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      Bluewater Cove, a seaside town on the North Shore of Massachusetts, was a popular tourist destination with quaint shops and restaurants, a picturesque harbor, beautiful white sand beaches, and a state park with miles and miles of hiking and biking trails.

      When their mother passed away, twenty-seven-year old Ellen “Nell” Finley and her sister, Violet, twenty-eight, moved into the home their parents had owned for decades and where they’d enjoyed long summers together in the pretty oceanside town.

      The sun was bright and the early morning air promised another hot August day.  Nell and Violet decided to take their dogs, Iris and Oscar, out for a long walk and a swim at a kettle pond before it became too warm for a hike in the state park.

      “I don’t like getting up so early,” Violet said, “but I like getting out with Iris and Oscar for our walk.”

      “It would be too hot to walk the trails later,” Nell agreed.  “The dogs love the exercise and the four of us love swimming in the lake before our workday starts.”

      Iris, a light brown, Labradoodle mix, and Oscar, a brown, medium-sized Lab and beagle mix, trotted ahead sniffing along the path and at the base of some of the trees, and they disappeared into the brush at the side of the trail for several minutes at a time.

      Nearly a month ago, Nell had a frightening experience in the state park while trying to help a man who was in the federal witness protection program and it had taken her several weeks to shake off the anxiety produced by the event and feel comfortable being in the woods again.

      Nell had always loved the peace and quiet of the forest, the shade under the tree canopy, the dappled sunlight, the way the colors of nature harmonized so perfectly together into such a beautiful and tranquil setting.

      “What are you planning to work on today?” Violet asked her sister as they walked along the trail.

      “I’d like to finish the commission of the lighthouse painting and I was going to start a woodland series of small paintings to put up for sale in the shop.”

      Nell and Violet ran a store out of the front rooms of their house selling Nell’s artwork and Violet’s pottery and handcrafted jewelry designs along with other gift items from other Bluewater artists.  Nell also did some freelance graphic design work for various clients.

      “I need to finish some jewelry for my clients in Boston,” Violet said.  “I’m behind schedule and need to catch up.”

      The sisters and the dogs followed the paths heading for the two-hundred-acre kettle pond and its powdery white sand beach.  Some trails in the park led down to the rocky cliffs near the ocean and others wound their way to the soaring granite cliffs estimated to be over four million years old rising tall over the landscape.  Sections of granite had been quarried years ago and the quarry was now filled with water where some adventurous souls went to swim.  The top of the cliffs provided spectacular views of the North Shore beaches, and on clear days, of the Isles of Shoals off the coast of New Hampshire to Mount Agamenticus located over eighty miles away in Maine.

      Oscar stopped on the trail, looked back at the sisters, and whined.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Violet asked.  “We’ll be at the pond soon and you can jump in and swim.”

      Nell’s skin pricked with a sense of tension and unease.  “There’s some color on Oscar.”

      Violet’s green eyes stared at Nell with apprehension.  “What colors?  Is something wrong?”

      “Some orange.  Some red.”  Nell carried a genetic difference that impacted her vision.  She had a fourth type of cone in her eyes, and those extra cones allowed her to see many, many more colors than the ordinary person could.  People who carry the genetic difference are called tetrachromats.

      All of her life, Nell used multi-colors to create her artwork.  The sand of a beach would consist of blues, reds, and yellows.  The sky wasn’t just blue, but was a mixture of gold, silver, pinks, lavenders, and greens.  Nell drew and painted the way she did because she was capable of seeing millions more colors than the average person was able to perceive.

      She could also sometimes see people’s emotions and intentions as colors and her ophthalmologist held the theory that Nell could see feelings such as danger, love, fear, and rage because those things were given off as energy and her special visual skills allowed her to see the energy as color.

      “Oh, no.”  Violet stopped walking and looked around at the woods with apprehension.  “Orange and red?  Those colors stand for anger and a warning right?”

      “I don’t know for sure.  They might represent something different this time.”  A chill washed over Nell’s bare arms as Oscar began to bark.

      The dog looked at the sisters and then turned his attention to a trail leading away from the one they were on.  He barked again.  Iris headed down the trail that branched off the main path and Oscar trotted after her.

      “What should we do?” Violet questioned.  “Should we go back?”

      “The dogs want us to follow them.”  Nell took slow steps towards the trail that led to the quarry cliffs.  “If there was danger lurking, Iris and Oscar would go in the other direction.  They wouldn’t lead us towards trouble.”

      “Are you sure?” Violet’s voice shook.

      The dogs were moving so quickly down the trail that Nell and Violet had to jog to keep up.

      “I think we should go back,” Violet whined.  “Do you see any more colors?”

      “The same as before.”  Nell did see another color, but she kept it to herself so as not to frighten her sister.  The path ahead shimmered with black particles, and black represented evil, mystery, and … death.

      The trail now wound its way below the granite cliffs that towered above them.  They could hear the dogs barking up ahead.

      “Stop for a minute,” Violet told her sister.  “Let’s approach slowly.  Do you hear anything?  Footsteps?  Movement in the trees?  Anything that might signal danger?”

      “The dogs stopped barking,” Nell noted.  “I hear the breeze in the leaves, but nothing else.”

      “Okay.  Let’s walk.  But go slowly,” Violet repeated.

      As they got closer to where Iris and Oscar were standing, Nell noticed something on the ground.  “Oh.”  She jogged forward and stopped short.

      Violet let out a gasp when she came up beside her sister.

      At the base of the cliff, a young woman lay on her side in the tall grass with her body facing the cliff.  Her leg stuck out at an odd angle.  Blood covered the side of her head and gashes showed on her arms and legs.  Her straight, brown hair was held back in a ponytail with the long strands splayed over her shoulder.

      “She must have fallen from the cliff.”  Violet covered her mouth with her hand and looked away.  She removed her beach towel from her backpack and passed it to Nell so she could press it against the worst of the lacerations.  “How long has she been here?”

      Nell knelt beside the woman, checked for a pulse, and balled up the towel to stop the flow of blood from the young woman’s thigh.  “She’s alive.  She has a faint pulse.  Does your phone have reception?”

      Violet had already pulled her phone from her backpack and pressed the numbers to place the emergency call.

      Oscar ran back and forth at the base of the cliff sniffing at the soil, rocks, and grass.  He glanced at Nell and barked causing her to stand and glance around.

      “Do you think she was hiking with someone?” Nell asked.  “Do you think they both fell?”

      A look of horror washed over Violet’s face as her eyes darted over the landscape searching for another person.

      Nell walked along the base of the granite cliffs checking for another body, but she didn’t locate anyone else.  As she watched, the dogs moved off down an overgrown path away from the fall victim.

      “I’m going to walk this way to reach the fire road.”  Nell gestured to the path.  “The emergency personnel will come in that way.  I’ll lead the EMTs back here.  Keep checking the woman’s pulse.  If you can’t feel one, start chest compressions and text me.”

      “Don’t go any further than the fire road,” Violet warned as she knelt close to the hiker to check again for her pulse and to keep pressure on the wound.

      Nell looked up to the top of the cliffs as she walked by on the way to the dirt road that wound its way through the forest and around the granite bluffs.  She could see different colors swirling around like ribbons on the air and she tried to decipher their meaning.

      Black, red, a greenish-yellow.

      Anger?  Evil?  Mystery?  Deceit?

      Do the colors mean something else?  Is there a different meaning when the three shades show up together?

      Nell’s ability to see emotions as colors started right after she lived through a tornado while at her family home in central Massachusetts a few months after her mother passed away.  She’d gone there to begin the process of clearing out the home and while taking a break for lunch, the sky turned a pea-green color, the air went still, and then she heard it.  The wind roared like a freight train bearing down on her.  The windows shattered and sprayed glass shards everywhere.  Racing down the stairs to the basement, she crouched on the cement floor as the house lifted off its foundation and tore away in the storm’s fury.  Lashed by driving rain, her body shook from the terrible, terrible blasting roar.

      Now whenever the wind kicked up or a storm blew in, Nell’s post-tornado terror made her run to the cellar with the dogs and sit, rocking back and forth in a chair with her eyes closed until it was over.

      Was the woman hiking alone?  If not, where were her companions?

      Reaching the fire road, Nell scanned the area for the dogs, but couldn’t see them so she called their names.  She listened for the sound of the emergency vehicles.

      The beautiful day had turned into one of anxiety and dismay.

      Where’s the ambulance?  Why don’t they hurry?

      Nell’s heart pounded as tiny beads of perspiration rolled down her back.  Her stomach clenched and made her feel ill.

      Her mind raced.  How did the woman fall?  Was she taking photographs and slipped off the edge?  Did a section of the rocks give way sending her crashing to the bottom?

      Nell held her breath.

      Was that the sound of an engine in the distance?

      She could hear the buzz of tires on the gravel road.

      Thank heavens.

      Nell waved at the police SUV.  Behind the police vehicle, the ambulance bounced over the uneven road.

      With a sense of growing unease, Nell glanced and wondered, Where are the dogs?
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      While the emergency medical personnel tended to the fall victim, Nell and Violet hiked to the top of the cliff with their friend, Peter Bigelow, who had recently been promoted to detective with the Bluewater Police Department.  Thirty-years-old, Peter was tall and slim with dark brown hair and blue eyes.  He and two other Bluewater police officers were walking around the top of the cliff searching for clues relating to the cause of the fall.

      Neither of the sisters were fond of heights and they were careful not to get too close to the edge.

      “She must have been hiking the trails,” Peter said.  “There are a lot of loose stones and gravel at the edge of the cliffs.  She might have slipped, lost her balance, and went over.”  The detective shook his head.  “It’s certainly not the first time it’s happened.  My father calls this Catastrophe Cliff.  He’s known a few people who’ve lost their lives hiking here over the years.”

      Another officer reached the top and, puffing, brought over the victim’s wallet and phone.  “They’re carrying her to the ambulance now.”

      Pulling on surgical-type gloves, Peter flipped to the driver’s license inside the small leather wallet.  “Her name is Jennifer Harding.  She’s twenty-eight, lives in Bluewater, in the neighborhood near the town line.”  Looking through the wallet, Peter found a ten-dollar bill and two credit cards in Jennifer’s name, along with an ID associated with the nearby university.  “Looks like she works at the university medical center.”

      The ID photo showed a pretty, athletic young woman with shoulder-length brown hair and blue eyes smiling at the camera, and the contrast of the photograph with the woman they’d found at the bottom of the cliff made Nell’s heart ache.  A sunny August morning, a hike in the forest, an unexpected disaster.

      Peter checked the woman’s phone and discovered it didn’t require a security code to gain access.  There were four recent texts all from the same number with the name, Kyle.

      Where are you?

      Call me, Jen.

      Are you back at the car?

      I’m going back to the car.

      The phone vibrated in Peter’s hand with an incoming call, and he looked at Nell and Violet before stepping aside to answer it.

      The sisters knew the person calling Jennifer Harding was about to receive a shock and they felt awful for the person.

      “What an exchange this is going to be,” Violet shook her head sadly.  “Can you imagine calling your friend or relative and having a police officer answer?  I’d probably pass out.  You know it’s going to be terrible news.”

      “I hope she makes it.”  Nell nervously peered down to the trails below and took an involuntary step back from the cliff.

      Peter walked over to them.  “It was Jennifer Harding’s fiancé.  They were hiking together and got separated.  He kept texting, but she didn’t answer.  He went back to the parking lot.  He’s on his way to the hospital.  I’m going to meet him there.”  The detective knew about Nell’s skills and the police had called her in to assist them on two previous cases.  He made eye contact with her.  “Do you see anything?”

      Nell nodded and explained the colors she’d seen.  “I’m not sure what they mean.  Interpreting them together could alter what they signify.  I’m still learning how the colors work.”

      “Will you come to the hospital with me?” Peter asked.

      “Okay.”  Nell’s voice was tentative.  “But we have to find the dogs first.  We haven’t seen them since we found the woman.”

      As soon as the words were out of Nell’s mouth, Iris and Oscar bounded out of the woods and ran to the sisters.

      “Where have you two been?” Violet questioned.

      Oscar barked like he wanted Nell and Violet to join him on the trail.

      “Not now, boy.”  Nell patted both dogs.  “We’ll walk another day.”

      “Let’s go down to the SUV,” Peter said.  “Where did you park?  I’ll drive you to your car so you can bring the dogs home.  Then we’ll head to the hospital.”
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      When Peter, Nell, and Violet arrived at the medical facility, they were led to a small conference room off a hallway on the fourth floor to meet Jennifer Harding’s fiancé, Kyle McLeod.  In his late-twenties, the man had dark blond hair, blue eyes, and an athletic and outdoorsy appearance.  He wore hiking shorts, a plaid long-sleeved shirt, and hiking boots.  He had a bit of beard stubble on his cheeks and chin.

      Kyle introduced himself to the detective and the Finley sisters and they all sat down in the creaky, old metal chairs.

      “How is Jennifer doing?” Peter asked.

      Kyle bit his lip and rubbed his hand over his face.  “Jen’s hanging in.  She has broken ribs, a broken leg, a broken collar bone, lacerations, and internal bleeding.  She’s still unconscious.  There’s a possibility of a head injury.  I only saw her for a minute.  I’m waiting to hear from the doctor.”

      “The two of you went hiking this morning?” Peter asked the obvious in order to get Kyle talking.

      Kyle said, “We were up early.  We wanted to hike before it got too hot.  Two friends rode over to the park with us.  They wanted to run the trails.  Jen and I had been hiking for about two hours.  We didn’t see our friends because they went running as soon as we parked the car.  I wanted to go down the hilly trail that leads to the rocky beach at the duck pond, but Jen wanted to hike to the top of the cliffs so we split up and planned to meet up at the kettle pond in forty-five minutes.  I got to the pond, but Jen wasn’t there.  I waited for a while and then I texted her, but she didn’t answer.  I tried again a while later.  I figured we didn’t communicate well enough and maybe she’d gone back to the car.”  The young man’s face took on a worried expression.

      “You live over on West Street?” Peter asked.

      Kyle gave a nod.  “We’re renting a small house there.  We moved in about three weeks ago.”

      “Where did you live before that?” Peter questioned.

      “Over the town line in Hadwen.  Our lease was up and the landlord wasn’t keeping the place up so we decided to look for something else.  We found the ranch house and it was a good price.  It’s working out well.”

      “Does Jen work here at the hospital?” Nell asked.

      “She works downstairs in Billing and Receiving.  She’s the office manager.”

      “How about you?” Peter asked.  “Where do you work?”

      “I’m a middle school math teacher at Hadwen Middle School.”

      “Do you and your fiancée do a lot of hiking?”

      “We do.  We like to be outdoors.  We hike, bike, run, canoe, kayak.  There are a lot of great rivers and marshes to kayak in.  We like to swim, too,” Kyle said glancing to the door.  “Where’s that doctor?  I thought I’d hear something by now.”

      “Have you set a wedding date?” Nell asked as she watched the tiny red and yellow particles dance in the air around the man.

      “A year from now.  Next August.  It takes a lot of planning.”

      “Did you take any pictures when you were out on the hike today?” Peter asked.

      “Yeah.”  Kyle tugged his phone from the small pocket on the side of his hiking shorts.  “Do you want to see them?”

      “If you don’t mind.”  Peter took the phone and began to flip through the photos.  Most were landscape shots.  A couple of pictures had Jennifer in them and she could be seen looking bright and happy, smiling at the camera from in front of some trees and a pond.

      “You split up on the hike?” Peter repeated what he’d heard Kyle tell them.

      “That’s right.”

      “You were apart for about forty-five minutes?”

      “That’s what we’d planned on.  It was more like an hour and a half.”

      “Where were you when you called Jennifer’s phone?” Peter asked.

      “I was standing beside my car in that small gravel parking lot.”

      “Jennifer was taking pictures during the hike?”

      “Yeah.  She loves to take photographs.  Flowers, birds, anything in nature, really.”

      “Had your fiancée seemed like herself lately?” Peter asked.

      Nell took a quick look at the detective realizing where he might be going with his questioning.

      “She seemed normal,” Kyle said.  “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “How was her mood?”

      “Her mood?  It was fine.  The same as always.”  Kyle’s eyes widened.  “Wait a second.  You’re not implying that Jen jumped off that cliff?  Do you suspect she tried to kill herself?”

      “We’re discussing all aspects of the young woman’s life,” Peter said.

      Kyle sat straight.  “Jen wouldn’t do that.  She would never do that.  Not her.  She was a happy person, active, busy.  She wouldn’t do anything to hurt herself.  Never.”

      Peter leaned slightly forward.  “What do you think happened on the cliff today?”

      Kyle’s eyes flashed.  “What?  Do you want me to do your work for you?  I wasn’t there.  I wasn’t with her when it happened.  She must have slipped and fallen.  She must have stood too close to the edge.”  The young man shook his head slowly.  “Why are you asking me?  It’s the only answer, isn’t it?  It was an accident.  What do you think happened?”

      “I wasn’t there either,” Peter said.  “I don’t have an answer.”

      Kyle looked at Nell and Violet with blood-shot eyes.  “What do you think happened to Jen?”

      Nell shrugged.  “I assume she slipped or lost her balance while standing too close to the edge of the cliff.  Somehow she lost her footing, and went down.”

      “That’s the only rational explanation.”  Kyle gave Peter a sour look.

      Nell watched the colors float around the young man’s face.

      Or is it?
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      Kyle asked for a break to go outside for a few minutes so Nell and Violet stood in the hospital lobby while Peter headed down to the cafeteria and bought four coffees, a brownie, and a couple of muffins.

      When they all reconvened back in the small waiting room, the mood was less strained and the coffee and snacks seemed to help Kyle recover slightly from the stress of the morning.

      Peter returned to the questioning.  “Does Jennifer have family in the area?”

      Kyle set his coffee cup on the scuffed side table.  “Her parents live in Seattle.  Jen has a sister who lives in Hadwen.  Her name is Mari.  Mari Harding.”

      “Are the sisters close?”

      Kyle gave a nod.  “Close enough.  They see each other every week or two.  Less so recently, Jen’s been busy.  Sometimes, they run together, grab coffee early in the morning, have dinner.  Mari’s a good athlete.  An excellent athlete, really.  She does a lot of competitive events.”

      “What does she do for work?” Nell questioned.

      “She works for a tech firm.  She’s an electrical engineer.”  Kyle finished off one of the muffins.

      “Was Mari one of the people you gave a ride to the park this morning?” Peter asked.

      “No.  She runs in the park, but she goes early.  Two friends of mine from work rode with us.  They’re both teachers.  Lindsey Horn is a physical education teacher and Joel Bishop teaches chemistry.  They’re both really good runners.  They’ve done marathons and ultra-marathons.”

      “Do you and Jen socialize with them?”

      “Not really, once in a while.  I see them at work every day during the school year.”

      “Can you tell me who Jen’s close friends are?”

      Kyle looked suspicious.

      “It’s a formality when there’s an accident like this,” Peter said.  “We interview friends and relatives to get a sense of the victim and what was going on in his or her life.”

      “Jen has two close friends,” Kyle said.  “Fiona Locke and Carrie Flint.  Carrie’s a nurse here at the hospital and Fiona runs a clothing shop in town called Dots and Prints.”  The young man dragged his hand over his face.  “Look, what’s the point of all these questions?  Jen and I went to the park today.  She slipped and fell.  It was an accident.  There’s no reason to treat me and the people around Jen like criminals or whatever.”

      “We appreciate you talking with us,” Peter told the man.  “It’s important to gather information when there’s an incident like this.  It’s all simply precautionary.”

      Nell admired Peter’s ability to keep calm, confidant, and reassuring in difficult situations and she knew his quick rise to the position of detective was partially due to his professional manner when interviewing people.

      “Can we be done here?” Kyle asked.  “I’m exhausted and upset.  It’s been a tough morning.  I’m worried about Jen.  I really don’t want to talk anymore today.”

      Peter thanked Kyle for his time and wished his fiancée well, and then he, Nell, and Violet left the hospital and rode in the police SUV to return to the Finleys’ house.

      “What did you think?” Peter asked as he turned the car out of the medical center parking lot.

      Violet replied.  “I don’t trust him.”

      “Why not?” Nell asked.

      “He says all the right things … he’s upset, he’s tired, the day has been too much, he needs a break, he’s worried about Jen, but there’s something that doesn’t ring true.”

      “I agree,” Nell said.  “He’s giving off certain colors, but they could be related to feelings of being concerned for a loved one or they could be from deceit and anger.  I can understand not wanting to be questioned while waiting for news from a doctor about someone’s condition, but his emotions seemed flat.  They didn’t seem genuine or heart-felt.”  Nell shrugged.  “His feelings seemed almost put-on.”

      “I can understand where you’re both coming from,” Peter said pulling the car to the curb at the back of the sisters’ house.  “I’ve seen similar behavior when interviewing people who are under duress.  Their emotions can seem tight or slightly off.  I think it comes from being in a difficult situation and being questioned by a stranger.  You want to be left alone with your feelings.”

      “But isn’t that a good time to question people?” Nell asked.  “When they’re vulnerable, it might be hard to hide their guilt.”

      “It’s true.”  Peter nodded.  “It can be helpful to talk to suspects and witnesses when they’re fresh from an incident and haven’t had time to concoct a story.  They might slip up … maybe say something they wouldn’t have if they’d had time to think things through.”

      “What did you think of Kyle?” Violet asked Peter.

      “The same things you both picked up on.  Kyle could be consumed with worry about his partner, or he could be responsible for Jen’s fall and is doing his best to hide it.  Time will tell.  I might need you to come to some other interviews, if you don’t mind.”  Peter’s phone buzzed with a text, and when he read it, his face fell.  “Jennifer Harding has passed away from the injuries she sustained in the fall.”

      “Oh, no.”  Nell’s green eyes misted over and she sadly shook her head.

      “The poor woman,” Violet whispered.

      Peter said to Nell, “I hate to ask this, but I’d like you to come to the medical examiner’s office once the body is released from the hospital.”

      Nell felt like her blood had turned to ice.  “Why?”

      “I’d like you to have a look at the body.  Maybe you’ll see something other people can’t.  You don’t have to stay for the autopsy.”

      Nell’s body relaxed just a little.  “I guess I can go with you.  As long as I don’t have to stay long.”
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      Nell’s and Violet’s neighbors came for dinner that night.  They offered to postpone due to the morning’s troubles, but the sisters wanted their company and convinced them to come.  John and Ida Patrick had lived in the house next door for decades and had been friends with Nell’s and Violet’s parents.  Seventy-eight-years-old, short, stocky, and spry, John was a well-known, retired journalist.  A sturdy woman, seventy-six-year-old Ida, was a little taller than her husband, and was intelligent and quick-witted.

      A meal of fresh, grilled corn, pasta salad, and baked salmon was served outside at the candle-lit patio table on the deck.  Oscar and Iris sat on the deck sniffing the air.

      “It was quite a day,” John said.  “Such a shame about the young woman.”

      “Was she pushed?” Ida asked.

      Nell’s eyes widened.  “It was probably an accident.”

      “Do you really think so?” Ida narrowed her eyes.

      “The police will look into it.”  Violet passed the pasta salad to John.  “We met the woman’s fiancé at the hospital.  I didn’t like him.  He seemed to want to get rid of us.  I don’t trust him.”

      “Did you see colors on the man?” John asked Nell.

      “I saw lots of colors, but I can’t determine if they came from sincere emotions or from feelings of deception.  Emotional pain and worry can produce the same colors as fear, anger, and ill intentions.  It can be hard to sort them out.”

      “The police will confiscate Jennifer’s and Kyle’s phones to look at texts, calls, and photos,” Violet said.  “They’ll try to find clues as to what happened to cause Jennifer to fall from the cliff.”

      “Did the young woman have a run-in or an argument or a fight with someone recently?” John questioned as he lifted a forkful of salmon.

      “Peter and the officers haven’t got that far yet,” Nell said.  “They’ll be interviewing people in the coming days.”

      “Murders are often committed by someone the victim knows,” John pointed out.

      When she heard the words, Nell felt a shiver run through her body.  She knew that murder was a possibility, but hearing John say so caused anxiety to flash through her veins.  Her thoughts returned to the hospital interview with Kyle.

      “Why did the couple separate on the hike?” Ida asked.

      Violet said, “Jennifer wanted to go to the cliffs to take photos and Kyle wanted to head down to the duck pond.”

      “Why couldn’t they do those things together?” Ida asked.  “Why couldn’t Kyle stay with his fiancée while she shot some pictures from the cliffs and then go together to the pond?”

      “Do you think that’s suspicious?” Nell questioned.

      “Do they usually stay together when they go hiking?” John wondered aloud.

      “We don’t know.”  Nell shrugged.

      “I don’t think it’s wise to be out in the forest alone,” John told them.  “Whether you’re a man or a woman … people shouldn’t be alone on the trails.  You make yourself an easy target being alone in the woods, and as happened today, if a hiker falls or suffers an injury, a partner can administer first aid right away or can call for help.  In some cases, time is of the essence.  How long was Jennifer at the base of the cliff bleeding?  If someone was with her when she fell, would that have played a role in her survival?”

