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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can you believe it? The start of another fall semester?” I said to my best friend, Polly, not able to contain my excitement or the grin on my face. We were both professors at Spencer University, a small, private, liberal arts college located in Spencer, Ohio, about an hour or so outside of Columbus.

      “Sometimes it feels like the school year will never end, but then summer goes way too fast,” she replied. “As much as I hate to see summer end, I do enjoy coming back to the school year.”

      “Summer did seem to fly by, but nothing beats the start of school.”

      “How’s Don?” Polly asked, changing the subject from work to my personal life.

      I knew she’d probably been biting her tongue to let this much time go by before asking. We’d both been gone the last couple weeks, each of us out of town visiting family and we hadn’t had much time to chat. Polly loved the play-by-play commentary of my love life, which I admit had been pretty good lately. Don was a great guy, a far cry from my last boyfriend. Though Don wasn’t officially my boyfriend, we were taking it slow and considered ourselves good friends who enjoyed spending time together. I felt we both wanted it to go further at some point, but neither of us were in a hurry. We were happy with where things were.

      “He’s good,” I said. “He extended his leave another week, but he will be back next week for sure.” Don, a former homicide detective, was head of campus security, but came to the university by way of  Columbus, Ohio. An injury during his career as a detective left him with the choice of desk duty or retiring early and he’d chosen to retire early and start a new career here at Spencer University. However, he’d taken a leave of absence a month ago to go back to Columbus when a break on a case he’d worked on for years came up and he felt compelled to see if it led anywhere. Not only had I not seen him, but he’d been so busy we’d rarely even texted. I knew how important this case was to him, so I didn’t mind.

      “So, what do you think the big initiative will be this year?” I asked, referring to the meeting due to start in a few minutes.

      Polly shrugged. “I heard President Stoddard went to some conference this summer about growth mindset. I know there have been years where he seems to live in a different reality than the rest of us thinking what is feasible but really isn’t. But I’ve been reading about growth mindset and it really makes sense. This is one initiative I could get behind.”

      “I saw an article about it a few months back and I agree it does sound good. I’m all for giving students confidence instead of penalizing them in areas that don’t warrant it. Education is a slow process that continues to build. We don’t want to discourage them.”

      “Have you met the new law professor yet?” Polly asked again, changing subjects. Don often teased that being around Polly and I was like watching a ping pong match the way we constantly hopped around to different conversations, yet we always knew what each other was talking about.

      “The one who found poor Bill Peterson dead?”

      “Have we hired any other law professors?” Polly teased.

      “Good point. No, not yet.”

      A new professor wasn’t uncommon at the university, but they made such a big deal about everything in the law school. Law school faculty were the flashy ones—or what some here called pretentious—on campus. Everything that happened in that school was usually preceded by a big press release when the same thing in the School of Psychology or Engineering was deemed business as usual.

      “She’s right over there. Let’s go say hi while we’re waiting,” Polly said, heading in that direction. We made our way across the auditorium where she stood with the rest of the law school faculty.

      “Do you know her name?” Polly whispered to me when we got close to the group.

      “I think it’s Chloe.”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “That sounds right.”

      “Hi, Mallory,” I said to the law school administrative assistant when we reached the group. Mallory used to work as the admin for the School of Psychology before she defected to the dark side, as we liked to teased her.  So, we both knew her well.

      “Hi, Olivia, Polly.” She gave us both hugs. “I’m so glad you came over here. I want you to meet our newest member, Chloe Parsons You guys are going to love her.”

      Chloe looked a little embarrassed that Mallory was being so enthusiastic, but that was Mallory. She was enthusiastic about everything. She was one of those chronically happy people.

      “Great to meet you both,” Chloe said, holding out her hand. “Mallory has told me so many good things about you two.”

      “I told her she must come out to margarita night with us,” said Mallory.

      “That would be so fun. You must,” I said.

      “In fact, tonight is margarita night at Tiny’s Tacos,” Mallory said. “I’m free. What about you guys?”

      “I’m in,” I said. Polly and Chloe nodded their agreement.

      “Great! Then let’s all meet at five-thirty. Provost Thomas just walked on stage. I’m sure he’s going to open this meeting up, so we better take our seats,” Mallory said.

      Polly and I hurried over to our side of the auditorium and took a seat. Not that we had assigned seats, but working at a university was a lot like high school. Us psychology profs didn’t hang much with the math profs, who kept with the engineering profs. That kind of thing.

      Provost Thomas came out on stage and looked uncharacteristically nervous. He was usually the epitome of calm, cool, and collected.

      “Wonder what’s wrong with him?” I murmured. Provost Thomas was known for being super calm and laid back to President Thaddeus Stoddard’s uptight, high strung personality. They were a good pair, balancing each other out well, though we often wondered how they didn’t drive each other crazy. It was definitely an opposites attract sort of thing.

      “Maybe Stoddard’s finally rubbed off on him and now he’s neurotic,” Polly joked.

      “Ahem.” Provost Thomas cleared his throat right into the microphone causing it to screech and us in the audience to wince. “Sorry.” He shuffled back and forth from one foot to another. Something was definitely bothering him. “I know you’re all gathered here, excited to kick off the upcoming school year and to hear President Stoddard’s plans for us. However, I’m afraid this meeting will need to be postponed. President Stoddard had something come up that he had to attend to and can’t be here. For your trouble, we’ve opened up the cafeteria and desserts are on us.”

      As Provost Thomas walked off the stage, I heard the people around us talking excitedly. A cancelled meeting and dessert. It was a great day in our world. While the cafeteria food itself wasn’t great, the baked goods were out of this world. Spencer University had a culinary school and the advanced pastry classes were in charge of making baked goods to sell and they were excellent.

      “You get a feeling of déjà vu here?” Polly said.

      I nodded, knowing she was referring to last fall when we’d arrived on the first day of school only to find out one of our esteemed colleagues had been murdered. It hadn’t been the start we expected, and it didn’t seem like this one was going to be either. “Except I’m sure Stoddard hasn’t been murdered. You know how he is. Always dealing with a crisis, whether it’s really a crisis or not. It’s probably nothing.”

      “But this is his favorite part of the year. I’m surprised he let anything interfere. What could possibly be more important?” she said dramatically.

      “True.” She did have a good point. President Stoddard loved to share his vision for the upcoming school year and always told us it was his favorite time of year, so it was a bit odd for him. “I guess we could swing by his office and see if Shelley knows anything.”

      Shelley was the assistant to President Stoddard and Vice Provost Thomas, so she knew more than anyone else what was going on around campus; plus she was a bit of a gossip. Though a discriminate one. She was careful not to blab too much or to the wrong person. She loved being in the know, which often worked to our advantage. She was our source to fact check the information that circled around campus since most of it wasn’t true. The things people came up with. She trusted us because we never blabbed.

      We walked to the president’s office by way of the cafeteria to take advantage of the free pastries. It wasn’t easy walking while juggling our bags, coffee, and the most delicious double fudge brownies, but the brownies were so good it was worth the effort. By the time we made it to Shelley’s office, we’d devoured the brownies except the one we got for Shelley to better butter her up. The willpower it took not to eat hers was huge. She’d better be appreciative.

      We opened the thick glass door and walked into the ornately decorated front office where Shelley sat guard over the president. She looked up when she heard the door open and a smile spread across her face. She loved visitors.  She said most of the time the president and Provost were out of the office and the place was too quiet. “Hi, ladies! What brings you this way?”

      “We brought you a brownie.” I set the extra-large brownie on her desk.

      “Thank you so much.” She picked it up and took a huge bite. “Oh, my goodness. This is amazing. That pastry dean. I tell ya, he’s got some great students.”

      Polly and I took a seat in front of her desk and no sooner had we sat down, she started speaking again, leaning forward a little and dropping her voice. “Let me guess. You want to know why he canceled the meeting.”

      “It’s not like him and we were worried,” Polly said, and I gave her a look. We didn’t need to lie to Shelley about being worried.

      She knew Polly was exaggerating to say the least and she laughed. “I have no idea where he is. I haven’t talked to him since last week.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Last week?” Today was Thursday. Shelley normally knew his every waking move because she handled his schedule and kept him on task. He often joked that she ran his life more than his wife did. And that was saying something. His wife had a bit of a reputation for being controlling.

      “He said he was taking a few days off after his conference to spend with Candy before the hectic school year started. I didn’t have a reason to bother him; things have been quiet around here. Plus, he does work hard. He deserves a few days to himself.”

      Shelley’s face wrinkled up in distaste as she said Candy’s name. While President Stoddard was a bit high strung, his wife, Candy, gave a whole new meaning to the phrase.

      “Well, that’s sweet. Have you talked to her to see where he might be?” I asked.

      “No, but that’s a good idea. Candy always complained he didn’t spend enough time at home, so it made sense he was disconnecting. Let me call Candy and see.” Shelley picked up the phone and dialed. “Hello, Ms. Stoddard. It’s Shelley. The president missed his kick-off meeting today and I was wondering if I could speak to him.”

      There was a pause as Shelley listened to whatever Candy was saying.

      “Oh, really? I thought he told me he was going away with you after he got back from the conference. I must have misunderstood. Sorry to bother you.” Shelley hung up and looked at us, her face white. “She hasn’t seen him all week. Not since he left for the conference.”

      We all looked at each other. Could President Stoddard be missing?
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      I was the first one to get to Tiny’s Taco Shack and boy, was I ready to relax. I had a bad habit—or rather it was a good habit in my opinion—of being early. Today I was earlier than normal for me. Almost thirty minutes before the time we’d all agreed to meet. After the bomb Shelley dropped, trying to enjoy my last few days of freedom before the fall term started was impossible, as was the irresistible call of chips and salsa. I’d given up trying to relax at home and headed over here.

      “Can I get you something to drink while you wait?” the waiter said as he dropped off chips and salsa.

      “Yes. I need four margaritas on the rocks with salt and a frozen mango margarita. Plus, more chips and two orders, make that three, of guacamole.”

      “Got it. I’ll have it right out.”

      Polly, Shelley, Mallory, and I had a weakness for chips, salsa, and guacamole. We always ordered double what normal people should eat. Hopefully, Chloe did, too. If she loved Mexican food as much as we did, she would be a welcome addition to our group. If she didn’t, that would be another story. You had to be suspicious of someone who didn’t like Mexican food. The waiter had just replaced the basket of chips I had all but finished when everyone else arrived. Thank goodness he had so they didn’t see what a glutton I’d been. It wasn’t the first time I’d polished off a basket of chips myself, at least there wasn’t any evidence this time.

      “I’m so glad you made it before I started drinking your margaritas,” I teased. “I hope you like guacamole and margaritas, Chloe. One of those margaritas on the rocks is yours.”

      “Perfect. I much prefer on the rocks to frozen.” She reached over to grab hers.

      “Then you’ll fit right in with this group,” I said. “Shelley is the only one who likes the frozen flavored stuff,” I said as I pushed the drink in her direction.

      “Just know it’s a dog-eat-dog mentality when it comes to these chips. Olivia probably polished off one of these baskets herself while she was waiting.” Polly grinned at me and I gave her a dirty look, which she just laughed at.

      “I don’t even care that you’re making fun of my drink choices. After the afternoon I had, I could use three more these.” Shelley sat down and gave a huge sigh.

      “That bad?” I asked sympathetically.

      “Once you guys left, I started calling around to some of the people the president regularly meets with to see if anyone had heard from him and no one has. Which is very unusual. President Stoddard, as you know, is a social butterfly. He attended every event he could squeeze into his calendar. Then it didn’t help that Candy showed up right before I left and she’s in total freak-out mode. I haven’t seen Vice Provost Thomas since this morning to see if he’s talked to him. He hadn’t right up to the point he canceled the kick-off meeting, which is why he canceled. But he left right away for a doctor appointment and hasn’t been back or answered my emails or calls.”

      “Candy really has no idea where he is?” I said, finding it hard to believe, knowing the tight leash she normally kept him on.

      Shelley shook her head. “No. And you know how they are attached at the hip. She never lets him out of her sight. She thought he was at the conference and he was just too busy to talk. Which, as much as they are connected, isn’t unusual when he’s traveling. Personally, I think he likes to get away from her. She’s convinced someone kidnapped him,” Shelley said, rolling her eyes. Candy did tend to be a little dramatic.

      Candy Stoddard was President Stoddard’s second, much younger wife, and she kept a watchful eye over everything he did. Watchful was an understatement. He didn’t do anything she didn’t know about and hadn’t approved. They’d met when he was still married to his first wife and we figured that was why Candy was so possessive. Lest history repeat itself. Well, until now apparently since he was somewhere doing something, and she had no idea what that was.

      I pushed the chips away from me, one basket was enough, and took a sip of my margarita. “Where could he possibly be?” I said to the group, which of course no one had an answer. We just sat there for a second, munching on chips and lost in our own thoughts. “Tell us about you, Chloe. I’m sorry I’m just now getting to meet you. I was gone summer term.” I changed the subject because dwelling on where President Stoddard was wasn’t helpful and I did want to get to know her better.

      “Yes, how was it finding a dead body on your first day?” Polly asked.

      “Polly!” Shelley and I said in unison.

      “What? You know we’re all thinking it.”

      “It’s fine,” Chloe said, waving away any concern we had of our bluntness offending her. “Trust me, it’s not the first time someone asked me that question. It made me quite popular around here for a short time even though Mallory was there, too.”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t the one who found the body. That gave you much more street cred,” Mallory joked.

      “I’m from Chicago. I never liked practicing law, but I love teaching it. I came out here thinking it was just for a year and I wanted the experience to put on my resume to position me for a full-time job elsewhere, but last week I was offered the job permanently.”

      “That’s great!” we chorused and clinked glasses in a cheer.

      “Yes, it is. I wish it hadn’t come about the way it did.

      “It is unfortunate,” I trailed off. “In any case, welcome to the team. Most of us at this university are pretty awesome, if I do say so myself.”

      “I would agree from what I’ve seen so far.”

      “So, what are we going to do if President Stoddard doesn’t show back up?” Polly asked.

      “What can we do?” Shelley asked. “I mean, if he never shows back up, I assume Vice Provost Thomas would take over at least in the interim.”

      “I think the bigger question is, where is he?” I said.
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      I was in my classroom the next day, working on some syllabus updates when I heard a knock on the door. I looked up to see Don standing in the doorway and flew out of my seat, and across the room, giving him a big hug. We didn’t make it a practice of showing affection on campus, both wanting to keep things professional with our co-workers. But no one was around, and I hadn’t seen him in so long so I couldn’t help it.

      “You’re back. I didn’t expect you until later this week. What brought you back early? Not that I mind,” I babbled on, excited to see him.

      Don laughed and gave me a squeeze. “I’m happy to see you, too.”

      “Did you hear that our esteemed president seems to be missing?” I whispered even though there wasn’t anyone else around to hear me.

      “That’s why I came back a few days early,” he said, the laughter fading from his face. “Though I wasn’t making any headway on that cold case. I think the tip we got was a dead end.” His mouth turned down in a frown and I could see the disappointment written on his face.

      “I’m sorry.” Even though I was happy to see him I was sorry he had to come back before he had been able to crack the case. He hadn’t told me a lot about it, but I knew it bothered him that it had never been solved.

      “Don’t be. Cold cases like that are a long shot. The key is to never give up. Eventually we will find the killer. At least now I get to see you.

      “It’s almost lunchtime. Do you have time to grab a bite with me?”

      Don shook his head. “I wish I did, but I have to go to a meeting so we can try to get to the bottom of what’s going on with Stoddard. As you can imagine, everyone is freaking out.”

      I frowned, thinking about President Stoddard and what the girls and I had talked about last night. “Good luck with that. I know he’s high strung and has some grandiose ideas at times, but this is odd behavior to just disappear. Even for him. His wife seems to think he’s been kidnapped. Do you think something happened to him?”

      Don raised his eyebrows. “Candy thinks he’s been kidnapped?”

      “That’s what she told Shelley. Supposedly she hasn’t talked to him in a week. Do you think that’s possible?”

      “No idea. I should know more after the meeting.”

      Don leaned down and gave me a quick kiss goodbye before taking off and I went and sat down at my desk. However, instead of working on revisions to make my class more exciting as I’d planned, I sat there thinking about President Stoddard. Kidnapping seemed a little far-fetched. He was just a university president after all, not President of the United States. Though, I couldn’t see him leaving and not telling his wife. As attached as she was to him by all appearances, he was that attached to her. It really was an unhealthy codependent relationship. At least by my observation, but you never knew what went on behind closed doors so who was I to judge?

      I decided to hang it up for the day and take myself out to lunch. I’d asked Polly to come, but she had some committee lunch to attend. That was one thing about the start of the school year I didn’t love. Meetings. Even though it was Friday, it was always Taco Tuesday at Tiny’s Taco Shack so that was where I headed. Yes, I’d stuffed myself there the night before, but I never got sick of tacos. Which, believe me, was a big problem. Tiny’s Tacos didn’t have the most low-calorie options and eating there multiple times a week wasn’t great for the waistline. Though it kept me buying yoga memberships, so I was keeping the economy going, doing my part and all that.

      A few minutes later, I pulled into the restaurant. It was only a few minutes from campus, making it a popular student hangout once school started, which was both a positive and a negative. I did enjoy being around the students, but I hated when I was craving chips and salsa and couldn’t get a table. I parked and shut off the car, starting to get out when I noticed a pearl white Cadillac Escalade in the parking lot. This one caught my eye because of the license plate. A vanity plate that said Pres ST1. That was President Stoddard’s Escalade. Was he here at Tiny’s?  Did we all think he’d disappeared just to find him munching on tacos?

      I wanted to run in but didn’t want to make a spectacle of myself, so I settled for a brisk walk. Instead of stopping at the hostess stand to be seated, I walked far enough into the place to see everyone who was there. It was busy, but not packed. Tiny’s wasn’t that big; all the tables were in a big square room so I could see the entire space. I scanned the room looking for President Stoddard and didn’t see him. While disappointed, it was not a huge surprise. He didn’t miss the kick-off meeting yesterday just to show up for tacos today. So, who was here in his vehicle?

      I walked back to the hostess stand when a familiar voice caught my attention and I turned back around. Candy came out of the bathroom walking with another woman I didn’t recognize, but looked a lot like Candy. Same blond hair and facial features. Did she have a sister? I stepped back until I was somewhat behind a big palm tree so they didn’t see me. Although they were so engrossed in their own conversation, I could have been right next to them and it wouldn’t have mattered. Candy didn’t look as distraught as I might have expected, though everyone handled things differently.

      I watched as they walked out of the restaurant and into the Escalade. Why was she driving his car? I knew for a fact she had the same exact car that had a vanity plate Pres ST2. It was something we all made fun of at the university. Their matching plates.

      Not only did it seem odd she was driving his car—although maybe hers was in the shop or something—but I’d never seen her at Tiny’s Tacos. Her tastes were a little bit more on the sophisticated side as far as I knew. Not to mention her husband was missing and she was eating at a taco joint?

      Something seemed off.
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      Monday morning, I drove through campus to get to the employee parking lot and was ramped up with excitement. My adrenaline was pumping and not even from the copious amounts of caffeine I’d already had today. I had a caffeine problem and a chips and salsa problem, but we all had our vices. At least mine were legal.

