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      Standing in my room, I surveyed the piles of clothes on my bed trying to narrow down what to pack. I was horrible at packing. I inevitably packed too much, didn’t wear half of it, and then regretted it because I was stuck lugging an extra heavy suitcase around. But how was a person to know in advance what they wanted to wear or what the weather was going to be like? You certainly couldn’t trust the weatherman, best job ever in my opinion, because no one expected them to be right. My outfit each day depended largely on my mood and I never knew in advance what my mood was going to be. The thought of wanting a certain look and not having it was way more stressful than packing too much. And if there was one thing I didn’t need in my life, that was more stress. The main reason I was packing to get out of town, was to try to regroup and re-energize; and most importantly, de-stress.

      I was exhausted. Completely and utterly exhausted and I needed a break.

      My name is Presley Thurman. I’m a thirty something red-headed lover of food, wine, and lattes, which is why I’d never be model thin. I was also the owner of a high-end boutique in Chicago called Silk, which was the recent cause of my stress. I’d taken over Silk when it was failing, scared but confident at the prospect of being able to get it back to its former glory, and even more importantly; back to being a profitable business.

      The road to that goal hadn’t been easy. For every step forward I took two, or ten, steps back. At least, that’s what it seemed. I’d already been working a crazy amount of hours when my best friend Katy, who was helping me get things off the ground, had to return home to finalize the sale of her hair salon. Of course, it was absolutely the right thing to do, but it had left me without enough employees to cover the sales floor and I didn’t want to take the chance of even one customer not being helped. I prided myself on the great customer service at Silk and, with our wealthy clientele, that was no easy feat. Many of my clients gave new meaning to the phrase high maintenance, but I’d learned quickly when you could meet, and even better surpass, their expectations they would keep coming back. I’d been working more than I’d ever thought possible to keep the store afloat. Don’t get me wrong. It was worth it. I loved my store, but I’d started to wonder how much longer I could keep up this pace without getting totally burned out, which is why I jumped at the chance to get away even though it probably wasn’t the optimal time to leave Silk. But then I wasn’t sure if there ever would be a good time. A friend had told me when I bought Silk that being a business owner was like having a baby and he wasn’t kidding. I thought, and worried, about the place constantly.

      I’d recently hired a sales manager, freeing me up to take care of the business side of things and keeping hot new merchandise in the store, the part that I loved most. I knew I needed to try and let go a little, delegating more to my team. It felt like it took forever, but finally I had an awesome staff. Molly, my new sales manager, had already proven herself to me. She had a great work ethic and was smart. The customers loved her, the staff loved her, I loved her. I felt she was a perfect fit for Silk. I was lucky to have found her. But as great as I thought she was, I still found it hard to let go.

      I zipped up my final suitcase and pulled it off the bed to stand upright on its wheels next to my other one, leaving a pile of unchosen clothes on the bed to deal with when I got home. I knew I’d regret leaving a mess a week from now when I was back and didn’t feel like dealing with them then either, but I didn’t care right now. I just wanted to be on my way.

      I’d planned to leave Chicago at a time when traffic wouldn’t be crazy and I hoped the traffic in Milwaukee wasn’t too bad either so I wouldn’t have to spend hours in a car on a barely moving highway. There was nothing as frustrating as driving yet getting nowhere or having to pee when you were stuck in between exits.

      Luck was with me and I hit Milwaukee at the perfect time, zipping right through the city. One of these days I wanted to spend some time exploring Milwaukee. It was so close to Chicago, but often us Chicagoans didn’t think any other city had much value, since ours of course was the best, so we didn’t pay much attention to what other cities had to offer. But from what I’d seen from the highway, it looked beautiful. I saw several old buildings I’d like to get a closer look at.

      It didn’t take long before I made it to my destination and pulled into the driveway of my home for the week, tires crunching on the gravel; I parked in front of the garage and shut the car off. Happy to get out and stretch my legs, I stared at the beautiful house in front of me. This vacation was a gift from one of my customers who owned the house and used it as a rental property. They’d had a last-minute cancelation and didn’t offer refunds so she’d offered me the place free for a week.  I’d offered to pay her something, but she refused and I’d jumped at the chance to get away without blowing my budget. I’d looked it up online and it was more for a week stay here than six months of payments on my condo and I lived in Chicago. Even though I’d bought my condo at a steal, it still wasn’t cheap. This vacation was not in my price range even if Silk was doing well. And I could see why. This place was gorgeous.

      From the front walk I could see there was a huge deck off the back with a hot tub, lounge chairs and tables, and it surrounded a large in-ground pool. The deck came around the house at an angle, and since it wasn’t directly behind the house it gave the appearance of being much larger than it was. Gorgeous flowers were strategically planted all over and the colors were amazing.

      The exterior of this massive home was stone in all different shades of grey. I couldn’t even imagine how much it cost, but the effect was unbelievable. There were shades of grey I hadn’t even seen before. Who knew stone could be so pretty.

      I walked up to the front door and dug around in my purse to find the keys Sheryl had given me. I unlocked the oversized wooden door and it swung open. The inside of the house, at least what I could see from the foyer, was as amazing as the outside.

      Dark mahogany floors and matching wide crown moldings gave it such a warm, elegant feel. I loved the way dark wood looked. Even more so when it was weathered like this. It had that lived-in feel.  The house had been built in the early 1900s and, from what the website said, it was still mostly original. To think of these floors being here for over a hundred years, it was hard to fathom. I walked down the hall, which opened to the biggest kitchen I’d ever seen. I wasn’t a big cook, but I was jealous of this kitchen. I could easily imagine parties with people hanging out, enjoying each other’s company.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen an island as big as the one I was looking at. It was a gorgeous slab of cream and silver granite that would have taken up every inch of space in my kitchen. The kitchen had obviously been updated in the last hundred years since there were some things you just couldn’t live without. Like a microwave. Give me a bag of popcorn and I could call it dinner.

      As my eyes roved around the kitchen I spotted something that was possibly the best thing I’d ever seen.  An espresso machine housed in a cabinet that had what looked like a regular wine rack built in but instead of wine, it was filled with flavored syrups. It was a coffee addict’s dream come true.

      Then I noticed bottles of wine in a wine refrigerator that also seemed to be fully stocked, as I looked through the glass door. Coffee, wine, this place had everything. I might not leave the house all week. What would be the point? I had everything I ever wanted right here.

      As much as I wanted to open one of the bottles and take a glass of wine down for a walk on the beach, I knew I needed to make myself bring everything in and unpack and get myself somewhat settled. Then I could relax.

      I made quick work of it, a walk on the beach was a great incentive, and thirty minutes later I was headed down to the beach with a travel coffee mug full of wine. Not the classiest thing, but I didn’t want my wine to get warm or attract bugs so a container with a lid made the most sense.

      I walked about a half mile down the beach, quietly enjoying the sun and the sand. Later I had Chinese food delivered. Starving, I scarfed most of it down and put the leftovers in the fridge. That was the nice thing about most Chinese restaurants. The food was plentiful and inexpensive, and it always tasted better the next day.

      Stuffed and tired from the walk, I lay down for a quick nap, and woke to the sun setting. A perfect time for another walk I thought, grabbing a light sweater in case it was chilly by the water.

      I walked in silence, something there wasn’t a lot of in Chicago, enjoying the beautiful night, when I spotted something off in the water just a few feet out where it was still shallow. It looked like it might be an interesting piece of driftwood.

      Curious, I took a couple steps towards whatever it was and got close enough to see what was floating in the water.  It wasn’t driftwood. Shaking, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed 911 as I stared at the body of a man who was clearly beyond saving.

      Thirty minutes later, I was leaning against a police cruiser wrapped up in a blanket someone had handed me. Despite the warm temperature of the air, and my sweater, I was still chilled to the bone.

      The EMT’s were now loading the body, which had been placed in a body bag, on a stretcher. They hadn’t even tried any heroic measures to revive him. He was way beyond that. I could figure that much out without being a doctor by the lifeless stare in his milky eyes and the unnatural pallor of his skin. I shivered a little, despite the blanket, thinking about what I’d seen. It would take a while to get that image out of my head.

      I knew the police needed to talk to me. They’d said as much when they’d asked me to wait. I just wished they’d hurry. I wanted to go back to the house and crawl into bed and try to forget this happened. Start over tomorrow.

      As if he’d heard my thoughts, one of the policemen walked over to me.

      “I’m Sheriff Ted Travis. I’m really sorry you came upon this, but I was hoping to ask you a few questions while things are still fresh in your mind.”

      He looked at me as if to see if I was willing. Like I had a choice in the matter. I sighed. I shouldn’t be mad at him. I knew he had a job to do. “Sure.”

      The Sheriff pulled a notepad and pen out from his pocket. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I was walking on the beach and I spotted something in the water. I thought it was driftwood or something and I walked out in the water to get a closer look. That’s when I realized what it was and called 911.”

      “Ok. Did you know the deceased?” His brow furrowed and, despite the circumstances he seemed nice. Brown hair. A face that might be considered plain if it weren’t for his dark brown eyes, which seemed warm and inviting. Something told me he was a good listener and probably didn’t lack for female companionship.

      I shook my head. “I’m not from here. Just here for the week, staying at that house over there,” I said and pointed. “I arrived earlier today from Chicago.”

      He wrote something down before pausing to ask the next question.

      “Had you ever seen him before?” His deep voice was very soothing. Perfect for someone in his profession. I was already starting to relax a little. Wonder if he used this calm manner to put suspects at ease and get them to confess.

      “I just got here this afternoon and haven’t left the house except to walk on the beach.”

      “So, you hadn’t noticed anyone walking on the beach earlier today or anything that seemed out of place?”

      “Like I said, I just got here this afternoon,” I repeated.

      “Hmm. Ok.”

      “Is he a local?” I asked.

      Sheriff Travis looked at me curiously. “No,” he finally said. “He’s not from around here.”

      “Was he murdered? Should I be worried? Am I in danger?”

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. We’re quiet around here most of the time. I’m sure this is an isolated incident.”

      “Doesn’t that almost make it less safe if this is out of the norm?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t worry. Can I get your phone number in case something else comes up?” he said.

      I gave him my number and he gave me his card and offered to drive me back to the house, but I declined. I thought the walk would do me good, but in the short distance to the house, I jumped at every little sound. Maybe I should have taken him up on his offer. I was much more rattled than I’d originally thought.

      So much for a quiet, relaxing vacation. I’d been here less than twenty-four hours and already was off to a rocky start. I couldn’t get the image of the dead body out of my head. Nor the bullet hole I’d seen in the victim’s temple. This had been no accident, there was a murderer on the loose.
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      I woke up with a start and groaned when I saw the time. I’d only fell asleep an hour ago. My heart was pounding the way it does when you awake from a sound sleep and are scared but aren’t sure why and the adrenalin is rushing through your body at a furious pace. I closed my eyes again and tried to relax so I could fall back asleep and then I heard it. A noise. That must be what woke me up the first time. Trying to slow my pounding heart, I heard it again. It sounded like a door flapping in the wind. I bet I forgot to latch the screen door when I came in last night from the deck.

      Well, I certainly wasn’t going to get back to sleep with that banging so I got out of bed to close it. I sighed, sat up and grabbed my robe because once I tossed off the covers I felt chilly. It had been very warm all day, but the temperature had significantly dropped and right now, in the middle of the night, it was cold. Probably the breeze coming in from the lake. I shouldn’t have left the window open, but when I went to bed it was so gorgeous out I wanted to be able to smell the fresh air. I walked across the room, shut the window, and then headed downstairs to the kitchen. I checked the screen that went out to the deck and sure enough it was wide open. I felt a little nervous. Anyone could have walked in and while I was sure violent crime wasn’t rampant in a small town such as this one, tonight had me on edge because someone had been murdered not far from here. Leaving a door unlocked wasn’t a good idea.

      Walking back into the kitchen, I was wide awake and not sure I’d be falling back asleep anytime soon so I decided to make some hot cocoa and sit out on the back deck. Enjoy the sound of the waves on the beach. It wasn’t often I had the chance to sit outside in the middle of the night and enjoy the peace and quiet. Chicago was too noisy.

      Putting the cup in the microwave to heat up the water, I went over to the pantry where I had put the snacks I’d brought from home and grabbed a few Oreos. I knew I shouldn’t have brought junk food on this trip. I had no will power and cookies were the last thing I needed. But calories didn’t count after a traumatic experience or in the middle of the night, did they? Luckily, I had justification for all things bad for me.

      I grabbed my steaming cup of cocoa, my handful of Oreos, and slid the patio door open. Shutting it behind me with my elbow, once I stepped through, I took a seat on one of the oversized Adirondack chairs. Thinking I should have brought out a blanket, I hoped the hot drink would keep me toasty enough.

      This was the life. Not necessarily being up at two am or finding a dead body. I could live without those things happening, but rather the quiet, serene, beauty of this area. I loved Chicago and the hustle and energy of the city, but there was something to be said about taking a break from the constant frenetic pace to truly relax and reflect. The past few months had been some of the hardest I’ve ever encountered with the store. Cooper, my boyfriend, had been traveling for months and I’d only seen him a couple of times in that duration and very briefly at that. The long-distance relationship thing was getting tougher and tougher. We both felt the strain but were determined to try and make it work. I wanted to hold on to the hope that his travel would slow down and he could spend more time in Chicago.  It’s what we both wanted.

      The last few months, with how hard things had been at the store, I’d been second guessing my decision to buy it in the first place. It was hard to keep pursuing a dream that was seemingly so impossible to get off the ground. Was it worth it? That’s why I’d come here even though I couldn’t afford to be away from the store. I needed to think about what I wanted and what price I was willing to pay.  I loved my business and I loved Cooper. I felt this constant tug of war between things that I wanted out of life. And at the end of the day, weren’t relationships more important than work?

      My mind went back to what I’d witnessed on the beach and I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened. I wanted to do something about it since I was the one who found him, but there wasn’t much I could do.

      I finished my cocoa and sat there enjoying the quiet until I started to get cold. I reached for the door when I heard a loud noise coming from the beach. I turned around and saw something out there on the water. A boat with a person, who appeared to be waving. What was someone doing in the lake in the middle of the night? Were they stranded out there? I wish I had brought my phone with me to call 911, but it was still sitting on my nightstand. I slid the door open with such force it bounced back and hit me in the shoulder. I was going to get my phone, but then I heard a voice coming from the beach and I turned back around. Now there were two people on shore waving to the person in the boat. It didn’t seem if anyone was in danger, but what the hell were they doing out there? I pulled my robe tighter to keep out the cold and walked out to the edge of the deck to get a closer look. What were people doing out on the beach at this time of night?

      One of the people on the beach waded out in the water as the boat got closer and pulled it the rest of the way in. I was too far away to see them clearly, but I could tell they were all male by their size. They unloaded a couple long boxes off the boat and then pushed it back out and the boat headed off into the distance while the men on shore seemed to disappear into thin air. Literally. They walked away from the shoreline and then vanished. I scanned the shoreline expecting to see them pop up somewhere and nothing. I figured I just wasn’t looking in the right direction.

      I headed back inside hoping I’d be able to fall back asleep, but that was wishful thinking. I spent the next couple hours tossing and turning in bed with my mind replaying finding the body and then the men on the beach. I finally fell asleep and woke up to the sunlight streaming through the bedroom window. I had a pounding headache from lack of sleep. I looked at my phone. It was about nine o’clock. Late for me, but not when you consider I hadn’t fallen asleep until after four. I groaned. I needed coffee in the worst way. Finally, I forced myself out of bed and headed to the kitchen.

      Lucky for me the espresso machine wasn’t hard to figure out and within minutes I had a delicious latte with sugar free vanilla syrup. Just as I liked it. I needed a set up like this at home. Then maybe I’d be more motivated to get up to make my coffee and save money that I normally spent each day on Starbucks.

      Once the caffeine started to do its job and wake me up, my stomach started growling. I was hungry and there wasn’t any breakfast food here. I didn’t want to start the day with Oreos and Twizzlers, though truth be told, I’d done it before. I remembered passing a couple breakfast places on the way in, so I decided to head into town.

      A few minutes later I was on my way. I’d thrown on some khaki joggers and a graphic tee that said Being Fabulous is a Skill. It was in a line of tee’s in my store that was my new favorite with their cute sayings. The customers at Silk were eating them up and I couldn’t keep them in stock. Everyone loved a cute tee, plus they were the least expensive thing in the store so they made for a great add-on.

      It didn’t take long to pull up to a diner I’d seen on my way in. The house was only a few miles away from the town of Shiloh and the town wasn’t all that big. Had I been more motivated and less hungry I could have walked there.

      As I pulled into a parking space, I saw two guys standing by the entrance of the diner arguing. These guys were standing face to face, about one inch from one another, and even from here I could tell it was a heated argument and it didn’t look as if there was going to be a good outcome.

      Both were dressed in casual clothes, jeans and work boots, but one of the men was older than the other. The younger one looked to be my age and kind of cute in a scruffy sort of way.

      I watched the older guy draw his right fist back and punch the younger guy in the face causing him to stagger back, but it didn’t knock him down. The guy could sure take a punch. I expected to see the younger guy fight back but he didn’t. He just stood there, staring at the other guy. Almost as if to say, do it again. I dare you. I had to smile. I kind of liked that attitude.

      I didn’t want to stand by and watch someone get beat up, so I stepped out of the car and yelled. “Hey there. Stop!” I don’t know how effective that was going to be, but they did both turn and look at me. It wasn’t a very nice look, from the older guy anyway, but before anything else could happen a police car pulled up and an officer stepped out. It was the Sheriff from last night. Thank God. I realized how stupid I’d been to try to interfere. Sometimes my mouth got the better of me.

      “Glen, Harley, what the hell is going on?”

      “Mind your own business, Ted. This doesn’t concern you,” the older one said in a not so friendly tone. I wasn’t sure if he didn’t like cops or that was just his normal tone, but it was a little scary. Though it didn’t seem to bother the Sheriff. Something told me this wasn’t their first go around.

      “Glen, anything that happens in my town is my business. I can’t have you fighting in the streets. Janet doesn’t take kindly to you scaring away her customers. Do you really want to piss her off?” I could hear him say.

      “I was about done with him anyway,” Glen spat out. “I’ll see you later,” he said pointing to Harley, who didn’t seem all that concerned, and walked away mumbling under his breath.

      Harley and Ted noticed me staring and my face grew red from being caught watching, but they quickly turned back to each other. Ted put his hand on Harley’s shoulder and was saying something to him, but I couldn’t hear because he’d lowered his voice.

      I walked past them to get to the front door, but they were so engrossed in their conversation they didn’t even notice me. I couldn’t help but wonder what they were talking about.  I did notice however, that Sheriff Travis was even cuter in the daylight and a little younger than I’d originally thought. Not that I was looking, but I did for a moment wish Anna had come with me. She needed to meet some eligible men.

      The diner was busy, which hopefully boded well for the quality of the food, so I grabbed a seat at the counter and within a few moments a waitress gave me a menu and water. She was blond. Not young but not old either, with a friendly smile. I had the feeling she was like Betty back home, personality wise. Sweet unless you got on her bad side then watch out. She wouldn’t be someone to mess with. She gave off that no nonsense vibe.

      “Coffee?”

      “Yes, please.” Even though I’d had some at home, I needed more. There was no such thing as too much coffee in my book. Caffeine was the fuel that kept me going

      I opened the menu and was pleasantly surprised. It wasn’t the bacon and eggs greasy spoon food I expected. The menu said everything was organic and local and the menu items were more French bistro than country diner. It looked as if this breakfast was going to turn out to be even better than expected.

      The waitress made her way back over and set my coffee on the counter. I pulled it close and inhaled the aroma. It smelled wonderful.

      “Our special today is a chorizo omelet with avocado and mushrooms in our housemade balsamic marinade. And since you haven’t been here before I’d also recommend our yogurt parfait and crème brulee French toast if you’re not in an omelet mood. All our ingredients are the freshest you’ll find and most of them are local.”

      “How do you know I’ve not been here before?” I asked.

      “Sweetheart, I know everyone in this town and you are definitely not from this town. You look more city to me. Milwaukee?”

      I smiled. “Chicago.”

      “See, close enough. Now you look over the menu and I’ll be back in a few. My name’s Janet.”

      I looked over the menu and it was hard to choose. It all sounded so good. I finally decided on something and closed the menu, sitting it in front of me to signal I was ready. I took another sip of my coffee and got lost in thought, thinking about the men on the beach again. Maybe when I went down there today, I’d try and see where they’d disappeared to.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Janet said as she refilled my coffee.

      Not wanting to explain what I was thinking about; I went with something easier. “When I walked in here there were two guys fighting and Sheriff Travis broke it up. I was just wondering what they were arguing about,” I said sheepishly, knowing how it must sound. Like an outsider getting in everyone’s business.

      Janet looked at me strangely. “How do you know the Sheriff?” she said, obviously picking up that I’d mentioned him by name.

      “I met the Sheriff last night,” I said, and was going to leave it at that when Janet gasped.

      “You were the girl who found the dead body on the beach!” She exclaimed, setting down the coffee pot, as if she was settling in to hear the whole story.

      Wow, news travels fast around here. Though I didn’t know why I was surprised. The small town I grew up in was the same way and that had been before social media. Twitter had nothing on a small-town grapevine.

