one out of the car. He parked in the middle of the street and jumped out, yelling, “Is anyone in the house?”

“Yes. Andy,” I called out and ran up next to him. A truck from the Cascada Volunteer Fire Department roared up the street. 

Grady didn’t wait. He shouted something into his radio and ran to the back of the house. I covered my mouth to stifle a scream. Without realizing it, I was moving closer and closer to the house. A fireman raced past me just as Grady appeared around the side of the garage, pulling Andy out by the arms. 

Beverly cried out like a wounded bird. 

Andy’s jacket and face were blackened with soot and ash. His eyes were closed. Other people appeared by his side, one slipping an oxygen mask over his lifeless face.

That’s good, I thought. They wouldn’t give him oxygen if he were already dead. A man pulled on me and shouted for me to move back. With childlike obedience, I joined Beverly and company across the street. It wasn’t long until our view was blocked by trucks and vans, men with hoses and ladders, smoke and soot. I looked around and realized someone else was missing from the crowd. Jake wasn’t there.

Could he have been with Andy? “Jake!” I yelled. “Beverly, where’s Jake?”

“I’m here,” he said, trotting down the street.

When I saw him, my eyes shed tears for the first time since the explosion had rocked my world. He wrapped his arms around me to keep me from falling. “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” he whispered in my ear. 

The neighbors filled him in on the details of what had happened as we watched an ambulance speed away with Andy inside. The wind blew smoke our direction, forcing us to move farther down the road. 

The firemen extinguished the blaze quicker than I’d expected. Slowly, one by one, the emergency vehicles peeled away, leaving us to wonder what on earth had happened.

That was pretty much the first question Sheriff Grady asked Beverly as we sat inside Tuna Casserole’s house, warming ourselves with hot coffee and a blazing stove. Ironic, isn’t it, the double nature of fire. So much comfort when under control; so deadly when out of it.

“I don’t know,” Beverly repeated as an answer to every other question Grady asked. From what we gathered, Andy had come over to work on the golf cart. He thought he might have it ready to drive and thus ready to sell. Beverly was in the kitchen making sandwiches when the explosion occurred. It wasn’t much to go on. 

Penelope burst through the front door. “Mom, are you all right?” She threw her arms around her mother. 

“Yes, dear, I’m fine. But Andy...”

“He’s still alive,” Grady said.

“Thanks to you.” Beverly reached up and grabbed his neck, pulling him down to kiss his cheek.

Applause broke out as the onlookers cheered his heroism. Even I had to admit that Tucker Grady was a hero that day. I glanced at Jake, who nodded.

At that moment, I was reminded of my resolve to find a way to fit in. I needed to do my part to assimilate. I joined in the clapping and even gave Grady a pat on the back. 

It was a nice moment, although short-lived.

* * *
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EVEN THOUGH THE FIREFIGHTERS had contained the fire to the garage, Sheriff Grady told Beverly he wanted her to stay out until they could investigate the cause of the fire and make sure the electrical was safe. He allowed her and Penelope a quick trip inside to pack a small bag, and then Penelope took her mother back to her home. 

The neighbors made plans to bring food to Beverly. When feeling helpless, it’s what we do. I offered to make spaghetti, then thought better of it. I decided on a meatloaf instead.

“Well, at least Dale finally got his way,” I told Jake as he walked me back to my house. “Beverly is coming to stay with him.” As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I stopped. “You don’t think Dale started the fire, do you?” I twisted my ring.

He looked as though I’d kicked his dog. “Surely not.”

“But think about what he said last night at the casino. He said Beverly wouldn’t have a choice but to leave her house. Maybe this is what he was talking about.”

“Why would he want to burn down a house he was trying to sell?”

“For the insurance money. It happens all the time.”

Jake looked doubtful. “But wouldn’t Beverly get the insurance?” 

“While she’s alive; otherwise it would go to her only heir, Penelope. Dale’s wife.” I could feel my mouth gape.

Jake took my arm and led me up the front walk. “I think you’ve been watching too many movies.”

“Do you? What about the golf club? Do you really think Beverly just gave it to Curtis like Dale said?”

We stood on the front porch. “I think you need to remember what Grady told us yesterday and let the professionals do their jobs. Besides, you barely know Beverly. Why do you care so much?”

I took a step back. “Are you serious? Yesterday you were all about me following my gut, now you’re telling me to ignore it?” 

“It’s just that—I mean—you saw what happened to Andy.”

“So you do think something fishy is going on.”

“I didn’t say that. I just mean I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt, too.” 

Cricket chose that moment to emerge from the bushes and began circling my feet. I brushed her aside. What had happened to the bold, caring Jake I thought I was getting to know? Who was this man in front of me? I wanted him to go home and give me time to think. I didn’t have to ask.

“Look, I’ve got work to do,” he said. “I’ll call to check on you later. Okay?”

I nodded my head.

He put his arms around me and pulled me to his chest. I’m sure he felt my shoulders tense up. He let go and took off toward his house. As I watched him walk away, I took in deep, steady breaths. The charred wood smell had begun to fade, but I noticed another in its place. This one had a chemical odor. I pulled the collar of my jacket up to my nose. I recognized it immediately. It was the distinctive smell of gasoline.
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My need to help Beverly had grown even stronger than before. Whether it was Gran or Cricket or my conscience, I couldn’t say. Beverly was like that pitiful dog with the homeless man with no one to watch out for it. Grady was overly concerned about his reputation. Penelope was too close to the situation, and Jake seemed to have made an about-face. Who was left to put Beverly’s best interest first? 

Okay, and I had a tendency to meddle. Nobody’s perfect.

Could the fire have been intended to destroy the house or to destroy her? Surely Handy Andy wouldn’t have been the target.

This whole thing had started with Curtis and the blood and the golf club. Maybe he was the key to figuring out the mystery. There was only one way to find out. I headed to the bank.

“Mr. Meeks is with a customer,” the secretary said as she peered over horn-rimmed glasses. “I’d be glad to make an appointment for you to see him. It will have to be tomorrow though.”

“No. It has to be today. I’ll wait.”

“Perhaps you don’t understand. Mr. Meeks is tied up the rest of the afternoon. I can get you in to see him in the morning, or perhaps one of our other associates can help you. What did you say your name was?”

“My name is Wendy I’m-not-leaving Fairmont. Get the picture?” I stomped over to a tufted leather chair and plopped down defiantly.

“Mrs. Fairmont—”

“Ms. Fairmont, if you don’t mind.”

“Ms. Fairmont, clearly you’re agitated. I don’t want to call security, but I will.” She reached under the edge of her desk.

Ms. Stonewall, or whatever her name was, looked to be serious. I didn’t want the cops here, but I just really needed to talk to Curtis. Now. “Okay,” I said and stood up. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Perfect. How about ten thirty?”

“Perfect,” I said and smiled. When I walked around the corner, I picked up a magazine and leaned against the wall behind a ficus tree, trying to appear nonchalant. I smiled and nodded at the security guard who was half napping with his feet up on a small desk in the corner. He went back to doing whatever it was he was doing. From my vantage point, I could see Meeks’ office door without the secretary seeing me. I waited.

Sure enough, about ten minutes later the door opened and Curtis stepped out, shaking a man’s hand.

I bolted around the corner. “Curtis, I need to talk to you.”

He looked at the secretary and then back at me. “I’m sorry, Ms. Fairmont, but you’ll need to make an appointment.” He turned toward his office.

“Wait. It’s about Beverly. There was a fire at her house this morning.”

“A fire? Good lord.” He motioned for me to follow him.

I tossed the magazine on the secretary’s desk as I walked by.

Curtis’s office was as neat as his home. It looked as though it had been staged for a magazine shoot. The only evidence of paperwork was one lone file folder in the center of his desk.

He closed the door behind us. “So what happened? Is she all right?”

“There was an explosion and then the garage was on fire. She got out fine, but Andy, her friend, is in the hospital.”

“I know Andy Montgomery. Is he going to be okay?”

“I’m not sure. Sheriff Grady pulled him out of the fire.”

“What about your house? Mine? Thank heavens Lana and Delilah have gone to visit her mother. Did the fire spread to our houses?”

“No, it was contained to Beverly’s garage.” 

“Good.” He sank down in his chair and motioned for me to do the same. “I appreciate your coming over here to give me the news in person. Is there anything I can do?”

“There is. You can tell me the truth.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Pardon me?”

“About the golf club.”

He shook his head slowly. “It was you, wasn’t it?” It was more of a statement than a question. “You’re the one who told the sheriff I had the golf club.” 

“So how did you get it? I mean, I can’t believe Beverly gave it to you.”

“I don’t see how this is any of your business, but yes, Beverly gave it to me. I didn’t believe it myself when I first found it on my front porch. I assumed there was some kind of mistake. That’s why I walked over to her house that evening when the truck was there. I was going to see if she wanted it back or thank her or whatever. Of course, you know what happened then.”

“You saw the blood and called the sheriff.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think it was Beverly who killed Harold?”

“I did at first, but now I’m not so sure she was strong enough to do it. It would take muscles to smash a man’s skull and then drag him over to the fireplace. Strength and quick thinking. I don’t suspect Beverly has either.”

“So who does that leave?”

“I wouldn’t want to speculate.” He set his jaw.

“Tell me something, why did you want to buy Harold’s golf clubs from Beverly? Why didn’t you just buy your own?”

“Because, those were all the rage down at the club. All the board members used them. I thought they would help me with my curve shot.”

“Curve shot? Do you mean ‘hook’?”

“Yes, whatever.” He reached up and adjusted his tie; his nails appeared freshly buffed. 

“Wait a minute.” I looked at his hands. “You don’t really play golf, do you?”

His cheeks brightened and he stuck out his chin. “Of course I do.”

I reached over the desk and grabbed his hand, turning it palm up. “Really? These aren’t the hands of a golfer. They’re softer than your baby’s bottom.”

He jerked his hand away. “Oh. All. Right.” He practically spat the words out. “I’ve played a little, but it’s a stupid game with stupid rules. Only thing I like about it are the clothes. The shoes are hideous.”

“So why pretend?”

“Because I’m a banker. Bankers are supposed to play golf and hobnob with the elite.”

“The elite? This is Cascada, New Mexico, remember?”

“Of course I remember. I remember it every day when I drive up to this shack of an office. I’d still be back in Denver if I just hadn’t...”

“Hadn’t what? Slept with the boss’s wife? Stolen from the bank’s safe?”

“Don’t be absurd. If you must know, I suggested to the branch manager that he might want to consider getting hair plugs. It seemed a perfectly reasonable observation. Who would have known he’d be so touchy about it.”

“I’m sure everybody would have known.”

“Not only that, but it turns out he was the son-in-law of the comptroller at the head office.”

“Head office.” I snickered.

“Well, I’m glad you find my disgrace so amusing.” He picked up the file on his desk and slid it into his top drawer.

“I’m sorry, Curtis, I don’t. It just explains a lot.” I waited for him to look up. “Speaking of sons-in-law, have you spoken to Dale?”

“Not since the night I called the sheriff. Considering the circumstances, he was quite a gentleman.”

“What do you mean?”

“He came over to make sure I had found Harold’s golf club.”

“Really? So, did you ever get a chance to say something to Beverly about the club?”

“No, I haven’t spoken to her since. But Dale confirmed she had given it to me.”

“You say Dale confirmed it?”

“Yes,” he said.

Once again, all roads led to Dale. 
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When I left the bank, I headed straight to the Cascada Regional Medical Center to see Andy. He might have an idea of what happened. Maybe he saw somebody. Maybe Dale had done something to cause the explosion and fire. Perhaps Dale didn’t realize Andy would be there. 

But another thought kept knocking at my brain. Try as I might, I couldn’t keep it out. Jake. Where had he been when the fire started? Why did he smell like gasoline? And why was he trying to get me to back off all of a sudden? 

I didn’t want to think that he had anything to do with the fire or Harold’s death. Besides, what would be his motive? What was to be gained? I had learned a long time ago that everybody had secrets, even me. There could be a reason for Jake to kill Harold that I had no clue about.

Maybe Andy would have answers.

I waited outside his hospital room for the nurse to come out. Through the crack in the door, I could see he was awake and talking. The top of his head was wrapped like a mummy’s and both arms were covered in bandages.

The nurse opened the door. “Who are you?”

I jerked upright. “I’m Andy’s niece, Wendy,” I said as convincingly as possible.

Her face softened. “Oh good. We thought he didn’t have any family in the area.” She held open the door. “Go on in, dear. I must warn you that he may not make a lot of sense. He’s on some pretty heavy pain meds.”

I crept toward the bed, waiting for the door to close behind me. “Andy?” I said softly. 

He turned his head slightly. “You. What are you doing here?”

“I came to check on you.” Crossing my fingers behind my back, I added, “Beverly sent me.”

“Beverly,” he sputtered and then coughed. He nodded toward the cup of water. I held the straw up to his lips while he took a sip.

“I told the nurse I was your niece so she’d let me in. I hope that’s okay.”

“Beverly,” he repeated.

Oh dear. Maybe he was hallucinating or had a concussion. “No,” I said. “It’s Wendy.”

He tried to turn his head toward me.

“Don’t move,” I said. “You might hurt yourself.”

He pointed a shaky finger back at the cup of water, so I held it up again. He took a long drag on the straw then sucked in a deep breath. When he let it out, his words came easier. “Where’s Beverly?”

“Beverly is fine. She’s at her daughter’s house.” 

He shook his head. “No. Too dangerous.” 

“What’s too dangerous? She’s at Penelope’s house,” I said louder and more slowly.

“Dale. Dale killed Harold.”

“What? Are you sure?”

He spoke slowly and barely above a whisper. “I heard two men at the house. Arguing.”

“When? Today? This morning?”

“No. When Harold died.”

I moved in closer so I could be sure of his words.

“I thought one of them was Dale. I couldn’t tell Beverly. It would destroy her to think he did it. And it wouldn’t bring Harold back.”

I shook my head. “So you kept this a secret the whole time?”

He swallowed hard. “After she was arrested, I told her. She made me promise not to tell anyone. She didn’t want Penelope to find out. Poor girl, her whole life’s been one lie after another. She needs to know the truth for once.”

“Truth about what? Her husband?”

“And her father.”

“That Dale killed her father,” I said slowly.

“No. I mean yes. That too. But Harold’s not her father.” He began to cough again, this time with more force. 

I tried to process what he was saying. “Do you think Beverly may be in danger because she’s at the house with Penelope and Dale?”

“Yes.” 

I wanted to believe him. To know that Jake was innocent. “Andy, how sure are you that it was Dale arguing with Harold?”

“He needs money. Wants the house. Had to be him.”

“Did you see anyone this morning when you went out to the garage?”

“No, I switched on the light and heard a loud noise. Big ball of fire. I need to talk to Sheriff Grady. Call him for me, please. Get Beverly out of there.”

The nurse came in. “Mr. Montgomery needs his rest now. You can come back later.”

I looked at Andy. His eyes pleaded with me.

“Not yet,” I said. “First, we have to call the sheriff.”
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Sheriff Grady assured me he would send an officer over to retrieve Beverly from her daughter’s house and head immediately up to the hospital to get a statement from Andy. At that point, there was little left for me to do but go home. Beverly would be safe and Grady would get the details he needed to arrest Dale.

But my mind kept slipping back to what Andy had said about Penelope and her father. Was he high on happy pills? If what he said was true, it might explain some things like why Harold said Beverly owed him and why he wasn’t close to his daughter. This sounded more like Peyton Place than Cascada. 

So who could be the father? Andy? Surely not. Penelope looked nothing like him. 

As I turned onto my road, I got a call from Nancy. 

“Mr. Cranston has made a counter offer on the property and I need to go over the terms with you. I’m at Jake’s house getting all the details about the fire. Pretty hot stuff, huh?”

“Not nearly as hot as the news I have,” I said. “I’ll be right there.”

Jake let me in this time. I gave him a quick peck on the cheek and handed him my jacket. By now he had likely diagnosed me as bipolar, shooing him away one minute and kissing him the next. I didn’t care. Now that I knew he was innocent, I could let my guard down.

Nancy made a place for me on the sofa. “I hear you guys had quite a day. Are you all right?”

“I’m great. Andy Montgomery on the other hand is going to need some time to recuperate.”

Jake sat behind his desk and steepled his fingers. “Before you tell us about that, Nancy has some news.”

“About the property? Don’t tell me Mr. Cranston wants me to name the place after him and offer up my first-born child?”

“No.” There was a twinkle in her eyes as she glanced over to Jake and then back at me. “Actually, he accepted your offer as is! I brought the papers for you to sign.”

“What?” I literally squealed.

“It’s a miracle,” she said. “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. It was Jake’s idea to tell you a white lie to lure you over here.”

I practically tackled her as I hugged her neck. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! I’m so excited!”

“Now don’t go popping champagne corks just yet,” she warned. “We still have to get through the inspection and work out the details of the loan.”

“I can’t believe it. Studio Wendy is one step closer to being a reality.”

“Studio Wendy,” Jake said. “What happened to Portraits by Wendy?”

“Is that what you’re going to call it?” Nancy wrinkled her forehead and made the Oh. My. Gosh. face. “That’s kind of boring, don’t you think?”

Jake grinned but refrained from saying, “I told you so.” He got up and left the room.

I grabbed a pen and signed the papers. “I’m still working on it. Anyway, I can’t thank you enough for your help.”

“It’s what I do, but be sure to tell your friends and family. I can use all the business I can get.”

Jake reappeared with three beers. “Here you go, ladies. I’m saving my stash of champagne, so this will have to do.”

Nancy waved him off. “None for me. I still have an appointment.” She looked at her watch and turned to me. “I have just enough time to hear your big news. So, shoot.”

I took a swig and set the bottle on the table. I had a feeling my story would involve my signature hand movements. “So, I went to see Curtis and he admitted he was surprised when he found Harold’s golf club on his front porch. He said he was surprised that Beverly had given it to him, especially since Harold had never liked him.”

“Because Curtis accused him of cheating?” Jake asked.

“Yes. How did you know that?”

“I’m all-knowing and all-seeing, remember? Go on.”

“Anyway, then he said that Dale was the one who verified that Beverly had given him the club.” I waited for acknowledgement of my super-sleuthing skills.

Nothing.

“Don’t you see? Dale probably gave him the club to make Beverly think she had done it and forgotten. He’s probably been doing little things like hiding her keys and such to make her feel scattered.”

“Oh,” Nancy said, “because he’s trying to get her declared incompetent.”

Jake sat silent, thoughtful.

“Exactly. That’s when I decided to go see Andy. I thought Andy might have seen someone—Dale, of course—at Beverly’s before the explosion.”

Jake leaned forward. “What did he say?”

“He said he didn’t see anyone this morning, but then he dropped a bombshell. He said that on the day Harold died, he had been working in the garage—actually, I think Beverly told me that—but anyway, he overheard Harold arguing with someone. He’s almost positive it was Dale.”

“Dale,” Jake repeated. “He said it was Dale?”

“Yes. He didn’t say anything to Beverly at the time because he didn’t want her to be even more upset. I think he really loves Beverly and was protecting her and Penelope.”

“Well, I’ll be,” Nancy said. “So you and Curtis were right. Someone did kill Harold and tried to make it look like an accident. I just can’t believe Dale would do such a thing. He seemed like such a nice man.”

I shook my head at her. “Maybe on the outside. Killers come in all kinds of packages. Besides, I doubt it was premeditated. Maybe he just went off in a fit of anger.” I looked over at Jake. “What do you think? Am I a genius or what?”

“You’re amazing, actually. I suppose that when Dr. Myers wouldn’t have Beverly declared incompetent, Dale thought his only hope was to torch the place. He probably hoped it would burn the house too and they could collect the insurance money.”

“Right,” I said. “He probably didn’t know Andy would be there. Maybe he thought...”

“What?” Jake asked.

“Maybe he thought Beverly would flip that light switch and start the fire.”

“Surely not,” Nancy said. “That would be horrific.”

I felt a shudder run down my spine.

“Where’s Beverly now?” Jake asked, shaking the mouse to wake up his monitor. 

“She’s at Penelope’s house.”

Nancy gasped. “Oh no. Is it safe for her to be there with Dale?”

“Don’t worry. Before I left the hospital, I called the sheriff for Andy. Someone is going to the house to get her. At this point, we’ll have to leave it up to Sheriff Grady to investigate and figure out how Dale killed Harold and what exactly caused the explosion.”

“I wish I could stay to hear more about Nancy Drew and the Case of the Missing Golf Club, but I’m going to be late if I don’t leave now.” She stood up and put on her jacket.

“Aww. You think I’m Nancy Drew?”

“Of course.”

“No, you’re Nancy Drew,” I said.

“No, you’re Nancy—I better go.” She waved to Jake. “Later, bro.”

I turned around slowly, my head in the proverbial clouds. “Maybe I should open my own detective agency instead of a photography business. I could call it ‘Wendy’s Private Investigation Firm.’”

“You really have no imagination for names, do you? Besides, I think you need a license for that.”

Feeling emboldened by my super-sleuthing high, I sat down in his lap and put my arms around his neck. “What about you? Do you have a license for all your secret security spy work?”

“I have something better.” He pulled open his top desk drawer.

When I looked in, something shiny and gold caught my eye. I picked it up. It was a badge. I read it aloud. “Federal Bureau of Investigation.” I jumped up, nearly knocking over him and the chair. “You’re in the FBI?”

“Was. Ex-FBI. We’ve parted ways.”

“And they let you keep the badge?”

“I told them it was stolen.”

“Well, well. Jake Faro. Man of many secrets. Tell me something else I don’t know about you.”

He wagged his finger at me. “One secret at a time. I told you mine, now it’s your turn. Why are you really here in Cascada, Ms. Fairmont?”

The way he asked was too serious, too personal. There was an edge to his voice. My cell phone rang, giving me an excuse to step away from the desk. 

“It’s Nancy. Something weird just happened.”

“Weirder than finding out your brother used to be in the FBI?”

“He told you? He normally keeps that a secret. Anyway, I just got a call from Dale Pratt and get this, he says he got the papers declaring Beverly incompetent and wants to move forward with selling the house.”

“That’s good, right? That means he doesn’t intend to do anything to harm her at least.” 

“I guess, but why would he have bothered to get those papers if he knew he was planning to burn the place down? It doesn’t make sense. I’m beginning to wonder if Dale really is the man Andy heard arguing with Harold.”

I froze. If Dale wasn’t guilty, who was? Certainly not Curtis. Not Andy.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and jumped. 

“Everything all right?” Jake asked.

I pressed the button to disconnect the call. Curtis had said the murderer would have to be strong and a quick thinker. Nancy had said it was Jake’s idea to lure me over here. I looked over at the computers and recalled how he had been able to spy on his neighbors. My chest tightened and my breath came in short bursts. I needed to leave and clear my head. I grabbed my jacket and opened the door. “I’ve got to go.”

“So fast? I thought we could spend some more time together.”

I didn’t look back, but I could hear the crunching of pine needles under his feet. This time he was following me. I broke into a run.

“Wendy,” he called out. “Stop.”

I was too scared to turn around. What if he had a gun? What if he was pointing it at me? Cricket stood in the path between my house and Beverly’s as though she’d been waiting for me. I cut the corner and dashed down the path, turning into the wooded area behind the houses. I kept running, despite the prickly pear clawing at my legs. As I dodged a tree, a fallen branch caught my foot and sent me face down to the ground. I crouched in the brush, listening for footsteps, catching my breath. I heard nothing but the rustling of leaves in the wind. 

I looked around, trying to get my bearings. I knew the general direction of the clubhouse. It was still light enough for players to be out. But would they be on this part of the course? Most would probably be playing the back nine by now. I would run as fast as possible. Surely I would see a golfer or two who could save me. Just as I rose up out of the brush, Cricket let out a cry that would have woken the devil. I plopped back down. Had Jake heard her? Or maybe he was the one hurting her to draw me out. My heart beat faster than I’d ever felt it before. She cried again. I covered my ears and closed my eyes. 

Why? Why did I ever move here? Why did I think I could start over here? Cricket cried out again. That was it. Fear turned to rage. It was one thing to kill your neighbor and maybe even kill me, but to hurt an innocent animal? Never. I wasn’t going down without a fight. 

I looked around and picked up the biggest rock I could find. I slowly inched in the direction I had heard Cricket, keeping my head low. She meowed again, but this time softer. I stopped behind a tree and peeked around it. There was no one. Perhaps Jake was camouflaged behind a tree as well. I saw movement in the weeds and caught a glimpse of Cricket’s silvery-gray fur. She cried again, but this time I felt as though she was calling me. My grandmother’s words came back to me. “Listen to your gut.” I stood up and raced over to Cricket then dropped down beside her. She appeared uninjured as she pranced back and forth across an object poking out from under an especially prickly bush. Ignoring the cuts and scratches on my hands, I brushed away some of the dirt. “What’s this?” I started to pick it up but stopped. It was a golf club. A four iron, to be exact. I knew at that moment that I was staring at the murder weapon.

I thought about Harold and Beverly and Penelope. The argument Andy had overheard. Jake had said the risk had to equal the reward and that often irrational actions were based on emotions. Whoever used this club on Harold was a golfer with a lot to lose. Then suddenly I knew exactly whose it was.
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Bloodied and enraged, I picked my way through the woods and headed straight to the row of golf carts parked outside the 19th Hole Bar. The cart I was looking for stuck out like a sore thumb, or should I say, was as big as the nose on your face. A flag hanging over the cart’s canopy showed it belonged to the president of the Cascada Falls Golf Association.

I looked in the oversized black bag strapped to the back of the cart and began counting clubs. One, two, three...

There were fourteen, the maximum number a player was allowed to carry. I would have sworn it would be short one. All the plastic tubes keeping the clubs separated were filled. Had he already replaced the four iron? I looked again and realized there were actually two putters. Gotcha!

I reached into my pocket for my cell phone to call 9-1-1. It wasn’t there. My stomach lurched. It must have fallen out when I was scrambling around in the woods.

“May I ask what you’re doing, Ms. Fairmont?”

Bert Crosby loomed over me like Bigfoot, casting an enormous shadow. I cleared my throat and took a step back. “Just admiring your clubs, is all.”

“I see. Find what you were looking for?” He unzipped the side of his golf bag and pulled out a small pistol. He read the question on my mind. “Why do I carry a gun with me on the course? You never know when you might encounter a predator in the woods, if you know what I mean.”

“I—I don’t.” My legs felt rooted to the asphalt. Fight or flight? I wanted to run, but where? The clubhouse? The woods?

“Get in,” he said, concealing the pistol in his windbreaker pocket. “We’re going for a ride.” When I hesitated, he added, “I’ve got nothing to lose.” He glanced around and then pushed me into the cart. He took off down the cart path and then veered off into the woods. 

Stupid. Why hadn’t I checked for my phone first? I was like a character in one of those slasher movies who goes back to the deserted cabin in the woods. Think fast. You’re stronger than you think. Bert doesn’t want to kill me, he just doesn’t want to get charged with Harold’s murder. I spotted his cell phone on the dashboard of the cart. If I could distract him, try to bargain with him, maybe I could get my hands on it and call for help.

He stopped the cart so abruptly I flew forward. Luckily, I was able to grab the phone. I held it behind my back and prayed it wasn’t locked. My hands shook so much I could barely hold it still. I needed to talk to him, to buy myself time.

“I know you didn’t intend to kill Harold; you two were friends. So what happened?”

He stepped out of the cart and looked around. The gun was out of his pocket now. “Friends? Harold was never my friend. He thought we owed him because he stepped up and married Beverly when I wouldn’t.”

“Why? Why didn’t you marry Beverly?” 

“Let’s just say I wasn’t sure I was the marrying kind, if you know what I mean. But that didn’t stop that wench from trying to wrangle me. She tricked me by getting pregnant, then expected me to pay for her mistake.”

I pressed the button and it beeped. 

He jerked his head toward me. “Give me that!”

I started to run, but he knocked me to the ground. My head hit a rock and for a moment, I saw stars. Standing with one foot on my arm, he reached down and grabbed the phone out of my hand. “Now stand up.”

When I did, he pushed me toward a clump of large cottonwood trees. 

“You don’t want to kill me, just like you didn’t want to kill Harold. I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

A guttural chuckle emerged from his barrel chest. “Promises. Secrets. Harold said he’d never tell either, but then the old drunk threatened to expose me as Penelope’s real father. Can you believe it? After all these years? You young people wouldn’t think twice about it, but it wouldn’t go over so well with the voting membership of the Cascada Falls Golf Association, believe you me. I spent too many years glad-handing and sucking up to those old coots to let it slip away. I deserve to be president of the association, and I wasn’t going to let anyone, especially Harold Attwood, steal it from me.”

He looked around. “Now, what to do with you? If I shoot you, the noise will drive out the neighbors. Sorry, but I’m going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.” He pulled a club from his bag. “This should do nicely. I rarely use my six anyway. When they find you—they’ll think you tripped on a branch and fell on a rock and hit your head. Poor thing. You should have minded your own business.”

He shifted the gun from his right hand to his left and came straight at me, the club raised over his head. I had one chance at this. I mustered all my strength and swung my leg around the way I had seen Sherry do it. My foot hit his arm and the gun flew to the ground. I dove for it just as the club sliced through the air, barely missing me. I picked up the gun and aimed straight at his chest. “Drop it! Or it will be my turn to get a hole-in-one.”

I was rather proud of that line and knew instantly I’d be repeating it as part of this story for a very long time.

I wasn’t sure which I heard first: the sirens or Jake’s voice calling my name. Bert knew it was over and dropped the club. Jake jumped on him and pushed him face down on the ground, planting his knee squarely in Bert’s back and pinning down his arms. He let go just long enough to toss me his cell phone. “It’s Grady,” he said between breaths.

“Hello,” I said into the phone.

“This is Grady. What’s your location? Where’s the suspect?”

“He’s face down in the dirt. We’re in the woods.”

“I know, but where? I need a signal of some sort.”

A signal. I looked at the gun. I hadn’t held one since my father had taught me and my brother to shoot cans when we were kids. I took aim at a tree and squeezed the trigger gently. The sound was louder than I remembered. Luckily, the bullet hit a tree, just not the one I had aimed for.

I put the phone up to my ear. “Does that help?”

“Got it,” Grady said. “We’re on our way.”

By this time, I was trembling. I looked at the gun. I don’t think I could have fired another shot if I had wanted to. Pointing the barrel down, I held it out toward Jake. “Do you want to take this?”

“No, you’re doing just fine,” he said and smiled. “You shot a perfect round.”
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“Get him out of here, boys,” Sheriff Grady said as two deputies slapped handcuffs on Bert. “I’ll take that,” he said to me and carefully removed the gun dangling from my hand. “Are you okay?” He motioned to the cuts and scrapes on my hands and face. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”

“I’m fine.” I shivered as the wind whistled by my face. 

“Good, then would you mind telling me what happened here? An hour ago, you said you thought Dale Pratt had killed his father-in-law. What changed?”

My teeth chattered and Jake moved next to me to block the wind. “An hour ago I didn’t know who Penelope’s real father was. Dale only cared about the house. He needed the money from the sale. Everyone knew Harold was tightfisted with money. Dale didn’t hatch the plan to sell the house until after Harold was dead, so it wasn’t likely he’d be at the house arguing with his father-in-law.”

“Okay, so with Dale eliminated, what did you do next?”

“I thought about the most likely person to be with Harold after his golf game. Since he was drunk and his cart was broken, I figured someone had to have driven him home. Then when I saw the golf club buried over there, I realized where Penelope had gotten her rather sizable nose.”

“Bert Crosby.” Grady yelled into his radio, “We’ve got evidence, boys. Get someone over here now.” To me, he said, “Do you think you can help us find it?”

I glanced around wondering exactly how far back in the trees we were. “I know. Call my cell phone. I probably dropped it near the club.”

We followed the ringing sound, which led us straight to the phone and the evidence.

“We got it,” the deputy said as he crouched over the club. “It’s a four iron.”

“Four iron?” Grady stared at the object. “Is that Harold’s missing club?” 

I nodded. “My guess is that Bert grabbed Harold’s off the wall to clobber him when he threatened to tell everyone how he’d abandoned Beverly. Then he replaced Harold’s with his own and came out here to bury Harold’s.”

“Then how did Curtis get Bert’s club?”

“Dale was trying to make his mother look senile, so he put the club on Curtis’s porch to find and said his mother had done it.” I rubbed at my arms.

Jake took off his jacket and slipped it over my shoulders. “Grady, can we do this back at the house? She’s freezing.” 

He nodded. “Sure thing. But first, tell me how a little thing like you was able to get the upper hand on that hulk, Bert?”

“I just used my head...and my leg.”

Grady reached up under his hat and scratched his head. “I see. Well, I’ll be up to the house in a while to get a full statement.”

As Jake led us toward the clearing, I called back to Grady, “Hey, sheriff, tell Sherry I’ll see her next week at kickboxing.”

* * *
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“YOU SIT HERE AND I’LL get something to clean off those scrapes.” Jake threw a blanket over me as I sat on the sofa next to the stove. He shook his head as he headed into the kitchen. “I can’t believe you thought I might have killed Harold.”

“But you were missing when the explosion went off, and when you showed up, you smelled like gasoline.”

He came back with a wet washcloth and sat next to me. “I smelled like gasoline because I had just come back from filling up my truck.” He held my hand, dabbing it gently to wipe away the blood.

“But you chased me.”

“Not far. I would have, but...”

“But what?” 

“I’ve got a bad hip. And leg.”

“Really? What happened?”

He looked at the rag as though it held a memory. “It was early on when I was with the bureau. I got shot in the line of duty. Got a new hip, of course, but it just doesn’t work the same.” He stood up. “We need coffee.”

I watched him walk back to the kitchen and for the first time noticed the slightest hint of a limp. I stared at my hand, imagining what might have happened if I hadn’t gotten the gun away from Bert. My little scratches seemed hardly worth worrying about. “Does it hurt?” I asked when he returned with the coffee.

“What? My leg? Only when I run.” He took a sip.

“Well, since you didn’t follow me, how did you find me?”

A sheepish grin crept over his face. “Remember that high-powered telescope you were worried I would get?” He nodded. “Yeah, I have one. It’s on the roof of the garage.”

“Stalker!”

“Only stars, well, usually. I saw you go into the woods and waited for you to come out. Then I saw the whole encounter with Bert and called 9-1-1.” He sucked in a deep breath. “I was so worried we wouldn’t get to you on time.”

“But you did.” I felt myself starting to float into his eyes again. I blinked. “Why did you leave the FBI?”

“Do we really need to talk about this now?”

“Yes. I want to know.”

“After my injury, I got assigned a desk job. It wasn’t for me.”

I was about to say something about his current job, but he stopped me.

“I know. I have a desk job now. But this is different. It’s on my terms. It was too hard to stay at the bureau and watch the men and women I had trained with go off and work in the field when I couldn’t. So I quit.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I like my job. I like being here.”

I wasn’t sure if he meant here in Cascada or here next to me on the sofa. Before I could speculate on which one I’d prefer, there was one more mystery I needed him to clear up. “The other day when Grady pulled us over, he said something about making one phone call and you’d be finished. What was that about?”

“My mother.”

I laughed. “He was going to tattle on you to your mother? What? Are you scared of her?”

“Have you ever met Senator Louisa Faro?”

“Your mother’s a senator?”

“Yes, state, not US. Not yet. But she’s powerful and ambitious and has long apron strings. She keeps close tabs on Nancy and me so we won’t do anything to embarrass her or waylay her political career.”

“What about your father?”

“He’s the reason I moved back here when I left the bureau. He got sick and Mother was too busy to care for him.”

“Where does he live?”

“He doesn’t.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“No worries. How’s your head?”

I imagined I looked wretched. “I don’t know, I haven’t looked in the mirror.”

He brushed back my hair. “You’ve got quite a goose egg there. I thought you said Bert didn’t hit you.”

I reached up and touched the bulge that started throbbing as soon as I became aware of it. “It must have happened when he face-planted me to take away his phone.”

A car pulling up out front drew our attention.

Jake looked out the window. “That’s Grady. Do you want me to stay here or leave?”

I tilted my aching head. “Do you really have to ask?”

He opened the door and Cricket ran inside in front of the sheriff. She jumped on my lap and began licking her paw.

Grady scowled. “Hey, is that cat a stray?”

“No, she’s mine.”

“Well, you need to get a collar on her before she gets picked up by animal control. Stray cats are a menace.”

“That’s what you think,” I said. “Wait until you hear how I found the murder weapon.”
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The next few weeks flew by. I survived Christmas with my parents, opened a bank account, and got a loan for the new studio. Curtis was more than obliging when I went in to borrow the money. The arrest of Bert Crosby was the talk of the town, although I tried to keep a low profile, especially since I was letting my bumps and bruises heal.

Jake and Nancy spent the holidays with their mother in Santa Fe. Apparently, Senator Faro had a new boyfriend and insisted her children spend time with him. When they got back on Thursday, Nancy and I arranged to meet on the next afternoon to close on my new office space. 

I sat in her office, complaining about the cramp in my hand from all the signing. “Does mortgage insurance pay for physical therapy?” I asked, flexing my wrist.

We waited for her secretary to make copies of all the paperwork. “You’ll survive,” she said. “But you know what’s good for hand strain, don’t you?” 

“If you say yoga, I’m walking out.” 

“I was going to say ice cream, but your idea might work.”

“Ice cream? It’s freezing outside. I wouldn’t be surprised if it snows tonight.”

Nancy shook her head. “You’ll get used to the cold. You’ll see.”

“Right. Like I’ll get used to scorpions or root canals. Let’s just go to the new building. I’m anxious to see how it looks without my rose-colored glasses on. You don’t think I’ll be disappointed, do you?”

“Um, not hardly. I mean, we’ll see, I guess.” When the secretary returned, Nancy gave me my copies, saying, “Give me just a minute, and I’ll be back with the keys.”

In just a few days it would be a new year, and I was ready to get on with my life. I checked the weather app on my phone. Just as I suspected, it looked like snow was possible for later in the evening. I wondered how that would affect Cricket. Did cats get cold outside even though they have on fur coats?

“Let’s go,” Nancy said. “We can walk from here.”

“What about the keys?”

She frowned at me. “I can’t just hand them over to you here. That would take all the fun out of it. I want to wait until we’re standing in front of it and make a whole ceremony out of it.”

“You’re so cute,” I said. “Okay, let’s go.”

When we got down to the corner, Jake was leaning against the wall. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Nancy said you were finalizing things on the building, and I thought I’d tag along for the big reveal. Do you mind?”

“Not at all. This is a big moment and you two are my best friends.”

Nancy told me to close my eyes and led me to the front door. She made me stand with my back to the building. 

“This is a little silly,” I said. “Do you do this with all your clients?”

“Well, not all of them.” She had a wicked grin on her face. I let her have her fun.

“Wendy Fairmont. You—along with Southwest Citizens Bank— are now the proud owner of Cascada’s newest business.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t say, ‘till death do you part.’” 

“Okay. Then, I now pronounce you building and owner.” She held out the keys.

I took them in my hand and for a minute, just stared at them. It was another watershed moment in my life. When I spun around to face the building, Jake was gone. A dim glow shined through the front windows. Nancy opened the door and pushed me inside.

“Surprise!” a crowd of people roared and clapped. 

It took a minute for my brain to catch up with my eyes and ears. Twinkle lights had been strung around the entire space. Their sparkle danced off the shiny wood floor. A banner hung on the wall that read “Congratulations Wendy!”

Jake stood next to Mr. Cranston, grinning like a kid.

I put my hands to my face. “What’s going on?”

Nancy waved her hand. “Everyone wanted to come and thank you for single-handedly catching Harold Attwood’s killer.”

“I can’t believe you did all this! Look, there’s Tuna Casserole, and Chicken Spaghetti, and even Rarely Wears Pants. And he’s wearing pants!”

“They have names,” Nancy whispered in my ear.

“I know. I’ll make a point to learn them.”

Mr. Cranston tapped on his microphone. “Attention, everyone. I’d like to say a few words.” He motioned for me to join him. “On behalf of the whole town of Cascada, I’d like to officially welcome back one of our own native daughters, Wendy Fairmont.”

More clapping by the crowd and more blushing by me.

“Not only did she rid this town of one of its biggest parasites, she gave us an excuse to have one final skate around on the old rink before it officially becomes a—what is it?” he leaned down and asked. I whispered in his ear. “Ah. A photography studio. Isn’t that nice. Now grab your skates and start the music!” He started to turn off the mike but stopped. “One more thing. Food and drinks should be kept in the snack bar only, no chewing gum, no racing, and no excessive displays of affection. Now, everyone, have fun!” 

Someone turned on the music, and a party broke out. I felt like a celebrity with so many people coming up to give me a hug or shake my hand. Some people snapped my picture while others took selfies with me. Lots of people said they couldn’t wait to have me take their pictures when the studio opened.

When I finally came up for air, I saw Jake standing by the rail, holding an extra pair of skates. I looked at him and mouthed the words, “For me?” 

He grinned and nodded. 

I made my way over to where he was standing. “Did you have something to do with this?” 

“Do I look like a party planner? Nah, it was the Ladies’ Guild and Nancy.”

I kissed his cheek and took off my boots. Luckily, Mr. Cranston had broken out his old stash of skates for everyone to use.

“Watch out. You heard Mr. Cranston. No excessive displays of affection.”

Before I could say anything, he looked up and pointed. “See? Now you did it. Cranston called the cops on you.”

Sure enough, Sheriff Grady was heading toward us. “Hey there. I just wanted to thank you again for helping me catch Bert Crosby.”

Helping? I let it go.

“When we threw all the evidence at him, he finally confessed. Andy finally realized it was Bert and not Dale he heard arguing with Harold.”

I shook my head. “I feel so guilty about Andy. If I hadn’t told Bert he was working on the golf cart at Beverly’s, he never would have ended up in the hospital.”

“What? I thought you’d heard. Bert wasn’t responsible for the fire. The investigation showed it was caused by the battery in the golf cart. It had gotten too dry and exploded.”

“Really? That’s great! I mean, that’s terrible.” I bit my lip.

“Yeah. Anyway, I’ve got to get going. Sherry and the kids are outside in the car. I have to tell you, she was speechless when I told her how you took down Bert single-handedly. And trust me, Sherry is never speechless.”

I hear that. “Give her my regards, sheriff, and thanks for stopping by.”

He tipped his hat.

Jake nudged me with his elbow. “Look who’s buddies with the sheriff. Looks like someone’s wormed their way into the hearts of this town.”

Grinning from ear to ear, I finished lacing my skates. 

Jake helped me up, and we took baby steps toward the rink. Mr. Cranston cranked up “Thriller.” “Are you ready for this?” I asked.

“It’s now or never.” He waited for a break in the pack and then led me onto the floor. After a few wobbles, I got the feel for it again and glided around the floor holding on to his arm. Everyone smiled at us. There were thumbs up. A few of the older men winked and blew me kisses.

“Jealous?” I asked Jake when a man in cowboy hat and bolo tie asked me to marry him.

“Nah. There’s always Karol down at the Kafé.” 

Mr. Cranston’s voice blared over the speaker. “Okay, boys and girls. It’s time for the moonlight dance. Grab your sweetie and hit the floor. But remember—”

“No excessive displays of affection,” we all yelled out in unison.

As we circled the floor, I saw Nancy skating with Bobby from Bobby’s Barbecue. Maybe there was a story there. I knew she was a friend I could trust with my deep, dark secrets. I made up my mind to tell her about my brother and Patrick and the accident. Maybe she could help me solve the mystery and finally put that part of my past to rest.

Jake squeezed my hand. “Feels good to fit in, am I right?” 

“It does. Who knew I could actually fit in by standing out?”

“You did. And speaking of standing out, did you come up with a name for the new studio?”

“Actually, I did.”

“So what is it going to be? Portraits by Wendy?”

“Nope. I decided to call it the Foto Factory.” I grinned at him. “That’s photo, spelled with an F.”

* * *
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Chapter 1
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The stench of cheap wine and stale cigarettes seeped from the old clown’s pores. Greasy face paint failed to conceal his graying whiskers. His bloodshot eyes matched the color of the rubber ball on his nose. The only thing vaguely convincing about his circus get-up was the pair of oversized shoes with holes in the soles.

This clown was a mess.

For once, it wasn’t my problem though. In my former job as a party planner, I’d have had to pour coffee down the guy’s throat to sober him up or try to find a last-minute replacement. Even though working at a child’s birthday party is something akin to a root canal, it’s a whole lot easier when you’re the photographer rather than the event coordinator. And it paid nicely, which I knew my friends, Mr. Visa and Mr. Mastercard, would appreciate.

I felt sorry for Gwen Palmer, event planner extraordinaire, as she scrambled to pull everything together for the Harper girl’s fifth birthday party with less than a half hour to go. It was a three-ring circus...literally. 

The Harpers were rich. There, I said it. I know it’s not polite to talk about money, but when you don’t have much, it’s a shame to see it wasted on a five-year-old who won’t remember all you did for her in a week’s time. That’s the problem with kids—no long-term appreciation. You can be their favorite person one minute, but as soon as you take a bite out of the cookie they were promised for cleaning their plate, you’re suddenly one step below the booger picker who pulls their hair at recess. 

Actually, I don’t have that much experience with kids. At thirty-five and single, I’m the one cheering on the sadistic dance teacher when I watch those kiddie talent shows on TV.

But I was feeling generous, so while Gwen tried to explain to Mrs. Harper that it was inhumane to spray paint the live ponies pink, I decided to see what I could do with the drunken clown. 

“Hi, I’m Wendy Fairmont.” I didn’t reach out to shake his hand. I was afraid I might contract some weird fungus from his dingy gloves. And was it possible to get lice from someone wearing a wig?

He looked me up and down. “Are you the broad in charge of this shindig? I was told I’d be paid in cash.” He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and stuck it between his white painted lips.

“No, I’m the photographer.” I grabbed the cigarette and handed it back to him. “You’re late. The guests will be here any minute.” I pulled some breath mints out of the fanny pack I always wore to such events and gave him three. I wasn’t sure that would be enough. “What’s your name?”

“They call me Mr. Squishy.” He flashed me a yellow-toothed grin. “Want to know why?”

“Absolutely not! I meant, what’s your real name?”

“Why? You aren’t thinking of writing me a check, are you? Cash only, remember?”

“Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is, you’ll only get paid if you adequately complete the services you were hired to perform. In your condition, ‘adequate’ may be too high a standard. Now tell me your name, or I’ll be replacing you with a forty-five-year-old housekeeper.”

“Did you say something about me?” Myra asked as she rushed by with a bucket of water for the horses.

“No, Myra. I was talking to this joker.”

The clown tugged on the strap of his overalls. “I’m a professional entertainer, not a joker, if you don’t mind. The name’s Grover Ward.”

“Well then, Grover, you need to drink this coffee and sober up quick. Look, here comes the party planner.”

Gwen scurried up to where we stood by the adults’ refreshment table. Why it didn’t contain martinis and olives for the parents was beyond me. 

“You must be Dub’s replacement,” she said.

“Yep. Dub twisted an ankle riding his unicycle yesterday. I graciously agreed to take his place at your fine little soiree.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “You look like crap, but Freddy Callahan said you could handle this. I’ll have to trust him, I guess. What do you do?”

He reached up under the wig and scratched. “What do you mean? I’m a clown.”

She rolled her eyes. “I know that, but what tricks do you do? Do you juggle? Do you have a trained monkey? What?”

“Oh, I’ve got a monkey, all right, but he ain’t trained, if you know what I mean.” Chuckling, he gave her a wink. 

I threw up a little in my mouth.

Gwen lost her patience. “Look, clown, this party is for one of the wealthiest, most influential families in this part of the state. If you can’t get it together, I’ll make sure you never work again.”

“Settle down, lady. I don’t want any trouble. Here.” He pulled a handful of balloons from the pocket of his overalls. “I make balloon animals for the kiddies, okay?”

Gwen pursed her lips about the same time someone knocked over the cotton candy machine. “Oh, good grief!”

Sensing Gwen was about to lose it, I offered to help. “You go take care of that, and I’ll keep my eye on Mr. Squishy.”

“Thank you. I owe you one.” She headed across the room.

My intentions weren’t totally selfless. Getting in good with the town’s biggest party planner could mean more business for me and my fledgling photography business, the Foto Factory. Yes, I had given in and chosen the alliterative name to fit in with the other businesses in the cutesy, cozy community of Cascada.

I looked at the ragged hobo and motioned to the coffee. “Drink!” 

In my previous profession, I’d sobered up grooms, fathers-of-the-bride, and even ministers, but I can honestly say this was my first clown. 

Never say never.

The party room looked amazing. The Harpers had chosen my parents’ lake resort, the Waterfall Lodge, for their circus-themed affair because the other venues didn’t have a trail where the kids could ride the ponies. I left the clown with instructions to keep drinking and went outside to pet the horses before the kids arrived. It would be my last chance before I’d have my hands full with the photo booth.

Winter in the mountains was not an ideal time to give pony rides, but that’s why they invented parkas. To my surprise, Myra, the lodge’s head housekeeper, was making her own heat with the horse trainer. 

Standing there in his chaps, boots, and spurs, he looked as though he’d walked straight off a western movie set. I wasn’t sure if he was in costume or if those were his real clothes. Sometimes it’s hard to tell in the Southwest.

“Myra,” I called out.

When she spun around and saw me, she looked like a schoolgirl caught making out under the stadium bleachers. Her face turned a bright shade of pink.

“Miss Wendy. I was just petting the horses.” She reached up and tapped the Shetland on its nose. “Good boy.” 

“Um, it’s not a dog, and it’s a mare.” I grinned at her as I walked up and stroked the horse’s neck. “Who’s your friend?” Hopefully, she knew I was referring to the cowboy and not the horse.

“This is Freddy Callahan.” She grinned sheepishly. “He’s my boyfriend.”

Not only was I surprised to find out my longtime nanny and friend was in a relationship, I was creeped out that she would call him her “boyfriend.” It sounded so middle-school. But what was the alternative for someone on the far side of forty? Man friend? Guy friend? Main squeeze?

“Nice to meet you.” Freddy tipped his super-sized cowboy hat. “Myra tells me you’ve just moved back here after a long spell. I’m surprised we’ve never met. I’ve lived in these parts my whole life. How’s it feel to be back?”

I could have gone into a long story about my rocky start, followed by my short stint as a superhero, but it was too cold for small talk. “Good.” I walked over to the other horse tied to the fence. I grabbed a carrot out of the bucket and made friends with the spotted pony.

Out of nowhere, Mr. Squishy waddled up to us. “Hey there, Freddy my boy. How’s it hanging?” His speech was still slurred.

“Grover, are you drunk?” Freddy’s sharp voice made the horses throw back their heads. “Man, I vouched for you to the boss lady. Don’t make me look bad. I need all the work I can get.”