      The thing I loved most about being a college professor had to be the first day of school. I’d loved the first day at school since I’d started myself back in kindergarten. It was what in part drew me to this profession. It was a chance for a fresh start. New students, putting a fresh spin on the content, and the possibility of teaching these kids something. That enthusiasm usually waned by week three when I realized most of them didn’t care a lot about psychology other than passing for the required credit, but the couple who were interested and went on to be psychology majors made it all worth it to me.

      I pulled into my usual parking spot, got out, grabbed my purse and book bag, and headed into the building. “Hey, Burt,” I called out to one of my colleagues as I passed him in the hallway on the way to my classroom. He grunted out a reply, which for him was pretty good. Usually he ignored me. He’d been at Spencer University forever, was tenured, and fit the stereotype of uptight, grouchy college professor. But he was a good teacher and students loved him so us faculty tolerated his grumpy behavior.

      I got to my room and laid all my stuff out in preparation for class. Since I was an hour early, it left me with more than enough time to meet Polly in the cafeteria to grab a cup of coffee and chat. Like we did almost every morning before class. It was our ritual. One we said got us through the day.

      I walked across campus to the cafeteria, enjoying the gorgeous early fall day but glad I’d thrown on a sweater this morning.  It was still a little chilly but would be eighty by noon, the air smelling like leaves and grass. I loved that smell; even had a candle at home called fresh cut grass. When I passed the building the president’s office was housed in, I wondered once again where he was. I got to the cafeteria and grabbed my coffee, the one free thing the university offered its faculty, and saw Polly sitting in our spot across the room.

      “You beat me,” I teased her, not that Polly often ran late. I was usually early, and she rarely beat my earliness.

      “Shocking, I know. But because I was early, I have some gossip. Early bird gets the worm and all that.”

      “Oh, please do tell.”

      “I was in line getting my coffee and overheard Pam talking to Greg about how Candy was having an affair.” She sat back, waiting for my reaction.

      Pam and Greg were two of our colleagues and my first thought was how would they have this kind of information? My second was disbelief. For any of her faults, Candy did seem to genuinely love her husband.  I sat there for a second, mulling what she’d just said over.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” she asked impatiently when I didn’t respond right away.

      “You know Pam is a gossip,” I said.

      “You don’t think it’s a possibility?”

      I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t know. Candy watched him like a hawk and always acts like he’s the best man on the planet and everyone wants him. I guess I can’t see her cheating.”

      “Maybe that’s why she’s so paranoid. Ever think of that? Not to mention that’s how they met. So, it’s not a huge stretch.”

      Polly did have a point there. Candy had been the other women when Stoddard was married to his first wife, which was why I always felt she was so controlling of him. Once a man cheats, it wasn’t a stretch to think he’d do it again.

      “What did Don say?” Polly asked, interrupting my thoughts. “I saw him walking across campus yesterday, so I assume you’ve talked to him?”

      “I did.” I smiled, thinking about him. “I talked to him briefly yesterday. He was heading to a meeting about it, but I haven’t talked to him since.”

      “Are you happy he’s back? You don’t sound excited.”

      “Of course I am. I guess I’m just disappointed that after being gone, now he’s too busy for me,” I joked. We’d had a quick text exchange last night, but we hadn’t been able to make plans to see each other yet due to what was going on.

      “If only you had listened to me, you could have been in a relationship with him sooner,” Polly teased. When Don first started working here about a year ago, she’d thought we were a perfect couple and kept pushing me to go out with him once he’d shown interest. However, I’d just come off a long-term relationship that hadn’t ended well and at the time, I wasn’t ready to get into something new. I still wasn’t sure I was even though Don and I had been very close friends for a year now and had casually dated, but we hadn’t put a label on it. It was something we both were comfortable with, but Polly—not so much. She was a hopeless romantic. At least with other people’s relationships.

      “For someone who’s been through the wringer with an ex, you sure don’t have any compulsion pushing me into a relationship. What about your own love life?” I asked.

      Polly blushed and I stared at her. “You met someone! And you didn’t tell me? Okay, Polly, you’d better spill it.”

      “I didn’t want to make a big deal of it until I knew if it was going anywhere,” she said sheepishly.

      “And is it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Details?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. Give me a couple more dates to see. I don’t want to jinx it. That’s why I didn’t tell you even though I’ve been dying to.”

      “Sure, make me tell you everything and then hold back yourself,” I teased. I understood her need to give it some more time, but it was fun harassing her like she did me.

      “I should probably head out. Get to class in case any early birds show up,” Polly said.

      “Me, too,” I said, looking at my watch. We headed out of the cafeteria and I saw Shelley and Vice Provost Thomas in front of the president’s office building. They both looked angry. Shelley abruptly turned and went back inside while Vice Provost Thomas headed to the parking lot.

      What was that all about?
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      It was finally the end of the day and I was exhausted. I was in my office wrapping up a few loose ends and getting things ready for tomorrow before leaving, tired but happy. The first day of school was a success in my eyes. My students today seemed like a good bunch and most had actually paid attention to me. Hopefully I’d have the same success the rest of the week.

      I was hunched over my desk making some notes until I heard someone call my name. I looked up to see Candy Stoddard.

      “Do you have a minute?” she asked, looking nervous. She was impeccably dressed, as always. Her designer dress fit her like a glove, but her face looked troubled. Not that I could blame her since her husband was MIA.

      I didn’t do well hiding the shocked look on my face. She’d never once sought me out and I could count on my hand the number of times I’d even talked to her. I was surprised she even knew who I was and had no idea why she would come find me. While she was usually a permanent fixture at President Stoddard’s side, she didn’t mingle with any of us unless she was forced to. She’d made it pretty clear over the years she didn’t want to be at whatever event she was at; that she did it only because she had to. Candy wasn’t a typical university president’s wife I’d experienced before whose main focus was how to best further her husband’s agenda. Over twenty years his junior, she’d been a college student when they’d met, and he was married to his first wife. He hadn’t been at Spencer University then, but when he came here everyone had been whispering about what a scandal it had been even though it had happened years ago. Maybe that was why Candy never seemed to feel comfortable around us.

      “Um, sure. Please come in and have a seat.”

      She walked in, shutting the door behind her and sat in the chair in front of my desk. She put her purse in her lap, her hands fidgeting with her purse strap. “I’m sure you’re wondering what I’m doing here.”

      That was an understatement. “Well, yes.”

      “I need your help.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “You figured out who killed David March last fall. Thaddeus went on and on about how smart you were to solve that murder. He said without you, it may not have been solved. I need your help to figure out who kidnapped my husband.”

      I couldn’t have been more shocked by her comment that President Stoddard had said I was smart. It wasn’t like we had a lot of conversations either. He was literally big man on campus, and I was just a poor teacher. “You really think he was kidnapped?” I asked hesitantly. I knew the question might seem a little insensitive, but I needed to know if the kidnapping had proof or was just her opinion.

      If she was surprised I knew this, she didn’t show it. “It’s not official or anything. I just know he wouldn’t leave me for any other reason unless he was forced. There’s no other explanation.”

      So, she didn’t have proof. Though what if she was right? She was his wife. She should know best, shouldn’t she?

      “I don’t really know if I can help. The David March thing was kind of a fluke. I’m not trained at investigating; I got lucky.” David March was a colleague of mine who’d been found murdered on the first day of school last fall. I’d been curious and motivated a little by fear someone was out to get us psychology professors, so stuck my nose into the whole mess which ended up having a good outcome of the killer being caught. But I certainly hadn’t planned on making a habit of it. It really was a case of being in the right place at the right time. I also didn’t relish the pressure of Candy breathing down my neck, wanting me to find her husband. If I couldn’t, I’d feel bad.

      “You have to help me,” she said forcefully, eyes flashing with anger before realizing how she sounded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out that way. Please. I don’t know what to do and the police aren’t being helpful at all.”

      I relented a little. The majority of the time I was around her, she was stoic, the perfect picture of calm. No expression at all on her face except maybe a little boredom. Now she looked upset and scared. I felt bad for her and I did want to help.

      “I’m not sure what you want me to do,” I found myself saying, opening a door to help her and crossing my fingers I didn’t come to regret the snap decision to help her.

      “He left for a conference in Philadelphia last Wednesday and I talked to him Thursday before he headed to the first session and that was the last time we spoke. He was happy and excited. Things were fine. I know he didn’t purposely disappear. Someone did something to him.”

      “You want me to go to Philly? I can’t. I’ve got classes.”

      She shook her head. “No. The conference is over, and all the people are gone, but I have a list of the attendees.” She reached into her pink Coach purse and pulled out a list, putting it on my desk and leaning forward a little to point at it. “I’ve highlighted the people he knew that he hung around with at those things. I thought maybe you could make a few calls, see what you can find out?”

      “Why can’t you? Surely it would make more sense coming from you.”

      “Well,” she faltered a little. “I’m not sure they’d open up to me.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure what she meant by that, and she didn’t seem to want to share more so I decided to leave it alone for now.

      I picked up the list, reading it over but not recognizing any names. Not that it was surprising, since it was a leadership conference for college and university leaders and not a conference I would attend. A few levels above my pay grade, as my dad would say.

      “I don’t know, Candy,” I faltered, already starting to regret going this far, not that I didn’t want to be helpful. I already felt I was getting in over my head.

      “Just make a few calls. See if anyone saw him, talked to him, or when the last time he was seen was. Maybe something will give a clue as to what happened to him. Please!”

      “Candy, I’m sure the police are already doing this.”

      “They might be but they’re not telling me anything,” she sniffed.

      “I can’t promise anything,” I said tentatively, knowing as I said it, it was probably a mistake.

      “Thank you, Olivia.” Candy stood up and she actually did look thankful and relieved that someone was helping her. It wasn’t an expression I’d seen on her face before. That didn’t make me feel better about what I’d agreed to. I had a feeling I would come to regret this.
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      Dang it! I thought, giving myself a mental head slap a few minutes after Candy left my office. I forgot to ask Candy why she was driving her husband’s car and who she was with at the Taco Shack. She’d caught me by surprise showing up here. Oh well. It seems like I’d be talking to her again soon anyway.

      I grabbed my phone and shot off a quick text to Don to see if he was in his office. I needed to find out what he’d heard about this whole president missing or whatever situation. If he’d tell me. It often took a lot of persuading on my part to get him to talk about confidential information and once he found out I was trying to help Candy get to the bottom of things, he’d probably be less inclined to tell me anything.

      I stared at my phone, willing a reply. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long. He was available, so I grabbed my things and headed over to his office. I couldn’t wait to tell him Candy paid me a visit even though I knew his reaction would be less than happy, but I wanted his input. I wasn’t sure if she was just upset and making up worst-case scenarios or if there was any truth to what she said. I hoped he could shed some light on it and didn’t completely clam up.

      I walked into the campus security office that buzzed with people. Usually the place was quiet. There weren’t a lot of issues on this campus. Mostly noise at night, unsanctioned parties, or the occasional graffiti. We were a small liberal arts college and the town of Spencer didn’t have a lot of crime. It was the stereotypical sleepy town. We didn’t attract a lot of students looking for the party college experience. No doubt those students preferred the bigger cities. Don’s desk was in the back corner, so I headed back there. I set my stuff down and sighed.

      “What’s going on? Rough day?” Don said, looking at me with a smile.

      “You won’t believe who I just spent an hour with at my office,” I said, my voice lowered. There wasn’t a lot of privacy in these cubicles and I didn’t want the whole office to hear me.

      “Who?” he whispered and grinned. I could tell he was making fun of me just a little for my dramatic flair, but I was going to ignore it. He would change his tune once he heard what I had to say.

      “Candy Stoddard,” I said with emphasis. Don wasn’t wrong; I did have a bit of a dramatic flair, but I wasn’t exaggerating thinking that this would be quite a shock to him. He knew as I did that Candy wasn’t one to normally seek out a lowly professor to chat with.

      As I looked at him, I got my vindication when his eyebrows shot up with surprise and he let out a soft “Oh.”

      I sat back in my chair smugly. “See? I wasn’t being that dramatic.”

      “I guess not. What did she want from you? I didn’t realize you were friends.”

      I leaned forward, putting my elbows on his desk. “We’re not. I wouldn’t even call us acquaintances. Which is what makes the whole thing that much stranger. I about dropped dead from shock when she showed up at my office.”

      “What did she want?”

      “She thinks her husband was kidnapped and she wants me to help her find him.” I knew he wouldn’t be thrilled at that part and by the expression on his face, I wasn’t wrong. He’d been very vocal when I was poking around trying to find out who killed David March. He never stopped suggesting I should leave it for the police. A suggestion I consistently ignored.

      “Why you?”

      I wasn’t offended at the skepticism in his voice. “Trust me, I asked her the same question. She seems to think since I figured out who killed David, I can help her figure out who kidnapped her husband. My bigger question is, why does she think he’s been kidnapped? She’s convinced but there’s no proof. Is that what the police think?”

      Don hesitated. “I guess since she already told you, you didn’t hear it from me first. Yes, that is the general consensus right now.”

      “Why? What information do they have to make them think that?”

      “You don’t need to get involved with this. Leave it to the police,” he said sternly, and I knew he wasn’t joking. I’d listened to many lectures from him last time about not getting involved, most of which I’d ignored. Okay, all which I ignored.

      “I didn’t get involved. Candy involved me.”

      He frowned. “That doesn’t matter. What did she tell you?”

      “You mean for the reason she thinks he was kidnapped?” He nodded. “She said he would never disappear and not tell her, which makes sense. He is her husband and most people don’t just up and leave for days on end without telling their spouse. What do the police think?” I asked again, feeling more compelled to get involved against my better judgment. He gave me a pointed look before answering.

      “All we know is he dropped off the radar and either he doesn’t want to be found or someone is making sure he’s not being found. Until they find out otherwise, the police are treating it as a missing person’s case. It’s standard when there isn’t any evidence to the contrary.”

      I leaned back in my chair again, thinking about what Don said. It made sense. Of course, the police wouldn’t treat this as something other than a general missing person’s case without proof.

      “Do you think he’s been kidnapped?” Don asked and I was a bit surprised.

      “Not really. Who would want to kidnap the president of any university, much less this one? It’s not like we’re Harvard. Can’t the police track his cell phone or something to see where he’s been?”

      “They have.”

      “Where has he been?” I asked impatiently.

      “They don’t know. He’s been off the grid for a week.”

      “For guesses and giggles, let’s say he was kidnapped. What would be a motive?”

      “Money. That’s usually a motive. Unless it’s a domestic issue.”

      “He makes that much? Maybe I should go into administration,” I said dryly, not serious in the slightest. There was no way anyone could pay me enough to deal with the headache that came with higher ed administration, so I didn’t begrudge him a big paycheck.

      “Well, he makes more than you or me, but it’s not him who has all the money.”

      My eyes widened. “Candy?”

      “Yep. Her parents are extremely wealthy, and she has quite the trust fund.”

      I took in this information. Considering how many rumors had flowed around that she was with him for his money, for it to turn out to be the opposite was quite interesting. I couldn’t help but think of what a field day the university gossip mongers would have with this bit of news. I was also surprised it’d been kept so well hidden.

      Don’s boss peeked over to see what he was doing, and I smiled and waved.

      “I probably should get back to work. They’ve got me tracking down his friends and contacting them to see if they’ve heard from him.”

      I wonder if that was the same list Candy gave me? Though I wasn’t going to ask. “Of course. Do you want to grab some dinner later?” I said, standing up.

      Don frowned. “I would love to, but I’m afraid I’ll be caught up here.”

      I tried to hide my disappointment. I hated he’d been back almost two days and I still hadn’t had a chance to spend any time with him. Though it wasn’t his fault he had to work.

      “I’m really sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Not your fault. When work calls, we must answer,” I forced out in a cheery tone because the last thing I wanted to do was make him feel bad. I wouldn’t want him to do that to me and it wasn’t fair that I did it to him.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      “Please do.” I waved at him as I walked out of the building. Even though I was disappointed I couldn’t spend time with him, I did know someone else I could talk to.
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      My phone buzzed as I walked out of Don’s office. I looked down, but didn’t recognize the number. Normally, I didn’t answer numbers I didn’t know. Too many telemarketers and it wasn’t even worth answering to tell them to put me on the do not call list. I just sent them all to voicemail. But this was a local number, so I went ahead and answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Olivia?” A frantic voice came across the line. “It’s Candy.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I just got what I think is a ransom note. I was right. Someone took my Thaddeus,” she sobbed.

      “Oh no! Have you called the police?”

      “No. The note says not to call the police.” Her voice rose on each word, almost to a shriek. “Can you come over?”

      I mentally ran through my calendar and I didn’t have much for the remainder of the day. I only had a committee meeting on something I didn’t even remember and a meeting with a student. I could skip the committee meeting and rearrange the student meeting fairly easily.

      “Yes. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Please hurry,” she sobbed.

      I sent a quick email from my phone to the committee chair that I wouldn’t be at the meeting. I also sent off a text to the student about rearranging the meeting and got it rescheduled for tomorrow as I walked back across campus to my car. Technology did make things efficient.

      It didn’t take long for me to make my way over to Candy’s house and, as I pulled in her driveway, I couldn’t help but wonder what had taken so long for someone to send a ransom note since he’d been missing since Thursday. Not that I was an expert on kidnapper protocol, but it seemed like the note would have come before now. What could someone gain by waiting? Wouldn’t that just give the police more of a head start?

      I walked up to the front door and before I could knock or ring the doorbell, it swung open. I’d never seen Candy look so disheveled. Her face was all splotchy and red from crying and her make-up, which I was sure was of the highest quality, was no match for the tears she’d shed as her mascara and eyeliner had streaked down her face. For the first time ever, she didn’t seem to care what she looked like. She was still in her pajamas which were dressy by the standards of my pajamas, which typically consisted of men’s pajama pants and a ratty T-shirt. Hers were a matching set of pink silk with daisies on them.

      She ushered me in and shut the door behind me, walking in the kitchen. She picked up a five by seven manila envelope and handed it to me. It had been sealed with tape but of course she’d already opened it. I lifted the flap and pulled out the contents, which was simply a sheet of typewritten paper.

      It said:

      If you wish to see your husband alive again, gather up $100,000 by Thursday 5 P.M. More directions to come. Don’t tell anyone, especially the police, if you want to see your husband alive again.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it seemed kind of understated for a ransom note. Just a simple Word doc in an envelope. But then, what did I know? It wasn’t like I’d seen any ransom notes before except in the movies. Did actual kidnappers take the time these days to cut letters out of magazines?

      “When did you get this?” I asked

      “I opened it right before I called you. I heard the doorbell ring and when I went to answer it, this sat on the doormat.”

      Interesting that someone risked walking up to her front door to leave a note.

      “Don’t you have security cameras?” I’d seen a camera in the corner of the front door area in prior visits.

      “Well yes, but they don’t work. A month or so ago we had a system failure and they came out and replaced a part, but it only worked a couple days before going out again. I just haven’t called them back to fix it. I never really thought they were necessary. Thaddeus was the one more paranoid about security. This is a small town. I always thought we were safe.”