      I nodded my head yes. “Did you know him? The guy who was murdered.”

      “Murdered?” Janet’s head snapped back. Clearly that news hadn’t traveled.

      I was confused. She knew there was a dead body but didn’t know the guy had been murdered. Were the cops keeping it to themselves? Holding clues back and all. Those Law and Order re-runs weren’t just all for entertainment purposes. I’d picked up a few things.

      “I just assumed, I guess,” I said, trying to sound indifferent.

      Janet’s eyes narrowed like she didn’t quite believe me, but I didn’t want to gossip about the bullet hole I’d seen in this guy’s head. Even though I was sure about what I’d seen, I didn’t necessarily want to talk about it.

      “So, what’s the issue between Glen and Harley. They looked ticked off at each other. Are they bad people?” I said, changing the subject.

      “Harley’s a good kid but Glen and the others; a tough bunch. They mostly keep to themselves and don’t bother nobody.”

      She must have noticed a confused look on my face because she started laughing. “Sorry, I forgot for a moment that you’re not from around here and have no idea what I’m talking about.” She set her coffee pot down and leaned in. She obviously was a chatty type. “Sheboygan is a quiet town most the time. We get our influx of summer tourists, which are needed to help keep the town afloat, but even then, it’s mostly families wanting fun in the sun and no one to cause any trouble. It’s casual and laid back most of the time. Glen and Harley belong to a militia group that has about thirty or forty members. It’s not large and most of the time they don’t bother people. And even when they do cause a ruckus it’s more verbal. Protesting occasionally, when something happens in the news they don’t like that fuels their cause. “Janet stopped to walk over to a customer and refill their coffee.

      Coming back to me she continued. “But they don’t usually mingle with the locals and they’re very private. We all have a healthy respect for each other. Glen and Harley, well, it’s more of a family issue between them most times. Harley is a bit more open minded then his father and they argue quite a bit. Glen can’t stand Harley interacting with the locals willingly. Why that boy doesn’t just up and leave I don’t know. He just doesn’t seem to fit in with their ideals, even went to college on a football scholarship. He could have done anything, yet he chose to come back here. But then what do I know? They are family and that’s the most important thing in this world, in my opinion.”

      “Harley is Glen’s son?” I couldn’t imagine my dad ever coming to blows with my brother Jesse. That wasn’t even fathomable in my mind. Each family had their own dynamic, I supposed. I was glad that wasn’t mine.

      “Yep. Such a sad shame that they would fight like that, but Glen has his beliefs and he won’t shake them for nothing. He’s a narrow minded S.O.B.” she said, shaking her head, seeming more disappointed in Glen than angry. I got the feeling there was some history between Janet and Glen. Just the expression on her face when she said his name.

      “Do they come here a lot?”

      Janet shrugged. “About once a week. I don’t agree with their cause, but they’ve never been anything but respectful to me, and they don’t cause trouble in my restaurant, so to each his own I say. What can I get you to eat? Wouldn’t want you to starve on my watch,” she said and winked, apparently deciding she’d gossiped enough.

      A few minutes later, Janet sat a plate in front of me the most delicious smelling aroma from thick pieces of French toast, arranged beautifully on a plate and dusted with powdered sugar. I could tell without even taking a bite it was going to be exactly how I liked it. Crunchy on the outside and soft and gooey on the inside. I could never get my French toast to come out that way, which is why I rarely made it. I was always disappointed because it was either soggy or chewy so it was my absolute favorite thing to order at a restaurant.

      I took a bite and the food completely exceeded any expectations I may have had. Even my favorite breakfast places in the city didn’t have French toast this good. I might have to take more vacations here just for this, it would be worth it.

      Finally, I stopped eating. Realizing even though I wanted to finish it all, if I ate one more bite I would explode. I pushed my plate away and took a drink of coffee, my mind going back to the dead body.

      “How is everything?” Janet came back by and asked, momentarily distracting me from my thoughts.

      “Absolutely amazing. Hats off to the chef.”

      Janet beamed. “Thank you and my grandson will appreciate it.”

      Grandson. Wow, she was older than I thought or she had kids when she was twelve. Good for her for looking so awesome.

      “Is this a family business?” I asked.

      “Yep. This place has been here since my parents opened it just a little over fifty years ago. My mom wiped down these same counters,” Janet said lovingly, and I could tell how proud she was. “My kids wanted out of this small town and never had any interest in taking over so I was thrilled when my grandson, Eric, chose to stick around. But he’s still young so we will see. He might change his mind and head for the big city.”

      I could tell Janet was extremely proud of her grandson and I hoped for her sake he stuck around.  Having a legacy business like this wasn’t something you saw all that often anymore with all the big corporations gobbling up the market share.

      “Well, I don’t know where he learned to cook but he’s good,” I said.

      “He’s self-taught. He’s the one who came up with these menu ideas. We’d always been a greasy spoon diner and did just fine for years, but he told me I needed to get with the times. I thought he was crazy, I mean we’re a small town, people just want bacon and eggs, but I was wrong. People love his new creations. Next time you come in you need to try the fried banana bread. It’s truly to die for. He has a way with baked goods.” Janet slid my check across the counter. “Just walk up to the front when you’re ready.”
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      “I wonder where this compound is?” I thought, tapping the keys on my leg as I was sitting in the car. I knew I was on vacation and should be relaxing and not trying to satisfy my curiosity about things happening in this town, but this was kind of fun. I did like a mystery. My curiosity was so strong it was overriding my desire to go home and take a nap.

      I kind of had this bad habit of getting involved where I shouldn’t. I had an inquisitive mind, I couldn’t help it. It’s not like I went searching for mysteries, they just sort of happened around me. I didn’t know a lot about militia, but couldn’t help but to want to find out more about what they were. There wasn’t anything wrong with that.

      Even though I had no idea where this place was, I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I should have asked Janet. I was sure she’d know, but I also bet most of the locals did as well. I needed gas so I thought I’d go across the street to the gas station to get some and ask the person working there.

      I pumped the gas and then walked inside, grabbing a Diet Coke for the ride, and headed to the counter.

      “That’ll be two fifty,” a bored looking cashier said, and I handed over the five I’d grabbed out of my wallet.

      “I was wondering if you knew where the militia compound was?” I’d racked my brain on the short walk inside on how to ask without sounding like a weirdo and realized there just wasn’t a good way. So, straight forward was the way I decided to go. It’s not like I’d ever see this person again and the cashier didn’t even seem interested in why I would ask such a question. Maybe it was a common tourist destination and people asked a lot.

      “You mean the Wickham place?”

      “Probably. I don’t know the name.” If that wasn’t the place I’d just be on a sight-seeing tour. Either way was fine. It’s not like I had a schedule to keep.

      “You’ll want to head out the parking lot that way,” she said, pointing what I thought was north. “Then continue on for about ten miles or so and you’ll start to see barb wire fencing and then you’ll come to state road 141. Turn left and it will be on your right. You can’t miss it.”

      “Thanks,” I said and turned to leave, grabbing the drink off the counter.

      “Excuse me,” the cashier said, and I turned back around. “I don’t mean to be nosy, but do you know someone out there? You’re not a reporter or a cop or nothing’ are you?”

      “No. Neither of those,” I said ignoring the first half of her question.

      “Ok. They don’t like cops or reporters. Just thought I’d warn you.”

      “Oh, do you know someone who lives out there?”

      “Sort of. I went to high school with a couple kids who lived there. Didn’t know them well, but enough to know they’re very private people. Don’t much like outsiders.”

      I thanked her and went back to my car. I pulled out and was soon in the middle of nowhere with just farmland as far as I could see. I didn’t even see many houses.

      I drove in silence; not even turning the radio on. I finally reached state road 141 where I turned left as instructed. A few hundred yards up the road I could see buildings, so I thought it had to be the Wickham place. I hadn’t seen anything else since I passed a farm a few miles back. The houses were few and far between out here apparently.  So were cell towers as I glanced at my phone and saw it said no service, which made me a little nervous, but it’s not like I was going to get out of my car or anything.

      As I approached it looked like a normal farm, much like the others I’d passed on the way here. There was an old white farmhouse I assumed was the main structure and then several small trailers over in one area and two huge barns. There was a fenced in area with horses and cows and I saw chickens over on the other side. It seemed to have all the trappings of a normal farm. It wasn’t what I’d pictured in my head. I expected something more sinister looking. It didn’t look that scary. Even the barb wire fence and the keep out - trespassers will be shot signs, were common place out here. I’d passed several already on the fences of other farms.

      I slowed to a stop and sat there staring at the compound, the car just idling. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting or even wanted from this trip out here. I almost felt foolish. I knew the longer I sat out here the more chance there was someone would notice me and, if they didn’t want trespassers on their property, they wouldn’t like people sitting outside it staring either.

      I put the car back in drive and started to back out onto the highway, not wanting to press my luck. Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone staring at me. So much for going unnoticed.

      It looked like the Harley guy from the restaurant, so I wasn’t too worried, but it was time to go back home before anyone else spotted me.
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      When I turned down the street to my rental house there was a red Toyota in the driveway. I pulled in and shut off the car. As I got out of my car, a man who looked to be about my age got out of his. He was quite attractive with his dark hair and blue eyes, which I could clearly see even behind the Buddy Holly style glasses that seemed to be the in thing for men these days. The first few times I’d seen that style I hadn’t been a fan, but they were growing on me and they looked good on him. He started walking toward me. He seemed friendly enough, but I kept my keys in my hand in case I needed to make a quick getaway. Living in Chicago had taught me to be aware.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      The man smiled and held out his hand. “I’m Sheldon Grant. I’m a reporter and I heard you were the one who found the dead body yesterday.”

      I wasn’t shocked that a reporter was here asking questions. I was more surprised it had taken this long.

      I took his hand and shook it and relaxed a little. I didn’t get the vibe he was a crazy serial killer or anything.

      “I’m sorry you came all the way out here, but there’s not much to tell,” I said.

      “Did you see anyone else out on the beach when you found him?” he persisted, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Mind if I record you?”

      I shook my head no. “But there’s nothing much to say. No one else was on the beach. I thought it was just me. Until I saw him,” I said with a shudder at the memory.

      “How did you find him?”

      I recounted the same story I’d told the police. Sheriff Travis hadn’t said not to talk about it and it’s not like I knew much anyways. This reporter probably had more knowledge of it than I did.

      “Did you recognize him? Had you seen him around before?”

      “No, I’m just here on vacation. I don’t know anything about what happened. It was strictly a case of wrong place, wrong time. Probably for the both of us.”

      “If you think of anything else, call me,” he said, pressing his card into my hand and walking back to his car.

      I stuck the card in my pocket and watched him walk away, quickly putting him out of my mind with thoughts of the beach.

      This is the life, I thought, as I leaned back in one of the lounge chairs I’d dragged down to the beach and rubbed sunscreen on my arms. Finally, out enjoying the sunshine. It was so beautiful looking out to the vast blue water of Lake Michigan. If only I hadn’t found a body last night. Every time I looked at the water I thought of the body lying there, pale and lifeless and it did dampen my fun just a little.

      I dozed a bit and read my book, but I soon grew antsy and decided to take a stroll down the beach, heading in the direction I’d seen the men go last night.  I walked down to the water’s edge where the ground was a little firmer and started heading down the shoreline.

      A short distance away I saw a couple holding hands as they too walked at the water’s edge. They looked to be about my age, mid-thirties, maybe they were also on vacation.

      The couple stopped walking and appeared to be looking for shells in the sand, so I quickly caught up to them.

      “Finding anything pretty?” I asked.

      “A few,” the woman answered and held out her hand to show me what she’d found.

      “That’s a beautiful shell,” I said, picking one up and turning it around. “The colors are amazing.”

      ‘Thank you. I’m Allison and this is my fiancé, Paul.”

      “I’m Presley, nice to meet you. Are you guys visiting or do you live here? I’m here for the week up at that house back there with the dark green shutters,” I said pointing down the beach the way I’d come.

      “We’re here for a wedding. Our wedding. We’re renting that house for the month,” and she pointed behind them to a huge house that was easily four times the size of the house I was staying in and my house wasn’t small by any means. In fact, I wouldn’t call theirs a house. I’d call it a mansion; it was so grand looking.

      “Oh my God, that is gorgeous.”

      “It sure is. Built the early 1900’s by a shipping baron for his family. You should come up and see it. It’s magnificent, especially when you think that just one family lived there,” Paul spoke this time. He seemed a little timid, but I could tell he loved the house. He was beaming when he talked about it.

      “Yes, you totally should,” Allison spoke up excitedly. “In fact, we’re having a cocktail reception tomorrow evening for some friends who came in early for the wedding. You should come.”

      “I couldn’t impose like that,” I said, feeling a little awkward at being invited by total strangers to something so personal.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I went way overboard with ordering food and alcohol. You’d be doing us a favor by helping us eat and drink it all. Really. Please come. You’ll love our friends. Please?” Alison said again, her blue eyes wide with excitement. She probably wanted to share her happiness with everyone and I couldn’t fault her for that.

      “Free food and alcohol? How can I say no?” I said.

      Allison clapped with excitement. “Wonderful. It starts at six so just walk over whenever. It’s super casual, so no need to get dressed up. I can’t wait to introduce you to our friends. This is going to be so much fun. I love meeting new people.”

      “Looking forward to it,” I said.

      “Allison, we need to get back. The decorator will be here any minute,” Paul said, looking nervously at his watch.

      “Ok, Paul,” she said sweetly. “See you tomorrow.”
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      I headed back to the house realizing as I arrived that I’d forgotten to see if I could figure out where the men had disappeared. I’d been distracted with Allison’s invitation. Oh well, I’d be back down there tomorrow. I sat out on the deck with a glass of wine and my book, but I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering enough to remember anything I read and I found myself re-reading the same page over and over. I just couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking about the body I’d found. Not for the first time, I wondered why this stuff always happened to me. I used to be just an employee of Silk until the owner was murdered. I had been the one to find that body too. I had bad luck in this way, come to think about it. Trouble seemed to have a way of finding me.

      Finally, I gave up trying to relax and grabbed my laptop from my room the next time I went to refill my wine glass. I sat back down and opened my laptop and did a Google search to see what information I could find about what had happened last night. I was more curious now that the reporter had showed up and I hoped once I got what information was available, I’d be able to relax and get back to vacation.

      My search pulled up an article in what I assumed was the local paper, since it was called The Sheboygan Press, by Sheldon Grant, the reporter who’d been to my house earlier. I scanned it, though it didn’t give me much more information that what I already knew.  No wonder Sheldon had sought me out.

      “Late last night the body of a white male was discovered on the stretch of beach in front of the Carson Mansion. The police have declined to release the victim’s name until family can be notified, but our sources say it looks to be foul play. An investigation is ongoing and Sheriff Travis refused to comment.”

      I sighed. That wasn’t helpful. It wasn’t anything I didn’t already know. Since that seemed to be a dead end, I changed my search to Militia. I mean I knew vaguely what they were all about, or at least I thought I did. People who didn’t exactly agree with the way the government did things so somewhat removed themselves for participating in normal society, but I hadn’t thought about it before.

      I scrolled down through numerous articles, mostly scanning the few sentences that came up in preview. Far right-wingers, anti-tax, anti-immigration, white power, libertarian, believes that there is a tyrannical government on the rise. Ok, about what I thought. I didn’t understand this thought process, even with our country’s faults, our government was better than most and that was largely due to all the things the militia didn’t seem to like. I clicked on an article that was called Modern Day Militia and started reading. It was quite fascinating.

      There has been a resurgence of active militia in the US since the Ruby Ridge incident in the early 1990’s and, while many groups are on active watch lists they aren’t viewed as threats because they are more reactive and not proactive, one of the articles said.

      After a little more research, I realized I was starving and decided to head back into town for dinner. I made a mental note to get to the grocery store tomorrow. While cooking wasn’t my strong suit I did love to grill, and I looked forward to going out and watching the sunset.

      I decided on a family Italian place I’d passed this morning on the way to the diner and, if the food tasted as good as the place smelled when I walked in it was going to be a great meal.

      I grabbed a breadstick that was dripping with butter from the basket the waiter sat down. I had the thing gone in two seconds, reaching for another – calories didn’t count while on vacation right – when loud voices behind me drew my attention away from the breadstick.

      “Would you lower your voice so everyone in the restaurant can’t hear you?” I heard a man say. He sounded young, but not a teenager young. Maybe early twenties young.

      “I’m not going to lower my voice. My therapist tells me it’s healthy to get out my feelings and not suppress them.”

      “I don’t think she meant for you to express them in a public place at the top of your lungs, Elle,” the man said softly, probably thinking if he lowered his voice she might lower hers. The place wasn’t that big and I could clearly hear them, as I was sure the other patrons could.

      I heard the scrape of chair legs and imagined she was standing up.

      “Don’t patronize me, Eric. I won’t stand for it!” the woman said, and I could hear tears in her voice.

      “Elle c’mon, I wasn’t trying to. I just want you to calm down and enjoy a nice meal with me. Can we please do that?”

      Uh oh. He screwed up now. He said the two little words guaranteed to make a woman go from simply mad to bat-shit crazy in two seconds. Calm down. This boy was toast. Three, two …

      “I will not calm down. In fact, I’m leaving and don’t you dare call me until you’re ready to apologize.”

      And there it was.

      “Elle,” he pleaded.

      “Goodbye Eric, don’t contact me until you’re ready to apologize,” she said and I heard steps quickly walking away.

      Someone’s in the doghouse, I thought.  He’d broken the cardinal rule. Poor kid. She’d called him Eric. Could that be Janet’s grandson? I resisted the urge to turn around and look and noticed the waiter heading over in my direction.

      He sat down my food and the garlic scented steam that rolled off my eggplant parmesan almost put me in a food coma it smelled so amazing. Thoughts of the couple vanished as I could only think about eating.

      I cut into the eggplant and watched the melted cheese ooze all over my plate. I got down to the serious business of eating without getting sauce on my shirt, always a problem for me when eating Italian and was lost in the deliciousness of the food until I heard conversation start up again behind me. I wish I was facing the other way so I could see who was talking. Eating here was like watching reality TV. The small-town happenings were quite interesting.

      “There you are, Eric. Funny running into you here,” I heard someone say.

      “Hi, Roger,” Eric said and his voice sounded a little nervous. Poor guy. It seemed like he was getting it from all sides today.

      I could hear a chair being pulled out and then a creak. I assumed this Roger guy was sitting down and was somewhat surprised Eric hadn’t left after his girlfriend walked out. Though this was good food, it would be hard to walk away from this and he probably figured since he was already in trouble, he might as well enjoy it, which is what I would have done.

      “I get the feeling you’re avoiding me, Eric,” Roger said just above a whisper. I could barely hear him. I leaned a little closer in my seat.

      “I’m not avoiding you, Roger. I’ve just been busy.”

      “How busy can it be down at your aunt’s diner?”

      I perked up at this. I was right. This was Janet’s grandson.

      “I’ve just been busy,” Eric repeated. And I could hear the nervousness in his voice this time. There was no mistaking it.

      “You didn’t follow through on your commitment and that makes Glen a bit testy.”

      “I haven’t had the chance, but I’m going to, I swear. I just need more time if you want it done right.”

      “You’ve got a week. One more week and Glen’s patience will be gone as far as you’re concerned and you know what that means.”

      “I know,” Eric said so softly I had to strain to hear him.

      “Enjoy your meal,” Roger said, and I could hear him get up and couldn’t stop myself this time from turning around. There was a stark contrast between the two men. Where Eric was blond, with fair skin and blue eyes, a boy next door look, the Roger dude was the complete opposite and he didn’t look very friendly. I didn’t blame Eric for being nervous. I would too if I owed him. Roger looked like bad news.

      What the heck was that all about?

      “Dessert?” The waiter interrupted and I could feel my face flush.

      “I couldn’t eat another thing,” I said. “But I will take a cappuccino.”

      In the short time, I’d been here it just seemed like there were a lot of odd happenings for such a small town.

      Eric left before I finished my cappuccino and I soon went home as well. Not ready for bed, I poured a glass of wine and went out on the back deck to enjoy the cool breeze and sound of the waves coming up on the beach.

      It didn’t take long before my mind once again wandered to the dead body. I wasn’t going to be able to let this go. There seemed to be so much going on in this town. A murdered man, disappearing men, the militia, I witnessed a fight. This wasn’t your normal sleepy town.

      I went to get my computer and grabbed the bottle of wine from the kitchen counter to bring back out. I topped up my glass with the chilled Riesling and sat down and opened my laptop. I thought I’d check again and see if there was any new news.

      Typing in the necessary search words, I hit search and took a sip of my wine. There looked to be two new articles. I saw one was by that Sheldon Grant, so I decided to save that one and opened the other first. I scanned it and it didn’t have any information I didn’t already know and it was from a paper in Milwaukee so this was probably a cursory article of happenings in surrounding areas.

      I opened the article by Sheldon. I started reading and by the time I got to the second paragraph I was furious. He totally made it sound like I knew something. The opposite of what I’d told him. Which was nothing.

      What if the cops thought I was holding back? They might think I was hiding something because I was involved and that’s a headache I certainly didn’t need. I needed to find that reporter and talk to him.
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      The next morning, I drove to the diner for breakfast again, hoping to run into Janet and ask her a few questions. See if she knew anything about this Sheldon Grant, but she wasn’t working. The trip was still worth it because I had the most amazing omelet. They must use magic eggs. I’d never had an omelet that light and fluffy.