“Ah, shut your trap.” Then Grover  turned to Myra. “Hey there, chickadee. Looks like Freddy’s got himself a sugar momma to take care of him. And a sweet one at that.” He reached out and grabbed a handful of Myra’s behind.

Freddy lunged, knocking Grover to the ground, the frizzy red wig breaking his fall. Freddy stood over him with a clenched fist. “I’ve warned you before, keep your filthy hands to yourself. Don’t let me catch you doing that again, or else.”

Myra pulled on Freddy. “Leave him alone. You don’t want to get in trouble.”

“You’re right. He’s not worth it.” Freddy stepped back just as several cars turned into the parking lot off the main road. He reached down and grabbed Grover and pulled him up off the ground. 

Grover struggled to get the big, floppy shoes straightened out without falling back down.

We all stood frozen as the mothers and little girls got out of their cars and went inside, carrying bright-colored gift bags.

Once they were out of sight, I yanked Grover’s arm and dragged him back inside the hall before any other guests got there. “Well, that should have sobered you up. Now put on a happy face and get to work.” I pointed him in the direction of the small carnival canopy where he was stationed to perform with his balloons.

He rolled his eyes and pointed at his painted, perpetually smiling Mr. Squishy face and groaned. “Like I have a choice.”
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Chapter 2
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Gwen had really outdone herself with the circus music, balloons, blinking lights, and carnival games. As each little girl entered the room, her face lit up and the noise level seemed to raise another decibel. 

The girls loved putting on the silly hats, mustaches, and other props I had brought for their pictures. I used my Polaroid so the kids could see themselves instantly. How ironic that in the age of kids with personal iPads and virtual reality, the girls thought seeing their pictures come to life on that little piece of paper was some kind of Pixar magic. They were thrilled with their pictures and kept coming back for more. I also took digital shots of the party. Gwen allowed me to put my business card in each girl’s party favor bag. I was hoping to drum up more work that way.

You know what they say: It ain’t a party until someone gets cotton candy in her hair. In this case, it was the birthday girl. Bridgette Harper cried as though someone had set fire to her entire American Girl doll collection until Gwen was able to somehow tame the sticky mess. A barrage of hairspray and barrettes finally got her to calm down. The other girls were having too much fun to pay much attention.

All seemed to be going well for a while until Leslie Harper tried to drag little Bridgette over to get a picture taken. “Come on, angel, sit in my lap and we’ll take a picture.”

“I don’t want to take a picture with you!” Bridgette stamped her foot so hard her tiara flew off.

“Now, angel, that’s no way to behave. Let’s take a picture for Daddy, okay?”

“I said no!” She pulled her hand away and ran off to join her friends.

For a moment, it seemed like all the moms and daughters were staring. Leslie walked over to pour herself a cup of punch. She probably wished it had been spiked.

With her dark-brown hair, impossibly smooth tan, and ramrod straight posture, it was hard not to be intimidated by her. I guessed her to be about five years older than me, but her poise made her seem even older. 

I walked over to her. “Kids. They’re fickle at this age.” Of course, since I’d never had kids and my prospects weren’t looking that good, I didn’t really know what I was talking about. “I’m sure your daughter will change her mind before the party is over.”

“Stepdaughter,” she whispered. “That little monster is not my daughter. She’s an ungrateful brat.” 

I chuckled. “If you kill her, we can make it look like an accident.” 

“Wendy,” Myra called from the room’s front entrance. She crooked her finger for me to follow her outside. 

“What is it?” I didn’t have on my coat and the cold wind was biting. 

“There’s a little girl who won’t get off the horse, and Freddy doesn’t know what to do.”

“Is her mother here?”

“No, she says she rode with another child. Should we call her mother?”

“Why are you asking me? I don’t know anything about kids.” I rubbed my cold arms. “Did you bribe her? Did you threaten her? Did you call a hostage negotiator?”

“Of course, except for the last one. I even offered her money.”

I was surprised that hadn’t worked. “Let me grab my jacket and I’ll be right there.” 

When I got back outside, I hurried over to the horse trailer but stopped dead in my tracks. The little girl was wrapped in a blanket and standing next to Myra. Kneeling on the ground beside her was my older brother, Tyler, holding a small orange kitten. The little girl cooed at the cat and giggled at the little squeaky noises it made.

I hadn’t seen or talked to my brother since I’d returned to Cascada several months ago. This was definitely not how I’d envisioned our first reunion. Our relationship was shattered ever since the so-called “accident” that ended with my fiancé’s death. 

Dumbfounded, I watched as he talked to the child, showing her how to gently stroke the kitten’s head. Part of me ached to speak to him, but it wasn’t the time or place. I turned and went back inside. 

A mother brushed past me pulling her daughter by the hand. 

“I want cake,” the little girl protested. The back of her dress was smeared with colorful goo.

“I’ll get you cake when we get home. We’ve got to get you out of this dress.”

“But Mommy, we didn’t even get to take our picture together.”

The mother scowled at me as though I were the Grinch.

“I can do it quick,” I offered, trying to be helpful.

The woman forced a smile. “No, thank you.” 

Who said parties were all fun and games. Maybe Mr. Squishy had the right idea. A little wine would pair nicely with five-year-old crazy.

Trying to keep the activities moving along, Gwen announced it was almost time to bring in the cake and sing “Happy Birthday.” A flurry of petticoats and hairbows buzzed around the table as girls vied for positions closest to their best friends. 

I was getting my other camera out of the bag when Gwen motioned to me. “Would you get Mrs. Harper, please? She said she was getting more ice cream, although I can’t imagine why. Anyway, she’s not going to want to miss this.”

I wasn’t so sure. As I headed to the kitchen, I noticed someone else missing. Mr. Squishy. Knowing him, he was probably outside taking a smoke break. Just as well. I glanced in the kitchen. The only person there was Gwen’s assistant, Ally, who was readying the three-layered cake to make its grand entrance into the party room. I’d seen smaller cakes at weddings.

“That’s gorgeous,” I said. “I didn’t realize there was a bakery around here that could make a cake like that.”

Ally glowed. “There’s not. I made it myself. Don’t tell Gwen I told you, though. She tells everyone she brings in food from Albuquerque so she can charge more.”

“Sneaky. Well, I hope she’s paying you well because that cake is magnificent.”

“Actually, she’s not, but that won’t matter for long.”

Gwen stuck her head in the kitchen. “Wendy, have you found Mrs. Harper? The natives are getting restless. And Ally, that cake better be perfect. We can’t afford to have anything go wrong now.” She dashed back out.

The next logical place to check for my missing person was the restroom. That’s where I would hide if it were my kid’s party. As I rounded the corner, Mrs. Harper appeared. Although her shoulders were back and her head was high, her face was a mess. She’d obviously been crying. She had done her best to wipe away the mascara under her eyes, but the telltale signs were there.

Mrs. Harper insisted everyone, moms included, gather around the table for a group shot. I snapped off multiple pictures, hoping there was at least one where everyone had their eyes open and focused in the general direction of the camera.

After singing and cake and games and incessant music, the clock finally struck two and the party was over. 

Now came the tedious part. Cleaning up and clearing everything out.

“Have you seen Grover?” Freddy asked. “He may have left without getting his money.”

That didn’t sound like the Mr. Squishy I knew, or barely knew, as it turned out. “Check the supply closet. Chances are he’s passed out somewhere.”

As I packed up my photo equipment, Gwen came up with a large rolling cooler. “Wendy, do you think the lodge could use ten gallons of ice cream? Turns out little girls don’t care too much for ice cream when they have fruit and a chocolate fountain. I don’t want to throw this stuff out.”

“Sure. We’ll put it in the freezer so you can take your cooler.” I grabbed Myra to help me. “Let’s put this ice cream in the walk-in freezer. Mother can serve it to the guests.” 

When we got to the kitchen, Myra stared at the empty hook on the wall. “Where’s the key to the freezer? I thought I put it back when I was in here earlier.” She pulled on the freezer handle, but it didn’t budge.

We looked around but didn’t see the key. Ally said she hadn’t used the freezer.

I put a hand on Myra’s shoulder. “Okay, let’s retrace your steps. When did you have it last?”

Poor Myra seemed rattled as she tried to recall exactly what she had done earlier. “I came in here to get a soda for Freddy.” She pointed at the large commercial refrigerator. “That’s when I noticed the walk-in was unlocked. The key was on the hook as always. I didn’t think it was safe to leave the freezer unlocked with all these kids around, so I locked it and put the key back. At least I thought I did.”

She checked her pockets, inside the refrigerator, and on the floor. 

“Is this what you’re looking for?” Ally held up the missing key. “It was on the floor over here by the garbage can.”

Myra let out a relieved sigh. “Thank goodness. I thought I was losing my mind.” 

Just as she was about to unlock the freezer, Mrs. Harper stormed in. Her face was taut. “Stop! What exactly are you doing with that ice cream?”

I looked up in surprise. “We were just putting it up. Gwen offered it to the lodge so it wouldn’t go to waste.”

“She had no business doing that! I paid for that ice cream, and I’ll decide what happens to it.”

Wow. I had never seen anyone so possessive over dessert, unless you count me and pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving. Also, I would pretty much cut anyone who tried to take away my rocky road. “No problem. Where would you like me to put it?” I had a suggestion but bit my tongue.

“Put it in my car.”

“Are you sure? I have to take it out of this cooler and it might drip on your interior.”

“I said, put it in my car!”

“Yes, ma’am.” I almost saluted.

As Mrs. Harper stormed out of the kitchen, I motioned to Myra to follow her with the cooler. 

But Myra had a sneaky grin on her face. “Crazy woman.” She opened the cooler and pulled out two of the gallon containers. “People like that shouldn’t be allowed to have their cake and ice cream, too.” She unlocked the freezer and gasped. She took a step back and nearly tripped over the cooler.

“What is it?” I followed her eyes as she stared inside the freezer. 

There, slumped over in the corner and frozen stiff as a popsicle, was Mr. Squishy.
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“Well I’ll be,” Sheriff Tucker Grady said as he stared into the walk-in freezer. “That’s something you don’t see every day.”

Thank you, Captain Obvious. Way to earn that salary. “Can you get him out of here?” I didn’t want the police at the lodge any longer than necessary. A dead man on the property wasn’t exactly a booming endorsement for the business.

Grady stood with his arms crossed and chuckled. “Normally, I’d tell the boys at the funeral home to put him on ice, but this fella already is.” 

Myra had gone into the office to warn my mother about what was going on. My father was out on the lake with a group of fishermen.  

I shouldn’t have been surprised when my brother came in to get a look at the ghoulish scene, even though it meant having to see me. To be honest, I wouldn’t have been able to resist it either.

“What happened to the guy?” Tyler asked. “It’s one thing to stiff him for doing a bad job, but this is taking it too far.”

“Good one,” Sheriff Grady said before looking around to see who was doing the talking. When he realized it was Tyler, he narrowed his eyes and dropped his arms. “Oh, it’s you. I don’t suppose you had anything to do with this, did you?”

“Who, me?” Tyler waved him off. “I just came in to get a look at the joker who froze to death.”

“He’s a clown, not a joker,” I said without thinking. Those were the first words I’d spoken to my brother in ten years.

Tyler glanced at me as though I were a stranger and left.

“Don’t leave town, Tyler, until we get this all sorted out,” Grady grumbled.

It was getting cold next to the freezer, so I backed away. “What’s there to sort out? The guy was drunk, passed out in the freezer, and died.” Even as the words came out of my mouth, I realized how absurd they sounded. That’s when it first occurred to me that this could have been foul play.

“Maybe it happened that way, maybe it didn’t. We’ll have to see.” The sheriff told whoever was on the other end of the radio to get the crime scene team down here pronto. He looked around the kitchen. “Who’s in charge here? I’m going to need the names of everyone who has been in or around this building today.”

“Not it.” I held up my hands. “I was just here taking pictures.”

“But this is your place, right?”

“It’s my parents’ place.”

“Same thing. It’s all in the family.”

Before I could protest, Gwen swept in and handed Grady her business card. “Here’s where you can get in touch with me, Sheriff. I’ll be happy to provide you with any information you need. But now, my assistant and I are leaving. We have another party this evening, and we’ll be late if we don’t leave right now.”

Grady jammed the card in his pocket. “Hold on there, lady. I ain’t done questioning you.”

“Call my lawyer,” she said over her shoulder and flew out the door.

The normally in-charge sheriff seemed caught off guard. Maybe I should take a lesson from Gwen and be tougher in dealing with him. I turned to leave the kitchen.

“Where are you going, Ms. Fairmont?” he asked. “I’m not done with you yet.”

“Call my—” 

Oops. I didn’t have a lawyer. Not in Cascada anyway. I tried to sound forceful like Gwen, but it came out more whiny. “Okay, but do you mind getting him out of there? I’ve got a couple of gallons of ice cream melting here.”

“Ice cream?” Grady sneered at me. “Who eats ice cream in the winter?”


* * *

THE GREAT ROOM OF THE Waterfall Lodge was warm and inviting, even on this cold and unfortunate occasion. Anything not nailed down was covered in wood, leather, or fur. An old canoe hung from the high ceiling right next to the taxidermy deer and elk. A large-mouth bass caught back in the day by my dad’s uncle adorned the fireplace. I remember thinking as a child that the big fish might one day fall into the fire and we’d have to eat it. The stone fireplace provided heat for guests as they gathered around the large farmhouse table for breakfast.  

After assuring my mother I would handle things, Myra and I sat with the sheriff to answer his questions. 

“So, I’ve got the basics.” Grady pulled out his notepad. “The Harpers were throwing a kid’s birthday party and Gwen Palmer was in charge. The victim, Grover Ward, was hired as a clown. Various other people were there as guests or to help out. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure Gwen can provide you a list with all the names.”

He nodded. “And you say you were here taking pictures?”

“That’s right.” I got up and stoked the fire. The wood crackled like a Fourth of July sparkler.

“What about you?” He pointed his pen at Myra. “What’s your role in all this?”

“I’m the head housekeeper here at the lodge. My role is nothing.” Her voice quivered as she spoke.

“What do you mean? Were you a guest at the party? You’re a little old to attend a kid’s birthday party.”

Classic Grady. Should we file a police harassment suit now or wait for more gems to fly out of his mouth? “Today was Myra’s day off,” I explained. “But Gwen hired her to help with the cleanup. That’s why she was there.”

“I see. So, you didn’t come until the party was over.”

“No, not exactly. I was here the whole time helping Freddy.”

“Who’s Freddy?”

“My boyfriend.”

“And why did Freddy need your help?”

She twisted her hands nervously. “Because some of his hoofers get out of line if they don’t get enough attention.”

Grady scratched his head. “I thought you said this was a kid’s party. Why would he bring hookers?”

“I said hoofers. You know, horses.”

No wonder they say you should never talk to the authorities without an attorney. We were getting nowhere fast. I held out the fireplace poker. “Look, Freddy brought horses for the kids to ride on the trail. Myra helped him out. When the party was over, she and I went to put the leftover ice cream in the freezer, and that’s when we found Mr. Squishy—I mean, Grover, the clown.”

“So why was he in the freezer?”

“Beats me. He showed up drunk. Maybe he thought it was a closet and passed out.” I set the poker back in the stand.

Grady cocked his head at Myra. “Was it locked when you found him?”

I glanced at Myra, who looked as frozen as Grover. When she didn’t answer, I said, “Yes. Myra had locked the freezer earlier because of all the kids around. She didn’t want anyone to get hurt. That’s the kind of person she is. Kind and thoughtful.” 

What was I doing? Now I sounded like an accomplice trying to give her a character reference.

Grady stared Myra down. “Why would you lock the door with a guy inside?”

Myra jumped up. “I didn’t know he was in there! I didn’t look inside first.”

Grady thought for a long moment. “Did you have some kind of beef with this Squishy?”

“No! I never even met him before today.” Myra’s face reddened and tears welled in her eyes.

The front door of the lodge opened, and a deputy stuck his head inside. “Hey, chief, we found a liquor flask on the floor of the freezer. Might have been the clown’s.”

Grady turned to me. “Do you normally keep a flask in the walk-in freezer here at the lodge?” Sarcasm dripped from his question.

“Like I said, this is my parents’ resort, not mine. But no, I can’t imagine that flask was already in there.”

“Bag it for evidence,” he yelled to the officer and stood up. “That’s all the questions I have for now.” He glared at Myra. “You’re free to go, just don’t leave town. As for you, Ms. Fairmont, be sure to tell your brother I’ll be contacting him.”

I stood up and stamped my foot as I’d seen the birthday girl do a few hours earlier. “What does Tyler have to do with this?”

Grady adjusted his oversized Stetson. “With his record and a crime so close to home, I just want to make sure he didn’t have his finger in this pie.”

“Cake, not pie.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” 

He grumbled as he headed to the door. “This is the last thing I need now with this movie company in town. I’m already short-handed with having to send security up to the falls.”

“Too bad people couldn’t be more considerate of your schedule before they get themselves killed.” I flashed him a big, fake smile as he left. 

Just as the sheriff walked out, a woman walked in. She was clad in white fur, from her Russian-style hat to her stiletto boots. “Be careful with those bags,” she instructed the man following her with an armload of luggage. At first glance, the bags looked like Louis Vuitton. Then I noticed the logo was an L and W. Must have been a knockoff by his cousin, Louis Wuitton. 

The woman pulled off her fur gloves and pounded repeatedly on the bell on the front desk.

She was probably with those movie people. No one who regularly stayed in the mountains would dress like that. By the looks of her, this wasn’t exactly a top-rated film company.

Mother appeared and went into hostess mode. Hopefully, she had enough reservations booked to hold the lodge over for a while. An accident or a murder or whatever had happened on the premises could be really bad for business. I crossed my fingers that it would all get resolved quietly and without a lot of fanfare. 

My cell phone rang. It was a number I didn’t recognize. “Hello?”

“Hi, I’m a reporter with the Albuquerque Observer. I’m doing a story about the frozen clown and wanted to see if I could ask you a few questions...”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 4


[image: image]


Cricket, my new cat, greeted me when I got back home. She rubbed against my legs until I finally picked her up. We sat on the sofa while I told her about the clown. She seemed uninterested.

The ash-gray cat was a stray who adopted me the second day I moved into the house left to me by Gran. According to a local psychic, Cricket may occasionally be channeling the spirit of my dead grandmother. All I know is that she had a way of making me feel and think things that Gran would have wanted me to feel or think. And she nagged me the way Gran used to nag my grandfather.

In case you are wondering, Cricket doesn’t actually talk “people” to me, but she definitely lets me know what she’s thinking. If you have a pet, you probably understand. 

The day’s catastrophe had left me physically and emotionally exhausted. Why had I agreed to go to the movies with Nancy? Oh yeah. It was Saturday night, we were both single, and I was celebrating the first birthday party gig I’d gotten since I opened my new photography business. Yippee.

I took a quick shower to wash off the popcorn and sugar smell and got ready to go out. I had turned off the ringer of my phone after I hung up on the reporter, so I checked to see if Nancy or anyone I knew had called. It seemed safe to turn the ringer back on. Hopefully, the reporter had found something more newsworthy to cover.

Anyway, how could news of Squishy’s demise have spread so quickly? Someone must have posted something on social media. I did a quick search, and sure enough, there was a brief story about a clown who was found frozen to death at a child’s birthday party in Cascada. The article didn’t list any names nor did it mention the Waterfall Lodge. Relieved, I poured myself a half a glass of wine and sat back down with Cricket. I must have dozed off, because I nearly jumped out of my skin when Nancy rang the bell.

She looked gorgeous, as always, with her flowing chestnut hair and skinny jeans tucked into her boots. 

It didn’t seem fair. “Why isn’t spin class working as well for me as it is for you?”

“Maybe because I don’t cheat and turn down the resistance on the machine when you think nobody’s looking. You’re not fooling anyone, not even Sherry Grady.” 

“Who are you? The exercise police? I suppose that means you don’t want a glass of wine.”

Nancy crooked her eyebrows. “Are you kidding? That’s the whole reason I go to spin class in the first place. That and the pastries at Karol’s Kafé.”

“Don’t even mention sugar to me. After being around all that cotton candy, chocolate, cake, and ice cream today, I think I got a cavity.”

“Uh-oh. How much did you eat?”

“None, believe it or not. I was waiting until after the party to gorge myself. But by then I’d lost my appetite. Dead bodies will do that to you.”

Nancy sat across from me in a club chair and was immediately joined by Cricket. “What? I thought you were at a birthday party, not a funeral.”

I refilled my glass and gave her one. “Have you been under a rock all day? I thought the Cascada gossip chain would have gotten to you by now.”

“I was showing cabins to a couple in the upper canyon all afternoon. Spotty cell service.”

“Well, hold on to your hat, sista, because you’re never going to believe this.” As a natural-born storyteller, I proceeded to give her everything in detail, starting with the clown showing up drunk all the way to Sheriff Grady’s warning about my brother. 

Nancy hung on every juicy detail. “And when am I going to finally get to meet this brother of yours? I mean, I’ve seen him around town, but we’ve never met.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, although we did exchange a few unpleasantries. Anyway, what do you think of Squishy’s death?”

“It had to be murder, right?” Nancy swallowed down the last of her wine and held up her glass for more. “I mean, how do you accidently freeze to death? Even if he were locked in there inadvertently, you would think someone would have heard him banging on the door.”

“Not necessarily.” I poured the last of the bottle into her glass. “Between the loud music and the screaming kids, it was pretty noisy in there. The kitchen is off the main room.”

“Do you think the housekeeper, Myra, is going to be charged with accidental homicide or something?”

“No!” I slammed down my glass, spilling a few drops on the coffee table. “Of course not. Why would she?” 

“Because she was the one who locked him in there. You said she admitted it.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. “I can’t imagine she’d be charged with anything. We don’t even know for sure that he was in there when she locked the freezer.”

Nancy shook her head. “But look at it from Sheriff Grady’s viewpoint. The clown gropes her, she lures him into the freezer to teach him a lesson, locks the door, and the next thing you know, bam! Frozen Squishy.”

My stomach did a flip. Surely Nancy was wrong. But Sheriff Grady was known for being quick on the draw. He might want to put a cap on this case and move on. The easy thing would be to declare it an accident and call it a day. But based on his attitude at the lodge, I didn’t see that happening. 

“I’m determined to keep her out of this.” I chugged the last of my wine. “Now Sherry will have even more reason to torture me for making her husband actually do his job again. By the way, I ran into her last week at the market, and she so kindly suggested I get my upper lip waxed.”

“Once a nemesis, always a nemesis.” Nancy raised her glass in a mock toast.

“I’d like to wax something on her.”

She choked. “Gross!” 

“You know what I mean.”

By the time we’d finished discussing the clown and the party, we had missed the movie start time. Neither of us really cared, so we decided to head to Porky’s Pizza instead. Anyway, it was more fun talking than watching other people on the big screen fall in love and live happily ever after.

* * *
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PORKY, DESPITE HIS nickname, was a tall, thin man in his late fifties who had been a basketball star at Cascada High School back in the day. The walls of the pizza joint were covered in every Cascada souvenir imaginable, from sports pennants to postcards to photographs. A jukebox in the corner played only seventies music, despite customers’ requests to update it. 

The Doobie Brothers belted out “China Grove” as we sipped our beer and waited for our order. The place filled up fast with both tourists and locals. Every time the door opened, I looked up to see who was coming in.

Nancy obviously noticed. “He’s not on a date. I swear. He’s at home working.”

“What? Who are you talking about?”

“Cut the bull, Wendy. I know you’re watching for Jake.”

“Jake who?” Of course, she was right. I was watching for her brother, Jake. We’d gone out as a threesome several times, but he had yet to ask me out on a solo date. 

Nancy tapped her nails on the table to the beat of the music. “Look, you told him you weren’t interested in a relationship right now. He believed you. Jake’s not the aggressive type when it comes to girls. If you want me to, I can—”

“No. Don’t.” I held up my hand to stop her. My left hand, to be exact. I could almost imagine the two different engagement rings that had previously decorated my finger. David, the reason I moved back home, was already a distant memory. But Patrick, my first true love, still haunted me. I dropped my hand back into my lap, saying, “I’m not ready.”

Nancy tilted her head and offered a sympathetic smile. 

I knew what was coming next and braced myself.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?” She batted her thick dark lashes.

This is where I would normally have shaken my head and protested. I don’t know if it was the wine or the Doobie Brothers or the fact that Nancy felt more like the sister I’d never had than a friend, but I found myself wanting to open up to her. After all, I had talked to my brother for the first time that day, and I couldn’t get him off my mind. He and Mr. Squishy, that is.

“Okay. What do you know about my first fiancé, Patrick Murphy?”

Nancy’s eyes widened. She was probably shocked I was going to talk about him. “Just that you two met in college, got engaged, and that he died in a hunting accident a few weeks before your wedding.”

Good synopsis of the facts. At least the ones made public. It was the other information that was so painful. “There’s more. You see, my brother, Tyler, was basically a good kid who got mixed up with a bad crowd. I know it sounds like I’m making excuses, but it’s true. He got busted for drugs and spent time in a juvenile center in high school. He dropped out, but did manage to get his GED. Anyway, he kind of drifted after that, usually ending up back home whenever he’d run out of money.”

The waiter brought over a pepperoni pizza the size of a manhole cover and Nancy dug in.

“When Patrick and I got engaged, Tyler was back at home. We had been so close growing up and I wanted it to be that way again. Patrick asked him to be a groomsman in our wedding. Well, you can imagine how that went over.”

“Like a match in a fireworks stand?”

“You got it. I thought if Tyler would just get to know Patrick, he’d see what a great guy he was and lighten up. That’s when I suggested Patrick take Tyler and a friend on a hunting trip. Give them a chance to bond.”

Nancy stopped chewing. She must have realized what was coming next.

“Yep. That’s when the accident happened. All I know is that Tyler said he and his friend were asleep that Saturday morning, and when they got up and went outside, they found Patrick laying on the ground beside his truck with a hole in his chest. The coroner concluded that his rifle must have gone off when he took it out of the case.”

Nancy reached for my hand. “I’m so sorry. Such a tragic accident.” Her sympathetic eyes were moist.

“If it was an accident.”

She pulled her hand back. “What do you mean? You said the coroner—”

“I know, but there were problems with the story. Like, why didn’t the guys hear the shot? It was right outside the camper where they were sleeping. And why was Tyler’s friend already gone when the sheriff arrived? But the biggest problem was with Patrick and his gun. Everyone, and I mean everyone, said he was a safety nut around guns. He would never have put away a loaded rifle in his truck.”

“So, what do you think happened? You don’t think someone shot him, do you?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know what to think.” I took another slug of beer. “My brother shut down on me after that. It just felt like he was hiding something.”

Nancy began wiping crumbs off the table. “So that’s the reason you moved back here, isn’t it? To see if you could get answers from your brother.”

I nodded. “I need to put a nail in the coffin of that chapter of my life.” Poor choice of words.

Suddenly, neither of us was very hungry. The other customers joined in the chorus as Don McLean belted out, “Bye-bye Miss American pie.” The music and our fellow patrons were annoyingly upbeat. 

Nancy wiped her hands on a napkin. “One more question and then I’ll shut up about it.”

“Fire away.”

She leaned in so I could hear her over the crowd. “Who was the other guy who went hunting that day with Patrick and Tyler?”

I let out a long sigh. “Sherry Grady’s brother, Cameron.”
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My grandfather used to complain about Gran nagging him all the time. “Pick up your shoes. Put down the toilet seat. Take out the trash.” Now that she was possibly creeping around in the body of my cat, it seemed she had turned that attention to me. Of course, it could have just been my imagination.

But as I sat on the sofa Sunday morning relishing my second cup of coffee, Cricket jumped on the coffee table and plopped a giant dust bunny in front of me.

“I told you I’d vacuum later. You don’t have to bring the dirt to me. I’ll go to it.”

She stared at me with beady eyes, knowing it always made me feel guilty.

“Did something happen to you when you crossed over? Did you meld with someone’s Jewish grandmother?” 

She proceeded to lick her paw, which I had learned was cat-speak for “bite me.” Here I thought having the spirit of my grandmother in the form of a furry little creature would be a source of comfort and inspiration. Wrong. When she wasn’t shedding on my favorite sweaters, or shredding the newspaper, she was meowing at me to do the dishes. Yesterday, I opened the hall closet to find her sitting on the vacuum cleaner.

My goal for the day was to edit the candid shots I had taken at the party. Leslie Harper wanted a picture of her and Bridgette to put on the society page of the Cascada Gazette. Because Bridgette had refused to pose with her, I’d have to try to Photoshop them together.

I scanned through the pictures on my computer and stopped on the group shots I took right before we sang “Happy Birthday.” In the first frame, Leslie’s face was a haunting mixture of fear and sadness. I’d taken several more where she had managed a smile. It was a little surprising Leslie would allow herself to get so upset after being dissed by a five-year-old. 

I flashbacked to the scene of her yelling about the ice cream. That was just nuts. Perhaps being a wicked stepmother will do that to a person. I made a mental note not to fall in love with a man with kids.

That should be easy enough since the single-male population in Cascada was somewhere around eight, and that included the twin brothers who lived together and never left the house unless they were dressed alike. Now that Squishy was dead, it was down to seven.

Of course, one of those single men was Jake Faro. I still couldn’t believe his transformation since high school. I pictured his dark eyes and wavy hair. How was he still single? He was gorgeous in a scruffy dog sort of way, smart, strong, and kind. 

Nancy said he’d been busy with a cyber security case, but I wondered if he’d decided I wasn’t his type even though he’d had a secret crush on me all those years ago in high school. I sure hoped he hadn’t decided he was gay.

Before I could start listing all my flaws and reasons Jake wouldn’t like me, Gran’s old landline phone on my desk rang. As far as I knew, my parents were the only ones who had that number. 

Apparently not. It was that reporter again. 

“How did you get this number?” I asked.

“Internet. Don’t hang up. I think you should hear what I am planning to write for my newspaper.”

He got my attention. I guessed it couldn’t hurt to listen. “Okay. Go ahead.”

“‘The Cascada County Sheriff’s Department is investigating the alleged murder of Grover Ward, a clown-for-hire who goes by the stage name of Mr. Squishy, who was found frozen to death inside a walk-in freezer on Saturday at the Waterfall Lodge. According to Sheriff Tucker Grady, a housekeeper at the lodge has confessed to the crime but has yet to be indicted.’”

“Wait, what? That’s not true!” I must have scared Cricket because she jumped off my desk.

“Which part?”

“The part about the housekeeper. She never confessed to a crime because she didn’t commit a crime.”

The sound of paper rustling came through the phone. “I’ve got it right here in my notes from the sheriff. If you could just give me her name, I could get a statement from her directly.”

“I’ll do no such thing!” I started to hang up.

“Ms. Fairmont, your parents, Boyd and Sunny Fairmont, own the Waterfall Lodge, I believe. They employ the housekeeper. Is there a connection between the lodge and Mr. Ward? Is he a regular employee there?”

“No. That was the first time he’d ever been there.”

“Can I quote you on that?”

“No! Yes. I mean it’s true, but leave my name out of it. I’ve got to go.”

I hung up the phone and looked at Cricket. She looked as worried as I felt. I couldn’t let Grady railroad Myra into taking the fall for this.

“Vacuuming will have to wait, Cricket. I’ve got another murder to solve.”

I could have sworn she smiled.


* * *

GROWING UP AT THE LODGE had made for an interesting childhood. There were always people around and plenty to do. One of my favorite pastimes was following a teenaged Myra around to help change beds and sift through whatever treasures the guests had left behind. Usually it was shampoo and booze, in case you’re wondering. Maybe that’s why I hate cleaning my own house so much. I’d done a lifetime’s worth with Myra by the time I was fifteen.

The lodge life taught me to be friendly to strangers and not to get too attached to friends. My brother and I would play with all the kids who came to stay, only to have to say goodbye after a few days or a week. Of course, there were the regulars who’d return year after year. I still kept in touch with some of those friends, mostly through Facebook.

The lodge didn’t have a diner, but my mother always cooked a big breakfast for the guests, sometimes serving it in shifts depending on how booked we were. We’d all sit around the big country table while the men swapped stories about fishing and hunting and the women shared recipes and crafting tips. Kind of sexist sounding, but that’s how it was. I missed those big breakfasts. 

I knew my mother would be in the lodge’s main kitchen when I got there, and that’s just where I found her. She was elbow deep in dirty dishes.

“Wendy! I’m glad you’re here. I’ve been going crazy about this whole mess with that Mr. Sticky.”

“Mr. Squishy.”

My parents had been hippies in the seventies, and my mother still looked the part. She wore her salt-and-pepper gray hair in a long, braided ponytail. She still wore bell-bottoms, and in the summer, she liked to go barefoot. 

“Did you know that a reporter has been calling here?” She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and a clump of suds stuck to her hair. “I haven’t told him anything, of course, but he says he’s coming to town tomorrow to interview some people. He’s coming to the lodge. I was thinking it might be good publicity.”

“Good publicity? No, Mom, it won’t be. People don’t want to stay at a place where a mysterious death has occurred.” I picked up a dishtowel and began drying plates.

“Oh now, I’m sure you’re wrong. Tourists flock to Lincoln County to see where Jesse James shot all those people, and I know that ghost tour they put on for the Fall Festival in town square brings in lots of money.”

Geez. I could see the advertisement now. Come to Waterfall Lodge and sleep in the freezer where renowned entertainer Mr. Squishy took his last drunken breath. “Have you talked to Dad about this?”

“Oh, you know how he is. He said to just give it a week and it’ll all blow over.”

I had thought the same thing myself. Like father, like daughter. I had a feeling we’d both end up with egg on our faces. Speaking of eggs, “I can’t believe you still haven’t put a dishwasher in here.”

“Whatever for? It’s not like I could do them all in one load anyway. On the weekdays, Myra is here to help. Speaking of Myra, I’m worried about her.”

“Me, too.” At least my mother had gotten off the crazy train long enough to realize this investigation could have serious consequences.

She handed me another plate. “You don’t think she’s actually going to run off and marry that cowboy and leave me here alone, do you? I can’t imagine trying to find another housekeeper after all these years.”

Or not. Seems like she bought an all-day pass on that train. “Is that what you’re worried about? What about the fact that the sheriff thinks she might have murdered that man?”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, dear. You were always so dramatic. Myra wouldn’t harm a fly, much less kill a clown. That’s exactly what I told the sheriff.”

“You talked to the sheriff? What did you tell him?”

“The truth. Nothing but the truth. Like I always tell you kids, the truth shall set you free.” She picked up a handful of suds and blew them at me.

I wiped the little cloud off my shoulder. “Great, but what exactly did you tell him?”

“Just what Myra told me. That she had no cause to bother that mean Mr. Scratchy. That her boyfriend had stuck up for her and gave him a good smacking around.”

My heart sank. “Oh, Mom, you didn’t.”

“Of course I did. I didn’t want the sheriff to think her boyfriend was the kind of man who’d let his gal get molested and stand around just watching. I thought you were a women’s libber.”

“I am, but—” 

There was no use trying to reason with her. I changed tactics. “Where’s Dad?”

“He and Tyler are out on the lake trying to pull up an old tree stump near the bridge.”

“Well, tell him I’ll call him later.” I threw the dishtowel onto the counter and turned to leave.

“Okay, dear. But one more thing before you go. What do you think I should wear for my interview with the reporter? A skirt or pants?”

How about a muzzle.
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Although I had known Myra for a gazillion and a half years, I had only been to her house a handful of times and never unannounced. I pulled up in front of her A-frame cabin, hoping she didn’t have company. And by company, I meant Freddy Callahan. She was obviously home because there was smoke coming out of the chimney.

I knocked and immediately heard a dog barking on the other side of the door. It could have been one of those alarms that sounded like a deep-throated, ferocious junkyard dog. I wasn’t sure, so I braced myself. 

Myra yelled for someone named Brutus to get back. Let’s hope she had a leash on this monster. When the door opened, I was shocked to see a pudgy basset hound with droopy brown eyes and long ears that dusted the floor. The stocky beast couldn’t have jumped on me if he’d tried.

“Wendy, get in here.” Myra grabbed my arm and yanked me inside. “Were you followed?”

“What do you mean? Who would be following me?”

“That reporter, that’s who.” 

Brutus licked snow off my boots then set about sniffing the leg of my jeans. He may have mistaken me for a cat. “Are you talking about the reporter from Albuquerque? Has he been here?”

“Not yet, but I know he will be soon. Your mother said he was coming to the lodge and knows the housekeeper killed the clown. I’m the housekeeper!” Myra paced the floor like an expectant father.

Clearly, my mother had not done anything to alleviate poor Myra’s fears. “Let’s go to the kitchen, and you can make us some coffee. Do you have anything to eat? I’m starving.” Sure, I could have offered to fix us something, but Myra was used to taking care of me. I didn’t want to deprive her of the satisfaction.

She poured us each a cup of coffee and went about making sandwiches. 

I sat on a barstool and spotted a bottle of Kahlúa. “Maybe this will help calm your nerves.” I added a dash to her cup. I wanted to prepare her for the worst, but I wasn’t anxious to get started. Besides, she was cutting tomatoes for the roast beef sandwiches with a very sharp knife. I didn’t want her to have an accident.

I grabbed a slice of cheese. “I really liked Freddy. Where did you two meet?”

“How can you talk about Freddy at a time like this? I’m going to be arrested for murder!” She waved the knife in my general direction.

“Now calm down. First of all, it wouldn’t be murder if it was an accident.” I swallowed hard. “It was an accident, right?”

“Of course it was an accident! I didn’t have any reason to kill that clown. I didn’t even know him.”

“I know, but he did assault you.” I wanted to reach across the bar for a tomato slice but didn’t dare.

“Assault me? I’ve had more pinches on this thing than a fat baby with dimples.” She lifted her sweater and flashed me her backside.

Too much info. “Well, Freddy didn’t take it too kindly. The way he knocked down Mr. Squishy, you’d think—”

Myra dropped the knife. “You don’t think Freddy killed him, do you? Freddy would never hurt anyone. He’s kind and gentle and sweet.”

Newsflash. Twenty-four hours ago, he was sitting on top of the victim about to pound in his rubber nose. “I’m sure you’re right, but it’s not what I think that matters. It’s what Sheriff Grady thinks.”

“Sheriff Grady can kiss my—”

“Myra, why don’t you chug some more coffee.”

We ate our sandwiches, and then sat on the sofa by the fire. Brutus laid his big snout on my foot and fell asleep. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do.” Myra hugged a pillow. “What if Freddy dumps me? Everything was going so well until that clown showed up.”

“Don’t worry. I’m going to help you. After all, this isn’t my first murder investigation.” I was turning into a regular Nancy Drew. “We need to establish your alibi. When you locked the freezer, was it before or after the confrontation with Squishy?”

“After.”

“Did you see the clown when you walked through the party room to the kitchen to get Freddy a soda?”

“I don’t remember. I really wasn’t paying attention.” She chewed on a fingernail.

No help there. “Was there anyone else in the kitchen who saw you lock the freezer?”

“No, the kitchen was empty.” 

The more questions I asked, the thinner her alibi became. It had more holes in it than the Swiss cheese in my sandwich. “Did you see Freddy go into the kitchen?”

Myra shot me a look. “Why do you keep asking about Freddy?”

It seemed obvious to me, but then, he wasn’t my boyfriend. “Generally, when someone is killed, the person who does the killing has a reason, a motive. From what I can tell, you and Freddy were the only two there with a motive, slim as it is. I just want to make sure there isn’t any other evidence I’m overlooking that the sheriff may stumble upon.”

“There’s not.” She got up and took a swig right out of the liqueur bottle. “I guess I just accidently killed a guy.”

Watching her drink reminded me of the evidence found in the freezer. “Do you know anything about that flask the deputy found?”

“No.” She slammed down the bottle. “It wasn’t mine or Freddy’s. That’s all I know.”

I offered up a theory. “If you ask me, it’s highly likely that the clown was in the kitchen drinking when someone came in, so he ducked into the freezer to hide. You came along and locked it without knowing he was there. The music was so loud that nobody heard him calling to get out until it was too late.”

Myra’s eyes lit up. “If that’s what happened, then they can’t throw me in jail, can they? It wasn’t my fault!”

“Of course not. We just have to make sure Sheriff Grady sees it that way. I’ll go talk to him first thing in the morning to tell him my theory. I wouldn’t be surprised if the case is closed by lunchtime.” I was pushing it, but I hated seeing her so upset.

Myra threw her arms around my neck. “Oh, thank you. I knew you’d come through.”

As I left her house, I knew there was a snowball’s chance of Grady taking my word for it. I needed more proof. The only person who could back up Myra’s alibi was Freddy. 

Unless, that is, Freddy was the killer.

* * *
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MY GPS LED ME TO THE highway leading toward Roswell. I didn’t call in advance, hoping to catch Freddy off guard. If his story matched Myra’s, it might help her case.

A neatly lettered wooden sign stood by the gate leading to Callahan Stables. I took the dirt road that led up to the house, where I saw the same truck and horse trailer I’d seen the day before at the lodge. The sun was out, but it was still cold as ice. I pulled on gloves and covered my head with my hood. 

“Freddy?” I called out, avoiding a pile of manure as I headed into the large metal building. 

“I’m over here.” He walked out of one of the stalls, carrying a pitchfork and a shovel. For a moment, standing in the shadows, he reminded me of the Grim Reaper.

From what I could tell, Callahan Stables was home to about a dozen horses. Most of them stared at me as I walked through the center aisle between the stalls.

“Are all these horses yours?” I reached up to scratch a beautiful quarter horse with a braided mane.

“Not all of them. Some are boarded by their owners. That one is a barrel racer.” He leaned the shovel against a pole. “Is there any special reason you’re here, Miss Wendy? I don’t suppose you want a riding lesson on a day like this.”

I flashed my warmest smile, which was difficult considering the temperature outside. Having recently moved back from Texas, I still hadn’t gotten used to the cold. “No, I’m here about Myra.”

“Great girl. Not a killer. What else do you want to know?” 

Man of few words. “How did you two meet?”

“Why? Do I need your blessing to go out with her?” He pulled a knife from his pocket and began scraping mud off his boots. 

Was that supposed to intimidate me? I moved closer and stopped next to a dapple gray Welsh pony. “No, but Myra is awfully fond of you. I just want to know you’ll treat her right.”

“Well, we met at bingo. My mother’s regular Friday night partner had thrown her back out, and Mother asked me to take her. She basically lives for bingo, so I took her. About an hour in, we were playing a game of four corners when this good-looking gal jumps up and yells ‘bingo’ like her house was on fire. Then she breaks into a happy dance like nothing I’d ever seen before. That’s when I knew I had to meet her. That was about three months ago.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Ah, that’s such a sweet story.” 

“Yup.” He picked up a pile of manure with the shovel and tossed it into a wheelbarrow.

I felt like giving him a hug but was afraid the poop smell might end up on my new jacket. “Well, on a more serious note, I have a few questions about yesterday.” I followed Freddy around as he proceeded to pitch hay and fill water buckets for the horses. “Has Sheriff Grady contacted you yet?”

“Nope.”

“Are you going to tell him that Myra was with you the whole time y’all were at the lodge?”

“Yup.”

I lowered my voice and leaned in. “Was she actually with you the whole time?”

“Yup.”

I straightened up. “That’s not what she said.”

Freddy stopped and looked down at me from his tall frame. “What did she tell you?”

“Just that she went inside to get you a soda and that’s when she locked the freezer.”

“Oh, that.” He rammed the pitchfork into a mound of hay. “Except for then, we were together the whole time.”

“But you did disappear for a few minutes.” It was a lie. An out-and-out lie. I wanted to bluff him to see if he’d stick to his story.

“Yeah, but that was nothing.” He saw my expression. “What do you think? That I went inside and threw Grover in the freezer? That’s crazy.” He stabbed another forkful of hay.

It occurred to me that I was challenging the story of a man holding a lethal weapon. Maybe I hadn’t thought this through. The truth is that I hadn’t anticipated that he’d take the bait. I decided to back off and give him a chance to explain. “So where did you run off to?”

He continued working and ignored the question.

I filled in the silence. “Obviously, you had no reason to harm Grover. You two were friends, right?”

“I wouldn’t call us friends, exactly. Besides, he knew I could whoop him anytime I pleased. I’d done it plenty of times before.”

So much for the gentle giant persona. “If you knew he was trouble, why did you recommend him to Gwen Palmer to replace the other clown?”

“He needed the money. I was trying to give him a leg up.”

Help him up then knock him down. Did I dare ask Freddy to explain his disappearance again? Might as well. It might be something that could back up Myra’s alibi. “So where did you run off to when you left Myra alone?”

His face reddened and his eyes narrowed. “I had to take care of some business, that’s all. I wasn’t gone but a few minutes. I thought you were trying to help Myra and me. You sound more like a cop.” He took a step forward.

It was time to skedaddle. I didn’t want to rile Jethro Clampett any more than I had already. “Don’t worry. I can promise you that Myra is my number one concern.” I didn’t like the way he was holding that pitchfork.

Just then, I felt someone tugging me backward by the hood of my jacket. I let out a slasher-movie scream and covered my face with both hands. “Don’t hurt me!”

Freddy laughed. “Let her go, Millie. She’s company.”

I spun around to see the giant yellow teeth of an old bay mule. My face burned with embarrassment. 

Freddy laughed so hard he had to hold his side.

Apparently, Millie wasn’t the only jackass in the stable that day.
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Every time I unlocked the front door of my new building, I had to pinch myself to know I wasn’t dreaming. After so many years of wishing, I’d finally managed to open my own photography studio. The Foto Factory sat proudly at the far end of town square. Yeah, it was actually a rectangle.

The temperature that clear Monday morning was colder inside than outside, so I went straight to the thermostat and cranked up the heat. I waited for the sound of two bumps and a thud to know for sure it had come on. It was an old unit and the building inspector said I should start saving up now to replace it.

I lugged in my equipment along with the boxes of photo props I had taken to the party. Although I had experienced a steady stream of business after I first opened, things had died down to a trickle. I was using this time to work on advertising as well as some of the fine art prints I had taken over the years. Being a Monday, my only appointment was at noon to take passport pictures of the Randalls. They were planning a fortieth anniversary trip to sunny Cancun. I wished I were going with them.

“Yoohoo. Is this where I can find photographer and amateur detective, Wendy Fairmont?” 

It was Nancy. She often walked over from her real estate office around the corner. 

“Yes, it is. Which service could I be helping you with today, ma’am?”

“Ugh. Don’t call me ‘ma’am.’ Makes me sound old.”

“Pa-lease. I’ve got you by four years, remember? What are you doing here? Did you bring pastries?”

“Duh. It’s not polite to go a’calling without bringing your neighbor some food.”

“Your mama raised you right.” I took the bag from her and sat down at the table in the kitchenette. “Speaking of your mama, how is the honorable senator of the great state of New Mexico?”

“Haven’t you heard? She’s on a mission to require food trucks to provide handicapped parking.”

“What? That doesn’t even make sense. The whole point of food trucks is that they can go anywhere.”

“You and I know that. She’s just catering to the restaurant lobbyists.”

I chuckled. “Catering. Huh. You made a pun.”

She rolled her eyes. “So how’s the investigation going? Caught the bad guy yet?” She bit into a bear claw the size of a bear’s claw.

“Not yet. I’m sure Myra is innocent, of course, but I’m not so sure about her boyfriend, Freddy. Seems he did a short disappearing act at the circus. Anyway, I plan to talk to Grady this morning to find out what he’s thinking. Hopefully, I can get him to see that it was probably an accident, at least as far as Myra is concerned.”

“Good luck with that. Now that I know about your brother and the hunting incident with Cameron Spitzer, I’m not so sure the sheriff and his missus don’t have a vendetta against you and anyone you’re associated with.”

“Like you? You’re associated with me now.”

“I was meaning to talk to you about that.” Nancy licked icing off the tips of her fingers. “I think we should break up.” 

“Sorry. No can do. I’m afraid you’re stuck being my best friend for life.”

“Oh well. At least I tried.”

“By the way, keep your eyes peeled for a reporter from the Albuquerque Observer. He told my mother he was coming to town today to investigate the story.”

Nancy laughed. “I can see the headline now, ‘The Party’s Over for Frozen Clown.’”

“Nice.” I washed down the end of my blueberry muffin with some coffee.

“Hello?” 

A male voice rang out from the reception area. I got up to see who it was. Hopefully, it was a walk-in customer. I was shocked to see my brother. “Tyler. What are you doing here?”

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his denim jacket. “Thanks for the friendly welcome.”

“I didn’t mean—”

Nancy walked out of the kitchen and stopped when she saw us.

For a moment, I said nothing. Then, regaining my senses, I said, “Nancy Faro, this is my brother, Tyler. Tyler, Nancy.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said and smiled.

Tyler dipped his head.

Nancy must have sensed the tension. “Well, I better be getting to work. Lots of property to unload, you know.” 

I waved as she headed out the door.

Tyler looked around. “Can’t believe this is the old skating rink. Glad you kept the wood floors.”

“What do you want, Tyler?” I didn’t mean to sound so harsh, but I was clearly taken off guard. I hoped he wasn’t going to ask for money. Everything I had was tied up in this place.

He shuffled his feet. “I need your help.”

“What kind of help? Money?”

“No.”

You could have knocked me over with a feather. Okay, it’d have to be a really big feather since I’d been packing on the pounds from eating pastries from Karol’s Kafé. Darn that Karol. “Let’s sit down and talk.” I led him to my office.

Tyler was two years older and with sandy-brown hair he wore just a little too long. He had our mother’s dark eyes and complexion. Back in high school, the girls thought he was dreamy. That was, of course, on the rare occasion he’d show up to class. For the first time it occurred to me how similar he looked to Jake. Oh geez. I hoped I didn’t have one of those complexes like Oedipus or Electra or any of those other Greeks.

“It’s about the sheriff.” He shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “I’m afraid he’s going to come after me for that clown’s murder.”

“First of all, it was an accident, not murder.” I swiveled in my desk chair like a boss. Something about a swivel chair always seemed to project authority.

He responded to my power play by crossing his legs. “Oh, so you know that for a fact.”

“Not for a fact, but I’m pretty sure.” I crossed my arms.

He stuck out his chin. “I’m not banking on ‘pretty sure.’ You don’t know what it’s been like for me since he was elected sheriff. Anytime a cat disappears or a streetlight burns out, Grady is after me and my friends.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“I know what you’re thinking. I haven’t done any of that petty stuff in years.”

“What about Cameron Spitzer? Do you two still hang out?”

“I thought you knew. He’s serving time for selling drugs.”

“When did that happen?”

“Last year when he was hanging out in Taos. Grady tried like heck to get them to drop the charges, but with his record, the judge refused.”

That explained Sherry’s continued resentment toward me. Her brother was in jail and mine wasn’t. Maybe that’s also why she had worked so hard to get her husband elected sheriff. They were probably thinking he could use his position to keep her brother in line or at least out of jail. 