      My eyebrows raised and I couldn’t help but think that was an interesting coincidence. Did the kidnappers know the security cameras weren’t working? And if so, did that mean it was someone they knew?

      “Do you have any idea who could’ve sent it? Or who would’ve done this?” I asked, even though I pretty much knew the answer. Or at least I assumed that she had no idea, or she would have already told me, or more importantly the police.

      She shook her head as I expected. “At least now the police can’t think I had anything to do with it. Do you know they were here questioning me? As if I would ever do anything to my husband,” she said, a fresh round of tears pouring out of her eyes.

      “That’s normal. They have to check out everyone,” I said, trying to make her feel better. It was true. The first suspect in these cases were family; even I knew that.

      “But they were treating me like a criminal,” she wailed. “I love my husband. I wouldn’t do anything to harm him. Why don’t they understand that?”

      Maybe I was being callous and I understood she was distraught, but she’d said how much she loved her husband so many times that it started to seem less than genuine, like she was trying to convince me. Maybe that was what the police thought and that was why they kept questioning her for so long. However, it wasn’t my place to say anything. I wanted her to calm down so I could maybe get some more information.

      “Candy, really. You can’t let what the police said bother you. They’re doing their job by asking anyone who was around your husband where he might possibly be. They do that to eliminate suspects.”

      “What am I supposed to do now? I just want my husband back.”

      “Well, who could possibly want to kidnap your husband? Can you think of anyone, even if it seems far-fetched?”

      “Thaddeus doesn’t have any enemies. Everyone loves him.”

      While I didn’t disagree that President Stoddard was a nice person, everyone had someone that didn’t like them. The fact was he was missing and if this indeed was a kidnapping that meant someone really didn’t like him. And his wife seemed the most logical person to know. So why didn’t she have any suggestions?
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      After spending another hour calming her down but not getting any more useful information, I finally left Candy’s and immediately headed over to see Don, who was still in the office. I texted him that I was on my way and walked straight to his desk and sat down when I got there. He looked very happy to see me. “What brings you here again so soon?” Though that might change once I answered his question.

      “I just left Candy’s.”

      “Olivia, I told you—”

      I held my hand to stop him. “I know, I know, but she called me and asked me to come over. What was I supposed to do? Say no?”

      “What did she want?” he asked with a sigh, clearly resigned to the fact I wasn’t going to listen to him and stay away.

      “She told me she got a ransom note and she was freaked out. She wanted me to come over and look at it.”

      He slammed his fist on the desk making me jump. “Please tell me she called the police, or you called the police if she didn’t,” he snapped.

      I squirmed a little. While I totally understood where he was coming from, I also understood where she was coming from. She was freaked out that someone might kill her husband if she told the police, so of course her first reaction wasn’t going to be to call the police. Surely, he would understand that?

      “The police haven’t been called yet, but before you get all bent out of shape, hear me out. The note said don’t call the police or you’ll never see your husband again. So, what do you expect her to do? She’s worried about her husband,” I said imploringly, wanting him to understand.

      He sat there, glaring at me although it didn’t scare me, and I knew why he was mad. I just needed to convince him of the legitimacy of why Candy—yes, me too—didn’t call the police. I opened up the photo app on my phone, as I had taken a picture of the ransom note and I slid it across to him.

      “Here’s what it said. Feel free to send it to yourself. And I know you’re mad, but that’s why I came straight here. I need you to tell me how we tell the police without the people who kidnapped him knowing we went to the police. That could cause something to happen to him. I couldn’t live with myself if they killed him because they knew I went to the cops and neither could Candy, but we both know the police need to be notified.” Well, I did. I wasn’t so sure Candy wanted the police to know, but this wasn’t something to keep secret. Don was right about that. I just wanted to make sure it was done the right way.

      “I’m not unsympathetic, really, I’m not. I do understand where she’s coming from. But leaving the police out is never a good idea. Contrary to what people think, it makes things worse. The police are trained for this kind of stuff,” he said, sighing.

      “I get it. I do. So just tell me what to do now.” I looked at him for advice. As much as I didn’t want going to the police to get Candy’s husband killed, I didn’t want not going to the police to have the same outcome.

      “Let me call the detective on the case.” Don picked up a business card that sat on his desk and then his cell phone, punching in a number.

      “Hello, Detective Rodriguez. This is Don Harding from campus security at Spencer University. I came across some information about the Stoddard case that you will want to hear. Please give me a call back as soon as you can.” He hung up and looked back at me.

      “His phone went right to voicemail and you heard what I said. Now don’t talk to anyone about this and you tell Candy not to talk to anyone about this either. Not until I get back to you with what the detective says. Understand?”

      “I understand.”

      His face softened. “Olivia you know I’m not trying to be mean, but when processes aren’t followed, that’s when things fall through the cracks and things get missed. If he has been kidnapped, that could make things very bad. The police really do have the best skills and resources to handle these things.”

      “I totally get it. I know you’re busy right now and I have plans with Polly for dinner later. But you want to meet for coffee in the morning?”

      “I’d love that. Your usual spot?”

      “Yep. Eight a.m.” I walked around the desk and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before I walked out.
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      As I walked down the hall on the way to my office the next morning, a tall, handsome man leaned against my door. He was dressed in jeans and a sport coat and looked to be in his thirties with thick brown hair, so definitely not a student and it seemed clear he was waiting for me

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked as I put my key into the lock to open my door.

      “Are you Olivia Little?”

      “Yes.” I’d unlocked my door, but I didn’t walk in; instead I looked up at him. Wondering who he was and what he wanted. Before I could ask his name, he offered it up.

      “I’m Detective Rodriguez,” he said and held out his hand to shake mine, after which he pulled out his wallet and showed me his ID. Putting it back in his pocket after I glanced at it, he continued. “Do you have a few minutes? I’d like to talk to you about President Stoddard.”

      “Of course. Come on in.” He obviously had got Don’s message from the night before so I shouldn’t be surprised he showed up to talk to me. I wondered if he’d already been to see Candy. She hadn’t called to yell at me, so maybe not.

      I motioned for him to take a seat at my small table in the corner and I set my stuff down on the desk before joining him. He’d shut the door before sitting down and it made me a little nervous, not because I was afraid of what he was going to say but more what the heck was he going to ask.

      “So how can I help you today Detective Rodriguez?” I said with a lightness I didn’t feel.

      “I’d like to talk to you about your relationship with Candy Stoddard,” he said, opening up a notes app on his phone. “Do you mind if I take notes?”

      “Sure, that’s fine. Nice to see the police are so high tech,” I said, making conversation and nodding at his phone.

      He chuckled. “Trust me, I was a holdover from pen and paper. But once I realized I didn’t have to transcribe my chicken scratch, I became a convert. Back to you and Candy.”

      “Honestly, I don’t have a relationship with Candy. I barely know her. Our interaction up to now has been mostly in passing at faculty events she attended with her husband.”

      “Then why would you be the first person she’d call to look at a ransom note?” he asked, never taking his eyes off mine, which was a little disconcerting. I started to feel guilty even though I had nothing to feel guilty about. He had a point. It seemed strange to me so of course it would seem strange to him.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Of course I knew Candy. I’ve been around her in social settings, but we never hung out. After her husband went missing, she showed up at my office and asked for my help.”

      “And why would she do that?”

      “She said it was because I helped solve the murder of David March from last year and she felt I could help her find President Stoddard.” I knew when Candy asked me to help, I should’ve said no, I thought to myself. While I hadn’t done anything wrong, this whole conversation made me wish I hadn’t got involved.

      “Oh, that’s right. I remember seeing that in the case file I reviewed when I took this case. Are you wanting to join the police force?” he asked. I knew he was teasing, at least I assumed he was, but it kind of riled me anyway. It wasn’t my fault Candy asked me to help. For that matter, last year a student had asked me for help and I just happened to stumble across the information that helped lead to the murderer. Neither time had been about me. It was about helping.

      “No. I rather like my job as a psychology professor,” I said evenly, knowing that to get into an argument with him about my motives would be pointless. Plus, he was just doing his job.

      He seemed to take in what I had said and paused for a second before continuing to speak. “So, what are your thoughts about Candy? Do you think she had any involvement in her husband’s disappearance?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I can’t really tell you why, I don’t have proof of any kind, but my gut tells me she didn’t do it.” I expected him to make some crack about my gut feeling but to my surprise, all he did was nod.

      “I never underestimate a gut feeling. In my line of work, though, I need facts to back it up. Back to the note. What’s your take?” He leaned back in his chair.

      I was puzzled by him asking me another question. “I thought you didn’t think I should be playing detective?”

      “Actually, that’s not what I said. I asked if you were planning on joining the police force,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. I couldn’t tell if he was making fun of me or not, but I had to admit he was very disarming.

      “Touché. I don’t know anything about ransom notes except what I’ve seen on Law and Order. I guess it seemed, I don’t know, plain?”

      “Plain?” His eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah. I know that sounds odd, plus why did it come a week after he went missing?”

      “Okay, so what does that say to you?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “Well, you do have an advanced psychology degree, plus I’m curious as to what your gut told you.”

      I thought about that for a minute. “Even though the note demanded money and to not go to the police, it didn’t seem that threatening. It felt amateurish.” My face grew hot as I spoke. As the words came out of my mouth, I realized how stupid they must sound to him. However, the expression on his face didn’t change. If he thought I was nuts, he was too polite to say so.

      “I think I have everything I need for now, but I may be reaching back out to you,” he said and handed me his card. “Call me if you think of anything else.”

      I took his card and nodded as he turned and walked out.

      Later, I was in my office working when my phone vibrated, and I saw it was Candy. I assumed she was calling because Detective Rodriguez paid her a visit. He told me that was where he was headed when he left my office about two hours ago, so I’d been expecting her call and not looking forward to it.

      I hesitated to answer the phone because this could go one of two ways: either she’d be mad at me or she’d be happy we had help. Somehow my gut told me she was going to be angry.

      “Hi, Candy,” I answered cheerfully, hoping my cheerfulness would help defuse the situation if she was angry.

      “I told you not to tell the police!” Candy snapped without as much as a hello.

      So much for that wish.  “I’m sorry, but they needed to know. They can help,” I stated firmly, because it was the truth. She couldn’t do this alone. With or without my help.

      There was silence on the other end of the phone, and I stayed silent, too. I didn’t know what else to say. I finally heard her sigh loudly.

      “I know you’re right. I’m just so scared. What if these kidnappers hurt my Thaddeus because they find out I didn’t follow their instructions?”

      “That’s exactly why the police need to be involved. They’ll know what to do.”

      “I guess. At least this detective was nice. Not like the police the other night. He seemed to actually believe me.”

      “He wants what we want. President Stoddard back safely.”

      Candy gave a forced chuckle. “I think you can start calling him Thaddeus. President Stoddard is a mouthful.”

      It was, but I felt so weird calling him by his first name.

      “Did you call that list of names I gave you?”

      “Not yet, but I plan on it today.” What would it hurt? Who knows, maybe I would find out something to share with the police.
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      Don might not want me to get involved, but I couldn’t help it. Even with that and my better judgment reminding me of all the ways getting involved could backfire. I felt obligated to help Candy since I’d told her I would. And to be honest, my curiosity was getting the best of me. I wasn’t exactly sure what to do next, but I knew someone who might know how to get more information on President Stoddard, or rather Thaddeus, as Candy wanted me to call him. I would pay a visit Chloe. As a lawyer, well former lawyer turned professor, she would have a better idea than me of where to start. If she was willing to help me. I wouldn’t blame her if she told me to forget it. I probably would in her shoes. She was new to the school and had already been involved in drama. She probably wanted to have a quiet year, not get involved in another mystery.

      I felt a little bad asking her since I didn’t know her that well, but what was the worst she could say? No? I headed over to the law school, hoping she was still in. I could have called first, but I felt better asking her in person rather than calling out of the blue. The whole situation would probably be easier to explain in person anyway. When I finally found her office, I was in luck and she was there working on her computer. I knocked on the door and she looked up and smiled.

      “Hi, Olivia. So nice of you to stop by. Come have a seat. Good timing, I was ready for a break.”

      I took a seat, feeling a little nervous which was silly. It wasn’t like I was going to ask her to rob a bank with me.

      “It’s so nice of you to come visit. I had a great time at girls’ night at the Taco Shack,” she continued.

      “Oh good. I’m glad. We get together a couple times a month and usually at the Taco Shack. We all have a bit of an obsession with Mexican food.”

      “I love it, too. Can’t get enough. What brings you to this side of campus?” Chloe asked.

      “I have a favor to ask and you can totally say no. I wouldn’t blame you for saying no. No pressure,” I said, rushing my words.

      She got a confused look on her face, no doubt because I was babbling like an idiot.

      “I’m sorry. I know none of that made sense.”

      Chloe laughed, putting me at ease a little. “No, not really.”

      “Let me back up. You know how the president is missing? President Stoddard,” I said. clarifying even though it probably wasn’t necessary.

      She nodded and it didn’t appear she thought I was crazy. Yet anyway, since I hadn’t told her what I wanted.

      “His wife Candy came to me for help because she thinks he’s been kidnapped and the police aren’t taking her seriously. Although that was before she received a ransom note so they might have changed their minds now. Anyway, I was wondering if you knew how to find out where he last used his cell phone.”

      Her expression changed to one of confusion.  “You’re trying to find him?” she asked slowly. I couldn’t tell if she thought that was a bad idea or if she was intrigued. Right now, I preferred to think she was intrigued.

      “His wife did come to me for help and I admit I’m curious. I know, I know; it’s a bad idea but still. Can you help me?”

      There was a brief pause as she thought it over and then she shrugged. “Sure. I have connections that can do that.”

      “Really?” To be honest, I figured she would either laugh at me because what I was asking was dumb and impossible or she wouldn’t want to get involved. All reasons I would understand.

      “I’ll help you on one condition,” she said, a twinkle in her eye.

      “And that is?”

      “If we find out useful information and you’re going to try and track him down, I want to help.”

      “Really?” I said again, not really believing what I heard.

      “Yeah. What kind of faculty member would I be if I didn’t help find our esteemed president?”

      I smiled. Having a partner in crime, or maybe that was anti-crime, would be fun. Don and Polly were always trying to get me to mind my own business; it would be nice having someone who felt differently.

      “Where do we start then? What do you need from me?” I asked.

      Chloe grabbed a legal pad and a pen from a stack of stuff on her desk.

      “I need his phone number and Candy’s, if you have it.”

      I opened the contacts on my phone to President Stoddard’s and showed it to Chloe. After she wrote it down, I found Candy’s. “I also have a list of his friends he was at the conference with before he went missing. Candy gave it to me and wanted me to call them, but I haven’t yet. I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Those might come in handy later but for now, we’ll start with theirs. I’m surprised you have his cell number.”

      “He prided himself on being accessible to all of us; you would have gotten it at this meeting. I can’t say I’ve ever used it. We’re not texting buddies, but it is nice that he is approachable. The last university I worked for, that wasn’t the case.”

      After writing the numbers down, Chloe went to her laptop and started typing furiously.

      “Okay, sent. Now we just have to wait.”

      I looked at her in amazement. “It’s that simple?”

      “It is if you know the right people.” She smiled.
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      I finally made it to school to find Chloe standing outside my office.

      “You should have texted me you were here. I hope you weren’t waiting long,” I said, unlocking the door and then we both walked inside.

      “Nope. Just got here a minute ago. I have the cell phone records,” she said, waving a sheath of paper in front of my face.

      “Already?”

      “I work fast or rather my friends work fast.”

      “Should we grab a coffee first?” I asked, pointing to my Keurig I rarely used because normally I walked over to the cafeteria for coffee. Not that I needed more coffee. I’d had plenty at home, but for some reason I was a little nervous.

      “That would be great. Can never have too much coffee.”

      “That’s how I feel. Come on in.”

      Chloe followed me into the office. I set my stuff down and proceeded to make us each a cup of coffee. Luckily the Keurig was fast because I was dying to know what she found out.

      After what seemed like forever, I set two cups of coffee down in front of us and sat down.

      “So spill!” I said impatiently and she smiled conspiratorial-like. I really liked her.

      “His last two phone calls were last Thursday to Candy. Just as she said was the last time she talked to him. The calls originated in Philadelphia where he was supposed to be for that conference he was supposed to be attending.”

      “So, everything checks out.” I slumped back in my chair, disappointed.

      “Not so fast. It checks out up to that point. Now Candy told you she tried calling him several times over the weekend, right?”

      “Right. She said while he didn’t always check in frequently, the longer she didn’t hear from him, the more worried she got even though she assumed he was just busy.”

      “Well, that’s where this gets interesting. She never called him.”

      My jaw dropped open and Chloe smiled and nodded. She knew she’d surprised me.

      “Seriously? Candy told me she’d called him dozens of times and left him voicemails.”

      “Yep. There is no record of her number calling his and if she’d left a voicemail it would be in the phone record. So, unless she called from a different phone every time—and really, what are the odds of that—she didn’t call.”

      “So, she lied.”

      “That’s what it looks like. The only way to know for sure is to ask her. Maybe she had an explanation?”

      “Oh, I’m sure she’d love that. Us questioning her story,” I said dryly.

      “Her reaction will tell us a lot and it would be the fastest way to get to the bottom of things. After all, she wanted your help,” Chloe said and raised her eyebrows.

      “Then let’s ask her. I’m free after three. What about you?”

      Chloe checked the calendar app on her phone. “I’m good after two, so three it is. Meet me in the law school parking lot and we’ll drive over together?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Do you know where she lives?” Chloe asked as she turned to walk away.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Been there several times for faculty parties. Do you think we should call and make sure she’s going to be home?”

      “I think the element of surprise might be the best way to go.”

      The rest of the day flew by and soon I was sitting in the law school parking lot waiting for Chloe, who texted me that she would be down in just a minute. I said I’d drive since I knew the way and was sitting in front of the building, hoping that campus security didn’t come around and give me a hard time for being parked in a no parking zone with my hazards on. Though they probably had more pressing things to deal with right now than a campus traffic violation.

      I saw Chloe walking out the front doors and didn’t see any security cars, so I was in the clear. Chloe opened the door and slid in the passenger side.

      She leaned back in the seat. “What a day!”

      “That bad?” I said, putting the car in gear and pulling away from the curb.

      “Not bad, just busy. If I wasn’t teaching a class, I was talking to students and answering questions. Which honestly, I don’t mind but when they keep asking the same question and the answer is located in their syllabus, I know they didn’t read it even though they insisted they did. It gets a little tiring.”

      I laughed. “Isn’t that the truth.”

      We drove in silence for a couple minutes; The Stoddards’ house wasn’t that far away. In fact, the president’s house used to be on campus and when Stoddard took over, he turned the house into special quarters for visitors and bought a property a few miles down the road.

      “How do you think she will react to us popping in without calling first?” Chloe asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. If you’d asked me last week if I’d be stopping by her house for a visit, I would have said you were crazy. But then I would have never expected her to come talk to me about her husband’s disappearance. So, I really have no idea. If we had good information, like we found her husband, she might be happy to talk to us. But for this reason? I’m not so sure she won’t be defensive.”

      “Yeah, she might not be too happy that we know she never called her husband while she was supposedly frantic that he was missing.”