      “You make good points,” Nell said to the older man.  “Those are the reasons that Violet and I don’t run or hike alone in remote or lonely locations.”

      Oscar looked over at Nell and whined.

      “The dogs have been acting off since we got back to the house,” Violet pointed out.

      “How so?” John asked.

      “They seem uneasy, a little agitated, like they can’t settle down.”

      Nell said, “They took off after we found Jennifer at the base of the cliff.  They were gone for a while and returned just when we were getting ready to leave the state park.  I wonder where they went.  They don’t usually wander off like that.”

      Oscar whined again and Iris stood and cocked her head to the side.

      Watching the dogs, Nell got an idea.  “I wonder if we should go back to the park.  Have another look around the cliff.”

      Iris let out a woof.

      Ida shook her head.  “I swear those dogs know what we’re saying.”

      Nell pushed her long, auburn hair back from her face.  “It does seem like that sometimes.”

      Violet got up to go into the kitchen for another bottle of wine, and when she returned to the table, she said, “Iris and Oscar sure are smart, but I don’t think they’ve mastered the art of conversation.”

      John smiled.  “Not yet anyway.”
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      Thirty-eight-year-old Mari Harding had short brown hair and brown eyes.  She was tanned and slim with muscle definition in her arms and legs.  She wore a sleeveless shirt and navy blue shorts.  Mari appeared business-like and to the point.

      After offering condolences, Peter and Nell sat down in the living room of the woman’s ranch house in the neighboring town of Hadwen.  The place was neat and clean, but a little sterile, lacking the little things like photos, books, artwork, or some personal items scattered around that made a place cozy and comfortable.

      “Have you found out what happened to my sister?” Mari asked the detective.  “Is something suspicious going on?”

      “Why do you ask that?” Peter questioned.

      “Because my sister is dead and there’s a police detective and his assistant sitting in my house.”  Mari’s face was pinched.  “I take that as an indication something suspicious happened.”

      “When someone passes away unexpectedly due to an accident, it’s law enforcement’s duty to investigate the circumstances,” Peter explained.

      Dissatisfied with the comment, Mari’s face clouded, and Nell watched the woman carefully for any colors she might give off.

      “Were you in the state park on the morning Jennifer fell?” Peter asked.

      “I was running.  I always go there early.  It gets too hot and crowded if I go later in the day.”

      “We understand you’re a competitive runner,” Nell said making note that Mari wasn’t showing any emotion over her sister’s passing.

      “I am.  I also bike and swim competitively.”

      “Did you see Jennifer in the park yesterday?” Peter asked.

      “I didn’t.  We’re on different schedules.  I didn’t even know she was in the park.”  Mari pushed at her bangs and took in a deep breath.

      “Do you run the same trails when you’re training?”

      “I vary it, but there are four basic routes I alternate between.”  Mari told them which trails she frequented for her runs.

      “Had you seen your sister recently?” Nell asked in a gentle voice.  Despite Mari’s stoic demeanor, Nell saw colors around the woman that indicated grief and loss which were mixed with other hues, and she was unsure of the combination’s meaning.

      “About three days ago.  We met for coffee before we headed to our jobs,” Mari said.

      “How was your sister when you met her that morning?  Was she herself?  Did she seem upset about anything?”

      “She wasn’t upset.  She was the same as she always is.”

      “What was your sister like?” Nell asked the question with a sincerity that made Mari hold eye contact with her for a few seconds longer than she’d been doing.

      “Jen was an optimistic person, upbeat, nice to be around.  I was the big sister and I think my athletic pursuits sometimes made her feel bad.  I have a natural gift for athletics.  Sure, I work and train hard, but there’s something about it that’s slightly easier for me.  I think Jen felt bad sometimes that she couldn’t do what I can do.”

      Nell nodded.  “But she liked being outdoors?  She enjoyed being active?”

      “She loved being out in nature.  Jen loved to hike.  She enjoyed taking photos outdoors.”

      “We heard she was engaged to be married.”

      Mari looked down at her hands.  “She was.”

      Nell picked up on a change in Mari’s body language.  “Is there something wrong about the engagement?”

      Mari sighed and looked up.  “Yeah.  Kyle.”

      One of Peter’s eyebrows rose on his forehead.  “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t like Kyle.”  Mari folded her hands in her lap.  “He’s selfish and self-absorbed.  He only cares about himself, his career, what he wants, what he wants to do.”

      “How do you all get along when you’re together?” Peter asked.

      Mari shook her head.  “We pretend to like each other.  Kyle knows I don’t care for him, but we get along for Jen’s sake.”

      “Did Jen know you didn’t think Kyle was the right man for her?” Nell questioned.

      “She knew.”

      “Was she upset about how you feel?”

      “She wished I felt differently.  But I didn’t.”  Mari turned and looked out the window.  “They weren’t getting along.”

      “Jen and Kyle?” Nell was surprised to hear this.

      “There was some trouble in paradise,” Mari said.  “Jen was getting tired of Kyle’s ego.”

      “She talked to you about this?”

      “Not a lot.  She held back because she knew I’d be delighted if she dumped him.”

      “Was she considering breaking off the engagement?” Nell asked.

      Mari took in a long breath.  “She didn’t share her feelings about this with Kyle so I never mentioned it to him, but Jen was having second thoughts about marrying him.”

      “She came right out and said this?” Peter asked.

      Mari nodded.  “It would have been a hard thing for her to do.  They’d been together for almost four years.  I can’t say I would have been sad if she changed her mind about marrying Kyle.”

      “What changed for her?”

      “She and Kyle had been living together for two years.  I think being together like that was enough to open Jen’s eyes to his real character.”

      “Are you married?” Peter asked.

      Nell glanced to the woman’s ring finger and saw there was no ring on it.

      Mari turned to Peter with a tight expression.  “How is that relevant to Jen’s death?”

      “We’re simply gathering information,” Peter said reassuringly.  “We’re trying to establish who the people were around Jennifer … her family members, friends, associates.  We’re trying to get a picture of her life.”

      “I was married for six years and then we got divorced.  My ex-husband is a salesman.  He travels a good deal.  He was rarely home during the week.  That’s probably why we got along so well for years.”

      “You’re an engineer?”

      “Electrical engineer.  I work for a good company.  They let me have time off for competitions.  I work hard there and I know my stuff so it works out well for both sides.”

      “Did Jennifer have close friends?” Peter asked to see if Mari had other names besides the ones Kyle had provided.

      “Yeah.  Fiona Locke.  She runs a clothing store in town.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “Carrie Flint.  She’s a nurse at the hospital.  I’m not sure if they saw much of each other lately, but they were friends.”

      “Did Jen like her job?”

      “Sure.  She got tired of the routine sometimes, but overall, she liked it.  It could be stressful at times, but she seemed to handle it well.”

      “I have to ask a delicate question,” Peter began.

      Mari frowned and cocked her head to the side.  “Are you going to ask me if Jen might have intentionally fallen from the cliff?”

      “It’s a necessary question,” Peter sounded sorry about it.

      “I don’t think so, but how can anyone be sure?  I know she was debating about her future, about marrying Kyle.  Could Jen have been so worked up about it that she decided to end her concerns?  My guess is no, but who knows what’s inside another person’s head?  Who knows what pushes someone to make the choices they do?  My sister showed nothing to me that indicated she might take her life.”

      “Was there anyone who Jennifer had been arguing with?  Anyone she wasn’t getting along with?” Peter asked.

      “You mean, besides Kyle?” Mari asked.  “There was nothing major going on as far as I know.  There were petty squabbles at her office at times, but it was nothing.  The usual picky things that people can get into.”

      “Jennifer wasn’t worried about anything?  She wasn’t uneasy about anyone?” Nell questioned.

      “She didn’t say anything like that to me.”  Mari straightened her shoulders and looked pointedly at the detective.  “So what happened on that cliff?”

      “Everything points to an accidental fall,” Peter explained.  “The medical examiner will assess the injuries and make a final determination, but we have no reason to believe that it will be categorized as anything but an accident.”

      “Do you have her phone?” Mari asked.

      “Yes,” Peter said.  “It’s with our investigators.”

      “What’s been found?”

      “Some photos she took that morning, some texts.  Nothing unexpected.”

      Nell saw the colors around Mari change to pale green and a golden yellow.  Envy?  Deceit?

      “Will Jen be released to her next of kin?” Mari asked.

      “As soon as the medical examiner is finished,” Peter said.

      “Jen and Kyle weren’t married.  Will Jen be released to me?”

      Peter hesitated.  “I’m not sure.  Will your parents be coming out?”

      “They’re not well enough to travel.  We’re in contact with each other.  They’d like me to take Jen back to Seattle.”

      “Have you spoken with Kyle?” Nell asked.  “Have you shared with him your hope to take your sister home?”

      Mari’s face seemed to harden.  “I have not.  Why should I?”

      “It might be worthwhile to have a talk with him about the arrangements,” Nell suggested.

      “I suppose it has to be done.”  Mari shifted in her seat.

      “Would you describe your relationship with your sister as being close?” Peter asked.

      “Sure.  We weren’t best friends or anything, but we were close enough.  There were ten years between us.  We didn’t have the same friends or anything like that, but we saw each other, we talked.  I’m not sure what Jen would say, but I’d describe us as being close.”

      “Is there anyone else we should talk with about your sister?” Peter questioned.  “Someone who might have some insight into her recent state of mind?”

      “No one I can think of,” Mari said.

      “Do you know Kyle’s friends, Lindsey Horn and Joel Bishop?”

      “I know who Lindsey is.  She’s a good runner.  She’s also a flirt.”

      “Who did she flirt with?” Peter asked.

      “Anyone who looked at her.”  Mari rolled her eyes.  “She wasn’t particular, at least, that’s what I’ve heard.”

      “Do you know Joel Bishop?” Nell asked.

      Mari let out a sigh.  “Joel had some interest in Jen.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Jen told me.  She thought Joel liked her.  He never made a move or anything.  She just got the impression he had a thing for her.  She felt a little uncomfortable around him.”  Mari looked at Peter.  “When will you close the investigation into Jen’s death?  When will it be ruled an accident?”

      “The medical examiner will file a report within five days or so,” Peter said.

      Mari sighed.  “Good.  Then we can put this sadness behind us.”
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      The medical examiner did not see the need to complete an autopsy and instead did an evaluation using the x-rays and information received from the hospital and an analysis of the bodily injuries.  The man told Peter “off the record” that he would report it as an accidental fall and the formal report would be ready by the end of the week.

      Nell stood with Peter in the hall of the medical examiner’s offices.  The place was white and sterile and a strong chemical smell floated on the air.

      “No autopsy was done,” Peter explained trying to prepare Nell for a viewing of Jennifer Harding’s body.  “There are just the bruises and cuts on the body from the fall.  The room looks similar to an operating room.  The body will be on a metal table with a sheet pulled up.”

      As cold beads of perspiration rolled down her back, Nell tried to breathe deeply and slowly.  She did not want to go into the examining room.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea.  I don’t think it will help with the case.”  Nell’s heart pounded.  “Will the medical examiner be in the room?”

      “No, just you and me.  Take a look at the woman’s face.  See if any colors are floating around.  That’s all I’m asking you to do.  We don’t have to stay long.  Just say the word, and we’ll leave.”

      “Okay.”  Nell nodded.  “Let’s do it before I change my mind.”

      Peter opened the door to the examining room.  The air inside was cool and still.  Jennifer Harding lay on a metal table covered by a white sheet, her brown hair spread out under her head.  Her skin was ghostly pale.

      Thinking that Jennifer looked peaceful, Nell could feel her muscles begin to relax a little as she tried to push the sadness from her mind.  Two mornings ago, the young woman had been hiking in the state park, taking photos, enjoying being outdoors in nature.  Now she lay still and quiet.  The person she was had disappeared and left the physical body behind.

      Swallowing hard, Nell closed her eyes for a few seconds trying to clear her mind so she could focus on seeing any colors that might still linger.

      When her eyelids lifted, she saw colored particles in the air much like dust or pollen floating in a shaft of sunlight.  Different shades of tiny red and black specks of color swirled around Jennifer’s head.  Anger, fear, death.

      Little blue atoms also sparked next to the other particles, and Nell believed the blue color represented the young woman’s desire to live.

      Powerful sensations of fear and anger washed over Nell and made it hard for her to take a breath.

      “Are you picking up anything?” Peter nearly whispered.

      Nell kept her voice soft and explained what she was seeing.  “I think the blue color symbolizes Jennifer’s will to live.  They spark and then fade, but they’re outnumbered by the red and black particles.”

      “Anger, fear, and death?” Peter questioned to make sure he understood what the colors stood for.

      “I think so,” Nell said.  “The examiner is going to rule this an accident?”

      Peter gave a quick nod.  “The thought is that Jennifer lost her footing and slipped over the edge of the cliff.”

      This news hit Nell in the chest like she’d been punched, and keeping her gaze on the young woman’s body, she looked at Peter out of the corner of her eye.  “Do you think it was an accident?”

      “It was probably an unintentional fall.  She was taking photos.  Maybe she wasn’t paying attention to how close she was to the edge.”

      “Something doesn’t seem right,” Nell said almost to herself as she walked slowly around the metal table.  The sheet covered Jennifer’s body up to the chin.  Her hands rested by her sides uncovered by the sheet.  The skin had a light blue tint to it.

      Nell stared at the young woman’s right hand.

      “What does the medical examiner say about the fall?”  Nell lifted her eyes to Peter from the other side of the table.

      Peter looked at the informal notes he’d written on his phone.  “The examiner’s description lists the numerous injuries she suffered.  Torn finger nails indicate Jennifer may have grabbed onto the cliff as she slipped past.”  The detective read off the information about the broken bones and internal injuries the woman sustained from the fall.

      “If you were hanging from some rocks and then lost your grip and began to fall, what would your position be as you went down?” Nell asked.

      Peter looked blank.

      Nell put her hands over her head.  “I’m hanging off of a steep rock cliff.  My hands are slipping.  One hand loses its grip.  My legs are flailing.  My other hand can’t hold on and I start to freefall.  On the way down, I probably bash into the rock face, bounce, maybe hit a few more times.”  She put her hands out in front of her.  “I’m grabbing at anything.  When I hit the cliff face, I use my hands to brace myself, or I grab at the rock trying to keep myself from falling further.”  Nell stared at Peter.  “Does that sound like the way it would happen?”

      “Yeah.  It makes sense.”

      Nell let out a breath.  “Then why are the palms of Jennifer’s hands barely scraped or cut or bruised?”

      Peter’s eyes widened and he stepped closer to the table to get a look at the dead woman’s hands.  Both hands rested on their sides giving Peter a partial view of the palms and the back of the hands.  He looked across the table at Nell.  “What does it mean?”

      “Why are the backs of her hands cut and bruised?  Who would brace themselves using the backs of their hands?”  Nell demonstrated an attempt to stop herself from falling by putting her hands up, palms facing outward.  “It makes no sense.”

      Peter took another look at Jennifer’s hands.  “It’s the back of the hands that are hurt.”

      “Would these injuries to the hands result from someone slipping and falling over the edge of a cliff?” Nell asked.

      “I don’t see how.  No one braces using the backs of the hands,” Peter said.  “I need to speak with the medical examiner.  Something else is going on here besides an accidental fall off the cliff.”

      Nell nodded.  “I think so, too.”

      “Good work,” Peter praised his friend.  “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Will you come with me?”  Nell sat at a café table on the patio outside of the medical center complex licking an ice cream cone.

      “Peter’s okay with me going along?” Rob asked.  Thirty-five-years old with dark brown hair and brown eyes, Dr. Rob Jennette was slim, athletic, and just under six feet tall.  The ophthalmologist and medical researcher had met Nell more than ten years ago when she consented to be tested to confirm her unusual visual abilities, and over the years, while he’d worked with her to understand her skills, the two had become close friends.

      “Peter’s fine with you coming with us.  I asked him.  Violet is going to come along, too.  And so are Iris and Oscar.”

      “If you want me to go, I’ll be glad to.”

      “I want you to see the cliff where Jennifer Harding fell.  Maybe you can help me interpret any colors that she left behind.”

      “I don’t know how I could help you, but at least, I can offer moral support.”  Rob used a napkin to wipe some chocolate ice cream that had melted onto his hand.

      Nell told her friend about the injuries on the young woman’s hands.  “No one braces themselves like this.”  She held the backs of her hands out as if she would use them to break or stop a fall.  “Jennifer’s palms have no cuts or bruises on them.  It makes no sense.”

      “It wasn’t an accident then,” Rob surmised.  “Ms. Harding must have had some help falling from the cliff.”

      “I think so.  Peter thinks so, too.”  Nell’s face clouded.  “The dogs took off right after we found Jennifer at the base of the rocks.  They never do that.  It seems odd to me that they did that.”

      “You think there was some purpose behind it?  Iris and Oscar could have sniffed an animal and decided to pursue it.”

      “I don’t think that’s what it was.  I think they might have sniffed something, but I actually think it could have been someone they were following.”

      Rob stared at Nell.  “You think the dogs smelled traces of the person who may have assisted in Jennifer’s fall?  And they followed that person’s trail?”

      “The thought crossed my mind.”

      “Interesting.”  Rob considered the possibility.  “Is this case now being investigated as a homicide?”

      “It probably will be.  Law enforcement is waiting for the final report from the medical examiner.”

      “The examiner is Dr. Joe Milner, right?  I was under the impression that Joe was extremely competent in his assessments.”

      “It seems you’re right, but Dr. Milner had gone away for a few days and the examiner who stepped in for him was not quite as experienced.  When Peter made the inquiry about Jennifer’s hands, it was decided that Dr. Milner would re-examine the body.  He concluded that Jennifer’s fall was not an accident and that she was most likely pushed.”

      Rob shook his head.  “Suspects?”

      Nell gave a shrug of helplessness.  “Everyone?”

      “Present company excluded, I hope,” Rob said.

      Narrowing her eyes, Nell teased, “Where were you on the morning Jennifer fell?”

      Rob made a face.  “I have an alibi.”

      “Good thing,” Nell smiled.

      Rob’s expression turned serious.  “Be careful with this case, Nell.  There’s someone walking around who had no qualms about pushing a young woman off the top of a cliff.  He or she pushed Jennifer Harding to her death.  Imagine falling off that granite rock face?  It’s a long way to the bottom.  What kind of a monster could do that to a person?”
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      When Peter, Violet, Nell, and Rob reached the top of the granite cliffs where Jennifer Harding fell, they stood solemnly side by side catching their breaths and staring at the spot from which the young woman had plummeted.  Iris and Oscar sat quietly beside them.

      Her muscles tight and tense, Nell watched as shimmering red and black particles rose from the dirt and swirled into ribbons of light moving in tiny circles in front of her.  The atoms sparked bright red, then dipped to the edge of the cliff, lingered there flashing for a few moments, and then sped over the side and disappeared.  Realizing she’d been holding her breath, Nell exhaled and tried to relax her shoulders.

      “This is such a beautiful spot,” Violet sighed.  “So sad it was the scene of such a terrible tragedy.”

      Peter moved forward and took some photos of the area … the gravelly dirt, some scruffy plants, the trees behind them, the trail entrances.  He took tentative steps to the edge and focused his phone on the sides of the cliff, the large boulders, a few small limbs of young trees growing out from the nooks and crags, the grassy bottom at the base of the granite wall.

      “There’s a broken tree limb here near the top.  Maybe Jennifer grabbed onto it as she fell,” Peter pointed out.  He knelt and peered down over the edge.  “There’s a little ledge that sticks out just above the branch.  Jennifer may have gotten a brief foothold there.  If she did, her hands could have held to the top right here.  Maybe she tried to pull herself back up, lost her grip, and as she fell, reached for the branch to try and stop herself.”

      Peter stood and brushed the soil from his knees as Nell moved slowly forward to get a look.  “Don’t get close to the edge,” he warned.  “The ground seems unstable.  I took some photos.”  He handed his phone to her so she could see.

      Nell’s stomach tightened as she looked at the photographs and imagined Jennifer’s fall, her attempts to pull herself up, her losing her foothold on the ledge, and then grasping at the branch sticking out of the cliff as she tumbled past.  Nell handed the phone to Violet so her sister and Rob could see the pictures.

      “Do you see any colors?” Rob asked his friend.

      Nell nodded and explained the particles she’d seen when they arrived.

      “Red and black,” Rob nodded.  “Fear, anger, and death.”

      “It’s hard to tell if there was a struggle or a fight here.”  Peter stared at the ground.  “The ground is so dry and hard it’s impossible to see if there were footprints that could indicate a conflict took place.”

      Oscar walked up to Nell and let out a whine, and when she looked down at the dog, he wagged his tail and ran to the trail that led to the west.  He stopped, looked back at the people, and barked.

      “Oscar wants us to follow him.”  Nell took steps towards the dog and when he saw her advance in his direction, he wagged again and bolted down the trail with Iris following after.

      “Let’s go.”  Peter was the first to jog to the trail, and the others hurried after the detective.

      Oscar and Iris stopped every now and then to allow the humans to catch up, then the dogs would whirl and begin to run again with Oscar’s nose pinned to the ground.

      Violet jogged beside her sister.  “Is Oscar on a wild goose chase?”

      “I don’t think so.  When we were here the morning Jennifer fell, the dogs disappeared for a while.  I’m going to bet they followed a scent along the trails and are doing the very same thing now.”

      After a fifteen-minute run along the paths, the group emerged at a small gravel parking lot tucked into the woods.

      The dogs sat with their tongues hanging out.

      “Why are we here?” Rob glanced around and wiped the sweat from his brow.

      Nell walked around the parking area.  Only about four cars would fit in the lot.  The place was off a bumpy dirt road with forest on both sides.

      In a corner of the small lot, Nell saw faint red and black particles shimmering in the filtered sunlight coming down through the leaves.  Occasionally, a flash of green or orange sparked among the other specks of color.

      Nell stepped close to Peter and told him what she was seeing.  “Are you thinking what I am?”

      “I bet I am.”  Peter kicked at the dirt with the toe of his heavy boot.

      “The person responsible for Jennifer’s fall from the cliff parked here that morning,” Nell said.

      “I’d put money on that,” Peter told her.

      Nell turned to Violet and Rob and told them what she was thinking.  “The killer must have parked in this lot and then walked or ran along the trail we were just on.  He or she must have known where Jennifer was, or was going to be, and waited for her at the cliffs.”  She looked down at Iris and Oscar.  “The dogs must have picked up the person’s scent when they went up to the top of the cliffs that morning.  They must have followed the scent from the cliffs to this parking lot.”

      “But neither dog is a bloodhound,” Rob said.  “Can other breeds follow a scent?”

      “A dog doesn’t need to be a bloodhound to track a scent,” Nell explained.  “When Violet and I were working the last case when we were trying to find Oscar’s former owner, Adam, we read that all dogs have an impeccable and strong sense of smell.  Oscar seems to know how to track by scent.  He sensed Adam in the woods here in the state park when Adam was hiding out and Oscar tracked him so we could find him.  Because Adam was in the federal witness protection program, I’m going to bet that he worked with Oscar to teach him to use his scenting skills in case they ever got separated from one another.”

      Violet added, “You can teach most dogs to air scent, follow a ground track, or find objects according to how they smell.  Scents can remain for a long time in shady areas that have lush vegetation.  They can linger on hot sidewalks for more than four days.  Most dogs can track a scent left behind for up to two weeks and some well-trained and experienced dogs can track a scent for months and even up to a year.  The best chance for a dog to be able to follow scent vapors are within a few days and to do it either in the morning or the evening because the cooler temperatures at those times of day bring the scent back down to ground level.”

      Impressed by the information Violet and Nell shared with them, Rob reached down and patted Iris and Oscar.  “Good work, dogs.  I had no idea.”

      Nell winked at the canines.  “Rob’s an eye doctor.  He doesn’t know anything about smell.”

      “You’re right,” Rob said with a smile and then a nod of conviction.  “But we all have our own special skills and we’re going to use them to work together to find the monster who killed Jennifer Harding.”

      “How about Jennifer’s fiancé, Kyle?” Violet asked.  “I’d put him at the top of the suspect list.  I didn’t like him when we met at the hospital.  I don’t trust him.  He didn’t seem that upset about what happened to Jennifer.  He seemed more annoyed with us for bothering him with questions.”

      “I agree.  Kyle’s reaction to the accident wasn’t what would be expected,” Peter told them.  “That said, people can be outliers in the way they react to a disturbing event.  It doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

      “What about Jennifer’s sister?” Nell asked.  “Mari Harding appeared sort of hard-hearted and serious and she didn’t seem that upset about the loss of her sister.”

      “We’ll need to talk to both of them again,” Peter said.