Tyler leaned forward in his chair. “So, are you going to help me or not?”

I leaned in too. “What do you want me to do?”

“Since you helped solve that last case, Grady seems to like you. You could put in a good word for me. Tell him I was nowhere near that clown.”

“Were you?”

“No. I had just gone out to see the horses when that little girl started crying about having to get down. That’s all.”

“Where’d you get that kitten?”

“From the kitten factory. Why are you always questioning everything I do?” He shook his head. “There’s a family of strays living on the dock.”

I leaned back and puffed out a sigh. “I’m sorry. It’s a habit. I’ll talk to Grady and let you know what he says.”

“Thanks.” He stood up to leave.

“Just one more thing. When are you going to tell me the truth about what happened when Patrick died?”

He stared back at me and opened his mouth as though he were about to say something, then he turned and left.

Typical Tyler.
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The Cascada County Sheriff’s Office sat a block off the town square next to the post office. Their jurisdiction included four small towns, although the deputies spent most of their time in Cascada, and most of that was spent at the various diners in town from what I’d observed. But today, Grady had his hands full.

Since the sun was out, I decided to walk down to the sheriff’s office. I had missed spin class the past two weeks and needed the exercise. There was a small crowd gathered on the far side of the library, including the sheriff and several deputies. 

“That’s something you don’t see every day,” I said to Grady, who was leaning against his department SUV. 

Apparently, someone thought it would be funny to put Polly’s bright red Mini Cooper at the top of the library steps. She owned Polly’s Posies, the new flower shop.

“Kids,” Grady grumbled. “When I find out who did this...”

Tourists and townspeople alike stood around laughing and taking pictures. 

Chuckling, I pulled out my cell phone to do the same. “You’ve got to admit, it’s pretty funny, right?” 

He cut his eyes to me. “Not one bit.”

Not the best way to ingratiate myself to him. “How are you going to get it down?”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out.” He rolled his eyes at the onlookers. “Don’t they know this is vandalism of public property?”

“Disgraceful.” I jammed my phone back in my pocket. “By the way, did you get the coroner’s report on the cause of the clown’s death?”

“Seems pretty obvious, doesn’t it? The guy froze to death.” He kept his eyes on the car and the onlookers.

“You know what I mean. Any specifics?”

“His low body weight and dehydration contributed to the speed at which his body shut down. The fact that his blood alcohol level was through the roof didn’t help either.”

“So that explains why it happened so fast. I have a theory about the clown’s death.”

He glanced back at me. “I’m sure you do. Let’s hear it.”

“Your officers found a flask in the freezer, right? Well, what if Grover went to the kitchen to take a drink and heard someone coming. He could have jumped into the freezer to hide. Maybe that’s when Myra came in and locked the door, not realizing he was inside. The music from the party was so loud nobody heard him calling to get out, if he did call, that is.”

Grady crossed his arms. “Maybe. But I’ve got a theory of my own. Someone lured him into the freezer using the flask as bait, knocked him out, and left him there to freeze to death. There’s a chance he was unconscious and never woke up.”

His theory was as credible as mine. But that didn’t mean I liked it. “How do you know the flask wasn’t Grover’s?”

“For one, it was filled with scotch. The good stuff. I can’t see that guy having expensive whiskey of his own.”

I started to ask how he identified the alcohol that was inside but let it go. “I guess you checked it for prints.”

He darted his eyes uncomfortably. “Couldn’t. The outside was contaminated.”

I wonder how that happened. Duh. Maybe when you were sampling it?

“Besides,” he added, “the flask belonged to a woman.”

“Why do you assume it was a woman’s? Is it because Myra confessed to locking the door?”

“Nope. It’s because of the flask itself.”

“What about it? Plenty of guys carry flasks.”

“This was a girl’s.”

“How do you know? Was there a name on it?”

“No, I just know.”

I pressed him for an answer. “How?” I put my hands on my hips as the feminazi in me came out. 

“It was silver.”

“A man could have a silver—”

He kicked at the mud on the edge of the grass. “It had red rhinestones in the shape of a heart on it, that’s how I know!”

Oops. He was probably right. But that might have been important information for a cop to keep under wraps. Still, it wasn’t proof that a woman was the bad guy. “Squishy didn’t strike me as the most upright citizen I’d ever seen. Maybe he stole it.”

“I considered that, especially after I saw the guy’s rap sheet. He’d been picked up for everything from writing hot checks to robbery to forgery. But I think he got that flask from one of those ladies at the party, and she may know something. I intend to find out who that flask belongs to. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.”

Obviously, I wasn’t going to change his mind. Who knows? Maybe he was right. As long as he was chasing down the flask owner, I had time to do my own investigation. My ears began to feel numb, but I had one last question for Grady. “By the way, you don’t really think my brother had anything to do with this, do you?”

He squared off at me. “You mean the car prank or the clown case?”

“Either.”

“Look, you seem like a nice person, Wendy. Although, if you tell Sherry I said that, I’ll deny it and call you a liar. But your brother is trouble.”

“He’s trying to straighten himself out. You need to give him a chance.”

He pulled a toothpick out of his pocket and stuck it in his mouth. “It’s hard, you know, because of Sherry’s brother, Cameron.”

“I know, but everyone deserves a second chance.”

“Or third or fourth or—”

“I get it. Just keep an open mind. People can change.”

He nodded and turned back toward the library.

I pointed to the stranded car. “Why don’t you get some of the athletes at the high school to come over and carry the car back to the street? They’re probably the ones who put it up there in the first place.”

“Not a bad idea.” He twirled the toothpick with his tongue. “I had thought about that myself.”

Sure you had. “One more thing. What makes you think someone knocked the clown unconscious?”  

“Because he had a giant goose egg on the back of his head.”

Yikes. That was probably from when Freddy knocked him down in the parking lot. Obviously, nobody had told Grady about the fight between Freddy and Grover. Should I tell him? It wouldn’t help Myra any. But what if Freddy was guilty?

For now, I decided to keep my mouth shut. Just as I turned to go back to my shop, a man with a professional camera walked up next to me, snapping pictures of the car and the library.

“Never a dull moment in this town. Murder, vandalism...what’s next? A sex scandal?” Before I could answer, he said, “By the way, I’m from the Albuquerque Observer. Do you know where I can find Wendy Fairmont?”
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To look at us, you wouldn’t think Karol Maloney and I had much in common. She could pass for an aging Playboy Playmate; I was the girl next door. She was loud and would get up in your face; I was quiet and would talk about you behind your back. But we had formed a bond over the past few months and had become unlikely friends. It seemed neither of us could stand Sheriff Grady’s wife, Sherry.

So when I needed to hide out from the out-of-town reporter, I ducked into Karol’s Kafé, hoping to find refuge and possibly a cinnamon twist. I sat on a stool at the counter where I could keep my back to the door and my eye out the window.

“Hey, sweetie, can I get you some coffee?” Karol asked, holding the steaming pot. “You look colder than Jack Frost’s—”

“Shhh. I’m hiding. There’s a reporter from Albuquerque looking for me. If he comes in here, pretend I’m not me.”

“Is he good-looking? If so, I’ll pretend to be you.” She grinned and filled a mug. “Is it about that dead clown? That was cold. Poor stiff. Guess the party’s over for him.”

I scrunched my face. “What are you, a pun machine?”

She let out a boisterous laugh. “No, those are the jokes that have been flying around here all morning.”

“Well, it’s not that funny to me. Especially since the sheriff has his sights set on Myra to take the fall.”

“Myra Mendoza? Sure she has a temper, but she’d never kill anybody. Would she?”

“Of course not!” I apparently yelled louder than I’d expected because Karol shushed me.

She leaned in to whisper. “Don’t make a scene. I’m hoping for a big tip from those rich fuddy-duddies over there. That one woman’s purse cost more than my first car.”

I turned around and saw Leslie Harper and another woman. I whispered back to Karol, “Don’t you know who that is?” 

She shook her head, causing her chest to jiggle.

“That’s Leslie Harper.”

Karol’s eyes widened. “Is she married to Preston Harper of the Harper Financial Corporation?”

“That’s her.”

“That was their kid’s party, right? I never expected him to be married to someone like her. He’s so yummy and she’s so...classy. Seems like she’s got a stick up her butt. I better go check on them.”

The hot coffee was doing its magic, and I was finally warm enough to take off my jacket. 

A voice called from another table. “Wendy Fairmont? Is that you?”

I turned to see Leslie waving at me. So much for hiding. I walked over to the table to say hello. 

Leslie motioned to the other woman. “Wendy, you remember Susan Martinelli from the party.”

Although I vaguely remembered her face, there were lots of women at the party. “Sure, hi.” 

“Won’t you join us? We’re just waiting for that ridiculous mess across the street to be resolved before we go in for our Friends of the Library board meeting.” Leslie turned up her nose. “I’m sorry about this disgusting table. I asked that waitress to wipe off this sticky gunk and bring us clean flatware.” She held up a spoon. “Who knows if this has even been washed.”

I ignored the snobby comment. “Actually, that’s the owner, Karol. She’s a friend of mine.”

Leslie seemed less than impressed. “Hmm. Whatever. Do you have those party pictures ready for me?”

“Not quite. I still have some more editing to do.” It had only been a day and a half since the party. Did she think she was my only client? Okay, maybe she was, but still, I was an artist, not a drugstore Fotomat operator.

Karol returned with a rag and wiped down the table. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends, Wendy?”

“Karol, this is Leslie Harper and Susan Martinelli.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Karol leaned over the table, grabbed Leslie’s hand, and shook it vigorously. Karol’s size triple-Ds nearly knocked over a water glass. 

Leslie’s face defied the obvious Botox injections and wrinkled up like top-grain leather. She’d probably have to schedule a full body wrap at the spa after this pedestrian encounter.

It was all I could do not to giggle.

Karol released Leslie’s hand and straightened up. “I know your husband, of course, but I believe this is the first time I’ve seen you in here.”

“Preston comes in here?” Leslie held her head so high I could see up her nose.

“Oh sure, all the time.” Karol gave her a wide smile.

There went what little tip she had coming.

Wendy to the rescue. “Could you get us some more coffee, Karol? And how about some of your low-fat, sugar-free fruit puffs.” I gave her a wink.

Luckily, she caught my drift. The only thing low-fat and sugar-free in here was the water.

Karol quickly returned with a plate of ooey-gooey goodies. “Enjoy!”

Both women dug in like bears on fish. 

Susan moaned with delight. “These are delicious. I might have to get some to take home.”

Leslie shook her head. “Not me. I just threw out the leftover cake and ice cream from that dreadful party.”

Susan lit up like a light bulb. “Ooh. I wish you had called me. That cake was fabulous! Most of the cakes at these children’s parties taste like cardboard. But yours was divine.”

“I suppose that’s why Preston insisted I use Gwen Palmer to plan the party instead of Prissy’s Party Place, even though they specialize in children’s events. He just raved about her. But, you can be sure that’s the last time she plans any event I’m associated with. Can you believe she ruined the whole affair by letting a man die there? Poor little Bridgette will probably be scarred for life. I have half a mind to sue her for emotional damage.”

Was that the same little Bridgette she had called a spoiled brat just two days ago? And how did the clown’s death ruin the party when all the guests had already left when he was discovered? Rich people...

“Look over there,” Susan said, wiping lemon cream from her mouth, “a bunch of boys are moving the car.”

“Finally.” Leslie reched for her designer handbag. “Let’s get out of here.” She didn’t wait for the check, but instead threw a wad of bills onto the table. She glanced at me. “You’ll call me as soon as those pictures are ready.” It was a command, not a question.

They both stood to leave.

I remembered something. “Before you go, I was wondering if either of you accidently left something behind at the party.”

“Like what?” Leslie asked.

“A silver bottle. You know, like a flask?”

Leslie’s face turned a ghostly shade of white. I wasn’t sure if I saw guilt or indignation. 

“No, of course not.” She hurried out the door. 

Susan grabbed a napkin to wrap up the last puff then frowned at me. “I can’t believe you asked that,” she scolded. “Everyone knows Leslie has a drinking problem.”
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It was a short walk from their candle shop on the square to the Foto Factory, so the Randalls were actually a few minutes early to get their passport pictures taken. I was hoping to upsell them by offering to take a few portraits of them as a couple. It was their fortieth anniversary after all and what better way to remember it than with pictures.

“We’ve never been overseas.” Charlotte Randall brushed her hair and reapplied lipstick. “This trip will be so exciting.”

I handed her a tissue to blot her lips. “Overseas? I thought you were going to Mexico.” 

“We are.”

I decided not to tell her that the trip to the Gulf of Mexico wasn’t exactly considered overseas unless you started from Europe or Asia or Australia. I did, however, have to tell Dave Randall he couldn’t wear a cowboy hat in his passport picture. After the obligatory headshots, I spent forty-five minutes shooting various poses and backgrounds of the couple. Charlotte even let him wear his hat in some of them.

“I can’t wait to see those,” Charlotte said. “When will you have them ready?”

“You can pick up the passport pictures tomorrow. I’ll need a few more days for the others.”

Dave pulled on his jacket and zipped up the front. “Don’t forget now, you said you would give us the friends and family discount.”

“Oh, don’t you worry. I’ll take care of you.” Little did they know that the “discount” price was what I charged everyone. It’s all about marketing.

As they headed out the door, I saw a car pull up in front with Albuquerque Observer splashed across the side. I knew I couldn’t avoid this guy forever, so I got ready to face the music.

“Hi. I’m Ron Keaton from the Observer.” He reached out his hand and I reluctantly shook it. “Didn’t you tell me earlier that you didn’t know Wendy Fairmont?”

“Yep, that was me. I was trying to avoid you.” We stood in the reception area. I didn’t want to offer him coffee or have him take a seat because I was hoping to make this a short and sweet interview.

“That’s understandable since Grover Ward’s death occurred on your property.”

“It’s not my property!” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sorry. People keep saying that. It’s my parents’ lodge. I was just there shooting that day.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Shooting? You mean, hunting?”

“No, shooting pictures.” I waved my hands around the room. “I’m a photographer.”

“Then why were you trying to avoid me?”

That should be obvious. I shifted my weight anxiously, wishing Nancy or a customer or even the sheriff would drop in. “Can you just ask your questions, please? I’ve got work to do.” 

“Sure.” He took out his notepad. “Where were you when Mr. Ward was murdered?”

I felt a knot in my gut. “Who says he was murdered?”

“The sheriff, for one.”

“Sheriff Grady is a—” I noticed he was writing down my every word. “Let’s just say that he’s exploring every angle. He has a reputation for being fair and thorough.” I lied, of course.

“That’s not what I hear. Most people around here say he’s somewhat inept.”

There was no way I was going to fall into that trap. “Do you have any other questions?”

He flipped back to a previous page of notes. “Why did the housekeeper, Myra Mendoza, lock the freezer?”

“For the safety of the children at the party.” That was the truth.

He nodded. “So you’re saying she was afraid that Mr. Ward would do something to them. Is that right?”

“What? No.” I took a step back.

“Oh, so you’re saying she knew Mr. Ward and felt comfortable around him.”

I could feel the heat rising from my neck up to my face. “I’m not saying that at all. You are.”

“I am what?”

“Twisting my words. And don’t write that down!”

He put the pen behind his ear. “Look, Ms. Fairmont, I’m trying to get to the truth. I realize this is a salacious story—sex, murder, violence, innocent children—but people have a right to know if they are safe from their neighbors here in Cascada.”

I felt weak in the knees and plopped down in a chair. “Sex and violence? Where are you getting your information?”

“Here and there. Are you denying that the housekeeper and the horse trainer were lovers and that they were involved in a physical altercation shortly before Mr. Ward’s untimely death?”

Who would have told him that? My mother? Grady? I felt as though whatever I said would get twisted up like a pretzel. “Look. I don’t have anything else to say, and I’d appreciate it if you would leave.” 

“Do you think the party planner may have been involved? Who do you think killed the clown?”

I threw out my hands. “That’s enough!”

He snapped his notebook shut. “I see.” He put the pad and pen back in his satchel. “You need to understand something, Ms. Fairmont. If honest voices remain silent, only dishonest ones are heard.”

I stood up and faced him toe-to-toe. “And it’s your job to distinguish between the two.”

“Good point.” He took a step. “One more thing; I don’t suppose you have a picture of Mr. Ward, either before or after his demise, do you?”

“I do, but you won’t be getting it from me.”

“No problem. One of the people at the party said she’d be happy to give me some snapshots. I just thought you might like one of yours with a photo credit in the Observer. Could be good advertising, you know.”

I pointed to the door. 

He handed me his business card. “If you think of anything else or change your mind about that photo, give me a call.”

“Don’t hold your breath.” As I watched him drive away, I wondered who on earth would have given him a snapshot of Mr. Squishy from the party? And why would he ask if Gwen, the party planner, was involved? Of course, I had my suspicions about who may have wanted to point a finger in her direction. 

I decided to go straight to the source.
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Who would have guessed that someone with Ally’s baking skills would take a job selling trashy souvenirs to tourists in a run-down truck stop off the highway. She should be working in a restaurant or in one of the town’s bakeries. Cascada had almost as many bakeries as it had churches.

The bell on the door jingled when I entered the store. The shelves were piled to the ceiling with every kind of kitschy roadside junk imaginable. From t-shirts to maps to a life-sized coyote, this place had it all. The smell of stale cigarettes and gasoline made my eyes water. 

The only other customer was a man buying motor oil and an “I heart New Mexico” t-shirt. 

I studied the various postcards, admiring some of the photography work.

Ally didn’t seem to notice me at first. She looked even younger today in her jeans and New Mexico State University sweatshirt than she did on Saturday. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that wasn’t quite centered on the back of her head.

I walked up to the counter where she sat on a stool in front of a rack of cigarettes and chewing tobacco, reading a magazine.

“Need something?” she mumbled. Then she glanced up. “Wendy! What brings you all the way out here? Looking for a scorpion encased in plastic or maybe some Creekside Casino playing cards?”

I chuckled and then realized those were actual items stacked next to the cash register. “Not today. Actually, I came to talk to you.”

“Oh. If you need to plan an event, you should call Gwen.”

“Are you sure? Something you said on Saturday made me think otherwise.” I watched her eyes for signs of guilt.

Her face reddened. “What do you mean?”

“You said it wouldn’t matter for long that Gwen wasn’t paying you well. Are you planning to quit?”

She fumbled with the magazine. “I never said that.”

I moved in for the kill. “Surely working at this dive can’t pay the bills.”

“This dive belongs to my parents, I’ll have you know.” Ally smacked the magazine down on the counter.

Oops. There I went with foot-in-mouth disease again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Hey, don’t worry about it.” She walked around the counter. “Did Gwen tell you I was quitting? How could she have found out?”

“So, it’s true.” 

“Yep. After this next weekend, it’s adios amiga. I’m going to work for Prissy’s Party Place. She said that if I work hard, she’d make me a partner. If all goes well, it won’t be long until we’re the go-to company for all your Cascada party needs.”

I started to unzip my jacket but didn’t want the store’s stink to seep into my sweater. “Sounds like a great opportunity, except for one minor obstacle.” I held up my pointer finger.

“What’s that?”

“Gwen.”

“Oh, we’re not afraid of her. She’s overpriced and difficult to work with.”

“But, it wouldn’t hurt if her reputation were soured by...I don’t know...a tragic occurrence at one of her events, perhaps?”

Ally’s eyes narrowed. “What are you getting at?”

“I’m sure whoever locked Mr. Squishy in the freezer didn’t mean for him to die. It would have been just as damaging to Gwen’s business if he were found alive. Then maybe he could have sued or at least caused concern about her professionalism.”

“Are you suggesting I locked that clown in the freezer to make Gwen look bad?” I watched her fists ball. “I can’t believe you!” She looked as though her head would spin around.

I’m not sure what I had expected her to say. Something along the lines of a confession would have been nice. If she were indeed the culprit and I had just outed her, this deserted store wasn’t the ideal place to do it. I needed to think quick. “No! Of course not. I could never think such a thing.” I took a step backward toward the door.

Ally walked back around the counter and leaned down for something underneath it.

Was that where she kept a loaded gun to protect herself from highway robbers? I swallowed hard. My heart was beating out of my chest. I glanced toward the exit.

When she stood up, she was holding a cup of soda. “Wow,” she said, brushing back the bangs that had fallen into her face. “For a second there I thought you were accusing me of murder.” 

“Nooo. Don’t be ridiculous.” I felt the knot in my stomach loosen up a bit. “I was just wondering if you saw anything suspicious at the party or if you knew anyone who might have a grudge against Gwen.”

“Oh, I see. You’re wanting me to help you catch the bad guy.”

“Guy or girl.” Stupid, Wendy. Why are you pressing your luck?

“You think it might have been a woman?”

“Oh, I have no idea.” I casually picked up a set of salt and pepper shakers shaped like moccasins.

She crooked her finger for me to come closer. Looking around, she leaned in and whispered in a conspiratorial manner even though we were alone. “You know, there could have been someone at the party who had it in for Gwen. I’m pretty sure she was having an affair with a married man.”

“Really?” I don’t know why I was so surprised. Gwen had that money-hungry, man-eater look like all those women on daytime soaps. Big hair. Big earrings. Bigger chest.

Ally seemed pleased to have shocked me with her gossip. “Yep. And maybe the man’s wife was at the party. This is a small town, you know. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if someone found out Gwen was the other woman and tried to sabotage her event.”

Just then, the door jingled and a young couple with two young kids came in.

Saved by the bell. “Thanks for the information. I’ll let you know if I find anything out.”

She winked back. “And don’t say anything about my new job. I wouldn’t want it to get out before next week.”

“Your secret’s safe with me.” I hurried out to the parking lot. Part of me wanted to believe her while another part wondered if she was making the whole thing up. When I was just about to unlock my car door, I realized I had forgotten to ask Ally about the mystery flask. I wasn’t sure if I should go back in. Although she had seemed innocent enough, I didn’t always trust my instincts. 

Deciding to get out of Dodge while the gettin’ was good, I glanced at the car parked next to mine. It was probably Ally’s since the only other vehicle there was the tourists’ RV. Something shiny caught my eye. Lying on the floorboard of the car was a silver flask. I leaned in for a closer look. Sure enough, it was decorated with a red rhinestone heart.
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As I drove back into town, I went over the possibilities in my head. Either Walmart had a sale on the red heart flask, or there was something fishy going on. Could Ally have had two of those flasks and brought one to the party? But then how did it end up in the freezer with Mr. Squishy? She could have been the person behind the freezer death since she was probably in the kitchen more than anyone else.

Maybe Grady was on to something when he said, “Follow the flask.” Okay, he didn’t really say that, but that’s what he meant. 

My cell phone rang as I exited the highway. It was Leslie Harper asking me to come by her house. I told her the pictures still weren’t ready, but she didn’t care. Her voice was strained, so I knew something was up. I agreed and headed to the upper canyon.

Luckily, the sun had kept the roads from icing over. Too many people I knew had been in accidents driving this road. 

My ears popped as I turned onto the road leading up to the Harpers’ place. I turned into the drive and nearly wet myself. In front of me lay a sprawling two-story ranch house covered in unique stucco and stone with a tile roof and balconies on most every window. It was a million dollar house with a two million dollar view.

I know I should be grateful to have inherited my grandparents’ house, and I know that there are lots of people in the world who can barely put a roof over their heads, but that didn’t keep the green-eyed monster from grabbing me by the throat. Why would a person who lived in a house like this care about a few leftover gallons of ice cream? Why would she have a drinking problem? 

I got out of my Jeep wondering if I should look for a servants’ entrance. Sure enough, when I rang the bell, a girl dressed in a maid’s uniform promptly opened the door. Unlike the French maids in movies or girls in costumes for Halloween, this one wasn’t very shapely and had plain features. I assumed Leslie didn’t want any competition parading around the house in front of her husband.

The girl showed me into a great room the size of a small airport. It had obviously been professionally decorated with a perfect mix of rich leather, stone, and glass. There were no magazines on the table, no remote control, no kid’s toys. No signs that anyone actually lived in that room.

The clip-clop of heels on the Spanish tile floor announced Leslie’s entrance. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. I really needed to talk to you.” She motioned for me to take a seat on the plush sofa.

Leslie sat across from me in an oversized chair that would have swallowed Santa Claus. “When we were leaving that diner this morning, you mentioned something about a flask. Can you explain yourself?” 

The question took me by surprise. “Oh, there was a flask found in the freezer with Mr. Squ—, um, Mr. Ward, the clown. Sheriff Grady is trying to track down who it might have belonged to. He thinks that person may have seen something that would shed light on what happened.”

“I see. And does he have any leads?” She wrung an ivory handkerchief with her hands.

Who even uses handkerchiefs anymore? Oh yeah...rich people. “Not that I know of.”

Leslie stood up and paced across the bearskin rug in front of the fireplace.

I hoped it was faux fur, but I had a feeling it was real.

She suddenly turned, walked over to the wet bar, and pulled open a drawer. “Did the flask happen to look something like this?” She held up a silver and rhinestone flask identical to the one I’d just seen in Ally’s car.

My jaw dropped. Why would Leslie Harper have a flask from Walmart? Unless it wasn’t from Walmart. 

“You don’t have to say anything.” She dropped it back in the drawer and slamming it shut. “I can tell by your face that it is.”

She paced a few more times before stopping next to the fireplace. “I suppose you’re wondering what’s going on.”

Duh. I nodded.

“So was I when I saw that same kind of flask at the party. It was in some woman’s purse in the coatroom. When I smelled that cheap perfume on the coat, I knew exactly what was going on.” She strangled the handkerchief. “All those late-night appointments and weekend trips. I’m such a fool. I should never have married a man who would cheat on his wife.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve caught him cheating before?”

“No. He cheated with me on his first wife—while she was sick, no less. At least we had the decency to wait until she had died to get married.” She glanced over at me. “Oh, don’t look so smug. I come from money. I needed to marry money. Someone like you wouldn’t understand. I know how that sounds, but there it is.”

I didn’t want to interrupt her soliloquy, hoping she would name the “other woman.”

“I suppose you think I should leave him, and you’d be right. But there’s one problem. Bridgette.”

“His daughter?”

“Yes. I know what I said about her at the party, but I didn’t mean it. I’ve actually grown quite attached to her. The idea of pulling her away from another home after all she’s been through just breaks my heart.”

Hearing Leslie profess affection for her stepdaughter came as more of a shock than seeing the flask. “What are you going to do?”

“I haven’t decided. At first I thought maybe I’d ignore it and let him have his little fling. Maybe he just needed to get it out of his system. But now, with this flask business, I’m not so sure.”

“I’m not following.”

“You see, Preston gave me that flask as a gift for our anniversary. He said he had it special ordered. Now that I know he gave another woman one too, I wonder if I should tell the sheriff.”

My guess was that he had a stash of them and gave one to anybody wearing a skirt. I was dying to know the identity of this other woman, and not just for my gossip-loving curiosity. This may be a clue that could help Myra’s case. “Whose purse was it?”

Leslie plopped back down onto the chair. “I don’t know.”

She seemed sincere. After all, why would she have told me this much but then not tell me the woman’s name? “How do you suppose it ended up in the freezer with the clown?”

“I don’t know that either. I took it out of the purse in the cloakroom and put it in mine. But someone must have taken it, unless, that is, I left it in the restroom. I accidently knocked over my purse and everything flew out. I was so upset that I just don’t remember.” She looked up at me as tears rolled down her cheeks. “What if the sheriff thinks I’m the killer?” 

There went her mascara again. She really should switch to waterproof. “Leslie, it will be all right. We can talk to the sheriff together. But you must have some idea whose flask it is. You knew everyone at the party.”

“I’m telling you, I don’t know.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes with the handkerchief. “All those women at the party are supposedly my friends. I’m not sure I even want to know.”

She was forgetting that not all the women there were actually her friends. Some of us were working for her, and at least one person had another of Preston Harper’s special order silver flasks. I debated telling her that Ally McBride might be the other woman. In the state she was in, I wasn’t sure what she might do. 

Like they say, “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”
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The older my parents got, the earlier in the evening they ate dinner. Were they afraid of dying on an empty stomach and wanted to hurry up and get in that last supper? Maybe that’s why older people liked eating breakfast food for dinner. 

I had agreed to be at the lodge at five o’clock sharp for a family meal, although I wasn’t sure if I should bring a bottle of wine or orange juice. I grabbed a bottle of Merlot and left Cricket on the front porch to guard the house. 

I had a feeling that my mother invited Tyler so that we could “clear the air.” If so, wine was definitely the right choice. Although, if I had one of those silver flasks, I could hide it in my jacket and take tequila shots every time my mother asked, “Remember how close you two used to be?”

My thoughts were still too preoccupied with my earlier meeting with Leslie Harper to worry about having supper with Tyler. Leslie had said she needed time to get up her courage to talk to Sheriff Grady. I let her know that I would be at his office at ten the next morning whether she was there or not. She said she would meet me, and I crossed my fingers that she would follow through.

It was still light out when I got to my parents’ house at the lodge. “I brought red wine,” I held out the bottle when my father opened the door. “I assumed Mother was making her special roast.”

“Thanks, but we don’t drink anymore. And your mother is grilling up some rainbow trout Tyler and I caught last week.” He took my jacket and hung it near the door.

Had I just stepped into the Twilight Zone? I couldn’t believe my parents had given up drinking. That’s like giving up breathing. “Dad, is something wrong? Is one of you sick? I’m a big girl, I can handle it.”

“No, sweetie. We’re just trying to be healthier.”

“But wine is one of the basic food groups. Couldn’t you give up something like tofu instead?”

He chuckled. “I’ll get you a glass. You don’t have to abstain on our account.”

“Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to.” I stood by the table and counted the place settings. Why were there six? 

“I see you’re right on time,” my mother said. “Did you wash your hands?”

I cocked my head. “You mean, after I finished playing in the dirt?”

“Oh, you know what I mean. Now listen, your brother is going to be here, and I expect you two to be nice. Remember how close you two used to be?”

Chug. I remembered all right. But that was before he turned into a juvenile delinquent and started lying to everyone. “Who else is coming? I see two extra place settings.”

“I invited Myra and Freddy. I thought it would be fun to have company.” She hurried back into the kitchen.

Great. I hoped Myra didn’t want to talk about the murder case. That would make for awkward dinner conversation. The door opened, and Tyler walked in. He took one look at me and turned around, slamming the door behind him. 

I grabbed my jacket and followed him outside.

“Tyler, wait!” I hurried over to where he stood next to a light pole. 

He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “What are you doing here? Is this an intervention or something?”

“Hey, it’s no picnic for me either. I assumed they told you I was coming.”

“Nope. They probably thought a surprise attack would be the only way to get us together.”

“Look, I don’t want to fight. Surely we can be civil to each other long enough to eat supper.”

He blew out a stream of smoke. “I suppose.”

“By the way, I talked to Sheriff Grady about you today.”

“Really? What’d he say?” He rolled the cigarette anxiously between his fingers and studied it as though it was of great interest.

“Just that it was hard because of the history between you and Cameron. After all, Cam is his brother-in-law.”

“Yeah, but Cam’s an idiot. I should never have listened to him.” He stared at the ground.

“Listened to him about what?”

Tyler threw down the cigarette and stamped it out with his boot. “Nothing. You wouldn’t believe me anyway.”

He was right. I probably wouldn’t believe anything he said.

He jammed his hands in his coat pockets. “Let’s just go eat and get this over with.”

Just then, someone pulled up in the parking lot next to us. Myra jumped out of the car. “Have either of you seen Freddy? I waited for him to pick me up, but he never came. I thought he might be here.”

I shook my head. “Let’s go in and see if he called the lodge.”

When we walked in, my mother was putting a bowl of rice casserole on the table. “Come in, everyone, and take a seat. Where’s Freddy?”

“I don’t know.” Myra’s face was wrinkled with worry.

“We’ll have to start without him. I don’t want the food to get cold.” She passed the platter of fish. “By the way, Wendy, a woman called today asking if the lodge had a lost and found. She said she had lost a flask on Saturday at the birthday party and thought we might have found it.”

My stomach did a somersault.

“I told her I hadn’t seen it but would ask you about it.”

“Who...who was the woman who called? Did you get her name?” I expected to hear that it was Ally McBride.

“It was that nice party planner, Gwen Palmer.” 

“Gwen Palmer? Are you sure it wasn’t her assistant?”

“I’m sure. We talked about the possibility of having other events at the lodge in the future. Now that Mr. Squinty’s death is front-page news, I wouldn’t be surprised if lots of people want to have their parties here.”

Tyler shot me a look. He, too, must have questioned our mother’s faulty logic. 

He and my father made small talk about fishing while my mother gossiped about the movie people who were staying at the lodge. 

“Are any big stars in the movie?” I asked.

“Just one that I know of. I haven’t talked to him, but I’ve seen him come and go a few times.”

“What’s his name?”

“I can never remember. He’s that man who was in that soap opera where the divorcee was eaten by an alligator. Then he starred in a sitcom in the eighties with that other guy who looks like one of the men who played in Matlock.”

“Andy Griffith?”

“No, the other guy. Oh, I’ll think of it.”

As we talked, Myra checked her phone every thirty seconds, apparently expecting a call or message from Freddy.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” I said, trying to reassure her when Mother left the table to get the dessert.

At last, her phone dinged, and she grabbed it to read the message. I watched as her face fell.

“What is it? Is something wrong?” I took hold of her arm.

Right then, my mother walked in with one of the tubs from the party. Smiling, she asked, “Who’s in the mood for ice cream?”

I shot her a pointed look.

A tear slid down Myra’s cheek. “Freddy’s gone.”
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The cryptic message from Freddy’s ranch hand left us all wondering what had happened. He said that it looked like Freddy had packed and taken off. Myra wondered if he had gone to his mother’s house or was headed out of town. After the initial shock, her worry turned to anger.

“He could have at least called me,” she fumed. “I mean, it’s not like we’re engaged or anything, but he should have at least had the decency to call.”

“Sounds like you’ve got him on a short leash,” Tyler said, putting on his jacket. “No wonder he took off. Men need their space.”

I rolled my eyes. “Look who’s giving relationship advice. Last time you had a girlfriend, you were both wearing braces and had matching lunchboxes.”

“That’s what you think. I’ve had my share of girls.” He stuck out his chin. “In fact, I’m going out this weekend.”

“Oh really. I’m sure she’s a real peach.” 

“Just wait. Even you would approve of this girl.”

“Oh yeah? I have heels higher than your standards.” The poor girl. I hoped she knew what she was getting herself into.

Myra coughed loudly. “Um, remember me? The one who needs consoling here?”

“Sorry, Myra.” She was obviously upset. As far as I knew, this was the first serious relationship she had in a while. I picked up the bottle of wine. “How about I follow you back to your house for a nightcap?”

“Sounds good.” She automatically began clearing the table.

Mom took the plates from her. “Leave those. You’re a guest tonight. I just hope your Freddy hasn’t run off with another woman.”

I slapped my forehead. It wasn’t that my mother was totally insensitive, but sometimes the filter between her brain and mouth got clogged.

We thanked my parents for the meal and headed outside. I followed Myra in my Jeep. The bright moon illuminated the narrow road as we maneuvered around a few patches of black ice. When we pulled up to her house, a light snow had begun to fall. Myra hadn’t left a light on, and the house was dark.

My teeth chattered and I held tight to my wine bottle while she fumbled with the keys.

“That’s weird,” Myra said. “I don’t hear Brutus. He always barks when I come home.”

The hair on my arms stood up as the wind howled and threw stinging bits of ice in our faces.

Myra opened the door slowly. “Brutus?” 

Nothing.

She stepped inside and flipped on the light switch.

I crept in behind her. The room looked normal except for being dog-less. 

A floorboard creaked in the hallway, and we both froze. Brutus padded his way into the light, panting and wagging his tail.

Letting out a sigh of relief, Myra bent down to scratch the dog’s ears. “There you are, boy. What were you up to? You better not have been chewing on the bath mat again.”

Just as I flipped on the kitchen light, a dark shadow appeared in the hall. I gasped and grabbed a knife out of the wooden caddy on the counter. “Stop!”

“It’s just me,” a gravelly voice whispered.

“Freddy?” Myra stood up.

He walked forward into the light. When he saw me wielding the butcher knife, he held up his hands. “What the—”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, still holding out my weapon.

“I came to say goodbye.” He turned to Myra with a hang-dog look on his face.

Myra motioned for me to put down the knife. “It’s okay, Wendy.” She put her hands on her hips to address Freddy. “How did you get in here? Where’s your truck? You scared me to death.”

“I pulled around behind the house. The back door was unlocked.”

She shook her head. “It’s freezing in here. Why didn’t you start a fire?”

“I didn’t want anyone to know I was here. Especially the sheriff.”

Uh-oh. That didn’t sound good. I moved back toward the knife block. “Why would you be worried about Sheriff Grady?”

“He paid me a visit today. I think he may be trying to pin Grover’s death on me.”

Myra blew on her hands. “You start the fire. I’ll get us a drink.”

“Make mine coffee.” Freddy headed for the stove. “I’m going to be driving tonight.”

She stood close to me and whispered, “What do you think? Should I forgive him?”

Why was she putting this on me? He was her boyfriend. I took the middle road. “Why don’t you hear him out and then decide.”

“Okay. Will you make the coffee? My hands are still shaking.”

I nodded. But before I got to work on the coffee, I pulled out a wineglass. Just because they weren’t drinking didn’t mean I couldn’t. Besides, Freddy had scared the pee out of me, and I needed to rehydrate. Okay, not literally, but I have learned that drama goes better with wine.

When I brought in the coffee mugs, Myra was inching closer to Freddy on the sofa. I needed to keep her focused. “So, tell us what’s going on.” The edge of accusation in my tone was obvious.

Freddy let out a sigh. “I haven’t been completely honest with you, Myra.”

Duh. That’s a line you never want to hear your boyfriend say. What was next? I’m married. I once killed a guy. I used to be a woman. I could see Myra holding her breath.

“I haven’t always been on the right side of the law. Back when I was a young buck, I got into some trouble. I hung out with some other punks and we got caught. Nothing serious. We broke into houses and helped ourselves to some of the merchandise. But I served my time and learned my lesson.”

Myra sat still, staring back at him. “So if that’s old news, what does it have to do with now?”

I wondered the same thing.

“Apparently, one of those women who came to the party told the sheriff she saw the scuffle that Grover and me got in. He asked me about it, and I came clean. Told him exactly what happened. But I could tell he didn’t buy it. He already knew about my criminal record.”

Myra set down her coffee. “Hey, I was there, too, remember? I can talk to Sheriff Grady and explain what happened. I can call him first thing tomorrow.”

Freddy shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t chance getting thrown in jail. I have my momma to think about.” 

Myra glared at him. “So how is running away going to help anything?”

He put his hand on hers. “I was hoping you could look after her for a while. I’m not going away forever. Just until all this blows over.”

“Sure, but—”

Freddy shook his head. “There’s more.”

Myra threw her head back. “What else?”

“Grady asked a lot of questions about you. He asked point blank if I had knocked Grover out and then had you lock him in the freezer. I’m afraid he thinks we might have done this thing together.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Myra jumped up and walked over next to the stove. “Why would you kill that guy? Because you were jealous? Give me a break. You barely even know him.”

A bang on the door caused us all to jump. Brutus howled.

As Myra inched toward the window, her eyes were wide as saucers. She pulled back the front curtain and flashing lights filled the room.

Another bang on the door. “Open up! It’s the Cascada County Sheriff.”

“Quick! Hide!” Myra grabbed Freddy by the arm and pulled him to the back of the house.

I picked up Freddy’s mug, set it in the kitchen sink, and then sat back down, casually holding my wineglass.

When Myra returned, she sucked in a deep breath and opened the door.

Sheriff Grady entered the house followed by a deputy. He looked over at me. “What are you doing here?” 

I exaggerated being indignant. “I beg your pardon?”

“Is anyone else here?” he asked. “I saw two cars.”

“Just us. The Jeep is mine.”

Grady nodded to the deputy, who then took Myra by the arms and slapped on a pair of handcuffs. “Myra Mendoza, you are under arrest for the murder of Grover Ward.”

“What?” Myra’s mouth fell open. 

A shuffling noise came from the back of the house. I jumped up and knocked into the coffee table, trying to camouflage the sound. “Come on, Sheriff. Surely you don’t think she’s guilty.”

“Of course I do. And as soon as I find Freddy Callahan, I’ll be arresting him, too.”

I stuck out my chin. “On what grounds?” 

Grady shook his head. “Last time I checked, you were a photographer, not a lawyer. I don’t have to tell you a thing.” He motioned to the deputy to take Myra away.

She looked at me and raised her voice. “If you talk to Freddy, tell him not to do anything stupid. We’ll get this straightened out.” 

I assumed that was for Freddy’s ears more than mine.

Grady cut his eyes at me. “If you get to him before I do, tell him to turn himself in. He’s in enough trouble already. He doesn’t want to make matters worse for himself, especially if he killed his cousin by accident.”

I took a step back. “What? Did you say cousin?” 

“Yeah, didn’t you know? The clown and him are cousins.”

As I watched Grady drive away with Myra in the back of the squad car, the back door slammed shut. Freddy pulled away in his truck as soon as the sheriff was out of sight.

Well, now, who knew Freddy and Grover were family? That made this case a horse of a different color.

* * *
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BRUTUS THE BASSET HOUND weighed more than my car, but I couldn’t just leave him there alone. It took all of my strength to lift him onto the seat. I had no idea how long it would be until Myra was able to make bail. I found his bag of food and a rubber hamburger toy and drove to my house.

Cricket’s reaction to our visitor was less than welcoming. She hopped up on the kitchen counter and stared down at him as he circled the room sniffing everything in sight. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” I said, trying to console her. “He’s just visiting. Be nice.”

She raised her shoulders and hissed. Was that for me or Brutus?

I drifted around the house, too, checking the heater and straightening up things that weren’t out of place. I couldn’t stop thinking about Freddy Callahan and Myra. 

No way did Myra intentionally do anything to Grover Ward. But what if Freddy set her up? Maybe he actually did knock Grover out and put him in the freezer. Then Myra may have come along and locked the door. If he lied about being cousins with the clown, maybe he was lying about other stuff. After all, he did take off to save his own skin right after Myra was hauled off to jail.

I worried Brutus would be confused and upset being in a new place without his owner. But it wasn’t long before he curled up on the rug in front of the fireplace and fell asleep. A few minutes later he was snoring so loudly I had to shut the bedroom door. Cricket had refused to leave her perch in the kitchen. 

Looked like another lonely night in paradise for me.
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Chapter 15
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Who needs an alarm clock when you have a half-ton basset hound howling to wake you up. The neighborhood rooster would be jealous. I pulled on my robe and let Brutus out in the backyard. Cricket used the opportunity to make her escape. She probably hadn’t gotten much sleep either.

I had tossed and turned most of the night trying to decide what to tell Grady about the flasks. Since he’d already made an arrest, he wasn’t likely to care about who was cheating on whom. But I had to give it a shot for Myra’s sake.

Finishing the proofs for the birthday party would keep me occupied until ten o’clock, when I was to meet Leslie Harper at the sheriff’s office. After dressing and saying goodbye to Brutus, I headed out the door. As I pulled into the street, I saw someone walking my way. 

It was Jake. He walked up to my car window and leaned in. “Hey, long time no see.”

I took in a deep breath of his musky cologne and stared into his dark eyes. Talk about eye candy. I stopped myself before starting to drool. “What are you doing out of your bat cave?”

“Celebrating. I just finished up a big case and thought I’d get out and see what the real world was up to.”

“As opposed to the cyber world?”

“Yep. You should be glad. I finally showered.”

I tried to push away the picture of Jake in the shower, but it was just so yummy.

He tapped my arm. “Where are you off to, another birthday party?”

“So you heard about that, huh.”

“Sure. Nancy filled me in. Is Grady any closer to making an arrest?”

I felt the wind knocked out of me. “Et tu, Brute? Why would you ask that? Does everyone just assume it was a murder and not an accident?”

“From what I hear, Myra Mendoza admitted to locking the freezer. Sounds like she could be charged with involuntary manslaughter if nothing else. You know how Grady likes to throw people in jail.”

“Well, it’s actually worse than that.” I told him about the arrest and Freddy Callahan.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Sorry. Doesn’t sound good for your friends. Is there any physical evidence?”

I thought about the flask. “Maybe.”

A car coming down the street pulled past us and he waved. “Look, I know you’re busy, but if you need any help, just stop by.”

“I will.” Although I really didn’t want him to go, I needed to get to work. As I drove off, I could feel a big schoolgirl grin cross my face. I would be stopping by all right, whether I needed his help or not.

When I got to the studio, I made a pot of coffee and hoped that Nancy would drop by. Maybe we could make a plan to go out on Friday night now that Jake was finished with his case. Who knew cyber security was so time-consuming.

I quickly printed out the Randalls’ passport photos and started back in on the birthday party pictures. One popped up of Mr. Squishy and gave me the creeps. I moved on to the group photos. Zooming in, I checked the various shots to find one where Leslie Harper wasn’t looking totally miserable. Out of the ten, I found one where she seemed to have a faint smile.

I spent the next hour cropping and retouching until I had finally gotten thirty to forty shots I was happy with. I saved them to a folder on my computer and burned them onto a CD for Leslie.

It was nine thirty. I still hadn’t decided if I should tell Leslie that Gwen Palmer had called the lodge looking for her missing flask. It wasn’t proof positive that Gwen was having an affair with Leslie’s husband, but it was definitely suspicious. And what about Ally? Was she another woman in Preston Harper’s harem?

The buzzer sounded as someone came through the front door. Maybe it was the Randalls looking for their passport pictures. I was surprised to see Leslie Harper standing in the waiting area. Hopefully, she wasn’t getting cold feet. Grady needed to chase a lead other than Myra.

“Leslie, come on in.” I directed her to my office.

“I just dropped by to apologize and to let you know that I won’t be going to see the sheriff. All that nonsense about the flask was just that—nonsense. I talked to Preston and he cleared everything up. He’s not been seeing anyone behind my back. I was just being silly.” The smile on her face was about as genuine as a used car salesman’s.

Cold feet? More like frozen feet. “But Leslie, there’s more to the flask than whether or not your husband was handing them out like candy.” Had I really said that out loud?

She fiddled with her car keys. “Oh, you mean that terrible incident at the party. I heard this morning that they arrested the lodge’s housekeeper. That should put an end to that. Now do you have those pictures for me? I want them for the society page of Friday’s edition.”

I picked up the disc and gave it to her. “Let me know what you want printed after you look at the proofs.”

She stuck it in her big Chanel handbag and turned to leave.

I wedged myself between her and the front door. “Just so you know, Myra didn’t do it.”

“That’s up to the police. It’s none of my concern.” She pushed past me.

“I know who brought the flask to the party.” 

That got her attention. She stopped dead in her tracks but didn’t turn around.

“Don’t you want to know who it is?” She had to be curious, unless, that is, she already knew.

“I told you, my husband is not having an affair.” She walked out the door and got in her car. 

I watched her through the window as she reached over and pulled a handkerchief out of her purse to dab her eyes.

She knows it’s true. A woman always knows. I felt a brief stab of pain for her. But she had made the choice to live the lie. That was on her. And who was I to judge? Sometimes you do what you have to do to survive. 

Leslie did what she had to do; now it was my turn. Before I talked to Sheriff Grady, I had to find out if Gwen Palmer was indeed having an affair with Preston Harper and just how that flask ended up next to Mr. Squishy in the freezer. I had to stand up for Myra even if no one else would. 

* * *
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GWEN PALMER DIDN’T answer her phone, so I called Ally in the hopes she was working with Gwen. I was in luck. She said they were up at the falls catering for the movie crew. It was obvious Ally was star-struck. She went on and on about seeing the guy from some show she used to watch. She couldn’t remember his name, though. 

When I asked if she could get me inside the movie set to see Gwen, she said she didn’t think so. Security was tight. But I couldn’t wait around all day. I would take my chances and drive up there. As I was about to get in my car, Nancy strolled up.

“Where are you headed?” she asked. “I thought we could grab an early lunch at Karol’s.”

“I’m headed up to the falls.”

“Why? Is it for a photo shoot?”

That gave me an idea. “You’re a genius.” I ran back into the studio and grabbed my camera bag. “Want to go with me? I need a model.”

“I’d go with you, sure, but not if you’re going to take my picture.”

“Get in. I’ll explain on the way there.”

We drove past the casinos on the edge of town and took the road up toward the falls. I had been there many times in my younger days, but this was my first trip there since I’d moved back.

I told her all about the flask and Leslie Harper. She promised not to say anything to anyone about the affair. Apparently, though, Preston Harper had a reputation for having a wandering eye, so she wasn’t that surprised.

The parking lot at the falls was packed with cars. I parked in the grass and we got out.

A man in a four-wheeler was sleeping by the entrance. We tiptoed past him. As locals, Nancy and I knew a shortcut and headed out on the barely visible trail. When we got closer, we could hear the sound of water cascading over the rocks. Tall lights on poles peaked out of the trees and someone shouted over an intercom system.

“Let’s hope this works,” I said as we got closer. 

“Hey. What are you two doing here? This area is off-limits.” A burly man with neck tattoos and a stocking cap held out his hand.

“I’m a photographer.” I said, patting the camera bag flung across my shoulder. “I’m on a deadline and have to get pictures of my model by the falls or I’ll be fired.” I made a neck slicing motion with my thumb.

He narrowed his eyes. “Where’s your press pass?”

“Oh, we’re not with the movie company,” I said. “This is for...uh...Waterfall Magazine. Did you know that Cascada Falls is the third largest natural spring falls in New Mexico?”

“Give me a break. You two get moving before I radio the deputy.”

Obviously, the movie set bouncer took his job pretty seriously. At least we tried. I started to leave.

Nancy stepped up. “Just one question, then we’ll go.” She brushed her long brown locks off her shoulder. “Why aren’t you working in front of the camera instead of out here by the fence?” 

“What do you mean?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I’ve been in films myself, and you look like the leading man type to me.”

He blushed and broke out into a silly grin. “Ah, you’re just saying that.”

“No, seriously.” She made a little frame with her hands and looked at him through it. “I can tell star quality when I see it. And I see it.”

Nancy’s charms were working. I needed to seal the deal. “Do you have any headshots I can take back to my editor? We’re always looking for new models.” Models for a waterfall magazine? That was dumb.

He shrugged as he considered the question. “Uh, no. My brother got me this job. He’s with the lighting crew.”

“You definitely need headshots if you’re going to get anywhere in this business.” I hesitated for effect. “Hey, I’ve got an idea. If you let us in to snap a couple of quick shots, I’ll take some pictures of you for free as soon as we’re done. What do you say?”

“I don’t know.” He scratched his chin with sausage-like fingers. “I could get in trouble.”