      I drove through town following the directions the GPS on my phone called out to the newspaper office. I was hoping that’s where Sheldon would be since I didn’t know where else to start looking. Sleeping on it hadn’t reduced my anger at all. I was still furious.

      Despite my anger, I still could appreciate how beautiful the town was. I passed the post office, which still looked original. They sure didn’t make buildings like that anymore.

      “Your destination is 200 feet ahead on your right. 111 W. Main St.,” called out the GPS.

      I could see the building and it looked as if there were some empty parking spaces in front that would allow me to pull straight in. Thank god. I hated parallel parking because I was horrible at it. Something I didn’t even attempt in Chicago on the few occasions I took my car out in the city. It was much easier to walk or take a taxi.

      I walked up to the building of the Sheboygan newspaper. Gorgeous red brick, huge windows with dark oak jambs and half shutters and the front doors were massive. I half expected to open the door and see a haze of smoke with all the reporters hunched over their typewriters, smoking cigars. The kind of old-style newsroom I saw in the movies.

      I was trying to think of what I was going to say as I pushed open the door and my heart starting pounding a little faster. But my nervousness turned to frustration when I asked for Sheldon at the front desk just to be told he wasn’t in. It’s not like I could just drive around town hoping to spot him and I didn’t feel like waiting around hoping he’d come back either.

      I reached the doors to leave when I heard someone behind me.

      “You’re looking for Sheldon?” I turned around to see a young kid standing there. Unruly brown hair flopped over one eye and he didn’t look to be more than sixteen.

      “Do you know where he is?” I asked, hopeful.

      “If he’s not here, he’s usually at the bar a few doors down. He said he does his best work there.”

      My eyebrows raised. “OK, thanks.”

      “Do you have a big story for him?”

      This kid was almost vibrating he seemed so excited. Like a puppy when the doorbell rings.

      “No. Just need to ask him a question.”

      “Oh.” His face fell for a moment and I almost felt bad to disappoint him, but he quickly recovered.

      “Well, my name is Will if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Will.”

      While I thought it to be a little early for the bar, each to his own and maybe day drinking fueled his investigative nature and was the reason why he reported things that weren’t true.

      I reached the bar, which was at the end of the block and went in. Taking a second for my eyes to adjust to the dimness after being in the bright sunlight, I scanned the room, surprised at how many people were here this early. It was just after ten and there was a half dozen people already sitting with a drink in hand. On the couple occasions I had tried day drinking, all it did was put me to bed by early afternoon and then I was wide awake in the middle of the night. No thanks. I thought I spotted him in the back and headed that way.

      He looked up as I approached and smiled, which kind of annoyed me.

      “What do I owe the pleasure? Please have a seat.”

      I slid in the booth, the seat opposite of him, and just looked at him, not offering up a smile in return.

      “Did you think of something else to tell me?”

      “I’d like to know why you lied in your last article about what I said.”

      I half expected him to deny knowing what I was talking about, but the look on his face told me he knew exactly what I was referring to and wasn’t all that surprised I was asking. He also didn’t look the least bit sorry.

      “It wasn’t an actual lie.”

      “Well it wasn’t exactly the truth either,” I interrupted. “You made it sound like I told you something and I didn’t. Because I don’t know anything.”

      “It was merely suggestive. I can’t control how people might take it.”

      “Don’t downplay it like it’s no big deal. What if the police think I know more than I already told them?” I said, raising my voice.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I know it kind of looks that way, but I have a good reason, I swear.”

      His apology didn’t lessen my anger because he didn’t seem all that sincere. It made me angrier because he was treating this like it was nothing and I was over-reacting.  I couldn’t believe he treated murder so lightly.

      “And that is?” I prompted.

      He paused for a second. “Can I trust you to keep a secret?”

      Hmm, I wondered where this was going.

      “It depends on what it is.”

      “It’s a theory I have and I don’t want it getting out yet.”

      “Ok, then. What’s your theory?” I said, somewhat surprised he would confide in me. Unless this was his way of deflecting to take my focus off what he’d said.

      “I think the man you found on the beach was part of a drug smuggling ring and they’re using this town as home base to traffic drugs to Milwaukee and Chicago.”

      My eyebrows raised. “This town isn’t that close to the city and it’s so small. It seems strangers coming into town would draw suspicion. Or at least they’d be noticed. What makes you think this?”

      “That’s just it. I think someone in the community is involved. And that’s why they’re able to fly under the radar. It’s the only explanation of how they’ve been able to make it work.”

      “Ok, but I don’t see what that has to do with exaggerating what I know.”

      “I thought it might make whoever is locally involved make a move and bring attention to themselves. If they thought you saw something or someone involved.”

      “So, you put me at risk so you could chase down a story,” I said, my voice rising again. “What if the person who killed that man came after me? If there is criminal activity going on and these people think I know something I shouldn’t what would stop them from coming after me. Nothing. They already killed one person. What were you thinking?”

      “I didn’t name you,” he said weakly, but I could tell he knew that didn’t matter and I was right. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out who he was talking about in his article. “Listen, I’m sorry, I really am. I guess I didn’t think of it that way. I was trying to get a lead.”

      “So, you’re sorry, but you’re not sorry if it gets you the information you want?”

      I could tell he felt bad and he seemed like an OK guy, but obviously, he cared more about his story than what negative impact it could have on me and hadn’t even taken the time to think about the potential repercussions of his actions.

      “Since you’ve put me at risk, I think you owe me an explanation of exactly what you think is going on. Why you think this guy was murdered? Do you even know who he is? I think the least you can do is bring me in the loop. I want to know everything.  Since I’ve got just as much on the line, if not more, than you do.” I fired off my many questions in such a way to clearly show I expected answers and I wasn’t leaving until I got them.

      “Now wait a minute. I know I probably overstepped a bit but there’s no way I’m involving you in my investigation.” He sat back in his seat and crossed his arms. He didn’t look sorry anymore.

      “Too late. You involved me when you wrote that article,” I said, crossing my arms. Two could play at this game. If he thought I was some stupid female who he could intimidate, he was crazy.

      “And what if I told you something I don’t think you know?”

      “What?” he said, leaning forward.

      “You first.” I wasn’t about to say anything unless he did the same.

      We stared at each other, neither wanting to be the one to look away first. Sometimes you just had to revert to childish behavior to get the job done.  And I could do that as long as he could. There was no way I was going to let him get away with this.

      “Who is it you think is involved locally?” I prompted.

      Sheldon sighed. He looked like he realized I wasn’t going to give up and that’s what I was counting on.

      “Well?” I prodded.

      “Ok fine, but you can’t let this leave the table.”

      “You think it’s the militia, don’t you?” I blurted out before he could speak.

      His eyebrows shot up. “What do you know about the militia here?”

      “Nothing really. It’s just a guess.”

      “I think they’re involved, but I’m not sure how yet. Nothing I can find alludes to them selling around here, at least not that I’ve could find, so I can only assume they are taking it somewhere else for distribution. There have been suspicions in the past of them being involved in illegal activity, but nothing that could ever be pinned on them.”

      “Do you think they’re the ones who killed that guy?”

      “I honestly don’t know. Now your turn.”

      “The man I found on the beach was shot in the temple. So, it’s definitely murder.”

      Sheldon didn’t say anything for a minute. “Yup. I’d agree that confirms it. The cops haven’t been willing to comment, so even though I suspected, I didn’t know for sure.”

      Sheldon and I talked for a while longer about some of his suspicions and eventually I decided to head home and relax.

      I was still a little angry at him, but even more curious. I don’t know which feeling I found more annoying. I wanted to put it all out of my mind and get back to vacationing.

      After a hard day of sunbathing and nap taking and trying to forget about dead bodies for a while, I got ready for Allison and Paul’s party.  I walked up to the gates of the house, rather the mansion, it was much too big and luxurious to call a house, where Allison and Paul were staying, and it was awash with lights. Not yet dark outside, it was only six thirty, the house still looked spectacular with the landscape lighting showing off the beautiful features and creating a festive atmosphere. Cars were lined up and down the street and I could see catering trucks over by the garage. By the looks of it, Allison had spared no expense.

      The house was even more gorgeous close. I couldn’t imagine living in a place like this. When you factored in it was built over 100 years ago it made it even more spectacular. To be able to accomplish a building of this magnitude without the benefit of modern technology was hard to even comprehend.

      As I walked up the steps to the front door Allison spotted me from where she’d been talking to a group of people just inside the door and immediately walked over.

      “You came! I’m so thrilled and Presley your dress is gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.” I had on a royal purple sundress that looked dressier than it felt which made it a perfect summer dress.  Super comfortable, but not too casual and I’d added some blingy jewelry to spice it up a bit. I’d assumed this party would be more on the fancy side than not and I wasn’t wrong. Allison was dressed to the nines in a silver beaded dress that barely skimmed her thighs, which if I had her thighs I’d totally show them off, and glittery silver heels. She made me look dull by comparison.

      “C’mon in and grab a drink.”

      She ushered me into the foyer and the place was filled with people. Probably about fifty or sixty that I could tell, though in a house this size it wasn’t at all crowded. Nothing like the house parties I’d been to where people often stood shoulder to shoulder and you could barely move.

      “Presley,” Paul said reaching out to shake my hand when we approached him. “So happy you made it. Make yourself at home. Feel free to poke around the house. Nothing is off limits.”

      “I will take you up on that,” I said. “I love poking around.”

      “I have to go check on the caterers, but I’ll be back. Go mingle. Our friends won’t bite,” Allison said and walked off in the direction of what I assumed was the kitchen.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Paul asked, pointing to the bar that was set up in the corner.

      “That would be wonderful,” I said and he walked me over to the bar.

      “Whatever you have in a white please,” I said. There were three bartenders, which seemed kind of excessive for a party this size. Apparently, Allison and Paul didn’t want their guests waiting for service. Though as expensive as this place must be to rent, a few extra staff was probably a drop in the bucket.

      “Riesling or Chardonnay?”

      “Riesling, please.”

      “And another gin and tonic,” Paul said, setting his empty glass down which she quickly whisked away and replaced with a full one.

      “I was going to introduce you to a few people, but I see Allison waving at me. Must be a catering emergency. Will you be OK while I go see what she needs?”

      “Of course, go ahead. I’m fine on my own meeting new people and will eventually explore. I want to see if the second floor is as amazing as the first. The detail in that chair rail is breathtaking.”

      “All right, I’ll catch up to you later.”

      I walked over to a group of people standing next to a table of food. That was no accident on my part. I saw guacamole and where there was guacamole there were chips and well, I always gravitated toward the chips. Who didn’t?

      “Hi, I’m Presley,” I introduced myself when I reached the circle of people.

      “I’m Bill, this is Andrew, Jill and Jeff,” one of the men replied.

      I said hi to everyone but knew I’d forget their names in about five minutes. I was good at remembering faces but horrible at names.

      “Are you friends of Allison’s or Paul‘s?” Bill asked.

      “I guess you would say both. I’m on vacation, staying the week at a house a few down from here and met them walking on the beach yesterday. They invited me to the party.”

      “Isn’t that just like Allison. Picking up strays,” the woman named Jill said. She made the comment with a smile, but her tone wasn’t a joking one. Seemed negative for someone here to celebrate an engagement with people who were friends.

      “How do you all know the couple?” I asked sweetly, pretending she hadn’t been rude. The others in the group seemed oblivious to her tone, or maybe they were just ignoring her.

      “We all went to college together,” Bill responded. “Allison and Paul have been together since our freshmen year.”

      “They look like a sweet couple,” I said.

      Jill snorted and I saw one of the guys, whose name I’d already forgot, shoot her a look, as if to say shut up. I was getting the impression Jill had a strong opinion about the couple.

      “They’ve had their ups and downs like all couples, but unlike myself, they managed to work them out. I’m divorced,” Bill explained.

      As Bill started telling some story about when they were all back in college, my eyes wandered around just observing people when out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw Glen. My eyes had to be playing tricks on me. There was no way he’d know these people and be at this party. They weren’t from around here and even if they’d met him on the beach like they had me, I couldn’t see them inviting him. But then again, maybe I shouldn’t judge. Maybe that nasty woman had been right and Allison did make it a habit of picking up strays. Maybe Allison was just that nice to invite everyone she met, though Glen seemed a bit far out of the circle Allison and Paul were in. I mean, I knew I wasn’t in that circle either, but he was way out there.

      “Excuse me, please,” I said, walking away right in the middle of something Bill was saying, knowing I probably seemed rude but at the moment didn’t care. I wanted to see what Glen was up to. If he went to talk with Allison and Paul, I’d know he was a guest.

      I walked over to the other side of the room and Glen was gone. I looked around and saw a door just inside the kitchen area. Maybe that’s where he went. He couldn’t have made it all the way through the kitchen and out before I’d caught up. I looked around and no one was paying attention to me, so I opened the door. There were stairs going down but I couldn’t tell to where. A basement of some kind, I assumed. It looked dark and creepy and not at all inviting. For a second I thought maybe I shouldn’t go down there, but Paul and Allison had said to feel free to explore and that’s what I was doing. Exploring. Though if I were to get caught, it would seem very strange that I would want to explore a basement.

      I started down the stairs, hoping it wasn’t infested with spiders and other creepy crawlies down here.

      The steep stairway stopped after about twenty steps and became a very narrow hallway. Good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic. There were built in shelves in the cement walls. It must have been cold storage for the house back in the day. I continued down the hallway, my cell phone flashlight providing the light for me to see, thinking the hallway would stop at some point and I was a little afraid I’d run into Glen.

      I started to wonder how far the hallway went. My guess, with the little I knew about houses from this period, was that it probably opened up to the outside, so the staff could stock the basement with supplies without going through the house.

      I stopped walking and listened. I heard something, just not sure what.

      Then I heard it again. Voices. I assumed one was Glen but there seemed to be at least two other male voices convincing me that there must be more than one way in down here.

      “We’re taking a big risk here, Glen,” one of the men said. “This place is crawling with people.”

      “Which makes it the perfect time. No one will be paying attention. Trust me. There isn’t a threat here. I’ve got everything under control.”

      “You better know what you’re doing. If we get caught…”

      “We won’t. Now let’s go. The shipment will be here soon and we need to be ready for it.”

      I heard footsteps and a loud banging sound. I assumed it must be the door to the outside, because after the noise there was a slight breeze that came through the hallway. I froze, wanting to make sure they were gone before I moved and took the chance of making a sound.

      I decided to go back the way I came. I didn’t want to risk running into Glen and his friends if I went the other direction and who knew where it ended up. I certainly didn’t want to take the chance of getting stuck somewhere and not have anyone know where I was at.

      I turned around and quickly made my way back to the stairs. As I walked up the stairs, I could hear the noise of the party and thought it was probably going to seem strange if anyone saw me come back through the door. My hope was no one would notice.

      I turned the handle to open the door and it wouldn’t budget. It was locked. It had to be. It’d opened easily before. My heart started racing with the thought of having to go back down and take the chance of running into Glen and his merry band of men.

      I started to knock to try to get someone’s attention, thinking I had no other option. I paused when I heard Paul’s voice through the door.

      “You could at least attempt not to flirt with every man here, Allison.”

      “Shut up, Paul. I’ll do what I want. Our arrangement doesn’t stop me from flirting.”

      “I’m warning you, Allison.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do, Paul?” she sneered. “Nothing is the right answer. You’re going to put on a happy face and deal with it. Remember, this is what you wanted. Now live up to your end of the bargain and quit whining.”

      Paul didn’t respond and I heard them walk away, presumably back to the party.

      Guess the cute happy couple wasn’t as happy as they wanted people to think. Maybe that negative Nelly was right. But what kind of arrangement did they have?

      I tried the knob again. Still locked. I had one thing I could try before bringing attention to myself by knocking. It was a simple lock and I thought I could use a card to slide in the door jam and depress the lock lever. Not that I’d ever done it before, but it always seemed to work in the movies and there was a big enough gap I could see the lever.

      I pulled the case off my phone and got out my debit card. I pushed it in the door crack a few inches above where the lock was and slid it down until I heard it tap the mechanism. I then wiggled it around, closed my eyes and crossed my toes and hoped it worked.

      I was shocked when I heard a click and the knob turned and the door opened. A huge sense of relief washed over me. Not to mention I was pretty proud of myself. Now if there wasn’t anyone in this area at the moment and I could sneak back into the party, it would be perfect.

      I poked my head out and didn’t see anyone. Slipping out undetected, I headed back over to the bar. I needed another glass of wine after that experience.

      “There you are. I thought you’d left,” Allison said, coming up behind me unexpectedly. I about jumped out of my skin at the sound of her voice.

      “Nope, still here,” I forced a smile. “I’ve been admiring this beautiful house.”

      “Well good. I’ve been trying to get around to everyone, but it’s hard. I didn’t want you to think I was neglecting you.” Allison came across as the perfect party hostess. You’d never guess she’d just had a heated exchange with her fiancé.

      “Not at all. This is a fabulous party and the friends of yours I’ve met seem great.”

      Allison nodded, with a huge smile on her face that I now couldn’t help but to be suspicious of. What was going on with her and Paul?

      “Make sure you don’t sneak out without saying goodbye,” She said before making her way to another group of people.

      I gulped down the last bit of wine in my glass. I was ready to get out of here, my desire to mingle with strangers gone. I was too preoccupied wondering what Glen and his guys were up to.

      Paul was standing to the side not talking to anyone but sipping his drink and watching. Trying to keep an eye on Allison perhaps. He put a smile on his face when he saw me approach.

      “Presley, I hope you’ve had a lovely time.”

      “I did and very much appreciate your hospitality. I need to get going but wanted to say thank you for inviting me.”

      “Leaving so soon? It’s barely ten,” he said, after glancing at his watch.

      “You know, these long days at the beach doing nothing. They take a lot out of you. I’m exhausted.”

      Paul threw back his head and laughed. “The life of leisure. It’s a rough one.”

      “Glad you understand, Paul,” I laughed.  “Thanks again for inviting me.”

      I made my way out the front door without running into Allison, which was completely fine with me, I didn’t feel like making any more idle talk, I stepped down the stone walkway, which now that it was dark was even more beautiful with the strategic placement of the outdoor lights.

      Did Allison and Paul know Glen and his guys were in the basement of their house? And what were they doing down there? I couldn’t help but wonder if this had anything to do with the dead body I’d found.
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      I woke with a start and saw it was two a.m. This was starting to be a not so fun habit; waking up in the middle of the night. I really valued my sleep and got cranky without it. I could hear sirens in the distance, which made me curious, so got up to look. As I peered out the window I could see flashing lights that looked to be coming from Allison and Paul’s. Oh no! I hoped nothing bad had happened after their party.

      I ran to my suitcase and grabbed a pair of black yoga pants and a t-shirt and pulled my hair up in a messy bun on top of my head and dashed back out to the kitchen.

      When I caught my reflection in the stainless-steel microwave as I poured leftover coffee in a mug to heat, it was scary. My hair was sticking out from the bun and I had makeup smudged under my eyes. But I wasn’t looking to win any beauty contests, just not get arrested for indecent exposure. Plus, it was the middle of the night so who cared what I looked like.

      I don’t know why I thought having a cup of coffee when I walked over to be nosy would seem any less conspicuous, especially since it was in the middle of the night and the last thing I needed was caffeine, but at least it gave me something to do with my hands. I grabbed the sweatshirt draped over the back of the chair leading out the back door on to the porch and slipped it on carefully as to not spill my coffee. Then I headed over to the neighbors for the second time in a few hours.

      As I got closer, I could see a flurry of activity. There were at least three cop cars, a fire truck, and an ambulance and several uniformed people running around and I saw Allison and Paul standing outside looking a little freaked out by all the commotion around them.  A gurney was being pushed through the front door of the house and it didn’t look empty. That wasn’t a good sign, I thought as my stomach started to knot. What had happened now?

      Allison saw me approach. “Presley!” she said quickly, walking over to me and giving me a hug. That took me aback a little since I didn’t know her well enough to be on hugging terms, but I knew she had to be upset and it didn’t look like anyone else was here. The party must have ended. I felt so bad. This should have been a happy night for her. And this scene looked far from happy.

      “What happened?” I asked. “Are you OK?”

      “Oh my God. It’s just horrible,” she got out before she burst into tears and turned sobbing into Paul’s arms. He held her tight and spoke to me over her shoulder.

      “I went to make sure the garage doors were locked after the caterers left and…” he stopped for a minute clearly choked up. “And I discovered the body of a… of a… man,” he finally got out.

      My eyebrows raised. What was going on around here? This small little town seemed to be having more than its fair share of murders.

      “Another dead body?” I said, immediately regretting it.

      “What do you mean another dead body?” Paul said, a look of surprise on his face. If I hadn’t heard them fighting, I would have thought they were just in their own little world and hadn’t heard the news. Though in fairness, I wouldn’t have been keeping up on local happenings either had I not been directly involved. We were all vacationers and what happened locally wouldn’t normally be of any concern to us. We should be in some sort of vacation bubble.

      “Do you know who it was?” I asked, ignoring Paul’s question, hoping to move right past it. I was hoping it wasn’t one of their friends. That would be horrible. Not that any dead body wasn’t, but if it was a friend that would certainly put a damper on their wedding.