      Violet said, “There were also the two people who rode to the park with Jennifer and her fiancé that morning.  They were Kyle’s friends and colleagues.  It sounded like they went off on their own to exercise in the park and were planning to run back to town as part of their training plans.”  She looked at Peter.  “I’m sure they’re on your list of people to talk with.”

      “They definitely are, as well as Jennifer’s two close friends.”  Peter nodded.  “And we’ll be looking into everyone’s backgrounds.  This wasn’t a random attack.  Someone had a motive for wanting Jennifer killed.”

      “And he or she carried out her murder in a heartless, vicious way,” Rob added with a tone of disgust.

      “Shall we head back over the trails and go back to the car?” Peter asked.  “Does anyone want to look at anything else?”

      Nell asked, “Can we walk over to the kettle pond before we go back?”

      “Sure,” Peter replied.  “Why?”

      With a sigh, Nell said, “Because it’s beautiful …  and I need to look at something calming and lovely right now.”

      Violet put her arm around her sister’s shoulders and hugged her.  “That’s a great idea.  Let’s all go sit on the beach for a while and stare at that gorgeous blue water, and remember that the world isn’t comprised of just monsters and murderers.”

      “Let’s go to the pond,” Nell told the dogs.

      Iris and Oscar let out happy woofs and dashed down the trail to the kettle pond, and as the foursome walked along the path, they talked about other things … things that had nothing to do with murder or death.

      But the thought of Jennifer Harding’s last conscious moments of life remained firmly at the back of their minds.
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      The owner of the Dots and Prints boutique, twenty-seven-year-old Fiona Locke had long, wavy, dark brown hair and big brown eyes.  Her shop on Main Street had fashionable clothes, swimsuits, cover-ups, jewelry, and other accessories.  Despite the early hour, the door was unlocked.  Fiona was expecting them and when she saw the man and woman come in, she hurried over to greet Nell and Peter.

      “I’m Detective Peter Bigelow.  Thanks so much for meeting with us before you open.”

      “I’m glad to do it.”  Fiona shook hands with Peter and Nell.  “There’s a sitting area back here.”  The young woman led them to the rear of the beautifully-decorated shop to two blue velvet sofas and a coffee table set near the dressing rooms.  “Please have a seat.”  Fiona had a tissue in her hand and she dabbed at the corner of her eye.  “I’ve been crying a lot.  It comes over me when I least expect it.  I think I’m doing fine and then the tears come.”

      “It’s normal,” Peter assured Fiona.

      “I’m sorry we have to talk to you at such a difficult time,” Nell told her.

      “I just can’t believe it,” Fiona shook her head.  “Jen and I have been friends for twenty years.  We met in grade school.  It was bad enough to hear that Jen had an accident at the cliffs, but when I heard it might be a homicide, I just about passed out.  I expect a text from her all the time, and then I remember I’ll never get a text from her again.”  Fiona’s face nearly crumpled with emotion, but she rubbed at her cheek and took a deep breath and was able to maintain her composure.  “Even though I don’t feel like keeping the shop open, I keep regular hours for normalcy sake.  I think it helps me to have a routine, to keep busy even though I feel exhausted and depleted.”

      Nell nodded understandingly.  “I think that’s smart of you.”

      Fiona agreed.  “If I don’t keep busy, I’ll just work myself into a crying jag.  How can this have happened to Jen?  Who would do such a terrible, terrible thing?  She was so nice.  She didn’t have any enemies.  How did this happen?”

      “Law enforcement is using multiple resources and every avenue to find the answer to that question,” Peter told her.

      “Can you tell us a little about Jennifer?” Nell asked.

      Fiona glanced down and sighed.  “Where to start?  Jen was a great person.  Helpful, smart, kind.  She always had your back.  She was someone I could depend on, someone I could have fun with, someone I could talk about anything with.”

      “Did Jennifer mention anyone she might have had a run-in with recently?” Peter asked.  “Maybe there was someone who engaged in an argument with her?”

      “I don’t think so.”  Fiona blinked.  “Jen didn’t tell me anything about an argument with anyone.”

      “Did she say anything about someone who was being mean to her?  Someone who had words with her over something?”

      Fiona shook her head.

      “Jennifer enjoyed being active?  Being outdoors?” Nell questioned.

      “She loved being active.  She did everything, hiked, biked, ran, kayaked.  She was very sporty.”

      “You must know her fiancé, Kyle McLeod?” Peter asked.

      “Sure.  I’ve known him for years.”

      “What do you think of him?”

      Fiona’s eyebrows went up, seemingly surprised by the question.  “How do you mean?  Do you mean what is he like?”

      Peter nodded.  “Yes, that, and do the two of you get along?  Do you like him?”

      “Kyle’s fine.”  Fiona’s tone of voice didn’t really reflect that she thought Kyle was fine.

      “Did you socialize with Jen and Kyle together?”

      “Sure, we did.  My boyfriend and I would have dinner with them, go out for drinks, go for a bike ride, things like that.”

      “Did you all get along?”

      “Yes, we did.”  Fiona seemed to be holding something back.

      “Can you describe Kyle?” Nell asked.

      Fiona bit her lip.  “He’s intelligent.  He’s a math teacher at the middle school.  He’s a competitive athlete.”

      “What’s his personality like?”

      Fiona hesitated.  “Um, he can be talkative.  He knows a lot.  He likes to keep busy.”

      Nell noticed that Fiona didn’t say anything about Kyle being nice or fun or good to be around.  “You don’t like him much, do you?”

      Fiona was about to protest when her shoulders drooped and she took in a long breath.  “Kyle is kind of arrogant.  He thinks he’s the best at everything, and he lets everyone know about it.  It rubs me the wrong way.”

      “Did you have a good time whenever the four of you went out?” Peter asked.

      “Sure, yeah.”  The dark-haired woman nodded.  “If I didn’t like what Kyle was saying or how he was acting, I’d just ignore him.  My boyfriend did the same.  Really?  If it wasn’t for Jen, Kyle just isn’t someone we would ever choose as a friend.  He’s so competitive … in everything.  To be honest, he kind of takes the fun out of some things by always having to be the best.  He always has to be right about everything.  It’s very tiresome.”

      “You thought Kyle and Jen were a good match though?”

      Fiona sat up straighter.  “A good match?  Oh, I don’t know.  Who can judge other people’s relationships?”

      “Jen seemed happy with Kyle?” Nell asked.

      “Mostly.”

      “Were there issues?” Nell questioned.

      Fiona was giving off a light pink color.  Worry?  Discomfort?  A bit of unease? Fear?

      “You know that whatever you tell us will be held in the strictest of confidence?” Peter asked the woman.  “We won’t report anything you say to Kyle McLeod.”

      “I’m not pointing the finger at anyone,” Fiona said.  “But Jen wasn’t as in love with Kyle as she used to be.”

      “Was Jennifer seeing someone else?” Peter questioned.  “Had she started a relationship with someone else?”

      “What?”  Fiona’s eyes bugged.  “No, absolutely not.  Jen would never do that.  She was engaged to Kyle.  She would never start seeing someone else when she was engaged.”

      “Was Jennifer having second thoughts about marrying Kyle?” Nell asked.

      Fiona pushed at the hair around her face.  “She wasn’t sure what to do.  Jen felt that marrying Kyle might be a mistake.  She told me he was very bossy, thought quite a lot of himself, could be selfish, could make her feel sort of second-best in everything.  This all came out when they started living together.”  The young woman lowered her voice even though no one else was in the store to hear her.  “Jen was good at detecting bull.  Kyle can be kind of slippery.  I don’t trust him.  Everything is about him.  He thinks the world revolves around him alone and the heck with anyone else’s feelings or wants.”

      “Do you think Jennifer would have broken up with Kyle?”

      “She may have, but I just don’t know.”  Fiona shook her head and dabbed at her eyes again.  “How is it possible that this happened to my best friend?  Jen was such a good person.  She wouldn’t hurt a fly.  She’d do anything for you.  Who in the world would want her dead?”  Fiona’s tissue was coming close to disintegrating.  “Could this have been a random attack?  Did someone run into Jen in the state park and attack her?  It probably wasn’t someone she knew, right?”

      “We haven’t yet reached a conclusion about that,” Peter told the woman.

      “Do you know Jen’s sister, Mari Harding?” Nell asked.

      “I know Mari.  I guess I wouldn’t say I know her well, but the three of us have done things together.  Mari’s an athlete, she’s sort of fanatical about exercising, working out, and competing.  I like to be active, but Mari is really over the top.  I don’t think it’s healthy to be so driven.”

      “Were Mari and Jennifer close?” Nell asked.

      Fiona shrugged.  “They saw each other on a regular basis, but close?  I don’t think I’d call it that.  Jen felt like Mari put her down because she wasn’t as outstanding an athlete as Mari.  Jen felt some inferiority about it even though she didn’t have any desire to do what Mari did.  I suppose Jen wished she had her sister’s approval for who she was.  I don’t think Jen felt appreciated or valued by her sister.”

      Nell asked, “Did Jennifer say those things to you?”

      “Not in so many words, but she alluded to having those feelings.  I don’t think you’d need a degree in psychology to figure it out,” Fiona said with shake of her head.  “It was pretty obvious.”

      “Had you met Kyle’s friends from work, Joel Bishop and Lindsey Horn?” Peter asked.

      “A few times.  I wasn’t impressed with Lindsey.”  Fiona rolled her eyes.  “She seems very superficial.  I think how she looks is the most important thing to her.”

      “We heard from someone that Joel might have had an interest in Jennifer,” Nell pointed out.

      Fiona said, “I think he did like Jen.  She told me once she felt uncomfortable when he was around.  She told Kyle how she felt, but he blew it off.  He told Jen that Joel was just a friendly person.”

      “Did you and Jennifer see a lot of each other?” Peter questioned.

      “A couple of times a week.  Jen was the best.  We loved being together.  We always had so much fun even if we just went out to get coffee.  It was always like that with us from the very first day we met.”  As Fiona looked down, her face showed she was lost in thought.  “What am I going to do without her?” she whispered.  “What am I going to do without my best friend?”
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      Nell and Violet sat on the outside patio of their friend, Dani’s, coffee shop-café on Main Street.  Iris and Oscar rested near the table watching the bustle of the early morning activity in town.  Tall and athletic, Dani, in her late twenties, had brown eyes and long blond hair that she wore up in a loose bun while she was at work.

      The coffee shop was always a busy place with regulars and tourists congregating for delicious coffee drinks, teas, smoothies, breakfast food, and lunch specials.  With so many people coming and going all day, Dani usually had her finger on the pulse of what was happening in Bluewater.  She’d also been dating Detective Peter Bigelow for years.

      Wearing a navy blue apron, the shop owner sat down at the table with Nell and Violet when she brought them their coffees and breakfast pastries.

      “Is there anything new on the Jen Harding case?”  Dani had known Jen on a casual basis when they both took part in evening runs with the area running club.  “I haven’t talked to Peter yet today.”  Dani had taken the news of Jennifer’s death hard and was eager to have the person responsible brought to justice.

      “Not a whole lot,” Nell said.  “Peter must have told you we went back to the cliff the other morning?”

      Dani nodded.  “He said all of you think it was a targeted attack.  You don’t think it was random.”

      “That’s right,” Violet said reaching down to pat the dogs.  “It seems Oscar was able to track a scent from the cliff to the small gravel parking lot at the end of one of the west side trails.  It could be anyone’s scent, but the dogs took off in that direction on the morning Jennifer fell so we’re hoping it belongs to the killer.”

      “And you’re pretty sure it wasn’t an accident?” Dani questioned.

      Nell explained, “The medical examiner reported that the injuries on Jennifer’s hands are not consistent with an accidental fall.”

      “So she was pushed.”  Dani groaned and rested her elbows on the table.  “I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around this.  I ran with Jen in our running group about two weeks ago.  It’s unimaginable that someone killed her.  It seems impossible that she could be dead.”

      “Everyone we’ve talked with describes her as friendly, kind, fun, upbeat.  Not one person has a bad word to say about her,” Nell said.

      “That’s what she was like when I would see her running,” Dani said.  “She was such a nice person, so caring.  She always asked about my business, how I was doing.  We only saw each other once in a while, but she seemed genuinely interested in what was happening in my life.”  Dani took a swallow of Nell’s coffee.  “Does Peter have any suspects yet?”

      “I don’t think so,” Violet said.  “It’s still early in the investigation.”

      Jennifer’s sister and boyfriend didn’t give us the impression they were that upset about losing her,” Nell pointed out.  “But Peter reminded us that most people don’t reveal their emotions to strangers so maybe there isn’t anything sinister behind their lack of expression.  They were probably holding it together while they talked with us.”

      “Probably.”  Violet’s eyes narrowed.  “But, I’m putting both of them on my personal preliminary suspect list.”

      “Some people mentioned that a friend of Jennifer’s boyfriend, Joel Bishop, had an interest in Jen,” Nell said.  “Jen said the guy made her uncomfortable and she told Kyle about it, but he blew it off saying that was just how Joel was.”

      “Really?”  Dani made a face of disgust.  “I met Kyle McLeod a couple of times.  I got the impression he was full of himself so I’m not surprised he didn’t take Jen’s concerns seriously.  I don’t think that guy can see beyond the end of his nose.”

      As their conversation continued, Peter pulled to the curb in his police SUV and when he joined the young women at the table on the patio, he gave Dani a hug and a kiss before taking a seat and patting the dogs.  “I found out some interesting information.”

      Three pairs of eyes were glued to Peter’s face as he leaned forward and kept his voice down.  “It seems two people had life insurance policies on Jennifer Harding.”

      “Two people?” Nell asked in surprise.  “Who are they?”

      “Jennifer’s sister, Mari, and her fiancé, Kyle McLeod,” Peter revealed.

      “People can take out life insurance policies on anyone they want to?” Dani asked.

      “You can take out life insurance on someone, but you have to have an insurable interest in that person,” Peter explained.

      “What does that mean?” Violet asked.

      “It means that a person would experience financial loss or hardship if the insured person died,” Peter said as he lifted the mug of coffee that one of Dani’s employees brought over to him.

      “Because Kyle and Jennifer were living together and engaged to be married, I can see how that would qualify him to take out a policy on Jen,” Nell said.  “But what about Mari?  What interest would she have on her sister’s life?”

      “Before getting divorced, it seems Mari and her husband separated for a time, and during that time, Mari and Jennifer bought a house together.  They also own an interest in their parents’ company so there were financial interests in each other’s lives.”

      “Did Jennifer have life insurance policies on Kyle and Mari?” Dani questioned.

      “She did, yes.”

      “How much were the policies on Jennifer worth?” Violet asked.

      Peter said, “Kyle holds a policy on Jennifer worth a half million dollars.  Mari Harding’s policy on her sister is worth four hundred thousand dollars.”

      “Sheesh.  That’s a heck of a lot of money,” Dani shook her head.  “That’s a lot of financial incentive to get rid of someone.”

      “Do policies cover accidental death?” Nell asked.

      “They do.”

      “What about homicides?” Violet asked.

      “In both policies, homicide is covered … unless the beneficiary is the one who committed the crime.”  Peter took a bite of his bagel with cream cheese.

      “Does this make Kyle or Mari suspects?” Dani asked.

      “They were suspects before we found out about the life insurance policies,” Peter said.  “But because they hold life insurance policies on Jennifer, we’ll take an even closer look at them.”  The detective finished his food and then looked to Nell.  “Ready to go?”

      With a nod, Nell stood, gathered her bag, and said to her sister, “I’ll see you at the shop in a couple of hours.”
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        * * *

      

      On the drive to Lindsey Horn’s house, Nell asked, “How long have Mari and Kyle held those life insurance policies on Jennifer?”

      “Mari took hers out about three years ago and Kyle took his out last year.”  Peter pulled up in front of a neat brick townhouse and they got out and went to the front door to ring the bell.

      Lindsey Horn, the friend of Kyle McLeod who rode to the state park with Jennifer and Kyle on the morning of Jennifer’s death, opened the door.  With long wavy black hair, big blue eyes, and a slim, but curvy physique, twenty-seven-year-old Lindsey wore tight jeans and a low-cut red shirt that emphasized her chest.  She smiled brightly at the detective, but seemed disappointed to see Nell accompanying him.

      When they made introductions and took seats on the light blue and white sofas in the nicely-decorated living room, the three made small talk until Peter began the interview.

      Nell could see bright pink and yellow colors flowing off of Lindsey and she interpreted them as the woman’s flirtatious interest in Peter.

      “Kyle and Jennifer gave you a ride to the state park on the morning Jennifer fell?” Peter asked.

      “That’s right.  I jogged over to Kyle’s house to meet them.  It’s not far from where I live.  Jen’s sister was coming out of the house when I got there.  Mari was on her way to the park to do her training run.”  When Lindsey lifted her heavy crystal glass full of water to her lips, Nell noticed the woman’s perfectly manicured long, dark red fingernails.  “Joel Bishop was with us, too.  He drove himself over to Kyle’s house.  Joel teaches at the middle school with us.  That’s how we all know each other.  Except for Jen, she worked at the hospital.  We met her through Kyle.”

      “What did you do once Kyle parked the car at the state park?”

      “Joel and I stretched for a while and Kyle and Jen went off for their hike.  Joel and I like to run the park trails and then run back into town on the roads.”

      “How many miles do you usually do?” Nell asked.

      Lindsey reluctantly turned her attention to Nell.  “It depends on the training plans.  We average about fifteen miles on days like that.  We ran fourteen that day.  The air was kind of humid that morning.  It made us a little sluggish.”

      “Did you see Jennifer or Kyle in the park after you went your separate ways?” Peter asked.

      “We didn’t.”  When Lindsey shook her head, her black hair glistened as it moved over her shoulders.  “I just can’t believe Jen fell from the cliff.”

      “Did you text with Kyle or Jen while you were running?” Peter asked.

      “No, we didn’t.  We assumed that they were enjoying the hike.  We didn’t know anything happened until several hours later.”

      “Kyle didn’t text or call you to tell you that Jennifer had an accident?”

      “He didn’t.  He must have been too distraught,” Lindsey offered.

      “You’ve known Kyle for a while?” Nell asked.

      “A few years.  He’s a nice guy.”

      “You and Joel run together on a regular basis?” Peter questioned.

      “We do.  We enjoy competing.  We’ve done an Ironman and we’ve done a bunch of marathons.”

      “Are you and Joel a couple?” Nell asked the woman.

      Lindsey’s eyebrows rose up.  “Gosh, no.  Joel isn’t my type,” she said making eye contact with Peter.  “We’re friends, training pals, work buddies.  That’s all.”

      “Did you know Jennifer well?”

      Lindsey shook her head.  “Not really.  We’d get together in a group once in a while to socialize, but we weren’t friends or anything.  Acquaintances would be how I’d describe it.”

      “Had Kyle mentioned anything about something being wrong?  Maybe a run-in with someone?  An argument or a problem with someone?” Peter asked.

      “No, nothing like that.  Was he having a problem with someone?”

      “Not that we know of.  We’re covering all the bases, that’s all.”  Peter smiled.

      After another thirty minutes of discussion, the interview came to a close and when they stood up to leave, Nell said, “Your manicure is great.  Where did you get it done?”

      Lindsey told her the name of the nail salon and she held out her left hand.  “I have an appointment tomorrow.  I should change the color to something lighter when I go back.  I think this is too dark.”

      Nell observed the young woman’s right hand hanging by her side.  “Oh, too bad, you broke a couple of nails.”

      “Yeah.”  Lindsey looked down at her other hand.  “They’ll fix it tomorrow.”

      On the way to the car, Peter said with a sly smile, “So you’re suddenly interested in getting a manicure?”

      “Yeah.  I got interested right after I noticed Lindsey had two broken fingernails that she seemed like she wanted to hide.”  Nell looked pointedly at Peter.  “I wonder how she broke them.”
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      Peter and Nell met Joel Bishop in his classroom at the Hadwen Middle School.  Thirty-year-old Joel was six feet tall with dark blond hair and brown eyes.  He had strong-looking arms and shoulders, but a slim runner’s body.  The young man had some cuts on his face and on his hands.

      He greeted the visitors with a warm smile and firm handshakes.  “Come on in.  I’m getting some work done before school starts up again in a few weeks.  I don’t like to be rushed so I do a little each week.  It gets me back in the swing of things.”

      “You teach chemistry?” Peter saw the chart of elements and the posters about changes in matter and the structure of matter.

      “For eight years.  I love it.  People told me I wouldn’t like teaching middle school, but I think it’s the best grades to teach.  The kids change so much from sixth grade to eighth grade.”  Joel gestured to the chairs near his desk and the three of them sat down.  “I was horrified to hear about Jen.”  The man’s eyes welled up.  “How can I be of help?”

      Peter thanked Joel for speaking with them.  “You and Lindsey Horn rode to the park with Kyle and Jennifer that morning?”

      “Yeah, we did.  Lindsey and I like to run the state park trails.  We usually do our trail run and then we run back to town on the roads.”

      “Is that what you did that day?” Nell asked.

      Joel nodded.  “We ran the paths like we normally do.”

      “Did you go back to town by the roads?”

      “Yes.”

      “Were you together for the whole training run?” Peter asked.

      “Most of it,” Joel told them.  “Lindsey and I decided to split up after we did the trails.  She wanted to do another loop in the park, but I’d had enough so I headed back to town on my own.”

      “Had you both planned on doing the extra loop or was that a spur of the moment thing?”

      “No, we hadn’t planned the extra loop.  While we were running, Lindsey decided she wanted to do more.  She had lots of energy that morning.  I don’t do well in humidity and as the morning went on, the humidity increased.  I did what we planned to do, then I headed back to town.”

      “Is it unusual for you two to split up?” Nell asked.

      “Not really.  We usually stay together, but on occasion, we change it up.”

      “Are you and Lindsey a couple?” Nell asked knowing full well that Joel and Lindsey were not romantically involved.

      Joel’s eyes widened.  “Me and Lindsey?  Certainly not.  We’re friends and running partners, that’s all.”  The man shook his head and smiled.  “Lindsey and I are like oil and water.  She’s a party girl, I’d rather get together with one or two friends.  Lindsey loves to dress up and go out to a club or a nice restaurant, I’d rather pull on jeans and a button-down shirt and go out for pizza.  She loves the flashy life.  I like things more down to earth.”

      “Are you married?” Peter asked.

      “I’m single, never been married.  Never found the right girl.  Although, I haven’t given up hope yet.”

      “What about Lindsey?” Nell asked.  “She’s not married either?”

      “She isn’t.  Lindsey enjoys playing the field.  She’s not ready to settle down with anyone yet.”  Joel shrugged.  “The guy she likes the most is taken.”  He paused and blinked a couple of times.  “Oh, he was taken.”

      Peter looked Joel in the eye.  “You mean Kyle McLeod?  Lindsey likes Kyle?”

      “She’d never admit it, but she’s always had a crush on Kyle.  Actually, more than a crush.  She fell hard for him a long time ago.”

      Peter changed the subject.  “Did you know Jennifer well?”

      “I wouldn’t say well.  We were friendly.  Once in a while, we’d all go out somewhere together in a group.  Jen was great.  She had it all … beauty, brains, a terrific personality, always cheerful.  She was great to be around.”

      “We heard Jen and Kyle were engaged,” Nell said.  “They were planning their wedding.”

      “Yeah, they were.  I think they’d decided on next August.”

      “We’ve also heard that Jennifer and Kyle might have been having a few relationship problems,” Nell noted.

      Joel’s face took on a serious expression.  “I heard that, too.”

      “Did Kyle mention it to you?”

      Joel shifted in his seat looking uncomfortable.  “He said a few things about Jen wanting too much from him.  I didn’t want to hear about his relationship issues.  I never asked anything about it.  I didn’t encourage conversation about it.”

      “Was Kyle ever more explicit about what he meant?” Peter asked.

      “I didn’t want to talk to him about it.”  Joel slowly shook his head.  “I don’t know what Kyle had to complain about.  Jen seemed as nice as could be.  Sometimes I thought Kyle wasn’t so nice to Jen.”

      “Really?” Nell asked as she watched green and crimson-red colors float away from the man.  Envy?  Love?  “Can you give us some examples?”

      Joel rubbed his chin.  “It was little things.  Kyle sometimes seemed impatient with Jen.  He never seemed very affectionate with her.  I saw her reach for his hand once and he batted it away.  Kyle’s a nice guy, don’t get me wrong, but he’s very self-absorbed.  I don’t think he takes any time to consider the other person.  I think it’s all about what he needs and wants.”  Joel leaned forward.  “Don’t share what I just said with Kyle.  I prefer to keep his friendship.  It’s just his personality, he’s not mean or anything.  Some people are like that … it’s all about them.  We all know people like that.”

      Nell asked in a soft voice, “Did you like Jennifer?”

      Joel’s eyebrows went up.  “Sure, I did.  She was a nice person.”

      “I mean as more than a friend.”

      Joel’s cheeks flushed a little.  “Like I said, I thought Jen was great.  If she wasn’t with Kyle, I would have asked her out.”