Nancy smiled and touched his arm. “What if I throw in my number? Would that make it worth the risk?”

“That sounds good. Okay, you’ve got a deal. But make it quick. I’ll be ready when you get back.”

“I bet you will.” Nancy blew him a kiss.

Sucker. “Men are so gullible.” I led the way down the trail.

Nancy laughed. “And they call us the weaker sex.” 

“Now we just need to find Gwen.” I pointed in the direction of the loudspeakers. “This way.”

As we got closer, it looked like a war zone. Guys and girls were walking around covered in blood. Some were missing limbs. A few had knives or hatchets sticking out of various parts of their bodies.

“What kind of movie is this?” Nancy asked. “This is crazy.”

“Obviously not a romantic comedy.”

A woman wearing headphones and an un-bloodied parka stopped us. “What are you two doing out here?”

I hadn’t expected more security inside the fenced area. “Um, we’re looking for catering.” 

“Geez, you extras think this is a country club or something. Get inside there or I’ll have you thrown off the set!” She pushed us into a large tent.

A man wearing a tailored suit and riding boots looked me up and down, grabbed my camera bag, and threw it in a corner. He led me through the crowd of zombies and sat me in a chair. “Slashed throat,” he told the woman standing behind me. 

Before I knew it, the woman had smeared a gooey red substance into my hair and onto my jacket. She reached into a box and pulled out a rubbery scar and applied it to my neck with some sort of adhesive compound. “I’m going with ‘knife attached.’ You can thank me later.” She picked up a plastic knife and more glue.

“Wha...what do you mean?” I managed to utter.

She worked fast. “You get paid twenty-five bucks extra if you have a knife stuck in you, and you’ll probably get a close-up.”

All I could think about was how I was going to get that red gunk out of my jacket. Hopefully, Connie’s Cleaners had something that would do the trick. It was too late to turn back now. I tried to look around to find Nancy, but the tent was too crowded.

“Hold still.” The woman ratted my hair to the size of a sombrero. As a final touch, she practically emptied an entire can of Aqua Net in my hair. She yelled, “Next!” and pushed me out of the chair.

I took one last look in the blood-splattered mirror. I could pass for a blond Bride of Frankenstein. I was unrecognizable, which was probably good since I had a feeling I was about to appear in the worst slasher film ever.

I followed other senseless victims of violence outside where we were herded into a waiting area. I looked around and spotted Nancy. She looked as though she’d just had a spa treatment and beauty makeover. Her makeup was stunning and not a hair was out of place. With the exception of two small streaks of blood on the side of one cheek, she looked ready to walk down the runway.

“What happened to you?” she asked, grinning.

“Slashed throat. Isn’t it obvious?” I pointed to the knife blade dangling from my neck. “What about you?”

“That nice man in the tent said I was too pretty to bloody up, so he gave me a special part.” She held up a note card. “I’m ‘Girl Who Faints’! He said I might be included in the credits.”

I shook my head and the rubber knife slapped against my ear. Perfect. I looked like roadkill and she looked like Snow White. “Have you forgotten why we’re here? We’re here because somebody committed murder.” 

Nancy laughed and waved her arm at our fellow victims. “You see the irony, right?” 

“Not movie murder, the murder of Mr. Squishy!”

A guy holding a chainsaw to his gut turned to us. “‘The Murder of Mr. Squishy’? Is that what they’re calling this film now? I thought it was ‘Blood Bath Falls.’”

I glared at him. “Mind your own business, chainsaw man.”

He bucked up his chest. “I’ll have you know this is my third time starring as Chainsaw Man. Besides, slashed throats are a dime a dozen, missy.”

I grabbed Nancy’s arm and pulled her to the edge of the crowd. “Look over there. The sign on that trailer says it’s catering. I’m going to slip out and go talk to Gwen, then we can get out of here.”

Nancy crinkled her nose and dropped her shoulders. “But what about my part? This could be my big break.”

She was bit by the movie bug and bit hard. “Really? You think this low budget B-film is going to make you a star?”

“Speaking of stars,” she giggled, “did you hear who’s in this movie? It’s that guy who was on a show with that girl who used to be on Real World. Oh, what is his name...”

“Nancy! Get real.”

The same anxious-looking woman who had thrown us in the tent waved her clipboard at me. “Look, you two, the assistant to the assistant director is coming. If you don’t stop blabbing, you’re both fired!”

“Yes, ma’am.” Nancy smiled sweetly and waved her little note card. “I’m ‘girl who faints.’”

“I don’t care if you’re ‘girl who farts rainbows,’ hold it down!” 

After the woman scurried away, I turned to Nancy. “Here’s my plan—”

This time it was Nancy who shushed me. “Be quiet,” she whispered. “You heard what the woman said.”

I lowered my voice. “I don’t care a snit about Eva Braun. I’m going to that catering trailer. You just wait here.”

When clipboard woman turned her back, I went to the hair and makeup tent and grabbed my camera bag. I circled around into the woods where I couldn’t be seen and came up at the rear of the catering trailer. As I opened the door, welcoming heat blasted my face. Four men sat at a table devouring pulled pork sandwiches and potato salad.

“You’re not supposed to be in here,” one guy said, wiping sauce off his mouth.

Pointing to my neck, I said, “Low blood sugar. Or maybe just low blood.” 

They were not amused. I hurried to the back and found Gwen and Ally filling paper bags with sandwiches and chips. Probably food for the extras.

“Can I help you?” Ally asked with a smile. “Although I think you’re going to need more than food to fix whatever happened to you.”

“It’s me. Wendy Fairmont.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? I didn’t recognize you. How did you manage to get in here?”

“It wasn’t easy, obviously. I came here to talk to Gwen, and one thing led to another...”

Gwen looked up when I said her name. “What on earth do you need me for?”

“I understand you called the lodge about your missing flask.”

“Oh, did you find it? You didn’t have to come all the way here just to return it. You certainly didn’t have to risk life and limb.” 

Both women chuckled.

Very funny. Everyone’s a comedian. “No, I didn’t find it. The sheriff has it.”

The smile slipped from Gwen’s face. “Why would the sheriff have my flask? It’s not against the law to take a little nip now and then, even at a child’s birthday party.”

“Especially at a child’s birthday party,” Ally added.

I batted the annoying knife away from my face. “It was found in the freezer with the clown. Grady thinks whoever owned it might know something about the clown’s death.”

“Oh heavens! Does he think I had something to do with that old drunk’s death? Surely not.”

“I didn’t say that. In fact, I’m trying to figure out how it got there so all this can get straightened out.”

Ally stopped filling bags. “I heard they arrested someone for his murder. What’s there to figure out?”

I let out a deep sigh and the knife flopped down to my chest. I was tempted to pull the thing out but was afraid my skin might peel off along with the stupid prop. “The woman Sheriff Grady arrested is innocent, and I need your help to prove it.” 

Gwen nodded. “Okay, so what do you want to know?”

“First off, where did you get the flask?”

Her face tightened. “It was a gift.”

“From whom?”

“Why does that matter?”

“It just does.”

Gwen turned to Ally. “Why don’t you go ask those men if they need more coffee or dessert. I need a moment alone with Wendy.”

Ally gave me a pointed look as if to say, “I told you so” and headed off with the pot of coffee.

When she was out of earshot, Gwen pulled me back to the corner and spoke in a low voice. “I have a feeling you already know where I got the flask or you wouldn’t be asking.”

“Was it from Preston Harper?”

She blinked her eyes and then nodded. “How can I get it back?”

That’s what she was worried about? She wasn’t concerned it might be a key piece of evidence in a man’s death? She must have read my mind.

“I know that sounds crass, but I’ve already lost it once. I had to search high and low to find a replacement to buy online. If Preston finds out I lost it, he might...I don’t know...think I’m ungrateful. Stop giving me gifts.”

“You say you lost one? As far as you know, are you the only woman that no-good, lying snake is cheating with?” Yeah, that’s exactly what I said.

She stuck out her chin. “Of course. He loves me.”

My eyes rolled despite my best attempt to stop them. “How did you lose the flask at the party?”

“I have no idea. One minute it was in my purse, the next minute it was gone.” 

She seemed sincere. That coincided with what Leslie had said about taking it out of a woman’s purse in the coatroom. “Did you see anyone near Mr. Squishy or see anything suspicious?”

She put a hand on her hip. “Do you remember how busy I was? You said you would keep your eye on him. I had that crazy mother to deal with.”

“You realize how this could look, right? You are coordinating a party for your lover’s wife and a man turns up dead with your flask? Some people might think it was some weird kind of retaliation.”

“No!” Her voice reverberated around the metal trailer.

Ally hurried back. She set down the coffee and wrung her hands.

I braced myself. Was she about to announce she was quitting her job? Now?

“I heard you mention a missing flask,” Her voice quivered as she spoke. “Was it silver with a red heart on it?”  

Gwen’s mouth flew open as she nodded.

“I...I have it. It’s not the one from this last party, though. I found it a few months ago and kept it. I didn’t realize it was yours.”

“It most certainly is mine,” she seethed. “And I want it back, you little thief.”

“I’m not a thief! I found it in the trash.”

“That’s a likely story. I want it back and I want you gone!”

“You’re firing me?”

“That’s right.”

“No way. I quit! I was going to quit anyway, but you just made it easier.”

“Oh, sure you were. I suppose you want to sell knock-off turquoise jewelry in your daddy’s gas station for the rest of your life.”

“Actually, I’ll be working with Prissy at the Party Place. But even if I weren’t, I’d rather sell worthless crap than be the town harlot. Wait until everyone hears about you and Preston Harper.” Ally pulled off her apron and threw it at Gwen as she stormed out of the trailer. 

One of the men who had been eating walked back to where we were standing. “I don’t know if you all are rehearsing a scene or getting into a real-life catfight, but you better hold it down before the director comes back here and cans the whole lot of you.” He looked at me. “Aren’t you supposed to be on set? They’re about to shoot the aftermath scene right now.”

I glanced at Gwen then left. The crowd of dead actors was gone, and Nancy was nowhere to be seen. I made a beeline toward the trail leading up to the falls. A golf cart whipped around the corner and nearly ran me down. Nancy sat in the passenger seat.

“Are you okay?” the driver asked. “Why aren’t you on set?”

Nancy shook her head. “She’s with me.”

“Oh, then jump in. You’re out of here too.”

I squeezed onto the golf cart and held on as the driver sped over to the security gate. When he dumped us off, he told our security guard friend to take our names and make sure we weren’t allowed access again.

Although the security guy wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box, he figured out he’d been played. His face reddened and his snake tattoo looked like it was about to attack. “I thought you two were just going to snap a few pictures and leave! You didn’t say anything about sneaking onto the set. I bet you’re not even a real photographer.”

I shrugged my shoulders and the rubber knife fell to the ground.

Nancy dropped her head. “We’re sorry. We were desperate.”

“I have a mind to call up Waterfall Magazine and tell them what you did. Now get going before I call the sheriff.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I headed down the trail toward the car.

Nancy hesitated. “Just so you know, you really do have star quality. Don’t be afraid to go after your dreams.”

When she caught up to me, I gave her a sideways glance. “Really?”

“I was being honest. I mean, I could see him in a movie. I just didn’t say what kind.”

I picked at the glue on my neck, which didn’t want to budge. “So what did you do to get thrown out?” 

“They asked me for my SAG card.”

“Oops. Did you tell them you’re not in the Screen Actors Guild?”

“No. I got flustered and gave them my Target card. I think they figured it out.”

I threw my arm across her shoulder. “Well, I got the information I needed from Gwen, so I guess it was worth it.”

“Yeah, and I got an autograph of that guy who’s starring in the movie.” She pulled out a slip of paper from her pocket and showed it to me.

The signature was totally illegible.
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Chapter 16
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Cricket hissed and arched her back when she saw me covered in fake blood. I can’t say I blamed her. After assuring her I was okay, I hopped in the shower to wash off the mess. Luckily, the hot water loosened the adhesive and the fake scar came off easily. My hair was another issue. Lather. Rinse. Repeat. Repeat, repeat... 

I finally made it out of the bathroom in my cushy robe and slippers when the doorbell rang. It was probably my neighbor Beverly wondering why I was home in the middle of the day. I had been trying to keep normal office hours at the studio in case there was any walk-in traffic. 

“Jake. What are you doing here?” I reached up to steady the towel I’d wrapped turban-style around my head.

“That’s a fine greeting. Hasn’t anyone taught you not to look a gift horse in the mouth?” He held up a paper sack. “Nancy called. I assumed you hadn’t eaten and picked us up some burgers and fries.”

My stomach gurgled at the smell of the greasy food. “Come on in. I’ll throw on some clothes and be out in a minute.”

Brutus walked up to sniff Jake’s pant leg. His face twisted as he looked at the dog. “First a cat, now a dog? What’s next? A bird and a spider monkey? I didn’t know you were some kind of Doctor Doolittle wannabe.”

“Hush.” I patted Brutus on the head. “I’m dog-sitting for Myra.”

There wasn’t time to dry my hair or apply makeup, plus, he’d just seen me bare-faced anyway. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail and pulled on a sweater and jeans. If this didn’t scare him away, nothing would.

Jake stood when I entered the room. “I made you some coffee. I hope that’s okay. I assumed you might be cold after your trek to the falls.”

“Perfect.” I blew in the cup and took a swig. Jake had set out the food and had waited on me to start eating. He was the perfect combination of ruggedly handsome and genuinely kind. “I’m glad you didn’t see me earlier. You’d have had the neighborhood watch hanging up wanted posters for the psycho escaped from the loony bin.”

He pulled out his phone. “You mean when you looked like this?” He held up a picture of me in my Mrs. Frankenstein get-up.

“Where’d you get that?” I grabbed his phone.

“Nancy sent it.”

“She must have taken it when I wasn’t looking. That creep. Remind me never to speak to her again.”

He took back the phone and laughed. “Won’t that be a little difficult since you two are like sisters now?”

“Ugh. Then she’s the wicked stepsister. I swear, if that ends up on Facebook...”

Jake picked up his burger. “She’s sneaky, but she’s not mean.”

I was too hungry to “girl eat” like I do on dates, so I grabbed a handful of fries and shoved them in my mouth. 

Cricket circled Jake’s feet, purring loudly. I think she liked him even more than she liked me.

“On a more serious note,” Jake said, “the whole town’s talking about your friend Myra.” He pulled the onions off his burger. “Nancy tried to tell me something about a flask, but I didn’t quite follow.”

If Jake was going to skip the onions, I was too. “Are you sure you want to know? Last time you helped me with a murder case, it got a little dicey.”

He turned to me with his big brown eyes. His lips parted as though he were about to speak, then he looked away. “Of course, I want to help. You’re my friend too, not just Nancy’s.”

For an ex-FBI agent, Jake was fairly transparent when it came to his feelings. For a moment, I thought he was about to say something else. I had to remind myself that I was the one who had put the brakes on starting up a relationship. 

The coffee was hot and burned on its way down. “Did she tell you that there was a woman’s flask found in the freezer with Mr. Squishy?”

“No. She left that part out.”

“I’m trying to determine how it got there.”

“What have you found out so far?”

“The flask belonged to the party planner, Gwen Palmer. It was a gift from the married man she was having an affair with. Preston Harper.” I realized how much this case was beginning to sound like a soap opera. What had that reporter called it? Oh yeah, salacious.

“Preston Harper. That doesn’t surprise me.”

“Do you know him?”

“Yeah. He’s one of my mother’s biggest campaign donors. Helped get her elected to the state senate. Everyone felt sorry for him when his wife was dying. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was seeing Leslie Woodgate on the side. They got married less than two months after his wife passed.”

“Leslie Woodgate? As in Woodgate Industries?”

“That’s her father’s company.”

“Huh. She said she came from money, but I didn’t realize that she was a Woodgate.”

“Yep. She’s only a few years older than us. She went to boarding school in Albuquerque, so you may not have known her.”

It suddenly hit me why she looked vaguely familiar. One summer she had hung out at the lake with my brother. She was probably going through some “bad boy” phase or else she was trying to lash out at her parents. Imagine how different things might have been if they had gotten together. Tyler might have stayed out of trouble. He might have stayed in school. He might have gotten along with Patrick. Patrick might still be alive.

“Wendy? Are you okay?”

I felt a tear slip down my cheek and brushed it away. “Sorry. I was just thinking.” He probably thought I had PMS or was one of those girls who break out in tears for no reason. “Where was I?”

“Gwen Palmer’s flask.”

“That’s right. She took it to the party and Leslie recognized it as identical to the one she had gotten from her husband and took it. She says she put it in her purse. Apparently, she has a drinking problem, although I can’t remember who told me that.”

Needing more attention, Cricket jumped up onto the table. Jake snapped his fingers and she jumped down. It was magic. “If Leslie has a drinking problem,” he said, not missing a beat, “why would her husband give her a flask? That just seems cruel.”

“You’re right. Anyway, she thinks either someone took it out of her purse or else it may have accidently fallen out. Either way, she says she didn’t have anything to do with the clown.”

Jake sat back with that psychology-major look he got on his face when he was trying to figure something out. After a long pause, he sat back up. “I have a few theories. Maybe the clown found the flask and had it with him when he got locked in the freezer, either intentionally or by accident. Or, maybe he wasn’t the intended victim. Maybe Leslie wanted to lock Gwen in the freezer.”

“Leslie swears she doesn’t know whose flask it was. When I told her I knew who brought it to the party, she wouldn’t let me tell her. She wants to whitewash her husband’s whole affair out of her life.”

“Do you believe her?”

I pushed away from the table and picked up Cricket. “I do.” Did I just say “I do” to Jake? I hoped he didn’t pick up on it. Or maybe that was just a girl thing.

“You have good instincts, so you’re probably right.”

“Oh, like when I thought you were a murderer and were trying to kill me?”

“Well, except for that. The problem with this case is that we’re trying to prove the negative.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you want to claim that the clown just found the flask and accidently got locked in the freezer, then you are trying to prove that nothing happened. It’s easier to prove that someone else is guilty.”

I nodded. “Like in the Salem Witch Trials when people had to prove they weren’t witches.”

“Exactly. And during the McCarthy era when people had to prove they weren’t communists. Trying to prove that Myra had no motive and that the clown’s death was an accident is going to be tough.”

That was not the encouragement I was hoping to hear. “We can’t just blame it on some innocent person just to get Myra off the hook.”

“No, but that’s what defense attorneys do all the time when they’re trying to make a case for reasonable doubt.”

“I don’t like it.” I tossed Cricket on the floor and crossed my arms. She looked up at me. I knew what she was thinking. Freddy Callahan. “Something’s been bothering me. When I asked Freddy if he’d been with Myra the whole time he was at the party, he acted a little cagey. He said he had disappeared for a few minutes but wouldn’t tell me where he’d gone. I don’t trust him. Is there a way for you to use your secret spy equipment to find out more information about his past?”

“If you mean the internet, sure. I can look into it.” He picked up our plates and took them into the kitchen. Such good manners.

“Do you want to use my computer?”

He drank down the last of his coffee. “Um, no. I have some software you don’t have.”

“See. I knew having James Bond on the case would help.”

“I’ll check it out and report back if I find anything. You’re going to owe me a dinner for this.”

I walked him to the door. “Sure. You and Nancy make a plan, and I’ll be there.”

He gazed into my eyes. “I was hoping it could be just the two of us. I’m tired of having a chaperone.” He leaned down and brushed his lips across my cheek. Then he whispered, “You are the most beautiful slasher victim I’ve ever seen.”

Before I could breathe again, he was out the door. And with him, he took away any doubts I had that I was ready to see where this relationship might go.
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If Jake was right, my best hope of clearing Myra was to put the blame on someone else. Maybe Mr. Squishy had found the flask in the coatroom and had gone outside for a drink. Freddy might have gotten angry and dragged him back inside and locked him in the freezer. Or, maybe he just wanted his cousin to sober up. But if that were the case, he wouldn’t have left the flask inside with Squishy.

It was more likely that if Freddy had put Mr. Squishy in the freezer, it was for a more sinister reason. If Myra had put the key back on the wall hook as she said, it would have been easy enough for someone to get it and use it to lock the clown inside.

I was no closer to solving this case than I was the day of the party. My legs ached from our hike to the falls. I needed to clear my mind. The greasy burger and fries sat in my stomach like a boulder. What I needed was exercise.

Just thinking about going to the gym made me tired. But the last few months of stress-eating ice cream and potato chips had taken its toll on my waistline. Lately, shopping had been my only cardio, and by shopping, I meant online shopping. If I was going to start dating Jake, I needed to tone up. 

Who was I kidding? Tone up? Actually, I needed to drop about ten pounds. 

I changed clothes and headed to the gym. Nancy would be so proud of me when I told her I had gone for a workout. I was already feeling better about myself when I walked inside. 

Chaz was behind the desk wearing earphones and eating a dry waffle with his fingers. I signed in and headed for the stationary bikes. This time, I wouldn’t even cheat. After a good thirty-second workout, I knew I couldn’t keep up the rigorous pace. I turned the resistance on the bike down to somewhere between “none” and “you should really just quit.”

Luckily, I was spinning like a superstar when Sherry and Gretchen walked into the gym looking like models for Workout Magazine (no relation to Waterfall Magazine). There was no avoiding them. Gretchen headed to the locker room while Sherry came over to mock me.

“Look who finally faced the fact that she is no longer a Disney princess.” Sherry looked at the setting on the machine. “If that bike were on the ground, you’d be going backwards.”

“And if you were on life support, I’d unplug the ventilator to charge my phone.” Ugh. What was it about Sherry that brought out the teenage “mean girl” in me? High school nemesis? The sheriff’s wife? Oh yeah. Her personality.

“Very funny. Speaking of life support, looks like your friend Myra will be spending a long time in prison.”

Sherry apparently didn’t know how the whole “Speaking of” thing was supposed to go. “Not so fast. Just because your husband is too lazy to do his job doesn’t mean Myra is guilty.”

“At least I have a husband.”

“Seriously? That’s the best you can do?” I shook my head. “It’s good to know there’s someone special out there for everyone. Of course, the person for you is a psychiatrist.”

She rolled her eyes and swung her long, thin leg over the bike next to mine as if she were mounting a horse. She turned up the resistance to “rock star spinner” and off she went.

By this time, my pulse was racing and sweat was pooling in my pits. I decided to take a break and got off the machine.

“Good idea. I’d hate to have to give you CPR. Rescue Annie is better looking than you.”

“Ouch. That one stung. If something happens to you, I’ll make sure the paramedics see your medical alert bracelet that says, ‘Bat Crap Crazy.’” Just then, my phone rang. I fumbled in my gym bag to find it. By the time I did, it had gone to voicemail.

When Gretchen came out of the locker room, she smiled at me. Sherry shot her a look that said, “Team Sherry or else.” Poor Gretchen started to speak but turned and went back into the locker room.

“Well, aren’t you a little ray of total darkness,” I said as I played the voice message. It was Jake. Not only did he ask me to come to his house, he gave me the perfect excuse to escape Sherry Grady’s claws. I picked up my bag and wiped my perfectly dry face with a towel. “Good workout.” I headed toward the door.

Sherry threw out one last jab. “Don’t leave on my account. It’s so much fun watching you pretend to exercise.”

I spun around and grinned.

She stopped spinning. “What are you smiling at?” 

“Nothing much. I was just picturing you in the trunk of my car. Oh well, maybe someday.”
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As I drove home, I debated whether I should change clothes before going down the street to see Jake. I didn’t think he’d ever seen me in my workout pants before. If I kept my jacket closed, I looked pretty good. Maybe he’d be impressed that I was the sporty type. And by sporty, I meant I knew how to dress like someone who played sports. 

Finally, I decided to go as I was. It’s not like I had worked up a sweat in the ten minutes I’d been at the gym. As I drove closer to my house, I could see someone on the front porch knocking on the front door. It was my next-door neighbor, Curtis Meeks.

He scowled at me when I pulled into the driveway.

“Curtis,” I said as I got out of my Jeep, “what can I do for you?”

“You can shut that dog up. It keeps waking the baby.” I wondered how long a person referred to their kid as a baby. I thought Delilah would be walking and talking by now. “How do you know I have a dog?”

Right then, Brutus let out a mournful howl. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought it was a cow mooing. 

Curtis glared at me. “That’s how I know. But wait.” He held up his hand.

Brutus barked sharply four times then stopped.

“Yep. That’s it. A howl and four barks. Lana said he’s been doing that on and off all day.”

“It’s actually a friend’s dog. I’m just looking after him while she is...um...away. He’s probably just lonely or hungry or something. Doesn’t the baby cry when she feels that way?”

“Sure. But she doesn’t make the windows of the house rattle.” His perfectly put-together junior banker look appeared uncharacteristically disheveled. He had even loosened his tie.

Brutus started in on his song again. “Look, I’m here now. I’m sure he will settle down.”

Curtis stepped down off the porch. “I hope so. It’s bad enough to have a screaming baby, but I don’t want to have to listen to a complaining wife all night, too.”

“Trouble in paradise?” The perfect-couple façade seemed to have a crack in it.

“Paradise? All I can say is that you should think long and hard before you decide to have kids. Everything changes, and I mean everything.”

Poor guy. He really did look dreadful. “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s just a phase or something.”

“A phase that’ll last eighteen years.” He turned and headed back to his house.

Cricket jumped up on the porch and stared at me as though I’d turned her kitty condo into a time-share.

“Are you mad at me, too? It’s temporary, I promise.” Brutus barked louder as I fiddled with the key in the lock. “Ugh, this door.” I had intended to get the door handle and lock replaced but kept putting it off. I needed to find a new handyman.

Brutus looked disappointed when he saw me, but at least he stopped barking.

Cricket raced past me to her perch. She hissed at Brutus, who must have thought she wanted to play. He galloped over and gave the carpet-covered structure a head butt. It swayed a bit but held in place.

“Brutus! No, no. Bad dog.” I snapped my fingers, and he looked up at me like I had said it was time to go to the vet for shots. Tucking in his tail, he sulked over to the rug and plopped down.

I knew I should be glad he had minded, but I felt awful. I hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings. The only way I knew to make it up to him was to take him with me to see Jake. That would also keep him from howling again when I left. I picked up his leash and waved it at him. “Want to go for a walk?”

Oh boy, did he. Brutus jumped up and waddled over as fast as his stubby legs could carry him. 

Cricket meowed and cocked her head to the side. 

It was no use. I was going to be in hot water with one of these creatures no matter what I did. Maybe this is how parents felt. “You can come, too,” I said as I clipped the leash on Brutus’s collar. “Just keep your distance.”

I opened the door and she strutted past Brutus like she was the favorite child. This was one of those times I questioned my belief that she was somehow imbued with the spirit of my grandmother. Obviously, that had been my imagination. I think.

We walked past the Attwood house. Construction had finally been completed on Beverly’s new garage since the fire that had destroyed the old one. Jake lived four houses down the street, but it took a while to get there. Brutus found it necessary to water every tree he passed on the way there.

Finally, we made it to the porch and knocked on the door.

Jake greeted us. “I see you brought the whole zoo.”

Cricket ran inside to the den and found her usual spot on the back of the sofa.

I followed her in. “Don’t tell me you got a third computer monitor,” I removed Brutus’s leash. “Seriously, are you planning to take over the world or what?”

He bent down to scratch the dog’s ears. “Important people have lots of equipment.”

“Really? You should put that on a t-shirt.” I sat down on the sofa and Cricket batted my ponytail. “So what’s this news you wanted me to hear? I had to cut my workout short just for you.”

“Really? I thought I saw you leave your house not that long ago.”

It was hard to lie to someone who had constant ears and eyes on the neighborhood. “What are you now, my mother? Actually, my mother wouldn’t care what I did. She’s too busy entertaining the movie crowd and trying to figure out how to cash in on Mr. Squishy’s death on her property.”

“But wouldn’t that be more likely to turn guests away rather than draw them in?” He walked over to his desk and sat.

“You would think so, but you can’t convince my mother of that. So what did you find out?”

Jake flicked on the center monitor. “Did you know that this latest incident wasn’t the first crime in Cascada involving a clown?”

“What? Do you mean there has been a rash of clown deaths lately and no one has mentioned it?”

“No,” he chuckled and patted the chair next to his. “Come look at this. I found an old article archived from the Albuquerque Observer. It was part of their weekly news round-up from across the state. Read it.”

I leaned in and read aloud. “‘Cascada area residents should be on the lookout for a man dressed in a clown costume who broke into several businesses and homes. The unidentified man stole items worth more than five thousand dollars according to the Cascada Sheriff’s Department.’” I looked up at Jake. “When was this?”

“The article is dated 1982. I searched online for anything else written about the case but came up empty.”

I read it again. “Do you think this could possibly be related to Mr. Squishy?”

“That’s the big question.”

“Maybe there’s a record of the case in the sheriff’s office. But what are the chances of Grady looking into it?”

“I’d say slim to none.”

I was afraid of that. “If this article was a round-up of area news, then maybe it was in the Cascada Gazette, too. I’m going to head over to the library to check it out.”

Jake nodded. “Old-school research. I’m impressed.”

“Right now, it’s all we’ve got. Might as well check it out. But even if it turns out Squishy was the clown burglar, what good would that do us?”

“It could lead us to friends and acquaintances.”

“Or enemies and accomplices.” Cricket jumped off the couch and into my lap.

“Right. Leopards don’t change their spots, and that goes for clowns, too. Maybe someone wanted this guy dead who we don’t know about. Too bad his cousin Freddy isn’t around to give us more information.”

Just hearing Freddy’s name got my back up. He was looking more suspicious all the time.

Cricket must have sensed my anger and let out a screech. 

“Don’t worry, girl, we’ll get this case solved and then you’ll get to be an only child again.” I stood up to leave.

“Don’t forget this one.” Jake pointed across the room to Brutus. 

The sleeping dog opened one eye at the sound of his name. 

“I guess I’ll drop him off at my house. Curtis will be mad when he starts barking again, but I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“Have you tried leaving the TV on for him? Sometimes dogs feel like they’re not alone when there’s noise in the house.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll give it a shot. You’ll make a great dad someday.” 

Jake stood up and took the leash. “Actually, I don’t think you’re allowed to leave your kid home alone with just the TV going. But I could be wrong.”

“Well, we’ll figure it out when the time comes.” Oops. I couldn’t believe I just said that to his face. It’s like I was already planning our future together. I turned around to hide the blush rising in my cheeks.

Jake brushed it off. “Hopefully, kids come with an instruction manual. So, are we still on for Friday night?” He bent down to put the leash back on Brutus and gave his head a scratch. “By the way, Nancy has plans, so it’ll just be the two of us.”

“Plans? Does she have clients that night or what?”

His face turned stoic the way it does when he’s lost in thought. “She just said she was busy.” 

I grinned and nodded my head, but I knew. Jake had made sure Nancy would be unavailable so we could go out alone. That was fine by me. It would be our first official date.
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“You’re the first person to ask to use the microfiche machine in years,” Clara, the head librarian, said. “This is so exciting!”

You’d have thought I’d told her she’d just won the lottery. 

After finding the old film reel of the 1982 edition of the Gazette, she led me to a small carrel in the back of the library. When she pulled the plastic cover off the large machine, dust flew everywhere.

Coughing and swatting at the floating particles, I felt ancient. I had used one of these machines back in school. Maybe I was getting old and dusty, too. Pretty soon, I’d be wearing support hose and using rose water like Gran.

Clara extolled the wonders of the microfiche, but all I heard was “wah-wah-wah.”

“Yeah, I’ve got it.” I took a seat. “I’ll let you know if I have any questions.”

Once alone in my cave, I began scanning through the pages of the newspaper, stopping occasionally to look at an interesting headline or photo. Something caught my eye. It was an article about the Waterfall Lodge with a picture of my dad and his uncle holding up a big string of fish. I skimmed the article. Apparently, they had won a bass fishing contest. My father looked so young with his long, stringy hair and dark mustache. He reminded me of my brother.

My stomach clenched at the thought of how things used to be. As my mother said, “We used to be so close.” All of us. 

But this was not the time to get all weepy about the past. I needed to focus on the task at hand. I zoomed ahead to the week in question. There it was in big, bold letters: “Crooked Clown Burglarizes Businesses, Homes.” I read through the article. 

Score. I found a lead. The article mentioned an address where one of the robberies had occurred. Apparently, a child had seen a man dressed as a clown the night of the home invasion. The details were sketchy, but it gave the name of Deputy Benjamin Jeffries who was working on the case. 

The name of the officer didn’t sound familiar. Chances were he was long gone from Cascada since the crime had occurred more than thirty years ago. Still, it was a start. I snapped a picture of the screen since the archaic machine wasn’t hooked up to a printer. My hopes were rising that this case was related to Mr. Squishy. After all, how many shady clowns could there be in one small town? 

I texted a message to Jake with the deputy’s name, hoping he’d be able to track the man down. After telling Clara I was finished with the microfiche, I started to leave when someone called my name. I turned around to find Leslie Harper’s friend Susan.

“Funny seeing you twice in two days,” she said with a smile. “Are you here to help with the book sale?”

“What? No, I was just doing some research.”

“Too bad. We could use some extra muscle sorting through all the donated books. Leslie just hasn’t been herself since the party on Saturday. Maybe she’s coming down with something.”

Something like a bad case of “cheating husband syndrome.” Apparently, she hadn’t shared that germ of info with her friend. 

Susan stared into the distance. “I really hoped she wouldn’t start drinking again, but...” She looked up at me as though she’d just remembered I was there. “Oh dear. I shouldn’t have said that. Please don’t tell anyone.”

I put my hand on her arm. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.” My other hand was behind my back with my fingers crossed. What I didn’t say was that I would keep her secret as long as it didn’t relate to the death of the clown. “How long have you two known each other?”

She blew out a sigh. “Since the womb. Our mothers were best friends and were pregnant with us at the same time. Sometimes they’d even dress us alike and try to pass us off as twins.”

I felt a tinge of envy. My own best friend had moved out of state when I was twelve, and I’d never found anyone with whom I’d felt the same connection. Until Nancy, that is. “It’s great that you two have stayed so close all these years. Good friends are hard to find.”

“I know. We’ve been through a lot together, but we’ve always had each other’s backs. Marriage and divorce and now this thing with Preston and that awful clown. She’s had a tough year.”

It was time to go fishing. “Actually, that’s why I’m here doing research. I’m hoping to figure out what really happened at the party.”

She bristled. “But they arrested a woman. I heard she admitted she locked him in the freezer.”

“Not exactly. She said she locked the freezer, not that she locked the clown inside. Sheriff Grady has jumped the gun on this one.”

“This is all Preston’s fault.” The veins on Susan’s neck began to throb. “I wish Leslie had never met him.” A scowl wedged its way across her face. “I hate to say this, but there are some people who are better off dead.” She turned and stormed off.

What did she mean by that? Was she blaming Squishy’s death on Leslie’s husband? I remembered Leslie had mentioned it was Preston who had been insistent she hire Gwen Palmer to organize the party. Was that what she meant?

I knew better than to try to talk to Susan in the state she was in now. Besides, the library was about to close, and I had a howling dog and precocious cat waiting for me at home. If it hadn’t already been dark out, I’d have driven by the address mentioned in the newspaper. But that would have to wait until morning. 

For now, I just had to hope that Preston Harper wasn’t going to be the next person to turn up at the morgue.
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Small mountain towns were often overlooked but certainly weren’t off the grid. Still, GPS directions were a little sketchy in places like Cascada, but you could usually get to the general vicinity you were searching for. I pulled up to the house on Casa Grande the next morning before going to the studio. It was one of the bigger houses in this part of town since most of the large residences were in the upper canyon. 

The old adobe house was in desperate need of repair. It sat back from the road behind a wooden fence with peeling paint and missing boards. The name on the mailbox was faded and the flag on the side was bent.

Did anyone still live there? The old structure had a neglected, abandoned look. I walked through the gate up the path to the front door, leaning in to listen for noise coming from inside. When I didn’t hear anything, I knocked. I waited and then knocked again.

When no one came to the door, I walked around the side of the house. A large woodpile and some chickens indicated the house was occupied. The yard was littered with rusty bikes and deflated sports balls. An old plastic sandbox in the shape of a turtle was filled with muddy snow.

The news article about the robbery said a child at this house had been an eyewitness and had seen the clown. How old would that child be now? 

As I circled back to the front door, it flew wide open as a gray-haired woman in a floral housedress waved a rolling pin at me. “What are you doing snooping around my house? Are you a bill collector?”

For a moment, I thought I was being accosted by the old lady who lived in a shoe. Perhaps she had so many children she didn’t know what to do. “No, ma’am. I’m Wendy Fairmont, and I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”

“What are you selling?” she asked, lowering the rolling pin.

“Nothing. Honest. I was just trying to find information about something that happened in this house back in the eighties. Were you here back then?”

“Heck no. I’m just renting the place. I’ve been here about five years is all.” 

Was this going to be a dead end? “Oh, I see. Then do you know the name of the owners?”

“Nope, but not because I don’t want to help you out. I make my check out to a management company. I have no idea who the actual owner is.”

“Oh, I see.”

“And I pay my rent on time. Well, usually, that is. The owners aren’t as quick to make repairs as they should, so I figure I don’t have to be as fast getting them my check, if you know what I mean.” She tucked the rolling pin under her arm. “The only reason I stay here is because the place has lots of bedrooms. I’ve got a bunch of kids, most are grown.”

This wasn’t exactly the information I was hoping to get. I thanked the woman and headed back to the studio. I needed to know who owned that property in 1982. Maybe I could do a title search? How long would that take?

As I got out of my car, it hit me. Nancy might be able to access the information I needed. After all, she was in the real estate business. I walked down the square to her office. She owed me a favor after our visit to the falls. Or did I owe her a favor? No matter.

I found her slumped over a steaming cup of coffee as though she were getting a facial. “What’s with you?” I asked, looking at her eyes. “I haven’t seen bags that big since Ikea opened in Dallas.”

She yawned. “I was up late last night. Didn’t get my beauty sleep.”

“Out on a big date?”

Blushing, she took a swig of coffee. “No, not exactly. We were talking on the phone...”

I crossed my arms. “So who is he? Jake told me you were busy Friday night, but I didn’t believe him.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s...complicated.”

“Complicated as in Leslie and Preston Harper complicated?”

“If you’re asking if he’s married, the answer is no. It’s new. By the way, why are you here at the crack of dawn? Trying to coax me into going on another one of your wilderness adventures?”

I decided to let her keep her secret, at least for now. “I need a favor. If I give you an address, can you figure out who owned the property back in the eighties?”

She leaned back in her chair. “Maybe. What’s this about?”

I explained Jake’s lead and the police report from the newspaper. I gave her the address and she said she’d see what she could do. 

“Thanks, girlfriend,” I said. “I owe you one.”

“You mean you owe me another one.”

“Ugh. Friends don’t keep score.” I stood up to leave. “Have fun on your date.”

“You, too.”

I planned to. However, I could have more fun if I didn’t have Myra’s arrest hanging around my shoulders. Maybe this lead would pan out and the whole affair would be history by the weekend.
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When I got back to the studio, I had an email from Leslie Harper with a list of picture numbers and sizes she wanted printed from the party. With my fancy new printer, I could make enlargements up to eight-by-ten. Anything bigger would have to be sent off. Luckily, she only wanted smaller prints. 

I pulled up the shots on my computer and loaded the machine with paper. The prints looked great, if I did say so myself. Most people couldn’t appreciate stop action and depth of field, but I knew the prints were awesome. I wondered which one she was planning to use in the newspaper? I needed to remind her that they’d have to give me a photo credit.

Just as I was finishing up, Jake called.

“I was able to track down Ben Jeffries. He left Cascada in the mid-eighties and became a detective with the Albuquerque Police Department. He retired in 2009, but I found a phone number for him.”

This was just the good news I was hoping to hear. “You’re a genius, you know that?”

“It pays to have connections.”

“I’m going to call him and see if he can tell me anything about the burglary. I’ll let you know if I find anything out.”

I called the number Jake gave me. There was no answer. When the voicemail message came on, I hung up. What exactly was I going to say? I thought about it a few minutes and called back. This time I left a message.

“This is Wendy Fairmont in Cascada. I was calling to see if you remember any details from 1982 when a man dressed like a clown robbed some businesses and houses.” That may have been too specific. I quickly left my phone number and hung up.

Chances were he would hear the message and assume it was from some lunatic. I decided to give it a few hours and then try again. 

The buzzer rang on the front door and I walked out to see who it was.

“Myra!”

She looked like she’d just gotten off a desert island. Had they not let her bathe while she was in jail?

“I’m free, I’m free!” She threw her arms around me and I had my answer about the bathing.

When she let go of my neck, I took a step back. “What do you mean? Did they drop the charges?”

“No, I’m free on bail. But my lawyer says we can beat this rap.”

“Really? Who’s your lawyer?”

“She’s a new attorney in town assigned to my case. Get this, I’m her first client. Isn’t that great? She says she wants to start her career off with a win.”

I tried to maintain the smile on my face. Poor Myra, she was so naïve. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that someone straight out of law school was obviously going to be full of confidence and optimism. It didn’t mean she could win the case. “That’s...super.”

“I can’t wait to see Brutus. Thanks so much for taking care of him while I was in the slammer. I hope he wasn’t too much trouble. When can I get him?”

“I have a client coming by to pick up some pictures or else I’d go with you now.” Just as I said it, in walked Leslie Harper.

She looked at Myra with faint recognition. “I’m here for my pictures. The editor of the Gazette is waiting for me.”

“I’ve got them ready. I’ll be right back.” I didn’t want to leave the two women alone together considering the circumstances and hurried to get the sack of photos and a business card.

I was too late.

“Aren’t you that woman who locked the clown in the freezer and ruined my stepdaughter’s birthday party?” Leslie asked. “The poor child will probably be scarred for life.”

Myra balled her hands. “Lady, she may be scarred for life, but it won’t be because of anything I did. It’ll be because she’s a spoiled brat with you as her stepmother.” Myra spoke with a thick Spanish accent like she does when she loses her temper.

“Well, I never! How dare you speak to me like that? And why aren’t you locked up?”

I handed Leslie her package. “I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding.” I was hoping to avoid a civil war.

“Misunderstand this!” Myra spewed out what I assumed were Spanish curse words.

I narrowed my eyes at her and pulled Leslie toward the door. “I’m so sorry. She’s a sweetheart, normally. Jail can make a person a little...edgy.” 

Leslie’s mouth dropped open but no words came out.

I held open the door. “Be sure to tell them to include my name in the photo credit. Let me know if you need any more prints. Thanks for visiting the Foto Factory. Ba-bye now.” The door closed and I turned to Myra. “What on earth? She was a customer!”

Myra bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. I’ve never been an ex-con before. Prison changes you. I’m not the same innocent woman you used to know.”

I put a hand on my hip. “First of all, you were in the jail, not prison. Second of all, you were only there a day and a half.” I grabbed my key ring and pulled off the house key. “You and your ‘crazy need to go home and relax. You can get Brutus from my house and leave the key under the front mat.”

“Under the mat? That’s the first place gangsters look. And I should know; I learned a lot about crime while I was on the inside.”

I rolled my eyes. Should I even tell her about the leads I had been following? Now probably wasn’t the best time considering she thought she’d just stepped off the set of Law and Order. “Go home. Take a hot bath. A long one. I’ll call later to catch you up on all the news you missed while you were in the slammer.”

After she left, I decided it was time to pay Sheriff Grady a visit. I wanted to tell him about the flask and the previous clown case. Maybe his curiosity would be piqued. After all, he wouldn’t want to end up with pie on his face from arresting the wrong person...again. 

An apple tart would be just the thing to soften him up. Karol had just taken some out of the oven when I got to the café. 

“Are you sure you don’t want a little something for yourself?” she asked when I told her the pastry was a bribe for Grady.

It took all my willpower not to get something for myself. “I can’t. I burned off thirty-seven calories yesterday at the gym, and I don’t want to backtrack.”

“Thirty-seven whole calories. I burn more calories than that getting dressed.”

“Okay, maybe it was forty. Either way, if I’m going to start dating again, I need to carve at least ten pounds off my waist.”

“So you and Jake Faro are a thing, I suppose. I’ve flirted with that guy for years and never got out of the batter’s box. I was starting to think he might be gay. Not too many men can resist this.” She pushed out her chest.

“Be careful with those. You could put somebody’s eye out.”

I walked down the square and around the corner to the sheriff’s department. The sun was out, and slushy brown snow lined the roads. It felt good to walk and get some more exercise. At this pace, I’d have those extra calories off by the first of never. 

My leg muscles were cursing at me by the time I walked into the building. The receptionist called the sheriff and then pointed me back to his office. Not exactly high-tech security around there. 

“I come bearing gifts.” I waved the bag.

“You mean ‘bribes,’ don’t you?”

“That all depends. Is it going to get me answers about Myra’s case?”

Grady grabbed the sack from my hand and took a big bite of the warm pastry. He wiped sugar from his mouth and motioned for me to sit. “What do you want to know?”

“For starters, when are you going to drop the charges on her and find the real killer? That’s assuming Grover Ward’s death wasn’t an accident, which it probably was.”

Grady coughed and took a drink from his “World’s Greatest Sheriff” coffee mug, a gift from Sherry, no doubt. “You don’t hold any punches, do you?”

“Not when it comes to justice. And neither should you.”

“I can assure you, I don’t either. The DA says we have Myra Mendoza dead to rights on this one. She confessed to locking the freezer. That’s a fact. She and her pal had a physical altercation with the victim a few hours before the guy’s death. That’s a fact. Freddy Callahan has a record of committing crimes with the victim. That’s a fact.”

That one threw me for a loop. “With the victim?” I remembered Freddy telling Myra and me that he had gotten in trouble with the law when he was younger and had been hanging out with some bad people. Could his cousin, Grover, be one of those people he was talking about?

“That’s right, although that’s confidential. I’m only telling you this so you can prepare yourself for the inevitable. You see, your friend is going down. At a minimum, we have her on involuntary manslaughter. If we can get our hands on the boyfriend, we might get him to roll over on her and charge her with homicide. Why do you think that newbie lawyer is the only one in town who would take the case? Everyone knows this is a slam dunk.”

Bile rose in my throat. “But you don’t even know if Grover was in the freezer when she locked it!”

“We’re working on a timeline. Motive is obviously important in this case.”

“And what motive do you think she had?”

“Look, I know you like to play junior detective, but you need to leave this one to the professionals.”

If only I knew Spanish, I would have cursed Grady out big time. “Have you even considered any other suspects? What about the flask? Did you know it belonged to Gwen Palmer? Do you know she’s having an affair with Preston Harper?”

The frown that crept across Grady’s smug face clearly said this was all news to him. The wheels in his head seemed to turn—slowly, of course. “What does any of that have to do with the clown’s death?”

He had me there. “I don’t know for sure, but it seems pretty suspicious, don’t you think?”

“Are you implying that Grover Ward knew about the affair and was locked in the freezer to keep quiet?”

Dang. That was a motive I hadn’t considered, although I didn’t really think Grover had stumbled upon evidence of the affair. “Yeah, maybe. Or maybe he just found the flask in the coatroom and went into the freezer to drink without being seen.” 

“You’ve floated that theory before.” The color had drained from Grady’s face. Maybe he finally realized he’d been too quick on the draw again. He swallowed hard and grabbed a legal pad. “Okay, tell me everything you know about this flask and the affair. I’ll follow up, but don’t get your hopes up.”

It wasn’t much, but at least it was something. It might raise the question of reasonable doubt. Although I knew I could kiss any future business with the Harpers goodbye, it would buy some time to follow up on the clown burglary angle. I wasn’t ready to share my new lead with Grady in case it was a dead end. At this point, I was running out of options.
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On the walk back to the studio, I stopped and pretended to look in some of the shop windows. I was actually trying to catch my breath. I still hadn’t completely acclimated to the thin mountain air. I waved to Charlotte Randall, who was talking to a customer inside the candle shop. My phone rang. Perfect. I could use the call as an excuse to sit on one of the park benches while my lungs refilled with oxygen.

“Are you okay?” Nancy asked. “You sound like you’ve been climbing a mountain.”

“Just trying to get a little exercise,” I wheezed.

“Sounds like you need to increase your cardio.”

I wanted to say something snarky but was too light-headed to form a thought.

“Anyway, I looked up the house you asked about. I knew the address sounded familiar. You’ll never guess who it used to belong to.”

“I’ll give you my first child if you don’t make me guess.”

“You’re no fun. Hold on to your hat. It’s William Woodgate.”

“The founder of Woodgate Industries?”

“Yes, indeed. Leslie Harper’s father.”

My mind reeled. If that was Leslie’s childhood home, she must have been the eyewitness to the burglary. Maybe she had a motive to kill Grover after all. I jumped up. “You’ve been a big help. Your check is in the mail. Call you later.”

I hung up and jogged back to the studio. And by jog, I mean walked faster than usual. I found Leslie’s cell phone number and called her. 

“What do you want?” she asked. 

A whirring noise in the background made it hard to hear. “I need to ask you something important.”

“Look, Ms. Fairmont, I appreciate your calling, but I have nothing more to say to you.”

“It’s about the death of the clown.” The background noise stopped.

The edge in her voice was obvious. “Look, I told you that is none of my concern. Now if you don’t leave me alone, I’ll have to call the sheriff and tell him you are harassing me.”

“You might not have to call him. He’s probably going to call you first.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“He knows about the flask...and the affair.” For a minute I thought she’d hung up on me, then the background noise started up again.

“I’m at Bobbie’s. I’ll give you five minutes.” She hung up.

Bobbie’s Beauty Salon was right around the corner. Could I get away with driving instead of walking? I decided I could. Bobbie’s was where the elite got their hair done. Us regular gals went to the Style Station. 

Only two of the shop’s three stylists were working. Leslie was sitting under a dryer while a manicurist worked on her nails. Leslie sneered at me when she saw me approach. Turning to the girl, she said, “Can you turn this dryer off and give us a few minutes?”

I sat in the chair next to Leslie’s. “I’ll cut right to the chase. I know about the robbery.”

“Robbery? I wouldn’t call someone stealing an over-priced flask a robbery, but whatever.”

“I’m not talking about that robbery. I’m talking about the one in 1982.”

“Are you on drugs or something? I have no idea what you’re talking about, and I’m losing my patience with you and your wild accusations.”

I couldn’t tell if she was sincere or doing a great job of acting. I pushed her harder. “In 1982, your house was broken into by a man dressed as a clown. You were the only witness.”

“That’s it! I’m calling my husband. You can’t keep spreading these lies about me and my family.”

“It’s not a lie.” I pulled out my phone to show her the article. “It’s right here in the police report.”

She grabbed the phone and read the article. Her face softened from crazy mad to super confused as she read. “That’s my address, all right. How come I never knew about this?”

“Leslie, you had to have known. It says right here that the witness was a child, unless you have siblings.”