      “No, we didn’t know the person. I’m not even sure why he was on the property at all,” Paul said, shaking his head. “Now what did you mean about another dead body?”

      “What are you doing here?” Sheriff Travis interrupted and I was grateful for his timing. I didn’t want to get into the whole dead body story from the other night. When I looked up and met his gaze, I could tell he was surprised to see me and he didn’t exactly look thrilled.  Thankfully, he didn’t look mad either. Rather more confused at my presence.

      “The sirens woke me up and I saw the commotion over here. I wanted to make sure everyone was ok.”

      “She was telling us about another dead body! What is she talking about?” Paul said, his voice raised and I cringed inside. Last thing I wanted was for the Sherriff to think I was a gossip or trying to make the current situation worse.

      “Is there a murder spree going on in this town?” Paul continued.

      “Sir, we have no idea at this time whether these are connected or not. But I can assure you we’re working diligently to get to the bottom of this.”

      “Are we in danger?” Paul asked. It was a legitimate question. One I’d myself asked at the point when there was only one dead body. Allison was surprisingly silent. She was no longer buried in Paul’s shoulder, but of the little I knew of her, staying silent didn’t really seem to be her MO. Interestingly she was letting Paul take the lead.

      The Sheriff sighed. I’m sure having this happen twice in a week wasn’t exactly what he had been hoping for when his week started. It wasn’t the best for tourist season.

      “We’ll leave a car parked in front of the house on the street as a precaution, but I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Just go back inside and make sure to lock the door.” He turned to me. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Uh, sure,” I said nervously. I wasn’t sure what he wanted but I felt like I was being called to the principal’s office.

      We walked a little ways down the driveway and I heard the door close, with Allison and Paul safely back inside, I presumed. What I wouldn’t give to be back inside my house. I should have stayed there in the first place.

      “Do you know these people?” he asked.

      “Not really. I mean I just met them a couple days ago and they invited me to a party tonight or rather technically last night. Like I said, the noise of all the commotion over here woke me up and I wanted to make sure everyone was ok.”

      He looked at me pensively as if to figure out if I was being 100% truthful or if there was more I wasn’t telling him, but he had a very good poker face. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      “Did you see anything unusual tonight?”

      “You mean at their party or when I came over here just now?”

      “Either.”

      “No,” I said shaking my head. I briefly wondered if I should tell him about seeing Glen at the party and what I overheard, but I didn’t have anything but my own suspicions and it sounded like gossip. I had no basis to think Glen had been here for anything but the party.  “Do you think they’re related?” I asked, again thinking maybe since Paul and Allison weren’t right here he might give me a different answer.

      He paused. “Too early to tell.”

      “Don’t you think it’s quite a coincidence? I mean you don’t usually have this many murders, do you?

      “When are you leaving again?” he asked, ignoring my question.

      “The end of the week.”

      “Make sure to check with me before you leave.”

      That stopped me in my tracks and my heart started racing. “Am I a suspect?”

      Sheriff Travis smiled, which only partially helped put me at ease. “No, but you are a witness. I might need to talk to you more. Do you need a lift home?”

      I started to say no but then thought the better of it. Two dead bodies in a couple days in a small town and it was the middle of the night. While I wasn’t scared, maybe I should be, why take a chance.

      “If you can spare someone. I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “No bother. Richie,” he called out to an officer standing a few feet away.

      “Yes, Sheriff.”

      “Can you give this young lady a ride home?”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff. Follow me, uh.”

      “Presley. Presley Thurman.”

      We walked over to his police cruiser and he opened the passenger door for me to get in. I was happy he didn’t put me in the back. Nothing like being in the back of a cop car to make you feel guilty, even if you hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “Where to?”

      “Just two houses down that way,” I pointed. “The one with the green shutters.”

      “Ok,” he said, pulling out onto the street. I wanted to ask him if he knew who the victim was, but before I had time to formulate the question in such a way that wouldn’t seem weird we were already in my driveway.

      “Let me walk you to the door.”

      “No need,” I assured him. “It’s lit up from your headlights. I’ll be fine.”

      “Ok, just make sure to lock up behind you.”

      “I will. Thanks, Richie.”

      I walked in, locked the door and went to the kitchen. I set my coffee in the sink and grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator when there was a knock at the door. Was Ritchie checking up on me?

      Looking through the peephole, I saw it was Sheldon. Had he been watching the house and saw I’d come home and was up? It was almost three a.m. Way past an acceptable time for a social visit. I hesitated a moment before opening the door, wishing it had a security chain. Not that I thought he was the killer, but he was still a man I didn’t know very well and years of living in the city had made me cautious.

      I opened the door a crack. “What are you doing here, Sheldon?”

      “I heard the call come across the police scanner and was heading to the house when I saw you being dropped off. What happened?”

      “If you were listening to the police scanner you know what happened,” I said crossly. I was still mad at what he’d said in his article and now to have him show up again wanting information annoyed me. “How can I trust you won’t take creative license with whatever I tell you this time?”

      “You’re still mad about that?” he said, smiling as if his charm was going to win me over.

      “Does your flirtatious manner really get you your way?”

      “Most of the time.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at his honesty. “Really, Sheldon, I don’t know anything.”

      The look on his face showed he wasn’t sure if he believed me, but that was his problem, not mine.

      “Listen, I’m tired and I don’t feel like talking.”

      He started to say something, but I didn’t want to encourage conversation because I was exhausted. The adrenalin of the night’s events had finally run its course and I felt about five minutes away from passing out.

      “Goodnight, Sheldon,” I said, closing and locking the door. I half expected him to knock again but he didn’t, and I went to bed.
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      A loud banging on the front door woke me up. No easy feat since my bedroom was all the way to the back. I looked at my phone. No wonder I was having trouble opening my eyes. It was only six am and it was after three when I’d gotten back to bed. Who the hell was waking me up this early?

      The banging continued so I jumped out of bed and marched to the front door, flinging it open, ready to yell at someone. That someone was Sheldon.

      “What the hell are you doing banging on my door this early?” I yelled, not caring that I probably looked frightening.

      He smiled, completely ignoring my outburst. “I brought coffee and breakfast,” he said, holding up a bag and a to-go carrier. “Can I come in?”

      I wanted to shut the door in his face, but I could smell the aroma of the coffee and bacon coming from the sack he carried and I wasn’t one to turn away either one of those things.

      “Fine. Come in. Kitchen’s that way. I’ll be right there.”

      Leaving him to find the kitchen, I ran back to my room where I grabbed a sweatshirt and ran a comb through my hair. I’m sure it didn’t help much, but I didn’t relish sitting across from him in my pajamas and total bed head. When I made it back to the kitchen, he’d made himself at home finding plates and silverware and had the bar set up with the food all ready to eat. I wanted to be angry, but it smelled so good I couldn’t. Hunger was overtaking any other emotion I had right now.

      “What do you take in your coffee?”

      “Just a little cream. There’s French vanilla in that mini fridge there below the espresso machine,” I pointed.

      “Fancy.”

      “Not my house. Trust me. I’m lucky to be staying here for a week.”

      He gave me the creamer and I put just the right amount in my coffee to make it delicious. He had sense enough not to bother me while I ate. Smart man. He got points for that. I knew I should be asking questions about why he was here so early and trying to get on my good side by bringing breakfast but five minutes of enjoying my food wasn’t going to hurt anything. My guess is he wanted to talk about the dead body last night and once I was properly caffeinated and full, I’d feel in a much better mood to talk.

      After a few minutes of eating in silence with him waiting patiently I finally spoke up. “So, what’s your ulterior motive here?”

      “What makes you think I have one?” He said innocently.

      I gave him a look. “Do I look stupid? I know you didn’t just bring me breakfast at six a.m. because you’re a nice guy. You want something.”

      “Ok, you got me. I was hoping we could team up.”

      I raised my eyebrows skeptically. “Team up how?”

      He shook his head. “I need a co-investigator.”

      Last time we’d talked he was adamant that he didn’t want me to be involved. That this was his thing. Wonder why the change of heart.  I couldn’t help but be suspicious.

      “I thought you didn’t want help? Besides, I’m not even from here. How can I help you?”

      “I need another set of eyes and ears to help me solve the murders going on here.”

      “And I’m the only person who can help you? Aren’t there other people on the paper who would be much better than me at this? Not to mention, I’m leaving in a few days. Besides isn’t that Sheriff Travis’ job?”

      “Technically, yes, but this story could make my career, it could get picked up by the big papers.  And you’re perfect for this. You aren’t from here and no one would suspect you’re helping me. It gives us the advantage. You can get people to tell you things they won’t tell me because they won’t expect an ulterior motive from you.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is you want me to get information from people who would otherwise not tell you what they know and then sell them out by giving you that information? So you can write about it in the paper? Which means they’ll know I sold them out?”

      “Exactly. You are only here for a few more days and will never see these people again. So what’s the harm?”

      At least he was being honest, I guess that counted for something but what he was proposing didn’t feel right to me. It seemed shady and, even though I didn’t really know these people, I didn’t want to be seen as “that girl.” Besides, what if I wanted to come back on another vacation some day.

      “It doesn’t seem exactly ethical or, more importantly, nice. I know I’ll never see these people again, but I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this.”

      “You’re not hurting anyone. You’re trying to solve a murder. To find out what criminal activity is going on in this town. To protect the innocent townspeople from the bad things happening. You have good intentions. So do I.”

      While he was laying it on just a little thick, I thought about it and I couldn’t deny the idea of trying to solve these murders and be the hero was appealing. Sheldon was right. It’s not like I was going to be here long. Why be so resistant? I was already involved to a certain extent. I might as well team up with him while I was here and get more of my questions answered.

      “Fine. I’ll help you. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You tell me everything you know. That we have a full disclosure of information, both directions. No secrets.”

      He paused for a second. If he didn’t agree to this I wasn’t helping him. This wasn’t going to be a one-way street. If I was going to give up beach time he needed to be all in.

      “It’s a deal,” he said and held out his hand to shake mine in true gentlemen’s agreement fashion.

      “So, do you have any information about what happened last night? When I was there Paul and Allison said they didn’t know the person.”

      “My contact at the police station said it was one of the men who lived out at the compound.”

      “The Wickam Place?”

      His eyebrows raised. “You know it?”

      “Sort of. Did your contact know who it was?’

      “Not yet. He said the Sheriff is being uncharacteristically closed mouthed about the two deaths. That’s what leads me to believe there’s something bigger going on here.”

      “Couldn’t it be because this is a small town and this is a lot to happen in a short while? The Sheriff has to be overwhelmed. I’m surprised he hasn’t called in the FBI or something.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Resources.”

      “Maybe, but the little I know about the Sheriff, I doubt he’d want outsiders here if he could help it. All the more reason to help him by investigating on our own.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes I do. We need to hack into the police station computer.”

      “Wait, wait, wait, now I know you’re crazy.”  I said, holding up my hands. “We can’t sneak into the police station. It’s a police station! That won’t get us information, it’ll just get us arrested and that is not on my vacation fun list.”

      “I didn’t say sneak into the police station. I said hack into the police computer. If we can hack into it, we can find out the identities of the two murder victims. I can do it. I just need someone to provide a distraction so I can get behind the desk. That’s where you come in.”

      “No way. Absolutely not. No wonder your contact won’t do that for you. It’s insane. Think of a different way.”

      “We have to do this. We need to find out who those guys were before we can do anything else and this plan won’t land us in jail. I promise.”

      “Surely there’s another way we can get this information?” I didn’t want any part of doing something illegal in general, much less inside a police station. I didn’t even like to jaywalk. I had a healthy respect for the law.

      “If you can think of one, I’m all for it but I haven’t been able to and we need to find out who those men were. We’re never going to get anywhere until we do,” he said adamantly.

      “Ok, hypothetically speaking if we did do this how exactly would we do it?” I asked, immediately regretting it.

      I couldn’t believe I was even entertaining this thought, but as much as I knew it was a bad idea I couldn’t help but to want to find out more. Curiosity always got the best of my common sense. Cooper would kill me if he knew what I might be up too. One of the small perks of him being far away. He wouldn’t find out. At least I hoped. He had a funny way of always suspecting when I was involved in something I possibly shouldn’t be and getting me to tell him. He knew me too well and I was rarely able to hide things from him.

      “I need you to distract the person at the front desk so I can get behind the counter and access the computer. “

      “And you’re positive you can access the information we need?”

      “You mean you’ll do it?”

      I hesitated. All the things that made this a very bad idea ran through my head and that list was five times longer than the mental list of the positive outcomes, which was just one if I were bring honest. Finding who was responsible for the murders, which wasn’t my problem to begin with.

      “Please? I can’t do this without you,” he pleaded, his attitude a far cry from the other day when he insisted this was his thing and he didn’t want outside help.

      “Ok. But,” I cautioned, holding my finger up as a warning. “If we get there and it seems too risky, I’m out. I don’t want the information bad enough to get in trouble.”

      His smile grew wide. “You won’t regret this. Nothing bad will happen.”

      I wish I was as sure as he was.

      “Now do you know anything about the person at the front who I need to distract?” I asked. “How I’m supposed to go about doing this?”

      “I do. Her name is Pam Robbins and she’s worked as the station receptionist for as long as I can remember. Since I was a kid and we went there on a field trip in fourth grade. I know exactly how you can get her away from her desk. It will be a piece of cake. Trust me.”

      Trust him. Ha. If only I could.

      An hour later we were on the sidewalk in front of the police station. Sheldon wasn’t about to waste any time after I’d said I would help him and barely let me finish my coffee before dragging me downtown.

      “We can’t loiter here forever. Are you sure this is going to work?” I asked nervously, already regretting the decision to get mixed up in this.

      “Relax. I hang out here all the time. No one is going to think anything of it.  They’re used to me being around, being nosy. Besides, we need to make sure everyone else is gone. This won’t work unless Pam is the only one in there. Luckily, we’re a small town and don’t have a big police force.”

      I was way too antsy to wait but it didn’t look like I had much of a choice. I restlessly scrolled through Facebook, but even that couldn’t keep my mind off what we were about to do. I should be on the beach enjoying sunshine and my vacation, not getting ready to be an accessory to a crime.

      “C’mon. I think we’re safe,” Sheldon said, interrupting my thoughts.

      “What do you mean you think? Shouldn’t you be sure?”

      “Ok, I’m sure,” he said impatiently. “Now follow my lead and do exactly what I told you.”

      He walked into the building with me closely on his heels. The receptionist, an older woman with a cute pixie haircut and well-manicured nails, looked up and smiled. “Sheldon, so wonderful of you to come visit me,” she said and stood up to give him a hug over the counter. He hadn’t been lying when he said he hung out here a lot. He clearly wasn’t a stranger.

      “Good to see you too, Pam. How’s John?”

      “He’s doing good. Driving me crazy since he retired. That’s what keeps me working. I need my space,” she said and laughed. “Who’s this beautiful gal you’ve brought with you?”

      “Pam, meet Presley. Presley, Pam.”

      “Nice to meet you, dear.”

      “Likewise,” I said.

      “Presley is here visiting from Chicago and we ran into each other at the diner. I thought I’d show her some of the sites around our wonderful town.”

      “You consider the police station a site? Sheldon, you don’t take a pretty young lady to visit the small-town police station. Take her to the farmers market, or Thompson’s Gardens. Someplace pretty.”

      I had a feeling Pam was getting the wrong idea about why I was hanging out with Sheldon. She looked like the type who liked to fix people up and I think she had her eyes on us as a couple.

      “Well, I may have told her about your collection and Presley here likes antiques. I thought maybe you could show her a few?”

      “You collect badges?” Pam asked, her eyes lighting up. Sheldon wasn’t kidding when he told me this was her thing. She looked thrilled that someone was asking about her hobby.

      “No, but I love the history surrounding antiques and the stories collectors have about their treasures,” I said, which was a complete lie. Hopefully she didn’t ask me too many questions or she’d know pretty quickly that I knew nothing about antiques at all.

      “I was hoping if you weren’t busy you could tell Presley a few stories about how you got started and about some of the pieces. I can stand here and yell back in case someone comes in and needs you.”

      “Oh, I would love too. Follow me dear.” I followed Pam and glanced over my shoulder at Sheldon, who nodded. Things were going according to plan so far. He was right. All it took was a slight mention of checking out her collection and she was totally distracted. I just hoped I could feign interest long enough to give him time to do what he needed to do and that she didn’t see through me.

      About fifteen minutes later I heard Sheldon yell. I found myself a little disappointed. To my surprise I’d become interested in what Pam had to say. She had police badges dating back almost a hundred years and while she said not every one of them had a story, one that she knew anyway, the stories she did share were fascinating. I could see why she’d want to collect them.

      “You could write a book about these, Pam. People would love to hear the stories,” I said, as we walked the short distance back up to the front. Pam had told me she started collecting shortly after she started working at the station about thirty years ago, the job sparking her interest, and one day one of the officers had stopped by her house to pick something up for a charity auction and saw her collection. He went back to the station and told the Sheriff, who insisted she bring them to display at the station to pay honor to all the policemen before them. Pam said she hadn’t minded as it allowed many more people to see and enjoy them than had they been in her home and she continued to add to the collection over the years.

      There was a gentleman waiting up at the desk, presumably for Pam and Sheldon gave me a big smile as we approached. I hoped that meant he’d got what we’d came for.

      “Thank you, Pam, for showing me everything. It’s a great collection.”

      “Anytime. Thanks for stopping by and Sheldon, don’t be such a stranger,” she said, winking at him.

      We headed out the door and down the sidewalk. “Did you get it?”

      He nodded and kept walking, heading in the direction of the bar I’d first found him at. “Let’s talk in here.”

      I grabbed his arm as he was about to grab the door to go in. “Are you sure this is the best place to talk?”

      “I’m in here all the time. People would find it odd if I didn’t come as part of my daily routine and trust me, no one pays attention to me.”

      I followed him in and he headed toward the same back table he’d been at before. He must be a creature of habit along with everyone else in here. It looked like the same faces were in here that were here the other day. People were so interesting. There was a certain Starbucks that I loved and would often go out of my way to go there, even if another one was closer, because I knew the people working. Having that familiarity was comforting.

      “The usual, Sheldon?” the waitress asked.

      “You know it, Donna.”

      “What can I get you, sweetheart?”

      “Coffee please?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Ok, spill!” I demanded when Donna was out of earshot.

      Sheldon pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “The guy you found. His name was Juan Vasquez, thirty-one, from Ft. Smith, Arkansas. The person killed at the mansion was Roger Barrett.”

      “The militia guy?” I exclaimed.

      “You know Roger?” Sheldon said, surprised.

      “I was out to eat and I heard him talking to Eric, Janet’s grandson, you know, Janet from the diner and he said something about Glen. So I assumed he meant the Glen guy from the militia, which made me assume he was also part of the group.”

      He looked seriously confused. “Wait a minute. Back up. How do you know Glen? Or Janet or Eric for that matter.”

      I recounted the story of the argument witnessed at the diner and then the subsequent conversation with Janet. “So, I don’t really know any of them. I know of them.” I shuddered. “And what I’ve seen I don’t really like. Well of Glen and Roger. Janet seems nice.”

      “Glen and Roger are a bit rough. People steer clear of them.”

      “I kind of got that feeling, which is why I found it odd that I saw Glen at the mansion last night. At the party Allison and Paul had.”

      That comment garnered another surprised look from Sheldon. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he be at their party?”

      The waitress sat down their drinks. “Anything else I can get you right now?”

      “We’re good. Thank you,” Sheldon said, taking a drink of his amber colored liquid.

      “Isn’t it a little early in the day to be hitting the hard stuff?” I said in a somewhat joking manner, because I didn’t want to offend him. He was an adult and could do what he wanted, but I did think it early in the day to be drinking liquor.

      Sheldon started laughing. “It’s ginger ale. Straight up ginger ale. I swear!”

      I took another glance and saw the bubbles. “Oh.” I felt embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have made that assumption.”

      “It’s OK. I actually don’t drink. Ginger ale is it and maybe an Arnold Palmer if I’m feeling especially frisky.”

      “Then why spend all your time in a bar? Is it the ambiance?” I said, looking around thinking this atmosphere wouldn’t be my first choice as a hang out, but then each to his own.

      “Call it masochistic of me. I’m an alcoholic. Sober two years, six months, and thirteen days.”

      “Congratulations.” Though it made even less sense to me why, if he was prone to alcohol addiction, he would be in a bar all the time. It seemed like it would be akin to me trying to quit coffee and still hanging out in Starbucks. The temptation would be too great. I’d never hold out. Apparently my confusion was on my face because he continued.

      “I feel good being in here and spitting in the face of temptation. Everyone here knows I’m an alcoholic and if I tried to order a drink they wouldn’t serve me and would immediately make me call my sponsor. Benefit of a small town, I guess to have all that support. It makes me feel good about myself to walk out of here each day sober,” he said sheepishly, as if he was a little embarrassed to be sharing this part of his life.

      “I think that’s great. Really. I admire your strength.” He looked embarrassed at my words, but I meant them. Sobriety was an accomplishment.

      “Back to Glen. Do you think he knows them? Allison and Paul?”