      “Who knows; maybe she has a good reason,” I said, wanting to give Candy the benefit of the doubt for some reason.

      We finally pulled up in front of a white brick house, or rather what I would call a mini-mansion. It was probably five or six thousand square feet and beautifully decorated.

      I looked over at Chloe. “Are you ready?”

      “More importantly, are you? You’re the one that knows her and you’re the one that’s going to have to do the talking. Not me. I’m just tagging along.”

      “There’s only one way to find out. Let’s see if she’s home,” I said, steeling myself for the conversation. My gut told me Candy probably wasn’t going to be overly receptive.

      I assumed she was home since both the Escalades sat in the driveway. They had a five-car garage; you would think one of them would be parked there. It made me wonder again why she was driving his car the other day when she had her own same exact vehicle.

      We took the three steps up to the front door and I pressed the doorbell. I could hear the chimes from the doorbell sound throughout the house and a few seconds later, footsteps coming toward the door.

      “What are you doing here?” Candy asked crossly when she flung open the door. I found her behavior a little odd since just yesterday she asked me for help. Had she conveniently forgotten? She must have noticed by the look on my face I found her tone off-putting because she quickly added with a smile, “Forgive my manners. Please come in.”

      “Candy, I don’t know if you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Chloe yet. She’s a new professor at the law school. She replaced Bill Peterson.”

      Candy barely gave her nod, not seeming to find it strange that I’d brought someone with me.

      “Did you come because you’ve heard something about Thaddeus?” she finally asked as we followed her into the kitchen. It took me a second before I could think about answering her as I was gazing at her gorgeous kitchen. White shaker cabinets with glass doors, beautiful stemware, stainless steel appliances, a big rack of copper pots over a huge island which had a counter made out of the most beautiful swirls of white and silver granite. While I had been in her house before I’ve never been in the kitchen. If I had a kitchen like this, I might even be more inclined to cook. Though this kitchen was so spotless it didn’t look like anyone cooked in it.

      “So, have you?” she asked again, looking hopeful and I kind of felt bad that we weren’t here with good news, but rather more questions of our own.

      Chloe and I looked at each other and I could tell she didn’t want to start the conversation any more than I did, but it had to be done.

      “Well, no, but I haven’t given up. I have a few questions. Like why you didn’t really try calling your husband the entire time he was missing?”
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      “What are you talking about? And why is she here?” Candy snapped, finally noticing Chloe. It didn’t escape me that she hadn’t paid attention to Chloe until she was put on the spot. Was she now trying to deflect the attention from herself? If so, was that really behavior becoming of an innocent person?

      “Chloe helped me dig up some information. I assumed you wouldn’t mind if I brought in extra help since you are so worried about your husband,” I responded sweetly. Why wouldn’t she want all the help she could get? Her behavior was puzzling and made me question her motives somewhat. My guard was up. I didn’t want her to think she could take advantage of me.

      “Oh, of course not. Forgive me if I sound rude,” she said, changing her tone to a nicer one. “I’m just rattled these days. So, what was your question again?”

      “The phone records show—”

      “Where are my manners? Can I get either of you something to drink? I just mixed up a pitcher of Bloody Mary’s.”

      I glanced at the microwave clock behind her. It wasn’t even three-thirty yet and she was already drinking?

      Apparently, she could read my mind because she started talking again. “I don’t normally drink this early, but it helps calm my nerves. Plus, it’s five o’clock somewhere and a bloody Mary is really just like a salad, right?” She tried to joke but it fell flat, and I felt very uncomfortable. Glancing at Chloe, I could see she did, too. Candy was acting strangely. This behavior was almost manic. Why was she so worked up?

      “I’m good, thank you,” I said, and Chloe said the same. “So, as I was saying.” I started up again once Candy sat back down, a drink in her hand, “Phone records show you talked to him when he first got to the conference, but then you didn’t try to call him the rest of the time. I thought you told me you tried calling him multiple times and left voicemails.”

      There was a short pause and then she gave a nervous laugh. “I lost my phone and had to get a new one. They said if I wanted the same number, I had to wait forty-eight hours, so I had them give me a temporary number and I haven’t called to make the switch yet.”

      “Can you show me which number is yours, then?” Chloe pulled out the call records from her purse and setting them on the counter.

      Candy grabbed the papers and pulled them toward her. “It’s this one.” She pointed to a 614 number that I could see had tried to call many, many times.

      “Do you recognize any of those other numbers?” I asked.

      Candy ran her finger down the paper and at one moment I saw her stop with her finger on one of the numbers and frown lines furrowed her brow.

      “Whose is that?” I asked.

      “What?” She looked up at me, seemingly startled.

      “The number you just paused on?”

      “Oh nothing. I thought I recognized a number, but I didn’t.” She pushed the papers back to Chloe. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t see anything familiar.” Chloe put the papers back in her purse. Candy got up, giving me the feeling she wanted us to leave. We all walked to the front of the house and I remembered I wanted to ask her about the car.

      “By the way, who were you having lunch with the other day at Tiny’s Tacos?”

      “That was my sister,” she said slowly with a frown.

      That explained why they looked so much alike. I didn’t know she had a sister, but I didn’t know she was rich either and why would I? It wasn’t like we were friends. “Why were you driving your husband’s vehicle?”

      A flash of annoyance flit across her face but she quickly plastered her smile back on. “Mine was being serviced. So I drove his.” We were at the front door by this time and she opened it, making it clear she wanted us to leave.

      “If we find anything else out, we’ll let you know,” I said.

      “Thanks.” She shut the door the minute we stepped outside, and Chloe and I looked at each other.

      “Is it just me or did it seem like she wasn’t thrilled we were questioning her?” I said.

      Chloe nodded. “It wasn’t just you. The losing her phone story seems odd.”

      “Why would she ask for my help if she didn’t really want it?”

      “Maybe to take the pressure off her? Make it look like she was worried. You know in cases like these, it’s usually the spouse who did it.”

      “I’ve always heard that, but does she seem the type to off someone? If that’s what happened.” Maybe I was naïve, but while I didn’t feel she was being entirely truthful or genuine about her missing husband, she also didn’t seem evil or capable of hurting him.

      “You never know. What I do know is I want to check out the number she paused on and then claimed she didn’t know whose it was.”

      “You caught that, too?” I said. “I’d bet my next paycheck she knows who it was and doesn’t want to tell us.”

      “So, let’s find out who it is.”
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      We decided to head to Chloe’s house to try to see if we could figure out who that number belonged to that Candy claimed she didn’t know.

      “Can I get you anything to drink? Water or a glass of wine?” she asked once we’d arrived and were inside.

      “Well, it is five o’clock somewhere, you might as well pour me a glass of wine,” I said with a laugh mimicking Candy. Though even as I said it, I kind of felt bad. Drinking was no way to cope and if she was doing, it was a problem.

      Chloe grabbed two wine glasses and a bottle of red that sat on the counter, pouring us both a little.

      “Although in all of the social settings I’ve seen her in she’s never drank to excess or if she did, she hid it well. And she is certainly under a lot of stress right now, especially if she had something to do with her husband’s disappearance. I almost can’t blame her for pouring an early cocktail,” I said.

      “Me either. Do you think she had something to do with it?” Chloe asked.

      “Honestly no, but I’m not sure why I feel that way. More evidence points to her doing it than not.”

      “Statistics show these types of crimes are usually carried out by people the victim knows.”

      Chloe grabbed her laptop and we took our wine into the living room and had a seat on the couch. Chloe sat the laptop on the coffee table, opening it up and typing in a URL for a reverse phone number lookup site. She got back up to get the papers from her purse and then came back to the couch typing in the number and hitting search. And in a few seconds, a name popped up. It never failed to amaze me what you could find on Google.

      “That didn’t take long,” I said.

      “It doesn’t always work like that, but I’m glad it did for us this time. C. Smith. Does that ring any bells?” Chloe asked.

      I shook my head. “Never heard it before. Do you think it could be Candy’s sister? You know, because the name starts with C,” I said, realizing it was pretty far-fetched since many people’s names started with C.

      “That could very well be, but why didn’t she want to tell us if it was her sister? Which begs the question, did she not know her sister was calling her husband? Or did she and didn’t want to tell us why her sister would be calling her husband?”

      “I don’t have a sister and I’m not married, but would it be that weird for a sister to call a husband?”

      “I don’t have a sister either; I just have brothers. I guess it would just depend on what kind of person your sister is and the kind of relationship everyone has. My first instinct would be to say no, but there has to be a reason she didn’t want to tell us. If it was no big deal, why would she hide it? That’s what we need to find out.”

      “Are you suggesting we go talk to the sister?” I asked.

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “Somehow I don’t think it will thrill Candy.”

      “But we’re trying to help find her husband. How could she object?” Chloe said with a sweet grin.

      “Good point. So how do we get her address?”

      Chloe typed in another URL and then typed in C. Smith. An address popped up connected to a Colleen and a Chad.

      “How do we know which one it is?” I asked

      “We don’t know for sure, but my guess is she lives in the area if they were doing lunch together, so we just start with whoever is closest and work our way out. Want to head out now?” Chloe asked.

      “Since neither of us finished our wine, I don’t see why not.”

      Chloe printed it off the addresses and we grabbed our things and headed back out to my car. Since I knew the area better, I volunteered to drive.

      “Where to first?” I asked.

      “2374 Shadow Lawn Dr. in Holland.”

      “Holland is a town just north of Spencer’s, so not that far at all.”

      I typed the address into my phone’s GPS, backed out of the parking space, and headed out onto the road, jumping on the interstate that would take me around to where the Holland exit was. Soon we were pulling into the subdivision and GPS told us the address we were looking for was just up the street.

      “So just what exactly are we going to do here? Walk up to her front door and ask why she was calling Candy’s husband if this is indeed the right Colleen?” I asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’ve found the easiest way to get the answer is to just be direct with the question.”

      “And you don’t get punched in the face for your directness?” I joked.

      “Not usually. Surprising, I know.”

      I slowed the car down and pulled up in front of the house. This was a pretty subdivision in one of the more affluent subdivisions, which if this was the right Colleen wasn’t surprising based on what I knew about Candy’s background. There were two cars in the driveway, so hopefully that meant she was home.

      “Ready?” I asked, unbuckling my seatbelt.

      “Yep.”

      As we walked up to the front door, I got nervous. This could be the wrong Colleen and we could look like stalkers. Or it could be Colleen and she had been calling President Stoddard for the wrong reasons and it opened up a big can of worms. But I had to admit the curiosity I felt made me want to go through with it regardless of what might happen.

      We got to the front door and I pressed the doorbell. We waited a few seconds and when we didn’t hear anything, I knocked.

      No sound came from the inside. Seemed strange since there were two cars in the driveway, but maybe they were a family who had a lot of cars or maybe whoever was home was taking a nap or just didn’t feel like opening the door.

      “Should I knock again?”

      Chloe nodded, so I did. Finally, as I was about to give up, the door flung open and the person I’d seen at the Mexican restaurant with Candy stood in front of me. Bingo. We got the right house on the first try. Luck was on our side so far. Hopefully it would hold out and she’d give us some useful information.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked in a not-so-friendly tone that was a perfect match to Candy’s. If you weren’t looking at them, their voices would be indistinguishable. They apparently had more than looks in common.

      “Are you Colleen Smith, sister of Candy Stoddard?” Chloe said in what I assumed was her lawyer voice. Firm and not one to be argued with. I was impressed. I bet her students listened when she used that voice.

      “If you’re reporters, then I have no comment,” she said and attempted to shut the door. I put my hand up to stop her. Reporters? I hadn’t thought about this being in the media and I didn’t usually read our small town paper unless I expected something to be in there, but I guess for our small town it was big news.

      “We’re not reporters. We’re friends of Candy’s and we have a few questions we’d like to ask,” Chloe said.

      I couldn’t read Colleen’s expression, but it seemed somewhere between annoyance and anger. Though I could certainly understand being annoyed that two strangers showed up on her doorstep asking questions. Especially with all that was going on.

      “Listen, I know it’s weird with us dropping in like this, but we’re trying to help Candy figure out where President Stoddard is. We both work at the university,” I quickly added when my explanation seemed to throw her. We probably didn’t look like Candy’s regular friends. Though I had no idea what they might look like; I’d never seen her with any.

      She stepped aside and opened the door. “Come in. But I won’t promise you I can answer anything you ask,” she said in a biting tone.
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      At least we got in the house, even if it was begrudgingly. A house that was a little smaller but every bit as beautiful as Candy’s. They also seemed to share the same great taste in home décor.

      We followed her into the living room where she motioned for us to have a seat. “You don’t look like the type who would be friends with Candy,” Colleen started off, confirming my suspicions. She didn’t need to be rude about it.

      “Candy is very upset obviously, and we said we would try to help in any way we could.” I thought maybe if I didn’t directly acknowledge her comment about us being friends, we could just move past that without further clarification. Did it really matter?

      Colleen looked like she wanted to say something, but she refrained. Why, I wondered? Not wanting to speak out of turn about her sister?

      “We noticed there were a few calls from your number to President Stoddard in the past week and we’re curious as to why you were calling him?” I asked.

      “Let me guess. Candy tried to tell you some nonsense about how I was having an affair with Thaddeus and please, call him Thaddeus. That President Stoddard crap is way too pretentious.”

      Candy had mentioned no such thing, which I wasn’t going to tell her, but maybe that was why she didn’t want to tell us that her sister had called him. Could Colleen be having an affair with her sister’s husband? She also hadn’t answered my question, simply deflected again like her sister. They had so much in common.

      “But why did you call him?” Chloe asked again.

      “To get him to talk to Candy and convince her we weren’t having an affair. She wouldn’t listen to me. Every time I saw her, she was questioning me. She was being paranoid, and I was sick of it.”

      If what Colleen was saying was true, then Candy must have had suspicions about her husband. Was Colleen just an easy target or was there truth to those suspicions? Could he have been having an affair with someone else and did that have something to do with why he was missing?

      “Was he having an affair?” I asked. “Not with you. I mean with anyone,” I added quickly so she didn’t get annoyed thinking I believed what she said Candy accused her of. I didn’t know what to believe right now and giving her any indication I thought it might be her was a bad idea. If we alienated her, we’d never get any information.

      Colleen shrugged. “I have no idea. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. Candy’s a pain.  I don’t know why he married her in the first place. Though he’s a piece of work also. They are kind of right for each other in that sense.”

      “Is there a reason why Candy would think he was cheating?” I asked.

      “Like I said, she was paranoid. She could never forget the fact I met Thaddeus first and she thought I still harbored feelings for him. As if,” she snorted.

      Chloe and I looked at each other. What did she mean she knew him first?

      She noticed our glances. “She didn’t tell you that either. Of course she wouldn’t. She hates to be reminded of it. I’m two years older than Candy and I went on a few dates with Thaddeus until I got bored with the May/December romance thing and moved on. Candy couldn’t wait to step in, and Thaddeus does have a thing for younger women. Something that contributes to Candy’s paranoia. She worries he’ll replace her with a younger model just like he did his first wife. I guess I don’t entirely blame her for being paranoid, but if he’s cheating it’s not with me.”

      “Do you think she had something to do with his disappearance?” I knew it was a bit of a risk to ask, but Colleen didn’t seem all that protective of Candy so I doubted the line of questioning would bother her.

      “Nah. For all her faults, she does love him and him her. I have no idea where he’s gone off to.”

      Candy hadn’t told her sister she’d received a ransom note. That seemed odd.

      “It is unusual for him to leave and for Candy not to know his whereabouts?” I asked.

      Colleen nodded, then looked at her watch. “Listen, I have an appointment to get to, so if that’s all…”

      “Oh, of course. Sorry to bother you, but we both appreciate you talking to us,” I said.

      Colleen’s demeanor softened. “Candy and I may not always see eye to eye, and I don’t think she ever should have married Thaddeus, but I feel bad he’s missing. I’m sorry I wasn’t more help.”

      We walked back out to my car and got in.

      “What do you think?” I said, turning to Chloe as I started the car.

      “I think those sisters have a strange relationship.”

      “I would agree. Did you buy her excuse for calling President Stoddard?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Me too.” It seemed we were back at square one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      I was on my way home from Chloe’s when I caught something out of the corner of my eye, causing me to swerve over into the right-hand lane so I could pull into the grocery store parking lot. My purse flew off the passenger seat and spilled on to the floor, but I didn’t even care right now. I was too busy.

      Looking across the street at the coffee shop parking lot, I saw Candy with someone in the passenger seat of her car. That someone was male. I couldn’t see much from my point of view, but I could tell it was a man.

      While Candy had the right to do whatever she wanted, I couldn’t help but think this was a small town. People gossip and to have your husband missing and then being out with another guy could make some people think she wasn’t as upset about her husband missing as she led people to believe.

      They seemed to be arguing. Of course, I couldn’t tell from here what was being said, but I could see the body language and the fact that Candy shook her finger at whoever the man was next to her made it pretty clear she was unhappy about something.

      I sat there watching, feeling a little bit guilty about invading her privacy, but I was riveted. A few minutes later the man got out of her car and shut the door. Looking around almost as if to see if anyone was watching, he then headed across the parking lot to a red Corvette. I couldn’t help but giggle. This was what Polly and I would call the midlife crisis mobile. I didn’t recognize the man, but he was older than Candy and me, I would guess her husband’s age. Late fifties, looked to be in good shape, and silver hair, the kind that made men distinguished and that us women tried to hide with hair color. So not fair. I hated to rush to judgment, but based on her current choice of men, was this someone Candy was involved with in ways a married woman shouldn’t be?

      I watched Candy pull out of the parking lot and then a minute later, the guy backed out and did the same. Without even thinking, I put my car in gear and headed out after him. I was curious to see where he was headed.

      I followed him out of town and started to think I should give up this wild goose chase before I ended up in the next state or ran out of gas on the side of the road when he finally slowed down and turned on his blinker. Since we were a little ways out of town, there weren’t any other cars around and I didn’t want to get too close for fear he would see me and wonder why I was following him. I wasn’t sure what to do. I ended up hanging back a little and then turned right to follow him anyway. If he didn’t have anything to be suspicious of, he probably wouldn’t even notice, I reasoned. I could see up ahead a few hundred yards as he pulled in the driveway of a beautiful two-story brick home I assumed was where he lived, as his car operated the garage door opener and he pulled inside.

      Well, that was the end of that, I thought. Not much I could do now since I couldn’t very well walk up to his house and ask why he was arguing with Candy at the coffee shop. Though I did make note of his address.

      I pulled a U-turn and headed back to town. This time when I got to the coffee shop, I pulled in to grab a latte.

      I opened the door to walk in when I heard someone calling my name and looked over my shoulder to see Shelley.

      “Getting a mid-afternoon pick me up?” Shelley asked when she reached me, and we walked in.

      “You know it. So glad I ran into you.”

      “Really? It’s not like you don’t know where I work.” She laughed.

      “I know that. I just meant right this minute,” I teased back. When I saw her, it made me think maybe she might know who Candy was angry with.

      “I don’t have to be back for an hour,” Shelley said. “Let’s get our coffee and sit down and chat for a minute.”