“No, I’m an only child.” She shoved the phone back at me. “What does this have to do with my husband and me? Did you tell the sheriff about the flask?”

I had hoped she wouldn’t ask. I nodded.

“Well, hopefully, he has the good sense not to say anything to anyone until he talks to me first.”

“But what about the clown?” I waved my phone.

“What about him? I’m telling you that I know nothing about this robbery.”

“Are you sure? Maybe seeing the clown brought back a memory and you just...flipped out.”

She shook her head. “I know you are trying to help your friend, but you are barking up the wrong tree. And now, your five minutes are up.” She pulled the dryer down over her head and switched on the machine.

I tucked in my tail and left, but I wasn’t ready to give up. Maybe Jake could give me some pointers on how to interrogate a hostile witness. Between his psychology degree and his FBI training, he could probably get whatever he wanted out of a person.

That was probably important to remember since we were about to start dating.
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Being one of the younger residents in my small neighborhood had its advantages and disadvantages. The older folks loved to share. Whether it was their favorite pumpkin spice cake or the latest gossip from their kids in California, they always had something to give. Of course, there was a downside. Sometimes those stories were a little boring and sometimes that cake included a few cat hairs. 

And then there were the favors. Once I opened my studio, word spread that I “went into town” every day. I had become the official neighborhood Picker Upper. Mrs. Byer’s mail. Mr. Gleason’s low-fat milk. And practically everyone’s prescriptions.

But that was the beauty of small-town life. I knew someday I’d be the one needing favors.

As it turned out, Jake and Curtis took care of many of the neighbors’ more demanding chores. Curtis, being a banker and OCD about getting dirty, mainly changed light bulbs and gave advice to the neighbors on financial matters. Because he worked from home, Jake was the go-to guy for most everything else.

When I drove up to his house, he was across the street at Mrs. Oglesby’s, shoveling snow from her walkway.

“You should get a merit badge for everything you do around here.”

“Don’t need one.” He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead. “I was an Eagle Scout.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t surprise me.” Part of the fun of a new relationship were the little surprises that popped up as you got to know someone. “That explains the reason you can never say no to people.”

“Like you can?” He grinned and leaned on the shovel. “Did you know Mrs. Oglesby writes a letter to her son every day?”

“Really? Why?”

“He’s in prison. Arson. It’s a sad story.” He rammed the shovel into the muddy, slushy ice and tossed it to the side. “I’ll tell you about it another time.”

My heart sank a little. “I could come by and pick up her letter on my way into town. Then she wouldn’t have to walk out to the mailbox.”

“I’ve offered. She likes to do it herself. She says it makes her feel less helpless.”

I watched as he shoveled his way toward the house. “Maybe I should come back later.”

“No, it’s fine. On the phone you said Leslie Harper denied knowing about the break-in. Let’s just think this through.” He jammed the shovel in a pile of snow and took off his work gloves. “Thirty-five years ago the Woodgate home was broken into. How old would Leslie have been?”

“I’d guess she’s almost forty now, so let’s say around five.”

“That’s awfully young. Do you remember things from when you were five?”

I thought for a moment. “I was about that age when my parents took over the lodge from my dad’s uncle. We had a big party. There were balloons and streamers and—”

“Got it. You can remember that far back, but not everyone can.”

“But if seeing the clown was a traumatic event, wouldn’t that make Leslie’s memory more intense?”

“Who says the memory was traumatic? After all, she chose a circus theme for her kid’s birthday party. That doesn’t sound like someone who has a fear of clowns.”

Good point. “But when I asked her about it, she honestly didn’t seem to know what I was talking about.”

“Hmm.” He kicked at the icy mess. “It could be a suppressed memory, or she simply may have forgotten.”

“Or she could be lying. Some people are really good at it.”

“True.”

“What about you, Jake Faro? Are you a good liar?”

“I feel like no matter how I answer that, I’m going to be in trouble. Anyway, would seeing the clown again at the party have been enough for Leslie to want to hurt him?”

“I don’t know. You tell me. You’re the shrink.”

“Believe me, a bachelor’s degree in psychology hardly qualifies me as a shrink.” He put the gloves back on and picked up the shovel. “If Leslie had been suppressing a traumatic memory and seeing the clown triggered it, she very well may have reacted irrationally. She may also be trying to keep the whole thing suppressed even now.”

“So what should I do to get her to open up about it?”

He thought a minute. “When you showed her the article, how did she react?”

Tiptoeing through the last of the slush, I stood on the bottom step of the front porch. “Like I was making it up or that it was the first time she’d heard about it.”

“Now that she’s had a little time to process it, you should ask her again. This time though, I’d walk her through it more slowly. Ask if she remembers the house. You said the robbery occurred at night? Ask if she remembers getting up and seeing a strange man in the house. Eventually show her a picture of the clown you took at the birthday party.”

“And if she doesn’t remember?”

“Then it’s time to hand it over to the sheriff and see what he can make of it.”

I shoved my hands in my jacket pockets. “I just wish I trusted Grady to do the right thing.”

“You said he was going to follow up on the flask information. That’s a start.”

I squared my shoulders to look straight into Jake’s eyes. “Do you think I’m just on a wild goose chase? Be honest.”

Tossing the last shovelful of snow to the side, he took off his gloves and reached for my hand. “You told me before that you had good instincts when you followed your gut. What is your gut saying now?”

Right then it was saying, Forget about this stupid case and kiss this guy. I stifled the urge and looked around for Cricket. For some reason, talking to that dumb cat seemed to give me clarity. “I don’t know if I’m on the right track or not, but I do know that if I don’t give it one more shot, I’ll regret it.”

He squeezed my hand and smiled. “Then there’s your answer.” 

I wanted to fall into his warm brown eyes and strong arms. I wished it were Friday night and we were talking across a candlelit table. I blinked to regain my senses. “After this crazy week, I’m really looking forward to spicy Mexican food and cold margaritas to wash everything clean.”

“Mexican food? Um, I thought we’d grab a pizza or maybe some barbeque.”

I stuck out my bottom lip. “Oh, but I had my heart set on going back to that little place in the Creekside Casino. After all, it’s where we had our first...dinner.”

He let go of my hand and picked up the shovel. 

I followed him down the sidewalk toward the street. “What is it? Why don’t you want to go there?” I felt a churning in my stomach. Did he have an ex-girlfriend working there? Or maybe she wasn’t an ex.

“It’s...just...that—” He turned and glanced at his house as though he wanted to run away.

Jealousy quickly morphed into anger. “Maybe going out is a bad idea. I mean, if you are already in another relationship—”

He looked back at me but dropped his eyes. “I’m not. It’s Nancy.”

My hands flew up to my face. “Oh dear lord, please tell me you are not in love with your sister!”

He scrunched up his face. “Gross! Of course not. It’s just that she is going to be there on Friday night with her date.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. “Is that all? You scared me for a minute. That’ll make it more fun.” I grinned and twirled my invisible mustache. “We’ll hide in a dark corner so we can get a look at this new guy. Has she told you who he is?”

Jake darted his eyes from mine. “She did.”

I stopped smiling. “She told you, but she won’t tell me?”

He stared down at the shovel.

“Jake, what aren’t you telling me?”

“She doesn’t want you to know who she’s going out with.”

“Why not?”

He took a deep breath. “Because it’s your brother.”
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Sure, Jake tried to stop me, but I couldn’t just stand there and act like everything was fine. Nothing about the situation was fine. Nor was it funny or ironic or acceptable. I felt like I had lost my best friend...again. 

First Patrick, then my brother, and now Nancy. The mere fact that they would keep it a secret confirmed that they knew it was a betrayal. Tears burned my eyes as I drove. On instinct, I headed home. But not down the street to the house I’d inherited from Gran. I went to the lodge. As I got closer, I thought about all the things I wanted to say to Tyler. We’d had confrontations in the past—back when Patrick died—but years of pent-up emotions could no longer be contained. I was ready to let it all out.

I found him on the dock, mopping the floor of one of the pontoons. Wearing boots and a denim jacket, he looked much as he did all those years ago when I begged him to take a friend and go on an overnight hunting trip with Patrick. Just try to get to know him, I had said. Give him a chance.

When Tyler saw me marching down the path toward him, he took a long drag off his cigarette. “What’s up, kid?”

I balled my fists and crossed my arms. “Nancy? Of all the people you could go out with, you pick Nancy?”

A sly grin crossed his face as he went back to mopping.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

“What’s there to say? We started talking, I asked her out, no big deal. It’s just a date.”

“Just a date? She’s my best friend. She’s Jake’s sister. Why can’t you get your own life instead of constantly ruining mine?”

Tyler froze. Then, as if in slow motion, he laid down the mop and flicked the cigarette into the lake. He climbed out of the boat and walked past me, mumbling, “Follow me.”

I trailed behind him as he got in his pickup truck. I got in too. “What are you doing?”

“This isn’t about Nancy, it’s about Patrick. You’ve always said you wanted the truth, well, I’m ready to give it to you.” When he started the engine, bad nineties music blared from the stereo. He sped off in the direction of the main road.

I put on my seatbelt and tried to imagine what he might say. I knew where he was taking me. The drive to the campsite was about forty-five minutes up into the mountains. This would be the first time I’d been there since before Patrick was killed. I’d never had the guts to go there on my own.

As we bounced our way up the hills, I closed my eyes and tried to picture Patrick’s grayish-blue eyes and sandy-blond hair. His face had faded in my memory. A few years after he died, I had finally put away all my pictures of him, hoping that would help me forget. Another face crept into my mind. It was Jake’s. 

I shuddered as my eyes flew open. This wasn’t the time to think about Jake. I braced myself for what my brother might tell me. All my theories melted away. It was time for the truth.

When Tyler turned off the road and drove through the metal gate next to the crooked ponderosa pine tree, I felt like I did all those years ago when we would come up here as a family to hunt and sleep out under the stars. The snow was piled up on the sides of the road, and I could see tiny tracks of animal prints leading into the wood. 

Tyler parked near the old camper. He turned off the truck and the cab was suddenly filled with deafening silence. Finally, he spoke. “This is exactly where Patrick parked his truck. We had gotten here late and decided to wait to hunt in the morning.” He pointed to a spot in the distance. “Right there is where we made a fire. Patrick had brought enough food for an army. He cooked up sausage and hamburgers.”

My chest began to tighten. Now that it was happening, I wasn’t so sure I could handle this.

“Cameron and I had brought beer...and weed. At first, Patrick only drank. Then he smoked a joint. Just one, though. I think he wanted to impress us. We all began to loosen up. At first we talked about you, since you were the one thing we had in common. It was obvious he really loved you. Eventually, we talked about sports and girls and stupid stuff we’d done in school. By the time we called it a night, we were all pretty wasted.”

I stared at the campsite trying to picture the scene of my brother and Cameron swapping stories with Patrick. “It sounds like you all had a good time.”

“We did,” he said, nodding his head slowly. “And you were right. Patrick wasn’t the stuck-up college boy I thought he was.”

I felt a knot in my throat. So it had worked. The camping trip had brought the two closer together.

“I never heard Patrick get up the next morning. He must have decided to let us sleep and go out on his own. I just remember hearing a loud noise and woke up. My first thought was that Patrick must have shot a deer. But then I wondered why a deer would have been that close to the camper. I got up to check it out.”

I asked the question that had constantly been on my mind. “Where was Cameron?”

“He was still sleeping.” Tyler rolled down the window and lit a cigarette. After taking a drag, he blew the smoke out the window. “It was still dark out. I grabbed a flashlight and went outside. At first I didn’t see anything. Then I saw him lying on the ground behind the pickup. He was dead, Wendy. I swear, he was already dead.”

Silent tears rolled down my cheeks. Of all the times I had imagined what might have happened, I had never looked at it from Tyler’s point of view.

“I started yelling for Cameron to come out. He finally did. I ran back to the camper and got a blanket. I laid it over Patrick. I know it sounds stupid, but I didn’t want him to get cold. I stayed with him the whole time. Anyway, I told Cameron to get Patrick’s mobile phone and call the sheriff. He freaked. He started ranting about how trashed he was, how he had more weed in the camper, and how much trouble he’d be in since he was on probation.”

“So that’s why he left.” It was a statement, not a question.

He nodded. “He hitched a ride back to town and left me there.”

I couldn’t believe that snake, Cameron, would just abandon his friend like that. “I remember when the sheriff told us you were the only one there when they arrived, I kept wondering how that was possible. When I tried to ask you about it, you wouldn’t explain.”

Tyler rubbed his forehead. “I was trying to protect Cam. And I felt so guilty. If I hadn’t been such a jackass, you’d have never made him take us out there, and he would still have been alive. I never forget that, believe me.”

I wanted to comfort him, but there was another question still unanswered. “What about the gun? Why was it loaded when he took it out of the case? Everyone said he would never have put it in there loaded.”

He flicked ashes onto the ground. “I wish I knew. But here’s the thing about ‘never’: it’s only true until it isn’t.”

The picture of my brother huddled next to Patrick on the ground gave me an odd sense of comfort. He had stayed right next to him. I reached over and touched Tyler’s arm. “I wish you’d told me the truth.”

“Me, too. Trust me. But once you lie, especially to the cops, it’s hard to admit the truth. Besides, I felt responsible for all of it. I deserved for you to hate me.”

I started to protest, but he was right. I had hated him for a long time. But after a while, I quit feeling much of anything toward him. Now, I realized there was room in my heart to love him again. 

Leaning my head on his shoulder, I said, “I know this sounds cliché, but it wasn’t your fault. It was an accident. Plain and simple.”

“That’s what I’ve tried to tell you all these years. But there’s one thing I haven’t told you. Ever.”

I sat up. “What?”

“The real reason I didn’t like Patrick wasn’t because of him or the way he acted. It was because of you.”

My mouth dropped open. “Me?”

“Yep. He was stealing my little sister. My best friend. Remember how close we used to be?”

I laughed. “You sound just like Mom.”

“Yeah, that’s because we’re family.”
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Staring at my computer screen, my mind wandered between all of the events of the past week. From the party to the clown to Myra and Leslie to Tyler. Oh, and there was the horror movie set. Couldn’t forget that.

This was my last chance to get Leslie Harper to come clean and admit she’d locked Mr. Squishy in the freezer and clear Myra of the charges. Then I could move on to patching up and building my relationships.

I focused back on the pictures from the party to find one of Mr. Squishy to show Leslie. Jake said it might help trigger her memory or at least give me a clue if she were lying. I had taken several of him making balloon animals for the kids. 

I settled on one where he was twisting blue balloons into the form of a dog for a pretty little girl in a white dress standing next to her mother. The photographer in me started to crop the mom out of the picture when I realized the woman was Susan Martinelli, Leslie’s friend “since the womb.” How ironic that they now had daughters about the same age, even though Leslie’s was a stepchild. 

Perhaps a picture of Leslie with her runny mascara might also trigger something. After all, she had gone into the bathroom to cry. Maybe that had something to do with the clown and not her stepdaughter or her bad marriage.

The printer did its magic and spit out the pictures just as my cell phone rang. The number was unfamiliar. I almost let it go to voicemail. It’s a good thing I didn’t.

“This is Ben Jeffries from Albuquerque. You left a message for me about an old case in Cascada.” His voice was deep and a little scratchy.

“Oh, right. Thanks for calling me back.”

“Are you a reporter or something? I had a feeling you were calling about this latest clown murder. I’ve read about it in the Observer.”

I decided to tell him the truth. If my conversation with Tyler today taught me anything, it’s that the truth should always be your default response. “No, I’m a friend of the woman arrested for the crime. But I have a theory that this case is related to the one in 1982. I was hoping you could give me some information about it.”

“The sheriff should have the case files, but I’m not surprised if you’re trying to go around him. I’ve heard he can be a brick wall when he makes up his mind about a case.”

My thoughts exactly. “First of all, was the case ever solved?”

“Nope. The only eyewitness we had was a little girl. The thieves were pretty smart. They got away clean.”

“Thieves? You mean there was more than one?”

“We figured there had to be based on the size of the haul.”

“Do you remember the little girl’s name who saw the clown?”

“That case was more than thirty years ago. I can barely remember my own name, much less hers. But the house belonged to that richy rich family, the Woodgates.”

“What about the clown? Did she give much of a description?”

“I remember she was scared as a jackrabbit who’d just seen a ghost.”

That was an unusual mixed metaphor. I bit my tongue.

“She didn’t want to talk at first. We ended up taking her down to the station and giving her ice cream. That’s when she told us about the clown. Nothing out of the ordinary—for a clown. Green hair, red nose, big shoes.”

It sounded like Mr. Squishy, or it could have been any other guy in a clown costume. “So did you question her any other time? Was she able to give any more details?”

“Nope. Her parents refused to let us talk to her again. Apparently, the whole episode of waking up in the middle of the night and finding a creepy clown in the house freaked her out. It would have freaked me out, too.”

“Yeah, I guess the Woodgates were being protective of their child.”

“Oh, this wasn’t the Woodgate girl, it was a friend who’d come over to stay the night.”

I felt the wind come out of my sails as my entire revenge theory fell to pieces. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Well, thanks for calling, Detective Jeffries. You’ve been a big help.”

And that was that. My last lead crumbled like a broken cookie. Leslie had told the truth. She hadn’t seen the clown at her house. I picked up the pictures from the printer tray and stared at them. Poor Leslie looked so sad in comparison to all the other mothers and daughters.

Then I noticed something. Where was she? I thought back to our conversation at Karol’s. Then, still holding the pictures, I grabbed my jacket and raced out the door. 

Everyone knows a picture paints a thousand words. What would she have to say about this one?

* * *
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THE ADRENALINE RUSH had me practically running by the time I hit the steps to the library. Sure enough, volunteers were there sorting through boxes of books for the sale. 

Leslie Harper, with her freshly highlighted hair, took one look at me and threw out her hands. “That’s it, stalker. I’m calling the sheriff!”

I brushed past her and stopped in front of Susan Martinelli. “We need to talk.”

She groaned. “What? Now? Is it about Leslie?”

“You could say that.”

She crooked her finger for me to follow her behind one of the tall bookshelves. She put her hands on her hips. “What?”

Whether it was because of all the books surrounding me or because of Jake’s advice, my voice came out in storytelling manner. “Once upon a time there was a little girl about five years old. The year was 1982. She was spending the night at her best friend’s house.”

Susan’s furrowed brows and gaping mouth made it clear she thought I had lost my mind. “What are you jabbering about?” She slowly backed away.

I kept pace with her. “Something woke the girl up. Maybe it was a noise or maybe she was thirsty. She went out into the den and saw something that frightened her.”

“Stop it! You’re scaring me.” She turned down the next aisle of books, trying to get away.

I followed her. “What she saw was a man, but not an ordinary man. Not her friend’s father. It was a scary man dressed as a clown.”

“No! Stop!” She turned another corner and was trapped right next to the microfiche machine.

“Years went by until one day, that little girl was all grown up and at a birthday party. She saw the same clown again, didn’t you, Susan?”

“No,” she insisted, “it wasn’t me.”

“Then why did you lie? You said you just loved that birthday cake at the end of the party. But you didn’t stay until the end of the party, did you?” I held up the group photo.

She turned to face the wall, knowing she and her daughter weren’t in it. “Yes, we left right after cake. My daughter had something on her dress. I took her home to change.”

I heard a noise behind me and turned. It was Sheriff Grady. I shook my head and put up my hand to stop him. 

Miraculously, he got the message and retreated back around the corner.

I turned back to Susan. She hadn’t seen Grady. “Something on her dress?” I asked.

“Yes. Cake icing.” She turned back around then and tried to appear smug, but the fear in her eyes was real.

“Cake icing or face paint? Paint you had gotten on your hand when you struck Mr. Squishy.”

She sucked in a deep breath.

“After you locked him in the freezer. Isn’t that right.” I held up the clown’s picture to her face.

She let out a soft cry, closed her eyes, and sank down to the floor.

“How’d you get him to go in there? Was it the flask?”

She nodded and began to sob. “Yes. I saw it when I went to get Leslie’s phone out of her purse. I didn’t want her drinking at Bridgette’s party.”

I kneeled down next to her. “Why did you do it, Susan? Did you think it was the same clown from when you were a child?”

“I know it was. When he was making that balloon animal for my daughter, he called her his ‘little chickadee.’ That’s exactly what he called me all those years ago at Leslie’s house. The only difference was that I remembered him being taller, but that’s just because I was a child and he loomed so large that night above me.” She shook her head as if trying to drive the memory from her head.

Part of me couldn’t believe that Susan was actually confessing.

“I didn’t mean to kill him, you have to believe me. I just wanted to get him away from my daughter and from the other girls without making a scene. I flirted a little and used the flask to lure him to the kitchen. That’s when I noticed the freezer. It was locked, but I saw the key hanging on the wall. I told him we could slip in there together.” She wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “He was obviously already three sheets to the wind. When he got inside, I slapped him and threw the flask at him. Then I locked the door.”

“What did you do with the key?”

“I don’t remember exactly. I think I threw it in the trash can or near the trash or something. I went back out to check on my child. I must have put my hand on her back and gotten that creep’s face grease all over the back of her beautiful dress.” She paused as she remembered the scene.

I sat down beside her. “What happened next?”

“That’s when reality set in. I grabbed her and left. I never thought for one minute that he would die in there. I thought he would yell and someone would let him out. I just didn’t want to be around for him to point a finger at me as the one who did it.”

I heard heavy footsteps behind me as Susan looked up.

“I was around the corner,” Grady said. “I heard the whole thing. Susan Martinelli, you are under arrest.”

In a flurry of activity, a deputy appeared and led Susan away. 

I stopped Grady. “What will happen to her?”

“It depends on how the DA charges her. Although she says she didn’t intend to kill the guy, she didn’t come forward after she found out he was dead. The lie makes the crime worse.”

That was for sure. “What about Myra?”

“I’m sure they’ll consider dropping the charges. I’ve got to go.”

I let him keep his shred of dignity from having made another blunder by arresting the wrong person again. The charges against Myra would be dropped. Her new lawyer would have “won” her first case. 

And I would get to carry on with my life and concentrate on Jake.
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Chapter 26
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By the time Friday night rolled around, our date had turned into a double date and then a triple date. It just seemed like the thing to do now that Myra was in the clear, Freddy was back, and my brother and I were on the mends. Plus, a part of me wanted Nancy and Tyler to have a chaperone.

The waiter came up to the table to take our drink orders. Jake and I ordered margaritas. Myra and Freddy ordered beer.

The waiter turned to Nancy. “What about you, ma’am?”

“I’ll have a diet soda.”

Tyler closed his menu. “Me, too.”

“What are you two doing?” I asked. “Volunteering to be the designated driver?”

Nancy shook her head. “No, I just feel like having a soda.” She picked up the menu and began studying it.

I couldn’t believe my ears. Since when was Nancy on a diet? “And what about you, Tyler? I thought tequila was your drink of choice.”

Myra jabbed me in the side with her elbow. “Didn’t you know your brother quit drinking about six months ago?”

My mouth gaped as I looked back at Tyler.

“That’s why your parents gave it up,” she added. “To support their son.”

Freddy reached out and shook Tyler’s hand. “Way to go, man. Good job.”

I didn’t know what to say. My brother was full of surprises.

When the waiter returned with our drinks, Tyler held up his glass to make a toast. “Here’s to my sister. If she hadn’t been so annoying and persistent, we might not all be here together tonight. Cheers.”

We all clinked glasses. 

“That’s for sure. Especially you and me.” Myra grinned at Freddy, who leaned down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. 

Obviously, Freddy wasn’t going anywhere for a while. I wanted to make amends. “Freddy, I need to apologize for thinking you had something to do with Grover’s death. You were a little suspicious, though.”

“I know, I shouldn’t have run off like that. It’s just that my record isn’t exactly spotless, and I know what a loose cannon the sheriff can be.”

I nodded. “Not only that, but you said you disappeared for a few minutes during the party and you didn’t tell me where.”

“I told you, I had business to take care of.” His face reddened.

I stared back, still puzzled by the answer.

“Sis, don’t be so dense,” Tyler said. “He went into the lodge to take a whiz.”

“Oops.” I wrinkled my nose. “Missed that. Sorry.”

Jake saved the day by offering up another toast. “Here’s to Mr. Squishy—Grover—may you rest in peace. Hopefully, it’s a little warmer where you are now.”

We all turned to him at once.

“Wait. That’s not what I meant. I meant—”

“Cheers,” Tyler said, and we echoed the sentiment.

Freddy stood up and smoothed out the wrinkles in his jeans. He towered over the table. “Myra, this wasn’t exactly how I planned it, but I don’t want to wait another minute. You never know what’s around the corner.” He bent down on one knee and pulled a ring box out of his pocket. 

A collective gasp circled the table.

“Myra Ann Mendoza, will you marry me?”

“Yes,” Myra squealed and threw her arms around his neck.

Freddy squeezed her tight. “I love you, my little chickadee.”

Jake, Nancy, and Tyler broke into applause as I stared at the couple. Had I heard him right? Did he just call her his little chickadee? I grabbed Jake’s arm and pulled him from the table. “I need to talk to you. Now!”

He followed me to the bar. “What is it? You’re not going to propose on our first date, are you?” he asked with a grin.

“It may have been Freddy, not Grover!”

“What are you talking about?”

“At the Woodgate house in 1982. Freddy was the burglar, not Grover.”

He tilted his head. “How do you know?”

“Susan said the clown at the party was shorter than she had remembered. Freddy’s like...eight feet tall! Plus, he called Myra his ‘chickadee.’”

“Is that what you said Squishy called Susan’s daughter at the birthday party?”

I nodded quickly. “Yes. Freddy and Grover were cousins. Maybe it’s a family thing. I think we should call the sheriff. I think we should—”

Jake pulled me to him and kissed me. 

After the initial shock, I wrapped my arms around his neck and felt my knees begin to wobble. 

He pulled his face away and stared into my eyes. “I think you’ve done enough for a while; let’s not go borrowing trouble.”

As he kissed me again, I knew he was right. You can’t change the past. It was time at last to move forward. And at that moment, I knew I was right where I wanted to be.


* * * 

THE END
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Chapter 1
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Who would have thought someone at this gathering would be dead in less than twenty-four hours. But that’s just what happened. 

My friend Nancy had told me these town hall meetings could quickly erupt into an ultimate fighting match, but I assumed she was exaggerating. Since moving back to Cascada, I had come to see the small town in a whole new light. It was no longer just the place I’d spent my youth. At thirty-five, I realized it was like any other small town with its own commerce, politics, and plenty of personal agendas. Many of those would end up on display tonight.

The turnout was huge. We found aisle seats in the middle of the theater. That’s right. For big meetings like this one for the Winter Arts Fair, meetings were held in the town’s one small movie theater. It was the old-fashioned kind with a stage, red velvet curtains, and an organ sitting off to the side to accompany the silent film showings.

As more and more people filed in, I got a craving for popcorn. It was probably the scent of butter and furniture polish that hung in the air and infused the upholstered seats. 

I whispered to Nancy, “The meeting hasn’t even started and people are already arguing.”

She laughed as she stared at her cell phone. “I told you there’d be fireworks.”

Off in the corner, Mayor Hadwell did his best to calm down a man I didn’t recognize. Their voices reverberated through the small auditorium like Big Ben in London.

“How dare you replace me!” The man threw back his head and stuck out his chin. “I’ve been in charge of the pie auction for ten years straight!”

Harvey Hadwell, mayor for the past three years, was married to a retired high school English teacher and spent most of his time gardening. Clutching his gavel, he remained firm. “Ten years was a good run. Time to shake things up a little. Besides, after what happened last year, we just have to replace you.”

“But that wasn’t my fault. I—I just tripped.”

“You fell onto a table of pies and smashed all ten of them to pieces.”

The man glared back. “How was I to know those teenaged hooligans spiked the apple cider?”

“Look, the only way I was able to get people to even enter the competition this year was to promise them we’d have a new chairman. You know how much the town needs the money from this auction. Besides, I’ve assigned you a new position.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”

“You’re going to be head of security over the refreshment area. That way we can be certain there’s no funny business again.”

I had heard that Mayor Hadwell was a peacemaker, and now I’d seen him in action.

The disgruntled ex-chairman skulked away, seemingly satisfied. 

I frowned at Nancy. “What are you doing on your phone? You’re supposed to be giving me the lowdown on all these townspeople.”

“Sorry, but I’ve got a prospective buyer with a million questions.”

Nancy owned the biggest real estate business in town, which kept her super busy but also meant she knew almost everyone. As a new business owner myself, it was important to have connections. I studied the pamphlet with all the fair’s events listed.

“At least tell me who the judge is for the photography competition,” I said. “I’m entering one of my pictures.”

“Artie Becker,” she answered without looking up. She brushed her long brown locks back over her shoulder. Nancy was arguably the most beautiful girl in town. If only she could find a guy who interested her as much as her business. She was one of those girls who went on a lot of first dates. Although she was a sweetheart, she often camouflaged it with a sharp tongue. That’s what drew us together as friends—our mutual dislike of people who annoy us. 

“Artie Becker.” I mulled over the name. “Isn’t he the guy who takes pictures of houses for you?”

She nodded. “He’s not very good, and he’s unreliable. You know, the whole package.”

Ugh. From what I’d seen of his work, he was a no-talent hack. I could give a camera to my cat and she could take better pictures. Before I moved back a few months ago, he was the only professional photographer in town, if you could call his work “professional.” Technically, people paid him to take pictures, so I guess that qualified him as a pro. 

Still, I couldn’t imagine he was the best choice to be a judge of the photo contest. I hadn’t entered any of my fine art photography in a competition since college, and I was a little nervous. The fair was one of the two biggest events in Cascada and featured numerous arts and crafts competitions as well as booths for local vendors to sell their wares. People from all over the area would participate.

The theater continued to fill up and the number of people I didn’t recognize grew. I had made it a point to try to make friends with as many of my fellow Cascadians as possible. After all, they were potential clients for my new photography business, the Foto Factory. Maybe there would be mingling after the meeting.

To be honest, I’d rather have been at home snuggled by the fire with Jake binge-watching Netflix. But he had a new cyber case to investigate and would be glued to his computer for days. Actually, I had found it a little awkward dating Nancy’s brother, Jake. Normally, you tell your best friend all the juicy bits when you’re in a new relationship. But Nancy had made it clear I was to keep all intimate details about her big brother to myself. Who could blame her?

Nancy finally looked up from her phone. “By the way, are you entering a pie in the silent auction?”

The question surprised me. “I can’t believe that’s still a thing. I remember my mom used to do that.”

“Of course it’s a thing. That’s how the town maintains its reputation as the pie capital of New Mexico.”

My eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you’re actually baking a pie for the auction. What about our ‘no-baking’ pledge?”

“Ha. We don’t have a no-baking pledge.” Her face lit up. “Last year I came in eleventh place. That Gayle Davidson won again with her strawberry rum recipe. I still can’t figure out what she puts in her crust.”

“Wait. I thought it was an auction, not a contest.”

She leaned in closer. “It’s not a contest...officially. But the pie with the highest bid is the self-proclaimed winner and gets bragging rights. Karol puts it on her menu at the café and we do it all over again at the fall festival.”

This was a side of Nancy I had never seen. I knew she was a go-getter when it came to running her business, but I had no idea she was a competitive pastry nut.

She raised her head high. “I’ve been perfecting my recipe for months. I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t enter this time, but you’ll be expected to in the future.”

What was this, Stepford Place? Would the pie police come after me? Or maybe the confectionary cops? 

I tried not to laugh. “So what is this magic pie you’re making?”

She opened her mouth as though I’d just punched her in the gut. “I can’t tell you that!”

“Why not? It’s not a matter of national security or anything.” 

The look on her face said it all. 

I spoke slowly as I called her out. “You don’t trust me, do you? You think I’ll tell someone or try to make it myself!”

“It’s not that...” Nancy’s words came out as stammering gibberish.

I couldn’t help but laugh then. “Don’t worry. We’re cool. At least I know where I stand now.”

Before she could protest, another commotion arose behind us. I turned around to see a slender young woman standing in the aisle, hands on her hips. Everything about her was over the top, from her fiery red hair to her severe eyebrows to her stiletto heels. She towered over the man she berated in front of her. 

“Mr. Becker, you said you’d have that video to me a week ago! My wedding was last month. I’ll probably be divorced before I get to watch myself walk down the aisle.” Her face competed with her hair for the brightest shade of red. 

The man she lorded over was middle-aged and wore bright blue cowboy boots under his beige leisure suit. His face was camouflaged by a large pair of glasses that were supposed to adjust from night to day but looked perpetually stuck somewhere in between. “Look, lady, don’t get your panties in a wad. I’ve had a lot going on. You’re not my only client, you know.” He glanced at the guy crouched behind her. “I’ll have it to you by the end of the week.”

“End of the week? That’s what you said last week.” She turned to the man slouching beside her, presumably her husband. “We’ll sue you if we have to, right, honey?”

He kept his head low and avoided eye contact. “He said he’d have it by the end of the week. Let’s give him a chance.”

“What?” Red held up her claws as though she would scratch his eyes out. “You spineless wimp! Why did I even marry you if you won’t stand up for me?” She looked around at the stares from the crowd and lowered her voice. “I expect that video tomorrow, or else.” She stormed off to her seat in the front row.

Her poor husband shrugged his shoulders and followed, leaving the other man fuming, his fists balled as though he wanted to go after them.

Nancy looked up from her phone. “That’s Artie Becker, by the way.” She motioned for him to come over. 

He first glared at the young couple but begrudgingly walked up to where we were sitting.

“You haven’t forgotten about the Boswell job tomorrow morning, have you?” Nancy asked. “They’re all over me to get their house on the market ASAP.”

“I’ll be there.” He looked at me suspiciously. “Aren’t you that new photographer who opened a studio in the old skating rink?”

“That’s me.” I stuck out my hand. “Wendy Fairmont.” 

He hesitated before finally giving it a shake. “Hope you have a back-up plan. I’ve got a loyal following in this town.”

I shot a glance at the redhead and her husband. “I can see that.”

Before he could offer an equally snotty comeback, Mayor Hadwell banged his gavel on the podium to start the meeting. Artie took a seat across the aisle.

“As you know, this is the final meeting before this weekend’s fair. We have a lot of local and out-of-town participants coming, and I want to make sure we are ready. Lois, what about setup? Do you have enough tables and extension cords?”

Lois Green stood. “That’s all taken care of, but because of the number of vendors, we are going to need an extra day to get everything ready this year. I want to start setting up on Thursday instead of Friday.”

“I object!” A man near the front of the theater leaped up.

“Coach Barnes, this isn’t a courtroom,” the mayor said. “What’s the problem?”

Calvin Barnes had been named the head coach at Cascada High School back when I was a student there. And in those nearly twenty years since, he had struggled to put together winning teams. The New Mexico Sports Association had named him the best high school coach without a playoff win. It was probably meant to be a slam, but he proudly included it in his credentials every chance he got. Calvin looked like he could step back onto the field at a moment’s notice and go toe-to-toe with any NFL linebacker. He was good-looking if you were into older musclemen who likely opened beer bottles with their teeth.

He cleared his throat and adjusted his CHS ball cap. “I had to give up the gymnasium last week for the science fair and two weeks before that for the Sadie Hawkins dance. How am I supposed to get my boys ready for the district basketball tournament if everyone and his brother keeps taking over the gym?”

“Ah, pipe down, Cal. It’s not like they ever win anyway.”

All eyes turned to a mustached man in aviator glasses sitting next to Artie. Under his brown plaid jacket, he wore a polyester shirt with a wide collar and a loud orange floral print. Both hands were adorned with gold rings and he had a bad comb-over, which is actually kind of redundant.

Calvin puffed out his chest. “I’ll have you know, Clyde, I’ve been called the best loser in the state.”

As laughter snaked through the crowd, I turned to Nancy. “Who is that guy and does he know the seventies are over?”

Nancy chuckled. “That’s Clyde Hornsby. He used to own the pawn shop. Now he just hangs out at Karol’s Kafé and gambles at the casino.”

The coach’s tanned face turned purple. “That’s not what I mean. I meant—”

Mayor Hadwell intervened. “We know what you mean, Coach Barnes, and we appreciate your cooperation. Lois, how about waiting until school is out Thursday to get started? I bet the coach would volunteer some of his athletes to help set up those tables. Right, Coach?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” He plopped down in his seat, and the metal supports squealed in protest.

“Good. Now, as you may know, Sherry Grady has graciously agreed to take over as chairman of the pie auction.”

An audible gasp filled the room. Nancy elbowed me in the ribs. “That’s not fair!” she whispered. “She shouldn’t be allowed to be chairman and enter her own pie. That’s why a man should be in charge.”

I just nodded, pretending to care and pretending not to notice how sexist that statement sounded. You see, Sherry was my high school nemesis. I’m sure we all had one. Only problem was that mine still held a deep-seated resentment toward me. Luckily, our paths rarely crossed, except when we worked out at the gym.

Sherry took the stage. Her skinny jeans disappeared into tall snakeskin boots. “Ladies, I’m doing things a little differently this year. After last year’s mix-up with some of the auction forms—that was even before the catastrophe with the table getting knocked over—I am requiring all pies to be delivered to the school cafeteria no later than four o’clock Friday afternoon. That will give me an hour to get things ready before the auction begins at five. I, and I alone, will secure the auction forms to the tables in the cafeteria to ensure no one tampers with them again. As the sheriff’s wife, I can assure you there will be strict supervision of the event this year. If you have any questions, see me after the meeting.” She pranced off the stage.

The mayor returned. “Now we are going to hear a report on the financial status of the event.” He shielded his eyes as though he were under a spotlight and searched the crowd. “Has anyone seen Margo?” 

A petite blond came forward from the back of the room. “Mother is down with a head cold,” she said in a pixie-like voice that matched her appearance. “She asked me to give you this report.” She handed a manila folder to the mayor, who thanked her and began reading aloud from the papers. 

Nancy let out another gasp and grabbed my hand. Several people turned to see what was wrong. 

“What is it?” I asked, thinking she was having some sort of attack.

She smiled to let others know she wasn’t having a medical crisis. Finally, when they’d turned their attention back to the mayor, she leaned over to me and whispered, “That’s Jake’s ex-girlfriend. I had no idea she was back in town. I wonder if Jake knows.” 
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Chapter 2
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Jealousy was not a totally new emotion for me, even though I usually had the upper hand with my gentlemen callers, as Gran used to refer to them. Maybe it was because I was thirty-five and still single, or maybe it was because my relationship with Jake was so new, but something about seeing Liv Olsen made my stomach lurch. 

Liv Olsen. That was her name, by the way. She looked like a little Norwegian princess from some Disney movie where gnomes guarded her castle from hostile neighboring villages. And speaking of villages, why had she come back to this one? Nancy promised to do some sniffing around and get the skinny on her for me.

Skinny. The word made me shudder. Over the past year, I had gone from trim to curvy and was on my way to well-padded. Consequently, that morning I headed to the gym for an extra workout. Spin class was getting a little easier now that I was actually attending on a regular basis. Maybe it was time to add a little strength training to the mix. I needed to be ready in case I got in a throw-down with the pixie vixen.

One of the perks of owning my own business was the flexibility it gave me. As long as I kept my appointments, I could sleep late, work from home, or take time off whenever I wanted. Sure, I hoped someday to be so busy that I’d have to keep regular business hours, but for now it was nice to be my own boss. And as my own boss, I ordered myself to hit the gym before going to the studio.

I changed into my workout clothes and grabbed my gym bag. As fate would have it, just as I was walking out the door, my phone rang. It was Nancy. 

“I need a favor,” she said, sounding uncharacteristically anxious. “Can you take some pictures for me?”

“Sure, but why?”

“Artie Becker didn’t show up at the Boswells’ place this morning, and he’s not answering his phone.”

“You want me to take pictures of the house?”

“Yes. I know we talked about your doing that in the future if my contract fell through with Artie. It looks like the future is now. I’m fed up with his no-showing on me.”

I looked down at my outfit. “Are the Boswells going to be there? If so, I’ll need to change.”

“No, they’ve been out of town taking care of her mother for a while now. That’s why they are so anxious to get the property listed. Their son, Brett, and his friends have been partying there on the weekends, and they’re afraid he’s going to tear the place up. Just do your best to make the house look as big and nice as possible.”

“Okay,” I said, “but I won’t use a wide-angle lens to distort the size. I hate it when they do that.”

“That’s fine,” Nancy said, sounding relieved. “I trust your judgment. You know where the house is, right?”

“Yep. In the upper canyon by the fire station. But how will I get in?”

“I’ll text you the code for the lockbox. There’s a key inside. Just make sure you lock it back up before you leave.”

“Got it.” I hung up after we made plans to meet later at my studio to look over the pictures. After swapping out my gym bag for my camera bag, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. If I changed clothes now, I could go straight to the studio after the Boswell house. I had several appointments later in the afternoon. Looked like I wouldn’t be going to the gym today after all. 

I changed clothes and said goodbye to Cricket, who sat curled up, purring contentedly, on the back of the sofa. She barely opened an eye as I left.

Pete and Audrey Boswell were longtime residents of Cascada. They were active in the church, respected in the community, and charitable to their neighbors. But like a lot of families, mine included, there was a black sheep among the flock. Brett Boswell was their black sheep. 

His father tried to get him to go to college with a promise to make him a partner in his accounting firm, but Brett would have nothing to do with it. He preferred the ski slopes to the classroom and had spent the past five years or so working on his career as a professional snowboarder. He had even gotten a sponsor. But when he failed to make any of the national teams and suffered an injury, he took a job at the Snowbird Ski Resort just outside of town.

Next to the curb in front of the house were several overflowing trash cans. Empty beer bottles had fallen out of one bag and were scattered on the ground. Nancy must have put the bags out when she was there earlier; otherwise the raccoons would have ripped them to shreds by now.

I tromped through the snow on the walkway leading up to the house. Apparently, Brett hadn’t bothered to shovel it. I punched in the code Nancy had sent me and opened the lockbox. There was no key inside. I tried the handle and the door opened. Nancy must have forgotten to lock it back up before she left. She really was angry at Artie if she’d left without locking the door. 

Inside, the house was in more disarray than I had imagined. Surely the Boswells wouldn’t have left it that way. Although I didn’t know him all that well, I couldn’t believe Brett would treat his parents’ home like this. Or maybe the Boswells were really just slobs. You never know what goes on behind closed doors.

I immediately began tidying up the den and kitchen, straightening the furniture and clearing the countertops of clutter. As I did, I couldn’t help but think about my own brother, Tyler, and the trouble he had given my parents. Luckily, he finally seemed to be headed down a better path. Although he and Nancy had gone out a few times, I was relieved when she said they had decided just to be friends. It’s hard to predict if a leopard can really change its spots.

Before I knew it, I had slipped into full-on maid mode. It was like I was back at my parents’ lodge helping our housekeeper, Myra, clean the guestrooms. I’d have felt better wearing gloves but tried to make the best of it. 

The bookcase was covered in a layer of dust. Would dust show in the pictures? Surely not. I was tempted to find a cloth, but that might be taking things a bit too far. A large ceramic bookend in the shape of a native warrior sat precariously on the edge of the shelf. Its mate was gone. As I propped the books back up, I thought about the mayor’s description of the pie fiasco at last year’s art fair. What a mess that must have been. Then I thought about Artie Becker.

I wasn’t surprised that he felt threatened by me since he had been the closest thing to a professional photographer in Cascada for the past few years. But there was a new kid in town. If he was willing, I’d be glad to work out a deal with him. He could shoot video and I could shoot stills. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to try to talk to him before Saturday; otherwise I could kiss my thirty-dollar registration fee for the photography contest goodbye. But after seeing his less-than-professional interaction with the redhead and her husband, I had a feeling Artie wasn’t the kind of guy to listen to reason.

As a final touch to the den, I straightened the throw pillows and arranged the magazines on the coffee table in a homey vignette with a candle and plant that surprisingly was still alive. I got out my camera and searched through the bag for a new memory card in case Nancy needed me to leave it with her.

Taking pictures of the house to capture the best features was not as easy as I thought. I crammed myself into corners to get the widest shots I could, trying not to show some of the stains on the carpet. If I aimed too high, the ceiling lights created a distracting glow. If I turned them off, the lighting was insufficient. And the windows. Don’t get me started. Blinds open, blinds closed. I took a lot of shots, hoping some of them would work. I had a feeling there would be a lot of cropping in my future.

Finally finished with the front of the house, I picked up my bag and headed to the back. Who knew what might await me in the bathroom. To my surprise, the master bedroom was in pretty good shape, except for the bed pillows and a pair of blue boots lying on the ground on the far side of the bed. 

I opened the dresser drawer to put away the remote control for the TV. It felt kind of invasive, but I didn’t think the Boswells would mind. It wasn’t like I was rummaging through their underwear drawer. After straightening the pillows, I reached down for the boots. They didn’t budge. When I moved closer, I gasped and jumped back, slamming into the dresser. The lamp swayed, then crashed to the ground, sending glass everywhere. 

The boots, as it turned out, were still attached to their owner, Artie Becker. And judging by the blood coming from his forehead, the camera strap pulled around his neck, and the purple color of his face, it was obvious he was dead. 
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After calling the sheriff’s department, I tried Nancy’s cell phone. When it went to voicemail, I froze and left a quick “Call me” message. I couldn’t hardly leave a message telling her the man working for her was dead on the job. 

I didn’t know whether to wait in the house or in my car since it was creepy sitting in the den knowing a dead guy was on the other side of the wall. But it wasn’t like this was my first corpse, unfortunately. The curious side of me won out, and I sat down on the sofa to wait. 

Whether it was the force of gravity or the ghost of Artie Becker, I couldn’t say, but as I sat there waiting for the sheriff, the books I had propped up earlier on the bookcase chose just that second to tip over and send the warrior bookend crashing to the ground. It bounced and rattled its way under the coffee table. I picked it up to see that the headdress had cracked on top but the piece was still mostly intact. Returning it to the shelf, I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach when I realized something important. My fingerprints were all over this house, at least the rooms I’d been in. Not only mine but Nancy’s were probably there, too. Sheriff Grady was going to have a field day with this one. 

Sirens pierced the silence and I went to the front door to greet the first responders. They followed me to the bedroom, stepped over the broken glass, and pushed the bed out of their way to get to Artie. That’s when I noticed a few drops of blood on the bedspread—the bedspread I had straightened out earlier. I jumped as a voice came out of nowhere.

“You again.”

It was Sheriff Tucker Grady and he looked annoyed. Before I could respond, he took my arm and led me back to the sofa. 

“Wait here,” he barked and headed into the bedroom. 

Another deputy was already stringing crime scene tape across the front porch. A man with a dog walked up to the officer. The deputy motioned for the man to move along. 

Within minutes, an ambulance pulled up and the paramedics wheeled in a gurney. More officers arrived. A steady stream of people walked in and out of the house. Finally, Grady came out of the bedroom, followed by the paramedics wheeling the gurney. The sheet covered Artie’s face.

I could hear the click of a camera and see the flash bouncing into the hallway as someone took crime scene pictures. A deputy stood by the entrance to the bedroom. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he was a Chippendales dancer wearing a police officer’s uniform as a costume. He had the build of someone who spent a lot of time at the gym and the hair of someone who spent the rest of his time in front of a mirror. He wasn’t my type, but I bet the female officers went nuts over him.

Once they had the body in the ambulance and had driven away, Grady came back inside and stared at me, making me feel like a child about to get a lecture. Finally, he sat in the chair across from the sofa and took out his pad of paper and a pen. 

“Do I need to read you your rights, Ms. Fairmont?” he asked.

“Who? Me? No. I didn’t do anything.”

He rolled his eyes mockingly. “Said every guilty person ever.”

My heart began racing even faster. “Sheriff, you know me. You know I’m not a killer.” 

“Yeah, I know, but there’s a first for everything.”

My cell phone rang. When I saw it was Nancy, I answered it. “I’m at the Boswells’ house. Artie Becker is here. He’s dead.”

After an initial gasp, Nancy said she’d be right over and we both hung up.

Grady narrowed his eyes at me. “Who was that? Your lawyer?” 

“No. It was Nancy Faro. She’s the reason I’m here. You see, Artie Becker was supposed to be here earlier to take pictures of the house for Nancy’s real estate listing. When he didn’t show up, she called and asked me to do it.”

“Uh-huh.” Grady made a note. “How’d you get in?”

“Actually, the door was unlocked. I assumed Nancy had left it opened earlier when she was here, but maybe Artie showed up after that and used the key in the lockbox.”

“Where’s the key now?”

“I found it on the kitchen counter and put it back in the lockbox.”

“What time did you get here?”

I looked at the recent calls list on my phone. “Nancy called me around nine forty-five. I changed clothes and then drove over. I probably got here about ten fifteen.” 

Grady made a note of the time. “It looks like there was some sort of struggle in the bedroom. What happened? Are you okay?”

“You mean the broken lamp? I did that. I bumped into the dresser when I saw—the body. It fell onto the ground and busted.”

“Is that why you’re bleeding?” He motioned to my leg.

Sure enough, there was a slice on my ankle and a trickle of blood. I didn’t even realize I’d been cut.

“Darnell, get one of the medics in here.”

“Oh, it’s just a little cut,” I said, shaking off his help.

“It’s not just that. We need to get a blood sample from you to rule out your blood from the victim’s and possibly the perpetrator’s.”

Here we go again, I thought. How did I keep getting myself into these pickles?

“Start at the beginning, Ms. Fairmont,” he said. “Walk me through exactly what happened.”

Ms. Fairmont. Obviously, Grady was going to play big, bad sheriff. It’s not like he didn’t usually just call me Wendy. Maybe it was because one of his men—the hunky deputy—was listening in. 

I described the mess in the front rooms and how I had straightened up before I took pictures.

At first he took notes, but then he stopped and just listened. When I was finished, he scowled. “So we should expect to find your prints pretty much all over the place. What about the rest of the house? And did you touch the victim?”

“No. Yes. I mean, I touched some things in the master bedroom but not the victim. Oh, except for his boots. I tried to move them. That was before I realized Artie was still in them.”

“I see. And why did you want the victim’s boots?”

“I didn’t want them; I was trying to move them so I could shoot the bedroom...with my camera.”

Grady’s face showed a mixture of confusion and amusement. “So was that your camera wrapped around the victim’s neck?”

I blew out a sigh. I wasn’t sure if Grady was being serious or just yanking my chain. “No. I assume it was Artie’s.”

“You called him Artie. So you knew Mr. Becker?” 

“Not really. I just met him last night at the town meeting for the art fair.”

He narrowed his eyes. “So like I said, you knew him.”

“It’s not like we hung out or anything. Nancy introduced him to me.”

“Nancy Faro, his boss.” Grady scribbled on his notepad.

“I don’t know if you’d call her his boss, but he did work for her. I mean, that’s not all he did. He’s a photographer.” 

It seemed everything that came out of my mouth was getting twisted. “Are you finished with me?”