      “Did you ever ask her out?  Even though she was with Kyle?” Nell questioned.

      Joel straightened in his seat.  “No, I wouldn’t do that.  It would be disrespectful.  If I was dating someone seriously, I wouldn’t appreciate it if someone asked my girlfriend out.  That’s crossing a line.”

      “After you parted ways with Jennifer and Kyle on the morning of the accident, did you text with either Jennifer or Kyle while they were hiking?” Peter asked.

      “No.  Lindsey and I were doing our run.  We didn’t send any texts and we didn’t read any of our messages when we were running,” Joel said.

      “Did Kyle text to tell you about Jennifer’s fall?”

      Joel gave a nod.  “In the late morning he did.  Jen was still alive.  He texted to tell me she’d had an accident in the park and he was hoping she’d be able to make a full recovery.  I texted him and asked if there was anything I could do.  In situations like that, there isn’t much you can do.  I wished there was something I could have done to help.”

      “How long have you known Kyle?”

      “Oh, let’s see … about seven or eight years.”

      “Is Kyle happy with his job?”

      “I think so.”

      “Has he ever mentioned some feelings of discontent?”

      “Discontent?  You mean with his work?”

      Peter nodded.  “Yes, or anything else in his life?”

      Joel said, “We all complain at times.”  Then the man let out a sigh.  “I think Kyle is the kind of guy who would love to chuck his job and spend all his time hiking and traveling.  He’s sort of a free spirit.  I could never really see him as a husband, tied to a mortgage, tied to a routine.  That’s not Kyle.  It isn’t who he is.  Maybe he thought he could play the part, but I don’t think he would have been successful at it.”  Joel shrugged.  “I think Jen would have gotten hurt if she married Kyle.  I’m sorry to say it, but I’d bet money it wouldn’t have worked out.”

      Nell could see shimmery blue particles surrounding Joel.  Blue?  Truth?  It seemed that Joel was being honest with them about his doubt that Kyle would be able to manage marriage.  In the next instant, Nell recalled Jennifer’s friend, Fiona.  “Do you know Fiona Locke?” Nell asked.

      “I’ve met Fiona.  I don’t get the impression she likes me much.”

      “Why wouldn’t she like you?”

      “She figured out I had feelings for Jen.  She thought I was trying to break up Jen and Kyle.  I couldn’t help how I felt, but I would never try to ruin anyone’s relationship with someone else.  I don’t think Fiona can believe that about me.”  Joel lifted his hands palm side up.  “I cared about Jen.  I wished her only the best.”

      “Did Jennifer know how you felt about her?” Nell asked.

      “I’m pretty sure she knew.  I never came out and told her, but I suppose it became obvious over time.”

      “Did Kyle know you liked Jennifer?”

      Joel shook his head.  “That’s what I mean about Kyle.  He doesn’t notice things because he’s so absorbed with himself.  I don’t think he realized I had feelings for Jen.  Over time, I convinced myself to let my feelings go and look for someone I could have a relationship with.”

      Nell used a caring, gentle, non-accusatory tone when she asked, “What happened to your hands and face?”

      Before shaking his head, Joel lifted his hands and gave them a quick look.  “I fell.  I was running on the road and my toe caught in a sewer grate.  I went flying.  I felt like an idiot.”

      Nell smiled.  “I’ve fallen while running, too.  There were a lot of people around when it happened.  I was so embarrassed.”

      Peter cleared his throat and addressed his question to Joel.  “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted Jennifer dead?”

      Joel’s face lost its color and his breathing rate increased.  “What?  Of course, not.  Wait a minute.  Wasn’t Jen’s fall an accident?  You aren’t thinking this was deliberate, are you?”   Joel went on not waiting for Peter’s answer.  “You think someone might have killed Jen?”  He moved a hand to his stomach as his eyes flashed around the room.  “Who?  Who would want her dead?  Why would someone kill her?  It can’t be.  No, not Jen.  She must have slipped.  Didn’t she?”

      “We’re still trying to determine the cause of the fall,” Peter said gently.

      Joel sat very still trying to digest the information, then he stood abruptly and gripped his stomach.  “Excuse me,” he said softly as he hurried from the room.

      Peter looked over at Nell.  “I wonder if Joel is a member of the school’s drama club.  Did we just witness an award-winning performance, or is he really that upset?”

      A golden-yellow color had swirled around the man as he fled the room.

      What did the color mean?  Deceit?  Shock?

      Something else?
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      Twenty-seven-year-old Carrie Flint was five-feet-five-inches tall with chin-length blond hair and blue eyes.  A nurse practitioner, she had a friendly expression and an energetic manner.  She met Peter and Nell in the hospital cafeteria and they sat off to the side in a quiet corner.

      “Poor Jen.  I can’t believe she’s gone.”  Carrie’s expression turned to one of sadness as she gripped her hands together.  “Do you know what happened that morning?  Do you know what caused her to fall?”  The woman seemed close to tears.

      “We’re still investigating,” Peter told the woman.

      “You knew Jennifer for some time?” Nell asked.

      “About three years.  We met here at work and hit it off right away.”  A smile returned to Carrie’s lips as she recalled her friendship with the deceased young woman.  “She was fun, happy, positive.  We’d go to dinner, meet for lunch, go to the beach together, take walks.  Jen was a good listener.  When I was going through a health problem, she was right there by my side.”  Carrie shook her head.  “Such a stupid, freak accident.  Such a waste of a wonderful life.”

      “Prior to the accident, had Jennifer seemed her usual self?” Peter questioned.

      “Yeah, she did.”

      “Was she having any trouble with anyone?”

      Carrie tilted her head to the side.

      Nell clarified, “Any arguments, any disagreements, any altercations with anyone?”

      “No, everything was the same as usual as far as I know.”

      “We’ve heard that Jennifer might have been having second thoughts about getting married,” Nell told the woman.

      Carrie looked surprised.  “Someone told you that?”

      Nell nodded.  “Is it true?”

      Hesitating for a few moments, the nurse practitioner spoke in a soft voice.  “It’s true.  Since Jen and Kyle had been living together, Jen had begun to see another side to him.  He didn’t pull his weight in the relationship.  Jen did most everything around the house and in the yard.  She worked a full day and when she got home, everything fell on her.  If she mentioned the imbalance in their domestic chores, Kyle would get angry and silent.  He wasn’t kicking in half of the budget either.  Jen was getting fed up with having to pay so much of the monthly budget herself.  Kyle could be oblivious and anytime Jen wanted to discuss her concerns, he’d clam up and get very angry.  I really don’t think Kyle was mature enough to be in a marriage.”

      “Do you think Jennifer would have called off the wedding?”

      “I think she would have.  I think she was getting close to doing it.”

      “You don’t think she’d talked to Kyle about it?”

      “I can’t be sure if she brought it up with Kyle or not.  She didn’t tell me she had.  She didn’t mention a discussion or a fight with him,” Carrie said, “so I don’t think she’d brought it up with him yet.”

      “Was Jennifer feeling depressed about the situation?” Nell asked.

      “She felt down about it, disappointed that it wasn’t going to work out with Kyle.  She was also disappointed in herself for not being better at choosing a partner.  I told her that was silly.  It takes time to get to know someone and at the beginning of a relationship, I think we’re excited about the new love interest and we gloss over things we find annoying or concerning about the person.  We hope it will work out so we ignore the little signs that it might not be the right match for us.”

      “You’re right,” Nell said.  “Jennifer was smart to be thinking of ending the relationship if she felt it wasn’t the right match for her.”

      Peter asked, “Did you ever go hiking with Jennifer?”

      “No.”  A frown formed on Carrie’s face.  “That’s not my idea of a good time.  Bugs, heat, humidity, poison ivy, sweating, going up hills.  No thanks.  You know that cliff is nicknamed Catastrophe Cliff by some of the locals?  Because a number of people have lost their lives there over the years.  I avoid that place.  I rarely go to the state park.  I prefer going to the beach, sailing, or taking a walk around town.  Jen was the athletic type.  She ran, biked, competed in events.  She encouraged me to join her, but that stuff’s not for me.”

      “Did you know Jennifer’s sister, Mari?”

      “Fantastic athlete.  She almost made it to the Olympics.  Mari is a natural athlete.  Jen always felt badly that she wasn’t up to Mari’s level.”  Carrie’s eyebrows furrowed.  “I think Mari loved to hold it over Jen’s head.  Mari loved to flaunt that she was the successful athlete, and too bad Jen was such a disappointment.  Mari implied things like that to Jen.  It made me angry.  They were sisters, for heaven’s sake.  They should be supportive of each other.”

      “Do you think Jennifer felt close to her sister?”

      “That’s a good question,” Carrie said.  “I think she probably did on a certain level, but there were lots of times she felt annoyed with Mari, hurt by one of her comments, tired of Mari’s obsessive need to exercise and prove she was the best.  Sometimes Jen seemed exhausted by her sister.”

      “Did they spend a lot of time together?”

      “I think they did once upon a time.  Not so much the past year though.  I think Jen was pulling away a little to be in charge of her own life away from Mari’s influence.”

      “I wonder how Mari felt about that,” Nell said.

      “I’m sure she didn’t like it,” Carrie said.  “Mari is bossy.  She likes to freely share her opinions.  I don’t think she’d like it if her little sister was trying to become more independent.  There are like ten or eleven years between them.  Mari has always been the one in charge.”

      “What changed this past year to make Jennifer want to be more independent?” Peter asked.

      “I don’t know if there was any one thing that triggered it.  Jen started to realize that she needed to assert herself more, otherwise people would walk all over her.  She wanted to make her own decisions and not be treated like a kid anymore.”

      “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Jennifer?” Peter questioned.

      “Gosh, no.”  Carrie looked shocked by the inquiry and then something else passed over her face.  “Why are you asking me that?  Are you thinking Jen’s fall wasn’t the result of an accident?”

      Peter asked, “Did Jennifer do drugs of any kind?”

      “What?  Drugs?  Are you kidding me?  Absolutely not.”

      “Was Jennifer feeling so low about ending her relationship with Kyle that she might decide to take her life?” Peter asked.

      “That’s absurd.  Did someone suggest that?  If they did, they’re flat out wrong.  Jen would never do that.  Never.”  Carrie looked annoyed by the line of questioning.  “Why are you asking these questions?”

      “We’re trying to get to the bottom of what happened to your friend,” Peter told her.

      Carrie looked warily from Nell to Peter.  “Jen didn’t slip and fall?”

      “Maybe not,” Peter said noncommittally.

      “Did someone hurt Jen?  Did someone push her?”

      “We aren’t certain about anything just yet,” Peter said.

      “This is horrible.”  Carrie’s eyes welled up.  “Was Jen murdered?  Is that what you think happened that morning?  Gosh, I can’t believe what’s going on.  Who would want to kill her?”

      “Can you think of someone who would want to hurt her?”

      “No.  No one.”  A thought came into Carrie’s mind.  “Wait a minute.  Did Jen tell Kyle she wanted to end the relationship?  Did he get so angry that he decided to push her off that cliff?”
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      When Nell went home, she went straight to the gallery-studio to talk to Violet and tell her about the interview with Carrie.

      After greeting the dogs, Nell sat down at her work desk in the studio at the back of their shop.  “Carrie made a lot of thoughtful and careful observations about Jennifer and the people around her.  She didn’t believe it was possible for Jennifer to take her own life.  She adamantly denied that Jennifer was into drugs.  She was articulate about Jennifer’s probable decision to end the relationship with Kyle.  Carrie made good points about Mari always butting into the young woman’s life, being overbearing, and giving Jennifer a hard time for being less of an athlete than she thought her sister should be.”

      “Mari sounds like a real pain.”  Violet sat at her desk sketching some new jewelry designs.  “Maybe Mari had her sister’s well-being in mind, but gee, imagine being constantly berated for not being good enough?  At something you didn’t care all that much about.”  Looking up from her sketch pad, she added, “And remember, Mari held a life insurance policy on Jennifer.”

      “That point worries me,” Nell said.  “Jennifer was pulling away trying to press for her independence.  Mari had always been the boss and she might not have appreciated the fact that Jennifer didn’t want much advice from her anymore.  Mari could have decided to get rid of her sister … for two reasons … she didn’t like being pushed away by her sister and she held the policy on her sister which would provide a sizeable and handsome payout.”

      “This case is chilling,” Violet said.  “It could easily have been Kyle who pushed his fiancée off the cliff.  He had a policy on Jennifer’s life, he was tired of her nagging about household chores, and the relationship was under stress.”

      Nell began to work on a nearly-completed painting of a seascape.  “Then we have Joel who had a sizeable crush on Jennifer and who was probably very annoyed and hurt when he was rejected by her.  And there’s also Lindsey.  She seems to be very careful about her appearance, but the other day, she had two broken fingernails on her manicured hand.  How did she break her fingernails?  We also heard that Lindsey has a very large crush on Kyle.  Would Lindsey hurt Jennifer to get rid of her so she could make a move on Kyle?”

      Violet stopped working for a few seconds and looked over at her sister.  “There are a number of people who had motivation to kill.  Those people should be placed on a suspect list and watched very closely.”

      Although she was feeling overwhelmed by the many possibilities of the case, Nell nodded her agreement.  She was of the opinion that Jennifer must have known her killer.

      But who was it?
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      The afternoon was sunny and hot as Peter, Nell, and Kyle McLeod began their hike on the lower trails of the state park.

      “We entered the trail from here in the gravel parking lot,” Kyle said.  The man was not thrilled to be traipsing through the woods with a detective and his assistant and he let them know his feelings by being surly and curt in his responses.

      Peter stopped and turned to the young man.  “You know we’re only trying to find out what happened to Jennifer.  Going through the trails with you might result in you recalling something you’d forgotten.”

      “I know that.”  Kyle kicked at some gravel on the trail.  “But it’s upsetting.”

      “We understand,” Nell said kindly.  She could see the aura of angry red coming off of Kyle.  “We wouldn’t ask you to do this if there wasn’t a chance of finding some clues.”

      “Clues to what?  Jen suffered an accidental fall.”

      Peter cleared his throat.  “As we discussed earlier, there is a chance your fiancée was pushed from the cliff.”

      “I don’t believe it.”  Kyle stared at the ground.

      Peter explained for a second time how Jennifer’s hands did not sustain injuries consistent with an accidental fall.

      “How does the medical examiner know that?” Kyle demanded.

      “Because of his education and experience,” Peter told the man.  “Why don’t we continue and see what we can find out.”

      Kyle took a long breath and started along the trail.  “We hiked on this trail until it branched off to the south side of the park.  Jen liked the fields in that area.  There are lots of birds and in the spring the meadows are full of wildflowers.”  It almost sounded like Kyle’s voice a hitched a little from emotion.

      The three of them hiked to the spot where the trail branched off and they arrived there in a little more than an hour and a half.  If they’d hiked the direct path from the parking lot to the cliff trails, they’d have arrived in twenty minutes, but Peter wanted to follow the trails that Jennifer and Kyle had taken on that fateful morning.

      “We went this way.”  Kyle pointed.  “Wait.  Yeah, I think that’s right.  We hiked here a lot.  I’m not sure I’m remembering everything from that morning.”

      “Let’s head in that direction then,” Peter said.  “Do you remember where you were when you took the pictures of Jennifer?”

      “There’s a small pond down this way,” Kyle said.  “I took a couple of photos of Jen by the pond.”

      When they reached the water, Nell noticed the front of Kyle’s t-shirt was wet with sweat and beads of perspiration were showing on his forehead.  His eyes seemed to dart around the area.

      Peter had copies on his own phone of the pictures Kyle had taken and he referred to them as they stood by the woodsy pond.  “It looks like Jennifer was standing over by the weeping willow trees.”

      “That sounds right,” Kyle said wiping at the sweat with the back of his hand.

      When Peter was done comparing the photos to the actual place, he handed the phone to Nell to look at.  Several times, she lifted her eyes from the phone to the woods and the pond.  Pale, light yellow particles flowed in a circle around the ground near the water sparkling in the sunlight that was filtering in through the tree branches and leaves.

      Nell took a glance at Kyle.  He appeared distracted and antsy, and when he walked over to the pond’s edge, the yellow particles swirled in the air and the man gave off a yellow aura that startled Nell.  Narrowing her eyes, she watched as Kyle turned yellow from the top of his head down to his boots.

      Nell knew that the color yellow could stand for happiness, but that wasn’t what it represented in this case.  Yellow also could stand for deceit.

      A rush of adrenaline raced through Nell’s veins.

      “Okay,” Peter’s voice made Nell jump.  “Let’s go to the spot where you and Jennifer parted ways.”

      Kyle’s muscles looked tense as he led the way to the three-way split in the trail.  In thirty minutes, they’d reached the break in the paths.

      “Here it is,” Kyle said.  “Jen went that way to the cliffs and I hiked down to the duck pond.  This is where we said we’d meet at the kettle pond in forty-five minutes.”

      “Did you run into anyone hiking when you were on your way to this part of the trail?” Peter asked.

      “No one.  We didn’t see anyone.”

      “How about when you headed to the duck pond?  Did you see anyone on your way down to the water?”

      Kyle shook his head.  “I didn’t see anybody.”

      “Tell us again what happened after you got to the kettle pond,” Peter requested.

      Kyle let out a long breath of air.  “I expected to see Jen there because I was a little later than we’d planned to be.  I waited for a while, then I texted her, but she didn’t answer.  I waited a little longer and then texted her a couple of more times.  When she didn’t show up, I hiked back to the parking lot.”

      “Were you concerned that Jennifer wasn’t answering?” Nell asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Did you think about maybe heading to the cliffs to see if she was there?”

      “No.  I figured she went to the car.”

      “If she was fine and went to the car, why wouldn’t she answer her texts?” Nell pressed, feeling her blood beginning to boil.

      “I don’t know.  Maybe she put her phone in the car and was looking around.”

      “Did she have a key to the car?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did she bring it with her that morning?”

      “I don’t know.”  Kyle’s response had an unnecessary edge to it.

      “Wouldn’t it have been quicker for you to go to the cliffs than to hike back to the parking lot?” Nell questioned.  She watched as the yellow color coming off of Kyle turn to a flaming red.

      The muscles near Kyle’s jaw twitched.  “I went to the lot.  I thought I made a mistake about where we were supposed to meet.  I didn’t think to go to the cliffs.  Why would I?”

      “Maybe because your girlfriend wasn’t where she said she’d be and she wasn’t answering her phone.”  Nell’s hands clenched by her sides.  “That might indicate to someone that something was wrong.”

      Kyle defended himself.  “You don’t know how you’d react until you’re actually in a situation.”

      “I know how I’d react if my sister wasn’t where she told me she’d be and wasn’t answering her phone.”  Nell stormed away in disgust and stood near the trail ready to move to the next location.

      “Let’s go to the cliffs,” Peter told them.

      Kyle’s head snapped up.  “You didn’t say we were going to the cliffs when we started out.”

      Peter looked dumbfounded.  “It’s where the incident took place.  It’s important to go to the scene of the fall.”

      “I don’t see why.  You’ve been there several times already.  Why is it necessary for me to go there?  I wasn’t there that morning.  I can’t tell you anything about Jen’s movements after we parted.  I have no idea what she did up there.  You and your assistant can go to the cliffs.  I don’t have to join you.  I’m going back to my car.”  Kyle hurried away and left Nell and Peter standing together at the edge of the trees.

      “I guess he’s not coming with us,” Peter said with a raised eyebrow.

      “Well, it is all about Kyle, isn’t it?”  Annoyed and flustered, Nell used the end of her t-shirt to wipe at her perspiration-covered face.  “Every person we’ve talked with has described Kyle as self-absorbed.  We just witnessed his self-centered behavior.”

      “What colors did you see on him?” Peter asked.

      “Pale yellow.  The particles were faint.  I think they might have been left behind on the day Jennifer fell.  I think that shade of yellow represents deceit.  Kyle was also colored in red … flaming red.  That showed his anger.”

      A rumble could be heard off in the distance.

      Nell froze.  “Was that thunder?”

      Peter noticed some dark clouds heading their way.  “Maybe.  I don’t think it’s supposed to storm.  It must be miles away,” he said trying to keep Nell from worrying.

      A shiver ran over Nell’s skin.  “I need to go back to the car.  I can’t be out here in the woods if a storm hits.  If you want to go to the cliffs, I’ll wait for you at the car.  If you want me to come back some day, I will, but right now, I have to get out of here.”

      “Come on, let’s go.  We did what we wanted to do.  We can be done for the day.  Let’s get back to the car in case it rains.”  Peter gave his friend an encouraging nod.

      Nell breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thanks.  I know I’m a baby, but—”

      Peter cut her off.  “You aren’t a baby.  You suffered through a traumatic event and you bear the scars of that day in the tornado.  You’re tough and brave.”

      Nell smiled gratefully.  “If Jennifer Harding had someone like you with her the day she was on the cliffs, she might still be alive.”
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      Racing her sister, Nell rode the ocean wave on her boogie board reaching the water’s edge at the same time as Violet.

      “A dead heat.” Laughing, Nell rolled off her board and lay on her back in the shallow water looking up at the late afternoon sky as Iris and Oscar bounded over the waves towards the sisters.

      “We need a photo finish,” Violet said with a smile.  “I’m sure I beat you by an inch.”

      “Let’s do it again.”  Nell stood and wrung the water out of her long auburn hair.

      “I’m cold,” Violet told her sister.  “Let’s warm up first.  I’m turning into an icicle.”

      The two young women carried their boards to the blanket with the dogs racing ahead of them.  They used their fluffy towels to dry off and then the dogs decided to shake the water from their fur sending a shower of drops all over Nell and Violet.

      The sisters shook their heads and laughed, and then dried themselves off once again.

      Oscar and Iris trotted off down the beach to sniff and investigate.  Both dogs were well-trained and knew not to go into the dunes and not to pester the wildlife.

      “Are you ready to talk about your trip to the state park with Peter and Kyle?” Violet asked as the they rested on their backs on the blanket.

      When Nell arrived back at the store after the hike in the park, she was hot and mentally worn out so they put off the discussion until after the work day ended.  With a sigh, Nell gave her sister a long summary of what went on.

      “Kyle didn’t think to go check on Jennifer even though he was closer to the cliffs than he was to the parking lot?” Violet shook her head in disgust.  “I’d be worried sick if you were somewhere in the park alone, didn’t meet me when we’d arranged to, and wasn’t answering texts or calls.”

      “My exact thoughts,” Nell groaned.

      “It makes Kyle look guilty,” Violet said.

      “Or it makes him look ignorant, oblivious, and self-centered.”  Nell sat up, rubbed her hair with the towel, and put on a sweatshirt.  “He’s so lackadaisical.  It’s not a great idea for people to be hiking alone in that isolated area of the state park.  Maybe Jennifer carried pepper spray so Kyle brushed off any danger to her, but there are other worries like tripping and breaking an ankle, coming down with heat stroke, or running into a bear or a coyote.”

      “Or,” Violet added, “falling off a cliff and needing immediate medical attention.”

      “Or that, yeah.”  Nell sighed.

      “Oblivious and self-centered or not, Kyle needs to go to the top of the suspect list,” Violet said firmly.

      “I agree.  He was so belligerent and sour.  He was rude to Peter practically every step of the way.  Wouldn’t you be eager to help find out what killed your future spouse?  Not Kyle.  He didn’t want to be there at all.  Maybe it was hard for him to retrace the hike they’d taken that morning.  Maybe he couldn’t face seeing the spot where his girlfriend was killed.”  Nell shook her head.  “I don’t know.  The colors I saw on Kyle reflected deceit and rage.  I didn’t see anything from him that would indicate sorrow or loss or grief.  I don’t trust him, and I certainly don’t respect him.”

      “Are there other reasons he might be so angry and unhelpful?” Violet pondered.

      Nell turned to her sister.  “Like what?  Can you think of any?”

      “What if he knows who pushed Jennifer from the cliff.”

      Her eyes widening, Nell said, “If he knew, why wouldn’t he say something to Peter?”

      “What if he’s afraid of the person?  What if the killer threatened to kill Kyle, too?”

      Nell looked out over the ocean.  “I guess that’s possible.  But is it likely?”

      “Is it likely that Jennifer went for a hike and ended up murdered?” Violet asked.

      “We need to tell Peter what you think.  It’s an angle that needs to be investigated.”

      Violet checked the time on her phone.  “Speaking of Peter, we’d better head home.  He’s meeting us in an hour and a half.”

      “Okay.  Let’s sit for a few more minutes.  I could use a little more time on the beach.”