      We both ordered our lattes and I headed over to the table in the corner to give us a little more privacy although we were the only non-students in here at the moment. Students never paid attention to us anyway. It was interesting, but they usually didn’t notice us when running into us off campus. Like they didn’t recognize us out of context.

      “So, what’s going on?” Shelley asked me and took a sip of her latte.

      “Did President Stoddard ever give any indication he thought Candy might be cheating on him?”

      Shelley’s eyes grew wide. Whatever she imagined I was going to ask I didn’t think that was it. “No. Not that he’d necessarily share that kind of information with me. Why? Do you think she was cheating on him?” she exclaimed.

      I shook my head. “No. I was just curious.”

      “Nothing he said ever gave me that indication, but it’s not like he shared everything with me. For all intents and purposes, I found them to be very devoted to each other.”

      “Yeah, I guess not.” I sat there dejectedly. I so wanted to piece all this together and felt it was within my reach. I just needed to find the key to it all. Whatever that was.

      “Don hasn’t heard anything?” Shelley asked.

      “Just that the police were viewing this as a missing persons case until they knew otherwise. You know how he feels about my snooping, as he calls it, so we haven’t talked a lot about it,” I said, using finger quotes. Shelley laughed.

      “It’s just so weird. Or maybe surreal. I don’t know, just the thought that someone would want to kidnap President Stoddard and it has to be a kidnapping, right? Why else send a note?”

      My eyes open wide. How did Shelley know there was a ransom note? I hadn’t told anyone that. I know Don hadn’t told anyone and I was sure the police hadn’t either. Was Candy blabbing even though she knew she shouldn’t be?

      “How did you know about the ransom note?”

      “Candy told me. Why? Is it a secret?”

      “Not exactly, but Candy was told not to say anything. Me too, which is why I hadn’t told you. Though I did tell Chloe, so I guess I wasn’t any better than Candy at keeping secrets. I saw Candy here earlier sitting in her car arguing with some guy. I didn’t recognize him, but he lives out on state road 37.”

      Shelley gave me a weird look.

      “I followed him,” I said sheepishly.

      “I don’t know who that could be. I don’t keep track of her schedule. We don’t have much contact unless she’s trying to track her husband down.”

      “Is that why she called you when she mentioned the ransom note?”

      Shelley nodded. “Yeah, she wanted to know if I’d heard from him. But I haven’t. This is all so distressing.”

      I agreed with that statement and made a mental note to tell Candy not to tell anyone else. The police would not be happy if they found out.
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      “Finally. You have time for me,” I teased Don as we sat down to dinner at my house. I’d made pork chops and cheesy potatoes. Comfort food I didn’t normally make because while it was super tasty, it was so fattening. Especially the way I made my cheesy potatoes with more cheese than potato. Because in my opinion you could never have too much cheese.

      “You know I couldn’t help it,” he said, sounding sad. I felt bad for teasing him because of course I knew it had nothing to do with me. It was work.

      “You know I’m just joking, right?” I said to make sure he knew I was joking.

      “I know, but I do feel bad. I’ve been home now for almost a week and haven’t spent any time with you. I just hope you know it’s not because I don’t want to.”

      “Of course, I know that and you’re spending time with me now so don’t even worry about it. Though if you feel bad, you could fill me in on what you’ve found out so far about President Stoddard,” I teased, although I was really curious. “Did you come across any of his colleagues that knew anything about his whereabouts?” That reminded me again I hadn’t called the list Candy gave me. Luckily, she hadn’t asked again about it. As much as I wanted to find out what happened to him, I hadn’t called because I felt intimidated calling people several levels above my pay grade. Though talking to one of them might give me the information we were looking for, whatever that might be. I resolved to do it tomorrow.

      “Several people saw him the first day of the conference but not after that, so most assumed he had left early for some reason.”

      “Was it unusual for him? To leave without telling anyone?”

      “From what his colleagues said, yes. Everyone said he was the life of the party, big into socializing and never missed an event or session at one of these things. There seems to be a core group of three of them and they all look forward to these things and had plans together. Most of which Stoddard arranged and then he didn’t show up or even contact them to cancel.”

      “Did they happen to mention anything about him having marital problems?”

      Don raised his eyebrows. “What makes you think he’s having marital problems?”

      I proceeded to fill him in on what Chloe and I’d heard from Colleen. His mouth disappeared into a thin line and I could tell he was not happy. When I finished, it didn’t take long for him to start talking. “Why are you talking to Candy’s sister? How did you even find out Candy had a sister?”

      I squirmed a little in my seat, knowing once I told him the whole story he would be even more annoyed and I really didn’t want a lecture. “I might as well save my breath telling you to butt out and leave this to the police,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Thank you. Did you know about the marital problems?”

      “Nope, but you know we on campus aren’t privy to everything. There have been rumors though.”

      “About what?

      “That President Stoddard sometimes got a little too friendly with the co-eds.”

      “Have there been complaints?” I was surprised. I hadn’t heard this gossip before.

      “No. Just observations.”

      “With who?”

      “Meal tastes great as always, Olivia,” Don said and I could tell he wasn’t going to share any more with me. I put it in my mental list of things to check out regarding our esteemed president. Though maybe he wasn’t as esteemed as I thought.
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      The next day I met with Chloe and I showed her the list of conference attendees Candy had given me and then filled her in on what Don told me last night before our evening disintegrated into an argument about why I should leave the investigating to the police.

      He’d finished his dinner but hadn’t stayed for dessert and I didn’t buy his excuse that he’d had a long day and was tired. He wasn’t tired; he was mad at me, but I wasn’t going to let him tell me what to do.

      I sighed, thinking about our conversation. I hated that we argued.

      “So how should we best utilize this information?” I asked Chloe.

      “Probably the old-fashioned way. We just need to pick up the phone and call. The key is finding a plausible reason to call so they don’t think we’re overtly digging for information.

      “You don’t want to give them reason to call the police. Though since they’ve talked to Don and maybe even other people associated with the case, they might be used to talking about it and be more forthcoming.”

      I sat there thinking for a few minutes. I didn’t actually know these people, but they were academics so at least I had an understanding as to how they thought.

      “Let me go ahead and call them,” I said to Chloe. “If they were people President Stoddard spent time with, I might have a better insight on how to talk to them, only because I know him better with you being new and all.”

      Chloe shrugged. “Fine with me. While you do that, I will see if I can find out any more information on Candy’s past. Maybe knowing a little more about her will help us find him.”

      “Deal.” I took the piece of paper with the names over to the small table in the corner of Chloe’s office. I looked at the first one and put the number into my phone. His name was Frank Clifford and was also a president of a university. I wish I had more information on his relationship with President Stoddard. It would’ve made this call easier, but here went nothing.

      I pressed call and waited for someone to pick up, but after a few rings I was sent to voicemail. I hung up the phone, a little relieved just because I didn’t know what to say. Though getting voicemail wasn’t helping us find him either.

      The next one was Daniel Story, another president. I dialed his number and pressed the call button and he answered on the first ring. My heart dropped into my stomach, not ready for an actual conversation now that I had someone on the line.

      “Is this President Story?” I asked in reply to his hello.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Hi, my name is Olivia Little. You don’t know me, but I am a professor at Spencer University.”

      There was a brief pause, no doubt him wondering why I was calling.

      “How are you all hanging in over there? The police called me yesterday and said that no one has heard from Thaddeus since the first day of the conference. Has he turned up yet?”

      Maybe this is going to be easier than I thought; getting him to talking about it.

      “No, and we are all very worried. As I’m sure you know, it is unusual for him to be missing when school is in session.”

      “Yes, you are right about that. No president worth his salt would miss the beginning of the school year.”

      “I don’t want to take up much of your time so I will get right to the point of why I’m calling,” I said, thinking direct was the best course of action in this case. “Do you have any idea where President Stoddard could be?”

      There was a pause and I resisted the urge to start talking again and waited for his response.”

      “Like I told the police, I really have no idea. For him to leave a conference without telling us is very unusual, so my guess was that had something to do with his wife or family. We don’t get a lot of time to spend together and hang out and we were all looking forward to this conference. So that’s the only thing that we thought of when he disappeared, but that obviously doesn’t make sense now since he never went home from what I’ve heard.”

      Dang it. That didn’t really give me any new information.

      “Are you working with the police on this?”

      I cringed. Of course, I wasn’t going to lie but I needed to tell him something that sounded plausible. I needed him to be willing to talk to me again if need be. More importantly, to not tell the police I was asking him questions.

      “No. And I realize me calling and asking seems nosy, but I’m doing it as a favor to his wife. She’s very worried about him.”

      He snorted at this comment, which was not what I was expecting but at least he didn’t hang up on me either. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “What? That I’m helping his wife?”

      “No, that she’s worried.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Thaddeus thought Candy was having an affair and was planning on leaving her. In fact, that’s one of the reasons we were also shocked he left the conference. He said he wanted to talk to us about it and get our advice.”

      Whoa. Maybe there was more going on in the marriage than we thought.

      “I’m assuming by your silence she didn’t tell you that part?”

      “Well, no,” I faltered, thinking that if I believed him then there was a lot Candy hadn’t told me. “Are you sure?”

      “Last time I talked to him, he was having her followed by a private detective to get the proof. Because if he could prove she was cheating, then according to the prenuptial agreement he wouldn’t have to pay for support if they divorced.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say about that. Was Candy trying to keep an affair hidden so she could get support?

      “Listen, I have to run, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t tell people I was gossiping. I told the police all this, but ours is a small community and I don’t want people to think I’m talking out of turn.”

      “Okay, one more question. Do you think Candy could have something to do with his disappearance?”

      This made him laugh out loud. “No,” he said emphatically. “She’s pretty to look at and she might be a cheater, but I don’t think she has it in her to harm anyone.”

      I thanked him and hung up and then made notes about our call because I didn’t want to forget nor get it mixed up with my next call. Chloe had unfortunately stepped out of the room while I was on the phone. I wanted to tell her about this conversation. I might as well call the other one while I waited for her to come back.

      I dialed the third person on the list that Candy had circled, identifying the three as President Stoddard’s best friends. Alan Barclay. Maybe I would be lucky, and he would be as chatty as Daniel. Except finding out Candy was an alleged cheater didn’t get me any closer to finding President Stoddard.

      “Hello. Barclay here.”

      “Hi, President Barclay, my name is Olivia Little from Spencer University.” I went through the same spiel as I had given Daniel, hoping it would be just as successful this time.

      “What do you want?”

      Or maybe not. He didn’t seem at all friendly. His tone was more along the lines of what I’d expected. Suspicious of why I was calling.

      “We are all very worried about President Stoddard and I was wondering if you have any idea where he might be.”

      “I don’t know who you are or why you’re calling me, but I’ve already talked to the police so don’t bother me,” he said and hung up.

      I sat there, dumbfounded, phone in my hand when Chloe made her way back to the office.

      “Why are you sitting there with your hand in the air holding a phone?” She walked over to the table and set a Diet Coke in front of me.

      “I just got hung up on so thanks for the Diet Coke. I need it.”

      “No one wants to talk, huh?”

      “I got one voicemail, one who is chatty, and one who hung up on me, so kind of a mixed bag.”

      “Well, then it could be worse. At least one person was willing to talk to you. Fill me in on the chatty one. What did he say?”

      I filled Chloe in, and she seemed as surprised as I was about his cheating comments.

      “What do you think, Olivia? You obviously know them better than I do. Do you think she’s cheating?”

      I had of course been trying to decide that since Daniel said it and honestly my gut told me she wasn’t. I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I do feel something is off, but I don’t think it’s her cheating.”

      “There’s only one way to find out for sure. And actually, it’s not for sure but would give us a better indication.”

      “Do you mean ask her? You’re killing me with all this in-person confrontation. First Candy, then Colleen, now Candy again.” I had to admit I wouldn’t be as bold as this without Chloe.

      Chloe nodded. “She can still lie, but if we ask her maybe we can tell by her body language if she’s telling the truth or not. Plus, it might be a good time to talk to her about what Colleen said.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little harsh to ask her that? Because if she isn’t cheating, that seems mean.”

      “Maybe, but if she truly wants us to get to the bottom of this, she will understand.”

      I wasn’t so sure that Candy would see the bigger picture of our questions. However, I could see Chloe’s point.

      “Alright. Not looking forward to it, but you’re right; we should ask.”

      “Then let’s go,” Chloe said, standing up with her purse.

      We made the short drive to her house quickly and again didn’t call first. That hadn’t made her very happy the last time, but neither one of us wanted to take the chance. She would ask us why we wanted to come over and then find an excuse why we couldn’t.

      We pulled in the driveway as Candy was backing out in her Escalade. We stopped the car behind her and put it in park, getting out as she did the same.

      “I didn’t expect you two today. Do you have news about Thaddeus?” she said, seeming excited that we might have news. She had a smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Those looked sad.

      I shook my head, again feeling sorry we didn’t have news. “No, it’s not that. We just have a few questions for you.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “But make it quick. I have an appointment at Très Chic in a few minutes and they will charge me if I’m late.”

      Très Chic was the biggest salon and spa in our town, which made me wonder just how broken up she was. She was so confusing. Here I thought she seemed sad and yet she was heading out to the salon. If she was that worried about Thaddeus, why was she going to the salon?

      “We talked to a few of his colleagues today and someone mentioned…” I trailed off now, nervous to come right out and say someone said she was cheating but her eyes narrowed, and she seemed to know what I was about to say wouldn’t be something she wanted to hear.
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      “Mentioned what?” she said, her expression and body language veering more toward hostile. She was clearly braced for the fact that this might not be positive, making me wonder if she knew what I was going to say.

      “Someone mentioned you were cheating on your husband and he was going to divorce you.” Chloe blurted out and it took all my willpower not to look at her and stay focused on Candy without changing my facial expression.

      There was a minor look of shock that crossed Candy’s face, but not as much as I expected. This news didn’t seem like it was a complete surprise to her but what did that mean? Was it true or had she just heard it before?

      “Let me guess, you talked to Daniel Story.” She grimaced. This time Chloe and I did look at each other before looking back at her. Our shock at her comment was evident as she continued. “Did he also mention we dated for a while before I dumped him for Thaddeus?”

      I slowly shook my head.

      “Well, I did, and he wasn’t happy about it. I admit I have a thing for older men. My therapist says it’s because I grew up without a father. In any case, I dated Daniel for about nine months before we broke up and I started dating Thaddeus. So, if it’s Daniel who is saying this about me, and he’s the only one who would, you might want to consider your source. He would love nothing more than to split us up. He’s never stopped trying to win me back. Why Thaddeus stayed friends with him is beyond me.” She was visibly annoyed at this point, tapping her foot with her arms crossed.

      “Well, that does make sense now that you gave us the full story, but it also might explain why the police consider you a suspect. Daniel also told them this information or at least that’s what he told me.” Now I didn’t know who to believe.

      She shrugged. “What am I supposed to do? I didn’t cheat on my husband. If anything, he cheated on me. He easily could have. Women are always throwing themselves at him. I’m sure you noticed how shameless some are at those faculty mixers he insists on putting on. You’re not one of them, thank goodness. Though you’re not his type. No offense.”

      “None taken,” I said, wondering what parties she’d been to. I’d never seen anyone throw themselves at President Stoddard but then maybe I just hadn’t noticed. Thank goodness I’d never noticed, I thought, wanting to shudder.

      “Was he having an affair?” Chloe asked.

      “No. I was just using that as an example. I trust him implicitly.”

      “Maybe someone who came on to him and who he rejected kidnapped him?” I asked, even though seem very far-fetched.

      She seemed to think for a minute. “No. I don’t think any of them were ever that serious. It was annoying, but I didn’t get mad over it. It was harmless flirting.”

      “Do you have any names? Maybe it would be worth talking to them,” I said.

      She opened her car door and rummaged around in the console pulling out a pad of paper and a pen. She thought for a minute and then proceeded to jot down a few names. Ripping off the sheet of paper, she shoved it at me. I took it but before I could look at the names she started speaking again.

      “Anything else? I really need to get going. I’m already late.”

      “Nope.”

      She started to get back into her vehicle and looked over her shoulder at us. “Let me know if you find anything out even though I’m sure none of those bimbos have what it takes to kidnap someone.”

      Chloe and I got back in Chloe’s car and backed out of the driveway, pulling out on the road and heading back toward town. Candy followed us for a few seconds and then sped around us going over the speed limit.

      “Très Chic must really enforce their late policy if she’s in that much of a hurry,” Chloe said with a chuckle.

      “I know you’re being sarcastic, but they do. We’re a small town and they are a very good salon. People come here from Columbus to get their hair done. The owner use to work in LA and was a stylist to the stars or some such thing. That salon is way above my pay grade, so I’ve never been there. I hope to someday, just to say I’ve been.”

      “Oh. Then maybe it’s not so odd that she seemed more concerned about her appointment then she did about finding her husband.”

      I started laughing. “Yeah, it does kind of seem like her priorities were mixed up today. I guess it’s just how the other half lives. Here, read the names to me.” I handed her the paper still in my hand that Candy had thrust at me.

      “Abagail Humphrey, Tracy Sheppard, and Amy Westfield.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” My jaw dropped.

      “What?”

      “Those are students,” I said forcefully. “I expected her to mention teachers, not students.”

      “Are there students at the faculty parties? She mentioned those specifically.”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Honor roll students or students working on special projects or on certain committees. It’s a privilege to be invited to the president’s house. I’ve always thought it a cool thing that he did.”

      “Then it’s not that far-fetched considering she met Thaddeus when she was a student and he was a teacher.”

      “I guess you’re right. What are these young girls thinking?” I said.

      “They’re not. They’re just young and stupid.”

      “I do know two out of those three girls though. I’ve had them in class and they really don’t seem the type. They’re seniors this year. I’m not sure about the other one, but we can easily find out.”

      “You want to talk to them?”

      “Absolutely!” Now I was more determined than ever to get to the bottom of this. “Let’s head back to campus and see where they’re at right now. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll still be on campus at class.”

      It didn’t take long to get back, but it was toward the end of the day, so I hoped they weren’t already gone. Since they were seniors, they probably didn’t live on campus. Even though their home information would be in our student database, I wanted to use it as a last resort. To look up student information for personal reasons was wrong for many reasons. It could get us in serious trouble if we were found out. Getting fired kind of trouble.

      We went to my office to use the computer and it just took me a few seconds to log into the student database and look up Abagail and Tracy, the two students I’d had in class.

      “We’re in luck. Abagail has a class that’s letting out in fifteen minutes. Tracy’s gone for the day, but she has a nine a.m. class here in my building. She’s a psychology major.” I couldn’t help but be proud of that.

      “Then she should have sense to stay away from older men who are married,” Chloe joked

      “Ha! Good point. You would think.”

      “Go ahead and look up the girl you don’t know. Amy Sheppard.”

      “Okay, she’s also in class right now over in the engineering building. She’s a junior and not a psych major.”

      “Well, let’s check out Tracy and then maybe head over to the engineering building and see if we can figure out who Amy might be and talk to her.”

      The last place I wanted to go was the engineering building, but I did want to talk to this Amy person.

      “You don’t want to try and figure out who Amy is?” Chloe asked. She must have noticed my expression when I thought about that building.