“Not yet.” Grady stood up and disappeared down the hallway.

One of the paramedics came in to bandage my leg. “I need to take a blood sample,” she said. “Which arm would you prefer?” She held out a tourniquet. 

“Can’t you just wipe some blood off my leg? Why poke me again when I’m already bleeding?”

“I’m afraid not,” she said. “We need an uncontaminated sample.”

I held out my left arm and looked away so I wouldn’t have to watch the needle pierce my skin. I could handle a lot of things, but needles weren’t one of them.

Grady had returned and chuckled. “You just saw a guy with his head bashed in, but you’re afraid of a little needle prick?”

“It’s one thing when it’s someone else. It’s another when it’s me.”

Just then an officer opened the door. “Hey, chief, there’s a woman here who wants to talk to you. The name’s Nancy Faro.”

I looked up at Grady.

“Yeah, let her in,” he said.

Nancy rushed in and saw the needle and vial of blood. Her face was ashen and I thought she might faint. “Oh my gosh! What happened to you?” 

I held the cotton ball against my arm while the woman wrapped a bandage around it. “I’m fine. Just a cut on my ankle. They needed a blood sample.”

She looked around and then to the sheriff. “What happened to Artie?”

Grady stood up. “Before we get into that, I want to ask you a few questions.” He motioned for her to sit. “What was your relationship to Mr. Becker?”

Nancy sat close to me on the sofa. “He worked for me taking pictures of houses. But you know that, sheriff. Weren’t you two friends?”

Friends? That was news to me.

Grady flinched. “I’ll ask the questions, if you don’t mind. When did you last see or speak to Mr. Becker?”

“He was at the meeting last night,” Nancy said. “He confirmed he would meet me here at nine o’clock. I had an appointment at nine thirty. I waited about fifteen minutes and then left.”

“Did you enter the house?”

“No. I waited in the car. I was checking messages and trying to get ahold of him on the phone.”

“But wait,” I said. “Then who put the trash out? Do you think Artie would have done that?”

Grady harrumphed at me.

The bandage pinched my arm and I shot him a sour look. “Sorry. I know you would have asked that.”

Nancy fiddled nervously with her keychain. “I never touched the trash. Artie might have cleaned up the house some and put the trash outside if the place was really messy. He’s done it a few times before.”

Nancy glanced at the officer guarding the hallway, then looked at me with puppy dog eyes.

I sensed her question and whispered, “Don’t worry. They’ve already removed the body.”

Grady stopped writing and asked, “Is it normal for the owners to leave a mess when they are trying to sell their house?”

“No, but the Boswells are out of town,” she said. 

Grady nodded slowly. “And Brett Boswell has been hanging out here. We’ve gotten several noise complaints on him.” He made another note.

“Sheriff, can you please tell me what happened to Artie?” Nancy’s eyes began to water. “Just because he drove me crazy doesn’t mean I don’t care about him.”

That was one of the things I loved about my new best friend. She was like an M&M: tough shell on the outside, soft heart on the inside. Plus, she shared my love of chocolate.

“Just a minute.” He walked over to the deputy on guard duty. “Have someone check the trash. See if there’s anything unusual in there.”

The image of Artie Becker lying on the ground between the bed and the wall was burned in my brain. Luckily, Nancy didn’t stumble in on the scene. She hadn’t seen as many dead bodies as I had. I took her hand.

Grady sat back down. “Okay. Here’s the situation. It appears that someone hit him over the head and then strangled him with his camera strap.”

Nancy gasped. “Who would do such a thing?”

“Obviously, we don’t know who. We are trying to establish a timeline. Are you sure he wasn’t here at nine when you arrived?”

Nancy shook her head. “I don’t think so. I didn’t see his car. Like I said, though, I didn’t come in.”

I was more than ready to get out of there. “Sheriff, can we go now?”

“I suppose. I’m sure I’ll have more questions, but I know where to find you two.”

“Thanks.” I stood up. “Oh, and I need my camera bag.”

“Let Deputy Darnell get it for you.”

I followed him into the bedroom and saw my camera bag spilled over onto the floor next to the bed. “What happened to my bag?”

“The paramedics must have knocked it over when they came through here. Let me get it so you don’t cut yourself on the glass.” Deputy Darnell carefully picked up several lenses, memory cards, pens, and rolls of film that had fallen out and put them back in the bag. “That looks like everything,” he said and handed it to me. 

I took one last look around the room. “Just so you know, I fluffed the pillows on the bed when I was in here.”

The officer gave me a puzzled look. “Really?”

“In my defense, I didn’t see the blood on there at the time.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll make a note of it.” He waited for me to leave the room.

Grabbing Nancy’s arm, I led her outside. It was a mild day for February, and I welcomed the cool breeze on my face. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll follow you to your office.” 

There were multiple vehicles in front of the house now, including mine and Nancy’s. “Which one of these is Artie’s car?” I asked her.

Nancy scanned the street, then looked back at me, shaking her head. “None of them.”
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Nancy’s real estate office was around the corner from my photography studio. She had a thriving business for such a small town and employed two other agents and a full-time secretary. Hers wasn’t the only agency in town, but it was definitely the busiest. 

When we walked into the office, Dorinda had a stack of messages for Nancy. “I put them in order from most urgent to least,” she said as she handed the pink notes to Nancy.

“Oh my,” Nancy murmured. “This one is from Pete Boswell. News travels fast.”

Dorinda popped her gum and twirled the tip of her blue hair. “I’m afraid that’s my fault. He called earlier asking for you and I told him you were at his house with the police. One thing led to another and I told him about the murder. I mean, in your text you didn’t say not to tell anyone.”

I thought Nancy was going to lose it, but she managed to keep her composure. “Dorinda, we’ve talked about this before. All you are supposed to say is that I’m with a client and I’ll call back as soon as I can. Do you need to write that down?”

“Or perhaps you could tattoo it to your arm,” I added, “right next to the name of your ex-boyfriend.”

Nancy snickered and dragged me down the hall to her office.

“Tell me again why you let her keep working here?” I asked after closing the door. 

Nancy was one of those too-nice people it would be easy to take advantage of. Something about her brought out my protective instinct.

“Her aunt is one of Mother’s best friends. But I don’t know how much longer I can put up with her. Are you sure you don’t need a receptionist at your studio?”

“Ha! Don’t think you can pawn her off on me. Besides, I’m barely making enough right now to pay the mortgage.” 

I had sold my event planning business in Texas before I moved back to Cascada, which gave me some money to open my photography studio. After a few rough patches, I was just beginning to see a slight increase in business. 

“If I fire her, Mother will have a fit,” Nancy said as she sifted through the messages.

“Mothers. I can’t wait to meet Senator Louisa Faro. She sounds like a jewel.”

“Actually, you won’t have to wait much longer. She’s coming to town tomorrow night and wants to meet you. I’m surprised Jake didn’t mention it.”

So was I. Sure, he’d been eyeball deep in work on his latest case, but that shouldn’t have kept him from mentioning dinner with his mother. Unless he didn’t want me to go.

Nancy, reading my mind, smiled and said, “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll tell you about it today.”

I nodded and tried to brush it off. “What are you going to tell the Boswells?”

“That I’m going to pay to get their carpet cleaned.”

“Gross.” Instinctively, I patted the bandage on my leg. “I wonder how long Grady and company will keep the house tied up as a crime scene? You know I didn’t get all the pictures taken, right?”

“I assumed, although if it had been your body there instead, Artie would have stepped over it and finished the job. He was a pro like that.”

“Ouch. Sorry I’m not as professional as the late Artie Becker.”

Nancy sighed. “I know he was pretty shady, but he was a hard worker when he needed to be. I still can’t believe someone killed him.”

“I know. And what about his car? It wasn’t there when I arrived. How did he get to the house? Does he live in that area?”

“No. He lives...lived in town on Ponderosa Pine.”

I thought about that. Obviously, he hadn’t walked there. Would the killer have taken off in Artie’s car? A sickening thought occurred to me. “Do you think Artie was already dead when you were waiting outside for him? That would explain why he wasn’t answering his phone.”

Nancy shivered and the color drained from her face. “I didn’t say anything to Grady, but I did notice the garbage cans in front of the house. I remember thinking Artie might need to move them or take a shot of the house at an angle to make sure they didn’t show. What if I had gone inside the house?”

“Then you’d have been the one to find the body. And you might have actually stumbled upon the killer.”

We locked eyes thinking about the possibility.

My cell phone rang and interrupted the trance. I didn’t recognize the number, but it was local, so I answered.

Sheriff Grady’s voice was strained. “Wendy—I mean, Ms. Fairmont—we’ve located the probable murder weapon, and I have some more questions for you. Can you come down to the station? We need to fingerprint you too.”

It was as though someone had reached out to grip my throat. “Okay” was all I managed to croak out. As I hung up, I thought about Grady’s reputation for being quick to make an arrest, and it was usually the wrong person. Was that about to happen to me?

Nancy stared at me, concern on her face. “What is it?”

“Grady wants my fingerprints. I hope he doesn’t think I’m guilty of murder.”
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Something about law enforcement always gave me the creeps. Maybe it started when I was young and my brother first got in trouble. My mind told me the police were there to help us and to keep us safe, but my experience told me they were human beings, and like other people, they couldn’t always be trusted.

That feeling accompanied me as I entered the Cascada County Sheriff’s Department. The officer at the front desk took my information and told me to have a seat. The name stitched on her uniform was Cranston, and I wondered if she was related to the man who owned the pet store, Cranston’s Critters. She was attractive in a Cagney and Lacey sort of way, but that uniform did nothing to show off her figure. At least she got to wear comfortable shoes.

Finally, the door opened and the hunky deputy I’d seen earlier at the Boswell house came out to escort me to the back. 

“Hello, Ms. Fairmont. I’m Deputy Darnell. I’ll be taking your fingerprints.” 

“Okay, thanks.” As soon as the words left my lips I wanted to suck them back in. Why was I thanking him? He should be thanking me. Maybe I should have demanded to see my lawyer. If they tried to take my picture in front of one of those height charts, I was out of there.

Darnell glanced down the long hallway as another officer approached. “Morris,” he called out. “What are you doing?”

The other officer stopped in front of Sheriff Grady’s office. “I’m getting the OK to check Becker’s camera to see if there’s any evidence on it. Maybe some of the pictures will reveal something.”

Deputy Darnell glanced back at me. “Wait here.” He followed Morris into Grady’s office.

Even from my perch near the front desk I could hear the two deputies arguing. Finally, all three came out into the hallway. Grady gave me a sideways glance as he barked out orders. “Morris, take her fingerprints. Darnell, check the camera. I’ve got calls to make.” He went back into his office and slammed the door.

Hunky Deputy Darnell headed down the hall while the older, softer Deputy Morris sauntered up to me. “Rookies,” he mumbled and shook his head. “They always want to be the hero. Police work is a team effort, you know what I mean?”

“Sure,” I said, playing along. “There’s no ‘I’ in team.”

“Exactly.”

I followed him to a small office.

We made pleasant chitchat as he took each of my fingers and pressed it on the inkpad and then rolled it onto a paper card. He said that the county had bought an electronic scanner for fingerprints, but Grady preferred the old-fashioned way of doing them. All I know is that the ink got under my nails and would probably require a new manicure.

When he finished, he led me down the hall and deposited me in the sheriff’s office.

Not wasting any time, I came straight out and asked, “Am I a suspect?” 

“Should you be?” Grady cocked his head like a curious beagle.

“Funny. Is that something they teach you in sheriff school? Always answer a question with a question?”

“I don’t know. Should it be?”

“Knock it off, Tucker. May I call you Tucker? After all, your wife and I are workout buddies.”

“No, you may not. And from what I hear, Sherry would just as soon see you in a coma than in the gym.”

I grinned. “Touché. The feeling’s mutual. Anyway, I’m here. What do you want to ask me?”

Grady turned to a fresh page on his notepad. “I need a list of things you remember touching in the house.”

“Why? Is this about the murder weapon?”

“Ms. Fairmont, if we are going to eliminate you as a suspect, we need to know what all you laid your hands on.”

I straightened my back. “What do you mean ‘if’? You know I didn’t do this.”

“Look, I’ve botched the last few cases, as you well know, and I’m not about to do the same thing again.” The lines on his face hardened as he spoke. “This one is going to be strictly by the books. Means, motive, opportunity. You were in the house. That gives you opportunity. You would have had access to the murder weapon. That’s means.”

I could feel my face flush as he spoke and my palms began to sweat. “And...”

“As far as motive, how do we know you didn’t want to eliminate the only other professional photographer in town? How’s business going, by the way?”

“That’s ridiculous! I could never kill anybody. And as far as the job, I was doing Nancy a favor.”

He tossed his pen on the desk. “Calm down now. I’m just telling you what this might look like to others. This isn’t a formal interview. I’m not recording it.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to let my temper get the best of me, knowing it wouldn’t serve me well in this situation. “Okay, but who are the other suspects? Artie was your friend. Did he have enemies? What about Brett Boswell? Maybe he was in the house when Artie came in. He might have gotten scared and killed him by accident.”

Grady raised an eyebrow, then turned stoic. “Artie was just a guy I knew. Not really a friend. We are considering every possible angle. Now back to my question. What all did you handle?”

Grudgingly, I retraced my steps through the house, explaining everything I had done. I even mentioned the broken bookend, the magazines on the coffee table, the pillows, the bedspread, all of it. 

Finally, it was my turn to ask a question. “Besides being strangled with his camera strap, it looked like Artie had been hit on the head. You said you found the murder weapon. What was it?”

Grady tapped his pen on a stack of folders. “I can’t tell you that. It’s part of the investigation.”

“What about his car? Have you found it?”

“Why are you asking?”

“Because Nancy and I noticed it wasn’t parked out in front of the Boswells’ house. Maybe whoever killed him stole his car. Have you thought about that?”

“Yeah, but we found the car parked in front of Becker’s house. The keys were on the floorboard.” He hesitated, then asked, “Your prints won’t be in the car, will they?”

“I just told you that I never saw a car. Are you losing your hearing along with your mind?” Oops. Grady was on my last nerve. Not only that, but I hadn’t eaten and I was getting hangry. I apologized and stood up. “If you have more questions for me, I’ll be at my thriving photography studio.”

“Don’t worry. I know where you live.”

Don’t worry? Not only was Grady the most inept law official I’d ever encountered, he was the husband of my high school nemesis. I could just imagine Sherry whispering in his ear to find something to arrest me for every chance she got. 

But worrying wasn’t going to help my situation. Action was. I knew I couldn’t trust Grady to find the killer, which meant I’d need to do it myself. It was a small town after all. And I had the perfect sidekick in mind. 

I just hoped Jake wasn’t getting back with his old girlfriend. 
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Jake Faro and I had been classmates growing up, although I hadn’t paid him much attention in school at all. He was quiet and studious. I was gregarious and popular. It wasn’t until I moved back to town a few months ago that I realized what a catch he was. That’s also when Nancy told me that he’d had a secret crush on me in high school.

I knew he had dated during the fifteen or so years I’d been away; I just never imagined he’d had a serious girlfriend. And in all the commotion over Artie’s murder, I had forgotten to ask Nancy about Liv Olsen. 

Since we officially started dating, Jake and I had been taking it slow. That’s what you do when you think a relationship might turn into something real and permanent. With this new woman in town, though, I wondered if it was time to speed things up a little. It’s not that I didn’t trust Jake, but not knowing the history between him and “Miss Norway of the Southwest” had me worried. If anyone knew how past relationships could screw up the present, it was me.

When I left the sheriff’s office, I drove straight home. I was so hungry I could eat my own cooking. Luckily, I didn’t have to. I made a cup of ramen noodles and drank hot coffee. As my blood sugar rose, so did my anxiousness to see Jake. I wanted to tell him about the murder. Hopefully, he would bring up the dinner plans with his mother. However, I wouldn’t hesitate to mention it myself if I had to. I had learned early on that Jake could get hyper focused on work when he had a big project.

It was almost one o’clock by the time I finished eating. My afternoon was clear except for the Chavis twins coming in after school for graduation pictures. From what I’d heard, they were both in the running for valedictorian. Talk about sibling rivalry.

Somehow Cricket seemed to know I was heading to Jake’s house down the street because she ran out the door and sat waiting by Mrs. Attwood’s large Douglas fir. I swear Cricket could read my mind. Sister Sophia, the psychic, thought Cricket might be channeling my grandmother. Regardless, that crazy cat seemed to have the same protective yet bossy personality as Gran. Maybe I should visit Sister Sophia again to see if she knew anything about Artie’s murder. I still hadn’t told anyone that I had gone to see her, not even Nancy. Jake, of course, would think I was nuts. He was such a pragmatist.

I knocked on his door, hoping he’d hear me from his office in the den. When he didn’t come to the door, I texted him that I was on his doorstep. Sure enough, he opened the door right away. It amazed me how just the sight of him could zap my breath. Standing there unshaven in a well-worn sweatshirt and tennis shoes, he smiled at me with those warm eyes. I could almost feel the firmness of his chest and strength of his arms even before he hugged me.

Not wanting to be left out, Cricket sauntered in, rubbing against his leg. 

After releasing me from his embrace, he reached down and scratched her head. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

“Unexpected but good, right?”

“Of course. Always.” He led me to the den and plopped down next to me on the sofa. “Sorry I haven’t called. This new case is a doozy.”

As usual, the TV in the den was tuned to a news station and muted. His desk was covered in computer equipment and stacks of paper. The problem with working from home, as far as I could see, was that you never left “the office.” I was determined not to let Jake turn into one of those workaholics who ignored his relationships. Or personal hygiene. 

When he put his arm across my shoulders, I leaned back. “Um, when was the last time you showered?”

He quickly pulled away. “What day is it?”

“Monday.”

“What month?”

I poked him in the ribs. “You really need to come up for air every once in a while. Have you heard the latest news?”

He shook his head.

“I thought you monitored the police scanner.”

“Not today. I’ve been listening to audio files. Why? Did something happen?”

“You could say that. Do you know Artie Becker?”

“He’s that photographer who takes pictures for Nancy.”

“Right. He was murdered and I was the one who found him.”

Jake’s face went dark as he listened to all the gory details. Yes, I embellished a little for effect. That was the born storyteller in me coming out. He let me talk without interruption, something I can never seem to do when others talk. I showed him the ink stains on my nails from getting fingerprinted.

Finally, he squeezed my hand. “I’m so sorry that happened. How’s Nancy? Should I call her?”

“That would probably be a good idea. I’m surprised she hasn’t called you already.”

He made a face. “Actually, she did but I ignored her calls. I assumed she was calling about dinner tomorrow night.”

Ah-ha. “Dinner?” I asked sheepishly. “Are you two going out?”

“Of course. So are you, remember?”

I just looked at him with my best “what are you talking about” face.

“Tomorrow night. Lorenzo’s. To meet my mother.” He slapped his forehead. “Geez. Did I forget to tell you?”

“You forgot to tell me.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said earnestly. “You can make it, right? She really wants to meet you.”

“Of course. I’m dying to meet her, too. You don’t think she’ll look down on me now that I’m a suspected murderer, do you? It wouldn’t be the first time.” Thoughts of my failed engagement to David back in Maycroft crept into my brain.

“She’ll love you.” Jake turned serious again. “I don’t want to be an alarmist, but I’m concerned about Sheriff Grady. I’m beginning to think he couldn’t find a killer in a Stephen King novel. We need to do something about this.”

“I was hoping you would say that. I need a sidekick to help me find whoever killed Artie Becker. How hard could it be in such a small town? I know you and I didn’t do it. Nancy’s innocent. That’s almost half the town right there.” I touched the dimple on his chin, hoping to make him smile. 

He didn’t.

I tried to sound reassuring for his sake as well as mine. “Look, Grady says he’s just trying to eliminate me as a suspect.”

“And you believe him?”

“At this point, yes. And I have my suspicions about who may be guilty.”

“Brett Boswell,” Jake said flatly.

“Yes! How did you guess?”

“I know Brett, that’s how. He’s a narcissistic troublemaker. He’s no better than a con man.”

It wasn’t like Jake to be so condescending. “Surely Brett’s not that bad.”

“Have you seen the way he treats his parents? He’d cheat them out of house and home if he had the chance.” 

I checked the time. I had a few hours until my appointment with the Chavis twins. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s drive up to the ski resort and have a chat with Brett. Find out where he was this morning. If we wait, Grady may get to him first and he might clam up.”

Jake went to his computer, typed something, and then turned off all three monitors. “Let’s do it. We can’t trust Grady to get this right.”

He grabbed his jacket and my arm. “Cricket, stay here. Guard the house.”

She raised her head off the back of the sofa and flexed her claws.

I grinned at her. “Nothing like a good watch cat.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 7


[image: image]


The Snowbird Ski Resort was only fifteen miles from town, but it took almost half an hour to drive up the steep, winding roads. Jake was a careful driver, and I felt safe with him behind the wheel.

As we drove, he filled me in on Brett Boswell’s background. According to Jake, Brett had dropped out of college to pursue his dream of becoming a professional snowboarder. He wanted to be the next Shaun White. But an accident on a practice run left him with chronic back pain and no chance to turn pro. Although it was obvious Jake couldn’t stand the guy, his backstory tugged at my heart. Losing a chance at your dreams can be devastating. 

Then Jake got to the good stuff. It turned out that Brett “Badman” Boswell got his nickname for his antics off the slopes as well as on. Not only was he a gigolo who tried to hustle rich women out of their fortunes, he’d have a go at anyone else he set his eyes on—single or married. Coupled with his disregard for his loving parents, I got a picture of Brett Boswell that was anything but flattering.

The last time I’d been skiing was at my high school senior party. I remember Paul getting “handsy” with me on the ski lift, so I pushed him to the ground when we got off and spent the rest of the day hanging out with my girlfriends. We made up two days later, but it only lasted another month. Relationships were less complicated back then, although the younger me didn’t know it at the time.

We parked and headed into the main lodge. Bone-tired skiers sat in comfy chairs by the fire, sipping hot chocolate and staring out the large picture window at the slopes. A couple of twenty-something girls sat on stools behind the ticket counter, playing on their phones. A guy in a t-shirt and cargo shorts huddled near the cash register, presumably doing paperwork. He looked vaguely familiar.

As we approached, he looked up and smiled. “Hey. Here for gondola tickets? You two don’t look ready to hit the slopes.”

I hoped he was basing that on our attire and not on the fact that I had packed on my freshman fifteen again in the past few months. I pulled my jacket tighter around me. “Actually, we’re looking for someone. Brett Boswell.”

He glanced at his Google watch. “He’s giving a lesson. He was supposed to be done by now, but he showed up late. Again.”

The exasperation in the guy’s voice was obvious. I asked, “Again? Is he usually late?”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just that if you can’t count on your best friend to cover for you, who can you count on? You know what I mean?”

It seemed Counter Guy was in a talkative mood. Maybe he knew why Brett had been late. “I know what you mean. So, why was he late?” Subtle, Wendy.

“Beats me. Said he overslept. The one day I needed him here early...” 

The last part was said more to himself than me.

Jake stuck out his hand. “You’re Alex Wright. Am I right?”

The guy looked surprised. “I am.” He shook Jake’s hand.

“I’m Jake Faro. I believe you know my sister, Nancy.”

He bobbed his head. “Oh yeah. Sold me my house. Great girl. How’s she doing?”

“She’s good. But here’s the thing. We really need to talk to Brett. Is there a chance you can track him down?”

“Is this about a snowboarding lesson? I can schedule that for you.”

“No, it’s a personal matter. We just need a few minutes of his time.” Jake had slipped into his ex-FBI demeanor. It worked.

“I guess it would be okay. I’ll give you passes to take the gondola up to the first lookout point. When you exit, ask the guy there to radio Brett. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

“Thanks, Alex.” Jake gave the guy a “bro shake” and took the tickets.

“Tell Nancy I said hi,” Alex added. “By the way, is she still single?”

“Yep.” Jake waved and led me out the door.

“That was an odd question for someone wearing a wedding ring, don’t you think?” I asked when we got outside.

“He hasn’t been married that long. Maybe it’s just an old habit.”

We forged our way to the gondola area, our shoes crunching and crackling through the snow. Luckily, I was wearing boots. Jake’s sneakers offered less protection from the slushy, cold ice.

When Tyler and I were kids, our parents used to take us up on the gondolas once a year in the winter. It was a pricey excursion for a young family of four. We would go up at dusk when you could see the lights from town miles away from the mountaintop. My mother would bring a thermos of hot chocolate with little Styrofoam cups. She would pretend to have forgotten the marshmallows, which would then magically appear from inside our father’s heavy wool coat. My parents were more of the summer type. As far as I knew, neither ever skied except on the lake at the Waterfall Lodge they owned. 

Being here with Jake felt special. Maybe someday we would make our own family memories here.

“So do you think Brett was late to work because he was at the house killing Artie?”

Whoosh. That brought my brain back to the present in a hurry. Way to kill a perfectly good daydream. “Could be. What are we going to ask him exactly?”

“This guy is a sleaze. Let me do the talking. If he’s lying, I’ll know it.”

I wasn’t used to this intense side of Jake. It was sexy yet scary at the same time.

We got off at the lookout point. I walked around to the rail while Jake got the guy with the walkie-talkie to radio Brett. The view was breathtaking. I spotted the town square and could barely make out the sign in front of my studio. Why hadn’t I brought my camera? That reminded me that it was still in the back of my Jeep.

Brett finally appeared and walked up to the gondola platform. He was being followed by a pint-sized protégé. They both carried snowboards. 

“Hey there,” Brett said to Jake. “We were just finishing up.” He turned to the kid. “Don’t forget to practice lifting your toes. I’ll see you at the same time tomorrow.”

“Okay,” the boy said. “But don’t be late again or my dad said you wouldn’t be getting a tip.” He hopped into a gondola heading down the mountain and was off.

“Little creep,” Brett whispered under his breath. Then he flashed a smile. “What can I do for you, Jake?” His eyes lit up when he saw me. “Wendy! Long time no see.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. 

I thought only tot moms and sorority sisters still did that. His lips were cold as ice. I tried not to take a step back and wipe my face. “How’s it going, Brett? Talked to your parents lately?”

I wasn’t sure why I asked that. The thought of the trashed house rushed back to me. And Artie.

“Actually, they’re moving to take care of my grandma. I’m house sitting for them.”

Jake wrinkled his brow like a cop. “Oh, so you were there this morning then?” 

“Well, no. I usually only stay there on weekends. Why?”

Jake ignored the question. “Your friend Alex said you were late this morning. Why? What were you doing?”

“Dude. That’s none of your business.” He tucked the board under his arm and started to walk away.

It was time to play good cop to Jake’s bad cop. “Brett, I was interested in a lesson. However, my schedule is tight. What’s the earliest in the mornings that you can get here?” I pulled the scrunchie off my ponytail and flipped my blond locks over my shoulder. Cliché, of course, but it actually worked on Neanderthals like Brett.

“Well, I don’t usually get here until nine or ten, but I can make an exception for you. What time will work best?”

“Hmm. I’m not sure my old car can make it up the mountain. If I come by your place, could you give me a ride?”

“The ride of your life, babe.” He flashed a sly grin.

His too-white smile reminded me of the Big Bad Wolf’s. My stomach lurched. “Then how about Thursday at eight?” 

“Sounds good. I’ll clear my schedule.”

I reached out and straightened the collar of his jacket. “You won’t be running late like this morning, will you? Where were you, anyway?” I went a step too far.

His squinted his eyes. “I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you.” He chuckled. “See you Thursday.” He hopped on a gondola going up the mountain.

Jake and I got inside the next one headed down. 

“What do you think?” I asked. 

“He was obviously being evasive about where he was. Are you really going to meet him Thursday morning?” He stared across at me from the opposite bench.

“Why? Are you jealous?”

“I don’t like the idea of you alone on a mountain with a would-be killer. If you get him to talk, you’d be helpless.”

“Helpless? You think I’m helpless?” I could feel my claws come out like Cricket’s. That was one of my hot-button issues.

“You know what I mean.” He switched sides and snuggled up next to me. “Sorry. But I’m protective with people I love—I mean, care about.”

You could have cut the tension with a knife, but I let him off the hook. “That’s an admirable quality. I guess I’m the same way.” Did I just imply the L-word too? Quickly I added, “I hope you are as protective of me with your mother. I’ve heard she can be a real bulldog.”

“Ma? No. We’re Italian, but there’s no mob connections. She likes to play up the little bit of Apache in our blood to win the Native American vote, but she’s your typical Italian mother. But whatever you do, don’t bring up Frank Sinatra.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll have to listen to an hour-long diatribe about how much better Dean Martin was than Frank. You don’t want to go there.”

I grinned and laid my head against his shoulder, looking out as the snow-tipped pines passed by the window. “By the way, is there anyone you don’t know in this town?”

“A few folks.”

“That guy at the lodge—Alex—he looked familiar, but I just can’t place him.”

“He moved here about five years ago when he and Brett gave up the snowboarding circuit. He’s worked at the resort since then as far as I know.”

“Oh well, maybe he’s someone I’ve seen at the market or something.”

“Or maybe you know his new wife, Raven. You can’t miss her. She’s WNBA tall and has bright red hair.”

I bolted upright. “That’s it! I saw her and Alex last night at the town meeting. Oh dear...” The gondola slowed down, and when I stepped out I slipped on the wet ground. Jake caught me in his arms.

He stared into my eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“When I saw them, they were arguing with Artie Becker.”
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The Cascada Gazette had recently written a feature article on Charlie and Elizabeth Chavis. The twins were nearly full-blooded Navajo and had both mastered Navajo Sign Language. The fact that they were ranked at the top of the class was a source of great pride for the town’s Native American community.

When the buzzer on the front door sounded, I found only Elizabeth and her mother standing in the reception area of the studio. Elizabeth’s jet-black hair fought the curls cascading down her shoulders. She had a neatly pressed graduation gown and a dress slung across her arm.

“You look gorgeous,” I said, taking the gown from her. “But where’s the other half of the dynamic duo?”

Mrs. Chavis shook her head. “He’s at basketball practice. Coach Barnes was in a particularly foul mood today. He said that anybody who missed practice this week would be cut from the team. I’m sorry, but we’ll have to reschedule Charlie.”

“That’s not a problem.” I led them back to a changing room and hung up the clothes. “Do you want to start with pictures in your gown first?”

“I guess so,” Elizabeth said. “We better hurry before my hair falls.”

I led them to the area I had set up for graduation photos. Mother and daughter looked through the various backgrounds and chose a pale blue one to contrast with the maroon gown. After I positioned the lights, Elizabeth’s dark eyes and silky hair radiated as she smiled. I snapped shots of her holding a fake, rolled-up diploma, some without the mortarboard cap and some with. Her mother used bobby pins to hold it in place. 

I liked to take at least one casual shot of kids in their graduation gowns. The guys would usually leap into the air for an action shot; the girls would strike a sassy pose, pout their lips, and flash a peace sign. 

Elizabeth chose a shot hugging her mother. 

“What a sweet girl. You must be so proud,” I said when Elizabeth went back to change.

“I am. It was tough raising them alone. They’ve both worked so hard.” A tear slipped down her face. She wiped it away. “That’s what makes me so mad at Coach Barnes. Even when I personally pleaded for him to let Charlie leave practice a few minutes early, he refused. I don’t know what his problem is. He’s usually pretty easygoing.”

I remembered his protest at the meeting. He didn’t seem easygoing then. “Maybe he’s nervous about the playoffs. He seemed stressed at the town meeting last night about having to give up the gym.”

“Maybe. But it’s not like our boys are going to win anyway. Our best player went out two weeks ago with a high ankle sprain. He’s out for the season. I think something else might be bothering him.”

Could it be roid rage, I wondered? His muscles were almost popping out of his shirt. Whatever it was, I was surprised he was taking it out on the kids. 

The rest of the shoot went well. I promised to have digital proofs ready by the beginning of the next week, and we scheduled a new appointment for Charlie.

As they left, something caught my eye outside the glass window of the studio. I did a double take when I saw a gray ball of fur flash by.

I opened the door and called out, “Cricket!”

Sure enough, she came sauntering up to the door and rubbed my legs, purring loudly. As far as I knew, she’d never been downtown before. But she was a stray when she adopted me, and who knows what kind of sordid past she might have had. 

I picked her up to check for injuries. Not finding any, I set her down and proceeded to scold her. “What were you thinking coming over here? You could have been hit by a car! Chased by a dog! Picked up by a well-meaning stranger and taken to the animal shelter.”

She paced as I spoke, which was unusual for her. Generally, she’d flip me a look like a teenaged girl eye-rolling her parents and proceed to lick her paws. 

“What is it, girl?” I sounded like Timmy in the old Lassie shows I used to watch on Nickelodeon. Cricket continued to pace. 

“Crazy cat. Were you lonely? I guess we can head home now.”

I turned off all the lights and shut down the computer. “You’re coming with me,” I told her. This would be interesting since I’d never taken her in the car without a carrier before. Holding her in my arms, I locked the front door. When Cricket heard the car beep as I unlocked it with the remote, I felt her stiffen. As soon as I put her inside, she placed her paws on the armrest and hit the button to roll down the window. “Don’t even think about it.” I rolled it back up and hit the window lock button. Surprisingly, she sat up regally in the passenger’s seat and looked out the window as though she were a duchess being driven through town to mingle with her people. I was surprised she didn’t wave.

Waiting at one of the town’s few stoplights, I thought about ways to punish her for her unauthorized road trip. No kitty condo. No yarn balls. No treats. The only thing that would actually get her attention would probably be to ground her inside the house for a while. She loved to visit her friends in the neighborhood.

Then I thought back on the morning before I left the house. I could have sworn she was curled up on the back of the sofa when I left. Oh well, I’d deal with her when I got home.

They say a killer always returns to the scene of the crime. As I headed home, I understood why. Although I was not the killer, I found myself turning toward the Boswell house just out of curiosity. Maybe Sheriff Grady would be there, and he would have some new leads.

Yeah. That was about as likely as Sherry Grady becoming my new best friend. I know I sound mean, but I’m not really. I’m just selectively polite.

As I rounded the corner, the Boswell house looked almost as unassuming and idyllic as it had that morning, except for the crime scene tape strung across the front yard. The police vehicles were gone, as were the garbage cans. Grady must have moved them or taken them to the station as evidence. 

I parked across the street and stared, wondering what on earth could have happened this morning. How could Artie have ended up dead here with his car still parked at his house?

Out of nowhere, a figure appeared next to my window, causing me to jump. Cricket leaped onto the dashboard and arched her back. Her claws dug into the brown vinyl.

A white-haired man wearing a green cardigan sweater, à la Mr. Rogers, held a leash attached to a tiny brown terrier. The man looked harmless enough, so I cracked my window. “Can I help you?”

“I saw you here this morning.” He pointed across the street. “Any idea what’s going on? They wheeled someone out on a gurney. I thought the Boswells were out of town.”

Nosy neighbors. Just what you need in an investigation. “A man was found dead inside this morning. Artie Becker. Do you know him?”

“Artie...” He tossed the name around in his head. “Name’s not familiar. Is he from around here?”

“Yes. Lived over on Ponderosa Pine.”

“He must have been one of those fellows I saw going in the house this morning.”

Bingo. I opened the car door, keeping one eye on Cricket. The terrier yapped at me, then sniffed at my jeans. “What exactly did you see?” I asked when I got out.

“Well, I was just headed in from walking Mitzi. I live down there. Second house from the corner. A car pulled up and two men got out. They walked up to the house and went in. That was it.”

“Did you get a look at them?”

“They were too far away and my eyes aren’t that good anymore.”

Cricket hissed loudly inside the car. “I assume you know Brett Boswell. Was he one of them?”

“Oh, I know Brett,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “He wasn’t one of them. These men were older...middle-aged, I’d guess.”

Guess? I could just hear the mythical TV defense attorney striking down this guy as an unreliable witness. However, it would be hard to discredit the fact that he saw two men and not just one. 

“What about the car? Do you recall what it looked like?”

“It was a Jeep, like yours. In fact, I walked up here thinking you were one of the people here this morning.”

Uh-oh. Was he confusing my car with Artie’s? “Actually, I was here this morning, but it was later. Are you sure the two men got out of a Jeep?”

The dog had grown tired of the same spot of grass where her master stood, and she tugged on the leash. The man scratched his head. “Now let me think. The men got out. One had on a hat.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, that’s right. It was a sedan. Dark gray or blue.” He took a step toward the dog. “Sorry. My memory’s not as good as it used to be. Well, I best be getting home. Sorry about your friend. Let’s go, Muffin.” He walked off down the street.

Muffin? I thought he called her Mitzi? Regardless, this was the first real clue I had. I got back in the car and Cricket glared at me as though I’d suggested giving her a bath. “It’s okay. We’re going home now...as soon as I make this call.” 

Nancy answered on the first ring. Skipping the niceties, I asked, “What kind of car did Artie Becker drive?”

“A Toyota. Why?”

“What kind? What color?”

She hesitated. Then, “A Corolla, I think. Dark blue.”
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As soon as I opened the car door, Cricket jumped out and ran to the back of my house. I followed her and spotted shards of glass on the ground by the back door. Sure enough, one of the panes was broken out. To my surprise, the door was unlocked. Had this been how Cricket escaped? I couldn’t imagine she could break the glass and jump through the window, especially since she appeared unscathed. 

The back door opened into the kitchen. Cricket dashed into the house in front of me and disappeared down the hall. I stepped over the glass, set my purse on the counter, and called, “Cricket?” She didn’t come, although that wasn’t unusual. As soon as I walked into the den, I knew something was off. It wasn’t ransacked like you see on TV, but a cabinet door was ajar and the hall closet was opened. Had Tyler come by looking for something? Maybe I’d been the victim of a break-in.

Surely not. This was Cascada, after all. Perhaps a bird had flown into the glass. I got out my phone to call Jake just in case. I was being cautious, not helpless.

“Wait outside. Don’t do anything,” he said. “I’ll be right there.”

I walked around to the front of the house and checked the door. It was locked. Almost immediately, Jake came hurrying down the street.

“I’m sorry to bother you. I know you were working, but I just have this weird feeling.”

Jake used his elbow to push open the door and took a few cautious steps inside with me following closely behind, staring over his shoulder. 

We glanced into the first bedroom, which I used as a home office. The file drawers and closets were open. The desk drawers had been emptied onto the floor. I gasped when I saw the mess. 

“Is it usually this messy in here?” he asked.

“No! I’m not a pig.”

From somewhere under his jacket, he pulled out a revolver.

The sight of the dark cold steel in his hand sent a chill down my spine. 

“Call the sheriff’s office,” he ordered. “Your house has been burglarized. Wait here while I check the rest of the rooms. And don’t touch anything.”

It took me a minute to process the scene. I made the call and was told someone would be right over. Cricket came into the room with an “I told you so” look on her furry face. It suddenly all made sense: how she had gotten out and why she had come downtown to find me. I picked her up and stroked her back, realizing my pulse was racing.

It wasn’t long before Jake returned, declaring the house all clear.

“The good news is they didn’t take your TV or your stereo or your computer. Can you tell if anything is missing?”

Still clutching Cricket, I shook my head. “It’s hard to tell without touching anything.” I quickly walked through the other rooms. They were not as disturbed as my office.

“If you ask me,” Jake said, “it looks like whoever was here was looking for something specific. Maybe cash or drugs.”

Cricket leaped from my arms onto the desk. 

“Well, since I have neither, they may have left empty-handed. What about the neighbors? Should we see if any of them were hit?”

Jake shook his head. “I’m sure the sheriff will.”

A light bulb went on in my head. “What about your security camera? Maybe it shows whoever broke in. We can check it.”

Jake shrugged and tucked the gun into the back of his pants. “Um, remember last month when you said it felt creepy that I could see you come and go from your house? I repositioned it to give you privacy.”

“Oh dear.” What a sweetheart. Bad timing, but sweet.

He walked to the front room. “We can still check it to see if anyone suspicious was walking or driving down the street in front of my house. That’s something, at least.”

We heard the patrol car pull up in front and went outside. No sirens. No sheriff. Instead, it was Deputy Morris, the man who had taken my fingerprints earlier. 

“We have to stop meeting like this, Ms. Fairmont,” he joked as he walked up to the house. He nodded at Jake like they were old friends. Who knows? They probably were. Then he asked, “So what’s going on here?”

Trying not to sound overly dramatic, I said, “Someone broke into my house while I was at work. Do you want me to show you?”

“Sure.” He followed me to the back door and knelt down to give it a closer look. “I guess this means the door had been locked. Did you touch the knob?”

“I did.” I glanced at Jake. “It didn’t register to me that it was a break-in at first.”

Deputy Morris pulled out his notebook and scribbled something. Then he took a tour of the house, jotting some notes and giving a lot of “Hmm” responses to my narration. When the house tour was complete, he put the notebook away and scratched his head. “I have to say, it doesn’t look like a typical break-in to me. There’d be a lot bigger mess.”

Jake asked the question I couldn’t get out of my mind. “Do you think there’s a connection to Artie Becker’s murder?”

The deputy crossed his arms. “That’s hard to say. It’s definitely a coincidence.”

“We were careful not to touch anything inside,” I said. “Are you going to check for fingerprints?”

He let out a sigh. “The team’s pretty tied up with the Becker case. The sheriff won’t be too keen on working this break-in when we have a homicide to investigate, especially if nothing was stolen.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “So you’re saying no other break-ins have been reported today or in the past few days?”

“Nope. Thought we had one a couple of days ago over on Oak Street. Turns out it was a family of squirrels that came in through the chimney.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Made a gosh awful mess.”

I crossed my arms and tried to control my temper. “Well, this was no squirrel. This was a two-legged intruder.”

“I’m sure it was.” Morris glanced down the hall. “My guess is this was some kid looking for drugs or money. Maybe jewelry. Probably came up on foot and wasn’t interested in making off with a bunch of merchandise. If nothing was taken, it’s really just a case of vandalism.”

“But why did he—or she—only hit my house?”

“Most of these houses belong to older folks. People who are home during the day. Maybe yours was the only one vacant.”

I started to say something about the security camera, but Jake shot me a look that stopped me. Was he worried about finding something on the surveillance video he didn’t want the deputy to see?

Deputy Morris headed for the door. “Look, I’ll check with a few of the neighbors and ask if they saw anything suspicious. In the meantime, call the office if you discover anything missing.”

I blew out a sigh. Glad my tax dollars were hard at work.

“I know this is upsetting,” Deputy Morris said. “First you find a dead body and then come home to this. If I were you, I’d consider myself lucky that they didn’t rob you blind. For the cost of a new windowpane, you’ll be good as new and can forget this ever happened.” He tipped his hat and walked out.

I was fuming. “Can you believe that guy? Forget this ever happened?”

Jake wrapped his arms around me. “Don’t worry. If the sheriff’s office won’t investigate, we will. Let’s go to my house and look at the video. Maybe we’ll find something.”

“You’re coming with us,” I told Cricket, who seemed to understand and led the way out the door.

Walking down the street, I grabbed Jake’s hand. “I can’t believe you repositioned the surveillance camera just for me. That was so sweet.”

“I didn’t want you to think I was a stalker. Do you want me to put it back the way it was?”

I thought about it. Did I really want Jake to be able to see me come and go from my house? It’s not like I had anything to hide, of course, but what if I stepped outside to get the mail in my jammies? “How much detail can you see five houses down to mine?”

“Not much really.”

“Okay. For now, go ahead and set it back to see my house, too.” The more I thought about it, the more I liked having someone to watch over me. I’d just have to remember not to sneak out to the yard in my tattered sweats.

While Jake pulled up the video on the monitor, I told him about my conversation with the Boswells’ neighbor. We agreed that whoever was with Artie must have left the house in his car and parked it in front of Artie’s place. 

“Here it is,” he said, motioning to the monitor. He fast-forwarded the video, pausing at the occasional car, sheriff’s office cruiser, and delivery truck that drove by. Nothing seemed unusual. The only pedestrian we spotted was Lana Meeks pushing her daughter down the street in a stroller.

When we finished looking at the video, I puffed out my bottom lip in disappointment. “Too bad that sheriff’s car didn’t drive by while my house was being burglarized, or vandalized, or whatever. Looks like another dead end.” It was getting dark out and I was hungry. “Will you walk me home?”

Jake stood up and stretched. “Are you sure you’ll be okay at the house alone tonight? I could sleep on the couch if it would make you feel better.”

As much as the idea of Jake sleeping at my house was tempting, I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t take care of myself. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I have Cricket to keep me company.”

We headed out the door into the cold evening air, Cricket running ahead of us as usual.

Jake draped his arm across my shoulder. “I can’t believe that cat went all the way downtown today. I guess she was trying to tell you about the break-in.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. This was the first time I’d heard Jake imply Cricket might have a sixth sense. I’d never told him about my visit to Sister Sophia. “Are you saying Cricket was trying to communicate with me?”

“It seems so. Why else would she have done something so out of the ordinary? Animals have much more connection to humans than we give them credit for.”

I nodded my head and started walking again. Maybe I wasn’t crazy after all. Still, I wasn’t ready to tell Jake my suspicions of the connection between Cricket and Gran. I didn’t want to scare him off in case he thought it was too wacko.

“Don’t forget about tomorrow night,” I said, standing on the front porch, staring into the dark-brown ocean of his eyes. “I hope your mother likes me.”

“I’m sure she will. Do you need me to cover that broken window for you?”

“No, I can do it. I’ve got an industrial-sized roll of duct tape. What more does a girl need?”

Cricket cried out for me to open the door. I unlocked it and turned on the porch light. “Thanks for your help today.”

“Anytime. Call me tomorrow if there are any new developments.” He leaned down and pressed his soft lips against mine. 

As I closed the door behind me, a cold chill ran through my bones, and not just from the broken window. I wasn’t as brave as I had let on. Grabbing the fireplace poker, I tiptoed through the house, turning on every single light as I went. The mess in the office made me shiver again. 

This was going to be a long, cold night.
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I was determined not to get derailed today on my goal to go to the gym. Cricket scowled at me the way only a cat can when I explained she’d be stuck inside today. “Don’t worry, I’ll be home early to get ready for my date with Jake.”

The sound of Jake’s name seemed to perk her up. She pranced over to her favorite spot on the rug, did a pirouette, and plopped down to do whatever it is she did all day when I was away. 

I had thought of getting one of those nanny cams to keep an eye on her when I was gone, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what she did. If I had done that before yesterday, I would have been able to catch the creep who broke into my house.

As I drove by Jake’s on the way to the gym, I looked for signs that he was up. The newspaper was still on the front porch; usually it was gone by now. Maybe he had stayed up late to catch up on work since I had occupied much of his day.

To be honest, I wasn’t exactly sure what Jake’s job entailed. The best I understood was that when a company was attacked by a virus or worm or some other cyber creature, his job was to find the source of the attack. Other people he worked with met with the clients and law enforcement. That’s why he didn’t have to travel much. It was all too techie for me.

The gym was more crowded than usual. With spring break right around the corner, a lot of people were trying to jumpstart their bikini bodies. Still, I was surprised by the number of cars parked out front. I actually had to wait in line to sign in at the front desk.

“What’s the deal with all these people?” I asked Chaz as he licked orange Cheetos residue off his fingers.

“We started letting non-members use the facilities to work out. The owner wanted to get in on the tourist business. Who knew it’d be so popular?”

I set the pen down. “Wow. I bet it’s really cut down on the time you’ve had to watch YouTube videos on your phone.”

“You got that right. I may have to find an easier job.”

I rolled my eyes and headed to the stationary bikes but found that every single one was being used. Now what? I could go into the room for kickboxing but was afraid I might run into Sherry Grady. As a last resort, I headed for the weight room. I was blasted by the stench of dirty sweat socks and testosterone. Apparently, I was the only female in the bunch. Since I had no idea what I was doing, I looked for a friendly face. Normally, I could pull off the “cute blond girl in distress routine,” but this wasn’t a bar and no one even seemed to notice me.

Then I spotted a familiar face. It was Alex from the ski resort. He had been helpful when we needed to talk to Brett Boswell; maybe he’d be equally as helpful now.

I walked up to the bench where he was doing arm curls. “Hi. Remember me?”

He furrowed his brow as though trying to recall. “Sorry, no.”

Normally, that would have been a blow to my ego, but he probably dealt with snow bunnies all day, every day at the resort. “I’m Wendy Fairmont, Jake Faro’s friend. We met at the ski resort yesterday.”

He set down the weight and brushed off his hands. “Oh, that’s right. You were asking about Brett. How’d that work out?”

“Great. I appreciate your help. When I saw you here, I thought you might be able to help me with some of these weights. I’m a beast at spinning”—which was a lie, of course—“but I’m a newbie on weights.” I caught myself unconsciously batting my lashes.

“Sure thing. How about starting with some curls. They’re great for warming up your muscles for the big boys.”

By “big boys,” I assumed he was referring to the heavier weights. If not, that comment was pretty crass.

He had me sit down and position my elbow on my leg. Then he handed me the weight, which I proceeded to drop to the ground where it landed directly on his foot. He turned his back and hopped around a few times.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry,” I said. “Are you okay?”

Clenching his jaw, he said, “Just a little stinger. My fault. I’ll get you a lighter weight.” He limped away.

Mortified, I wished I’d just stayed in bed. 

When he returned, his face was red and he wore a forced smile. “Here, try this.”

This one weighed about as much as a can of Spaghetti Os. Which was perfect. I followed his instructions exactly, surprised by how quickly my bicep started to burn. I switched sides and repeated the routine. By the time I finished, he seemed back to normal and pleased with the progress of his little grasshopper.

“I’m really sorry about your foot,” I said. “Maybe I can make it up to you sometime.”

“You mean you’ll buy me a drink?”

I pointed to my empty ring finger, then looked at his wedding band. “I don’t drink with married men, unless you want a Gatorade.”

“That will do for now,” he said with a grin.

“Be right back.” I grabbed my gym bag and ran out to the cooler in front to get us each a drink. When I returned, I handed him the bottle along with my business card. “Here you go. Call me if anything is broken.”

He looked at my card. “Huh. Are you a photographer, too?”

“Yeah. I recently opened a studio in the old skating rink. Are you a photographer?”

“Kind of. Amateur, of course. Not a pro like you.”

I took a swig of water. “I’d love to see some of your pictures.”

He smiled. “This is where the guy in the old movies would say, ‘Why don’t you come to my place and see my etchings.’”

I laughed and said, “A photographer and a classic movie buff. We have a lot in common.” Not wanting to sound like a flirt, I added, “Does your wife share your interests?”

“Raven? Not really. Except for skiing.”

I pictured the tall redhead at the town hall meeting railing at Artie Becker. Had they heard about Artie’s death? 

“Actually,” he said, “I’m entering a picture in the arts fair. You can check it out there. I’d love to know what you think.”

“Really? I’m entering a picture, too. I wonder who’s going to be the new judge now that Artie Becker is...dead?”