      “I don’t think he was a guest. I think he snuck in. I saw him head down some stairs off the kitchen and I followed him. The stairs led to an underground cellar and I think to the outside. I don’t know for sure, because I didn’t follow him all the way, but I could feel a breeze like a door was open. I don’t know what he was doing, but I heard him talking to some other guys down there and when I went back up the door was locked.” I finished telling him everything I’d heard between Glen and the guys and Allison and Paul when they didn’t know I was listening.

      “There has to be a connection here somewhere,” Sheldon said. “Do you think Roger was one of the guys Glen was talking too?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I only heard his voice that once and I was so scared they might catch me listening I couldn’t really tell. I could barely hear them anyway.”

      We were silent and I could tell Sheldon was thinking. I nursed my coffee and gave him time to process whatever he was thinking.

      Finally, he spoke. “I think we should talk to Glen.”

      My eyes widened. “Are you nuts? What would we even ask him? Hey, did you kill your friend Roger? Like he would tell us if he did?”

      “We could at least see his reaction.”

      “And if he did kill Roger, he would then know we suspected him and I don’t think that would bode well for us. If he killed one of his own what would stop him from killing us?”

      “I guess you have a point,” he conceded. “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Than getting killed? I’m sure I can think of one. Anything would be better than talking to Glen.” I thought for a second and snapped my fingers. “Eric. We talk to Eric. Find out why Roger was threatening him. It could be connected to what got him killed. And at least Eric doesn’t seem dangerous.”

      “I don’t know.” Sheldon said, not seeming to like the idea much.

      “What can it hurt?” It might not be the best idea in the world, but it was better than talking to a potential murderer.

      “OK, but I’m still not sure this is the best option.”
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      We walked to the diner and Sheldon went in and asked one of the waitresses if Eric was working. When she said yes, we decided to wait out in the parking lot to catch him when he was leaving, neither one of us wanting to bother him at work. The diner was only open for breakfast and lunch and it was already after noon, so we wouldn’t have to wait long.

      To pass the time we talked about our backgrounds and played a trivia game on an app on my phone. Now that I was getting to know him a little better, I thought he seemed like a decent guy.

      “I feel like I should start reading encyclopedias,” Sheldon said after his fifth missed question in a row. “This game’s making me feel really stupid. My tenth-grade world history teacher would be embarrassed.”

      “Do they even make encyclopedias anymore?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe electronic versions?”

      “Let play something easier. I think I have tic tac toe. That shouldn’t be too challenging.” I started to search through my apps for the game when Sheldon grabbed my arm.

      “There’s Eric,” he said pointing to the back door where a man had walked out.

      I squinted, the sun was in my eyes, but he was right. That was him. I felt a nervousness in my stomach at confronting him, but I still felt this was a better course of action than talking to Glen.

      “Let’s go,” Sheldon opened the car door to get out and I followed suit.

      “Hey, Eric,” he called out and Eric turned toward us.

      “What are you doing here, Sheldon?” Eric asked, with a none too friendly look on his face, as we got close. He obviously knew Sheldon. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised since this was a small town and they weren’t that far apart in age. But Eric asked his question with such a flat tone and scowl on his face that gave me the impression he was not happy about the fact Sheldon was here. Was there some animosity between the two I didn’t know about? Is that why Sheldon thought this was a bad idea?

      “We need to ask you about Roger Barrett. By the way, this is Presley,” Sheldon said in an offhand manner.

      Eric barely nodded in my direction, not very interested in meeting new people, I guess. Fine with me. Sheldon could handle this conversation.

      “What makes you think I know anything about Roger Barrett?”

      “Did you know he was murdered?”

      My guess was no by the shocked look on Eric’s face. Sheldon must have noticed that too because he didn’t even give him a chance to answer.

      “Presley said she saw you talking to him the other day and it didn’t seem like a friendly conversation.”

      Even though I knew this is what Sheldon was going to say I couldn’t help but feeling a little uncomfortable for Eric to know I’d been eavesdropping on him. The dirty look he gave me made it even worse. I cringed inside.

      “I don’t see how that is any of your business,” he said coldly, while staring at me. Then he looked back at Sheldon.

      “We’re just trying to find a killer.”

      “I thought you said Roger was the one killed.”

      “He was,” Sheldon said a bit impatiently. “But the more we can find out about what he was up to the better chance we have of finding out who killed him.”

      “Why is it your business? You want to use someone else’s problem to get ahead?” Eric said.

      “For God’s sake man! It’s not you we’re after. What are you trying to hide?”

      “I’m not hiding anything. But if I were, you’d be the last person I’d talk to,” Eric snapped. “What I do, who I talk to, is none of your business.”

      Eric stormed off and Sheldon and I got out of the way as he backed his car out and left. I put my hands on my hips and looked at Sheldon.

      “Want to explain to me what that was all about?”

      “You heard him. He doesn’t want to talk,” Sheldon said, not looking me in the eye. A sure sign he was hiding something.

      “He doesn’t want to talk because he doesn’t like you. What did you do to him?”

      “Nothing,” Sheldon said in a way that clearly indicated it was not nothing.

      “Tell me,” I demanded.

      “Ok, I may have dated his girlfriend.”

      “Elle?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

      He looked shocked. “How do you know? Geezzz…are you sure you haven’t lived here for years? You seem to know everything that’s going on.”

      “He was fighting with Elle before I saw him with Roger. She walked out on him right before Roger walked in. So, was this before they started dating or after?”

      “What kind of guy do you take me for? Before. And it was years ago. But I wasn’t the fine upstanding citizen back then and I admit I didn’t treat her very well. I’ve made my amends, you know part of the process, but he hates me. Because she hates me. Rightfully so. I don’t fault him. I’d probably feel the same way.”

      “You could have warned me before we came looking for him.”

      “Well I did tell you I didn’t think this was such a hot idea.”

      I mentally rolled my eyes. For a writer, his communication skills sucked. He clearly was being very careful about what he did and didn’t disclose to me. Sheldon had work to do to meet that day’s deadline and was going to see what information he could scare up on Juan Vasquez. I also had some serious sunbathing and relaxing to take care of, so we decided to go our separate ways for the day. I didn’t want to spend my entire vacation chasing down a murderer. Though it did make me a little nervous that one was on the loose here. But then Chicago had murders all the time. It was unfortunately a byproduct of a big city. One you expected – not so much in a small town.

      Finally, I was out on the stretch of beach in front of my house, looking up from my book and glancing over at the mansion every once in a while to see if anything seemed to be going on, but everything looked quiet. Didn’t even look like anyone was at home. After a few hours I stood to pack up my stuff and head back inside when I saw someone walking down the beach. I squinted to get a better look, a little nervous. Who wouldn’t be with what had happened here lately? It looked like the Sheriff. My little bit of nervousness turned into full-fledged panic. What if he’d found out what Sheldon and I did and was coming here to arrest me? My heart started racing. Act normal, I told myself as I folded up the lounge chair I’d brought down and stuffed my towel and water bottle back in my bag.

      “Hi, Sheriff Travis,” I said when he got close enough to hear me, forcing a cheerfulness I didn’t feel and hoping he didn’t notice I wasn’t being genuine.

      “Enjoying yourself?”

      He seemed friendly enough or was he being sarcastic? I couldn’t tell. I was being paranoid. That’s what a guilty conscience did for you. It made you suspicious of everything. Once again, I told myself to act normal.

      “Yes. It’s beautiful out here. Are you checking up on Allison and Paul?”

      “I stopped by, but it doesn’t seem as if anyone is home. I saw you down here and I wanted to chat with you anyway so thought I’d come on down. It’s a beautiful day for a walk on the beach.”

      This couldn’t be good. There was no way he was just down here for a leisurely stroll. “Me? What did you want to talk to me for?”

      “I saw you were with Sheldon earlier today.”

      “Umhm,” I said and stopped myself from saying anything else.

      There was a long pause. I think he expected me to tell him why I’d been with Sheldon, but I was afraid to say anything. My friend Willie was a cop back in Chicago and he always told me people who weren’t even guilty often confessed because they felt compelled to talk instead of endure uncomfortable silences. They felt intimidated and started agreeing with all the accusations just to stop the uncomfortableness of the silence.

      “How did you meet him?”

      “I wasn’t happy with the article he wrote about me finding that dead body, so I sought him out. I felt he was inaccurate of his portrayal of what I said. Did you ever find out who that was that was in the water?” At least that answer was completely truthful.

      “And now you’re friends?” he asked, ignoring my question. Why would he care who I was talking to? I didn’t understand. Unless he knew what we’d been up to and he was trying to somehow trick me into telling him. Maybe he thought I was an easier mark than Sheldon. That I would cave faster. He probably wouldn’t be far off with that thinking.

      “I wouldn’t say friends. I just met him. Why? Does it matter?”

      “Why were you guys talking to Eric?”

      I was getting more nervous now. Why was he asking all these questions? “We were just talking to him. Why? What’d he say?” I said, knowing it came out a little defensively but why was he asking me this? It didn’t make sense. Didn’t he have more important things to deal with? Like the two recent murders?

      “What were you talking to him about?”

      As nervous as I was, I was also starting to get mad “It’s not like there’s a law against talking to people. I don’t see why it’s your business.” As soon as I spoke the words I regretted them. I shouldn’t give him any reason to think I was hiding anything. But then again what normal person with nothing to hide wouldn’t get annoyed at these questions over simply talking to someone. So maybe it was less suspicious of me to ask.

      Instead of getting mad at my abruptness he showed a small smile. Like he found my indignation amusing.

      “I like to know what’s going on in my town, that’s all. Janet said she saw you two talking to him and she is very protective over Eric. He’s had…” He paused. “Let’s just say he’s had his share of issues. She worries about him.”

      I found it odd that the Sheriff would get involved in what amounted to a trivial personal concern because someone wanted to know why people were talking to her adult grandson, but I wasn’t going about to ask that question. I’d just roll with it. Being from a small town myself, I knew people were tight knit and could be overprotective and boundaries weren’t always that clear.

      “Well rest assured there was no ulterior motive. We were just talking.”

      “No? Not even a small one?”

      The way he looked at me, I could almost guarantee this wasn’t just a simple visit. Something else was going on in his mind that went beyond the questions he was asking. I just didn’t know what.

      “Nope. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get up to the house and grab a shower to knock the sand off before dinner.” I wanted this conversation to be over. He was making me very uncomfortable.

      “Sure. Didn’t mean to keep you. If you’re going into town, I’d try The Red Key Tavern. Today is all you can eat wings and they have the best sauce around. Unless of course you and Sheldon already have plans,” he said with an inquisitive look on his face.

      Was he baiting me? Without waiting for an answer he said goodbye and walked away. I wanted to run up to the house and call Sheldon but forced myself to walk casually as if the Sheriff’s visit hadn’t rattled me at all. The few hundred yards up to the house felt like miles.

      As soon as I made it to the safety of the house, I called Sheldon but got his voicemail. Aggravated, I left a voicemail and then a text to call me as soon as he got my messages and hoped I wouldn’t have to wait long. I debated calling the paper but figured that was overkill. I was horribly impatient under the best of circumstances and these were not currently the best of circumstances. I took a shower and tried reading a book to take my mind off things but couldn’t. Sheldon needed to hurry up with whatever he was doing and call me back. I was freaking out over here.

      Since I was antsy, I decided to drive into town. I thought maybe a change of scenery would distract me. Anything would be better than sitting here. I went to Starbucks and ordered my usual vanilla latte and then decided to splurge and got a blueberry scone to go with it. I sat down and took my first bite when my phone rang. I looked down. It was Sheldon finally. “It’s about time,” I snapped.

      “Sorry. I was busy.”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Are you at home?”

      “No, I’m at Starbucks.”

      “Ok. I’ll be right there.”

      I finished my scone in the few minutes it took for him to meet me and pushed my empty plate away as he sat down. He looked flushed and excited. Either he ran here, or he was worked up about something. “Are you ok?” I asked.

      “Fine. I’ve just been on the phone trying to get some information on the victim you found and I may have found a lead.”

      “The Sheriff came to see me. I think he knows something,” I interrupted. As interested as I was in what he had to say I couldn’t wait to tell him about my interaction with the Sheriff.

      That stopped him mid-sentence. He looked shocked. “What do you mean?”

      “He found me on the beach and was drilling me about us talking to Eric.” I lowered my voice, not wanting to be overheard. He told me that Janet had complained to him. Why would she care? And more importantly, why would he? He just had two murders in this town. How does he have time to investigate why one person is talking to another?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I gave him a look.

      “I swear,” he said, holding up his hands. “I have no idea. I can’t imagine Eric would involve her in his personal affairs.”

      “The Sheriff said Janet was overprotective because Eric had had issues in the past,” I said using finger quotes. “Do you know what kind of issues?”

      Sheldon hesitated before speaking. “He had a drug problem and there was talk he was responsible for break-ins happening around the area during that time. No one could prove it but when Janet sent him for rehab the break-ins stopped. The town gossip mill assumed it was him, but everyone loves Janet so no one said it outright.”

      “You think Janet feels he needs protecting from us? That we might lure him back into his old ways?”

      “Don’t have a clue on that one.”

      “I guess. Tell me what you found out,” I said, ready to change the subject. I needed to stop obsessing over what the Sheriff may or may not know because it wasn’t going to change anything.

      “His name is Juan Vasquez. Which, of course, we already knew. I didn’t look into Roger since we already know his background. I was able to find out Juan had quite an extensive arrest record.”

      “I thought he was from Ft. Smith, Arkansas.”

      “He was, but his last known address was Chicago and that’s where all the arrest over the last five years came from.

      “Let me guess. Drugs?”

      “And then some. He’s not what you would consider a fine upstanding citizen. Member of a gang called Mexican Mafia. Bad dudes involved in all sorts of illegal activity.”

      “So, what was he doing here? Selling drugs? Do you think he was selling drugs to Roger and Glen?” I said.

      “Not to them. For them. My guess? He is the middleman, finding them distributors in Chicago for their drugs.”

      “You think the militia group is selling drugs and Harley doesn’t know it?” I was all for giving someone the benefit of the doubt, but I had a hard time believing he could live there and not know what was going on. He seemed way too smart for that.

      “Harley wouldn’t be involved in drugs,” Sheldon said firmly. “No way.”

      “Hi, Eric,” I heard someone call out before I could ask Sheldon why he was so sure and we both whipped our heads around to the sound of the voice. Eric walked in the door and saw us as we saw him. The place wasn’t all that big so it’s not like we could hide. His eyes narrowed and I could tell he wasn’t happy to see us, but he didn’t say a word. Just walked up to the counter to order, ignoring us.

      “Should we leave?” I whispered to Sheldon, not wanting to cause any trouble and more importantly I didn’t want it to get back to the sheriff that we were together. The last thing I wanted was another talking to.

      “Good idea.” We got up and walked outside. “Leave your car and hop in with me,” Sheldon said as I started walking toward my car.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as I stopped walking to my car and got into his.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute.”

      As we headed out of town I had a good idea where he was taking me, based on the direction he was going. I just didn’t know why. “Are we going out to the Wickam place? It’s a stupid idea to talk to Glen.” I said, thinking if that was his plan I wanted no part of it.

      “Sort of. We’re going to talk to Harley. That’s the other thing I wanted to tell you.”

      “What? Why would he talk to us?”

      “He’s a nice guy.”

      My eyebrows raised skeptically. “I take it you know him well enough that you think he’ll talk to us?”

      “No one in that group does anything without Glen’s say so and Harley, as his son, knows what Glen is up to. Well most the time he does. I’m hoping this is one of those times. It’s at least worth a shot.”

      “But why would he tell you? Us? Wouldn’t that incriminate him in whatever it is the rest of them are doing?”

      “We’re friends. He knows he can trust me. I would never turn him in. We keep our friendship quiet these days, but when I called and asked him to meet me, he said yes. He really is a good guy.”

      “Janet said he left town for college. If he’s such a good guy why’d he come back? Why stay involved in all this? This can’t be what he wanted his future to look like.”

      Sheldon shrugged. “Family. Glen’s not the best dad in the world, but it’s all he’s got and small towns, they can be hard to leave. I think Harley just wants to make the best of it.”

      While I’d left the small town I grew up in for Chicago, I knew what he meant. There was a lot to be said for a tight knit community.

      “Won’t the others find it suspicious if we’re talking to him. Especially Glen?”

      “We aren’t meeting him at the compound. You’re right about that. He can’t really be seen talking to us intentionally. He may trust me, but the others don’t. But there’s a place down the road where we use to meet up as kids and he’s going to meet us there.”

      We rode in silence the rest of the way and finally, about a mile before the place if I was remembering right, Sheldon turned down a dirt road and on to a drive that was almost completely hidden with brush. It looked as if we were heading directly into the forest. I could see faint ruts in the ground but, because of the time of year everything was in full bloom and it kept the path well hidden. It was clear that not many people came here. Unless you knew about the place beforehand it would be impossible to spot.

      Sheldon finally stopped. The road too narrow for a car anymore. “What is this?” I asked when we got out of the car and started walking down the path. While it was overgrown at the entrance making it a little tricky to get through, someone had taken care to keep it cut back after the initial overgrowth so the trail was walkable, but virtually invisible from the road. It was quite impressive.

      “Do you guys maintain this?”

      Sheldon laughed. “Not anymore. We used to. It’s been passed down through generations of kids. It’s the perfect hideaway that’s been around since my dad was a kid. Maybe even before that.”

      Wow. More impressive than I thought. “How do you know there won’t be other people here?”

      “It’s daytime. The kids come here at night. To do the things kids aren’t supposed to do, undetected by adults,” he said, winking at me.

      I smiled at the thought, thinking back to my high school days. My friends and I would have loved a place like this, though I’m sure my parents wouldn’t have loved it. I continued to follow Sheldon and in a few hundred feet we came to a small clearing that had a fire pit and several rough wood benches. It was very clean, which surprised me. I expected beer cans and the like scattered around from teenage parties. “It’s well taken care of.”

      “It’s an unspoken rule. You party here, you clean it up. There’s never been any issues. Everyone respects the place.”

      “Do the cops know about this?”

      “Of course they do, but as long as the kids don’t cause trouble they turn a blind eye. It’s on private land and Mr. Scruggs, the owner, pretends he doesn’t know about it either. The kids respect that. Surprising, I know.”

      “When is Harley supposed to meet us?”

      Sheldon looked at his watch. “Any minute now. In fact, I think I hear him.”

      Sure enough there was the sound of the brush moving and in a few moments Harley appeared at the end of the trail that opened up in the clearing we were standing in.

      “Hey, Harley. Thanks for coming,” Sheldon said and held his hand out. Harley shook it and nodded. “This is Presley Thurman.”

      “Hi,” I also held my hand out for him to shake. He smiled and said hello like it was a common occurrence to see Sheldon and a stranger out in the middle of the woods. Who knows, maybe it was. At least he seemed nicer than Eric.

      “What can I help you with?”

      “Roger Barrett. What do you know?” Sheldon said.

      “Besides the fact he’s dead?”

      “Yes, Harley, besides the obvious,” Sheldon said.

      Harley briefly smiled. “I don’t really know anything.”

      “Glen hasn’t said anything?”

      “Nope. He’s been very tight lipped about the entire thing. Some of the other guys have been making comments about revenge and all that. Stuff that usually gets him all riled up. He’s usually the first one to rage how others are hurting his cause or suppressing his views and ideals. I would think he’d be all over this. But he doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      “And you don’t find that odd?” I asked.

      He shrugged.  “I guess I just feel he’s more broken up over Roger’s death than I thought. He was his best friend for forty years.”

      “Do you think something the group is involved in could have gotten Roger killed?” Sheldon asked.

      “You know I couldn’t say much about that even if I knew, Sheldon. There are some things you’re better off not knowing.”

      “You mean illegal things?” I blurted out and Sheldon glanced at me.

      Harley paused.

      “We’re not going to tell anyone if you’re involved in illegal activity. We’re just trying to find out who killed Roger and the other guy,” I said. “Not get you in trouble.”

      Harley smiled again. “Sweetheart, I’m not worried about me. But the less you know the safer it is for you. Glen doesn’t like people knowing our business.”

      Normally, I would have taken offense at the sweetheart comment but what he said about Glen gave me the chills, so I let it slide. Exactly why I didn’t want to talk to Glen when Harley first suggested it. I didn’t even know the guy, but could tell by the vibe he gave off he wasn’t one to be messed with.

      “You have to know something, Harley. What about the name Juan Vasquez? Does that ring any bells?” Sheldon pushed.

      “Who’s that?”

      “He was killed two days before Roger,” I spoke up.

      “Presley here found the body. That’s how we came to work together.”

      Harley shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “He’s a known drug dealer. Could Glen be involved in drugs?” I asked. At that comment Harley seemed to tense up a bit, but in a second he was shaking his head and seemed completely relaxed. Maybe I imagined it. Looking for something that wasn’t there.

      “Listen, all I know is Roger and Glen were working on something they hadn’t even told the group yet. I overheard them talking, about what I’m not even sure. They seemed really worked up about whatever it was. Like it was something big. When I asked about it all he’d say is in due time he’d let the rest of us know.”

      “Is that why you were fighting outside the diner the other day?”

      Harley cocked his head and looked at me, I’m sure wondering how I knew about that.

      “I pulled up and saw you two arguing and then the Sheriff pulled up and broke it up.”