      “No, it’s not that. It’s just my ex-boyfriend is a professor in the engineering department, and I try to stay away from that building at all costs. It was really annoying last year when our building was closed for a couple weeks and I had classes there. Normally this campus is big enough that we don’t run into each other.”

      “I can go by myself,” Chloe offered.

      “No, that’s okay. It’s been long enough it shouldn’t be a big deal. I’m probably just making it one. I’m sure he’s moved on, but let’s get going. Abagail’s class gets out in five minutes so we need to get over there so we don’t miss her.”

      My office was one floor up from the classroom Abagail was in, so we still made it in time to stand outside the door as the students trickled out. Luckily the professor she had right now wasn’t known for letting his students out early or we would have missed her. We had the leeway to let class out fifteen or twenty minutes early and most faculty used that leeway.

      As students filed past us, I scanned their faces for Abagail, who was a very attractive, petite brunette. I could definitely see why a man would be attracted to her; it was just hard for me to understand why she would be attracted to Thaddeus if Candy was even right about her accusations. She could be making it up or maybe it was all in her head.” Just as I began to think Abagail may have skipped class today, I spotted her.

      “Hey, Abagail!” I called out and her head turned in my direction, a smile breaking out on her face as she walked over.

      “Professor Little,” she said and seemed somewhat excited to see me, which made me feel good. I prided myself on building relationships with students.

      “Abagail, do you have a minute?”

      She had a confused look on her face, which didn’t surprise me. I hadn’t had her in class for two years, so wanting to talk to her now would be a little odd to her.

      “Of course,” she said politely, and I felt a twinge of apprehension. Talking to her could be seen as an abuse of power. I didn’t think she would complain to the school, but we needed to be careful as to how we approached this.

      “Let’s walk down here to the student lounge.”

      Each floor had a small sitting area for students to hang out at between classes with vending machines and charging stations for their devices. I was hoping since it was the end of the day it would be empty. I didn’t want to be overheard.

      When we reached it, my hopes were fulfilled because it was. Chloe and I sat down on a small loveseat and Abagail sat down across from us wearing a look of confusion.

      “Abagail, this is Professor Parsons,” I said introducing her. “We just wanted to talk to for a second.”

      The expression on her face grew more confused by every word I said, and she started to look worried. “Am I in trouble for something?” she asked.

      “No, no, no,” I assured her. “This has nothing to do with school. And honestly, I hate to even ask you what I’m about to ask.” Which had to be the worst thing you could say to someone already worried about what you might be going to say as I watched her face grow pale. What on earth did she think I was going to ask?

      “Can you tell me about any dealings you’ve had with President Stoddard?” I asked, trying to be matter-of-fact, but coming across more stilted and uncomfortable. As I said it, I was pretty sure nothing that may be whirling around in her brain had prepared her for this question.

      “Listen,” I said, leaning forward a little to get closer to her, “This conversation will go no farther than the three of us. But I’m sure you know that President Stoddard is missing and we’re just trying to help figure out where he might be.”

      “He’s missing?” she asked, clearly shocked and having no idea, which in hindsight made sense. It wasn’t something the school had publicly announced at this point and President Stoddard, while he attended bigger events, didn’t just roam the hallways and mingle with the student population, so why would she know he was missing?

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Please don’t say anything, things are being kept quiet right now, but he’s been missing for a little over a week.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly. “I don’t understand, why are you asking me?”

      I fidgeted a little, not wanting to tell her his wife told me that she had thrown herself at him at a party. I need to frame it a little softer if I expected her to help.

      “I heard, what we heard, that maybe you had an interest in him?” I held my breath, bracing myself for her reaction. And I wasn’t disappointed.

      She jumped up, indignant and then furious and then what looked to be almost a look of disgust crossed her face. “Who told you that? I never had a thing for the president. Ew. He’s like a hundred years old.”

      I tried to let that comment slide and not be offended because he wasn’t that much older than I was. But to a twenty-something, I knew we seemed ancient.

      “We’re not trying to accuse you of anything. Just trying to validate information. Please sit back down,” I said softly, feeling bad I even asked her the question.

      Abagail did so begrudgingly.

      “Can you think of any reason why someone would say that then? Anyone you know that would want to make it look like you had a thing for President Stoddard?” Chloe asked. Good question, Chloe I thought. I should have asked from that point of view originally. Maybe it would have seemed less jarring.

      Abagail sat there for a second and shook her head. “No. I don’t know why anyone would make that up about me but it’s absolutely not true. And if you really mean that this conversation won’t leave this room, or rather the three of us, then I will tell you something on that topic.”

      “You have our promise,” I said, wondering if this might be our big break. Could what she was about to say tell us who might have an interest in kidnapping President Stoddard?

      “I never had a thing for President Stoddard, but I think he may have had a thing for me,” she said tentatively, looking at both of our faces to see our reaction. I got the feeling she was afraid we wouldn’t believe her, which made me believe her all the more.

      I did look over at Chloe, but I kept my reaction neutral. To be honest, that scenario surprised me a lot less than Abagail coming on to him. But I needed to know why she thought that. That was the more important part. This was quite a big accusation.

      “I’m not trying to make it seem like I don’t believe you with what I’m about to say. I’m just looking for details. But why? What makes you think he was interested in you?” I asked.

      “Last year I was on the presidential leadership committee. And while he never did anything inappropriate, I do want to make that very clear because if he had I would have reported it. No man should ever get away with sexual harassment.”

      She said this firmly and I was so proud. So many women would be intimidated by his power and not report abuse. She continued talking and brought me back to paying attention.

      “There were little things he did that just seemed, I don’t know, a little weird. He’d seek me out after the meetings to talk. And it wasn’t about topics we discussed in the meeting, which would have been fine but instead he’d ask me personal questions like if I had a boyfriend and what kind of things I liked to do in my free time. Once or twice he even showed up at places I was at with friends. Restaurants or the coffee shop in town. He’d make a point of coming over to me and laughing about the coincidence, but he’d only talked to me not my friends and they were all students, too, so it made no sense he’d not talk to all of us.”

      “Did he ever ask you out?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, things never went that far, thank goodness. But I had the feeling he was waiting for the right opportunity. Nothing I can prove, just a feeling,” she quickly added.

      “How did you get him to stop?” Chloe asked.

      “That’s the funny thing, I didn’t do anything. His attention just stopped. One day after a meeting, he completely ignored me and never talked to me one-on-one again.”

      I sat there for a second, processing the information when she started talking again. “Listen, I have to go. I am meeting with my study group. Trying to get a jump start on the semester. Professor Baird’s tests are tough, at least that’s what I’ve heard. Are we done here?”

      “Of course. Sorry for taking up your time and thank you.”

      She got up to leave and looked like she had something else on her mind. I looked at her.

      “Something else you remembered, Abagail?” I asked.

      She bit her top lip as if struggling with something. “I don’t want to talk out of turn but there’ve been rumors.”

      My eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

      “Rumors about President Stoddard.”

      “Like?” I questioned.

      “That he would choose a new co-ed each year to pay special attention to. At least that’s what I heard when I talked to a few people about the attention he was paying me, but I don’t know if it’s true. Like I said, he never did or said anything inappropriate to me.”

      “Thanks, Abagail.” I said.

      She turned to walk away again, and I called out to her. “Hey, Abagail?”

      “Yes,” she said, turning back toward me.

      “Professor Baird is a big fan of Freud. Especially his background,” I said and winked.

      She smiled at me. “Thanks, Professor Little.”

      Abagail walked away and Chloe and I turned toward each other.

      “It sounds like Candy had it backwards,” I said, and Chloe nodded in agreement.

      “Do you think that is how she truly felt or maybe it’s wishful thinking on her part?” Chloe asked me.

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” I looked at my phone to see the time. Engineering building be darned, I wanted to talk to Amy even more now after what Abagail had told us.

      “Let’s go see if we can figure out who that girl is that was on that list. See if she has the same kind of story,” I said, standing up.
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      Chloe and I headed over to the engineering building and I couldn’t help but feel a little apprehension. Not because of the prospect of talking to a student I didn’t know that could potentially get me in trouble, even though that was a legitimate concern, but rather possibly running into my ex, Jefferson. I didn’t harbor any animosity against him, because I was the one who’d broken it off. While it had been my hope we could remain friends, he didn’t have the same attitude toward me. Plus, he was an unpredictable personality. It was something I’d found attractive in the beginning when it was more lighthearted and fun, but he also had his moments where he was dark and angry.

      Sometimes he was fine and then sometimes he was downright mean. While he’d never been one to air his nasty side at work, I didn’t want to take the chance and normally tried to avoid him at all costs. It usually wasn’t hard since he didn’t mingle much with faculty outside the engineering people, but if I was going into his territory, that was a different story. It was like going into the lion’s den, so to speak. I realized it sounded very dramatic, but it’s how it made me feel. I would just keep my fingers crossed that we wouldn’t see him.

      “She’s in room 206, which is on the second floor at the west end. Those stairs will take us up there.” I pointed to the stairwell. I normally didn’t take the stairs unless I had to, but in this building, the elevator was on the other end and I didn’t want to head over there. More of a chance that I would run into Jefferson. I just needed to put him out of my mind and focus on why I was here.

      The room where Amy’s class was held was just letting out and since I didn’t know who she was or what she looked like, I figured I better just ask.

      “Excuse me,” I asked a student rushing out the door. He raised his eyebrows as way of an answer.

      “Do you know if Amy Westfield was in class?”

      He shrugged in response and kept walking.

      “Apparently not,” I said dryly to Chloe.

      “Yes, he was a man of few words.”

      Chloe and I asked a couple more students until someone pointed to a brunette talking to the professor in the room.

      “Thanks,” I said and stayed outside to wait.

      “He must have a type. She looks very similar to Abagail,” Chloe whispered.

      “And to Tracy.”

      All three ladies were petite brunettes with brown eyes. They didn’t really look alike but had similar hair and eye color, hair length and height.

      “And complete opposites to his wife,” Chloe observed. She was right. Candy was a tall, leggy blond. Before we could make any more assumptions, Amy walked out.

      “Excuse me, Amy?” I said.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Professor Little, this is Professor Parsons. Can we talk to you a minute?”

      She had the same confused look on her face Abagail had, but she nodded her head yes and we walked down to the common student area.

      Chloe and I went through the same spiel we had with Abagail and got essentially the same story. Amy had just been in a different committee. While this information gave more insight as to who President Stoddard was, it didn’t get us any closer to finding him.
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      Something Shelley said the other day made me think that talking to Thaddeus’ ex-wife might be a good idea. A good idea from an information standpoint, not so much a good idea in the sense that I thought she would welcome my questions. Who knew what kind of reception I’d get, but thanks to Chloe, I was getting better at this confronting people thing.

      Since they did have two children together, I was hoping she would be more inclined to help me for their sake even if she wasn’t that thrilled that I was trying to help Candy. My guess was there was a lot of animosity there. I mean how wouldn’t there be after what had happened?

      I didn’t have the facts, just all the rumors that had circulated when he had taken the president’s position at our university. When Candy had met him, he’d still been married. A few months after carrying on an affair with Candy, he divorced his wife and soon after married her and took a new job. Presumably, to get away from all the negative gossip. Of course, this was all hearsay.

      His old job had been at the university in Nebraska but when he’d moved to Ohio, his ex-wife and children had come with him. I assumed he was paying child and spousal support and it made sense for his ex and the kids to be nearby, but it sure did seem like an unusual arrangement. I didn’t know too many divorced couples that moved across country together but assumed they did it for the kids and had to hand it to them for putting their differences aside.

      Shelley had given me her address and it wasn’t that far away; just on the other side of town, only twenty or twenty-five minutes away from where President Stoddard currently lived. Convenient for the kids, but it couldn’t be easy for the first Mrs. Stoddard to live so close to his new wife. I’d never been married but I wasn’t sure I could do it. I had to commend her for it.

      I sat in my office and thought of the best way to handle a conversation like this. I didn’t think just showing up unannounced was the best course of action. Plus, I wouldn’t want to take the chance that the kids were home because they had to already be freaking out that their dad was missing. I didn’t want to add to that. At least I assumed they would know. They were teenagers, so it wouldn’t be easy to hide it from them.

      Since Shelley had also given me her cell number, I figured I would just call. I looked at the piece of paper where Shelley had written Bethany Stoddard, along with the phone number and address. Tapping my fingers on the desk for a minute with nervous energy, I finally picked up the phone and punched in the numbers. It rang once and went right to voicemail, so she was either on a call or sent me to voicemail because she didn’t recognize the number.

      “Ms. Stoddard, my name is Olivia Little and I’m a professor at Spencer University. I was hoping to talk to you for a second. If you could please give me a call at your earliest convenience that would be great,” I said into the phone and left my phone number. I hung up and set my phone back on the desk, not expecting a call back and mentally writing a note to myself to try calling back later. But to my surprise, my phone rang a few minutes later and I recognized her number on the display.

      “Hello, this is Olivia.”

      “Hi, Olivia, this is Bethany Stoddard. You called?”

      I was taken aback by her cheerful conversational nature. She didn’t seem at all annoyed or curious as to why a complete stranger from the university her ex-husband worked for was calling.

      “Thank you so much for calling me back Ms. Stoddard.”

      “Please call me Bethany,” she interrupted.

      “Bethany, I know it probably seems weird that I’m calling you, but I was wondering if you could answer a few questions about your ex-husband.”

      “You mean like who could have kidnapped him?”

      I sat there stunned, not knowing what to say when she started laughing.

      “Sorry, but why else would you be calling me? I just find this whole situation amusing.”

      Amusing? What part of kidnapping is amusing? I thought.

      “What do you mean by amusing?” I came right out and asked. What was the worst that could happen? She would hang up on me.

      “I’m sorry. I guess that’s callous of me. It’s just so like Thaddeus to pull a stunt like this to get the sympathy vote,” she said, and I could hear the resignation in her voice.

      “Sympathy vote?” I faltered. I was bewildered. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I got the impression there was something else I didn’t know about him.

      “It’s just like Thaddeus,” she continued. “When he does something wrong and gets in the hot water, he does something crazy to take the pressure off him.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that that he is staged his kidnapping to take the focus off something else he did?”

      “Well, of course I don’t have proof. But that’s his standard move. And I’ve known the man since we were teenagers.”

      “What did he do that he would go to these extremes to take the focus off?”

      At this she paused.

      “Who did you say you are?” she asked more warily, giving me the impression she wanted to be careful who she talked to about whatever it was she had to say.

      “My name is Olivia Little.”

      “And who are you to my ex-husband?”

      “I’m a professor at Spencer University and I guess you could say I’m a concerned party. I worked with him for a few years now and the fact that he’s missing just seems out of character. I guess I’ve kind of taken it upon myself to try to find where he may have gone.” What I said was pretty much the truth, but it didn’t sound that way as I heard myself say it. And it didn’t really sound like she felt that way either. I didn’t want to mention Candy because I didn’t think that would win her over.

      “Well even with all his faults, Thaddeus was a good college president,” she started speaking again and I breathed a sigh of relief that she seemed willing to talk again though it sounded like she was changing topics.

      “So, you really think he staged this, that he wasn’t really kidnapped?”

      “I would bet my next child support payment that’s exactly what he did.”

      She certainly did sound convincing. “Why?”

      “You really don’t know?” Bethany said, slowly making me feel a bit like an idiot that I had no idea what she was talking about.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “He was, what do they call it, misappropriating funds.”

      “You mean embezzling?” I said skeptically.

      I hadn’t heard anything like that in the university gossip mill and that was quite a doozy of a piece of gossip. I didn’t quite know what to say, but I didn’t need to because she kept on talking.

      “Don’t take my word for it, sweetie. Go ahead and asked that wife of his. It’s been great talking to you, but time for me to run,” she said and hung up, leaving me there holding the phone and wondering what the heck was going on. Did Shelley know about this?
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      The only person who might know about the president misappropriating funds would be Shelley, who’s the one that directed me in the direction of Bethany Stoddard in the first place. Interesting that she hadn’t mentioned this to me already, unless she was trying not to gossip about President Stoddard. That would be somewhat unusual, especially in the current circumstances.

      Shelley was the only one that would know what the president was doing in order to shed light on the money situation—well, except his wife—and I wasn’t going to go there. Yet.

      I thought talking to her in person would be my best bet. I wanted to be able to see her reaction. I had a break in between classes so I headed over to her office, taking a detour out of my way to stop at the cafeteria and bring her a treat. Not that I felt Shelley needed buttering up to tell me what she knew, but it couldn’t hurt to take her a cupcake. Hopefully they had some left because they usually went fast.

      Luck was with me and I got the last strawberry cupcake with butter cream frosting and sprinkles, which was Shelley’s favorite and one of mine, so I grabbed myself one, too. I then took the cupcakes and two cups of coffee and headed to Shelley’s office.

      I opened the door, walking in. Shelley looked up, a smile spreading across her face, which grew even larger when she saw the coffee in my hand.

      “Please tell me one of those coffees is for me. I desperately need some caffeine.”

      “Not only that, but I also brought you a cupcake. Figured you might need an afternoon sugar rush as well.”

      Shelley clapped her hands excitement. “It has been one of those days and I’m about to fall asleep at my desk. This is exactly what I need.”

      I set her coffee and cupcake in front of her and I took a seat across from her while she took a drink and a bite of the cupcake, eyes rolling in the back of her head at how good it tasted.

      “Every year the baking just gets better,” she said.

      “I know. It’s hard to believe that we’re just a Midwest university and not some fancy culinary arts school.”

      Shelley and I sat in silence for a few minutes enjoying our coffee and cupcakes. There was no reason to bombard her right off the bat with questions. I could wait until she was properly caffeinated and I needed an afternoon pick me up as well. But it didn’t take long until she was halfway done with her cupcake and she sat it down and looked at me.

      “Okay, now that I don’t feel as much like falling asleep, is there a reason you stopped by? Don’t get me wrong, I love your company, but something tells me you have an ulterior motive,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows and laughing. She knew me so well.

      “You caught me. I do have a couple questions. I talked to Bethany Stoddard.”

      “Really? And how was that conversation?”

      “Surprisingly good. She had no problem talking to me. In fact, she told me a lot of stuff I had no idea about. She’s very nice.”

      “Like what?” Shelley asked, not seeming concerned about what I might be about to say which gave me a little more confidence about saying it.

      “She said that President Stoddard was misappropriating funds. And those were her exact words,” I said and then paused to see her reaction.

      Shelley looked at me and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. But the fact that she didn’t immediately deny it made me think there might be at least some truth to it, which honestly made me a little sad. I liked President Stoddard and didn’t want to think of him as being a criminal.

      “Was she telling the truth?” I asked when I finally couldn’t take the suspense anymore.

      Shelley sighed. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”

      “But you suspect, don’t you?” Her “I don’t knows” were mired in confusion like something had happened to maybe make it look like he’d done something inappropriate, but she wasn’t sure and she didn’t know what to think.

      She slowly nodded. “I don’t do the books; those go over to the accounting department. I do preliminary things for the president to get things ready to send to the accounting department. Recently, it seemed as if things weren’t always adding up.”

      “What did he say about it? Or did you ask him?”

      “Of course I asked. He blew me off and said not to worry about it. Took the file back and turned it into accounting himself. I never heard another thing about it.”