“Dead?” His expression darkened. “What happened? Car accident? Heart attack? The man smoked like a chimney.”

“No. He was murdered.”

Alex sat back down on the bench and stared into space, squeezing the bottle in his hands.

My stomach did a flip. I know I should have been thinking about poor Artie, but it just occurred to me that it might hurt my business if I lost the photography competition to an amateur. Would it hurt my professional reputation? Maybe I should withdraw. Maybe I should—

“Wendy?”

I jerked back to attention. 

“I’ll look for you on Saturday,” Alex said. “Okay?”

“Sure. See you Saturday.” I headed out of the weight room. Of course, who did I run into next? Sherry, my arch-enemy. I wasn’t in the mood for her.

“Hey, stranger,” she said. “I thought you must have given up your gym membership to join a jelly-of-the-month club.”

“My, aren’t you a little ray of pitch black.” I brushed past her, hoping to avoid another sparring match.

Sherry wasn’t deterred. “I heard you entered in the photography contest at the fair. Guess who’s the new judge now that Artie Becker bit the dust?”

I stopped walking and turned around. “Don’t tell me. Satan?”

“No, me.”

“Same thing.” I started to walk off.

She put her hands on her hips. “Shouldn’t you be trying to kiss up to me?”

I turned around and shifted my gym bag to the other shoulder. “Look, Sherry, I’d love to stay and talk, but I need to speak to Dante so he can tell me which level of hell this is.”

She smiled smugly. “What’s the matter? Afraid I won’t be fair? I’m the sheriff’s wife. They were thrilled when I volunteered. And don’t worry, I’m sure you have as much chance of winning as my five-year-old’s pet turtle.” 

I cut my eyes at her. “Keep it up and you’ll be a strange smell in someone’s attic.” With that, I left.

As I got in the car, I felt a little queasy. Was it insecurity about my photography or something else? I usually didn’t let Sherry’s snarky comments get to me. I brushed her out of my mind and focused on my date with Jake. I really wanted to make a good impression on his mother. 

With no appointments on the books, I decided that this situation called for a spa day. Nails, hair, toes—the whole nine yards. Besides, you know it’s time for a pedicure when you can exfoliate one foot with the other. Too bad I hadn’t shaved my legs in a while. Oh well. I’d just leave the girl a bigger tip.
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Normally, I’d have made my date wait a few minutes while I finished getting ready. It’s a tease, but guys expect it. However, after I got a text from Jake saying he was running late, I was standing at the door anxious to go. I didn’t want his mother to think I was the reason she had to wait on us.

“You look incredible,” Jake said when I opened the door. “Let’s go.” 

At least he didn’t honk for me to run outside to the car. “What was the problem? Why are you so late?” 

He opened the car door for me. “I’m really sorry. I was working and just lost track of time. I got ready in like three minutes.”

“Me too. Well, more like fifteen. I had a busy day too.” I tried not to show my annoyance. It’s not like I had spent all day and several hundred dollars getting pinched, scraped, pulled, and waxed. At least he smelled great.

Jake’s mother and Nancy were waiting at the table when we got to Lorenzo’s. 

Louisa Faro looked just like the pictures I had seen of her online. Her brownish-red hair was obviously a dye job, and it looked like one of those nests worn by older women who visit the salon once a week. Her lipstick and cheeks were both too red and her robin’s egg blue pantsuit looked to be straight out of Hillary Clinton’s closet.

Jake kissed his mother’s cheek and then introduced me. I resisted the urge to curtsey. “Nice to meet you, Senator Faro.”

“Oh, you can call me Mrs. Faro.”

I smiled and glanced across the table to Nancy, who shrugged her shoulders. I needed wine and plenty of it.

Jake and his mother talked as though they hadn’t spoken in years. She wanted to hear all about his work and friends and anything else she could think of. He made a few awkward attempts to include me in the conversation, but his mother seemed as interested in me as a breadcrumb on the tablecloth. 

When Mrs. Faro turned to speak to some of her constituents in the restaurant, Nancy refilled my wine glass with the bottle on the table and whispered, “Here. You need this more than I do.”

Jake patted my leg under the table and proceeded to tell his mother about my photography business. She stared at me the whole time he talked as though she were listening to the teacher in a Charlie Brown cartoon. Wah-wah-wah.

Nancy jumped in to mention that I was entering a photo in the Winter Arts Fair this weekend.

Mrs. Faro’s eyes unglazed. “The Winter Arts Fair? Is that this weekend? I love the winter fair. What pie are you entering, dear?” she asked Nancy.

“It’s my raspberry with brandy cordial recipe. I’m adding a secret ingredient to the crust.” She leaned over and whispered in her mother’s ear.

“Ooh! I bet you knock the socks off Gayle Davidson with that recipe.” She turned to me. “What about you? What pie are you entering?”

I set down my glass. “Um, I’m not.”

“What?” She blew out the word so hard the dragonfly brooch on her suit jacket almost took flight. “You must make a pie. Jake, don’t tell me she doesn’t cook?”

Jake looked back and forth between us as though watching a tennis match just as someone approached the table.

“Louisa Faro? Is that really you?” A middle-aged man and his wife stood next to the table. They reminded me of one of those couples in the commercials where they end up side by side in bathtubs. He had the graying temples; she had the perfectly coifed updo.

“Lars and Margo? What a surprise!” Mrs. Faro stood and they did double-cheek air kisses. “You remember my children, Nancy and Jake. And this is Mindy.”

“Wendy. Wendy Fairmont,” Jake said and stood up to shake Lars’s hand.

“Nice to see you,” Margo said. Then she and Lars stepped back to reveal a third member of their party. “And I know you remember Liv.”

It was like the clouds opening up to reveal an angel. Liv Olsen stood there dressed in a white flowy dress with a fur wrap. I’m surprised harps weren’t playing.

She walked over to Mrs. Faro. More air kisses. Then she approached Jake. This time it wasn’t an air kiss. She pressed her lips against his cheek and put her arm around his back. I could smell her “oh-day-toilet” from where I sat. In fact, the chef could probably have smelled it from the kitchen.

“It’s sooo good to see you, Jake.” She practically purred when she spoke.

I glanced at Nancy, who looked as uncomfortable as I felt.

“You absolutely must join us,” Mrs. Faro said and motioned to the maître d’. 

“Only if it’s all right with the kids?” Margo asked.

We all smiled politely except Liv, who jerked a chair from the next table and pulled it up beside Jake.

The next hour or two dragged by like a dentist appointment. I’m not sure how much wine I consumed, but it wasn’t enough. At one point, after being ignored most of the evening, I randomly inserted myself into a conversation about outings the two families had been on. “How about that Frank Sinatra,” I said. “Isn’t he the best?”

Jake glared at me like I’d just insulted the Pope. But even that didn’t stop the chatter. 

When we finally got in the car to go home, my head and feet were aching. I slipped off my heels and leaned back in the seat.

Jake patted my arm. “Sorry about that. I guess it was boring to listen to everyone talk about old times. It’s just that the Olsens and my family have known each other a long time. Lars is a big campaign donor.”

“And Liv is your ex-girlfriend.” I sounded like a jealous drama queen, but I didn’t care.

“What?”

“Don’t play dumb, Jake. Nancy told me. By the way, you’re as bad an actor as your mother.”

“What are you talking about?”

I tossed my clutch purse onto the dashboard. “You know what I’m talking about. ‘Oh, Lars and Margo. I’m so surprised to see you.’ Surely you don’t believe that was a coincidence that they showed up?”

Jake shook his head. “Is this the wine talking? I sure hope so.”

“Are you saying Nancy lied to me and you never dated Liv?”

“No. Yes, we dated. But I broke up with her. I’m not interested in her, believe me.”

I kept my mouth shut the rest of the way home.

After giving me a goodnight peck on the cheek, Jake hurried back to his car and sped off. Actually, he probably just drove off as normal, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he had sped away from me to her. Who could blame him really? I was a mess. Who wants to date a girl who’s cranky with a touch of psycho?
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The pounding in my head the next morning answered the question of how much wine I had drunk. Too much. The room spun like a disco ball when I forced open my right eye. Maybe my left eye would be better.

Nope.

And wouldn’t you know, this was a day when I had three photo shoots scheduled. I forced my legs over the side of the bed and sat up, replaying last night’s disaster in my dizzy head. I’m sure I owed someone an apology. Or maybe everyone. I pictured myself standing at the front door as Jake drove off and realized he was at the top of the list. I had acted like a witch. And not the “Glenda, Good Witch of the North” kind. More like the one who had a house fall on her.

And that’s exactly how I felt. I rubbed my temples.

Cricket lay curled up at the bottom of the bed. She raised her head to look at me, then put it down in disgust. No sympathy there.

After a long, long shower, I began to feel better. The events of the previous evening returned. I was still annoyed about how things played out with Liv. Sure, their families may have been catching up on old times, but Jake didn’t have to chuckle so often at Lars’s lame jokes. Even Nancy seemed to enjoy the conversation. 

What a waste of a razor blade. I could have shown up in jeans and a sweatshirt and been just as invisible. I checked my phone for messages, hoping I’d have a message from Jake or Nancy or both. Nothing.

Although I was generally a pleasant sort of person—at least on the outside—I had a stubborn streak as well. Maybe it was pride or some other defense mechanism, but I knew I would be waiting for Jake to make the first move. Until then, I had work to do. 

Besides my appointments, I needed to work on Elizabeth Chavis’s graduation pictures. A busy day of work was just what I needed. If Jake called to talk, I could put him off until after work. Then maybe he and I could spend a quiet evening alone making up.

When I got to the studio, the temperature was colder inside than usual. I hoped this wasn’t the day the heating system chose to take its last breath and die for good. That was one repair job I couldn’t fix with duct tape. 

A banging noise from the storeroom made me stop in my tracks. It was different than the heater’s usual moans and groans. This could be serious. I walked to the back to find the door open and banging back and forth from the wind. I was relieved when I realized that it was the open door and not the furnace causing the drop in temperature. 

Then I flashed back to the broken window at my house. Coincidence? I rushed back to my office and practically screamed when I saw the mess. Everything was turned upside down and inside out. It looked like a hurricane had hit and then stayed awhile. The queasiness and head pounding from earlier came roaring back.

This wasn’t vandalism. Someone was out to get me. 

* * *
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IT WAS ALL I COULD do not to call Jake as I waited for someone from the sheriff’s office to arrive. I knew Jake would come running if I called, but this wasn’t how I wanted him to see me. Helpless and surrounded by drama...again. If there was one thing that made guys run away, it was girl drama. Besides, I had taken care of myself my whole adult life, and I didn’t need a man now. But if I did, that man would be Jake.

I watched through the front window, expecting Deputy Morris again. Instead, Deputy Darnell pulled up in front of the studio. He was the hunky officer who was supposed to take my fingerprints but ended up assigned to check out Artie Becker’s camera. Maybe he had found some evidence that could prove useful.

He tipped his hat when he came in. “I understand you reported a break-in here, is that right? And you had one at your residence yesterday as well?”

“That’s right. This wasn’t a coincidence. I think this is related to the Becker murder.” 

“Well, ma’am, it would seem likely, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Was anything taken from your house?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Can you show me where the break-in here occurred?”

“It was the back door.” I motioned for him to follow. “Here,” I said, pointing to the door. “I didn’t touch anything.”

He pulled out a pair of white hospital gloves and put one on before examining the knob. “These old doorknobs are actually pretty easy to jimmy open. You wouldn’t even need a special tool. You should get this replaced with a dead bolt. Henry’s got some good ones down at the hardware store. They’re pricey but worth the few extra bucks.”

Thank you, Bob Vila. When I need advice for “this old house,” I’ll call you. “But why are they targeting me? What do they want?”

Darnell pushed the door closed and turned the lock. “Show me the rest.”

I led him to my office and stood in the doorway.

He whistled. “Whoever it was really did a number on this place. Anything missing?”

“I have no idea. I waited for you to get here.”

“Go ahead and look. If the perpetrator wore gloves, there’s no prints in here anyway. If not, we can lift one from that doorknob. I’ll take a look around the rest of the place while you look in here.”

From what I could tell, nothing was missing. An old cell phone and small pocket camera were still in the drawer. You’d think a burglar would have wanted those. I picked up the papers and prints and set them on top of the file cabinet to be put back in order later. 

Darnell walked back into the office. “I didn’t see any obvious signs of an intruder in the rest of the place. Any luck in here?”

“Nothing. Just like at my house.” I shook my head. “Deputy Morris had said it seemed like someone was looking for something specific at my house. I think that may be the case here, too.”

Darnell pulled up a chair, turned it around backward, and straddled it like a horse. He looked at me intently. “I think you may be right, Ms. Fairmont. And I think it’s no coincidence that you were also the person who found the body of Artie Becker. Do you have any idea who may have done this?”

I thought about it. The Boswells’ neighbor had said two men had gone into the house that morning. Obviously, only one had come out. Unless, that is, someone else was already there. That brought me back to my first suspicion. “Has anyone talked to Brett Boswell?”

Darnell raised an eyebrow. “As a matter of fact, I did. Well, Sheriff Grady and I did. He was as shocked about the murder as the rest of us. Why do you think he may have been involved?”

“It’s just a theory, of course, but what if he had been at the house when Artie got there? Maybe he was stoned or hung-over. Maybe he was startled by Artie and killed him, thinking he was an intruder.”

“But that would have been an accident. He could have just told us what happened.”

“Do you really think someone like Brett Boswell would confess and take his chances on being believed?”

“You have a point, but we checked out his alibi. Rock solid.”

It was my turn to be surprised. “Really? Where was he?”

“At work up at the ski resort.” He pulled out his notes.

“Are you sure? Did you check out his story with anyone else?”

“Well, no. He said other people would verify it. That was good enough for the sheriff.”

Of course it was. Sheriff do-nothing. “You need to talk to Alex Wright. He told us—me—that Brett was supposed to be there early that morning but showed up late. You can’t rule Brett out.”

Darnell made a note. “Okay. I’ll check it out.”

“And don’t forget to ask him where he was during my two break-ins.”

“So when did this one occur?” he asked.

I specifically remembered locking the front door when I left with Cricket. I hadn’t checked the back. “It could have happened anytime, starting from when I left yesterday until this morning.”

“That will obviously make it harder to pin down. What do you think the burglar may have been looking for?”

My frustration rose. “I have no idea. If something were missing, at least it would be a clue. What about you? Did you find any evidence on Artie’s camera that might give you a lead?”

He shook his head. “All it had was video. Nothing we could use.”

“Video? That’s odd. He was supposed to be taking pictures of the house.” I plopped down in my desk chair and laid back my throbbing head. “What were they looking for? What do they think I have?”

Darnell scooted up his chair. “I want you to think hard, now. Did you see anything suspicious or out of place at the Boswell house when you were there?”

“You mean other than a dead man with a camera strap twisted around his neck?”

Darnell remained stoic.

“I’m sorry. It’s been a rough couple of days.” I went back through my movements on the day of the murder, trying once again to recall any forgotten details. But then I remembered something Sheriff Grady had said. “The sheriff told me you all found the weapon the killer used to hit Artie. Was it his camera?”

“That’s confidential.”

“But maybe it’s a clue that will help me remember something.” I pleaded with my eyes.

He rubbed his chin. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but you’ve got to keep this under wraps.”

Holding up my hand, I said, “I promise.”

“It was a bookend.”

I gasped. “Was it ceramic and shaped like a native warrior?”

Darnell straightened his back and crooked his eyebrows. “How do you know that?”

“I saw the other one on the shelf. In fact, it fell off when I was waiting for you all to show up.”

Darnell jotted something down. “Well, let’s get back to our timeline. While you were at the house, or maybe before you left, did you take anything with you? A bottle of water, any jewelry, camera equipment, or that bookend perhaps?”

“No, nothing. I’m not a thief.” I jammed my hand in my pocket and felt for my cell phone, wishing again I could talk this over with Jake. “The only camera equipment I took was my own. And weren’t you the one who got it for me out of the bedroom?”

“Um, that’s right.” Darnell sighed as though trying to come up with any possible explanation for the break-in. “Are you sure you didn’t accidently take anything?”

There was that question again. I thought about it. I had put the key back in the lockbox and the remote control in the dresser drawer. Darnell picked up all my camera equipment and put it back in my bag. “I can’t think of a single thing.” 

“And where is that camera bag now?” 

I spun around in my chair and looked in the corner. Two lone tripods leaned against the wall where I normally kept my bag. Then I remembered it was locked safely in the back of my Jeep. But then panic returned. “My camera!”

I raced into the room where I had taken Elizabeth’s graduation photos. To my relief, my camera was still on the tripod. 

“What is it?” Deputy Darnell asked as he came up behind me.

“I was afraid someone might have stolen my portrait camera. But this is odd. The door for the memory card is open. I never leave it open. Dust can get in.”

“So where is the memory card?”

I unlocked the camera from the tripod. “In a file box on my desk, or maybe in my computer.” 

Where was the file box? I didn’t remember having seen it. I hurried back to the office. The box wasn’t on the desk or under it or under the chairs or next to the trash can or anywhere. It was gone. “Someone stole my file of memory cards! My entire business was in there. My entire life.” Tears began to flow. 

“And you’re sure they were all in that box?”

“Yes. Deputy Darnell, you’ve got to find them. They are extremely important.”

He adjusted his hat and looked straight at me. “I agree, Ms. Fairmont. And believe me, I’ll do everything in my power to find them.”
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Chapter 13
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Before I could take pictures of the Hinkles’ new baby, I had to get my camera bag out of the car and fish out a memory card from the side pocket. The thief had left me with none in my office. The baby slept like, well, a baby, which was good because I was in no mood to make goo-goo sounds at someone who would just as soon spit up on me as offer me a pleasant expression. 

My last appointment was with Polly to look at proofs. Luckily, I had backed them up on my hard drive. She had recently bought the flower shop and needed new pictures of the store to put in a brochure. She loved the pictures and chose about a dozen for me to enhance and print. 

As far as I knew, most of my recent photo shoots had been backed up except for the pictures of Elizabeth Chavis. I really hoped I wouldn’t have to call her back to retake them. But what were the chances Deputy Darnell would recover my stolen property? The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.

Luckily, Henry had sent a guy down from the hardware store to install a new knob and dead bolt on the back door. After making sure everything was locked up tight, I ran home to change into my ski clothes. I was ready to confront Brett Boswell, and it couldn’t wait until our scheduled “lesson.”

* * *
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CRICKET STARED AT ME when I came out of the bedroom wearing my white ski bib and hot-pink parka. The swishing sound of my pants rubbing together must have set her on edge because she arched her back and hissed as though I were the Abominable Snowman. I tried to scratch her head, but the static electricity spiked her fur even worse. “I’ll be home soon. Keep your eye on the place.”

She just looked at me with utter disdain.

I couldn’t worry about her for now. I was on a mission. I needed Brett to admit where he was the morning Artie Becker was killed. Surely he knew that the cover-up was always worse than the crime. 

Well, not always, I suppose. 

Alex was away from the front desk when I got there. But a girl behind the counter stood giggling over something Brett was saying. I caught a snippet of his remarks. He was bragging about his latest downhill run.

“Wendy,” he said and smiled as soon as he saw me. “I thought your lesson wasn’t until tomorrow.”

“I decided I couldn’t wait that long to see you.” Barf.

The counter girl rolled her eyes and walked over to straighten a stack of maps.

“Well, you’re in luck,” he said. “I’m free.”

An obviously fake cough exploded from counter girl, who apparently disagreed.

Brett took my arm and led me outside to a row of wooden picnic tables and chairs. “Are you really here for a snowboarding lesson or did you just want to spend time with me?”

Trying not to gag, I grinned and said, “Caught me. How about we just sit and get to know each other a little.”

“Sounds good to me. It’s been a rough day. First, back-to-back lessons, then a sheriff’s deputy showed up to grill me about that man who was killed.”

“Really?”

“Yes, Alex had me booked all morning without a break. I think he’s trying to kill me.”

“No, I mean, was a deputy really here to talk to you?”

“Oh, that. Yeah. Wanted to know where I was Monday morning. Can’t a guy sleep in without being accused of murder?”

Sleeping in? That’s a likely excuse. “You might have heard that I was the person who found the body. I was there taking pictures for Nancy Faro’s real estate company.”

Brett’s whole body stiffened as though struck by a bolt of lightning. “No, I hadn’t heard that. It seems Sheriff Grady is trying to keep things under cover. Speaking of that, do you need a blanket or something?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks.”

“Because I’ve been told I’m pretty good under the covers.” He gave me a “what do you think” look that nearly cost me my lunch. Seeing my reaction, he followed it with, “Too soon. I get it. You’re one of those girls who likes to be romanced. I can do romance.”

“As appealing as that sounds, I was curious about the murder. I guess you were pretty shocked when you got up that morning and found Artie standing there in your house. What time was it?”

“In my house? What do you mean? I didn’t stay over at my parents’ place that night.”

I studied his face. He was either telling the truth or a really good liar. I had a feeling he might be both. “Look, Brett, I like you. I would hate to see you falsely accused of killing someone if it was just an accident.” I put my gloved hand on his. “If you tell me the truth, I can talk to the sheriff for you. His wife and I are...friends.” I choked out that last word.

“You sound like that cop. I told him I was at work when it happened, and he asked if I had an alibi or a corroborating witness.” 

“And do you?”

“Sure.” He motioned toward the building. “Alex will vouch for me.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to work, Brett. When we were here the other day, Alex told us you were supposed to cover for him and you were late, remember? And just a minute ago you said you slept late.” I studied his face. “Which was it?”

He started to stand but I jerked him back down. 

“You know the first thing the cops look for is a suspect who can’t keep his story straight. That deputy probably already talked to Alex. If you just tell the truth—”

“All right!”

Several skiers posing nearby for a selfie stopped and stared at us. I smiled so as not to alarm them. 

“The truth is I was with a girl,” Alex whispered.

That didn’t seem like much of a stretch. Why would he try to keep it a secret? Then I knew. “Would this girl happen to be married?”

He nodded without looking at me. 

“If you’re telling the truth—”

“I am.”

“If you’re telling the truth, you have an alibi. Why not tell the sheriff?”

“Because, it’s complicated.”

I tilted my head. “If I had a dime for every time I heard—”

“It’s Alex’s wife.”

“—it’s complicated.” Ugh. “Oh. That really is complicated.”

“That’s why I haven’t told anyone. Alex said he had some errands to run and asked me to cover for him. I fully intended to, but then Raven called and said she had some time before she had to be at work, and, you know...”

“You’re a snake, you know that, right?”

“If I had a dime...”

We both sat staring at the eager skiers going up on the lift and others, exhausted and exhilarated, coming down the mountain. Skiing, in my mind anyway, was really just about gravity. The story Brett told wasn’t the kind you make up. He broke the Bro Code. How could he do such a thing?

Just then, Alex stuck his head out of the lodge and yelled, “Hey, Brett! Your next victim—I mean, student—is here.”

Brett and I exchanged a knowing look. 

“Are you going to tell him?” I asked.

“Not if I don’t have to.” He stood up. “You won’t say anything to anybody, will you?”

“Not if I don’t have to.”

As he walked off, he gave me a half smile, the most genuine I’d seen from him yet.

I watched the snow lovers a few more minutes while I collected my thoughts. I was actually relieved to be able to cross Brett off the list of suspects. It would have crushed his poor parents if they had thought he’d done such a thing.

A clump of dark clouds made their way in front of the sun as the wind picked up bits of ice and snow, tossing them around like confetti. A chill came over me. With Brett in the clear, I was still a suspect, even if it was only a formality since I’d found the body. 

Not only that, but someone was after something I had. Was it the photographs stored on the memory cards? 

A young couple stopped and asked me to take their picture. I snapped a few with their cell phone and then started to leave.

Pictures. Maybe that was it. There must have been something in the pictures I took at the Boswell house that the killer didn’t want me to see. I hurried to the parking lot, suddenly anxious to get home, determined to figure out what the burglar wanted before he decided to come after me.
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Chapter 14
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Everything was as it should be when I got back to the house that afternoon. Cricket greeted me lazily from her spot atop the sofa, the furnace puffed warm air across the cold wooden floors, and the computer clicked and hummed as it came to life, eager to swallow the SD card and reveal its secrets. The photos I had taken at the Boswell house popped up on the screen like little soldiers waiting for their marching orders.

I examined each one in detail, zooming in and out to make sure there was nothing I had missed. Perhaps someone had been in the house with me, someone living, that is. Was there a shadow? A reflection in a window? The more I studied the pictures, the more disheartened I felt. Nothing out of the ordinary revealed itself as a clue. Nothing explained the invasion of my home or business.

Deputy Darnell had said the disk in Artie’s camera only contained video. Could there be another memory card? Maybe it was left at the house and overlooked by the deputies. That gave me an idea. I still had the code to the lockbox on the Boswells’ house. Maybe I should run over and take another look. It wouldn’t be illegal since I had permission from Nancy to be there.

Maybe I could finish taking pictures while I was there. That would be my cover story if I got caught. However, it was getting dark and there wasn’t really enough light left to take pictures of the house.

I grabbed my camera bag and headed that way. The crime scene tape was gone from the front of the house. As I walked up to the door, I moved deliberately and held my head high. If any neighbors were watching, I didn’t want them to report that it looked like a woman was sneaking into the place. 

The code worked and I opened the door with the key. The front room looked the same as when I was there on Monday. “Anyone here?” I called out. No answer. I crept around the corner to the master bedroom. The bed had been stripped and the carpet had been vacuumed where the broken lamp had fallen. The room gave me the creeps. 

I looked on the floor, dresser, nightstand. I looked behind the TV, in the trash can, and on the floor of the closet. No memory card. The last two places to check were next to the wall where Artie had been lying and under the bed. 

I moved slowly toward the wall and peered down on the floor. It was obvious someone had made an effort to clean up the bloodstain, but a pink hue was still visible on the carpet. 

Still nothing. As a last resort, I walked to the end of the bed and got down on my hands and knees. It was too dark, so I used my cell phone as a flashlight. The carpet was covered in dust and hair and who knows what. Lying on my stomach, I began inching my way further and further under the bed until I was almost to the wall. 

A noise drew my attention. Did someone come in the house? I looked to the side and saw a pair of bare feet standing next to the bed.

“Can I help you with something?”

Startled, I raised my head and bumped it on the underside of the bed frame. I shimmied my way out from underneath the bed, not knowing who I’d find upon escape. It was Brett.

I could feel the redness crawling up from my neck to my face. When I got up, Brett was standing in the doorway dripping wet, wearing nothing but a towel.

“Wendy? Why are you hiding under my parents’ bed?”

“Oh. That. I wasn’t hiding. I was looking for something. An SD card for my camera.”

“And you thought my parents might keep one under the bed?”

“Um, no. I thought I might have lost one when I was here the other day taking pictures.”

He came closer and laughed. I could smell beer on his breath. “Did you find it?”

“No, and I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize anyone was here.”

He laughed. “Likely story. No use making this a wasted trip. How about you and me fool around a little since you’re already here.” He reached for the towel.

“No!” I put my hand over my eyes. “Don’t.”

“Ahh, come on, sweet cheeks. This could be fun.”

I pulled my hand from my eyes. Luckily, the towel was still in place. “Get away from me.” I grabbed my camera bag and stormed off. “I can’t believe I ever felt sorry for you.”

As I started out the front door, I heard him yell, “You’re the one who’s going to be sorry.”

* * *
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THAT WAS A MISTAKE, to put it mildly. Sure, I was used to drunk guys coming on to me. But this was the first time one of them was naked. 

I thought about Jake and what a gentleman he was. I longed for his protective arms. It was time to bite the bullet and go talk to him. Not only would I apologize for my less than flattering behavior the night before, I would let him know about what happened with Brett just in case he decided to call the police and charge me with breaking and entering or something.

I parked at my house and hurried down the street, glancing up at the light pole that I now knew held Jake’s security camera. I blew it a kiss, hoping he’d see it if he ever watched back the video footage. 

I knocked on the door, although I was tempted to just open it and go inside. But Jake and I weren’t quite there yet in our relationship, especially after last night. To my surprise, he answered on the first knock. 

When he opened the door, his face fell as though I were the last person on earth he’d expected to see. Had he been madder than I even imagined? It’s not like I threw up on his mother or danced on the table.

“Hi,” I said, trying to play it cool. “I really need to talk to you.” 

I took a step forward, but he didn’t budge.

His face drained of color as he spoke. “Wendy. I thought you’d be at work.” 

Then another voice came from somewhere behind him in the house. Was it Nancy? I had been so anxious to get here I hadn’t even noticed the car parked in the street. It wasn’t Nancy’s.

Liv Olsen came up behind Jake and put her hand on his shoulder. “Who’s there?” she asked. “Oh, Mindy. It’s you.”

“It’s Wendy!” I took a breath and forced a smile. Between the lurch in my stomach and the knot in my throat, it was all I could do to stay standing on my wobbly knees.

“Give us a minute,” Jake said to Liv over his shoulder and stepped onto the porch. He closed the door behind him. “It’s not what it looks like. I was just tasting her pie.”

Of all the lame excuses I’d ever heard from a guy, that was the lamest. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. My fight or flight response kicked in. I’d always been a flier, so I started to flee. 

Jake grabbed my arm. “Seriously, Wendy. She brought over a pie to see if I liked it. It’s her recipe for the winter fair. It’s—” He let go of my arm. “Whatever. I can see you don’t believe me, even after all our discussions about trust.”

My mind practically exploded. Jake and Liv. I wanted to trust him. I needed to trust him. Still, something inside me ached. I couldn’t talk to him knowing she was on the other side of the door. 

“I’ll talk to you later,” I said, and hurried home. Jake didn’t follow me. 

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe all men were the same. Maybe Jake was no better than Brett Boswell.
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Chapter 15
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Sitting at my desk, I rubbed my temples and tried to think. What were the chances that Jake wanted to get back with Liv? Sure she was petite and tanned and blond like a sun goddess, but looks weren’t everything. What about my great personality? I know, I’d been more of a drama queen lately, but how could Jake have carried a torch for me since high school and then just suddenly blow out the fire when his ex came waltzing back into the picture? Besides that, he said he was the one who broke it off. 

I needed to stop being so sensitive and suspicious. Jake and I had been getting along so well. I needed to trust him, just like he said. I would text him an apology and see what happened.

Looking around for my cell phone, I remembered dropping it in my camera bag before I left the Boswells’ house. When I reached in to get it, my hand contacted something foreign and sharp. I jerked it back to see a spot of blood trickle down my finger.

I sat down on the floor and pulled out my phone, camera, and lens and then dumped the remaining contents onto the ground. A few bits of broken glass had made their way into the bag, either from when the lamp broke or when Deputy Darnell picked up my spilled belongings from the floor.

I peered in the black bottom of the bag, making sure nothing was left inside. Picking up each item carefully, I checked to make sure there were no parasitic slivers of glass attached and placed it back inside. There were three SD memory cards, one still in the packaging. Another appeared to be a stranger. It was a cheap brand I would never buy. 

“Where did you come from?” I asked as though the little disk would give me an answer. Only one way to find out. I got up and slipped it into the computer, and just like that, the investigation into the death of Artie Becker took on new life.

The photos were arranged with the most recently taken ones first. Pictures of the Boswell house, much like the ones I had taken, filled the screen. My pulse raced at the realization that these were the pictures taken by Artie before he was killed. I recognized some of the clutter I had hidden or moved before I took my shots. But how did his disk get into my bag? I leaned in closer and scanned each picture quickly, but there were no people, just walls and furniture and the usual trappings of home. 

But it was the next picture that made me gasp and slap my hand across my mouth. I hit the arrow button and soon the monitor looked as though I’d stumbled across a soft porn site on the internet. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There, wearing only a skimpy brief and in poses that made me blush, was none other than Rick Darnell, deputy with the Cascada County Sheriff’s Department.

Dare I look further? The last thing I wanted was to invade someone’s privacy—or private parts, in this case. Luckily, the other pictures were milder. In some, he wore his uniform. In others, only parts of his uniform. 

A combination of adrenaline and nerves made me giggle. I sobered up, however, when I hit the next set of pictures. They were of Coach Barnes. He wasn’t scantily clad; in fact, it was just the opposite. He wore a dark suit and tie and sat with a forced smile and puffed out chest. What were these pictures for? I couldn’t recall ever seeing Coach Barnes in anything other than a sports shirt and slacks, or sweats, if he was at practice. On more formal occasions he would actually remove the whistle hanging around his neck. 

No one gets this dressed up for passport shots. These looked more like pictures you’d use on a résumé. Was that it? Was Coach Barnes interviewing for a new job?

That was the end of the pictures from Artie’s camera. I skimmed back through them again, not dwelling on those of Deputy Darnell. Instinctively, I saved the file to my hard drive just in case someone tried to steal this card as well. However, I wasn’t about to let that happen. This evidence was going straight to Sheriff Grady. 

Man, the boys at the station were going to have a field day with these. Darnell would never hear the end of it. He was going to wish I’d never found them.

That’s it! This was the reason Darnell had asked Grady to let him look at the camera evidence at the station. This was why he asked me if I’d taken anything from the crime scene. This was why he said he’d do “anything in his power” to find my memory cards. And this was who broke into my house and my studio. 

But could this mean he also killed Artie Becker? 
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Chapter 16
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Sheriff Grady rubbed his forehead and groaned. “I had a feeling you’d be down here to tear me a new one. Let me explain.”

I knew I should have stopped him, but I kind of liked seeing him on the defensive. I waited.

“You see, the county has charged me with protecting its citizens. That requires a lot of time and resources. Consequently, I have to prioritize. Now when the town council established its latest budget, they—”

“Stop,” I said, covering my ears. “I get it. Luckily for you, some of Cascada’s citizens are here to help you do your job.”

“What do you mean? I’m not going to deputize you.”

“No need. I solved the case.”

He perked up his ears. “You solved the Becker murder?”

“No, I don’t think so. But I solved the break-ins at my house and studio.”

“Don’t tell me. It was your no-good brother looking for a little extra spending money. Am I right?”

The feud between our families—the Fairmonts and the Gradys—didn’t quite rise to the level of the Hatfields and McCoys, or the Montagues and Capulets, but it was close. Ever since I could remember, Sherry Grady, formerly Sherry Spitzer, had had it in for me. When our older brothers got in trouble with the law, it only widened the great divide and made our relationship even more contentious. I had hoped my years living away from Cascada would have healed some old wounds, but apparently they had only festered. I chose to ignore the sheriff’s comments, knowing he was about to get his just desserts when he found out one of his men had been caught on the wrong side of the law.

“You know,” I said with a sly grin, “they say pictures are worth a thousand words. Let me just show you why I’m here and let the pictures speak for themselves.” I handed him the memory card.

“What’s this?”

“It’s from Artie Becker’s camera. Stick it in your computer.”

“Where’d you get this?”

“Just look.”

He did as I instructed and waited for the pictures to appear. I watched his face as they came up. He scrolled through each one slowly, as though it were a game and he was trying to find the clues to win. Then he got to the beefcake shots of Rick Darnell and his eyes widened. His face reminded me of a selection of fine wine as it turned from blush to rose to burgundy. 

Before he even got to the end, he grabbed the phone on his desk and punched in some numbers. “Get Darnell in here now!”

I felt sorry for whoever was on the other end of that line. Hazard pay for a hearing checkup would probably be called for.

Deputy Darnell tentatively stuck his head inside the door. His eyes went first to me and then to the computer monitor. I’m not sure, but he might have wet himself.

“Explain yourself!” Grady demanded.

Darnell inched into the office and shut the door behind him. “I didn’t think anybody would see them. I—I—” 

“Spit it out!”

He swallowed hard. “They’re for one of those calendars. It’s called ‘Totally Illegal Law Enforcement.’ I thought I could make a few extra bucks.” He dropped his head.

“Like this? In the uniform of this department?” Grady shook his head. “Most cops do a little security work on the side. Pick up some extra shifts. But this...”

Now that Darnell was sufficiently humiliated, I got to the real question. “Are you the one who broke into my house and studio? Was this what you were looking for?”

He cut his eyes at me. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

“Explain yourself,” Grady said through gritted teeth.

“Stupid, I know. Artie took those shots of me the night before the murder, after my shift, so I thought they might still be in the camera. I didn’t want anybody to see them. When I looked at the pictures from the crime scene, they weren’t there. Then I remembered picking up a disk off the floor of the bedroom at the Boswell place. I wasn’t sure if it was from your bag, but I threw it in anyway. I guess it was this one.”

As he spoke, I began to feel a little sorry for him. Desperate times, desperate measures and all that. It didn’t sound like he had anything to do with the murder.

Grady blew out a long breath. “Is that all?”

Darnell nodded.

“I’ll deal with you later,” he said. “Now, get out of my office.”

The deputy looked at me. “I’ll get that box of disks back to you ASAP. Nice pictures, by the way.”

That last part creeped me out. Who knows what all I’d saved on those disks. Obviously, we all had our secrets.

When we were alone, Grady pounded his fist on the desk before trying to straighten out his twisted expression. “Well, on behalf of the Cascada County Sheriff’s Department, I apologize for this unfortunate incident. Give me a bill for the damages and I’ll see that you’re reimbursed.” 

“Thanks. But what’s going to happen to Deputy Darnell?”

“He’s a good cop. Was a good cop. I should probably fire him.”

“But...”

“But if you promise to keep this matter under wraps, I could probably get by with a suspension. It’s not like there are people knocking down my door to join the force these days.”

I thought about it. Rick Darnell was about the same age as my brother. Hadn’t I asked Grady to give Tyler a second chance at redemption? Everyone deserves a second chance. Plus, it was nice to have the upper hand on Grady for a change.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “Since I showed you mine, you show me yours.”

Grady’s expression turned even more sour. “What are you talking about?”

“Show me the pictures that were in Artie’s camera. Maybe there’s a clue. After all, the disk I just showed you was the one he was using to take pictures of the house. Why would he switch it out in the middle of a shoot?”

“If I do that, will you promise not to blab to the whole town about Darnell?”

“I promise.”

“Deal.” He reached across his desk and shook my hand. “You’re going to be disappointed though. All it has on it is some blurry video with no sound.” He pulled the disk from his desk. “Here, take it. You can return it after you’ve watched it.”

My heart sank a little as I put it in my purse. “By the way, you don’t really think I had anything to do with Artie’s death, do you?”

Grady leaned back and clasped his hands over his gut. “Unofficially, no. But I’ve got to follow the evidence. We’ve got a few leads about some of Becker’s shady connections but not much else. We got a print off the murder weapon, but it doesn’t match anybody in the system.” 

“Do you think one of those ‘shady connections’ was the man who went with Artie to the Boswells’ that morning?”

Grady flew forward in his chair. “What man?”

“Seriously?” Once again, it seemed I knew more than the sheriff. Didn’t his deputies talk to the neighbors? I couldn’t believe my fate rested in this guy’s hands. 

“I’ll tell you,” I said, “but you’re going to owe me one.”

Rolling his eyes, he picked up a pen. “Okay. Now, spill it.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 17
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The warm glow of an evening spent making up—and making out—with Jake enveloped me like a soft blanket when I woke up Thursday morning.

Not. That was just a dream. I had sent him a simple text that said: Sorry. He hadn’t called, hadn’t texted. I knew he was busy with work, but I’d have at least expected a response. Maybe he needed some time to cool down. With a backlog of pictures to edit for my clients, I had plenty of work of my own to keep me busy. 

Before heading off to the studio, I wanted to look at the video from the disk I’d gotten from Sheriff Grady. He was right. No audio and just a bunch of dark, out-of-focus people from what I could tell. Artie must have set his camera wrong and not checked it as most professionals would. I made sure to fast-forward to the end to see if there was anything taken at the Boswells’ house. Nothing.

I still couldn’t figure out why this disk was in the camera instead of the one that Deputy Darnell found and put in my camera bag by mistake. I pulled that file back up and scanned the pictures Artie had taken at the house. There were two almost identical shots of the master bedroom. I zoomed in on the first and noticed something I had missed the first time. In the reflection in the mirror was a partial figure of a person wearing a plaid jacket. Could Artie have caught his own reflection? 

I studied the angle and realized that it would have been impossible for the image to have been Artie himself. The person I was staring at was probably the same man who had gone to the house with Artie that morning. It may have been the person who killed him.

Where had I seen that plaid jacket before? Then I remembered the man sitting next to Artie at the town hall meeting. Nancy said his name was Clyde something and that he hung around Karol’s Kafé. If he and Artie were friends, it was doubtful he would have killed him, but he may have been a witness.

I knew the sheriff’s office now had these same pictures and may discover this Clyde fellow themselves. I wanted to get to him before they did, and before they messed anything else up. There was only one thing to do. I would head to Karol’s and see if this joker was there and willing to talk. 

* * *
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“HI. MIND IF I JOIN you?” I asked, sliding into the booth across from Clyde.

He laid down his racing form and grinned, revealing a dark mustache sprinkled with powdered sugar and a mouth full of smoke-stained teeth. Judging by his wrinkles, he was older than he tried to appear and was doing his part to keep the Just For Men hair dye company in business. 

“Clyde Hornsby, at your service.” He tipped his hat. “To what do I owe this pleasure, pretty lady? Not that I’m complaining. But don’t be surprised if Karol over there tries to run you off. She plays hard to get, but she’s sweet on me.”

“I’m sure she is,” I said, knowing Karol flirted with all the men to get bigger tips. She must have made a fortune off Clyde. “I was hoping to ask you a few questions about your friend Artie Becker.”

“What? Are you a cop? Are you wearing a wire?”

I gave him a sideways glance. “Why? Have you got something to hide?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then no. I’m the one who found his body. I’m trying to help find his killer so that the sheriff doesn’t try to pin it on me.”

“I hear that.” He waved to Karol to bring me coffee. “Artie and I were friends, sure. But what makes you think I would know anything about his murder?”

“Because you were there.” I watched his eyes as they narrowed. He looked away quickly as Karol approached.

“Hi, Wendy,” Karol said as she poured my coffee. “I didn’t realize you knew this handsome old coot. Don’t get any ideas, now. I got first dibs on him.” She gave me a wink and walked off to tend to other customers.

Clyde regained his composure. “You’re wrong. I wasn’t with Artie that morning. I was up at the Creekside Casino.”

“I have a photograph of you Artie took at the Boswells’ house that says otherwise.” I hoped he didn’t call my bluff since all it really showed was his sports coat. 

He choked on his coffee and almost blew it across the table at me. “That’s impossible. I wasn’t there.”

“Clyde, let’s not play games. As of now, Sheriff Grady hasn’t seen this picture. But if I show him, he could certainly talk to the neighbor who saw two men at the house that morning. Also, the security cameras at the casino would show if you were indeed there or not. That’s an easy one.”

He stared daggers at me but kept quiet.

“Okay, then, I guess I’ll see you later.” I scooted to the edge of the booth.

“Wait,” he said. “I’ll tell you the truth.”

“That would be nice.”

“Yeah, I was there. Just hanging out while Artie took his pictures. We were going to head up to the casino after that. The place was a wreck. He cleaned up some and I put the trash out front for him. Then he gets a call.”

“Who from?” 

“Didn’t ask. Didn’t care. He takes some more pictures, then we hear a knock on the door. He thought it might be the realtor lady and said to make myself scarce. He doesn’t know how she’d feel about him having company on the job. I decide to step out back and have a smoke.”

“How long were you out there?”

“Ten minutes or so. I kept waiting for Artie to come tell me the coast was clear. Then I heard a banging sound.”

“A gunshot?”

“No, a door. I heard a car drive off and waited a few more minutes before I walked around to the front. Whoever it was had taken off. That’s when I went back inside and found Artie on the ground. I felt for a pulse, but he was already gone.” His eyes moistened. “I’d known that old cuss a long time. Gonna miss him.”

My gut told me he was being honest about his feelings for Artie. “What did you do then?”

“I pulled the keys out of his pocket and took off. I left his car in front of his house and walked home.”

I considered his story. It sounded plausible, but it was also his second version of the truth. Were there going to be more? “Why did you leave? Why didn’t you call the sheriff’s department?”

“Come on, missy. Look at me. People like me don’t call the cops. We avoid them like rabid dogs. Besides, I didn’t see anyone or hear anyone. It could have been the guy next door, some drugged-out kid, or even you, for all I know.”

Was that a veiled threat? Playing along was probably my best bet. He was the fly and I was the honey. “I—I believe you.” 

“Good. Because it’s the truth.” He reached in his pocket and threw a twenty on the table. “I’ve got an appointment with a pair of dice. I trust you’ll keep our conversation to yourself.”

I nodded.

He cupped his hand around his ear. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Yes,” I said, in a voice more certain than I felt. “And I appreciate the information.”

Clyde stood up and waved to Karol.

“Wait,” I said. “You probably knew Artie better than anyone. Who do you think may have been angry enough to kill him?”

He hesitated. “The thing is, he had his enemies, just like we all do. I’d seen him in a tussle now and again, but nothing too serious, until about six weeks ago.”

“What happened?”

“Look, we weren’t girlfriends. We didn’t read each other’s diaries. He had his stuff; I had mine. But if I were a betting man, and I am, I’d be looking at Brett Boswell.”
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Chapter 18
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Once again I found myself headed to the Snowbird Resort to try to get some answers from Brett. Clyde implied that Brett had some sort of beef with Artie. If I confronted Brett with this fact, maybe he would tell me the truth. If he was innocent, why wouldn’t he? If he denied it, I’d have something solid to take to the sheriff. The tricky part was going to be doing this without giving up Clyde Hornsby in the process.

I had known Brett growing up even though he was four or five years behind me in school. He was hard to miss with his shock of bleached blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He was the kid who constantly got his cheek pinched by old ladies and was told he’d be a heartbreaker when he grew up. Who would have known the hearts he’d break the most were those of his parents.  

It was all they could do to keep him in line. I remember my father saying that Brett was the kind of kid who would lie when the truth would help. Part of the problem was that most people let him get away with everything, whether it was pulling off a school prank or getting caught shoplifting video games. Except for his parents, everyone around him laughed off his antics and said it was a phase he’d grow out of.

The Cascada Gazette loved to feature him in the paper as the best Olympic hopeful ever to come out of these parts. The community ate it up. The truth was that as he got older, his talent didn’t improve at the same pace as when he was younger. Chances are he would never have lived up to the hype surrounding him as a kid. And chances are that the accident he claimed ended his competitive career was actually an excuse to save face.

None of this was an excuse to take another man’s life, though, and I was determined to bring him to justice if that was indeed what happened.

A siren in the distance grew louder until I saw a sheriff’s car pull up right behind me. Looking at the dash, I confirmed I wasn’t speeding. I needed to pull over so the car could pass me, but the road was narrow and curvy around this part of the mountain. I didn’t dare try to pull any closer to the edge.

After the longest few minutes of my life, I slowed down on a straightaway and the car, lights flashing and sirens blaring, pulled past me. That’s when I saw an ambulance coming up behind me as well. Luckily, I made it to a small shoulder protected with a steel barrier and pulled over. I waited as another sheriff’s car passed. This one looked to be driven by Sheriff Grady himself. 

Several minutes later, I finally dared to pull out. I was just a few miles from the resort and wondered what had happened. It could be anything from a fire to a car wreck to an accident on the mountain.

Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. But there was no smoke when I pulled into the parking lot. The ski lift was stopped and a crowd stood around the base of the mountain, staring up the hill.

“What happened?” I asked a woman at the edge of the crowd. She had a grip on a little boy’s hand who couldn’t have been more than three years old.

“Somebody had an accident. I think he might be d-e-a-d,” she said, spelling the word so the little boy wouldn’t know what she was saying.

“Do you know who it is?”

“No. You might ask those people over there. I think they know him.”

I looked to where she pointed and saw several girls huddled around Alex. They all seemed to be crying, even Alex. I didn’t want to bother them, seeing how upset they were. That’s when a name spread through the crowd like a game of telephone and ended up with me. 

It was Brett.

* * *
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THE LODGE WAS PACKED with people waiting to resume their day of fun on the slopes. A few took the offer of refunds on their lift tickets while others used the break to drive down to Cascada to grab lunch. I found an empty chair and sipped hot chocolate, watching for the EMTs to bring Brett’s body down.

My biggest fear was that the secret of Artie’s death had died on the mountain along with Brett. Perhaps fear and guilt had played a role in Brett’s accident. Could this have been the ultimate suicide for a snowboarder? 

Perhaps Alex knew the details of what had happened. Just sitting and watching was getting me nowhere. I drained my cup, zipped up my jacket, and headed outside to talk to Alex.

His eyes were red and he trembled.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I know how close you two were.”

He hugged me and buried his head in my neck. I heard a muffled “Thanks.”

“Do you know what happened?”

He wiped his eyes on the back of his hand. “He didn’t show up this morning for work. It’s not unusual for him to be late, but after an hour, I started calling and texting. He didn’t answer. But then a skier up on Diamond Point heard a cell phone ringing and followed the sound. That’s when he found Brett.”

“Do you think he went out early this morning alone?”

“I doubt it.” A half smile crossed his face as he kept his eyes fixed on the mountain. “Brett’s never been a morning person. Like I told the sheriff, it’s more likely he was out here late last night, and...” He swallowed hard and fell silent.

My stomach churned, not because of the heartache of sharing in Alex’s pain, but because I knew how devastated he would be if he ever found out his best friend had been sleeping with his wife. Would Raven tell him? Would she confess? Or would that just be another secret buried along with Brett Boswell?

“Raven,” Alex muttered.

“What?”

“Raven is going to die.” He dropped his head to his chest.

Was he making a threat? Maybe he knew about the affair after all. “Alex, what are you saying?”

Another tear slid from his eyes. “When Raven finds out Brett is gone, it’s going to kill her. They got along really well. He taught her to snowboard. I probably need to call her before she hears it from someone else.” He looked at his watch. “She won’t be on break for another hour. They’re really strict at the casino. She’s already gotten in trouble for showing up late a couple of times when her car wouldn’t start.”

I had a feeling there was another reason she was showing up late. “Does she work at Creekside?”

“Yeah, she’s a waitress.” Suddenly, Alex jerked upright. 

The hum of an engine grew louder until we saw the snowmobile pulling a sled carrying the cloaked body of Brett Boswell. Alex raced over to the ambulance, followed by others who worked at the resort. I turned my head, not wanting to witness their unabated grief any longer.

Soon, others came down on snowmobiles, including Sheriff Grady. I hurried over to catch up with him.

“I’m a little busy, Ms. Fairmont, for one of our chats.” 

“This wasn’t an accident.”

“Oh yeah? Who died and made you a medical examiner?”

I ignored the poor choice of words. “Don’t you think Brett’s death is a little too coincidental?”

“You’ve been watching too much TV.” He started toward the lodge.

Falling in step, I persisted. “Did you know that Brett and Artie Becker knew each other?”

Not slowing down, he said, “So? It’s a small town. Everybody knows everybody.”