      Nell loved the soothing colors of nature, the perfect greens and blues, the golden light, the puffy white clouds she saw in millions of colors.  The sand wasn’t just tan or beige … it was a mixture of pinks, reds, yellows, amber, and violet.  The sky wasn’t just blue, but a hundred shades of blue, green, and purple.  And the water … depending on the day and the weather conditions, the ocean could be blues, pinks, and silver … or greens, red, purple, and gold.  Wherever she was, the world was a riot of color, sometimes it was an overwhelming tirade of competing shades like inside of grocery stores and malls that made her eyes hurt, her stomach wrench, and her head spin, but when she was in nature, she experienced an incredible array of calming and soothing complementary hues and colors.  In parks, the woods, at the mountains, ponds, lakes, oceans, or in meadows, Nell could feel her whole body relax in one long, peaceful exhale.
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      Back at home, the sisters washed the sand and sea water off the dogs and dried them with soft towels.  They showered and changed and warmed some leftovers for a quick dinner before Peter and Dani arrived for the meeting.

      The four young adults sat in the screened room with drinks and dessert and Peter removed a folder from his briefcase and placed it on the table next to his dessert plate.

      Dani had heard about Kyle’s behavior in the park.  “He acts very suspicious.  If he isn’t guilty, he might want to give some thought to how he behaves in light of the fact his girlfriend was probably a murder victim.”

      Violet shared her thoughts that Kyle might have been threatened by Jennifer’s killer and that could be the reason behind his unhelpful ways.

      “Good thinking.  Maybe you need to join the police department,” Peter nodded.  “We’ve considered the possibility.  It’s not something that happens very often, but it’s not out of the realm of feasibility.  We need to keep our eyes open.”

      When dessert was finished, coffee and tea were served, and Peter removed the photographs from the folder.

      “These are the photos taken from Jennifer’s phone on the morning of the hike.”  Peter spread them over the tabletop in chronological order.  “She took quite a few pictures of nature, landscapes, birds, and the pond.  There are some selfies mixed in.”

      Nell and Violet stood up to get a better look as they bent over the table.

      “Jennifer didn’t take any photos of Kyle,” Nell noted.  “Just nature shots and the selfies.”

      “You can see where she traveled that day by looking at these pictures,” Violet pointed out.  “With the date and time stamps, it’s a visual trail of her movements.”

      “It’s hard to tell where she was in some of them,” Dani said.  “Some are only trees in the background with no marker that’s recognizable like the kettle pond, or the cliffs, or the duck pond.”

      “These must have been taken at the base of the cliffs before she hiked up,” Violet pointed to the photos she was considering.

      “And these were taken at the top.”  Nell lifted two of the pictures.  “Jennifer looks tired in this one.”

      “Let’s see.”  Peter took the photo and had a good look at it.  “I don’t see a difference between the earlier selfies and this one.”

      Nell used her index finger to point a few things out.  “Jennifer seems to have more energy at the bottom.  Her smile is happy, her eyes are wide open, her shoulders are straight.  In this one at the top, she isn’t smiling, her eyelids seem heavy, her posture is more slumped.”

      “Hmm.”  Peter nodded.  “I guess I can see it, but I would never have realized the difference if you hadn’t pointed it out.  It’s subtle.  Maybe she got tired on the hike up the cliffs.  The trail is steep and there’s a lot of gravel to slip on.  She’d already been hiking for more than two hours before she decided to hike up to the top.”

      Nell kept her eyes on that one photo of Jennifer.  She didn’t know why, but something seemed off.  Suddenly, the photo of the young woman turned a deep red.  Everything else in the picture retained its natural color except for Jennifer.  From head to toe, she was awash in red.

      Nell took a step back, and her sister noticed her discomfort.

      “What’s wrong?” Violet put her hand on Nell’s shoulder.

      “Does the picture look odd to you?”

      Violet took a quick glance at it.  “It looks normal.”

      “To me, too,” Peter chimed in, and then he asked Nell, “What does it look like to you?”

      “Jennifer is awash in red.”  Nell’s voice came out like a whisper.  “It’s the color of fear.”

      “What could she be afraid of?” Dani asked, her long blond hair hanging forward as she squinted at the picture.

      Oscar and Iris whined at the same time.

      “Whereabouts is she standing on the cliff?” Peter asked as Nell handed the photo to him.  “Can we get a sense of where she is in relation to the edge of the cliff?”

      “The vista is behind her,” Nell pointed at the background of the photo.

      “She must be standing with her back to the edge so she could take the photo of herself with the beautiful view behind her,” Violet said.

      “She was alone up there,” Dani said.  “Kyle stayed at the duck pond while she headed for the cliffs.”

      “Maybe he didn’t stay at the pond,” Violet speculated.  “Maybe Jennifer spotted him at the tree line just as she took the selfie.”

      “But what made her afraid?” Violet asked.  “Kyle was her boyfriend.  If she saw him coming towards her, why would she be frightened?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t Kyle who was coming towards her,” Nell said.  “Maybe it was someone else.”
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      Mari Harding arrived at the police station wearing shorts and a tank top and dripping sweat.  “I ended my training run here.  It was convenient to do it that way.  Do you have a towel I can borrow?”

      Peter asked someone at the front desk if they’d mind bringing a towel out for Mari, and when one was retrieved from the shower room, Peter led the woman to the small conference room where Nell was waiting.

      “Why do you want to talk to me again?  Is Jen’s body ready to be released?”

      “Not quite yet,” Peter said.  “We have some additional questions.”

      Mari seemed to sigh as she leaned back in the wooden chair.  “Ask.”

      “You told us previously that you were in the state park on the morning of the accident.”

      “I was running.”

      “What time were you there?”

      Mari told the detective.  “I have to get my training in early.  I need to get to work.”

      “Did you see your sister there?”

      “No.  I told you that before.”

      Nell watched tiny red particles swirl around the woman … the shade of red indicated annoyance.

      “The time you and Jennifer were in the park probably overlapped slightly,” Peter said.

      “I suppose.”

      “Did you see Kyle at the park?”

      Mari shook her head.  “I was focused on my running.”

      “You also told us you knew who Lindsey Horn and Joel Bishop are.  Did you happen to see them running in the park?”

      Mari used the towel to run it across her sweaty forehead.  “I didn’t see anyone I knew.  I did my loop and left.”

      Nell said, “We heard you were at Jennifer’s and Kyle’s house early on that morning.”

      Mari gave a little shrug.  “So?”

      “Did Jennifer seem like anything was bothering her?”

      “She seemed normal.  She was getting ready to go for a hike.  Jen was a little annoyed that they had to wait for Lindsey and Joel to arrive.  Kyle had offered them a ride to the park.  It was going to be hot and Jen wanted to get going.”

      “Why were you at the house that morning?” Nell questioned.

      “Just about every morning, I run to the park from my place.  The route I take runs close to Jen’s house.  I had a blister developing on my foot.  I knew Jen was always up early so I swung by to get a blister bandage.”

      Nell nodded at the explanation.

      “We’ve recently learned that you had a life insurance policy on your sister.”  Peter’s face was serious.

      One of Mari’s eyebrows went up.  “So?”

      Mary gave off a darker red color.  Anger and annoyance.

      “Have you begun the claim process?”

      “I need a death certificate with a cause of death on it.  Right now, it says pending.”

      “So you contacted the insurance company about initiating a claim?”

      Mari leaned forward with a combative look on her face.  “Yes, I did.  I could use the money and it would be stupid not to claim it.”

      “How much is the policy worth?”

      Mari folded her hands in her lap.  “Four hundred thousand dollars.”

      “That’s a lot of money,” Peter noted.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Jennifer held a life insurance policy on you, as well?”

      “She did.”

      “For what amount?”

      “The same amount.”

      “When did you take out the policies?”

      “About three years ago.”

      “What prompted the idea to get policies?” Peter questioned.

      “We’re both on the board of our parents’ company.  When they pass, we inherit the business.  Since we have a financial interest in the company, we thought it best to insure our lives.”

      “You and Jennifer lived together for a year?”

      “That’s right.  I separated from my husband for a year.  During that time, Jen and I shared the house.  That was another reason to insure each other.”  Mari tilted her head and stared at the detective.  “I’ve been waiting for you to tell me I’m a suspect in the case.”

      Nell watched the colors Mari was giving off turn to orange and black.  Death, mystery, warning.

      “Why would you think that?” Peter questioned.

      Mari shrugged.  “I knew Jen’s schedule, I was in the park that morning, I hold a life insurance policy on her.  It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to add things up.  You have suspicions about me.”

      “Do you think we should have suspicions about you?”

      “That’s your business, not mine.  I still don’t know what happened to my sister.”

      “We continue to look for the answer to that question.”  Peter glanced at Nell.  “Ms. Harding, after your run, did you return to your home?”

      “I did.”

      “What time was that?”

      Mari told him.

      “Did anyone see you returning home?”

      “Not that I know of.  I live alone.  I drove home, showered, and dressed for work.  I got my lunch and left.”

      “What time did you get to work?”

      Mari told Peter the time.  “It’s the same time I start work every day.”

      “Can the people you work with vouch for that?”

      Mari sighed and looked away.  “Of course, they can.  Ask them.”

      “Were you angry with your sister for any reason?”

      Mari turned back to the detective and made eye contact with him.  “If I was, I wouldn’t tell you about it.”

      “Was your sister angry with you about anything?”

      “I didn’t ask her.”  Mari used the towel to dab at her neck.

      Nell didn’t like Mari’s surly tone.  The woman was beginning to remind her of Kyle and his behavior at the park.

      “Can you tell us anything that might help us with the investigation into Jennifer’s death?”

      “If I had any information that could help, I’d gladly tell you what it was.”  Mari leaned forward again, narrowed her eyes, and said softly, “As long as it didn’t incriminate me.”
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      When they entered Kyle’s and Jennifer’s rented house, Nell liked the place immediately.  There were framed photos of landscapes, flowers, and birds.  There was a large colorful rug on the floor and the sofa had a number of brightly colored throw pillows on it.  A soft cashmere blanket was placed over one arm of the sofa.  The lighting was modern and well-chosen.  The room was welcoming, cozy, and reflected the energy of the people who lived there.

      “Did Jennifer decorate the house?” Nell asked.

      “She did.  She liked doing that stuff.  If I fixed up the room, I’d have a futon and an old box for a coffee table,” Kyle said.

      They took seats and went through the same questions that had been posed to Mari Harding.

      “Have you thought of anything new that might be helpful to the investigation?” Peter asked.

      Kyle shifted a little in his chair.  “No, nothing.  What’s today’s visit about?  Random questions, or is there some news about what happened to Jen?”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have anything new to report,” Peter said solemnly.

      Kyle slumped a little in the seat.  “So then it’s just more questions.”

      “After you and Jennifer parted ways in the park, what did you do?”

      “I walked around the duck pond for a while and then did the meadow loop.  After that I hiked over to the kettle pond.”

      “Did you go over to the cliffs?”

      Kyle frowned.  “Why would I?  Jen and I decided we’d meet at the kettle pond.”

      “Maybe you changed your mind and wanted to see the view from the cliffs,” Peter said.

      “I’ve been to the cliffs plenty of times.  I’ve seen that view a hundred times.”

      “Well, maybe you decided it would be nice to walk to the kettle pond with Jen so you went to the cliffs to meet her.”

      “I didn’t.  We went our separate ways, I waited at the kettle pond, she didn’t show up so I went to the car.  I didn’t see Jen again until I got to the hospital.”

      “Did you run into her sister, Mari, in the park?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “How about your friends, Joel and Lindsey?  Did you see them when they were in the park?”

      “No.  Jen and I went on our hike and Joel and Lindsey stretched and went running.  I didn’t see them after they left the parking lot.”

      “What made you decide to park in the small lot?”

      “We park there a lot.  Not many people know about it.  We like the trails that lead away from the lot.”

      “Were you and Jen getting along well?”

      Kyle’s face clouded.  “Of course.  Why wouldn’t we be?”

      “Did you split the household chores between you and Jen?”

      Anger showed on the man’s face.  “Yeah, we did.  Are you keeping track of domestic equity now?”

      “What about the bills?  How did you split them up?”

      “We each paid half of everything.”

      “Did you ever skip your share for any reason?”

      “No.  What’s this got to do with anything?”

      Nell could see angry shades of red floating all around the young man.

      “Did you ever cheat on your girlfriend?” Peter was firing off questions.

      “No.”  Kyle’s eyes took on a hard look.

      “Did Jennifer ever cheat on you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Do you know what happened to Jennifer that caused her to fall?”

      “What?  No, I don’t.  How would I?”

      Peter cleared his throat.  “You took out a life insurance policy on Jennifer.”

      Kyle’s cheeks reddened.  “Yeah.  Jen had one on me, too.”

      “When did you take out the policies?”

      “About a year ago.”

      “Why did you decide to get life insurance policies on each other?”

      “We were living together.  We thought we should protect each other’s financial interests.  If anything happened to one of us, the money from the policy would be a big help.”

      “Have you filed a claim for the money yet?”

      Kyle breathed deeply.  “No, I haven’t.”

      “Why not?” Peter asked.

      Kyle lifted his hands and then dropped them into his lap.  “It seems too soon to do that.”

      “Did it seem to you that you and Jen would be married for the rest of your lives?”

      “As long as the wedding planning didn’t kill us first.”

      Nell smiled at the joke.

      “Had Jen been angry with you recently?”

      “She was annoyed that I hadn’t gotten around to mowing the lawn.  She made a big deal about it, like I never did things around the house unless she nagged me.”

      “Was she right?”  Peter questioned.

      “I suppose she might have been.  I liked to do things in my own time.  If she nagged, I’d dig in my heels.”

      It was the first thing Nell had heard from Kyle that sounded truthful.

      “Do you think Jennifer felt she was shouldering more of the work?”

      “Yeah, she thought she did a lot more than I did.”

      “Did that cause arguments between you and Jen?”

      “Sometimes it did.”

      “Was Jen happy in the relationship?” Peter asked.

      “I think she was.”  Kyle’s voice was tentative and he was showing flashes of red, yellow, black, and green.  “Listen, I’m sorry to cut this short, but I need to be someplace soon.  Can we wrap it up?”

      “Is there anything you can tell us that would help us uncover what happened to Jennifer?”

      “I’m sorry.”  The young man’s head hung down.   “I wish I could.  But I can’t.”
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      Nell and Violet sat in Dr. Rob Jennette’s research room going over some details of the case.  Nell had spoken with him about looking at a photo of Jennifer and suddenly seeing red all over the young woman.

      “I brought copies of some of the photos with me,” Nell told him as she took them out of a folder and placed them on the long wooden table.  “I noticed that Jennifer looks different in this picture than in the ones she took at the bottom of the cliffs before she hiked to the top.  In the earlier photos, she seems happy and energetic.  The one she took at the top shows her looking wary, almost fearful.  See.”  Nell pointed.  “Her body language is different here.  Look at how her shoulders are down.  She almost seems like she’s about to dart away.  It’s like she sees something near the tree line that alarmed her.”

      “I see what you mean,” Rob said.  “I wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t pointed it out.”  He looked at Nell.  “When you focus on the photo, do you see the red color on Jennifer?”

      Nell shook her head.  “The picture looks normal.”

      Rob said, “Maybe you saw colors because it was the first time you’d seen the photo, you noticed the young woman’s worry and her changed body language, and it heightened your awareness of her.  Then you picked up on what she was feeling when the photograph was taken.”

      Nell considered Rob’s theory and nodded.  “That makes a lot of sense.”

      “Do you think Nell will be able to see colors if she stares at the picture?” Violet asked.  “Or has the emotional window of opportunity passed?”

      “That’s hard to say,” Rob said.  “It might take some training and practice for Nell to be able to access the emotions in the photo more than once.”  He looked to Nell.  “I have some photos here we can use to find out if it’s possible for you to see the emotions that were being felt at the time the pictures were taken.  Maybe what you saw on Jennifer was a one-time thing.  Or maybe it’s something you can expand on.”

      “You’ve come up with theories about my abilities and the new quirks that have developed like being able to see colors when emotions have been left behind by people,” Nell said to Rob.  “What scientific facts could explain me seeing color from emotions that were felt by someone at the time a photo was taken?”

      Rob looked blank and it took him a few seconds to say anything.  “I’ve been working to come up with a solid hypothesis.  It has to be similar to what we’ve talked about previously.  Even if you’re the only person in the world who is able to do this, there have to be scientific reasons for it.  Perhaps, where we are in our understanding of such phenomena will prevent me from being able to fully prove and describe the mechanism for this skill, but someday, with scientific advancement, there will be an explanation.”

      “So I’m not some odd freak?” Nell questioned.

      “Well….”  Rob couldn’t help a smile from forming.  “You might be, but it doesn’t have anything to do with seeing emotions as colors in a photo.”

      Nell gave the doctor a playful bop on his arm.

      “Would you like to have a look at some pictures I brought in and see what you can see in them?” Rob asked.

      With a nod, Nell took a deep breath and folded her hands on the table.

      Violet pointed out, “You could show me pictures and I might deduce an emotion just by looking at the facial expression of the person depicted.  Nell could see a sad face and then project a color onto the photo, but it might not be an accurate assessment.  The person might look sad, when it fact, he or she might have that expression because they are about to cry from joy.”

      “First of all, Nell has never projected a color onto anything.  It’s either there or not.  She sees people every day and she doesn’t see colors on all of them.  She picks up on very strong emotions which present themselves as color.  And, second, I have photos from my family and friends in which I know the circumstances surrounding when the pictures were taken.  I know what was going on, so Nell won’t be able to just come up with something based on a guess about what the person was feeling.”

      “Okay, good.”  Violet nodded.  “Very clever.”

      Rob had a portfolio of photographs in a leather binder and he removed one and placed it in front of Nell.

      The photo was of a young woman who looked to be in her early thirties.  She had long brown hair and was dressed in a white shirt and black dress slacks.  Sitting in a wooden chair, she was looking slightly downward to a spot a few feet away.  She appeared deep in thought.

      Nell leaned forward, her long auburn hair falling around the sides of her face.  She touched the photo and silently stared at it for about four minutes.

      “I think the woman isn’t at home.  She could be in a room at a university … I think she’s in a doctor’s office.  Her face is serious and almost disbelieving.  I would say she has just received bad news, except for one thing.  She’s covered in sparkling yellow and white.  The colors are bright, really bright.  I think the news she received is good, the best news she could get.  She’s full of joy, but the photo was taken at the very moment she heard the news and although her happiness has yet to show on her face, her body is flooded with it.”  Nell looked up at Rob and Violet who were sitting opposite her.

      Violet looked to Rob and she saw the man’s eyes widen and a look of sheer wonder creep over his face.

      In a soft tone, he said, “That’s it, exactly.”

      Nell half-smiled.  “Is it?  She was happy in this photograph?”

      “The woman’s husband is a friend of mine from childhood.  They’d been trying to have a child for ten years.  The doctor had just informed them that she was pregnant.  It was the first time she’d been pregnant in ten years of trying.  My friend and his wife’s sister were in the room.  The sister took the picture a second after the doctor gave them the news.”  Rob placed another photo on the table.  “This is the picture that was taken three seconds after the one you just looked at.”

      The photograph was of the woman and her husband, locked in an embrace, both sobbing with joy.  Nell’s heart swelled at the palpable elation so obvious in the picture of the couple.  She glanced up at Rob.  “Was it a successful pregnancy?”

      “They had a beautiful little girl.  And three years later, they had a son,” Rob said.  “Ready for another photo?”

      Nell nodded and another snapshot was placed on the tabletop.  It was a picture of a woman wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, sitting on a stone and brick wall, her legs hanging down.  She was looking off across the grass of what seemed to be a park.  Trees and a pond could be seen in the background.

      “I’m not getting anything from this one.”  Nell looked up at Rob.

      “Nothing at all?” Rob asked.

      “Not a sparkle, not a single dot of color.”  Nell’s shoulders dropped in disappointment.

      “That’s because there isn’t any strong emotion depicted in the photo.  My cousin was going to meet his girlfriend in a park.  The woman is waiting for him to show up.  My cousin thought she looked pretty sitting there in the sunshine so he snapped the picture.”

      Violet smiled at Nell.  “Good work, sis.”

      Rob put a third photograph in front of Nell.  It was an older, black and white picture of five women standing together.  They all wore dresses and had their hair curled, and they stood on a lush lawn in a garden full of flowers surrounded by shade trees.  One woman appeared to be saying something to the others.  Their faces didn’t show happiness or sorrow or worry.

      Nell leaned closer, and then she looked up.  “The women seem to be at an outdoor event of some kind.  They’re dressed well so it must be a reception or a party or something like that.  The woman in the middle.”  She pointed to the person.  “I see colors on her, dark colors that are changing from one to the other … navy blue, black, deep dark purple.  I think they symbolize loss, grief, a feeling of being alone, adrift.”  Nell shrugged.

      Rob smiled.  “The photograph is from twenty years ago.  The women are my great aunts.  They’re attending a wedding reception.  The woman in the middle, the one you pointed out, is my great Aunt Anna.  A month before the picture was taken, she’d lost her husband to a sudden heart attack.  They’d been married for fifty years.  It took her a very long time to find any joy in life again.”

      Violet applauded her sister.  “You’re amazing.”

      Nell smiled, but then rubbed at her forehead.  “Can we stop for now?  I feel a headache coming on.  We can do more another time.”

      Rob brought over a cup of coffee and opened a package of chocolate chip cookies.  “Some sugar and caffeine might help.”

      Nell gratefully sipped from the mug and nibbled a cookie.  “Can you tell me your thoughts about how I can see emotions in a photograph?”

      Rob sat next to the young woman.  “My very preliminary idea is that the people in the photos were feeling strong emotions and their energy was showing as colors, and as you know, colors are nothing more than visible spectrum light.  The camera was able to capture the visible energy just the same way it can capture rays of light in a photographed scene.  Because of the four types of cones in your eyes, you’re able to see millions of colors, as well as the light energy given off from people’s strong emotions, whether those emotions are from someone right in front of you, from emotional light atoms left behind when the person leaves a place, or from light energy captured in a photo.”

      “That makes a heck of a lot of sense,” Violet said.

      Nell let out a little sigh of relief.  “It does make sense.  I feel better about it.  I’m not a witch or a nut or a crazy person.”

      Rob raised an eyebrow and teased, “I suppose that depends on who you ask.”

      Nell made a face.  “I’ll be sure not to ask you.”

      “Don’t worry.  You’re normal, sis,” Violet said.  “Well, different normal.”

      The three of them laughed.

      Setting her mug down, Nell grinned.  “I prefer to say there’s something special about me.”

      Rob looked into Nell’s green eyes and smiled.  “Yeah.  There is.”
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      Nell was working on a pen and ink drawing in the studio at the back of the main shop’s rooms.  The walls in the shop and the studio, as well as in the residential side of the house were painted soft white or light cream or gray in order for Nell to have a soothing and visually quiet environment to escape all the colors in the world.  The furniture, the rugs, and the wall paintings were also done in neutrals or soft, light colors which provided a calming and neutral space for the young woman to rest her eyes and her brain.

      Molly, a part-time employee, was in the shop waiting on a customer who was interested in some of Violet’s jewelry.

      When the little bell over the shop’s door tinkled, Nell got up to see if the customer needed help, but when she stepped through the doorway from the studio, she saw Peter walking towards her.

      “Am I interrupting?” the detective asked.

      “Not at all.  Come in the back.”  A flash of nervousness passed through Nell as she worried about what Peter had to tell her.

      “Where’s Violet?” Peter asked as he took a comfortable chair near the bank of wide windows.

      “She went to Boston to see a few clients.”  Nell went to the small refrigerator they kept in the workroom and poured two glasses of seltzer.  She brought one over to Peter and took the seat across from him.  “Is everything okay?”

      Peter had a long swallow of the seltzer.  “Yeah.  Well, not really.  Just more of the same, but there is some news.  The medical examiner called this morning.”

      Nell listened waiting for the news.

      “You know Jennifer’s hands had the injuries that were inconsistent with what is seen when someone falls from a height.  There are broken fingers on her hands which could be due to the fall, but the examiner shared some information with me.  He took more x-rays.  There are also broken bones in the hands.  It seems they could be the result of Jennifer gripping onto part of the ledge and then someone using a rock to smash her hands to make her let go and fall.”

      Nell’s stomach clenched in horror.  “Not only did the person push her off the cliff, but when Jennifer grabbed onto the ledge to try and pull herself back up, the killer took a rock and smashed her hands forcing her to release her grip and fall to her death?”

      “Yes.”  Peter’s voice was soft.

      “I can’t believe the cruelty.”  Nell’s face hardened as she shifted her gaze out the window.

      “There’s more.”  Peter’s expression was serious.  “Because of the hand injuries, the examiner decided to run toxicology tests.”

      Nell braced herself.

      “A high concentration of a drug was found in her blood.”  Peter told her the name of the medication.  “Jennifer did not have a prescription for it.  The drug can cause drowsiness, dizziness, and disorientation.  Someone could have put it in her water bottle or in her morning coffee.  It would take about two hours to begin to have an effect.”

      “Jennifer and Kyle had already been hiking for more than two hours when she decided to go to the cliffs,” Nell said.

      “That’s right.  But the thing is … this was premeditated.  It was planned.  So would the killer leave it to chance that Jennifer would want to go to the cliffs?”