      “Do you think he could have been doing something wrong? Like embezzling something?”

      Shelley paused once again, not denying which was what I would’ve expected. There could be many other plausible explanations.

      “Like I said, I don’t know exactly what was happening. I just know that things didn’t add up. I also know he was very financially dependent on Candy. She used that to control him and he hated it,” Shelley said, her sentence ending in a bit of a bitter note as if she was mad on the president’s behalf. Though she’d worked for him very closely for the last two years, so it made sense for her to be somewhat protective.

      “What do you mean? Do we pay our president as bad as we pay faculty?” I said with a laugh.

      “No. He’s paid very well. But Bethany gets a large chunk of his paycheck for spousal and child support. If it wasn’t for Candy’s money, he would have to live on campus.” She grimaced.

      I twisted my face up in a frown. That would be a horrible state of affairs. I completely agreed in supporting the children, but people also needed to live. That seemed like a lose-lose arrangement. “So, you think he could’ve been embezzling funds to pad his lifestyle?”

      “I’m saying it’s a possibility,” she said slowly, and I could tell she didn’t want to be saying it out loud.

      “Bethany seemed very sure of it. Why would he even tell her if that was what he was doing?”

      “He may have left Bethany for Candy, but they talked every day. And it wasn’t just about the kids.”

      That was interesting. Was there more reason than for the kids that caused his ex-wife to move when he did?

      “Bethany said he probably faked his own kidnapping to take heat off his money mismanagement. You think there’s any truth that?”

      At this, Shelley vehemently shook her head. The reaction I’d been expecting since mentioning Bethany’s comment about misappropriating funds.

      “Not at all. He might put Candy or Bethany through a fake kidnapping, but he’d never do that to his kids. He loves those kids more than anything.”

      I looked at my phone and saw it was almost time for my next class, so I stood up. I was kind of anxious to get out of there and think about what she’d told me.

      “Sorry I can be more help, but thanks for the cupcake and the coffee.”

      “You’re welcome. Have a good rest your day.”

      “You too.”

      I walked out of Shelley’s office now more confused than ever. I needed to do some investigating to see if there was anything to this money thing. The best way to do that was talk to someone in accounting and see if there was truth to Bethany’s allegations and I knew just the person. I needed to talk to Robert.
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      I let my last class go ten minutes early so I could make it across campus to the building where all the business offices were. Unlike professors, the people in the business office worked a strict eight to five, and it was already quarter to five. I stepped up my walking speed because I really wanted to talk to Robert and not have to wait until eight o’clock tomorrow morning. That would be torture.

      I’d made it almost all the way to the business office when I saw Don in the courtyard talking to one of the other security officers. He saw me and stopped his conversation before jogging over. I only had a couple minutes left to catch Robert before he was gone for the day, but it wouldn’t be that easy to push Don off without him getting suspicious. I didn’t exactly tell him what I was on my way to do.

      “Hey. Fancy seeing you here.” He gave me a peck on the cheek.

      “I do work here.” I laughed.

      “Where you headed?”

      Of course, he would ask me the one question I didn’t want him to ask.

      “I’m headed to the business office.”

      “For what?”

      While his questions were completely normal, I couldn’t help but be aggravated he was asking as I glanced again at my phone and realized I only had one minute to go.

      “I need to talk to Robert for a second.”

      Don glanced watch. “Yeah, it’s five o’clock; he’s probably gone already. You know how those in business are. Punching a clock.”

      I sighed and told myself I would have to connect with him in the morning.

      “Is there a problem? You seem disappointed. Big business office emergency?”

      “Not really.”

      I didn’t want to worry to Don, but I didn’t want to tell him the truth either knowing what that truth would bring.

      “What’s going on, Olivia?” Don picked up on the fact there was something I wasn’t being entirely forthcoming about.

      “I think President Stoddard may have been embezzling money. I wanted to ask Robert a few questions.”

      The vein in Don’s forehead throbbed. It was a sure sign he was angry, but he wasn’t saying anything to me yet.

      “What makes you think that, Olivia?” he asked, using my name again; another sign he was trying to control his anger and give me another lecture. I had to give him credit; if I were him, I would feel the same way.

      “I talked to his ex-wife and she thinks he staged this himself to take the heat off the fact he was misappropriating funds. I went and asked Shelley, but she said she didn’t know.”

      “You have got to be kidding me, Olivia. Didn’t Detective Rodriguez tell you to stay out of it?”

      I cocked my head to the side to replay the conversation he’d had. “He said several things, but I don’t think he ever told me to stay out of it.”

      “Olivia, don’t split hairs with me. I know you want to help, but you getting involved could muddle the information.”

      “I’m just asking questions. And honestly, Bethany just volunteered it. I didn’t even have to ask.”

      “You shouldn’t even be talking to her.”

      “Take me to dinner and then come with me in the morning talk to Robert when he gets in at eight?” I said sweetly. As much as I could tell he wanted to be mad, I could see a smile starting to break across his face.

      “Fine. But you’re paying.”
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      Don and I had agreed to meet at Mama Rosa’s at six o’clock. The restaurant was fine Italian dining in a place that I normally wasn’t enough on the A-list to get into in Spencer, Ohio. However, Mama Rosa, the owner and head chef, was the mother of a college buddy of Don’s and he had a standing reservation at any time. Something that I had become accustomed to in the year of our friendship. The food was truly amazing.

      I got there about ten minutes early and was ushered to our table where there was a basket of cheesy garlic bread and a glass of Merlot waiting for me.

      “May I presume Don will be meeting you, Madame?” Trevor, the head waiter, who now recognized me and made me feel very special, said with a twinkle in his eye. I had told him several times to call me Olivia, not Madame, but he continued to call me that anyway. I couldn’t deny it made me smile every time.

      “Yes. So how much bread I eat before he gets here is our secret. Got it?”

      Trevor made the motion of zipping his lips and throwing away the key and headed to check the needs of one of his other tables. I scrolled through the email on my phone and was excited to see Robert had responded to the one I’d sent about an hour ago asking if he would be in tomorrow morning because I needed to talk to him. He said he would be in at eight and he would bring the donuts if I got the coffee. I fired off a quick response that I would do that and would see him at eight and just as I hit send, Don walked through the door.

      He’d taken the time to go home and shower as I could see his hair was still a little damp. My, he looked handsome in well-worn jeans and a black button-down shirt. A casual outfit yet he looked like a million bucks. He saw me, walked over, and then kissed me on the cheek before sitting down.

      “I see Trevor already took care of you,” he said, nodding to my wine and the breadbasket.

      He opened the napkin on the breadbasket to see how much was in there and I slapped his hand playfully.

      “Don’t you go counting the pieces of bread,” I scolded good-naturedly and he started laughing.

      “Never.”

      Trevor must’ve seen him come in because he was immediately at our table with another glass of Merlot. “The usual for you two?”

      Don and I looked at each other and nodded. We’d tried many different things on the menu together, but we always came back to our favorite which was one of the several things we had in common.

      “Two eggplant Parmesan with extra cheese and a side of grilled asparagus?” Trevor asked us. We both nodded.

      “So how was your day?” I asked him, grabbing my second piece of bread out of the basket and setting on the plate in front of me. I really had to watch myself around bread, especially when it was smothered in cheese.

      “Oh, you know. The usual. Got a call from the freshman dorm that people were smoking marijuana, which was the most exciting thing of the day.”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. But I’m not gonna encourage you by giving you information about the case.”

      “Did you get to talk to Detective Rodriguez?” I asked, ignoring what he just said.

      “About what your theory that he might’ve been embezzling money?” He took a sip of his wine to wash down his bite of bread.

      “Yes.”

      “No, I called him but got voicemail.”

      Nice to know that even though Don was annoyed at my nosiness, he was still willing to help me.

      “Do you think there’s any validity to it? The money thing?”

      “I don’t know. I never really heard of anything like that come up.”

      Don paused as Trevor came up to our table and sat down two delicious steaming plates eggplant Parmesan.

      “Anything else I can get you two?” Trevor asked as he grated fresh Parmesan on top of both of our plates in a big pile. I would need to do an extra yoga class for that helping, but I didn’t care.

      Don and I shook our heads and Trevor walked away. We were both silent as we cut into our meal and I rolled my eyes in delight. I hadn’t even liked eggplant until Don had got me to try a bite of his eggplant Parmesan here a few months ago. I didn’t know what Mama Rosa did to this vegetable, but it was the most delicious thing. I tried to re-create it at home one time and ended up throwing the entire thing in the trash.

      “Do you think you’ll be heading back to Columbus anytime soon to work on that cold case?” I asked, changing the subject.

      Don shook his head. “No. Some cases just linger for years. We can only hope that at some point new information comes to light and we can solve it so the families can get closure”

      All of a sudden, I noticed a very familiar blonde walking. It was Colleen with Vice Provost Thomas.

      “Olivia, what are you staring at? Did someone at the other table get your favorite tiramisu?”

      “No. It’s Candy’s sister with the Vice Provost.”

      Don subtly turned a little in his chair, pretending to point out something out the window so he could see behind him. And then he turned back to face me. I could tell he found it as strange as I did.

      “Are you sure that Candy’s sister Colleen?”

      “Yeah. Look at her, she looks just like Candy. Plus, I met her, remember?”

      Don sat there for a minute, not picking up his fork again and I could tell he was thinking.

      “Do you think Vice Provost Thomas is having an affair with Candy’s sister?” I asked.

      Don looked at me. “You have a vivid imagination. While I have no idea why the two of them would be at this restaurant together, Vice Provost Thomas is not cheating on his wife. You’ve got cheating on the brain.”

      “Then why would they be here? Why would he be out with an attractive woman twenty years his junior if it wasn’t for that?” I didn’t mean to be suspicious but come on. This was a fancy Italian restaurant and not one a couple would normally come to just to catch up. Something was going on here.
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      I looked in the mirror and for the fourth time, undid the bun I was trying to make look presentable. It wasn’t quite working out.

      I decided if the fifth time wasn’t the charm, then I would just throw it in a ponytail and say the heck with trying to fashion a messy bun, which was proving to be more messy than bun. I pulled my hands through my hair, twisting it around and then with my right hand grabbed the bobby pins and strategically stuck them around it on the top of my head. I looked in the mirror and at least this time it wasn’t off-center. I shook my head from side to side to make sure it felt like it was gonna hold and figured good enough. I still grabbed a ponytail holder and put it around my wrist for later in case I had a bun malfunction even though I knew it wasn’t good to wear rubber bands on your wrist. Because my hair was thick, my rubber bands were extra-large and weren’t that tight on my wrist anyway. I walked into my bedroom from the bathroom and looked one last time in my full-length mirror. I had a brand-new pair of denim trousers on with a plain white button-down. Casual, but still appropriate for school. Though we had a fairly lax dress code this year thanks to the new committee who decided such things. Most of my colleagues, the male ones anyways, lived in blue jeans. I didn’t mind wearing dresses and heels to school every day and enjoyed dressing up. Though to be honest, my students didn’t pay attention. I could probably show up in pajamas, which most of the students in my morning classes did and they wouldn’t even notice. Something touched my ankle and I looked down to see my cat, Harry. He looked up at me like he wanted something.

      I knelt to pet him. “What do you want, Harry? I’ve got to go to work.” He rubbed against my hand as I pet him, clearly indicating that more attention was what he wanted. “I’ll be home and I’ll pet you then.” I gave him one last scratch under the chin and stood up. I walked out of my bathroom and into the kitchen, grabbing the pot of coffee and pouring it in my thirty-two ounce to-go cup. My purse and computer bag waited for me on the table by the front door and I grabbed them on my way out. I got into my car and headed off to school, thinking I had just enough time to put my stuff in my office, go to the cafeteria and grab coffee and meet Robert at eight a.m. Thirty minutes later, I walked into the cafeteria, annoyed I was about five minutes behind schedule because I got stopped by train. I honestly didn’t even realize trains still ran on those tracks. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw one and of course this morning when I was anxious to get here, one came by. I poured our coffees from the coffee station and since I couldn’t remember how Robert took his, I put a couple creamers and sugars in my front pocket grabbed the cups and headed back across the room to leave.

      “Olivia! Olivia!” I heard Polly’s voice and turned to see her coming up behind me. She must have come in the door on the opposite end.

      “Are you on your way to meet Robert?” she asked breathlessly from walking so quickly across the cafeteria.

      I nodded. I’d called her last night and told her what I’d found out. I tried to call Chloe and catch her up too, being my partner in crime and all, but hadn’t been able to reach her. “Yup, taking him this coffee now. In fact, I’m a couple minutes behind.”

      “Then I’ll let you go, but call me right after,” she insisted.

      “I will.”

      Polly headed back to the coffee station and I headed out the door and a few minutes later, I was walking in the door of the business office. Since people in the business office worked a more regular schedule than us professors, the place already buzzed and Robert was in his office checking email.

      He looked up when I knocked on his door jamb. “Hey, Olivia.”

      I walked over and sat his coffee in front of them. “I couldn’t remember how you took it so here’s some cream and sugar.” I reached in my pocket and pulled out the condiments.

      “Good thing you weren’t bringing me ketchup packets. Carrying those in your pocket be dangerous.”

      I laughed and shut the door before taking a seat in front of his desk.

      His eyebrows raised. “This must be serious if you want the door shut.”

      “It is kind of. Maybe not so much serious, but not something I don’t want to be overheard asking about.”

      “Is everything okay? Are you alright?” Robert asked, concern evident in his voice.

      “Oh, yes, I’m fine has nothing to do with me.”

      “That’s a relief. So, what can I do for you?” He took the lid off his coffee and started to add sugar. “Oh, by the way, here are the donuts.” He reached over the corner of his desk and slid a box between us.

      “You even went across town to Long’s Donuts” I said, opening the box and inhaling the aroma of the sugary pastry. I grabbed one, taking a bite.

      “Yeah, they’re the best. So, what’s going on?”

      “There’s only easy way to ask this question so I’m just gonna ask it - is there any gossip or evidence of any kind that President Stoddard was doing something less than aboveboard in regards to university money?”

      As I was talking, Robert had been taking a drink which he now carefully swallowed, sitting his cup back down. “What are you asking?”

      “Have you or anyone else ever suspected President Stoddard of embezzling?” I felt horrible saying it, like I was accusing a man who may been kidnapped.

      “Why are you asking?” Was it just me or did Robert seem a little defensive?

      “I don’t mean to imply that anything you were doing was in any way wrong. I just heard some gossip that maybe he did some creative budgeting.”

      Robert slowly took another sip of his coffee before he started speaking again. “Yeah, I have no idea why anyone would say that.”

      “So, no one has even hinted at it?”

      “Who did you hear this from?”

      “A couple people,” I said vaguely. I was getting a bad feeling about this conversation.

      “Did you tell Don?”

      “Of course I did. And he advised me to tell the police. I haven’t had a chance to do that yet.” Was it my imagination or did a look of fear just cross his face?

      “I’m sorry it couldn’t be more help and I should really get back to work. Feel free to take another donut with you. You know how the first couple weeks of school are in this office.” He forced a laugh, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. It wasn’t my imagination. He was definitely rattled that I had asked that question.

      I stood up to leave. Wrapping another donut in a napkin to take to Polly because I knew she loved Long’s donuts as much as I did, I started to walk to the door. I turned to him one more time. “Is there anyone else that handled his budgets beside you and Shelley?”

      “No. And I can assure you, everything is as it’s supposed to be.”

      “Okay. Sorry to take up your time. Enjoy the rest your day.”

      “You too.”

      I walked out of his office and fought the urge to turn around because I felt that his eyes were watching me leave. He knew something. I just didn’t know what or how deep his involvement might be, but I had a feeling if the president was doing something creative with the books, Robert knew about it
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      “Olivia, Olivia.”

      I heard someone calling my name as I left the business office. I turned around and saw Shelley running to catch up to me.

      “What’s going on, Shelley?”

      “What’s going on is I need to get back into exercise class. I shouldn’t be breathing this hard from running, but the reason I’m running in the first place was that I wanted to tell you something. I think there’s something going on between Candy and Vice Provost Thomas.”

      My eyes widened. “No way! He and his wife are what I would definitely call happily married. Even Don agrees.”

      “No, no, no. That’s not what I mean. I just think they are working on something together and what if that was to get rid of President Stoddard?”

      “You think Candy and Vice Provost Thomas have conspired to do away with President Stoddard?”

      “You don’t have to be so skeptical,” she said, since apparently my disbelief shining through.

      “Okay. Being purely objective, what makes you think that Candy and Vice Provost Thomas are conspiring?”

      “Vice Provost Thomas has temporarily,” she said temporarily with finger quotes, “moved into President Stoddard’s office.”

      “Well, the board did make him interim president while we’re trying to figure out what happened,” I interrupted.

      “I know, I know. But what’s wrong with his office? It’s in the same building one floor down. The offices are identical.”

      “Who knows? Maybe he just wanted to sit in the big office.”

      “Yeah, I know he’s enjoying that Stoddard isn’t here. I know he still has bitter feelings regarding being passed over for that position.”

      Shelley made a good point. Vice Provost Thomas worked for the university for over twenty years and had been passed over for the last two president vacancies. To his credit, he never acted upset over it, but he was only human. It had to sting. So, it was perfectly normal that he would want to take advantage of this current situation and at least get a little taste of what it was like to be president. That didn’t mean he had anything to do with Stoddard missing. Vice Provost Thomas was a really nice man. Unlike President Stoddard and his wife Candy, Vice Provost Thomas and his wife, Amelia, were down to earth, genuine, kind people who truly did integrate themselves in every aspect of university life.

      “Just because Vice Provost Thomas is enjoying the amenities of Stoddard’s office doesn’t mean he’s teaming up with Candy.”

      “Except Candy called him. Twice,” she lowered her voice to a whisper and looked around to make sure no one was within earshot.

      “Why would Candy be calling him?” I said.

      “Exactly my point. She’s never called him before. At least at the school because everything comes through me.”

      “And you have no idea why she called him?”

      “No. I wanted to listen in. I won’t lie, but I don’t want to lose my job.”

      “Is he in the office right now?”

      She shook her head. “No. He left to go to some Rotary meeting. He won’t be back for a couple hours.”

      “Then let’s search the office. Maybe we can find a clue as to what he’s talking to Candy about,” I said. Shelley shook her head no violently.

      “Did you not hear me say I don’t want to lose my job? Snooping in the president’s office is worse than listening in on the phone call.”

      “Well, the president is missing, and the vice provost just went to a meeting, so there’s no one in the building. Who’s gonna know? We’ll be in and out in five minutes, I promise.” The more I thought about the idea, the more I liked it. It might not help get any closer to finding out where Stoddard was, but it certainly couldn’t hurt.

      “You’re thinking crazy, Olivia,” Shelley said, but I could tell she was weighing the pros and cons and starting to give in. I started walking in the direction of the building and she followed me.

      “I’ll just sit at my desk and pretend I had no idea you were in there.”

      “You can if you want, but no one is gonna find out and you know more than anyone where the he might hide important information.” It really would help if Shelley would go in there with me, but I understood where she was coming from.

      “Five minutes,” I pleaded as we reached the steps up to the building. Walking up, we both walk through the door in front of her desk. She paused.