      “Yeah, it was. The night before I hadn’t been able to sleep. I saw Glen and Roger come back from somewhere really late and that’s when I overheard them. When I questioned Glen the next morning, he refused to talk about it and when I pushed him, well, you saw what happened. Whatever it was they were planning, he wasn’t willing to share yet. But that’s not unusual for him.”

      “And you have no clue as to what they were up to,” Sheldon asked again. Even though Harley had already said he hadn’t.

      He shook his head. “He is known to keep things from the group until he feels it’s the right time. He likes to do that. To demonstrate his control. He wasn’t going to tell me anything he wasn’t ready to no matter how much I pressed him.”

      Sheldon sighed. I could see the disappointment in his eyes. I felt it too.

      “Sorry I couldn’t help you out more.”

      “It’s fine. It was worth a shot.”

      Harley looked at his watch. “Listen, I’ve got to get going.”

      “Sure. Drinks soon?”

      “You got it. Nice to meet you Presley.”

      Harley winked at me and headed back down the path. I had to admit I liked the guy. There was something about him though. I couldn’t really put my finger on it. I got the sense he was hiding something and not necessarily the information we were asking him for.

      “Let’s give him a few minutes and then we can head back to the car.”

      “Why such a secret? Is he not allowed to talk to people outside the group?” I asked, thinking it seemed isolating and cult like.

      “Well they don’t love outsiders, but many have girlfriends or boyfriends outside the compound and for the most part they’re tolerated. It’s more about me. I’m a reporter and that they definitely don’t like. They don’t exactly agree with the political views of our local paper. Glen was alright to me when Harley and I were kids, but once I took a job at the paper he started to treat me like the enemy and I wasn’t welcome anymore. I stopped coming around because I didn’t want to make things hard for Harley. We still hang out on the sly.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Yes, it is, but what can you do?”

      “So, what now,” I asked as we headed back down the trail ourselves.

      “We know Roger was up to something with Glen that most likely got him killed. It seems too much a coincidence for Juan Vasquez not to be tied to Roger in some way, which means Glen was involved and probably the one who orchestrated everything. This town isn’t some central hub for illegal activity. They all have to be connected somehow.”

      “Maybe I should head back over to see Allison and Paul. They might know more than they were telling last night? Like why Glen was there in the first place. Oh my God, I’m an idiot. Why didn’t I think to ask Harley why Glen might have been at the mansion,” I said, berating myself.

      “I should have thought of that too. I’ll call him later and ask.”

      “So, should I ask Allison and Paul or wait to see what Harley says about it?”

      “It couldn’t hurt to ask them.”

      “What should I do if the Sheriff comes back asking questions?”

      “Answer them the best you can without giving anything away.”

      Easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one being put on the spot. We reached the car and I leaned over, putting my hands on my knees to catch my breath. I was winded and my thighs were burning. The trail was on an uphill grade on the way back and I hadn’t really noticed the slope on the way down. I needed to get back to the gym when I got home. I was so out of shape. It wasn’t like this was a big hill.

      We got in the car and Sheldon turned the key. The engine didn’t start. It didn’t make a sound. Not even the clicking sound it makes when your battery dies. He looked at me and back to the ignition and tried again. Still nothing.

      “What the…” he swore under his breath and got out of the car and popped the hood. I got out to join him. More for moral support because I didn’t know the first thing about cars, so I certainly wasn’t going to be any help. We both peered at the engine.

      “Do you know what you’re looking for?” I asked after we stood silent for a moment.

      “Not really. I’m not much of a car person but I do think there’s something missing,” he said pointing to an empty spot where I even knew was where the battery should be.

      “Harley?” I exclaimed, wondering why he would do such a thing when he seemed so nice.

      “It wasn’t him. Harley is a good guy. If he needed time to get away, he would have told me. He wouldn’t play games like this.”

      “Well this is obviously intentional.” It made me nervous that someone had purposely disabled our car which meant someone knew we were out here and didn’t like it. That didn’t bode well to me. Was someone following us?

      “My guess? Glen. Or one of his guys. In case you didn’t notice, this car is old. It’s paid off and I’m driving it until it dies. Everyone knows this is my car. Drawbacks of a small town. And Glen and his cronies would do something like this. To show their displeasure of me getting even close to their place. I just hope Harley was gone before they came by. I don’t want to get him in any trouble.”

      Sheldon pulled out his cell phone. “Lucky for me I’m friends with the only tow truck operator in town. Let’s just hope he’s not done for the day already or we may have to walk.”

      I looked at my phone. “It’s two in the afternoon. Whose workday ends at two?”

      “You don’t know Dave. It’s hit or miss if you can find him sober after noon. But he’s the only game in town and everyone likes him, so it all works out.”

      Sheldon must have caught him before he started drinking or drinking too much because I could hear him give the person on the other end of the phone directions to where we were at. When he hung up he said, “He should be here in about thirty.”

      Not bad considering the alternative of being stranded indefinitely. “Hungry? I have a bag of peanuts in my purse somewhere I’m willing to share.”

      “Sure.”

      I dug them out and also found a half-eaten chocolate bar I’d forgotten about. I gave him the peanuts and 2 squares of chocolate and we munched in silence.

      “You don’t have ginger ale in there do you?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Sorry, and I only have Altoids for dessert. Not much of a selection.”

      “We can save those in case Dave doesn’t show up.”

      “I hope you’re joking,” I said, panicky.

      He shrugged. “You never know with Dave, he’s not always the most dependable but he’s such a nice guy you can’t get mad.”

      I didn’t want to be stranded out here. It would take forever to walk back into town and I was a little afraid that whoever disabled this car might come back and I didn’t want to be here when that happened. Luckily, my nervousness was short lived because about twenty minutes later we could see dust kicking up in the distance.

      “That’s Dave.”

      “Yeah!” I couldn’t help but cheering.

      Dave had the car hooked up in no time and Sheldon and I scooted in the bench seat of the truck. He was a big burly guy with a long scraggly beard, an infectious laugh, and such a warm smile you didn’t even hardly notice he was short a few front teeth. I could see immediately why Sheldon liked him. He did seem really sweet. The kind of guy who’d do anything for his friends. Those kind of people weren’t easy to find.

      “How’d you lose your battery?” Dave asked when we were back on the road.

      “I can’t say for sure, but my guess is Glen. You know how he is.”

      “That’s for sure. I might have an extra in the shop that would fit your car. Save you the expense of a new one.”

      The guys chatted all the way back while I half listened but mostly stared outside the window. They dropped me off at my car and I headed back home after telling Sheldon I’d call him later. My plan was to go back out to the beach try to and enjoy what was left of the afternoon, but when I pulled up and walked to the front door something seemed off. Starting with the front door being wide open. I was certain I hadn’t left it that way. I closed my eyes and ran through my steps when I left the house. I could distinctly remember locking it behind me. At least I thought I did. I’d been rattled from the Sheriff’s visit and had been in a hurry to go find Sheldon, so maybe I didn’t pull it all the way closed and it drifted back open. But I really didn’t think so. That only left someone breaking in.

      “Hello?” I called out as I stepped through the doorway, my heart pounding. “Anyone here?”

      I strained to listen for the slightest noise that might indicate someone was in the house and heard nothing but the birds chirping outside. I thought for a second about calling the cops, but not only didn’t I want to seem like a scaredy cat, the last thing I wanted was to talk to the Sheriff again. Especially if it turned out to be nothing. I pulled out my phone, ready to dial 911 at a moment’s notice in case I came upon something or someone that changed my mind as I walked the rest of the way on the house trying to assess the situation.

      It didn’t take too long for me to figure out someone had definitely been here. The place was trashed. My heart sank. This wasn’t my house and if anything was damaged, I couldn’t even think about the cost of replacing it or how I’d even tell Sheryl. I set my purse down, keeping my phone in one hand, and my keys in the other, and walked through the living room. Lamps were knocked over, furniture was moved, books spilled out of the bookcases, it was just a mess. It appeared that someone had been looking for something. But what? The screen door out to the back deck was wide open. Had the intruder went in one door and out the other?

      I couldn’t tell if anything was missing. I mean it wasn’t my house, so I didn’t really know what was here and what wasn’t. I needed to check out my things in the bedroom and as much as I didn’t want to, I also needed to call the Sheriff. There needed to be a police report filed for insurance purposes in case something was stolen. I’d also have to call Sheryl and tell her. I wasn’t looking forward to either call.

      I pulled out the card the Sheriff had given me and dialed the number, my hands so shaky it took two attempts. It rang twice and a man answered, “Travis.”

      “Sheriff Travis? It’s Presley Thurman. You know, I um, found the body the other night.”

      “Yes, I remember you. Is something wrong?” he asked, sounding all business.

      “I just got home from town and someone’s been in the house. I’m not sure if anything is missing but I guess I should probably file a police report just in case,” I said haltingly.

      “Where are you now?” he said briskly.

      “In the living room.”

      “Go out to your car and get in and lock the doors. Stay there until I get there. It’ll take me ten minutes.”

      I did as he asked and he made it in five, turning in the driveway so fast gravel went flying. I rolled the window down as he approached.

      “Stay here until I come back,” he ordered and walked up to the house with his flashlight and gun drawn, making me realize how reckless I’d been going in there. Whoever had trashed the place could still be somewhere on the property. I hadn’t checked all the rooms before calling. Just the living room and kitchen because it was all wide-open space. There were a number of bedrooms and bathrooms, not to mention the basement and garage, where someone could be hiding.

      I got goosebumps thinking of the danger of someone still being in the house. I’d been foolish to go in there.

      I started to get worried the longer he was in the house. What if he didn’t come out? When he reappeared, arms by his side, looking more relaxed than when he’d went in, I gathered there wasn’t an immediate threat. I got out of my car and walked toward him.

      “So, walk me through what happened?” he said, pulling out his notebook.

      “There’s not much to tell. I was in town for maybe two hours and when I got back the front door was open and I found this mess.”

      “Did you lock the door when you left?”

      “I think so. I’m pretty sure I did.”

      “Any idea why someone would do this?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. Maybe burglars looking for nice homes to steal from?”

      “So, you think this was random?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be? I’m a visitor. Why would someone seek me out? Don’t you think it’s more likely that someone is hoping to get lucky by robbing the right home?” I felt like he was almost implying I’d brought this on myself and that didn’t sit well with me.

      “You tell me.”

      I wanted this to be a run of the mill break in by an opportunistic thief wanting to grab something to pawn for cash. This whole street was filled with upscale homes that all undoubtedly had many fine things to steal. It seemed to me a rational explanation. But now he had me thinking. What if Glen knew we’d talked to Harley and this was his payback? Maybe he was trying to scare me off? Of course, I wasn’t going to mention that to him. “I can’t think of a single reason why this wouldn’t be a random occurrence.”

      “Ok. I’ll have a car sit out here for the rest of the day and evening just to be safe. I’ll stay here until someone gets here if you want to go ahead and go in.”

      “Thanks.” I walked back in and looked around at the mess. There was no way I felt like dealing with it right now or calling Sheryl. I didn’t even feel like talking to Sheldon. I just wanted a glass of wine and my bed. Which was bad since it was only early afternoon, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Spending the rest of the day relaxing with Netflix was just what the doctor ordered. After all, I was on vacation. I turned off my phone and got lost in episodes of Grey’s Anatomy.
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      I woke up the next day at sun up, recharged and in a much better frame of mind. I called Sheryl first thing and she didn’t seem at all concerned about what had happened and said she’d call her cleaning people to come over and get the house back in order and take inventory. I’d offered to do it but wasn’t sad when she turned it down. She said insurance would cover anything damaged or stolen. She was very calm about the whole thing and chalked it up to vandals, saying that summer made it easier for people to get in, which made me feel much less guilty. Though she didn’t know about all the other things that had happened here recently that could have made her feel differently, I guess. But I didn’t see any reason to worry her.

      I refilled my coffee cup and sat down on the barstool to return calls. I had several voicemails and texts from Sheldon last night that had popped up when I turned my phone back on, but hadn’t had the chance to call back yet. My first priority was contacting Sheryl. I saw my friend Katy had also called. I called her first, worried something had happened to her mom, but she’d just called to check in. I told her I was having a great time, leaving out the murders and home invasion. Not only did I not want her to worry, but I knew if she knew what I was up to she’d tell Cooper and that’s the last thing I needed. My boyfriend hated when I got involved in other people’s business. Sometimes I got myself mixed up in the weirdest things.

      I got off the phone with her and was going to call Sheldon when the phone vibrated in my hand and startled me. Speak of the devil. It was Sheldon.

      “Hey, Sheldon.”

      “I heard what happened. Why didn’t you call me?” he demanded. Not even bothering to say hi.

      I guess I didn’t think about the fact that not much happened that slipped by him and he might already know. Especially since the police had been called and I already knew he listened to the scanner.

      “Calm down. I was just getting ready too.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “Someone broke in and trashed the place.”

      “Were they looking for something?”

      “How should I know?” I exclaimed. “I can’t tell if anything in the house was taken and they didn’t take anything of mine. It was probably someone hoping to score something of value.”

      “Do you want me to come over?”

      He actually sounded concerned, which was sweet, I guess.

      “No. I’m fine. I was going to try to talk to Allison and Paul today. Want to meet up later?”

      “Sure. Just call me when you’re done.”

      “Ok.” I finished my coffee and went to take a shower and get dressed. Since my destination was such a nice house, I didn’t just want to wear shorts and a t-shirt. I put on one of the sundresses I’d brought and a simple silver choker. Quickly braiding my hair, I put on a little blush and mascara and finished off my look with my nude Aveda lip tint. I couldn’t help but thinking it somewhat funny that I put on makeup just to look natural.  The things us women did.

      I grabbed my purse and keys, triple checking to make sure all the doors were locked, before heading down the street. As I walked down the sidewalk and looked at all the beautiful homes I wondered if people actually lived in any of them or if they were all rentals. It seemed such a shame to own such a gorgeous place and not live in it to enjoy it. I understood the purpose of having rental properties for investment reasons but still.

      I reached the wrought iron gate of the mansion, which was open and walked up to the front door. I lifted the heavy iron knocker and clanged it a few times, wincing at the sound it made. It was loud and I could hear it echo throughout the house. They certainly didn’t need a doorbell with as much noise as this made. I heard footsteps approach the door and saw Paul peer out at me through the side window. He smiled and opened the door.

      “Good morning, Presley. Please come in. Allison, Presley’s here,” he called out. I didn’t know him all that well but got the sense his happiness was forced. His mouth might be smiling but his eyes weren’t. I heard heels tapping on the floor and Allison quickly appeared. I’d been right to wear my sundress. She was outfitted in an ice blue sheath dress and pearls. Seemed a little over the top for day wear, but who was I to judge.  If I was staying in this house I’d probably feel compelled to dress to the nines too. This wasn’t exactly a yoga pants and t-shirt kind of place.

      “Presley,” she said warmly, giving me a hug. Apparently, the other night wasn’t a one-time thing, we were officially on hugging terms. “Can I get you some coffee?”

      “Sure. That would be great. You can never have too much coffee.”

      “Follow me into the kitchen then.”

      As I followed her I was again impressed by the size of this house. I thought the kitchen in the house I was staying at was big. Now that the caterers weren’t here with all the food set up, the enormous size of this kitchen was more readily apparent. Allison reached up to the cupboard and got a cup, poured the coffee, and set it in front of me.

      “The service is over there if you need anything,” she said pointing to the middle of the island where there was a silver tray with a creamer pot and a sugar bowl. Fancy. Though why I would expect anything less I don’t know.

      “So, what do we owe the pleasure?” she asked, sitting down on a stool delicately and taking a sip of her own coffee.

      “I just wanted to check on you two. Make sure you were ok after the other night. What a horrible thing to happen.”

      “It certainly put a damper on things, but the show must go on. We have a wedding in two days.”

      Allison seemed pretty chipper, considering. I’m not sure I’d feel so positive in her situation. “So do the police know what happened?” I asked.

      “No. Not that they’ve told us anyway.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Why?” she said with a puzzled look on her face.

      “With your upcoming wedding I’m sure this isn’t something you had on the agenda of festivities.”

      “Things happen. Just like at your house.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      She paused. “I heard you had some trouble yesterday.”

      “How did you hear that” It didn’t make sense that she would know. I hadn’t told anyone until this morning.

      “The Sheriff mentioned it when he stopped by yesterday.”

      I guess that made sense, but for some reason it just didn’t sit well with me.

      Paul walked over and put him arm around Allison. I could have sworn she flinched a little. Based on the conversation between the two of them I’d overheard I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.  They clearly weren’t some lovey-dovey couple. But then every couple had their own quirks.

      “It’s such a beautiful kitchen,” I said changing the subject. “Is that the pantry?” I asked, pointing to the door I knew went down to the basement.

      “It’s just storage, I think. It’s locked so I’m not really sure,” Allison said vaguely.

      Hmmm. I couldn’t tell if she was lying or she honestly didn’t know. Maybe the door was normally kept locked and Glen had the key but then we had locked it behind me?

      “Paul, what time is it?” Allison asked.

      “Almost ten.”

      “Oh my.” She jumped up. “Sorry to rush you, Presley, but we have an appointment at the florist in fifteen minutes.”

      “Sure, I didn’t mean to tie you up.”

      Allison grabbed my coffee cup and put it in the sink and shooed me out of the kitchen. She opened the front door for me and all but pushed me out. Her attitude had completely changed. She clearly wanted me to leave. Was it because I asked about the door?

      “Thanks for the coffee,” I said over my shoulder.

      “No problem. Talk to you later.” She said and shut the door in my face. I could hear her and Paul whispering but I couldn’t tell what they were saying. Something had happened to change her disposition in the last ten minutes and I didn’t know what, but it certainly was a complete turnaround from her attitude when she offered me coffee.

      I headed back down the sidewalk when I heard the door open and I looked back to see Paul hurrying down the steps to catch up with me. I stopped.

      “I’m glad I caught you.”

      “Is everything ok? Allison seemed upset. Did I say something wrong?”

      Paul shook his head. “It’s not you. Allison is just under a lot of stress right now, you know, the wedding and all and I’m sorry she was rude to you.”

      “It’s OK. I can completely understand.” Even though I didn’t but what else was there to say.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure. No problem.”

      “Hey Paul,” I said, and he turned back to face me. “Why did you guys pick here for your wedding? Do you know people here?”

      “No. Allison found it online and fell in love with the place. She insisted we have our wedding here and stay all month, even though it’s made things more difficult logistically. We even had to pay extra. It was already booked by another couple when she found it and she wouldn’t budge. We had to persuade the other couple to change their date. Though money is a small price to pay for her happiness. Whatever makes her happy, it’s worth it. I’d better get back in. Have a nice day, Presley.”

      “You too, Paul,” I said, and out of the corner of my eye I could see Allison peeking out from behind a curtain in one of the third-floor bedroom windows. If they were getting ready to leave why was she all the way up there?

      I was restless when I got home and still confused by Allison’s actions so I decided to see what I could find out about the rich couple next door who I already knew weren’t exactly as they appeared.

      I heated up another cup of coffee, telling myself this had to be my last or I’d be jittery the rest of the day, and took it and my laptop out to the deck. The birds were chirping and the view was spectacular. Even with everything that had been happening I was still glad I was here.

      They’d said they were from Chicago, so I typed in their names along with the word Chicago and pressed search. Let’s see what popped up. Engagement announcement, their Linked In profiles. Paul was data analyst and Allison a florist. Ok, that wasn’t what I would have expected her to have for a career. She didn’t exactly seem the florist type. Nothing else popped up except for a few random articles that seemed to all be professionally or philanthropically related. It appeared that Paul came from money. There was an extensive list of articles praising him for his charitable contributions. Must be why he didn’t care that he spent double on renting the house for the month. They seemed to be quite the fixtures on the social scene, which didn’t help me any more with finding a connection between them and Glen, so I changed my search to Glen, not expecting to find anything from this angle either but at least I could get more familiar with his background and know what I was dealing with and not just assuming.

      I found he had quite a lengthy arrest record, no big surprise, and had done some time, but it was mostly related to theft, vandalism, protesting and destruction of personal property. Nothing close to murder, not even assault, which surprised me and further showed why assuming was never a good idea. Nothing I could find connected him in any way to Paul and Allison. Maybe his being at their house was completely random and there wasn’t any kind of connection. It’s not like he was participating in the party as a guest. Maybe he just didn’t think they’d notice his comings and goings, which wasn’t all that farfetched since there were a ton of people there and both Allison and Paul were preoccupied with the party and their guests.

      So, if they didn’t know each other, maybe it was something about the house? Glen had snuck down to the basement for a reason and there had to be access to the basement from the outside. There’s no way they all snuck in. One uninvited guest maybe. Several would be too risky. What were they doing down there? I had to figure out a way to get down there and see for myself.

      Now was as good a time as any to head down to the beach and see where the entrance was. My guess is it was where I saw the men disappear the first night I was here. They hadn’t just vanished into thin air.

      I put my laptop and coffee cup on the kitchen counter and grabbed a bottle of water out of the refrigerator. Slipping on my sandals, I made sure the door was locked, and tucked the key in my pocket, headed down the stone path to the beach entrance.