      Nell felt a cold river of anxiety race through her body.  “Oh, no.  Kyle must have suggested it.  He must have gone with Jennifer.  He didn’t stay behind at the duck pond.  He lured her to the cliffs and pushed her off.”

      “Then he took off back to the parking lot to make the call to Jennifer’s phone pretending she was supposed to meet him at the kettle pond and didn’t show up.”

      “Can law enforcement track Kyle’s movements using the GPS information on his phone?”

      “Yes, but it isn’t able to pinpoint a location in the state park.  We get a general location and it can be fairly specific, but it can’t tell us if Kyle was on the cliffs or at the duck pond or the kettle pond.”  Peter shook his head.

      “Kyle killed her,” Nell said in a sad, soft voice.  “Her fiancé took her life.  He must have known she wanted to end the engagement.  He must have been furious about it.  And he had the life insurance policy on her.”  She made eye contact with Peter.  “Is that drug easy to get?”

      “Yeah.  It’s prescribed to treat depression and it’s frequently used to treat pain or insomnia.”

      “Did Kyle have a prescription for it?”

      “It’s being looked into.  Even if he didn’t have a prescription, Kyle could easily get it from a friend or pick it up on the street.”

      “Wow.”  The word came out as a whisper.

      “A cruiser has been sent to pick up Kyle and bring him to the station for questioning,” Peter said.  “Would like to come and listen in?  You won’t be allowed in the room during questioning, but you can sit behind the one-way window and watch from there.”

      “Now?”

      Peter checked his watch and nodded.

      “Okay, sure.  Molly can handle the shop.  I’ll text Violet so she knows where I am and what’s going on.”
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      While riding to the police station in Peter’s SUV, a call came in and he pulled to the side of the road.

      “Kyle isn’t at home.  The officers went to the middle school to see if he was doing some work in his classroom, but he wasn’t there either.”

      Nell said, “He might be gone for a run or a hike.  He could be kayaking.  Or doing errands.”

      “I hope he hasn’t taken off.”  Peter gripped the steering wheel.

      “He wouldn’t know the police are on to him.  He’s probably just gone out for a while,” Nell suggested.

      “Are you okay with driving by his house?  We can see if his car is in the driveway.  If it is, I’ll notify the officers to go back and pick him up.”

      “That’s fine.  Let’s go.”

      Peter pulled the SUV into a neighborhood of small neat ranches and Capes and he slowed as he approached the house Jennifer and Kyle were renting.

      “The car’s there.”  Peter called the other officers.

      Ten minutes later, an unmarked police car pulled up to the curb behind Peter’s vehicle.

      “Stay in the car,” Peter told Nell.  “I’ll go with the officers to get Kyle.”

      Nell watched the three law enforcement officers walk to the front door and ring the bell.  No one answered.  They rang again and knocked loudly.  Kyle did not come to the door.

      Peter put his hand on his weapon.  The other two officers did the same and then they headed around to the back of the house while Peter stayed in front.

      Keeping her eyes pinned on her friend, Nell’s heart pounded.  She could see that the kayak on the roof of Kyle’s car was wet, and a few drops of water dribbled out of it and plopped onto the trunk.

      Kyle must have been out on the water in the kayak.  He must have recently returned to the house.  Why won’t he answer the door?

      In a few minutes, the officers were back and they conversed with Peter.  Peter turned to look at Nell in the car.  He raised his hand in a stop gesture indicating she should stay inside the vehicle.  Then Peter and the officers forcibly entered the home.

      Nell could barely make herself remain in the car.  She listened at the open passenger side window for any sounds of a struggle while keeping her eyes glued to the front door.

      Peter emerged and headed to the car.

      “No one’s inside.  The officers are conducting a search of the home for drugs or weapons or anything else that might provide clues to Kyle’s guilt.  Do you want to come out?  We can stand in the driveway and walk around outside.  Maybe you’ll pick up on something.”

      Nell gladly left the SUV and went with Peter to look at Kyle’s car.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Peter warned.  “Just look.”

      Nell walked around the man’s car, looked in the windows, and checked out the kayak.  No colors showed on anything.  “Nothing,” she announced to her friend.

      “Let’s take a look out back,” Peter suggested, and they started around the home.

      The yard was tended and neat with a stone patio off the backdoor.  Set up on the patio were a table and chairs, a grill, an umbrella for shade, and several big flower pots.  The flowers looked droopy and in need of water.  The pot near the backdoor had tipped over.

      Nell and Peter walked slowly around scanning the back of the house and the patio.

      Suddenly, shining atoms of dark red, orange, and black appeared before Nell.  They clustered together and floated around in a circular pattern like long, thin ribbons on the air.

      “Peter.”

      The detective turned to Nell and when he saw her face, his expression changed to one of concern.  “What’s wrong?”  He hurried to her side.

      Nell gestured to the back of the house and told him what she saw.

      “What does it mean?”

      “Danger, anger, possibly death.”  Nell felt a wave of dizziness and she breathed slow and deep to clear her head, and then she spotted something near the tipped over flower pot.  “What’s that on the patio?”  She pointed.

      Peter strode over to see what Nell was pointing at.  He knelt on the patio and stared, then stood and looked at the black wrought-iron railing next to the steps leading to the backdoor of the house.

      With a grave expression, the detective looked over at Nell.  “It looks like blood.”
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      Sitting on their neighbors’ deck, Nell told Violet, John, and Ida about the visit to Kyle McLeod’s house.  John and Ida were hosting dinner and there was a platter of antipasto and two plates of homemade calzones on the outdoor buffet table.  Iris and Oscar lay in the grass near the deck steps.

      “When Peter said it might be blood, I thought I might pass out for a few seconds.”  Nell used the pitcher of lemon water to fill her glass.

      “The police didn’t find Kyle?” Ida asked.

      “There’s no sign of him.”

      Violet was thinking out loud.  “What if Kyle faked his disappearance.  He could have cut himself and dropped blood onto the patio and the railing.  He might be trying to make the police think he’s innocent and that something has happened to him.”

      “That’s an interesting idea.”  Nell cut into her calzone of grilled vegetables and cheese.

      John, a former investigative reporter, said, “Kyle could have been working with someone else to murder Jennifer, the arrangement between them went bad, and his partner decided to get rid of him.”

      Nell looked stricken.  “I didn’t think of that either.  You think someone involved in Jennifer’s death killed Kyle?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but in my working years, I saw a whole lot of crazy,” John told them.

      “The world is full of people who don’t have any qualms about stealing, cheating, killing, or hurting,” Ida said.  “But you have to remember to focus on the good around us.  When John was working, he had to remind himself of that on almost a daily basis.  If we only see the criminals, we’ll lose our respect for humanity.”

      “That’s true.”  Violet nodded.  “If Kyle had a partner, who might it be?  A new girlfriend?  Someone he hired to kill Jennifer?  A buddy who helped out in order to get half the life insurance money?”

      “Any of those ideas are possibilities,” John said.

      “We’ve been told that the teacher from the middle school, Lindsey Horn, had a romantic interest in Kyle,” Nell said.  “When we interviewed her, I noticed she had a professional manicure, but that some of her nails were broken.”

      “The broken nails might be the result of a fight with someone,” Violet speculated.  “Did Lindsey fight with Jennifer on the cliffs … to get rid of Jen and clear the way for herself to get together with Kyle?”

      “Kyle’s other friend, Joel Bishop, had a love interest in Jennifer,” Nell said.  “He says he never made a move or revealed his desire, but maybe that’s a lie.  People have told us that Jennifer knew Joel had a thing for her and he made her uncomfortable.  Maybe Joel didn’t like being rejected.  Maybe he was so angry about it, he decided to kill Jen.”

      “Both Lindsey and Joel were running in the park that morning,” Violet pointed out.  “They separated at one point and went their own ways.  Either one of them could have followed the trails Jennifer and Kyle took.  They knew where the couple was headed.  When Jen and Kyle decided to hike in different directions, Joel or Lindsey could have made their move and killed her.”

      “If that’s the case, the killing might not have been premeditated,” John suggested.

      Nell said, “But Jennifer had a drug in her system that made her drowsy and dizzy.  If the murder wasn’t premeditated, where did the drug come from?”

      “Peter told you the drug was prescribed for depression,” Violet said.  “Jen might have been feeling low about her decision to end things with Kyle.  She might have requested the prescription from her doctor.”

      “Peter told me Jen didn’t have a prescription for that drug,” Nell said.  “Lindsey or Joel could have planned the murder.  They probably had access to Jennifer’s water bottle.  One of them could easily have slipped the drug into the water, made an excuse to run alone, and then went off to find Jen.  It wouldn’t have been hard to find her because she and Kyle often walked the same trails whenever they parked in the west lot.”

      “Didn’t Joel tell you and Peter that Lindsey wanted to stay in the park and do another running loop?” Violet asked.

      “He did tell us that,” Nell said, “but he might have been telling us a lie.”

      John said, “Seems like you need to have another chat with Lindsey and ask her what she really said.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Peter, Dani, Violet, Rob, an associate of Rob’s named Atkins Murray, and Nell met for drinks in a popular pub in the center of Bluewater.  A band was playing Irish pop music and the crowd was lively and energetic with many people taking to the dance floor.

      “We needed this,” Violet said pulling Nell and Dani out to dance.  “We needed to get out and have a fun time.”

      When the song was over, the three young women went back to the guys at the bar and took their hands dragging them out to dance to the next tune.  Atkins was a very serious medical doctor and researcher who could be stuffy and full of himself, and he protested when Violet and Dani each took a hand to take him to dance with the group.

      “I don’t dance,” Atkins told them.

      “That’s why you act like an old stuffed shirt,” Violet scolded him.  “You need to get your head out of your research once in a while and act like a human being instead of a robot.”

      Atkins started to bluster excuses.

      “I’m not having it,” Violet said.  “Tonight you’re going to loosen up and have actual fun.”

      As the group danced to the popular song, Atkins shuffled his feet awkwardly to the music looking like he was being forced to walk among poisonous snakes.

      When the band stopped to take a break, Violet asked Atkins, “That wasn’t half bad, was it?”

      “I guess not.” Atkins wiped at his sweaty face with a napkin.

      “You need to do more of it,” Dani told him as she handed him another beer.  “Pretty soon you’ll be dancing on the tabletops,” she kidded.

      Atkins had a horrified look on his face.

      Nell stood with Rob and Peter chatting about going for a sail on the weekend when a woman walked over to them.

      With her dark, wavy hair cascading over her shoulders, Lindsey Horn, dressed in a tight skirt and a sheer blouse, greeted them.  She took a sip from the glass of wine in her hand.  She addressed her comment to Peter.  “I hear Kyle McLeod is missing.”

      Peter kept his expression neutral.  “Where did you hear that?”

      “Through the gossip grapevine.  Did he run off?  Leave town?  Makes him look guilty, doesn’t it?” Lindsey took a step closer to Peter.

      “He might have gone on a vacation,” Peter shrugged.

      “Really?  A vacation?  His girlfriend just died a few days ago.  You think he’d decide to take a trip somewhere?”

      “People deal with things in their own way.”  Peter took a swallow of his beer.  “When was the last time you saw Kyle?”

      “In the state forest on the day Jen died.”

      “You haven’t been in touch with him?”

      “I sent him a condolence card.  I thought he was probably busy with arrangements and such.  I’ll see him at the service for Jen.  Why haven’t they arranged one yet?”

      “I’m not sure,” Peter told her.   “Have you seen Joel Bishop lately?”

      “We ran together this morning.”  Lindsey leaned lazily against the bar.

      “Did you run in the state park again?” Nell asked.

      Lindsey gave Nell a look of distaste.  “We didn’t feel like it.  We ran on the roads.”

      “When you ran with Joel in the park on the day Jennifer died,” Peter said, “did you run back to town together?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “We’re trying to create a timeline.  If you were on the road at a certain time that day, you might have seen something.”

      “I didn’t see anything.  I focus when I run.”

      “Did you and Joel run back to town together?” Peter asked again.

      “I stayed at the park to run another loop.  Joel decided to head home.”

      “Why didn’t Joel stay to run with you?”

      “He was hot and tired.  He’d had enough.”

      “Did you see anyone in the park when you stayed behind to run some more?” Peter questioned.

      “I didn’t see anyone.”  Lindsey took another sip of her wine.

      “How long did it take you to run the extra loop?” Nell asked.

      Lindsey cocked her head to the side.  “Twenty-five minutes?”

      “And did you run home after that?” Peter asked.

      “I did.”

      “Did you see Joel on the road?”

      “No.  He was probably at home by the time I hit the road,” Lindsey said.  “So what do you think is up with Kyle?”

      “We don’t know,” Peter said.

      “Want my opinion?  I think he got scared.  I think he left town because he thinks he’s a suspect.  I bet he thinks you’ll link him to Jennifer’s death.”

      “Why would that happen?” Peter questioned.

      Lindsey tilted her head.  “Maybe because Kyle killed her?”

      “You think so?” Peter eyed the woman.

      Lindsey shrugged.  “I’m not a detective, but I don’t think Kyle was as fond of Jen as he used to be.  He realized there are a lot of other fish in the sea.”

      “Why do you say that about Kyle?” Nell asked.  Lindsey was awash in pink and yellow.

      “I don’t know.  It was the impression I got.  Maybe I’m wrong, but Kyle seemed less interested in the relationship.”

      “Do you have any examples?” Peter asked.

      “Not really.  It was nothing Kyle said.  Things just didn’t seem the same between him and Jen.”  Lindsey lifted her hand and pushed her hair over her shoulder.

      “You got your nails fixed,” Nell noted.  “The new color looks great.”

      “Thanks.”  Lindsey didn’t look like she meant it.
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      Nell and Peter walked down the halls of the nearly-empty middle school to Kyle McLeod’s classroom.  They’d checked in at the office and were told the rooms on that hallway would be unlocked because the tech team was going around to test the new high-speed wireless internet.

      Inside the room, there was no sign that Kyle had been there recently.  The walls were mostly empty of posters and the countertops under the cabinets had only a few stray calculators and a couple of pencils on them.

      “Kyle must come in closer to the start of school to get his room ready,” Nell said.

      As Peter walked slowly around the teacher’s desk, someone poked her head into the room.

      A short, slim blonde in her late twenties smiled at Nell and Peter.  “Oh, hi.  I saw the lights were on.  I thought Kyle might be in.”

      Peter introduced himself and Nell.

      “I’m Ginny Lord.  I have the classroom next to Kyle’s.  We both teach math so we collaborate a lot.”

      “Have you seen Kyle recently?  Has he been in?” Peter asked.

      “He’s usually in by now getting his room ready for the start of school, but I haven’t seen him.  I don’t think he’s been in since his girlfriend’s accident.  It’s so unbelievable.  I sent Kyle a card.  I offered to help him get his room ready.”

      “That was nice of you,” Nell told the woman.  “Did you hear from Kyle?”

      “No, not yet.  There must be a million things he has to do since losing his fiancée.  He must be a wreck.”

      “Do you know Kyle well?”

      “I’d say so.  We work together on curriculum, lesson plans, homework, creating exams.  He’s a nice guy, a good teacher, is great with the kids.”

      “We understand Kyle and Jen were planning a wedding for next August.”

      Ginny’s face took on a look of concern.  “I hate to say it, but I’m not sure marriage is the right move for Kyle.”

      “Why not?” Nell asked.

      “Kyle’s sort of a free spirit.  He loves the outdoors, hiking, canoeing.  If he won the lottery, I think he’d spend the rest of his life hiking the world.  I don’t think Kyle would like the confines of marriage.”

      “Are you married?” Peter asked.

      “I am, for four years.  My husband is great.  I love being married, but it’s just not for some people.  The mortgage, the upkeep of the house, the errands.  It all eats into your time.  I think Kyle would have chafed at those things.  He talks about saving a lot of money so he can retire really early.  He told me he’d live really frugally.  I’m not sure how realistic his plan is,” Ginny said.  “Of course, I’ve never said anything to Kyle about any of that.”

      “Had you met Jennifer Harding?” Nell questioned.

      “Oh sure.  She was such a nice person, always warm and friendly.”

      “Was Jen as outdoorsy as Kyle?” Nell asked.

      Ginny chuckled.  “I don’t think anyone on earth is as outdoorsy as Kyle.”

      “They were a good match though?”

      “They seemed to be, although I think Jen was way more interested in a house and kids than Kyle was.  I wondered if they’d discussed those things.  Kyle didn’t give me the impression that kids were on his to-do list.”

      “Do you have an idea where Kyle might go to get away from things?” Peter asked.  “If he needed to chill out, have some peace and quiet?”

      “The state park,” Ginny said, but then her face clouded.  “Maybe he wouldn’t want to be in the park since that’s where Jen fell, but Kyle would go camping somewhere.  A forest with a lake or a good-sized river.  That’s where he’d go to relax.”

      “I hate to ask this,” Peter began, “but was Kyle seeing another woman?”

      Ginny looked like she’d been hit by something.  “No.  I don’t think so.  He was with Jen.”  The young woman narrowed her eyes.  “Is there a rumor about that going around?”

      Peter ignored the question.  “Kyle never hinted to you about seeing someone else?”

      Ginny shook her head with vigor.  “Never.  Gosh.  If Kyle was cheating, it was a side of him I never saw.  But I suppose why would he tell me?”  The young woman’s eyes narrowed in thought and she took a quick look at the door before she spoke.  “The physical education teacher here seems to like Kyle though.  Lindsey Horn.  They’re good friends, but she flirts with Kyle any chance she gets.  I think it’s disgusting.  Lindsey knows he’s engaged.  She isn’t very subtle about it either.  She’s really pretty.  I think all the guys on staff like it when she gives them attention.”

      Nell asked, “Is there anyone here at school who Kyle was good friends with?”

      “Joel Bishop.  He’s the chemistry teacher.  I saw him a little while ago.  He’s probably in his classroom, if you want to talk with him.”

      “We’ve met Joel,” Peter said.  “Maybe we’ll drop by his room before we leave.”

      After Ginny left and they’d finished looking around Kyle’s classroom, Nell and Peter did just that.
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      Joel Bishop had on a pair of reading glasses, and when he saw Nell and Peter at the threshold of the doorway, he took them off, stood up, and greeted the pair.

      “I was reading over some science articles I might use in class this coming academic year.  What brings you to school?”

      “We were looking for Kyle,” Peter said, “but he’s not in his room.”

      “I haven’t seen him for days,” Joel reported as he set his eyeglasses on the desk.

      Peter sat down in one of the student chairs.  “Have you heard from him?”

      “No.  I sent him a text yesterday to see if he wanted to go for hike, but he didn’t get back to me.”

      “When did you see him last?” Peter asked.

      “The day Jen died.  I called him a couple of days after it happened, but Kyle didn’t pick up.  I’m sure he’s got a lot to do and probably doesn’t want to be answering every text and call he gets.  He must be exhausted.”

      “How did Jen seem on the morning the four of you went to the state park?”  Peter leaned against the wooden seat back.

      “She seemed herself.”  Joel shrugged, and then added, “Maybe she seemed a little quieter than usual.  I did ask if she was feeling okay.  She was lacking her usual happy personality.  Jen told me she was feeling tired, but that the hike would make her feel better.  She said she’d stayed up too late the night before and should have gone to bed earlier.”

      “You didn’t mention this when we spoke earlier,” Peter pointed out.

      Nell watched the man carefully.  The colors around him flashed red and orange.

      “Didn’t I?  I guess I didn’t think it was worth mentioning.”

      “We need some information.”  Peter moved his neck to get rid of a kink.  “I’d appreciate it if you could be upfront with us.”

      Joel’s face looked tense.

      “Had Kyle started seeing Lindsey Horn?”

      Joel’s mouth opened and then shut.  He blinked fast a few times.  “I really don’t know.  If he was seeing Lindsey, I don’t think Kyle would tell me anything about it.  He knew I didn’t like cheaters.”

      “Did you suspect something might be going on between them?” Nell asked.

      “Lindsey likes to flirt and come on to guys.  Maybe Kyle liked to flirt back.  He wouldn’t take it any further than that though.  I never got the impression Kyle would cheat.”

      “Have you been running with Lindsey?” Peter questioned.

      “Only once since Jen died,” Joel said.  “I don’t have the energy.  I don’t feel like running in the park like nothing happened, like someone we knew didn’t get killed in there.  I’ve gone on short jogs.  Running makes me think about Jen losing her life.  It makes me feel low.  It makes me feel sad.  I need to take a break from running for a couple of weeks.”

      “I see the cuts from the fall you took while you were running are healing up,” Nell said.

      Joel looked at his hands.  “Yeah.  They hurt like heck at first.”

      “Listen,” Peter said.  “We haven’t been able to locate Kyle.  We have some concerns.  Do you know where he might go if he wanted to relax?”

      Joel looked alarmed.  “You’re concerned?  About Kyle’s safety?  Is that what you mean?”

      “We’re concerned that we can’t get in touch with him.  If there’s a development in the case, we’d like to be able to reach him.”

      “I see.  He’d go anywhere in nature, take a hike, go on a bike ride, go on a canoe trip.  The guy loves to be outside.  That’s the only thing he’d do to relieve the stress he might be experiencing.”

      “Did Kyle have a favorite place to go?” Nell asked.

      “I really don’t know for sure.  He always goes to the state park.”

      “I know we talked about this before, but maybe you remember something you didn’t when we spoke earlier.  Did you happen to see Jen in the park after you and Lindsey split up that morning?”  Peter kept his eyes on Joel waiting for the man’s answer.

      “I didn’t see her.  I’m sure of it.”

      Nell watched the swirls of color around the young man turn bright red, orange, and black.  He was giving off signs of distress.

      Was it because he feels a sense of loss from Jen dying or is he feeling distress because he’s guilty?

      “Did you see Kyle after you left Lindsey?”

      “I didn’t see him either.”

      “Did you pass anyone at all on your way out of the park?” Peter asked.

      “I didn’t notice anyone, but I wasn’t paying much attention,” Joel said.  “I wasn’t feeling that great.  I was really hot.  I worried I might be suffering from heat stroke.  I just really wanted to get home.”

      “Is that the day you fell down while running?” Nell asked.

      “What?  Yeah, it was.”

      Yellow pulsed all around Joel.

      Certain shades of yellow could mean indestructible.  Was Joel feeling strong about not letting the fall stop him?

      Or was the emotion something else … like deceit?
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      Because the early evening air was less hot and humid, Nell and Rob decided to run along the coast road just before dusk.  They’d spent a good amount of time rehashing the details of the case while they kept a brisk pace and admired the beautiful ocean views.

      As they approached Rob’s house, they slowed to a walk.

      “You know some blood was found at Kyle and Jen’s house,” Nell said.  “Maybe Kyle cut himself and some drops of blood fell onto the patio.  Maybe there isn’t anything worrisome about it.”

      “He left his car in the driveway,” Rob pointed out.  “He couldn’t get far without a vehicle unless he took a bus or a train somewhere.  He might have called a car service to take him to the airport.”

      “Law enforcement checked the airlines and the bus companies.  There’s no record of a Kyle McLeod from Bluewater buying a ticket.  If he called a car service, they’d be a credit card record.  Peter says there’s no record of Kyle being picked up by a car service.  Kyle didn’t rent a car either.  There’s no charge to his credit card for that.”

      “He could have taken a commuter train into Boston,” Rob said.  “And then picked up another train from the city to who knows where.”

      “That’s possible.  If he did that, it sure makes him look guilty.”  Nell asked, “Is he trying to make it look like someone hurt him?  Is he staging his absence to make it seem like he’s been attacked and taken somewhere?”

      “He could be using that tactic to throw off the police.”  Ron unlocked the door to his Cape Cod-style house and went into the kitchen where he poured cold drinks for both of them.  They carried the beverages out to the deck and sat at the patio table.

      “Kyle might have gone off somewhere with a friend,” Nell speculated.  “The friend could have picked him up at the house.”

      “What about his phone records?” Rob asked.  “Have the police looked to see where his phone is pinging from?”

      Nell took a swallow from her glass of iced tea.  “Kyle’s phone was still in the house, along with his wallet.”

      Rob’s eyes widened.  “That doesn’t sound good at all.  If Kyle went off with a friend, why would he leave behind his wallet and phone?”

      “Unless he was on the verge of a breakdown or something,” Nell suggested.  “Maybe a friend came by because he was concerned that Kyle was having a breakdown and insisted Kyle go with him.”

      “The poor guy has been through a terrible emotional trauma the past days,” Rob said.  “It’s not out of the realm of possibility that he was in an awful state of mind and needed a friend.  It’s a good idea.”

      Nell set her glass on the table and made eye contact with Rob.  “I don’t think that’s what happened.  I think there are really only two possibilities.  The phone and wallet being left in the house was either staged by Kyle to make it look like he’s been kidnapped … or someone really did hurt Kyle and has taken him somewhere.”