      “Okay, fine. If we get caught, I will say you forced me,” she joked.

      “Not a problem. I’ll take all the heat.”

      Shelley went around her desk and opened the drawer, pulling out a set of keys.

      “Stoddard always left his door open, but Vice Provost Thomas is very secretive and private. I’m sure he locked it. Let’s hurry up. Let’s take the stairs, it will be faster.”

      We ran up two flights of stairs to the third floor where the president’s office was located. The building these two offices are in used to be the residence of the original headmaster back when this was a Christian boy’s school. The university had purchased the land the buildings for the boy’s school had been on back in the 1920s. Over the years they had torn everything down and rebuilt it except for this building. It was gorgeous and had been recently recognized as a historical landmark for its architecture. The university had gone to great lengths to preserve the original building anywhere it could. So, while there were modern updates—the floors, the crown moldings, the ornate mantle on the fireplace that was on each floor were all original. I hadn’t had a chance to be in this building above the first floor where Shelley resided and every time I did make it up to the third floor, I was blown away at the beauty.

      “Stop staring at the crown molding and let’s get on with this,” Shelley said impatiently, pulling my attention back to what we were here for.

      “Okay, where do we start? Do you know where Stoddard keeps his private things?” I asked.

      “Over here,” she said, walking over to a bookcase where an ornate metal lockbox sat on one shelf. She punched in some numbers and opened it. It was empty.

      Shelley looked at me and frowned. “There’s a journal that he always kept in here and it’s gone.”

      “If it was private, how did you know we kept it in here?”

      “He told me if the building ever caught on fire this was the only thing that needed to be saved.”

      “Are you kidding me? If the building was on fire, he would expect you to go up to the third floor and save the journal? Did he tell you what was on it?”

      “He just said it was extremely important. Who am I to question?”

      “Maybe he took it with him to the conference?”

      “He could have, but I got the feeling it never left this place.” She shut the lid and locked it back up and we both came over to stare at the desk.

      “Vice Provost Thomas has moved all of the president’s stuff off this desk and replaced it with his own. Now tell me that’s not the behavior of someone who would do anything to get this job?” she said, her hands on her hips.

      I had to give her that. It did seem kind of cold and callous to take over when no one really knew where the president was.

      I scanned the desk but there wasn’t much to see except a datebook.

      “Is that Vice Provost Thomas’ datebook?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “Even though I keep everything updated for them on their Outlook calendar, he still writes everything down. Each year I have to order him a new one and it’s sixty bucks. Such a waste. But he says if he doesn’t write it down, he’ll forget.”

      I walked closer to the desk and looked at the datebook that was left open on today’s date. On it I could see he crossed out the Rotary meeting and wrote an address next to it.

      “Is this the address of the Rotary Club?”

      Shelley peered over my shoulder. “No. The Rotary Club’s right downtown on Main behind the Chamber of Commerce building.”

      Wherever he was headed was in the opposite direction on W. State Rd. 36. I took a picture of the address with my phone and then flipped back a few days, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. I put it back to the right day and started opening drawers.

      Shelley looked panicked. She really needed to relax. “It’s been five minutes. We need to get out of here.”

      “Just a minute.” I rifled through the drawers, but they were really empty, save some blank legal pads and one box of business cards.

      I followed Shelley back downstairs and we made it to her desk with no one the wiser.

      “See. Everything’s fine. Except we still have no idea why Vice Provost Thomas was talking to Candy.”
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      “This is getting to be a habit, Detective,” I said, reaching my office door to find Detective Rodriguez once again leaning against the wall, waiting.

      “I was told you think President Stoddard was embezzling funds,” he said softly since we stood out in the hallway and I was sure he didn’t want to be overheard.

      Before answering, I opened my door and we walked in and took a seat.

      “I don’t know if he was actually embezzling money. Let’s just say it came to my attention that there may have been inappropriate use of funds. I don’t know if it’s true or not true. That’s what I’m trying to find out.  So, is it?”

      Detective Rodriguez sat there, and I couldn’t get a read on what was going through his mind.

      “Since you seem so determined to not let this go, I will go ahead and confirm a couple things on your solemn promise not to say anything to anyone.”

      I nodded. “I know you think I’m being too nosy, but I do really care about what happened to President Stoddard.”

      The look on his face told me that he didn’t exactly believe that, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Before President Stoddard went missing, there was an open investigation based on some allegations that he was taking donations and diverting them into his own accounts.”

      My eyes grew wide. It seemed so pointless to do something like that when you knew the odds were you’d get caught. President Stoddard seemed smarter than to take that kind of risk. Apparently not.

      “Who told on him?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. The investigation wasn’t directed toward him exactly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We think someone has been doing this without his knowledge but using his account and passwords.”

      Now I was completely confused. “So, what you’re telling me is someone was taking donor money and putting into President Stoddard’s personal account to make it look like he was the bad guy?”

      “Yup.”

      “That makes no sense. How would he not notice he had extra money in his account? And what would be the purpose?”

      “The police have subpoenaed his bank records from his wife, and we haven’t yet got them. My best guess is it was getting transferred out of his account as fast as it was going in. If he just checked the balance, maybe he didn’t notice. Could be he’s one of those people who doesn’t ever check the balance.”

      “I wouldn’t know, but I guess you could be right. So, do you know who was trying to frame him?”

      “It has to be someone in the business office and we’re trying to narrow down who had access and who might have motive, but you can’t mention a word of this,” he warned.

      Realization dawned on me. No way, I thought. What I was thinking didn’t even make sense, but he had been acting strangely.

      “What? Do you have someone in mind?” Detective Rodriguez asked, noticing my expression of disbelief.

      Should I tell him about my conversation with Robert? What if I said something and Robert wasn’t guilty and then people thought he was?

      “If you’ve heard something, you need to tell me. I shared what I knew with you. And if this can help investigation, you need to let me know.”

      “I had a conversation with Robert in the business office. I asked him about President Stoddard’s accounting practices, because I know he handles all the president’s and the vice provost’s accounts. A few times when a group of us have hung out together, he’d made a few cracks about their fancy expense accounts.”

      “Did he have a problem with that?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I mean it was all in fun. But when I asked him yesterday, he got very agitated at my questioning, which isn’t like him. He’s normally very easy-going.”

      “He’s on our list of people who have access, but I haven’t talked to him yet. I should go do that now,” he said, standing up. “Call me if you hear anything else.”

      “I will.”

      Detective Rodriguez walked out and I sat there thinking. Who could be setting the president up? Did he really not notice the money transfers?

      The detective said they were still waiting on the bank, but I knew a way to get that information faster.

      I needed to talk to Candy.
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      “Olivia, you have to believe me. Thaddeus would not steal from the university. We didn’t need the money, what’s mine is his and he loves that job. He lives for that job. He loves the university more than he loves me sometimes. At least that’s how it felt, and it was the only thing we argued about.”

      After talking to Rodriguez, I had shown up at Candy’s house unannounced, determined to get to the bottom of this. If President Stoddard had been embezzling, it could open up a lot more possibilities of why he was kidnapped or maybe even that his ex-wife had been right with her accusations. If Candy knew anything, keeping quiet could mean harm would come to him.

      “Candy, if there is any chance you think he could have done it without your knowledge, you have to go to the police.”

      She shook her head violently. “No. Absolutely not. Someone is trying to frame him.”

      “Who? Who would want to frame him by making it look like he was stealing from the university? Who would want to ruin his career enough to take those measures?”

      Candy sat there for a minute and then her face darkened. “Colleen. My sister has never liked the fact that he left her for me. And she would do this.”

      “Do you really think Colleen would do that?” I asked, remembering Colleen had said the exact opposite.

      “Yes,” she snapped and sighed, the energy seeming to drain from her body. “Even though she’s capable, she wouldn’t have the ability.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said someone was putting money in his account and then taking it out of his account?”

      I nodded. “At least that’s what they think. They don’t have the proof yet.”

      “I have access to his accounts, so let’s look.”

      “Great idea.” I’d hoped she would bring it up so I didn’t have to.

      I followed Candy into what I was assuming was Thaddeus’s home office. It was a beautiful, very manly room with dark paneling to walls full of inlaid bookcases and a beautiful large oversized mahogany desk. On the desk sat a computer and Candy took a seat, turning it on. I gingerly sat on the corner of the desk and waited for the computer to boot up.

      In a few moments, she had the browser open and was typing in the URL for the bank and then quickly logged in.

      “What month should I check?”

      “Try last month.”

      Candy clicked on the statements tab and then clicked on last month’s statement, opening it up and hitting the print button. The printer made its whirring sound and spit out several pages. From where I was sitting, I could reach the credenza the printer was on. I leaned over and grabbed the papers, setting them in front of Candy and grabbed a highlighter from the cup on the desk.

      “What are we looking for?” Candy asked.

      “Anything where a large amount you don’t recognize comes in and then immediately goes out.”

      “Like this one? On the 12th, a deposit of $8500 posted and then on the 13th it came out again. There’s one like that on the 20th and one on the 27th. All different amounts but coming in and immediately going out.”

      My excitement built. We were finally getting somewhere. “Are they all going to the same bank account?” I asked. We both looked at the paper and I grabbed a paper and a pen and wrote down the bank account number of the transaction on the 12th. Then we went to check the numbers against the others and they were all the same.

      “Does this bank account look familiar?” I asked.

      “No, but I don’t have our bank accounts memorized. Let me look. We have several accounts all at the same bank.” Candy navigated to the homepage where the accounts were listed sequentially. We checked all the account numbers against the number we’d written down and none matched.

      “And you’re sure he doesn’t have any bank accounts anywhere else?”

      “I know my husband. I’m sure,” she snapped.

      “Then who could’ve gotten into your account and transferred this money?”

      “Well, that’s how I know it can’t be Colleen. Let’s just say I got the looks and brains of the family. She barely graduated from college and would have no idea how to hack into our bank account.”

      I let Candy’s catty comment slide because it wasn’t important, and she did have a point. Not about her sister, but the banking industry had very good security precautions. At least I assumed because they had to protect people’s money, so it would be far-fetched that Colleen would be able to hack it.

      “Is there any way she could’ve gotten that information while at your house?”

      Candice shook her head. “She hasn’t been over since we moved here. And last year I accidentally locked us out of our account. We had to reset the password. So, no.”

      We both sat there thinking while my initial excitement over finding this information deflated.

      “The only person besides me, Thaddeus, and our financial planner that had access to this information is Shelley.”

      “Shelley? Why would she have access to your personal banking information?”

      “She paid all our bills. I’m not good at that stuff and Thaddeus was too busy. A few months ago, she called me and offered to do it because I’d forgotten to pay the electric bill. Our electricity got shut off. Thaddeus was livid.”

      “Thaddeus didn’t have a problem with his assistant having access to his personal banking information?”

      Candy shook her head again. “Oh, he didn’t know. Shelley helped me get the electricity back on and took over paying all the bills. Shelley promised me it would be our secret.”

      I sat there, my head spinning. I’d known Shelley for a few years ever since I come to the university and I couldn’t imagine her doing anything like this so there was no way.

      Realization suddenly dawned on Candy and her eyes grew wide.

      “Do you think Shelley’s behind this? Do you think she kidnapped my husband?”

      “No. She’d have no reason.” But even as I said that, just because I thought she had no reason didn’t actually mean there wasn’t a reason that existed. I immediately hated myself for having that thought, but if Shelley was the only other person that had access, what other explanation was there?
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      I left Candy’s house and knew I should be calling to talk to Detective Rodriguez and tell him what I found, but I didn’t feel right doing that without talking to Shelley first. She was my friend and I felt I owed her the benefit of the doubt to at least ask her. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact she might have been framing the president for embezzlement. There had to be some other explanation.

      I pulled up to Shelley’s house. I’d been here several times for girls’ night, but this time I was nervous because it wasn’t going to be fun if what I suspected was true.

      Shelley’s house was a cute 1970s era ranch home. It wasn’t that big, but Shelley added on a four-season room off the back where we would sit and hang out and enjoy her beautifully landscaped yard. Shelley had a passion for growing flowers that I didn’t have, and I greatly admired that.

      I walked up to her front door filled with dread, not wanting what I was about to ask her to be true. I had lifted my hand to press the doorbell when a voice spoke behind me.

      “She’s not home.” I jumped and twirled around heart racing to find Detective Rodriguez on the front walk facing me.

      “You about scared me to death,” I said crossly.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “How do you know she’s not home?”

      “Because I was just here. I thought I saw you on my way down her street, so I turned around to see what you were up to.”

      If he was here talking to Shelley, then he must know she was the only other one who had access to President Stoddard’s accounts.

      “What were you doing here?” I asked.

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “Shelley and I are friends. Maybe I’m just stopping by to hang out with a friend.”

      “Are you sure you weren’t here to ask her if she’d ever accessed President Stoddard’s accounts to transfer money into her own account?”

      So, he did know. “I was gonna tell you. I wanted to talk to her first,” I said in a way of a lame excuse expecting him to be mad, but he didn’t seem to be.

      “The bank records came through after I talked to you and we were able to pinpoint the IP address that the logins came from when those amounts were transferred.”

      My face fell. I had so hoped it wasn’t Shelley. “So, Shelley is the one stealing the money and trying to frame him?”

      “It looks that way. The first floor operates on a different line than the next two floors and hers is the only computer on the first floor.”

      “You think she knew she was about to get caught and she ran?”

      “That’s actually why when I saw you, I came back. I was hoping you could tell me where Shelley might be.”

      I thought for a minute. “She has family in Columbus but if she was in trouble, she probably figured that would be the first place you would look.”

      “We called her parents and she’s not there. They could be lying, but I don’t think so. They said they hadn’t heard from her in a couple weeks.”

      “I don’t know, but I can try calling her.” I pulled my phone out of my purse and hit Shelley’s number. It rang and went immediately to voicemail. “Shelley, if you get this, call me back right away. I have some really exciting news.”

      “Exciting news?”

      “Well if I said I think you stole money, do you think she’s gonna call me back? At least now she might be curious enough, but it went right to voicemail which means her phone is off and that’s unusual.”

      “Not unusual if you’re trying to hide. When I get back to the station, I’ll have them put a trace on her phone. If you hear from her, you call me.”

      “I will.”

      “I mean it.”

      I nodded and watched him walk back to his car. I walked back to mine and got in and started it, but didn’t take off. Shelley had to have a really good reason to do what she did. If she stole money, had Stoddard found out? Maybe she kidnapped him to stop him from turning her in?
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      “Olivia, you have to come to my house now!” Candy shrieked into the phone when I answered. I could hear her screaming with the phone six inches from my ear.

      “What’s wrong, Candy?” I asked, not even sure if she could hear me over her sobbing. I’d just left her house. I couldn’t imagine what could have happened in the last ten minutes to provoke this response.

      “He’s dead! He’s dead!”

      “Who is?” Even though I knew the answer. She could only be talking about her husband.

      “Thaddeus, he’s dead. You have to come.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I looked behind me to make sure there wasn’t any cars and made a U-turn, heading back the way I’d just come. I tried calling Don but he didn’t answer.

      I fully expected to see police cars and emergency vehicles when I pulled up, but her driveway was eerily quiet. As I shut my car off, I wondered what was going on. Did she not call the police?

      I walked up to the front door and she must have been watching for me because she opened the door before I could even knock on it.

      “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “Follow me.” Candy walked through the house and out a side door which led through a breezeway and into the garage. As we entered the garage, I half expected to see a dead body, but there was nothing. In fact, it was pristine. Cleaner than my house was on most days.

      On a different day I would’ve asked her about her flooring. It looked like that epoxy stuff I’d been contemplating for my own garage, but now was not the time.

      “I don’t understand, Candy. What’s going on!” I asked again. Her behavior was so strange. I thought maybe she’d snapped.

      “Up here.” She headed up some stairs and opened the door into an apartment. What one might call mother-in-law’s quarters. Sitting at the dinette table slumped over was Thaddeus, but I had a hard time seeing him through the tears in my eyes brought forth from the stench. Clearly his body had been here since he went missing.

      “Did you call the police?”

      Candy shook her head.

      I didn’t know what she was afraid of unless maybe she did kill him, and she didn’t want to get arrested, but I couldn’t stand here and not call the police. I whipped out my phone when I heard a voice.

      “Please put the phone away.”

      I recognized the voice behind me and turned.

      “Shelley! What are you doing?” I said, my voice shaking as not only was she standing there, but she had a gun.

      Shelley took a few steps toward me and I wanted to back up, but Candy stood right behind me.

      Shelley held her hand out. “Give me your phone.

      I handed it over. Refusing didn’t seem to be much of an option.

      Shelley took my phone and slid it into her pocket.

      “Now you two over there,” she jerked her head toward the table and chairs, where there were three empty chairs next to the one Thaddeus sat in. I didn’t want to, and could tell Candy didn’t either, but we didn’t have much choice. As we inched closer, I could see a knife sticking out of his back.

      “You killed him?” I said to Shelley in disbelief.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “But I am going to kill the two of you. You’ve left me no choice. Now sit.”

      Candy and I both sat down, not looking at the dead body slumped over the table.

      “You’re the one who stole the money. You set him up. But why kill him?” I said, hoping to stall and figure out how to get us out.

      “I told you I didn’t kill him!” she yelled this time. “Now close your eyes.”

      Candy closed hers and the tears still fell down her face, but I stared at Shelley. Not that I wasn’t scared to death, but I wasn’t going without answers and was still hoping for a way out of this.

      “If not you, then who?”

      “I did,” Robert said, walking in the apartment.

      “It’s about time you got here,” Shelley said crossly, handing him the gun and I felt the situation go from bad to worse.

      “You’re in on this?” I said to him. Shocked to see Robert here holding a gun on us would be an understatement. “Why? Why would you guys do this?”

      “Why not?” Robert shrugged. “Why shouldn’t we be able to live the life of luxury. Especially, when the person we were stealing from was too dumb to notice.”

      “How long have you been in on this, Shelley? Did he make you?” I asked.

      “Oh, please,” he sneered. “She’s the greedy one who came to me.”

      I looked at Shelley and she looked down. I couldn’t believe she’d be part of something like this.

      “You won’t get away with this,” I said, unable to stop my voice from trembling now.

      “Of course we will,” Robert sneered. “Our plane leaves in two hours and we will be long gone, with enough money to stay hidden forever,” Robert said, raising the gun.

      “I wouldn’t count on that!” A voice came from the door and we all whipped our heads in that direction. I breathed a sigh of relief and let the tears finally flow as I saw Detective Rodriguez and two uniformed officers with their guns drawn. More importantly, I saw Don.

      The police quickly took Shelley and Robert into custody while Detective Rodriguez hung back.

      “How did you know we were up here?” I said after I’d finally got Candy to calm down.

      “I was coming here to talk to Candy and saw your car and the open front door. Robert cut through the backyard and I saw him through the window so hid and waited to see where he was going.”

      “How did Don…” I trailed off.

      “He sent me a text when he saw your call.”

      Don wrapped his arms around me and gave me a squeeze.

      “I can’t believe Shelley and Robert did this,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “People do crazy things for money,” Detective Rodriguez said.

      “They sure do.”

      

      THE END
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