      I smiled as I passed a family playing on the beach and having a picnic. They looked like they were having so much fun. It brought back memories of going to the beach with my parents and brother when I was a kid. It was busier out here than yesterday, but everyone was enjoying themselves, or so it appeared, and weren’t paying attention to anyone else. Exactly the privacy I needed.

      I looked up to where my house was to see my position in relation to the thatch of trees to make sure I was somewhat in the right place. I didn’t want to blindly walk around the patch of woods. I at least wanted to be somewhat close to where I’d watched the men disappear.

      When I’d finally found where I thought the place was, or close enough anyway, I took a few steps in and saw a path. Ah-ha. This must be it. I followed the path for a few hundred feet when I noticed it was taking me in the wrong direction. It wasn’t heading left toward Allison and Paul’s house. It was heading up to mine. A few steps further and I came to a wooden door. It was covered with brush. It looked like someone was trying to hide it from anyone who happened to wander by. If I hadn’t been on this path with a purpose, I doubt I’d have given it a second glance. I moved some of the brush until I could see the door handle. I tried it. Locked.

      The door was too solid to break in. I needed to get in from the other side, which as I looked up seemed to be my house. The door was centered underneath where my deck was. Was there a tunnel in the basement? I hadn’t been down there. There was no reason for me to go in the basement. Until now.

      I turned and headed back the way I came, just more quickly. Out of breath by the time I made it back to my house, I locked the front door behind me and headed to the basement.

      I flipped on the lights and while it was clean, it was full of stuff. Looked to be mostly junk, broken furniture, some kids’ toys, and a bunch of boxes. I got to the bottom of the stairs, narrowly missing running face first into a cobweb. I cringed at the thought. I wasn’t afraid of spiders, but sticky cobwebs freaked me out. I stood there scanning the wall that faced the beach. Looking for the door that had to be there. And maybe it was. Behind the stacked up boxes that lined almost the entire wall. I sighed. Of course, this couldn’t be easy.

      I walked over to the boxes, sighing at the prospect of having to move them all out of the way to see what was behind there when I reached for the first box and it almost flew out of my hand. It was empty, as were all the other boxes stacked against that wall. I quickly moved them and as I suspected, there was a door in the wall the boxes had been hiding.

      I reached for the handle, expecting it to be locked, but it easily swung open. Apparently, whoever was using this secret door figured no one would come down and find it so no reason to lock it.

      I tentatively made my way into the dark tunnel, propping the door open with one of the boxes. The last thing I needed was to get myself locked in here. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and turned on the flashlight app so I could see. As I figured there wasn’t a signal but at least the flashlight came in handy.

      I wrinkled my nose at the smell. It was musty down here. Walking in about a hundred feet or so, I came to a second tunnel that split off to my right. That had to be the one that went to Allison’s. This set up would have been awesome as a kid.

      I paused to gather my thoughts and think this through. So, the guys I saw on the beach that night could have brought whatever it is they had through the tunnel from the beach into the house. Either mine or Allison’s. Though since I hadn’t heard any noises in the house that night, I doubt they could have snuck up through the basement, up the stairs and out the door. Surely, I would have heard something. After debating for a second, I decided to head right and confirm it did lead to the other house. It’s a good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic. It wasn’t very spacious down here.

      After what seemed like miles, I reached another locked door. While I couldn’t see to the outside to figure out exactly where I was, it had to be connected to the basement of Allison and Paul’s. Unless there was an entire network of underground tunnels to all the houses around here, which would be pretty darn cool.

      Since there was nowhere else to go, I headed back. When I made it back to my house, I closed the door and moved the boxes back the way I found them. I didn’t want whoever was using these tunnels to realize I knew about them.

      Was this entrance why someone was in my house? But then why not just sneak down here while I was gone instead of trashing the upstairs and bringing more attention to the place? Unless it was a scare tactic to try and get me to leave.

      I needed to go back to Allison and Paul’s and see where their basement door ended up. Confirm this was the right tunnel. Maybe then I could figure out what it was being used for.
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      “Presley! Presley!” I heard someone yell as I was walking out of the grocery store from picking up a few things later that afternoon. I turned around and saw it was Janet. Uh-oh. This might not be good. I hadn’t seen her since the Sheriff chastised me for talking to her grandson and she didn’t look that happy right now. Something told me this might be a continuation of that talking to and it wasn’t really something I wanted to deal with.

      “Hi, Janet,” I said with a cheerfulness I didn’t feel, hoping maybe my good mood would rub off on her. “I’ve missed you the last couple times I’ve been in the diner. I just love your food. How are you?” I knew I was rambling. Something I did when I got nervous, but I thought maybe if I talked enough I’d distract her from whatever was making her angry.

      “I want to know what you and Sheldon are up to. Why are you bothering my grandson?” she demanded, dashing any hope I’d had of her just wanting to say hi.

      “We were just talking to him.”

      “Right. Sheldon always has a motive. You two need to leave Eric alone and stop sticking your nose into what Glen and his boys are up to. Stay away from them and stay away from Eric. Mind your own business.”

      I tried to hide my surprise. Eric I could understand, even though he was a little too old to need his grandmother protecting him, but why would she care if we bothered Glen or any of those guys?  I was pretty sure they could take care of themselves and didn’t need her defending them. How did she even know Sheldon and I were even talking to anyone? This town had a faster gossip chain than my hometown. Something I never thought possible. “Janet…”

      “I mean it,” she snapped. “Stay away. In fact, you might want to think about cutting your vacation short and go back home before you find yourself in trouble,” she said, glaring at me before she turned and stormed off to her car while I just stood there dumbfounded. What had just happened? Had I been threatened by a grandmother? I was more shocked and confused than scared. I put my groceries in the back still astonished. Had she been the one to break into the house? To scare me? To get me to mind my own business or leave altogether?

      I pulled out of the parking lot to head back home when I glanced over and saw Harley at the gas station across the street. I looked in my rearview mirror to make sure stopping short and turning wouldn’t cause me to get rear ended. That’s the last thing I needed. Another run in with the police. When I saw it was clear I slowed the car, jerked the wheel to the left and pulled into the opposite side of the pump Harley was at.

      “Hi, Presley,” he said when I got out of the car.

      “I was just told to stay away from Glen and all you guys by Janet. Any idea as to why?” I said, getting right to the point.

      If I expected him to be surprised I was asking such a question he didn’t show it.  Though something told me not much surprised him.

      “Why ask me?” he said tilting his head.

      “Because he’s your dad and you live there.”

      “Do you know everything your dad does?”

      “Well no,” I faltered. He had me there. But then my dad wasn’t a member of the militia either, nor did I live with him. My dad’s life was pretty tame compared to Glen’s.

      “Then why should I?” I heard the click of the pump shutting off and he turned away to take the nozzle out of the tank and put it back on the pump. He turned back to me.

      “Listen, I appreciate you and Sheldon wanting to get to the bottom of things. I can understand why. More on Sheldon’s part than yours, but who am I to question what you like to do in your spare time. But it might be a good idea if you just left things alone,” he said gently.

      “Why?” I said. He clearly knew something he wasn’t telling me.

      “Why does it even matter to you?”

      “Doesn’t it bother you that there have been two murders in the last week. One of which is one of your own group?” I said, emphasizing the word your.

      “Of course I care, but you don’t understand, there is a lot at stake here. This isn’t your fight,” he said softly and got in his car. “Maybe take Janet’s advice. Stay away from all this and just enjoy your vacation,” he said through his open window before driving off.

      What the hell did he mean by that? I’d had two people warn me off in the last ten minutes for no good reason I knew of, though at least Harley was much nicer about it, and I was no closer to having any answers. If Janet and Harley thought I was just going to walk away from this, they were wrong. Now I was more determined than ever to find out what the hell was going on in this town.
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      Voicemail. Again. I was starting to move from annoyed to pissed off mode. I’d been trying to reach Sheldon for almost twenty-four hours now and nothing. Not a text or call back. I was starting to feel like he was avoiding me, though I had no idea why he would. He’s the one who dragged me into this in the first place. My mind was racing and I couldn’t sit still. I needed to do something.

      Wait a minute. What was that guy’s name at the paper? Will? He seemed eager to help out. He’d probably grown up here so maybe he knew something about Janet that would shed light on why she didn’t want me talking to Glen. It was worth a shot at least. I jumped out of the lounge chair where I was having my coffee on the back porch and went to get dressed. I was going casual in black capris and a grey t-shirt and flip flops, not wanting to take the time to get any more dressed up.  Plus, I was on vacation and there needed to be some perks. Fifteen minutes later I was headed out the door and down the road to town with my travel mug of coffee and the music blaring. Loud music always helped me think.

      I lucked out and there was a parking spot right in front of the newspaper building. Locking the car doors, I walked up to the building hoping maybe I’d find Sheldon here, but no such luck. There wasn’t even anyone at the front desk. It didn’t look like many people were working at all. I walked a little farther in and finally I saw Will sitting at a desk with headphones on, but no Sheldon that I could see.  I walked over and tapped him on the shoulder.

      He looked at me and took his headphones out. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I don’t know if you remember me? I was in the other day looking for Sheldon?”

      “Oh, right.” Recognition dawned on his face. “Now I remember. Are you looking for him again? I haven’t seen him in a couple days. I think Sheldon told our boss he had to go out of town.”

      Nice to know. And he couldn’t have told me that?  “I was actually hoping you could help me. When I was in here before you said if I needed anything to let you know.”

      “Yes. Will Denton, at your service madam,” he said with a flourish.

      I laughed. He was a cute kid. “Can I sit?” I said, pointing to an empty chair.

      “Of course. So how can I possibly help you?”

      “Do you know Janet over at the diner?”

      “Everyone in town knows Janet. Super nice lady. She always gave my friends and I discounts on burgers in high school and didn’t get mad if we just hung around.”

      Apparently it was just me she didn’t like.

      “What do you know about her and her family?”

      “They’ve owned the diner as long as I can remember. What is it you want to know?”

      “I don’t know. Has she ever had any problems with anyone?”

      “What do you mean, problems?” he seemed confused as to what I was asking. I couldn’t blame him. I was just as confused myself. I wasn’t sure what I was trying to find out, which made it hard to know what questions to ask.

      “You know, at odds with someone. Anyone she doesn’t like. Anyone who doesn’t like her,” I said, hoping he didn’t ask why I had all these questions because I didn’t feel like trying to explain. Mainly, because it just seemed crazy.

      “Not that I know of. Everyone likes Janet. She’s like everyone’s second mother.”

      “What about her grandson?”

      “Eric?”

      I nodded.

      “I don’t know him personally. He’s a few years older than me, but I know he got in a lot of trouble a few years back. Drugs and petty theft. He went away for a couple years. No one ever knew where for sure, although we all assumed rehab. But he came back and started working at the diner. Since he came back he hasn’t made any trouble. At least none that I know of and no one talks about where he went. At least no one I’ve heard. I think people like Janet too much to speculate and gossip. Why all the questions about them?”

      “What about the militia?” I said.

      “Are you asking if Janet or Eric are involved in the militia?” Will asked, frowning.

      “Not specifically them. More in general. What do you know about them? The militia.”

      “Nothing really. They pretty much keep to themselves. I’m sorry, I’m not being much help am I,” he said looking so crestfallen. I felt bad. He really wanted to be helpful.

      “How long has Sheldon worked here?”

      Will thought for a second. “It’s been at least a couple years. He was here before me and I’ve been here two years. Well, part time when I was in school.”

      I didn’t want to agree with Will, but he was right. This wasn’t any help at all. I just didn’t want to tell him that since he was trying so hard to be helpful.

      “Can I leave you my number in case you think of anything else?”

      “Sure.”

      As I gave it to him, I thought of one more question. “Have you ever heard of there being underground tunnels below some of these old houses?”

      He surprised me by bursting out in laughter.

      “One of the old timers got you caught up in his hiding pirates’ treasure story, did they? Any underground tunnels that did exist are probably crumbling into themselves and definitely don’t have hidden treasure.”

      “Ok, thanks.” I walked out wondering if modern day pirates had resurrected the secret tunnels for their own type of hidden treasure.
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      A little after four my phone rang. I saw it was Sheldon. “About time,” I said. “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.”

      “I’m sorry. I had to take care of something.”

      “And you couldn’t give me a heads up?” I said. “You’re the one who wanted my help. You get me involved and then you just disappear?”

      “Listen, I’m sorry but I have some information.”

      “Me too. That’s why I’ve been blowing up your phone.”

      “Are you at home?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ok. I’ll be there in a few,” he said and hung up me. For his sake I hoped he had good information.

      It didn’t take long until I heard a knock on the door. I looked out the side window and saw it was him and I opened the door and invited him in. He looked frazzled and there were dark circles under his eyes like he hadn’t slept since I last saw him.

      “Can I pour you a glass of wine?” He looked like he needed it.

      He looked at me funny. Crap. I’d just offered alcohol to an alcoholic. Sheepishly I said, “Sorry. Water then?”

      "That’s fine,” he said and followed me into the kitchen. He sat at the bar while I got a bottle of water out of the refrigerator.

      “I’ve been in Chicago.”

      I frowned. “And you couldn’t tell me? Why?”

      “I didn’t not tell you on purpose. I was chasing down a lead and was distracted. But I think I know what Eric is up to.”

      I’m not sure I believed his distracted story, I mean how much time does it take to send a text, but for now I would let it go. For now. But he needed to be reminded that we’d agreed to share all information and him sneaking off to Chicago and not telling me wasn’t what we agreed upon. I looked at him expectantly when he didn’t just come right out and say it. “Well, are you going to tell me?” I finally demanded.

      “He’s selling mushrooms.”

      I thought for a second not sure I heard right. “Mushrooms? And that’s a problem why? He is a chef.”

      “Not the kind of mushrooms you put on your salad. Psilocybin mushrooms.”

      I shook my head, still not getting his point.

      “Psychedelics,” he said, eyebrows raised.

      Ahh, this I understood.  “People still use those as drugs these days?

      “You think Janet knows he’s selling drugs and that’s why she wants us to stay away from him? Afraid we would turn him in to the police or something?”

      “That would be my best guess.”

      “And this is what you found out in Chicago?”

      “It’s where Eric’s been selling them.”

      “Where’s he getting them? And how did you figure this out?”

      “My best guess is Glen and his guys are growing them and Eric is the middleman. They’ve got the land and it’s cut off from everyone else. No one would know if that’s what they were doing.”

      “You think Eric is doing it for money? And do you think he had something to do with the murders? Eric doesn’t seem the murdering type.”

      “Murder no, but he was involved in drugs before. Not so much of a stretch he’s involved again. We need to make him talk to us whether he likes it or not.”

      “Do you think he could be in danger?”

      “I think anyone who does business with Glen is treading in dangerous territory.”

      “Janet yelled at me to stay away and leave town. Maybe she does know what Eric’s up to and doesn’t want us to find out,” I said and told him about my encounter with her and Harley. But he seemed too preoccupied to care.

      “I think I might know where Eric is. Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked after I’d grabbed my purse and was running behind him. He got in his car and I jumped in next to him, not caring if he wanted me to come with him or not. I was going.

      “Elle’s.”

      “Your ex-girlfriend? Are you crazy?”

      “Slightly, but that’s not the point,” he grinned. “If Eric’s not over there she will know where he is.”

      “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “You’re probably right, but right now I don’t care. We need to talk to Eric. He’s got to know something.”

      A few minutes later, when Sheldon pulled into the driveway of a small shotgun style house I saw he was right. Eric’s car was in the driveway so clearly he’d made up with Elle after their fight. At least that was a positive. For Eric anyway. I had a bad feeling about how this was going to go based on the last time we’d tried talking to Eric, but followed Sheldon up the walk to the front door anyway. What could I say. I liked to live on the edge. He pressed the doorbell and I could hear footsteps. The door flung open. “What the hell are you doing here?” a gorgeous blond said when she saw us standing there. Or Sheldon rather. She didn’t even pay attention to my presence, which was fine by me.

      “Nice to see you too, Elle. Is Eric here?”

      “What do you want with him?” She snapped. “Can’t you leave him alone? Leave us alone!”

      “Elle, please. I don’t have time to argue with you. I’m not trying to cause trouble. I just need to talk to him. It won’t take but a couple minutes, I swear.”

      “Elle, it’s fine,” Eric walked up and put his hand on her arm. “I’ll talk to them out here.”

      If looks could kill, Sheldon would be the next dead body in town. He must have really done a number on her when they were together for her to have so much animosity. I was curious to know the story behind that one.

      Eric walked out on to the porch and closed the door behind him. “What do you want Sheldon? You have some nerve coming here.”

      “Eric, I know you’ve been selling drugs. I assume it’s for Glen?” Sheldon just came straight out with it.

      Eric’s faced drained of color. Well Sheldon got that one right. Score one for the good guys.

      “How did you find out? And don’t you dare tell Elle,” he hissed, taking a step toward Sheldon.

      “I’m not trying to get you in trouble with Elle.”

      “We don’t want to get you in trouble either. We just want to know what’s going on,” I said.

      “Why would I sell drugs or why would I work with Glen? And how is it any business of yours?”

      “You’ve been down this road before and you worked hard to overcome your problems. Why slip now?” Sheldon asked.

      “I haven’t slipped. Well, not totally. I’m not taking drugs. I’m clean, I swear,” he insisted and I was inclined to believe him. He seemed genuine.

      “Then why?” I asked.

      Eric stood there silent. I could tell something was on his mind and he seemed to be struggling with whether to say it or not. Sheldon and I looked at each other and I could tell he was thinking what I was thinking. Stay silent and give him time.

      A few more seconds went by and it was all I could do to not say something. Just as I was about to lose my patience he started to talk.

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “What do you mean…,” I started to say and Eric held up his hand to stop me.

      “My grandmother is in trouble. I was doing it to help her.”

      What was he talking about? This was about Janet?

      “How is Janet involved?” Sheldon asked.

      Again, Eric paused and took a deep breath. “She owes money. From gambling. I’m trying to help her pay it off,” he said and hung his head.

      “She owes Glen?” I asked.

      Eric nodded. “He’s been loaning her money for years.”

      “Then what changed now? I mean if this has been going on for a while,” I said.

      “She’s spiraled out of control. She got on a losing streak and started betting heavier and heavier, thinking she could win back her money. Glen refused to extend her anymore credit unless she did something for him.”

      “And that’s how you got involved?” I asked.

      “Not at first. She initially refused, thinking he would care because of their history and he didn’t. He cut her off. Then the people she owed got really unhappy and she had no choice but to go back to Glen. It was his idea to get me to be the middleman. He knew I had connections in Chicago. You know, for this sort of thing, and he’d been looking for another outlet for his business,” Eric said averting his eyes. I could tell he was embarrassed. I almost felt sorry for him. “She didn’t want me to do it, but I didn’t feel there was a choice. She’s always been there for me. I had to help her.”

      “What do you mean another outlet? Has this been going on for a while?” asked Sheldon.

      Eric nodded. “They’ve been distributing to Milwaukee for years, mostly to the colleges.  The police were getting a little too close to their operations recently and they decided to back off for a while and expand somewhere else. And that’s where I came in.”

      “So was Juan Valdez your contact in Chicago?” I asked and Sheldon looked at me. I think he was getting annoyed I kept asking questions, but I didn’t care. We were getting answers and that was all that mattered.

      “Who?”

      “The person who was murdered a few days ago. Before Roger. Presley found the body.”

      Eric frowned. “Why would you think I’d know him?”

      I hadn’t expected that answer and Eric seemed genuinely confused. I don’t think he knew what we were talking about.

      “He’s from Chicago and involved in the drug scene there. We just assumed…” Sheldon trailed off.

      Eric shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t know the guy.”

      “Do you think this Juan guy is unrelated to Glen and the things he’s doing?” I said to Sheldon.

      “Maybe and there was never any reason for him and Eric to meet.”

      I turned back to Eric. “Do you know anything else they were involved with?”

      “No. I rarely interacted with them. My grandmother handled all that. She wanted as much distance between us as possible. She’s devastated this has happened.”

      Not devastated enough to stop, I couldn’t help but think, even though I immediately felt guilty. We all had our share of problems.

      This certainly explained Janet’s behavior.

      “If your grandmother was the go between, why were you talking to Roger the other night?” I asked.

      “I’d been stalling them and they knew it. I was trying to find a way to get the money without selling drugs,” he paused. “I didn’t want to get mixed up in that life again.”

      The door opened. “Eric?” said Elle, peering out, giving Sheldon, and me this time, dirty looks.

      “They were just leaving,” he said and went back inside with her without saying any more. Not even goodbye. He just left us standing on the porch.

      “What do you think?” I said to Sheldon.

      “Well, I didn’t expect to hear that about Janet but it confirms that Glen’s group is involved in illegal activity that got Roger killed. Maybe Juan Vasquez was another distributor like Eric.”

      I frowned. “So that’s it? You think the murders are all centered around selling mushrooms?” I couldn’t help but be skeptical. While I realized it was an illegal drug, I just couldn’t see how it would cause this level of collateral damage. I guess it was possible. I’d just never heard anything in the news before about mushroom trafficking related deaths.
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      Sheldon and I went our separate ways after talking to Eric and I was on my way home when I heard my phone ringing on the seat next to me.

      “Presley, it’s Will.”

      “Hold on a sec,” I said, digging my ear buds out of my purse and connecting them to my phone so it would be easier to talk and drive. At the same time I realized I’d forgot to mention the tunnels to Sheldon.