“But did you know that he and Artie got in a big fight just six weeks ago?”

Grady stopped and blew out a heavy sigh before turning his head to look at me. “And you know this, how?”

I shrank back. “I can’t tell you.”

“Really? Then have a nice day.” He started walking again. 

“Just promise me you’ll look into it,” I called out. 

He held up his hand and went inside the lodge.

Whether he would consider what I said or not was unclear. What was clear, though, was that I needed more information from Clyde Hornsby, and I knew right where to find him.
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If you’ve ever been in a casino, then you can picture Creekside. Dark gaudy carpet, multi-colored lights, bells and whistles. The goal of the casino designer is two-fold: to make sure you can’t tell if it’s day or night outside and to make it hard to find an exit. Both of these strategies were meant to trap the gambler inside for as long as possible. 

It wasn’t going to be easy to find Clyde. He had mentioned dice, so he might be at a craps table. The rows of tables and slot machines were a dizzying maze. Most of the gaming tables were toward the center of the large room. Trouble was, there was more than one room. After searching for a while, I took a different tactic. I asked a waitress if she’d seen a man named Clyde wearing a brown plaid jacket. Since he was a regular, I figured most of the waitresses would know him.

She put one hand on her hip and held a tray of empty glasses in the other. “What are you? Wife? Ex-girlfriend? His niece?” She drew that last word out as though she’d heard it all too often. 

“I’m just a friend. I need to talk to him.”

She opened up the cash folder on her tray and looked at me.

“Oh, I see.” I reached in my purse and found a ten-dollar bill. “Is this enough of a bribe?”

“Whatever.” She took the bill. “He’s playing blackjack over by the big screen TVs.” She pointed.

Money well spent. I found Clyde huddled at a table with two other guys. He didn’t notice me at first. When he looked up, he kept his poker face. “What do you want now?”

“We need to talk.”

“No, I need to concentrate.” He tapped his hand on the table. 

The dealer dealt himself twenty-one and dragged in Clyde’s cards and chips. 

“See what you made me do?”

I leaned in, trying to ignore the hair coming out of his ear, and whispered, “Brett Boswell is dead.”

Pointing to his chips, he looked at the dealer and said, “Watch these for me, will you?”

The dealer nodded as Clyde got up and walked straight to the bar. “Whiskey straight up,” he said. “Do you want anything?”

“It’s barely afternoon.”

“Not in here. In here it’s whatever time you want it to be.” He took the drink and threw down some cash. After swigging half the glass, he turned to me. “Tell me what happened.”

“Seems he had a run-in with a tree on the mountain. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” I couldn’t believe how much like a TV cop I was beginning to sound.

“I keep trying to tell you, I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

“Speaking of fights, tell me what happened between Artie and Brett six weeks ago.”

“Look, missy—”

“It’s Wendy.”

“Windy, Rainy, Sunny—whatever. I got nothing to say to you. Now go home and bake a pie or something.”

He sounded as sexist as Jake’s mother. “Do you really want me to go to the sheriff? You might need me to back up your story when they find your fingerprints on the trash at the Boswell house. If you help me track down Artie’s killer, all of this can stay our little secret.”

He chugged the rest of his drink and motioned for me to sit on one of the barstools. After ordering another, he began to open up. “Artie and I ran what you might call a ‘racket.’ Nothing too bad, just a little petty theft and some persuasion.”

“What do you mean ‘persuasion’?”

He chuckled. “You should know. You’re doing it to me right now, except in our case, there was a fee involved.”

“Are you talking about blackmail?”

“Bingo. But we weren’t out to hurt anybody. We thought of ourselves as modern-day Robin Hoods. Take from the rich, give to the poor—except we were the poor in this case.”

As he spoke, I saw his eyes light up. There was a sense of pride behind his despicable confession. I wanted to lecture him but bit my tongue.

“You see, Artie had a gig taking pictures of houses that were being put up for sale. Sometimes he would invite me along, but only if the current owners were moving out of town.”

“Like the Boswells?”

“You got it. While Artie took pictures, I would have a look around.”

“Did you steal stuff?”

“What do you think?” He flashed his gold rings. “People who are moving leave everything in disarray. Boxes here, boxes there. They don’t notice a piece of gold or silver missing until they’ve unpacked in their next place. Even then they might think it was just misplaced or pocketed by the movers.”

I shook my head. “Unbelievable.”

“Don’t worry. They’ve all got insurance. It’s not like I’m taking grandma’s gold teeth right out of her mouth.”

“Nice rationalization.”

“But that’s not the best part. Sometimes when I would do a little digging, I’d uncover something that Mr. and Mrs. Homeowner wouldn’t exactly want their neighbors or the pastor finding out about.”

“Such as...”

“Such as the pot hidden under the mattress or the sex toys in the back of the closet. If you knew what people really did behind closed doors—”

“I get the picture,” I said. “So then what?”

“So once the homeowner was safely moved into their new joint, they’d get a letter from an anonymous person with the photographic evidence of their little secret. They’d send a cashier’s check or money order to a post office address in another state. One of my associates would send it to me and he’d get a cut. All very neat and clean.”

“If you can call dirty money clean. So what does this have to do with Brett Boswell?”

He pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Do you mind?”

“Yes.” My eyes were already burning from the stale smoke hanging in the air.

He rolled his eyes and jammed the pack back in his pocket. “Remember I told you that Artie got a phone call shortly after we got to the house that morning? Well, he said it was from a lemon.”

I held up my hands. “A what?”

“A lemon. That’s what we called the people we were trying to squeeze more money out of.”

“Cute. Do you think Artie had something on Brett?”

“That’s what I think. You see, Brett had a big party at his house about a month and a half ago. Someone hired Artie to take some pictures of the goings-on. He brought me along as a lookout.”

“Why did he need a lookout?”

“He wasn’t exactly a guest at the party. He was taking pictures through the window while I waited in the car. I was supposed to radio him if I saw anyone coming. Unfortunately, nature called about the same time Brett caught sight of Artie. He came tearing outside and grabbed Artie by the collar. Brett tried to punch him, but Artie got loose and ran back to the car. Brett must have been pretty drunk to let old Artie get the better of him. When we drove off, Brett was yelling obscenities that would make your hair curl.”

“And do you know who hired Artie to spy on the party?”

“Nope. Didn’t ask.”

“For being such good friends, you two didn’t talk much.”

“Shoot. We talked plenty about sports and horse racing and even politics. Just not about this sort of thing. This wasn’t a job we were in on together. I was just watching his back.”

“So you think Brett was the latest lemon Artie was trying to squeeze?”

“That’d be my guess. Artie was pretty careful not to let people know who was behind their troubles. He might have made a mistake by trying to get something out of Brett since Brett knew his identity.”

“Do we know for certain that the person who called on the phone was the same person who showed up?”

“I think so. He mentioned he was busy taking pictures at the Boswell house.”

My ears perked up. “He said the Boswell house? Are you sure?”

Clyde scratched his head. Surprisingly, his hand didn’t come back with black dye on it. “Um, I think so. Or maybe he just said he was taking pictures of a house.”

“Think,” I told him. “It’s important. If the person he was speaking to was Brett, he wouldn’t have called it the Boswells’ house.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. You’re right. I can’t remember exactly, but I think he said Boswell house.”

“Geez, Clyde. If he said that, then not only is Brett innocent of killing Artie, he may actually be a second victim.”

“Or it could be a coincidence.” Clyde jumped off the barstool. “I’ve got to get back to my chips. Remember, I only told you this stuff to help find Artie’s killer.”

“And to keep me from talking to the sheriff.”

“That’s right. I got your back, you’ve got mine. Don’t let me down.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, getting up from the bar. “By the way, do you know a waitress here named Raven?”

“Bright red hair and legs up to her chest?”

“That’s her,” I confirmed begrudgingly.

“She’s usually over in the High Rollers Lounge.”

“Thanks.” Maybe if I caught her off guard with the news about Brett, she would spill the beans about her affair. If she confessed to being with Brett the morning of Artie’s murder, I could confidently check Brett off the list of suspected killers.

* * *
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LIGHTED SIGNS HUNG from the ceiling, pointing to various locations in the casino. The first one I checked didn’t list the location of the High Rollers Lounge. I walked further into the belly of the beast until I found a sign pointing to the lounge. I took a right and serpentined through the tables and slots.

I found the lounge. It was dark and intimate. I stood at the entrance and looked for Raven, who shouldn’t be too hard to find. I spotted the back of her head and was surprised to see her sitting alone in a booth. Just as I started forward, a twenty-something hostess wearing the tightest black unitard I’d ever seen popped out of nowhere to block my way. 

“Welcome. May I see your ID?”

“You mean my driver’s license?” I wasn’t used to being carded.

“No, ma’am, your membership card. This lounge is for members only.”

Skinny witch. I may not have been a teenager, but she didn’t have to call me “ma’am” like I was her grandmother. I flipped back my hair, which was probably the wrong move. Every girl knows that’s the same thing as slapping a person across the face with a gauntlet. 

“I understand,” I said, mustering up my ooey-gooiest voice. “By the way, you look fabulous in that outfit. I could never pull that off.”

“Drop the flattery,” she whispered. “You’re not getting in.”

I gave her the fake “I’m all aghast” look, complete with the hand-to-chest move.

She sneered at me. “Girls like you are always trying to get in here and find them a sugar daddy. Run along now or I’ll have to call security.”

“Hey, pull in your claws, Catwoman. I’m just here to see Raven. I have something important to tell her.”

“If it’s about Brett Boswell, you’re too late. We already know.”

I stood on tiptoes to look past the dominatrix to see Raven. That’s probably why she was sitting down instead of tending tables. “Well, then you know she’s probably upset and needs a friend.”

The girl looked me up and down and must have decided I was harmless enough. “Okay,” she said and stepped aside, “but she’s only got a few minutes left on her break.”

So thoughtful. I sat down across from Raven, who was nursing a drink. 

“Who are you?” She had slipped her heels off and reached down to rub her foot.

“I’m Wendy.” I handed her a business card so she wouldn’t think I was a creeper. “I’m a friend of Brett’s. I just wanted to check on you. Alex told me you were here. Are you okay?”

She stiffened. “You know Alex? How come I’ve never met you?”

Green-eyed jealousy reared its ugly head. “I just met him a few days ago. I’ve known the Boswells since I was a kid.”

“Oh.” She seemed to relax a little. “I can’t believe Brett is gone.”

“I know. Such a tragedy. Were you two close?”

“You could say that. He was Alex’s friend more than mine.” She took a sip of her drink.

I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but the clock was ticking. “I’m going to ask you something, something important. You heard about the murder of Artie Becker, right?”

Her whole demeanor changed at the mention of his name. “That creep. Sure he was a good photographer, but all I wanted was a decent video of my wedding and he couldn’t even do that right. I wonder if I can get my money back from his estate? In fact, I should sue for emotional suffering.”

If she’d been upset about Brett’s death, it was nothing compared to the anger she exhibited over the lost video. The hostess walked by the table and tapped on her wrist to indicate the time.

“Is that all you wanted to ask?” She downed the end of her drink.

“No. You see, since Artie’s death occurred at the Boswells’ house, they were checking the whereabouts of all the family members.”

“Like on TV?” She reached in her purse and began reapplying lipstick.

“Well, yes, just like on TV. Brett told me he was with you that morning, and I’m just making sure it’s true.”

She stopped and looked around the makeup mirror. “He told you that?”

I nodded. 

“Do you think Alex knows?”

“No. Brett said he wasn’t going to tell him.”

“Good. It’s not like our marriage isn’t rocky enough already.” She snapped the compact closed and rubbed her lips together.

“So you don’t deny it?”

“Honey, you’ve seen Brett. You don’t think I’m the only married woman who was ever tempted by him, do you?”

I didn’t know what to say. So much for the grieving lover. 

She slipped on her shoes and got up. “You can tell Alex I was upset but holding myself together. Or better yet, don’t talk to him at all. I’ll tell him myself when I get home.” She flashed a little smile and whispered, “I can’t believe they actually gave me an extra break. Well, back to the grindstone.”

I got up. “Raven, one last question. Do you know why Brett might have had a fight with Artie Becker?”

“A fight? That doesn’t sound like Brett.” She picked up the cocktail glass from the table.

“It was at Brett’s house about six weeks ago. He was having a big party.”

She looked around as though making sure no one could hear her. “Look, there was only one thing about Brett I was interested in, if you know what I mean.” She pulled the cherry out of the glass and bit it off the stem. As she walked away, she flipped her long red hair.

Raven was about as cold-hearted as anyone I’d ever met. 

By that time my ears were ringing, my eyes were burning, and my head was pounding like a drum. I felt dirty and wanted a shower. No, a hot bath. Anything to wash away the grunge of these careless people and their loathsome behavior.

Brett was in the clear. 

But as I made my way toward the exit, I couldn’t shake the thought that the two deaths, Artie’s and Brett’s, were connected and I still needed to find out how.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter 20


[image: image]


Guilt and anxiety had poked at me until I finally turned my car around and went to the studio instead of home after leaving the casino. I had neglected work long enough.

When I put my head down and got into editing zone, it was easy to lose track of time. I had a strict rule for myself at work: No checking Facebook or Twitter or emails, at least until the work was done. Instagram was another thing altogether. The beautiful pictures I posted helped drum up business. It was business, not social. I rubbed my neck, sore from three solid hours bent over my computer, working on my clients’ photos.

I headed home and drew a hot bath, just as I’d promised myself earlier. Cricket took her usual spot on the bathroom counter, wary of the bubbles practically overflowing the tub. She proceeded to lick her paws as if in solidarity. Unlike me, though, she didn’t have a pre-supper glass of wine to soothe her mind. This was the first time I had been truly able to relax since the break-in, and I was going to enjoy it. 

It was ladies’ night at Benny’s Barbeque and Bar, and Nancy and I would soon be up to our elbows in chicken wings. Maybe after another glass of wine I’d get up the nerve to invite Jake to join us. Nancy wouldn’t mind. That was a good plan, and I sank deeper into my foam-filled bath.

It didn’t take long, though, before thoughts of Artie and Brett crept up on me. Maybe the timing of their deaths was just a coincidence. Some might even have said they got what they deserved. Hey, I’m as big a fan of karma as the next person, but death is taking things a bit too far. 

Would the coroner be able to tell if Brett’s accident was a suicide? If Alex hadn’t kept calling Brett’s cell phone, his body might still be out there in the cold, dark woods. Despite the warm water I shivered, picturing a snow-encrusted corpse not uncovered until spring. I shooed the image out of my head. Got to stop watching so much Dateline.

Alex and Raven. What a strange couple. Maybe it was a case of opposites attracting. He was sweet and caring; she was self-centered and heartless. I wouldn’t be surprised if their attraction had been mainly physical. Hopefully, they’d be able to work out their kinks. 

Still, anyone who cared more about a stupid wedding video than a man’s life—two men’s lives—was pretty much soulless. Who even watches their video more than once anyway? I had been trapped a few times by my girlfriends insisting we relive the big day and had sworn never to do it again. Most of the time the footage was shaky and grainy. You could barely make out the “I do’s” or toasts by the wedding party. The problem was too little light and the inability of most video cameras to pick up quality sound through the ambient noise.

I suddenly bolted upright. Cricket jumped. The grainy video from Artie’s camera. It was a wedding. I was sure of it. 

And then: Alex and Raven’s wedding. That explained why Artie hadn’t given them their video. He had screwed it up and was afraid to tell them. Not only would he have had to return the money, he’d have had to face the wrath of Raven.

Or maybe he did. 

If Raven had gone over to the Boswell house to confront Artie, he might have pulled the memory card from his bag and shown her the video. That’s why it was in his camera instead of the one with the house pictures. It wasn’t hard to imagine Raven snapping and taking it out on Artie. 

But her alibi that she was with Brett? Maybe she had gone right after he left her that morning since the timeline was a little iffy. Or maybe Brett knew what she did and lied to cover for her. He could have had a change of heart and threatened to turn her in. She may have killed him to keep him quiet.

The doorbell rang, and it was my turn to jump.

Drying my hands on a towel, I checked the time on the phone. Too early for Nancy, plus, she never rang the bell. It rang again. Then again. I grabbed my robe and headed for the door, saying a silent prayer it was Jake. I was dying to tell him my new theory. 

I jerked open the door and was stunned to see the woman with bright red hair.

* * *
[image: image]


“WE NEED TO TALK,” RAVEN said and pushed her way into the house.

Talking is good; killing me is not. “Come on in,” I said after the fact. She couldn’t possibly suspect what I knew. We’d only talked a few minutes. 

“How did you get my address?” I asked, trying not to sound too paranoid.

She held up my business card. “I had your name. It’s a small town with helpful neighbors.”

True enough. “What can I do for you, Raven?”

“Stay away from my husband.”

I’m sure I looked as confused as I felt.

“He told me you two had ‘run into each other’ a few times.” She emphasized it with air quotes. “First at the gym, then a couple of times at the ski resort. Doesn’t strike me as coincidental.”

I relaxed and actually felt a smile cross my face. I could handle a jealous wife. “I can assure you it was coincidental. I had gone to—”

“Hold up, skank, I know your type. Needy. Emotional. Can’t get a man to commit.”

Ouch. That hit a little too close to home. Should I tell her about my two ex-fiancés? I doubted it would help my case, so I kept my mouth shut and let her rant.

“Maybe Alex isn’t as good-looking as Brett was, but he’s mine and I aim to hold on to him.”

By sleeping around on him? Good plan. 

She looked around as though sizing up my life. “Don’t think you can trick my husband into coming here to your cozy little house with your cozy little fireplace and your cozy little cat.” 

Cricket arched her back and hissed. It was one of those wide-mouthed cries that look like a rattlesnake about to move in for the kill. I scooped her up before she could do any damage.

There was only one way to deal with this sort of jealousy. I had done it before. “Look, Raven, you’re right. I kind of did have my eye on Alex after running into him at the gym. After all, he’s one of the best-looking men in Cascada. You’re a lucky woman.”

Her face softened as expected. “That’s right. Just because I was fooling around with Brett doesn’t mean we don’t have a good marriage. And he loves me. Get this, I had that loser Artie spy on Alex at his bachelor party, and he never touched those strippers I sent over. I’ve got the pictures to prove it. How’s that for true love!”

“Oh, that’s...wonderful.” Ah-ha. That must have been when Brett caught Artie spying and tried to beat him up. Another question answered. “You know, I’m glad you came over here and we were able to talk this out rationally.” 

At least one of us was rational. I pulled my robe tighter around me. “But now, I really need to get ready. I’m going out with one of my girlfriends to Benny’s. I guess I’ll be drowning my sorrows in beer and hot wings.”

“Thanks. But I can’t go tonight. I’ve been on my feet all day and need to get home. I have a pie to bake.”

Wait. What? Did I invite her to join us? Before I knew it, she had her arms around me like a long-lost friend. This chick was beyond psycho.

She started for the door. “I guess I’ll see you around. I plan to kill you tomorrow, by the way.”

My heart skipped a beat...or two beats. “What?”

“At the pie auction. I’ve got a new recipe and I plan to kill the competition.” 

I plastered on a fake smile and waved as I locked the door behind her.

Well, better them than me.
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The entire time I was getting ready to go out with Nancy, my mind was on Raven. If she was crazy enough to hire Artie to spy on her husband, she might be capable of murder. But I had no proof other than what she told me. No proof she was having an affair with Brett. No proof she’d gone to the Boswell house. 

Deputy Darnell said they had a partial fingerprint from the bookend used to hit Artie in the head. Maybe I could convince Grady to check her out. After all, he owed me a favor. Should I use it on that or on getting him to tell Sherry to lay off me for a while?

There was a knock at the door. This time I looked out the window before opening it. I was more surprised by this visitor than the last.

“Jake? What are you doing here?”

He had trimmed his scruffy beard and styled his hair. Standing there with his hands in his pockets, he almost took my breath away. I know that sounds corny and is usually only said in reference to beautiful women, but it was true.

“We need to talk,” he said.

Great. Hadn’t that been what Raven said? 

“Come on in.”

Cricket meowed loudly as she danced around his feet. He picked her up and followed me to the den. She sat on his lap and purred contentedly.

“Nancy is supposed to be here any minute,” I said stiffly as I sat in the chair across from him.

“Actually, she’s not coming. I’m her replacement.”

I shook my head. “Is she okay? Is she sick?”

“She’s fine.” He paused. “But I’m not.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Ever since the other day I’ve been...out of it. I can’t stand not seeing you. Knowing you’re here but not with me.” 

I lowered my head and looked at my hands. “I know. Me too.”

“I’m sorry about Liv. I really didn’t know she was coming over.”

I moved across the room to sit next to him on the sofa. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I was jealous.”

“I know.” He draped his arm across my shoulders. “And part of me liked it. I just thought we were past that. I thought we trusted each other.”

“I do trust you. But with all this murder drama going on, though, it seemed like every time I turned around, someone was lying to me.”

He picked up Cricket from his lap and set her gently on the floor. “Well, I want to be honest. You were right about Liv. We did have a relationship. In fact, it was getting pretty serious.”

My throat tightened. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear this.

“But there was always this doubt in my mind. A feeling that something wasn’t quite right. I finally found out why.”

I asked the question with my eyes.

“She was cheating on me.”

“Oh, Jake. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“Not sorry you broke up with her, but sorry you had to go through that.”

“Hey, it wasn’t meant to be. What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.”

Our eyes locked, followed by our lips. It was a sweet kiss, the kind that fills all your senses. His soft mouth, masculine cologne, strong arms. There was a completeness I’d never felt before. I wondered if he felt it too.

I laid my head on his chest. “Speaking of things that may or may not kill you, I’ve got a lot to catch you up on about the case.”

He kissed my head. “You mean you haven’t wrapped it all up yet and handed it on a silver platter to Grady?”

“Not quite yet. But I have one question about Liv before I tell you.”

“Anything. I’m an open book.”

“Who was Liv cheating on you with?”

He hesitated, then said, “Brett Boswell.”
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The warm glow of an evening spent making up—and making out—with Jake enveloped me like a soft blanket when I woke up Friday morning.

And this time it wasn’t a dream! We had skipped Benny’s and ate omelets at Jake’s instead. Not only that, but we talked through the case and decided I should wait until Monday when I could get Grady’s full attention and then lay it all out for him. Jake seemed pretty convinced that Raven may have been involved with both deaths. It was at least enough evidence to get the sheriff to check her fingerprints.

Jake was sensible and pragmatic. I was emotional and sensitive. I worried these differences would be a roadblock for us to overcome. But after snuggling and talking things out, we both agreed we wanted to give the relationship a chance. Neither of us had used the L-word yet, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long.

For now I needed to get to the high school. The rules for the photography contest stated that all entries must be received by noon. Whether it was reconciling with Jake or feeling closer to catching the killer, my ego was bolstered. Win or lose, I wanted to participate in the Winter Arts Fair. Knowing Sherry Grady was the judge actually made the decision easier. I could always blame her for my loss. 

The door of the studio was firmly locked when I arrived. Even though Deputy Darnell had admitted to breaking in, I still had flashbacks every time I entered the studio or my house. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the office was still neat and tidy.

Just as the rules required, my photograph was eight by ten inches, matted but not framed. I’d taken the picture of Cascada Falls when I’d first returned to town back in December. It was one of those early mornings when the fog had not yet lifted but the distant sun had managed to peep through the clouds. I climbed onto the rocks to get as close to the falls as possible. I used a fast shutter speed to stop the rushing water as though it were frozen in time. The first group of shots didn’t work out because water bouncing off the rocks sprayed a fine mist over my lens. At last, I found just the right position and angle.

I knew as soon as I looked in the viewfinder that the shots were even better than I’d imagined. The fog formed a sort of halo at the top of the mountain and the water glistened like crystal. Not to be too boastful, but it was pretty darn spectacular. The contest rules required all entries to be signed and titled. I called it “Heaven’s Tears.”

The high school gym was a flutter of activity when I got there. I was hit by a wave of nostalgia and the lingering smell of sweat and old wood. The town really needed to build a new gymnasium. The bleachers were pushed in and rows of cafeteria tables filled the entire space. On fair days, the students were all given sack lunches and had to eat in their classrooms. Another errant memory captured from days gone by. 

The man I remembered as the failed pie auction coordinator stood just inside the entrance, wearing a badge that read “Security.” He wore one of those blue ship’s captain hats and held an all-powerful walkie-talkie. “Vendor or contestant?”

I hadn’t thought of myself as a contestant since my pageant days. “Contestant.”

He pointed the radio to his left toward a table with two older women wearing red buttons proclaiming them to be committee chairmen. These were probably some of the same seniors who volunteered to work polling places during the elections. I waited in line behind a man carrying a large pottery vase.

“Welcome,” the woman on the right said when it was my turn. She spotted the paper sack in my hand. “Are you in the art or photography division?”

“Photography.”

“Excellent.” She handed me a red ticket. “Sign your name on this list and then proceed around to the back wall.”

The gymnasium was set up with rows of vendors in the center and the competition areas around the perimeter. I found the area designated for photography. Charlotte and Dave Randall, owners of Randall’s Candles, were collecting the photographs and hanging them on a large display.

“Hi, Wendy,” Charlotte said. “Let me take your ticket. I’m not surprised you’re entering the competition. Those pictures you took of us for our anniversary turned out so well. I swear you took ten years off my age. Let’s see your photograph.”

Glancing at the wall, I saw some nice shots. I slowly pulled mine out of the bag and handed it to her.

Her mouth dropped. “Oh my. Dave, look at this. Have you ever seen such a beautiful picture of the falls?”

Dave whistled and took it from her. “That’s a beauty all right.” He slapped on a Post-it with an entry number on it and hung it up next to the others.

They probably said that to everyone. Still, it was nice to hear. “Thank you. Too bad you’re not the judge.”

“If I were, I’d pick yours,” Charlotte said and gave me a wink. “We’re selling candles in the vendor area. Sherry just asked us to help out since we were already set up.”

Someone walked up behind me, so I stepped to the side. “I’ll be sure to stop by your booth tomorrow.”

“Thanks, dear,” she said and went on to help the next person. 

I didn’t wait around to see if he got the whistle and jaw drop too. I spotted Coach Barnes and remembered the pictures of him in the suit and tie. Maybe he had some ideas about Artie Becker’s death since he obviously knew him. I sauntered over to where he was talking to a man wearing a Cascada Chaparrals booster club shirt. I crept up behind them, pretending to read something on my phone while I listened in. I didn’t want to just barge in on their conversation.

“Tonight’s game is one of the biggest of my career,” Coach Barnes told the man. “If we can beat the Hawks, we’re in the playoffs. Otherwise, I’ll be having to look for another job.”

“Is that what the school board said?” the other man asked.

“Not in so many words, but they made it pretty clear.”

I was right. That’s likely why Coach Barnes had gotten Artie to take his picture.

Someone tapped my shoulder. I spun around to see Alex Wright. 

“Alex. How are you doing?” I looked around for Raven. I didn’t want her to see me talking to her husband.

“Holding it together. I was just turning in my picture for the contest.”

“May I see it?”

He held up a shot of Raven skiing. A burst of snow sprayed off her skis in stop action and her red hair glistened against the all-white background. It was quite striking. “Raven’s Revenge,” I said as I read the title.

“Yeah. She used to yell at me anytime I would spray her. She thought it would be funny to get me back when I was taking her picture.” He stared at it with a melancholy look on his face.

“It’s really good. I could see it winning.”

He smiled. “You think so?”

“I do.”

“Where’s yours?”

“I’ve already turned mine in. I was just leaving.” I pointed toward the door, anxious to get away considering the fact that I would soon be accusing his wife of murder.

He nodded. “Hey, would you mind if we talked a few minutes? I just wanted to run something by you.”

“Um, where’s Raven?”

“Don’t worry. She’s at work.”

“Okay,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“Let me just give them this picture and I’ll meet you outside.”

I headed for the door, wondering what he wanted to talk about. Photography, maybe. I certainly hoped it wasn’t anything about Raven. He’d been through a lot, having just lost his best friend, and here I was plotting to tell the sheriff that I thought his wife could be a killer. Maybe I should ditch him and take off.

Too late. He came down the steps of the building and walked over to join me on a bench near the soccer field. 

“Raven told me she came to see you yesterday,” he said, staring down at his feet. “I’m sorry about that.”

I was afraid of this. “Oh, no worries.”

“She’s got a real jealous streak. I hate it. We’re married. She should trust me.”

Same lecture. Different lecturer. I got the message. “I guess she just really loves you.”

“Yeah, but I’m worried about her.”

What did he think I was, a marriage counselor? “I’m sure she’ll be fine. She’s probably just adjusting to married life.”

Alex shook his head. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about her affair with Brett. She told me about it last night. She said you encouraged her to confess.”

“What? No! I never said anything like that.”

“We had a big fight. She told me something else, too.”

Oh, geez. What else? Was she planning to leave him and move in with me?

“She said she’d done something really stupid. She wouldn’t tell me what it was, but she couldn’t stop crying. I ended up sleeping in the spare bedroom. When I got up this morning, she was gone. I don’t know if she’s coming back.”

“What? I thought you said she was at work.”

“I lied,” he said. “I didn’t know what to say.”

Oh my gosh! Could the stupid thing she did have been killing Artie, or Brett, or both? Maybe I should track down the sheriff now before she got too far away. 

Alex hung his head and wiped his eyes. 

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Do you know where she went? Did she leave a note?”

“Only this.” He reached in his pocket and handed me a pink Post-it. It read: I shouldn’t have done it. Sorry. Raven.

My mind raced with the implications of the note. I tried to hand it back to him, but he waved me off and started to sob.

“And you have no idea what she did? What she was apologizing for?”

Alex sucked in a deep breath. “I do, but I’m too afraid to say.” 

Did he too suspect her of murder? I wanted to ask him but wasn’t sure how.

He suddenly jumped up. “I’ve got to go. I’ve said too much. Thanks for listening.” He turned and hurried to his car, leaving me sitting there holding the broken pieces of his life.
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I called Jake and told him about my encounter with Alex. As usual, I was ready to jump into action. “Do you think I should go to the sheriff now?” I chewed on one of my freshly painted nails.

Jake, on the other hand, took a more practical approach. “Do you think Grady will take the time to listen to all the evidence?”

“No.”

“Will he consider all the connections you have pieced together?”

“No.”

“Would there be any real harm in sticking to the original plan and waiting until after the arts fair is over this weekend?”

“Probably not. I’m sure they have ways of tracking down Raven if she really took off.”

“Then I think you have your answer,” Jake said.

I smiled into the phone. “How did you get so smart?”

“Years of practice.”

I drove back to the studio. No appointments today. Practically everyone in town was getting ready for the start of the fair. I thought about calling Nancy to have lunch but remembered she was taking the day off to work on her pie...or pies, I should say. 

When I had made a comment at Lorenzo’s that I wouldn’t want to eat a pie that had been sitting out on a table for several hours while hundreds of people walked by and ogled it, Mrs. Faro had rolled her eyes and explained that the pie in the silent auction was just for show. The real pies were kept refrigerated and handed out after the auction. Apparently, you didn’t even get to taste the pie before you bid on it.

Whatever. I was tempted to just go buy something frozen at the market and try to pass it off as homemade. Nancy put the kibosh on that plan before I even brought it up. I guess she knew me too well.

With nothing much else to do, I went back to the studio to get some more work done. It was hard to concentrate on the pictures of Polly’s posies knowing there was a killer on the loose. Whether it was Raven or not, someone sinister was out there and may have a motive to attack again. 

You know what they say about idle minds. I hatched a plan. I would go to the sheriff’s office under the guise of returning the memory card containing the wedding video. I could ask to give it to the sheriff personally since it was confidential evidence. I doubted he would be there, but maybe Deputy Morris or even Rick Darnell might meet with me. I could feel them out to see what the status was on the case.

Anything was better than hanging around here watching tourists walk back and forth past my studio window. I put the disk in my computer to make a copy. The last thing I needed was for Grady or one of his deputies to lose it. Instead of opening the file in a program to view the contents, I just clicked on the icon so I could drag the folder onto my desktop. That’s when I noticed that there were actually two folders. I clicked on the first one and saw it contained the video file. When I clicked on the next one, it listed two jpegs, or images. I opened the first one and nearly fell out of my chair.

It was dark and a little hazy, but it definitely showed Alex Wright stuffing money in a topless woman’s bikini bottom. This had to be one of the pictures Artie took through the window of Brett’s house at Alex’s bachelor party. I looked at the next one. It was even worse. In that one, the woman was draped across Alex’s lap and his hands were on the no-fly zone of her chest.

Raven had said none of the pictures Artie took showed Alex doing anything wrong. Either she had a different definition of “wrong” than I did, or else she never saw these two pictures. I had a feeling it was the latter. If she went ballistic on me for even talking to her husband, these would have sent her over the edge. And if that were the case, it would probably be Alex’s murder the sheriff was investigating.

No, I had a feeling Artie never showed her these. But Artie wasn’t one to miss an opportunity, according to Clyde. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. This was the disk in the camera when Artie confronted the “lemon.” Who better to squeeze money from than the man with a jealous, crazy wife? 

It was Alex who came to the house that day, not Raven!

Suddenly, it all came together. Alex had gone in late to work. Raven never saw these photos. Artie had a history of blackmailing people. But what about Brett? Had he found out about the murder and confronted Alex? 

Although my gut said everything added up, I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of the poor grieving man I’d talked to yesterday at the ski resort and this morning at the high school being capable of doing such a horrible thing. He had cried real tears. Of course he hadn’t cried when I dropped that hand weight on his foot. I supposed he could have manufactured those tears to look convincing.

There was one more piece of the puzzle, something I hadn’t been able to get out of my mind all morning. I needed to get back up to the high school to check it out. If I was correct in my suspicions, I would be ready to hand Alex Wright over to Sheriff Grady on that silver platter Jake had mentioned.
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I felt in my pocket. It was still there, although I didn’t necessarily need it since it was so distinctive. Still, it would be a solid piece of evidence to show Sheriff Grady.

It was the calm before the storm, so to speak. It was one hour before the Winter Arts Fair was to officially open. Vendors poured in, ready to man their booths and hopefully make some money. School had let out, so lots of teenagers milled around outside waiting for the doors to open. There was a festive feeling in the air for everyone except me. 

I wasn’t sure they’d let me in early, but I couldn’t wait around for another hour. I followed a couple of women inside. The same man wearing the captain’s hat was guarding the door, except now he was sitting in a chair. I hung back to see what the women did. As they walked past him they flashed a ticket and stated they were vendors, and he waved them through. I looked in my purse and then remembered that Charlotte Randall had kept my ticket, probably because I was a contestant. 

I grabbed the only red thing in my purse—my Target credit card—and walked in behind another group. Only exposing a corner of the card, I walked closely behind the others and said “vendor” and kept walking. After a few steps, I looked back. The security man wasn’t following me.

I made a beeline to the photography area, cutting my way through the rows of tables filled with jewelry, local pottery, candles, artwork, woodcrafts. You name it, they had it. My super sleuth side had to fight my savvy shopper side to keep me from stopping and looking at everything. But there would be time for that later. A voice came over the loudspeaker announcing that the cafeteria was now closed to prepare for the pie auction and that no one would be admitted in.

When I reached the photography display, it appeared unmanned. A few people walking by glanced at some of the photos, then hurried on their way. 

I skimmed the wall until I found what I was looking for. I knelt down to get a good look at the handwriting. Just as I had thought, it was identical. I pulled the Post-it note out of my pocket just to be sure. On the picture next to where Alex had signed his name, the word “Raven” in “Raven’s Revenge” had been written by the same hand that had signed the note with Raven’s name. I stood up and looked at the small table now pushed off to the side. There was the stack of the same bright pink Post-it notes as the one Alex had used to write the note.

“Come to check out the competition?” a voice said behind me.

I jumped and jerked around to see Alex. He stood a foot away, holding two pastry boxes. I tried not to look as scared as I felt. “What...why are you here?”

“I was dropping off Raven’s pies.” Then he stammered, “I mean, whether she’s coming back or not, she worked hard on these.” I watched his eyes travel down from my face to the Post-it note in my hand and then to the wall of photographs. The smile slipped from his face. 

“You’re too late,” I said, slipping the note back in my pocket.

“What?” He leaned in ever so slightly.

I tried to steady my voice. “For the pie auction. It closed at four.”

He locked his eyes on me. “I see.” He forced a smile. “Then how about you and I go somewhere and enjoy this pie together?”

“No, thanks. Diet,” I said and patted my stomach. As I took a step away from him, he blocked my way. 

His eyes seemed to darken. “Come on now, you wouldn’t want all that work to go to waste, would you?”

You mean the work you put into killing Artie and then using me to try to frame your wife for it? I snatched the boxes out of his hands. “I’ve got an idea. The coordinator of the competition is a good friend of mine. I’m sure she’ll still take these if I bring them. You wait right here until I get back.” 

I brushed past him to the doors leading down the hall to the cafeteria. Sherry had mentioned at the town meeting there would be security at the pie auction. I just needed to find a deputy. If nothing else, it would scare Alex off. I burst through the doors into the cafeteria. The place was a tomb. Except for rows and rows of tables covered in pies, the large room was empty. “Is anyone here?” I yelled.

“Just me.” Alex stood behind me with the biggest pocketknife I’d ever seen. “How’d you figure it out? Surely it wasn’t just the note. Did Brett say something to you?” 

He walked slowly toward me as I walked backward. I held the boxes of pie in front of me like a shield.

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

He raised his arm and slammed the boxes out of my hands. They went flying across the linoleum floor.

My eyes darted around the room as I weighed my options. If I yelled, he might strike and run. There were three exits out and one that went in the kitchen. I could try to run but I knew the floor was slippery. I’m sure he was a lot faster, too. If I could get him to talk, I might stall long enough for someone to show up.

“Alex, you’re not a killer,” I said. “Why did you do it?”

His face was red and twisted now. He started to tear up again. “It was Raven. I loved her. Those pictures Becker had would have ruined everything. I couldn’t risk just paying him off. Guys like that are leeches. He’d have kept coming back for more.”

We continued our slow-motion waltz. I glanced behind me to avoid running into a table. We were getting closer to the kitchen. “And what about Brett?”

“When I got to work that day, he saw blood on my shirt. When he heard about the murder, he put two and two together. I think he knew that Artie had been at the house the night of the bachelor party; he just didn’t know why.”

Suddenly, my leg hit a table and I stopped. “But Raven,” my voice trembled now, “why would you try to blame her for it? You love her.” 

His face changed again. He turned the knife around with the blade facing backward. “I already told you! She cheated on me! I killed them for nothing!” As he raised his arm, I reached behind me, grabbed a pie, and flung it at him like a Frisbee. Red fruit filling splattered across his chest as though he’d been shot. Shocked, he took a step back. That’s when a blast reverberated around the room like a gong.

We both turned to see Sherry Grady standing by the kitchen door, a gun in one hand, a pie in the other. “That one was over your head,” she said calmly. “The next one will be between your eyes.”

Alex dropped the knife and held up his hands. 

I stared at her. “How...”

“I’m the sheriff’s wife,” she said smugly. “Don’t you know I’m always packin’?”

That’s the last thing I remember hearing.

The next half hour was a blur of people and sirens, ladies giving me water and putting wet towels on my head, paramedics shining a flashlight in my face and covering me with a blanket. It hurt to open my eyes. At one point I heard Sheriff Grady above me barking orders. I wanted to ask him to keep his voice down, but I couldn’t get the words out. 

I felt myself being lifted onto a gurney and heard someone say “emergency room.” I wanted to protest, but I was too weak. I felt a lot like I did in college when we’d go to a frat party and have too much to drink. If I could just sleep it off, I’d be okay. But these people wouldn’t leave me alone. I felt something over my nose and mouth and heard an even louder whirring sound. Now I couldn’t tell them anything if I had wanted to.

Frat party? I hadn’t been at a frat party. I was at the high school. Alex was there and Sherry. My eyes flew open and I tried to sit up, but I was strapped down. I tried to yell. A woman leaned over me and stared into my eyes. “You’re okay, Wendy. You’re safe now.”
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Apparently, I had fainted and hit my head on a table. Judging by the lump on the back of my head, I’m not surprised I had a concussion. Jake and Nancy came back to see me in the emergency room as soon as the doctors gave them the okay.

“I can’t believe this happened,” Nancy said as she stood by the hospital bed. “I feel so bad. If I had never called you to take those pictures at the Boswells’, you’d never ended up here.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s all your fault. It had nothing to do with that crazy Alex Wright, who tried to stab me with a knife. Guess I’ll have to find a new best friend.”

“Oh, you.” She leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Sorry, but you’re stuck with me.” She stepped to the side to make room for Jake.

His face was drawn with worry. “Are you okay? The doctor said you had a concussion. Did they do x-rays? Did they check for broken bones?” He looked as though he were afraid to touch me in case I might break.

I took hold of his hand. “Don’t worry. I’m fine except for this goose egg on the back of my head.” 

He squeezed my hand and brushed the hair out of my face.

“How did you find out I was here?” I asked.

“Sherry called me,” Nancy said. “I hope it’s okay that I called your brother.”

As if on cue, Tyler pulled back the drape at the end of the bed. “Hey, sis. What did you do this time?”

I stuck out my tongue like I used to as a kid. “I got in a knife fight with nothing to defend myself with but a pie.”

He snickered. “I sure hope there’s more to that story because I’m pretty lost. Should I call Mom and Dad?”

“No, please don’t,” I said. “I’m sure they have their hands full at the lodge with all these tourists in town.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Nancy said you fainted. I was surprised. You’re not...”

“No!” I felt my face turn red. “Of course not.”

Ignoring Tyler’s comment, Jake, still holding my hand, looked at me earnestly. “Earlier when we talked, you were so sure that Raven was the killer. What happened to make you realize it was Alex?”

“I found pictures on Artie’s disk that showed Alex making out with a stripper at his bachelor party. I figured Artie was probably blackmailing Alex with them. That’s when I realized Alex must have been the one to show up that morning and kill Artie.”

Tyler shook his head. “All that over a woman? Geez.”

“Hey,” Nancy said, “just because you haven’t found your true love yet doesn’t mean other people wouldn’t go to extremes to keep theirs.”

Tyler grinned at her. “That sounds scary.”

“Anyway,” I continued, “today he wrote a note and claimed it was from Raven. He was trying to put the blame on her once she confessed she cheated on him with Brett. When I saw the handwriting, I just knew something was up. Sure enough, it matched the handwriting on the picture he entered in the photography competition of the fair.”

“So is that why he killed Brett?” Nancy asked.

“No. Brett found out he had murdered Artie. I guess Brett threatened to turn him in.”

“What a waste,” Jake said. “I mean, Brett wasn’t my favorite person, but he didn’t deserve that.”

Everyone sat quiet for a moment.

“Hey,” Nancy said, looking straight at me, “I forgot that I have a beef with you.”

“With me? What did I do now?”

“Sherry told me what you did,” Nancy said.

I held up my hands. “I’m clueless. You’re going to have to help me out here. And remember, I have a concussion.” I pushed out my bottom lip.

She put her hands on her hips. “Apparently, when you grabbed a pie to throw at Alex, it was my pie!”

“You’re kidding!” I covered my mouth to keep from laughing.

Tyler looked at Nancy and started to chuckle. Pretty soon, Jake and I joined in until the three of us were out of control. 

Nancy crossed her arms and glared at us, obviously not seeing the humor in the situation.

I caught my breath. “Just think of it this way, sweetie. Your pie probably saved my life.”

“Not so fast.” We all turned to see Sherry Grady standing at the foot of the bed. “I’m the one who saved your life and don’t you forget it.”

I let out a sigh. “Sherry. I don’t know what to say.”

“Thank you would be a nice start,” she said smugly. 

“Thank you,” I managed to choke out.

Jake walked over and gave her a hug. “Thank you, Sherry.” 

I was surprised by his obvious display of emotion, as was Sherry, judging by the look on her face.

Tyler, who liked Sherry even less than I did, looked at her suspiciously. “What did you do?”

Nancy grabbed him by the arm. “I thought I told you when I called. Sherry pulled a gun out and fired a warning shot at Alex. That’s when he surrendered.”

Tyler and Sherry exchanged nasty looks.

Then Sherry said something that surprised me. “Would you all mind if I talked to the patient in private a couple of minutes?”

“You don’t still have a gun on you, do you?” Tyler asked.

“Maybe.” She grinned and put her hand on her shoulder bag.

“Well,” Tyler said, “if it’s okay with you, Nancy, I’d like to get a taste of that life-saving pie of yours.”

She smiled and turned to Sherry. “Is the extra one in the freezer at the school?” 

“Yep, help yourself.”

“By the way, who won the pie auction?” Nancy asked.

Sherry rolled her eyes. “Gayle Davidson.”

“Ugh,” Nancy groaned. “Not again.”

“Don’t worry,” Sherry said with a sly grin, “I have a feeling this is her last win for a while.”

Nancy turned to me. “Are you going to be okay until I get back? I’ll grab a few things and come back to stay with you tonight.” 

“You don’t have to come back. I’ll stay with her.”

Nancy smiled at her brother. “Okay then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Wait!” My voice came out louder than I expected. Everyone turned back to me as though I’d just unmasked the killer in an episode of Scooby-Doo. “What about Cricket? She’s home alone.”

After a collective sigh of relief, Nancy said, “I’ll go by and check on her. She’ll be fine. Is the spare key still under the pot next to the front door?”

Jake groaned and shook his head. “Really, Wendy?”

“It’s a good hiding place,” I said in my own defense. “Deputy Darnell didn’t find it.” I looked back at Nancy. “Yes, and thanks.” 

Nancy blew me a kiss as she walked out with Tyler.

“I’ll be in the waiting room if you need me,” Jake said and kissed my forehead. He shot a look at Sherry that made it clear she better not do anything stupid.

When it was just us, Sherry pulled up a chair. “I was just wondering what you saw before you fainted.”

“What do you mean? I saw Alex and a very sharp knife.”

“I know that,” she said, trying to sound too casual. “But did you happen to see me?”

I had no idea where she was going with this. “Do you mean when you fired the gun?”

“Yeah.”

“I saw you standing there holding the gun...and a pie.”

She came to attention. “You saw the pie?”

“Yeah. It looked like that pie Karol has on her menu at the diner. That’s Gayle’s recipe, right?”

Sherry squirmed a bit, first crossing her legs, then uncrossing them. Slowly, she said, “You know how they say when you save someone’s life they are indebted to you forever?”

So that’s what this was about. She not only wanted me to thank her, she wanted to rub my face in it. How long did she plan to hold this over my head? Maybe I could move away from Cascada. I had been on my own before. There were plenty of places I could go. I could start over again in a new town, maybe get a new identity...

“Wendy!” Sherry snapped her fingers. “Are you listening?”

“Sorry. I was just thinking about the future.”

She folded her hands in her lap. “I want to make you a deal. I scratched your back, now I need you to return the favor.”

Shaking my head, I said, “I am definitely not killing anyone for you. I know you must have a lot of enemies, but I have to draw the line.”

“Very funny,” she said with a sour grin. “It’s not that. It’s about the pie.”

“What pie?”

“Gayle’s pie.”

“Gayle Davidson’s pie?” I sat up higher in the bed and braced myself. “Sherry, what did you do?”
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Epilogue
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Jake took me back to Lorenzo’s Monday night to make up for our previous failed date there. It was much better this time around with no judgy mothers and no ex-girlfriends. Since I was still on painkillers, there was no wine for me. In fact, I don’t think I would have had some anyway.

We had several things to celebrate, including the Cascada Chaparrals finally making it to the playoffs. Coach Barnes kept his job, even though the team lost in the first round. We also toasted Sheriff Grady for not arresting the wrong suspect for a change. Our final toast was to Artie and Brett. Gone but not forgotten. I still wonder if somehow Artie was trying to give me a sign when that bookend fell off the shelf. I could have sworn it was steady when I last saw it.

The district attorney charged Alex with two counts of murder and one for the attempted murder of me. It turned out his fingerprints matched the one on the bookend. He pled not guilty, of course, but the DA said the case would be a slam dunk with all the evidence and testimony, including the eyewitness account of Sherry Grady. 

I assume you want to know what Sherry told me that day in the hospital. She told me to keep it a secret, and I will, of course. After all, she did save my life. If you’re like me, your first thought was, “Oh my gosh! She poisoned Gayle Davidson’s pie.” Luckily, that wasn’t the case. Not quite anyway. Apparently, right before she came out of the kitchen, she was “doctoring” Gayle’s pie. You know how chefs are fanatical about seasoning; well, Sherry wanted to make sure Gayle’s had enough. She added a healthy dose of salt to the pie, thinking word would get out about how awful it was and it would seriously affect the bidding at the next festival. 

I know it’s despicable, but seriously, it was rather clever. It’s not like she tried to kill anyone. I’ve decided to suggest that the committee turn the pie auction into a pie contest, and let each entry be judged on its own merit. 

Speaking of pies, it turned out that Tyler was allergic to Nancy’s secret ingredient and spent the rest of the weekend sick in bed. No, they’re not getting back together.

The Winter Arts Fair turned out to be a huge success, despite the unconventional start. I convinced Sherry to bow out as the photography judge, and they replaced her with Charlotte Randall. Sure enough, she picked my photo as the first place winner. I still don’t know if it was really because of my picture or the fact that I was almost killed at the event. Either way, I’ll take it until the next competition rolls around.

That brings me to Jake. Do you remember that scene in Lady and the Tramp where each dog has one end of the spaghetti in its mouth? Well, that didn’t happen to us. We’re not animals; we use knives and forks. But it was just as romantic. The lights were dim, the candlelight reflected off our eyes, the smooth tones of Frank Sinatra sang softly in the background. Then Jake reached across the table and took my hand.

Are you ready for this? Right then, Lorenzo’s newest waitress walked by our table, recognized me, and accidently dropped a plate of spaghetti in my lap. I’m not kidding. It was a mess. Jake offered to take me home immediately, but I cleaned it off best I could and just laughed it off. 

Why? Because I wanted to know what Jake was about to say before it happened. A girl doesn’t get a moment like that very often. Besides, I didn’t want Raven to feel bad or get fired on her first night on the job. 

Yes, it was Raven.

After things had settled down and we shared a dessert, the moment was there again. Jake reached across the table and took my hand. That’s when I snapped out of my magical, mythical moment. Whatever he was about to say wasn’t going to mean the same with me covered in marinara sauce smelling like Parmigiano cheese.

I pulled my hand back and laughed. “Let’s get out of here,” I told him. “I look awful.”

Jake had smiled and said, “Not to me. To me you’re perfect.”

Oh, and in case you’re wondering, later that night we both used the L-word. 

It was nearly a picture perfect moment.


* * * 

THE END


* * * 

CLICK HERE to sign up for Lisa’s newsletter and receive a free book. 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/LisaBThomasAuthor
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