      “I bet you’re right.”  Rob sighed.  “I don’t like you being involved in these cases.  These criminals don’t care about human life.  They don’t care what happens to anyone.  You’re in harm’s way by working with Peter.  I’m worried for your safety.”

      Nell was touched by Rob’s concern.  “I don’t know what else to do.  I can’t have this skill and not put it to use.  I have to help.  Otherwise, the criminals will get away with their crimes.”

      Rob knew she was right.  “You have to be safe.  Be careful.  Don’t go out by yourself.  Check your surroundings, stay on-guard.  Don’t trust anyone.”

      Nell grinned.  “No one?”

      Rob made a face.  “Don’t trust anyone … with a few exceptions.  Let’s go out in the backyard.”

      “Why?” Nell asked, surprised by the sudden change of topic.

      “Let’s practice the things you and Violet learned when you took that self-defense class.”  Rob stood, turned on his heel, and headed down the steps to the yard.

      “I’m too tired,” Nell complained as she followed her friend off the deck.

      “Your attacker won’t care if you’re tired.  In fact, he’ll use that to his advantage.”  Rob had studied martial arts for years and had repeatedly nagged Nell to take the self-defense class until she gave in.

      “Let’s practice another day,” Nell whined.

      Rob ignored her.  “What if I come up behind you and grab your ponytail?  Walk me through your defense.”

      Nell stood with her arms hanging by her sides.  “I really don’t want to do this.”

      Rob stepped around her and grabbed Nell’s ponytail causing her to yell.  Nell whipped her left arm straight up in the air, then stepped to the left and at the same time, smashed her arm down on top of Rob’s.  The move broke his hold on her hair.

      “Well done,” Rob praised her.  “Here’s another one.”  He quickly grabbed her neck in a choke hold.

      Surprised by Rob’s sudden move, it took Nell a couple of seconds to react, but when she did, she swiftly jerked her head, shoulders, and upper body down between his arms, swung her body to the side, and ran a few steps away.

      A broad smile crossed Rob’s mouth.  “Perfect.”  Moving towards her again, Nell dropped to the ground and sat on the lawn.

      “That’s it.  No more.  I’m tired and sweaty.  It’s been a long day.”

      “You need to practice every day.  Practice with Violet or Peter or with me when we’re together.”

      Nell rolled her green eyes.

      “You have to.  Your quick reaction to an attack could mean the difference between life and death.”  Rob’s face was serious.  “You’re dealing with criminals.  They won’t hesitate to hurt you if you’re in their way.  These people will do whatever it takes to get what they want.  If you’re going to work with law enforcement, you need to be able to protect yourself.  Practice your moves so your reactions are second nature.  Violet needs to practice, too.  You live and work in the same house.  A criminal won’t hesitate to hurt your sister.”

      Reluctantly, Nell stood up.  “You’re right.  Let’s do another one.”

      Before Rob could act, Nell’s phone buzzed on the deck table, and she jogged over to see the text message.

      “It’s Peter.  He said a friend of Kyle’s wants to speak with him.  He wants to know if I can go along.”

      “Go,” Rob said with a nod.  “But be on guard.”

      “I will.”  Nell touched her friend’s arm and gave it an affectionate squeeze.  “I’ll be ready for any shifty-looking troublemaker.”

      “Good.”  Rob looked into Nell’s eyes.  “I think you’re safe though.  No one would attack you in your sweaty, stinky, post-running state.”

      “Thanks a lot.”  Nell went to the front of  the house to wait for Peter to pick her up.
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      As they were heading from Peter’s parked car to the front door of a townhouse, Peter gave Nell the eye.  “I see you dressed up for the meeting.”

      Nell shook her head and tugged at her t-shirt.  “I’d just finished a run with Rob when you called.  If you want my help, you have to take me as I am, running shorts, t-shirt, and sweat.  It all comes as a package.”

      On the drive over to Kyle’s friend’s house, Peter told Nell that the man called and asked if he could talk to him.  “His name is Brayden Sales.  He’s been interviewed twice and didn’t have much of importance to say.  I wonder why the sudden urge to speak to me.”

      Brayden Sales was about six feet tall with muscular, broad shoulders, dark blond hair, and brown eyes.  He looked anxious and worried when he opened the door and invited the guests inside where they took seats in the living room.  The blue-grey walls were adorned with several pieces of artwork, the floors were dark, glossy wood, and the grey furniture was stylish and modern.

      “I’m worried about Kyle,” Brayden told them.  “I saw him a few days ago.  He was a mess.  He told me he can’t sleep, he’s hardly eating.  School is starting in a week and there’s no way he’ll be able to teach in this state.  I offered to take him to a doctor or to the hospital emergency room to get some help, but he wouldn’t go.”

      “Are you afraid he’ll hurt himself?” Nell asked.  The colors coming off the man indicated worry, anxiety, concern.

      “I don’t know if he would do that.  I’m afraid he’ll drive off the road from being fatigued or end up crossing into the oncoming lane and hitting someone.”

      “How was he when you parted ways?” Peter questioned.

      “He was less manic, but still anxious and upset,” Brayden said.  “I called him.  I texted him.  He doesn’t answer.  I went to his house twice and no one answers the door.  Can someone do a wellness check on him?”

      Peter cleared his throat.  “You told me previously that you met Kyle in elementary school.”

      “That’s right,” Brayden said, “we’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “We’ve been by Kyle’s house to check on him.  He hasn’t been at home.  When you talked to him last, did he mention anything about getting away for a while?” Peter asked.

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Would he tell you if he had plans to go away?  Did you have a close friendship?  Would he tell you his troubles?  Would he share things like that with you?”

      “Yeah, he would.”  Brayden looked alarmed.  “We’re like brothers.”

      “Has Kyle ever shared personal things with you?  Has he talked freely about how he was feeling?  About anything that was wrong in his life?  Did he confide in you?”

      Brayden hesitated.  “Why do you ask me these things?”

      Peter said, “Because his wife is dead and we’re concerned about Kyle.  He seems to have gone away.  No one has seen him or spoken with him for a couple of days.”

      Brayden’s face seemed to pale.  “Oh, no.”
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      “I need to tell you a few things.”  Brayden looked down at the floor.

      A wave of nervousness flashed through Nell’s body, and she took a quick glance at Peter.

      Letting out a long breath of air, Brayden ran his hand over his hair.  “Kyle’s been on edge lately.”

      Peter and Nell waited for the man to go on.

      “Kyle doesn’t want to get married.  He wanted to break off the engagement.”  Brayden looked straight at Peter.  “This doesn’t mean Kyle hurt Jen.  It doesn’t mean he’s guilty.  He would never do anything like that.  He’s a good guy.”

      Nell wondered how many times Peter had heard such things only to find out the person being defended was indeed guilty.

      Peter used a calm, steady tone of voice.  “Did Kyle tell you he didn’t want to get married?”

      “He did.  He was over here about a month ago.  He got weepy-eyed.  Kyle said he couldn’t get married.  He didn’t want to hurt Jen, but he didn’t want to marry her.  He got swept up in things, but he realized he wanted to stay single.  Kyle didn’t want a family, but Jen did.  He couldn’t go ahead with it.  He was very upset.  He didn’t know what to do.”

      “Did you give him advice?” Nell asked.

      “I told him to just tell her.  There wasn’t anything else that could be done.  I told him it would be hard, but eventually they’d both be glad he spoke up.  He couldn’t get married.  He’d regret it and it would end badly, and that would be worse for Jen than being honest and telling her now.”

      “How did Kyle take your advice?” Nell asked the man.  “Was he receptive to it?”

      “I think he knew what he had to do even before he asked for my advice,” Brayden said.

      “Did he bring it up with Jen?” Peter asked.

      “He didn’t get around to it.”  Brayden shook his head.  “He couldn’t bring himself to talk to her about it.  After Jen died, Kyle said he was glad he hadn’t brought it up.  At least, Jen died thinking that he wanted to marry her.”

      “Was Kyle seeing someone else?”

      Brayden sat straight.  “No, he wasn’t.  That wasn’t the reason he wanted to call off the wedding.”

      “He’d fallen out of love with Jennifer?” Nell asked.

      “The marriage wouldn’t have worked out.  Kyle isn’t the type of guy who could settle down.  He has wanderlust.  He likes his job, but he wants to be done with it.  He wants to hike the world, travel everywhere.  He wants to do it by himself, on his own terms.  Kyle can’t be tied to someone, to a regular middle-class lifestyle.  He tried to think he could, but it just wouldn’t have worked.  He realized that just recently.”

      “And he talked to you about all of this?” Peter asked.

      “He did.  I think I’m the only one he felt comfortable talking about it with.”  Brayden looked out the window.  “When you went to do a wellness check on Kyle, was his car in the driveway?”

      Peter nodded.

      “So he didn’t leave and take his car.”  Brayden seemed to be thinking things over.

      “Is there a friend Kyle would have gone off with?” Nell asked.

      “Yeah, me.”

      “Anyone else?” Peter asked.

      “Not in the state he was in.  Kyle would have been embarrassed.  He would never discuss deep feelings with other guys.”  Brayden shook his head.  “Where did he go?  Did the police run a check on his credit cards?  Did he rent a car?  Do you know where he might have gone?”

      “A check on his cards was run.  It didn’t turn up any activity involving travel plans.  Can you give it some thought?  Can you think of someone Kyle might have gone away with for a few days?”

      Brayden rubbed at his temple.  “I can’t think of anyone.”

      “Does Kyle have a place he goes to in order to relax?  To get away from things?” Peter questioned.

      “The state park.  He’d hike, kayak, be by himself.”

      Peter nodded.  “Anywhere else?”

      “I’m sorry.”  Brayden lifted his hands helplessly.

      “What about family?  I understand he didn’t have any siblings.”

      “No brothers or sisters.  He was estranged from his father.  Kyle’s mom died a couple of years ago.”

      “Do you know what caused the estrangement?”

      “His father walked out on Kyle’s mother when he was just a baby.  He never knew his father.  He didn’t care to know him.”

      “So there isn’t anyone he would go to visit?” Nell asked.

      “I don’t think so.  I never knew him to go visit anyone.”  Brayden looked from Nell to Peter.  “Do you think something bad has happened to Kyle?  Do you think he … took his own life?”

      “We’re still investigating,” Peter said solemnly.

      Brayden’s eyes misted over and he coughed to clear his throat.  “It’s so strange, isn’t it?  Two weeks ago, Jen and Kyle were alive and active.  Now Jen is dead and Kyle is missing.  Maybe he’s dead, too.  I can’t believe it.  What’s happened to the world?  It’s like I’m living in a nightmare.”

      “Did Kyle ever mention a life insurance policy?” Peter asked with a gentle tone.

      Brayden stared at him, blinking.  “Life insurance?”

      “On Jennifer?”

      “Kyle held a life insurance policy on Jen?”  Brayden looked like he’d been struck.  “Oh, no, it’s not what you’re thinking.  He wouldn’t do that.  Kyle would never hurt Jen.  Never.  Not for all the money in the world.”  The young man shook his head.  “This is an unbelievable mess.”

      More like a catastrophe, Nell thought.
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      When Nell returned home, she and Violet went for a walk with the dogs.  A sliver of moon shone in the dark sky while Nell told her sister about the meeting with Kyle’s good friend, Brayden Sales.

      “Every time I hear something new about Kyle, it makes me think he’s the killer,” Violet said.  “He didn’t want to get married.  He wanted to quit his job and hike around the world.  I bet he wanted to get rid of Jennifer so he could collect the life insurance money.  I bet he skipped town when he thought the police were close to figuring it out.  I don’t think he hurt himself.  He’s running away.  He’s been hopping on trains trying to get as far away from Bluewater as he can go.”

      “That could be, or he could be hiding out in the state park watching and waiting,” Nell said.  “He might want to lay low for a while.  He might be afraid the police will find him if he’s traveling around.”

      John Patrick, the neighbor, spotted the young women and the dogs strolling down the street in the dark, and he called to them.  Iris and Oscar woofed when they heard the man’s voice and they trotted over to John’s porch to greet their friend.

      “I knocked on your door earlier,” John told the sisters.  “I decided to sit out here on the porch and watch for you to come home.”

      “Is everything okay?” Nell asked.

      “I talked to an old buddy of mine, Bob Willoughby.  We worked together for years.  He still works part-time writing for news outlets, enjoys keeping his finger on the pulse of things.”  John smiled.  “I loved the job, but it was time to go.  I don’t know why Bob can’t slow down.  He knows a lot of people … and finds out a lot of things.  Anyway, he had some interesting gossip to tell me about your case.”

      Nell and Violet had taken seats on the porch and were eager to hear what John had learned.

      “Jennifer’s body has been released to her next of kin,” John said.

      “To her sister, Mari?” Nell asked.

      “No.  Jennifer’s parents have some health problems and prefer not to travel so they sent a representative here to town to collect the woman’s body and take her back to Seattle.”

      “Why not have Mari accompany the body?” Violet asked.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Harding had a falling out with Mari about two years ago.  Both Mari and Jennifer were on the board of directors of their parents’ company.  Due to the health problems, they were lessening their involvement with the business.  Mari had been taking over a lot of duties even though she lived here in Bluewater.  Anyway, the Hardings discovered that their dear daughter, Mari, was stealing from them.  They didn’t want to prosecute their daughter, but they cut her off and were slowly transferring Mari’s duties to Jennifer.  They don’t want to see Mari again which seems harsh to me, but that’s their choice.  They would not allow Mari to escort Jennifer’s body back home.  In fact, they won’t allow Mari to take part in the planned services for Jennifer.”

      “Wow.”  Nell shook her head.  “Mari can seem hard and really driven.  She must have thought she could take her inheritance while her parents were still alive.”

      “We see how that worked out for her,” Violet said.  “That was really bold to steal from the company.  Since she was handling more duties, maybe Mari thought of it as the family’s business so decided she could take money from it as she wished.”

      Nell said, “When we’ve talked to her, she’s seems like a bit of an odd duck.  Mari seems like she has a hard time reading people.  Things seem black and white to her.  She doesn’t show emotion.  She’s very business-like.  She’s sort of militant in her training.  We heard she could be hard on her sister, chiding Jennifer for not being a better athlete.  Mari is probably one of those people who doesn’t realize how harsh her words and actions can seem to others.”

      Violet said to John, “It’s a good thing you found out this stuff.  If we see Mari again, we’ll be careful not to bring up anything about Jennifer’s body being accompanied home by her parents’ representative.  It’s probably a sore spot for her.”

      “Yeah,” Nell agreed.  “No need to get Mari angry when we’re trying to talk to her about the case.  She’ll shut right down and won’t be any help at all.”
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      In the afternoon, Nell and Violet met Peter and Mari Harding at Dani’s café where they took a table out on the patio away from everyone else.  Before arriving, Peter texted the sisters to tell them he’d found out some interesting information and wanted to see how Mari reacted when he brought it up.

      On the way to the café, Nell and Violet discussed what Peter might have discovered, but couldn’t come up with anything.

      Mari Harding did not look thrilled to be there.  She wore a frown on her face and she answered general questions with an edge of annoyance.

      “I didn’t think I’d have to talk to you again,” Mari told Peter.  “Unless you have some news on the case, are you planning to rehash everything we’ve talked about previously?”

      “There is some news,” Peter said.  “It’s news to me, but it won’t be to you.  I’ve learned that you were let go from your job.”

      Nell and Violet took a quick look at each other.

      Mari’s eyes darkened.  “You go around behind my back to look for dirt on me?”

      “Not exactly.”  Peter poured a little milk into his coffee.  “We check on facts and details to corroborate that people were where they told me they were.  When we checked with your employer, they told us you’d been let go three weeks ago and no longer worked there.”

      “It’s an invasion of privacy,” Mari huffed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the change in your employment status?” Peter asked.

      “I didn’t think it was any of your business.  What’s that got to do with Jen’s accident?  If I thought it was important to Jen’s case, I would have told you.  Getting laid off is a blow to a person’s confidence.  I didn’t want to talk about it or bring it up.  It’s embarrassing.  I feel sensitive about it.”

      “I understand,” Peter said.  “Did you see your sister at the park on the morning of her death?”

      “I answered that question before, too.  I was running in the park already … before Jen and Kyle got there.”

      Peter leaned forward.  “So you didn’t see Jennifer in the park?”

      “No.”  Mari was so exasperated that she answered unnecessarily loud.

      Violet asked, “You stopped by Jen’s house before you went to the park that day, right?”

      Mari turned her head to look at the young woman.  “Yeah, I did.  I already told you people that.  I was on my run.  I stopped at her house for a bandage.”

      “Was Jennifer acting differently than usual?” Violet knew that Mari had answered this question when Peter interviewed her before, but she wanted to see how Mari responded to being asked again.

      “She was normal.  Why are you asking me everything over again?”  Mari looked at the three people.  “Are you trying to trip me up?  You can’t find the criminal so you have to trick innocent people into mixing up their answers so you can pin Jen’s death on them?”

      Peter said calmly, “It’s important to ask questions more than once in case the person remembers something they’d forgotten.”

      “I have a very good memory,” Mari reported.  “I don’t forget important stuff.”

      “Did you see Kyle that morning?” Peter asked.

      “Briefly, at the house,” Mari said.  “He was fussy.  I ignored him.  Kyle doesn’t like the heat and he was annoyed that Lindsey and Joel were making them leave later than he wanted to.”

      “Did you notice how Kyle and Jen were interacting?”

      Mari let out a sigh.  “They seemed abrupt with each other like maybe they’d had an argument before I got there.  I was glad to leave and get on with my run.”

      “Did Jen know you’d lost your job?” Peter asked.

      Mari made a face.  “I hadn’t told her yet.”

      “What about Kyle?  Did he happen to know?”

      “He’d be the last person I’d tell.”  Mari crossed her arms over her chest.  “I told you, Kyle and I weren’t exactly pals.  He would have been gloating over me losing my job.  I didn’t want to see his smug face.”

      “Will losing your job be a financial hardship?” Peter asked.

      Mari’s eyes widened.  “Would it be a financial hardship if you lost your source of income?  Of, course it would.  It would be hard on most people, but I have some savings.  I’m an electrical engineer.  It won’t take long for me to find a new job.  I’ll be fine.”  Mari shook her head slowly.  “Jen and I were talking about living together again.  We bought a small house together a few years ago before I got divorced and Jen was just out of school.  She asked if I’d be interested in living together again if she decided to break up with Kyle.  We’d been discussing the possibility.  Then this happened.”

      “We understand Jennifer’s body has been released by the medical examiner.”  Having learned from Nell and Violet that Mari had a poor relationship with her parents, Peter wanted to see her reaction to this statement.

      Mari’s expression hardened.  “I heard that, too.  I won’t be accompanying her home.  You probably know that my parents and I don’t have the best relationship.”

      “What happened?” Peter asked.

      “I’d been helping my parents with their company.  I borrowed some money from the business, sort of a short-term loan.  My parents accused me of stealing the funds.  I planned to pay it back, but they wouldn’t listen.  They wouldn’t believe me.  My parents don’t want me around.  They won’t let me attend Jen’s service.”  Mari shook her head.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Violet told the woman.

      Nell had been watching the colors around Mari.  They’d changed from red to yellow to orange in the space of a few minutes.  The specific shades represented anger, conflict, and aggression … probably reflecting Mari’s feelings of injustice towards her parents.

      “Jen knows how I felt about her,” Mari said with a sigh.  “I don’t need to be at the service.  It’s just as well.”

      “Have you applied to new jobs?” Violet asked.  “Do you want to stay in the area?”

      “It doesn’t matter to me.  I might like a place with better weather so I don’t have to run and bike in snow.  A warmer climate appeals to me.  If I find an interesting job in the south or southwest, I’d take it.”

      “Is your old company downsizing?” Nell asked.  “Did they lay off a number of people?”

      “No, just me.  I take too much time off from work for competitions and events,” Mari said.  “My priority is not my job.  That’s what they told me.  The company has been bought out.  The old management liked the publicity my athletic accomplishments brought them.  This new company doesn’t care about things like that.”  The woman shrugged.  “Things change and I can’t control it, so I’ve decided to consider change to be new opportunity.  I have to let go of the past and move forward.”

      When the discussion ended, Peter, Nell, and Violet headed to the car.

      “Sometimes I don’t like Mari at all,” Nell said.  “She’s harsh and abrupt and can seem unfeeling.  And then other times, I feel sorry for her.  I don’t know whether to believe what she tells us or not.  Are her feelings put on?  Is she playing the victim when she talks about her parents?  Does she even care that her sister died, or is she glad because now she can collect the life insurance money?”  Nell told them about the colors she saw coming off of Mari.  “They seem to be a reflection of the resentment she feels for her parents.”

      “There are at least two sides to every story,” Peter said.  “Did the parents blow the money issue out of proportion?  Did Mari have no intention of paying it back?  Is she making her parents out to be the bad guys when she’s actually the bad guy who stole from the company?”

      “It’s hard to get a handle on Mari,” Nell said.  “I’m having a hard time figuring her out.  I can’t tell if she’s being truthful or not.”

      “Well, her marriage failed and now she’s lost her parents, her sister, and her job,” Violet pointed out.  “It’s a good thing Mari says she’s embracing change because at the moment, she’s got a whole heap of it to deal with.”
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      The early evening air was still warm and the tide was almost high when Nell, Violet, Peter, and Dani ran into the surf with their boogie boards to ride the good-sized waves while the dogs jumped in and out of the ocean chasing each other.  After forty minutes in the sea, the four friends dried off and began a game of Frisbee giving Oscar and Iris the chance to catch the disc and return it to the person who threw it.

      They all returned to the beach chairs and the blanket where Nell opened the picnic basket and Violet set out plates and utensils.  The picnic consisted of pasta salad, spicy rice with beans and vegetables, cold chicken breasts, Southwestern hummus and toasted pita chips, and crunchy coleslaw.  Dani brought fruit and yogurt parfaits, slices of watermelon, and chocolate-peanut butter cookies.

      The dogs had plain chicken and some cut-up, cooked vegetables for their dinner.

      Peter sat in his beach chair looking out at the sea with a cold drink and his plate balanced on his lap.  “This is the life.  We should do this every evening.”

      “We’re lucky to live in a beach town.”  Dani passed the hummus to Violet.

      “It’s the best,” Nell agreed.  “I’m glad we decided to leave the central part of the state and make Bluewater our permanent home.”

      “Me, too.”  Violet reached for a cookie.

      “Didn’t your parents tell you no dessert until after you ate your meal?” Dani asked.

      Violet bit into the cookie and grinned.  “Nope.  They told us to seize the moment.”

      Nell smiled.  “I think Violet is loosely interpreting what our parents said to us.”

      “It’s good advice.”  Peter leaned over and took a cookie from the container.  “You only live once.”

      “Yeah.”  Dani frowned.  “And some unlucky souls get gypped when their lives are cut short by misfortune.”

      Oscar barked at the comment.

      “What did you think of Mari Harding when we talked to her?” Violet questioned Peter.

      “The same things Nell said about her.  I can’t tell if Mari’s being honest or is lying right to our faces and laughing behind our backs when we leave.”

      “The life insurance policy Mari holds on Jennifer might have been the motive to kill the sister,” Dani said.  “Mari lost her job and her interest in the family business money.”

      “Kyle had motivation to murder Jennifer, too,” Violet pointed out.  “He didn’t want to get married.  He wanted to save money, leave his job, and travel the world hiking by himself.  Killing his wife took care of two problems at once … he got rid of his commitment to marry and he could file for a half-million dollars in life insurance.  With his lifestyle, that money would last him quite a long time.”

      “Don’t forget about Lindsey Horn,” Nell told them.  “She’s in love with Kyle and seems to have an enormous ego.  She also didn’t appear to be the least bit sad about Jennifer’s death.  She may have thought if Jennifer was out of the picture, Kyle would develop an interest in her.  And she decided at the last minute to run another loop in the park.  How convenient.  Joel headed home while she took off to find Jennifer.”

      “But Lindsey didn’t know where Jennifer and Kyle were in the park,” Peter said.  “She sure didn’t know that Jennifer would be alone at the top of the cliffs.”

      One of Nell’s eyebrows went up, “But, Lindsey and Kyle might have planned the murder together.”

      “Oh, gosh,” Violet groaned.  “It’s not bad enough that one person had an urge to kill and carried it out … two people paired up and plotted a murder?  It makes me ill.”

      “Joel can be considered a suspect,” Dani said.  “He had a thing for Jennifer.  It wouldn’t be the first time someone got the idea to murder the person they loved because she didn’t reciprocate his feelings.  He might have revealed his love for her and she rejected him.  His fury could have been funneled into a plot to kill her.”