      “I did some digging. I’m much better at research than I am at the actual writing, I’m finding. But that’s OK, I like looking for hidden information and…”

      “Will. What did you find?” I said impatiently.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I had to go way back, but it looks as if Janet had involvement with the militia back in the day. And by that, I mean her day. I mean when she was young,” he stumbled over his words.

      Well that would explain how she got involved with Glen in the first place. “In what way?”

      “I found some old news articles. She participated in a few protests, had a few arrests for trespassing. Nothing major. Kid’s stuff. It looked like she might have been Glen’s girlfriend.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting that either. I’ve never heard that rumor around town.  There were several photos of her, Glen and some woman named Sarah Pritchard. And before you ask, I tried to track down Sarah Pritchard. Nothing. Soon after the last clipping I found dated almost forty years ago, neither her nor Janet showed up in any more pictures.”

      “Thanks, Will.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll let you know if I come across anything else.”

      As I set the phone down in the cup holder, I spotted what looked like Harley’s truck out of the corner of my eye in the parking lot of the diner. I slowed down. Maybe it was worth trying to talk to him again. But then I noticed he was already talking to someone. He was talking to Allison. What? How did he know her?

      I kept driving, more confused than ever.
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      The doorbell rang and I walked over to open it, wondering who it could be. I certainly wasn’t expecting anyone. I looked out the side window before opening the door to find the Sheriff standing there. Except he wasn’t in uniform. Did he feel he needed to check up on me on his day off?

      I opened the door, slightly leaning against it. “Hi there. What brings you by?”

      “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by. See how you were. If anything else unusual had happened.”

      I shook my head, wanting to find it nice he came by, but still paranoid enough I was suspicious about his motives.

      “Everything is fine.”

      “OK, well good. Then I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing,” he said and started to turn and walk away.

      “I do have a question.”

      He turned back and faced me, raising his eyebrows curiously.

      “Did you tell Allison and Paul about someone breaking into my house?”

      His expression changed to one of confusion.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He seemed to be telling the truth, but then how did Allison find out? Unless… I quickly dismissed that idea. She was here to get married. She would have no reason to break into this house. A socialite like her would not be involved in petty drug activity. Though that would explain why she was talking to Harley. Especially if he wasn’t as innocent as Sheldon seemed to think he was.

      “Is there a reason you’re asking?” The Sheriff said, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Um. Nothing. I must have misheard.”

      “Did Allison say I told her?” he questioned.

      Not wanting to tell him that yes, she had, I forced a laugh. “Sorry, I was confused for a minute. Now that I think about it, she said she heard it at the florist’s. Probably someone with a police scanner gossiping.”

      The look he gave me told me he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t push it.

      “OK, then. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Later I was out on the deck keeping an eye on Allison and Paul’s when I saw a car slow down as it drove by. It was the same Mercedes I’d seen parked outside the newspaper office. The one I’d thought was looking at me. I strained to get a look at the driver, and it looked to be a Hispanic male. I think that was the same person I saw last time as well. It was so far away it was hard to tell. The car finally made its way out of my sight but when I saw it come back around a few minutes later I knew this wasn’t just a coincidence.  Whoever was driving that car was checking out this house. Or looking for me. Neither scenario was one I wanted to consider.

      This time as the car passed the house, I lifted up my phone and zoomed in on the license plate, snapping a picture. I then texted it to my friend Willie, who was a detective in Chicago, along with a text asking him to do me a favor and see who this car belonged to. About two seconds later my phone rang. It was Willie and I couldn’t help but smile.  I knew he wouldn’t just give me the information I was looking for without grilling me first.

      “Took you long enough,” I laughed as I answered the phone.

      “What the hell is going on?” he said, not sounding at all amused.

      “I just need a favor.”

      “I don’t think I want to know what you’ve got yourself mixed up in, but I have to ask.”

      “It’s nothing. Really. There’s this car I’ve seen a few times around town where I’m staying and I’m probably being paranoid, but I want to know who it belongs to.”

      “Is someone bothering you?” he asked, and I could tell he was worried. “If someone is harassing you, you need to go to the local police. Do you want me to make a call?”

      “No, no. It’s really nothing,” I said, thinking the last thing I needed was for him to call Sheriff Travis. I should have known this wouldn’t be easy. He was very overprotective. Much like Cooper. They were so annoying sometimes, but I knew they had my best interest at heart.

      “Presley. I’m not running this plate until you tell me what is going on!” he said in such a tone that I knew he meant it.

      I sighed. “I swear it’s nothing. I don’t think anyway. Listen, if I tell you, you have to promise not to freak out.”

      “Presley,” he said is a low, controlled tone that I knew well. It was his “I’m trying not to explode” tone. I wasn’t going to get out of telling him.

      I proceeded to fill him in and, to his credit, he didn’t say a word until I finished my story. But after a few more seconds went by and he still didn’t say anything I started to get nervous. “See. Not a big deal,” I said glibly to break the silence.

      “Not a big deal!” he exploded, and I winced. Here it came. “You found a dead body on the beach and then there was another murder soon after that one that you’ve decided to investigate with some guy you just met and you think that’s not a big deal? It’s a huge deal. I can’t believe you didn’t call me. I can’t believe you’re acting so stupid!”

      “Hey!” I took offense at being called stupid. Friends or not.

      He said, “I can’t believe you’re using such poor judgment. Is that better? What are you thinking?”

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?” I heard him take in a deep breath and realized a little too late I should have kept that little opinion to myself. “You know what I mean. You worry too much. It’s really…”

      “I know, I know. It’s really nothing,” he said in a very sarcastic tone.

      “So, does this mean you won’t run that plate?” I said stubbornly.

      Willie sighed. “I will, but only if you promise to keep me in the loop and if I don’t like what I’m hearing I have the right to get involved in whatever way I see fit.”

      “Fine.” I didn’t want him hovering over me, but I did want to know who was driving around spying on me. I guess it was a small price to pay for information I wouldn’t have access to otherwise.

      “I’ll call you back as soon as I know something. What’s this guy’s name you’re mixed up with?” he asked.

      “It’s this guy named Sheldon. He works at the local paper. He’s harmless.” I hung up and hoped it wouldn’t take long for him to get me that information. I’d thought about asking him to check out Juan Vasquez and Roger Barrett, but I didn’t want to have him react like he just did.  Though now he was already mad so maybe I should. I sent him another text asking him and he didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. I hoped he didn’t take it upon himself to call the Sheriff, or even worse Cooper. That’s the last thing I needed.
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      I watched as Allison and Paul pulled out of the driveway. I’d been waiting for them to leave so I could seize my opportunity to sneak over and once and for all see where the tunnel led. There had to be a reason Glen and his guys had been down there and the only way to find it out was to look. I wasn’t convinced this was all about illegal mushrooms. I waited an extra five minutes to make sure they hadn’t forgot something and had to come back, which happened to me about one out of every three times I left the house, and I headed up the drive.

      Obviously, getting in the house was my biggest concern but it was old and while the front doors were sturdy and looked to have solid locks, when I’d been in the house the other day I’d noticed the kitchen door was a regular door and lock. I was hoping it was one that had a lock mechanism easily depressed by the flathead screwdriver I had in my hand, which I’d brought to also double as protection. I was beginning to feel like quite the burglar.

      I snuck around the back to the kitchen door, heart pounding. I’d never be a good burglar. No matter how good I was at the actual break in part, I’d be a nervous wreck. There was no way to explain this if I got caught. I climbed the two steps leading up to the back door and slid the screwdriver in between the door and the jamb where the lock was and wiggled it around. I heard a click and felt the door open in. Yeah! I silently cheered. Step one accomplished. I softly closed the door, making sure it was unlocked for a quick getaway, and tiptoed across the kitchen to the cellar door. It was also unlocked. If I hadn’t already known Allison was lying about the door being locked, this would prove it.

      I peered down the dark hallway, glad I’d found this pocket-sized flashlight in a junk drawer back at the house. It didn’t give off much light, but there was more to it than my phone had, so I could see a little. I took a deep breath and headed down the stairs. It was just as creepy as it’d been the other night. Maybe even more so because it was totally quiet. I guess the upside to that was I’d be able to easily hear if someone came along. I was glad I’d had the foresight to wear tennis shoes that were much quieter on the stone steps than my heels had been the other night.

      My nervousness went away as I made my way back to the spot where I’d turned around earlier this week. The hallway went on about another ten feet, getting colder the farther I went and then it turned slightly to the right and opened to a small room. The room had cement walls with pallets on the floor.  I assumed it was cold storage originally. Though it seemed weird there was such a long hallway to get to it and what were the wooden pallets for. The room was empty so what was the point of having a makeshift floor?

      There was a door at the opposite end of the opening I was standing in and I walked over to it assuming it must lead to the outside and this is how they’d disappeared. As I walked through the middle of the room, I could hear the sounds of my footsteps change. I stopped. Then took a couple steps back and then forward again.  It was very subtle, but there was definitely a difference. It sounded hollow in the middle. I bent over and peered through the slats of the pallets I was standing on. I could just make out what looked like a crack in the stone floor. I followed the crack with my eyes and saw there was a small handle and that crack went around to make a square. This was a door.

      I backed off the pallet I was on and grabbed the edge of it to pull it out of the way. The thing was heavier than I thought. I reached down and got a better grip and pulled as hard as I could, and the side popped up almost causing me to tumble back. I pulled it over onto the pallet next to it and exposed the door in the floor about four feet by four feet. There was no way I was going to be able to life up a four-foot square piece of stone that had to be as heavy as hell. But I grabbed the handle to try anyway. To my surprise it came up easily. I then could see it wasn’t actual stone. It was a wooden frame with something that looked like the stone of the rest of the floor but was a composite of some sort, almost like Styrofoam.

      The hinges on the door had a locking mechanism, presumably to not accidently shut and trap someone, and I could see there was a room and stairs leading down to it. I couldn’t get a good idea what was down there, and I didn’t really want to go look. What if someone and shut the door? No one would find me. I’d die down here. That thought sent me in a bit of a panic. But I couldn’t leave without looking. That would kind of defeat the purpose of breaking in the house and coming down here. I sighed. I was starting to regret I hadn’t asked Sheldon to come with me, but he’d been acting so odd after his little disappearance that something was stopping me from telling him what I was doing.

      I needed to do this, make it fast, and get out of here before Allison and Paul came back. Or worse, Glen. I sat on the edge of the opening and put my feet on the ladder and then leaned over and grabbed the top rung with my hands and carefully made my way down the ladder. I got to the last rung and stepped off on the dirt floor and looked around at what was a decent sized room considering it was under the basement. But what was being stored in the basement was much more of a shock. I don’t know what I’d expected to find. Drugs would have been my first guess, but it wasn’t drugs down here. It was guns. And while I didn’t know much about guns these looked to be rifles, the kind I’d seen in action flicks, something Sylvester Stallone would carry, and since the guns were hidden in a basement my guess is they weren’t down here waiting for someone to use them for skeet shooting.

      I wasn’t anti-gun or anything, but guns like these were for the express purpose of killing people. I took my phone out and snapped a few pictures for proof and then went back up the ladder. I wanted out of here.  I closed the trap door and moved the pallet back so no one would be able to tell I’d been down here. I started to head back up when I realized I hadn’t checked to see where the door led on the other side of the room. I hurried over and tried to open it and it wouldn’t move. It must be locked from the outside. I rattled it a little bit and it didn’t budge. Then I heard voices through the door. Crap. Someone was coming. Well I wasn’t going to be here when they got here.

      I ran back the way I came, not caring if I made noise just wanting to get back to the house before they made it to the door. I got to the kitchen door and stopped. Listening. But all I could hear was my heart pounding. I hoped that meant Allison and Paul weren’t back yet. I slowly turned the knob and opened the door breathing a sigh of relief when I saw the kitchen was empty. I went back out the way I’d got in and practically ran all the way back to my house.

      I shut the front door behind me trying to catch my breath. Someone was hiding what I assumed were illegal guns in the basement of that house, but why?

      This was a lot bigger than selling mushrooms to college kids. This was serious.
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      I needed to call Willie. I no longer thought this was nothing. In fact, it was the opposite of nothing. It was a big fat something. Fingers shaking, I hit his name on speed dial hoping he would answer.

      “You have reached Willie…”

      Dammit. Voicemail. I hung up before leaving a message. He’d see I called and would call me back. This wasn’t a message I wanted to leave. Pacing back and forth in the living room, I called Sheldon. Relieved when he answered.

      “It’s guns!” I shouted into the phone.

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Glen and his crew. They are smuggling guns.”

      There was a long pause. “How do you know?”

      “I saw it with my own two eyes. I snuck into the basement at Allison and Paul’s and followed the tunnel. There is an underground room full of guns. It looks like they are planning for a war there are so many guns!” I said. ‘They have to be selling them.”

      There was another long pause. “Sheldon?” I said, thinking maybe we’d been disconnected.

      “I’m here. I’ll call you back,” he said abruptly and hung up on me. I stared at the phone wondering what that was all about. Now I needed to wait for both him and Willie to call back. I debated calling Sheriff Travis. This was bigger than Sheldon and me. This was nothing to play around with and there was no way I wanted to keep this information from the authorities.  This was way above my pay grade, as my dad would say. I decided to wait to hear back from either Sheldon or Willie before calling the Sheriff. Especially, since I knew he wasn’t going to be happy I’d broke into someone’s house to find this out. I just hoped that he’d be so thrilled with my information that he would overlook the breaking and entering when I did tell him.

      Meet me at the edge of the woods down on the beach, a text from Sheldon popped up as I was waiting in line at Starbucks for my latte. I’d needed a distraction, and coffee was it. Sheldon could wait an extra five minutes. I texted back that I’d be there in twenty and tossed my phone back in my purse. I wasn’t about to not wait for my drink.

      I pulled out of Starbucks a few minutes later and headed back in the direction of home. I had made it a few miles when I noticed Harley’s truck behind me. Coincidence? Or was he following me?

      A few miles later I looked in my rearview mirror again and he was gone so I promptly put him out of my mind as I had bigger things to worry about. I pulled into my driveway and went in the house to set down my purse before heading down to meet Sheldon.

      Phone in one hand, latte in the other I went down the steps and through the sand in the direction of the woods.

      Grumbling to myself about why Sheldon had to be so dramatic and secretive, I was paying attention to the ground where I was walking as to not trip over anything, when I reached the spot where we were to meet. I looked up, not prepared for what was before me. Sheldon was there. With Allison. What the hell was Allison doing there. And why did she look freaked out? It looked like she was trying to tell me something with her eyes. They were wide and kept darting back and forth. She looked crazed. Something wasn’t right here. I looked at Allison and then at Sheldon and back to Allison.

      “What’s going on?” I said slowly.

      “Presley, run!” screamed Allison and Sheldon lifted his hand and brought it down on the back of her neck.

      It was then I saw a gun in his hand. I dropped my latte and turned to run, tripping over a branch which sent me crashing down to the ground, my phone flying out of my hand.

      “Stop!” he hissed. “Don’t move a step!”

      I froze and looked up. Sheldon was standing there, pointing his gun at me.

      “Get up.”

      I slowly got up. Dusting the leaves and dirt off my clothes, noticing a few scratches on my legs that were the least of my worries right now.

      “Sheldon,” I said in the calmest voice I could muster. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for Presley. I didn’t think you’d get this close to figuring it out.”

      My mind was racing. Sheldon? He was Glen’s partner? “You? So, wanting my help to get to the bottom of the murders was all made up?”

      “You found Juan’s body. I had to know what you’d seen, what you knew. Gaining your trust seemed the best way.”

      “You killed Juan?”

      “He didn’t quite see eye to eye with my grand plan. He was a liability,” he said casually.

      “And Roger? Him too?”

      “Nah. That was Glen’s problem. Roger saw me off Juan and got all nervous like a sissy boy. Went crying to Glen about how they shouldn’t do business with me. I told Glen it was him or my business. I’d say Glen made the right decision. He stood to lose a lot more money by kicking me to the curb. And there’s not much Glen likes more than money.”

      He said that so cold and callously, I couldn’t believe he was talking about murdering another human being in the same tone I’d heard him order Starbucks.

      I heard a groan and looked over. It was coming from Allison, who was coming to and opening her eyes. I still wasn’t connecting where she fit in all of this.

      “Is this all about money?”

      “I’m set to make a lot of it, and no one is going to stand in my way.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, though not wanting to hear the answer.

      “He means he’s going to kill us.” Allison spoke from where she’d pulled herself to a sitting position on the ground. Her left hand was feeling the back of her head gingerly and even from here I could see a bump from where Sheldon had hit her.

      “And you’re in on this too?” I demanded, looking around for someone. Anyone who would be within shouting distance, who might come if I started screaming. This was a remote area of the beach, hidden because of the little patch of forest. Someone just walking by wouldn’t necessarily notice us back here. Or if they did, wouldn’t think anything of it.

      “Like you, she’s just nosy. If you would have both minded your own business everything would have been just fine,” Sheldon said coldly.

      Had Allison discovered what was in the house too?

      “So, you weren’t working with Glen too?” I asked her still confused.

      “No. Why would you think that?” She said looking equally confused.

      “He was at your engagement party.”

      “She wasn’t paying attention, which is why we used that day to move our product. But enough talking. Get up,” he waved his gun toward Allison. “You both walk over there,” he pointed farther into the woods.

      Allison and I looked over at each other, but there wasn’t anything to do right now but what he said. We started walking.

      “Stop right there Sheldon and put your gun down,” said a man’s voice behind me that sounded a lot like Harley.

      Sheldon chuckled and I turned my head slightly and could see Sheldon had turned around halfway so he could see Harley and us. Sheldon’s gun was down but it still didn’t mean we were safe. He didn’t seem all that surprised to see him. What if Harley wanted his cut and was here to kill all of us?

      “Harley, Harley, Harley. You’re such a disappointment to your old man. Lucky for him he has me and he won’t miss you at all,” Sheldon sneered raising his weapon at Harley. I shut my eyes and braced myself for the gunshot that was about to come. Knowing we were next. Allison grabbed my hand and she was trembling. I’m sure she was thinking the same thing. That our time was about up.

      The gun went off and I heard Sheldon scream. My eyes flew open and I saw him lying on the ground, writhing in pain where Harley had shot him in the knee. I saw Harley rush over and flip Sheldon onto his stomach and handcuff him. What the hell was going on?

      Harley pulled his phone out of his pocket and called someone. I was too much in shock by what had just happened to pay attention.

      He walked over to us when he got off the phone. “Are you two ok?”

      We both nodded. “Thank you?” I said, still confused, and he gave me that slight smile of his. “ATF under cover.”

      I was speechless. I literally had nothing to say to that, so I turned to Allison instead.

      “And you? Why were you here?”

      “Sheldon texted me, but I thought it was Harley asking me to meet him here.”

      “Why Harley?” Was Allison cheating on Paul with Harley? Was that the problem between them?

      “He’s my brother. Well, half-brother anyway.”

      My eyes wide, I looked at both of them. Clearly, there was a lot I didn’t know about what was going on around here.
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      Later, after the cops had taken Sheldon away and got our statements, I was sitting in Allison’s house with her, Harley, and Paul hoping to get the rest of my questions answered.

      After taking a few sips of the wine Allison had poured, I worked up my courage to come out and ask.

      “So how are you two related?”

      “Go ahead, Allison. This is your story to tell,” Harley said.

      She took a deep breath and Paul squeezed her hand as if to give her courage. “I was raised by a single mom who had always told me she didn’t know who my dad was. When she passed away I found that wasn’t true and that my father lived here, which is why I insisted we have our wedding here. I wanted to look my father up and decide if I wanted to meet him before I told anyone. So Paul thought I was hiding something.”

      “I should have trusted you more, Allison. I’m sorry. Was your mother Sarah Pritchard?” I asked, things starting to make a little sense. At least where she was concerned.

      She nodded. “My guess, when she found out she was pregnant she took off so I wouldn’t be raised in this lifestyle. My mother had kept some letters from Janet and that’s what led me here. And to Harley and Glen.”

      “Did you know he was ATF?”

      “No one did. If my dad had found out I wouldn’t be sitting here,” he said grimly. “Sheldon wasn’t lying when he said all my dad cares about is money.”

      “And you knew about Sheldon?” I asked.

      “We’ve been watching these guys for awhile.”

      “Is that why you came back?”

      He nodded. “Glen’s lifestyle never sat well with me. I want to make a difference in the world.”

      “So, what’s going to happen to Eric?”

      “As long as he cooperates with the police and tells what he knows the judge should go lightly on him.”

      I was happy to hear that. He was doing what he thought he needed to do for his family. That wasn’t something I could argue with.

      “Paul. Now that you know the truth, do you still want to get married Saturday?” Allison asked tentatively.

      “Of course. I love you!” he said with tears shining in his eyes.

      “Will you come?” Allison said, looking at Harley. “Both of you?”

      “Sure,” I smiled. A beautiful wedding would be a perfect way to end my vacation.

      

      
        
        The End

        If you liked this story you can read the next Presley adventure  Diamonds & Disguises.

        Download the first in the Read Wine Bookstore Cozy series: Friends & Foes.

        Download the first in the Spencer University Cozy series: Death by Suspenders.
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