      Nell thought out loud.  “Jennifer was drugged.  The killer had to have access to her water bottle or her morning coffee so he or she could spike it with the drug in time for it to take effect when she was well into her hike.  Jennifer loved the cliffs and loved taking photos from the top.  The people who knew Jen would have known this about her or would have heard about it.  Kyle, Lindsey, and Joel all had opportunity to put the drug into Jen’s water bottle.  She would be weak and dizzy about two hours after ingesting the drug.  Her friends knew the trails Jen always hiked.  The killer didn’t have to push her from the cliff.  He could have killed her wherever he found her.  He or she could have drowned her.  He or she could have caused Jen to fall on the trail and then made it look like she’d hit her head on a rock.”

      “But the killer didn’t know Jen would be alone,” Violet said.  “She was hiking with Kyle.”

      “Kyle and Jen often separated while hiking,” Peter pointed out.  “The killer might have known this.”

      Dani said, “It seems like Kyle is the one who is the most likely killer.  He might have lied about them separating and going on different trails.  He was probably with Jen the entire time and when he saw she was starting to feel unwell, it was his time to act.  Kyle had access to the water bottle and to his wife’s morning coffee or tea.  He must have killed her.”

      “And now he’s taken off,” Violet said.  “Trying to run away from what he did.”

      Nell frowned.  “If Kyle is running away, how will he collect on the insurance policy without the police being notified?”

      “Maybe his freedom is more important to him than the money is,” Dani suggested.

      Oscar and Iris trotted down the beach to investigate some shells that had washed up by the ocean’s edge.

      “What about Mari?” Nell asked.  “She’s a suspect, too, isn’t she?”

      Peter nodded.  “Since she stopped by Jen and Kyle’s house for a bandage, she had access to Jennifer’s water.  She may have lied about needing the bandage.  Mari probably knew her sister and Kyle had a hike planned that morning.”

      “But how would Mari know that Jen would be alone at some point?” Violet asked.

      “That’s a good question,” Nell admitted.  “It’s too random to hope to find Jennifer alone on the trails.”

      “Unless,” Dani said, “Mari and Kyle were working together.”

      Nell sighed.  “That would be too terrible.  Your sister and your fiancé plotting to kill you?  How awful is that?”

      “It doesn’t matter how awful it is,” Peter said.  “It’s happened before and it’s possible it happened in this case.”
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      With Nell in the passenger seat and the dogs sitting in the back, Violet drove the car down the driveway and parked it outside instead of in the garage because the bikes and kayaks hadn’t been put away and were inside on the floor of the garage bay.

      “That was great,” Violet said.  “We need to do more picnics on the beach.”

      Nell was staring at the kitchen window.  “We left the lights on in the kitchen.”

      “Did we?  I don’t remember putting them on.  It wasn’t dark when we left.”

      The sisters got out and removed the towels, picnic baskets, and their backpacks from the trunk and as they were turning to the house, Oscar stood near the car staring at the first floor of the home, growling.  The fur on Iris’s back was standing up and a low guttural sound was coming from her throat.

      Violet moved to her sister’s side.  “What’s wrong with them?” she whispered.

      Nell’s heart raced as adrenaline rushed through her veins.  “Nothing good.  Let’s call Peter and wait for him at John and Ida’s.”  Putting the things back in the trunk, she tapped her thigh and softly called the dogs’ names while Violet texted Peter.

      “Come on,” Violet took her sister’s arm and tugged her towards the neighbor’s house.

      “Iris.  Oscar.”  Nell used a firm tone, and the dogs reluctantly followed.

      Once Peter arrived, Nell, Violet, John, Ida, and the two dogs followed the detective back to the sisters’ house.

      Peter had Violet’s key in his hand when he said, “I won’t need it.  The door’s already open.”

      “Someone broke in,” John said with disgust.

      Ida’s voice was full of rage when she said, “How dare someone do this.”

      Peter pushed at the door and stepped in with his hand on his weapon.  “Stay outside until I give the okay.”  In five minutes, he was back after making a sweep of the house.  “It’s all clear.”

      “Was anything stolen?” Violet asked as everyone went into the kitchen.

      “You’ll have to take a look around to see for sure,” Peter said.  “But I don’t think robbery was the motive.”

      Looking about the room, Oscar sniffed the air and growled fiercely.  He began to howl.

      Nell glanced at the dog and with worried eyes, she looked to Peter.  “What was the motive?”  She could see red and black particles shimmering in the air all around the room.  Anger, rage, death.

      “Come to the studio,” the detective said.

      Feeling almost dizzy, Nell could see more and more red and black atoms whirling around the rooms and when she stepped into the studio, flashes of the colors exploded in her vision.  She closed her eyes and rubbed at them, and when she lifted her eyelids, she saw her sister, Peter, Ida, and John staring at the big sheet of paper on her easel ... concern etched over their faces.

      A crude cliff was drawn in a sweeping movement.  Two stick-figure bodies lay at the base of the massive granite wall.  One had auburn hair and green eyes, and the other had brown hair and green eyes.  In the corner of the drawing, a stick-figure man lay on his back with a knife sticking out of his chest.

      Nell.  Violet.  Peter.

      Nell let out a gasp.

      Peter narrowed his eyes.  “Obviously, someone doesn’t like us working on this case.”

      Nell’s voice sounded like pieces of gravel rubbing together.  “Too bad for them.”
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      Nell and Violet gave the picture from the easel to Peter as evidence, other officers arrived to process the break-in, and when everyone was gone, the sisters vacuumed and cleaned the studio room to remove any lingering traces of the intruder’s awful presence.  Neither one slept much during the night, both were listening for the sound of the person returning to the house, even though they knew Iris and Oscar would sound the alarm if anyone tried to get inside during the night.

      The next morning, the sisters tried to focus on their daily routines hoping a sense of normalcy would help them feel less disturbed about the night-time break-in.  Nell waited on a customer in the shop while Violet added some new jewelry items to the case.  While she was wrapping a painting in bubble wrap and brown paper for the customer, a truck drove by outside the shop and something in the bed of the vehicle made a banging sound as it bumped against some of the tools and supplies the driver was hauling.

      Nell winced at the noise afraid it was a lightning strike, and although she quickly realized the sound wasn’t the result of an approaching storm, the bang of the passing truck had sent a shiver through her body.

      A picture flashed in her mind of Jennifer Harding clinging to the branch jutting out from the cliff, desperately trying to pull herself up, only to have her killer pound her hands with a rock to force her to let go.  Nell’s hand ached for a few seconds imagining the scene.

      When the customer thanked Nell for the careful wrapping of the painting, Nell shook herself back to reality and rang up the purchase.

      As soon as the customers and browsers had stepped out of the store, Nell asked her sister for the hundredth time, “Who do you think broke in here last night?  Was it the killer or was it someone with a sick sense of humor trying to frighten us?”

      “It could have been some jerk looking to give us a scare.”  Violet reached for another necklace to place in the display case.  “But I think it was the killer.  You saw the colors.  If it was a joker who broke in, you would have seen different shades and hues.  So yeah, I think the person who left us the threatening picture is the real deal.”

      “I was hoping for a different answer.”

      With a grin, Violet kidded her sister.  “It’s the same answer I’ve been giving you every time you ask.”

      “We should get a security system installed.”  Nell hung a new painting in the spot where the sold piece of artwork had been placed.

      “I already made the call.  A company is coming by later this afternoon to give us an estimate.”

      “Good.”  Nell stepped back to gaze at the painting on the wall.  “Even though we have two canine alarms, I think we’d sleep easier knowing the house and shop were both wired to deter an intruder.”

      Violet made a face.  “Deter isn’t a strong enough word.  Prevent is better.  Or stop an intruder.  Or how about obliterate an intruder?”

      “Does this company you called mount machine guns on the roof?” Nell asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “If only,” Violet grunted.  “We need protection.  The murderer has already killed one person.  If this criminal was bold enough to break into our home, I bet he or she wasn’t planning to sit and down and have a chat with us.  I think something else was on his mind.”

      Nell asked, “Who did this?  Who killed Jennifer?  Have we met the person?  Have we sat and talked with the killer?”

      “Kyle seems to have had motivation and opportunity,” Violet said.  “And he’s taken off.  It’s weird behavior to up and leave without telling anyone where you’re going … unless you’re guilty and are making a run for it.”

      “He left his car behind, too,” Nell reminded her sister.  “There’s something about his disappearance that picks at me.”

      “Because he got away?”

      “I don’t think that’s the reason.  What about the blood at the house?”

      “Kyle could have faked that.  He could have cut himself and left drops on the back steps to make it seem like he’s in danger.”

      “What about Lindsey Horn?” Nell brought up another suspect.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me.  She’s had her eye on Kyle for a while.  Maybe Kyle revealed to her his desire to break-up with Jen.  Maybe Lindsey thought if she could get rid of Jen, then Kyle would fall into her arms.”

      “There’s Joel.  He could have killed Jennifer in a rage because she’d rejected him,” Nell said.

      Violet narrowed her eyes.  “He also had cuts and bruises on his face and hands.”

      Nell said, “Lindsey had broken fingernails and she’s a person who is very fussy about her appearance.”

      “Then there’s Mari,” Violet said.  “She has that life insurance policy.  She lost her job recently and has been cut out of the family business.  She has motivation to kill her sister.”

      When Nell’s phone buzzed, both young women jumped.

      “It’s a text from Peter.  He’s coming by.  He wants to know if we can go with him for a couple of hours.”

      “I can make some calls to the employees,” Violet said going to get her phone.  “Someone will come in and cover for us.  Where does he want us to go?”

      Nell lifted her eyes to her sister.  “He doesn’t say.”
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      A part-time employee arrived to watch the shop just as Peter’s SUV pulled to the curb.  When he didn’t want to say anything to them in front of the worker, a chill raced over Nell’s skin.

      Once in the vehicle, Peter pulled away and drove down Main Street.

      “Kyle McLeod has been found,” he said.

      When she heard the words, Nell’s heart leapt until Violet asked, “Dead or alive?”

      “Dead.  A guy walking his dog found the body in the state park on an isolated trail in the northwest section of the woods.”

      “Was it a suicide?” Nell asked softly.

      “It appears to be a homicide.”

      When they arrived at the spot in the state park, several police vehicles were parked on the side of the dirt road along with an ambulance and a vehicle associated with the medical examiner.  Law enforcement officers were buzzing around.

      “I’m going to head in to where the body is,” Peter said.  “You have permission to be here, but you can’t come down to the recovery scene with me.  Could you look around?” he asked Nell.  “Could you walk around this area, try and pick up on any colors?”

      “I’ll try.”  Nell nodded as Peter jogged away, and she and her sister began to walk along the bumpy dirt road.

      “So Kyle has been eliminated as a suspect,” Violet said.

      Nell gave her sister a look for using the word eliminated.

      “I’ll put it another way.  Kyle probably didn’t kill Jennifer.  Jennifer’s killer must have murdered Kyle and dumped him here in the park.”  Nell frowned.  “This person is busy.  He killed Jennifer, killed Kyle, and broke into our house to threaten us.”

      “Why kill Kyle?” Nell questioned.  “Was he an accomplice to Jen’s murder?  Did Kyle and the other person have a falling out and Kyle lost his life because of it?”

      “Or,” Violet speculated.  “Kyle didn’t have anything to do with Jen’s murder, but he started to figure out who did.  The killer realized Kyle was on to him so he murdered Kyle to keep him silent.”

      The sisters walked away down the fire road, and then stopped.

      “The killer probably came in from this direction,” Nell speculated.  “This part of the road is closer to the paved road that leads out of the park.  The criminal probably drove in this way, parked by the old trail, and forced Kyle to walk with him along the trail.  When they were away from the road, the person killed Kyle and left his body in the woods.”  While narrating her thoughts and suspicions to her sister, Nell began to see a few wisps of colors … red and black swirled together in a long strip of faint particles clustering together.  Rage, hate, death.  Close to them, but not intermingling, were glimmering molecules of purple-red.  Fear, chaos.

      Nell told Violet what she could see.  “I think the two different strips of colors represent the two people heading to the trail.  The red and black indicates the feeling and intentions of the killer and the purple-red color was left behind by Kyle’s strong emotions of fear and disbelief at what was happening.”

      “It makes sense.”  Violet stared at the spot in the trees where the narrow trail began and she shivered thinking about Kyle being forced to his execution.

      “Kyle must have been drugged like Jennifer was,” Nell guessed.  “He’s a strong guy.  He would have put up a fight.  Maybe he did fight when he was back at his house … until the drug kicked in.”

      Violet nodded.  “That’s when the killer forced Kyle from his house and drove him here.  Or the killer had a gun and didn’t need to bother with the drug.”  She looked at her sister.  “Can you sense who did it?  Can you sense if the killer is a man or a woman?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      The two young women walked closer to the entrance to the trail, but they had to stay back away from the police car that was blocking the road.  The crime tape that stretched across the road between a few trees fluttered in the breeze.  Several members of the media stood behind the tape waiting for the crime scene investigators to emerge from the trail.

      When they spotted Nell and Violet, they called out to them with questions.

      “Did you see anything?”

      “Do you know the identity of the deceased?”

      “Did you find the body?”

      “Is this related to the murder of Jennifer Harding?”

      Nell shook her head and took Violet’s arm, and they walked away from the questioning reporters.

      Leaning close to her sister, Nell whispered, “I have an idea.”
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      Nell and Violet sat on their deck drinking tea with Iris and Oscar sitting near the steps watching the people strolling by.

      “Okay.  I’m not waiting another minute.  Tell me your idea.”  Violet sipped her iced tea through the straw.

      “Oscar and Iris took off on the morning we found Jennifer at the base of the cliff,” Nell said.

      The dogs looked over at her and woofed when they heard her say their names.

      “They seemed to be following someone’s scent,” Violet nodded.

      “The killer’s scent.  Remember how we thought Oscar might have been trained to follow a person’s scent?  His previous owner was in witness protection.  I bet he taught Oscar how to find him if they ever got separated by locating his smell.”

      “You think Oscar can find the killer through smell?” Violet questioned.  “But it’s been almost two weeks since Jennifer was killed.”

      Nell made eye contact with her sister.  “The killer was in our house.  I threw out the paintbrush he used to make that awful picture of us dead, but the trash hasn’t been picked up yet.  I’ll pull it out and have him sniff it.  Oscar was barking and going crazy when we came inside to find there’d been an intruder in the house.  I bet he remembered the smell of the killer from the day at the cliffs and he recognized the scent the intruder left behind.”

      “This is a great idea.  What will we do to get Oscar near the suspects?  Just show up on their doorsteps?”

      “We could bring the dogs to the state park.  We know some of the trails the suspects train on.”  Nell winked.  “It could be an impromptu meeting.”

      “We could try,” Violet agreed.  “Are you going to tell Peter your idea?”

      “I will.  There isn’t any need for him to come with us when we introduce Oscar to the suspects.  We’ll take note of Oscar’s reactions to them and report to Peter, and if he thinks the dogs might be on to something, then he can act on the information.”

      “Okay.  Who’s first?”  Violet smiled.

      “Joel is often at the middle school getting his classroom ready to open in a few days,” Nell said.  “He’s an easy one to find so why don’t we make a visit to the school?”

      Violet checked the time.  “Now?”

      “No time like the present,” Nell smiled and called to the dogs.
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      “Will they let the dogs in?” Violet snapped the leashes on Iris and Oscar’s collars.

      “Why don’t I go in first and talk to Joel for a while.  In about fifteen minutes, text me and say you’re finished walking the dogs in the field and I’ll go to the side door and let you and the dogs in.  Then we can see if Oscar recognizes Joel’s scent.”

      While Violet headed to the field behind the school to play with the dogs for a while, Nell went inside to speak with Joel.  The news about Kyle’s death had not yet made the news, so Joel would be unaware that his friend and colleague had been killed.

      Nell knocked on the doorjamb of Joel’s classroom and when he looked up, he smiled and told her to come in.

      “Hi.  Where’s Peter?”  Joel sat at his desk going through a pile of folders.

      “He’s been called out to a case.”  Nell glanced around.  “Your room looks terrific.  Ready for the first day?”

      “I’m never ready.”  Joel chuckled.  “I can’t believe it’s almost time to start again.”  The man lost his smile and his mood flattened.  “The principal hired someone on a temporary basis to cover for Kyle.  I don’t think he’ll be back for the first day.”  Joel seemed to be thinking something over.  “Do you think he will?”

      “Maybe not.”  Nell moved towards a hardback chair.  “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

      “Sure.  Have a seat.”

      “My sister and I came out this way to walk our dogs and let them play in the field.  I decided to come in and talk with you.”

      “Where’s your sister now?”

      “She’s still out with the dogs.  She’ll be back in a bit.”

      “Is there something new on the case?” Joel asked hopefully.

      “Not really.  Just still trying to chase down the killer.”  Nell watched Joel’s face for any reaction.  “Can I ask you a blunt question?”

      Joel’s expression was thoughtful and serious.  “Go ahead.  It can’t be any more blunt than Jen’s murder was.  I think we’re all past being shocked by anything.”

      “Do you think Lindsey Horn is capable of murder?”

      Joel’s eyes practically bugged and he was so surprised that he didn’t say anything for a half-minute.  “Well.  Your question was indeed blunt.  Thanks for the warning.”  He slowly shook his head.  “You know my first reaction is to deny the possibility that Lindsey could do such a thing.  But I had to catch myself.  I never would have believed it was possible for Jen to be murdered, not in a million years.  It was a sucker-punch to the gut.  Honestly, I was sent reeling.  That’s the kind of thing that happens in other places, to other people, not to anyone we know.”  Joel sadly shook his head.  “I learned how wrong you can be.”

      Nell nodded at the man wondering if he was sincere in his feelings or if he was putting it on for her.  The colors coming off of him could be interpreted in several ways.

      “I don’t know anything anymore,” Joel said.  “My first reaction is to tell you there’s no way Lindsey would hurt anyone, but in my new reality, I have to say I have no idea if she could kill or not.  Is there something that would push us to do such a thing?  Does everyone have a button that once it’s pushed will send us into a realm where any monstrous thing we decide to do will get done?  My answer in all honesty is … I don’t know.”

      “It’s not a fair question for me to ask,” Nell said.  She didn’t tell Joel that when working on an investigation, a shocking question can lead to an unexpected, and sometimes, very helpful answer.  “Can you tell me if Lindsey has a temper?”

      “I’m not sure if I’d call it a temper.  Lindsey is opinionated, she’s outspoken, she’s fiery, she wants things done in a certain way.  If you do something she doesn’t like, she’ll let you know.  Lindsey’s assertive.  She’s not afraid to take the lead.  I can’t really characterize any of that as her having a temper.”

      “Do you have a temper?”  Again, Nell tried to throw Joel off.

      “Me?  No, I really don’t.  I get hurt.  I get angry sometimes, but I don’t lash out.  I don’t yell.  I don’t go straight to social media and post things I’d later regret.  I guess I’m more measured in how I respond.”

      Nell asked the next question.  “Does Lindsey have any enemies?”

      Joel’s eyebrows went up.  “There are people who don’t like her, people who think she’s abrasive, too pushy, too concerned about her looks, but enemies?  I sure don’t think so.  I hope not.”

      “What about you?  Would you say you had any enemies?”

      “No.  Definitely not.”

      “Did Jen have any?”

      “She must have.”  Joel gave a sorry shrug.  “Is there any news about Kyle?  Have the police found out where he went?”

      Nell’s heart dropped.  “I’m not sure.  I only assist.  They don’t tell me everything.”

      Nell’s phone buzzed.  “It’s my sister.  She’s done walking the dogs.  I’ll go let her in by the side door.  I’d like you to meet her.”  Nell didn’t share with Joel that Violet also texted saying she’d removed the paintbrush from the bag and let the dogs sniff it.

      In a couple of minutes, Nell led Violet and the dogs into the classroom.  Iris and Oscar had their noses to the floor, sniffing and sniffing.

      Holding her breath waiting for Oscar’s reaction, Nell introduced Joel and Violet and the two made small talk while Nell held the leashes and let the dogs wander around the room.

      Oscar stopped and turned around.  He watched Violet and Joel for a few seconds, then he tugged slightly on the leash and headed towards the two people.

      When he was three feet from them, he wagged his tail.  Joel tapped his thigh in a friendly way and then held his hand out to the dog who trotted over and sniffed.

      Joel patted Iris and Oscar as the dogs wiggled in a happy dance.

      “What nice dogs.  Such great personalities.  I’d love to have a dog someday.”

      Nell and Violet exchanged quick looks.  Clearly, Joel was not related to the killer’s scent.

      The man asked the sisters where they got such fine dogs and they gave him condensed versions about how Iris and Oscar came to them.

      Joel asked Violet about her design and jewelry business, and he listened with sincere interest.

      Nell was secretly glad that Oscar hadn’t pointed his paw at Joel for the murder of Jennifer Harding.  The teacher seemed like a genuinely nice person.  “Do you know if Lindsey is in the building today?” she asked the man.

      “She isn’t.  She told me she wouldn’t be in until Monday.”  Joel continued to pat the dogs, and then he glanced back to Nell.  “Do you want to continue with the interview?”

      “No, I don’t think so.  Thanks for talking with me.”  Nell took a look at Oscar before returning her attention to Joel.  “I think I have what I need.”

      On the way to the car, Violet said, “I guess we can cross Joel off the suspect list.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Who’s next?  Do you want to go to Lindsey Horn’s house or Mari Harding’s?”  Violet opened the door so the dogs could jump onto the backseat.

      “How about Mari Harding?”

      “Okay, let’s go see.”  Violet grinned.  “Or should I say sniff?”
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      Nell didn’t want to contact Mari Harding before showing up at her house.  She wanted surprise to be on their side.

      When Violet turned onto Mari’s street, pulled to the curb in front of the house, and she and Nell got out, a neighbor who was working in the flower bed in her yard waved and walked over.

      “Hi.  Are you looking for Mari?  I saw her about thirty minutes ago.  She was heading to the park to run.”

      “Did she take her car or did she run to the park?” Nell asked.

      “I didn’t see her leave, but I bet she took the car,” the neighbor told them.  “She’ll back in a couple of hours.  Mari is a creature of habit.  She has the same routine.”

      “Do you know which trails she runs on?” Violet questioned.

      “Oh, sure.  When Mari takes the car, she parks in the northwest lot.”  The woman told the sisters which trails Mari ran on from there.  “I used to run with her, but I hurt my knee.  No more running for me, only walking.”  The neighbor gave a shrug.  “Mari was too fast for me anyway.”

      The sisters got back in the car.

      “Do you want to go to the state park to look for Mari?” Violet asked.

      “We could wait for her in the parking lot,” Nell said.  “There’s no point in going on the trails looking for her.  The chance of finding her is too low.”

      When they arrived at the lot, Mari’s car wasn’t there.

      “Now what?” Violet asked.

      Nell said, “If Mari planned to do her usual route through the park, there’s no way she’d be done already.”  A thought popped into her head.  “Let’s go back to her house.  Something doesn’t feel right.  Let’s park on the next street over.  I don’t want her to see our car.”

      “You think she’s in the house?”

      “I feel like she is.”

      “So what was the reason for telling the neighbor she was going running?” Violet asked.

      “Maybe so the neighbor would tell anyone who came by looking for Mari that she wasn’t at home.”

      “What’s she doing inside?”

      “Who knows?” Nell watched the houses go by as they followed the roads back to Mari’s neighborhood where they parked on a wooded side street.

      “I think this section of woods lines up behind Mari’s house.  We could walk through the woods until we reach Mari’s rear yard.  Then she won’t know we’re there.”

      Violet gave her sister a wary look, but agreed it was a good way to see if Mari was at home without her seeing them.

      The sisters and the dogs walked along the skinny trail until they arrived at the back of Mari’s place.  Nell and Violet watched the windows to see if anyone was looking out at them.

      “She’s not in the yard,” Violet said.

      “Let’s see if we can look into the garage.”  Nell emerged from their hiding place behind some trees and walked along the edge of the property.

      When they reached the side of the garage, Nell paused to look in through the window.  “The car’s in the garage.”

      “Is she inside the house or what?” Violet asked.  “Why did she pretend she was going to the park to run.”

      Oscar and Iris sniffed at the edge of the garage wall until Oscar stopped, looked slightly agitated, stared at Nell, and whined.  Nell hurried to them and praised both of the dogs and told them to go to the edge of the woods and sit quietly there to wait.

      “If Mari happens to come out, I don’t want the dogs around.  If Oscar gets excited when he sees her, I don’t want Mari to get spooked.”

      Then Nell texted Peter.

      We think Mari is guilty.  Oscar seems to recognize the scent that’s near the garage.  Can you come?  I’d like Oscar to see Mari, but we don’t want to approach her on our own.

      Nell looked up from her phone and gasped.  Mari stood right behind Violet.

      She was holding a gun.

      Translucent ribbons of red and black molecules wrapped around the woman like a snake.

      “What do you want?” Mari growled.

      Violet jumped, whirled around, and took three steps backwards to move close to her sister.

      “We want to talk to you about Jennifer’s death,” Nell said in a shaky voice.

      “Then you must have forgotten to ring the doorbell,” Mari sneered.  “I don’t like people who trespass on my property and sneak around the outside of my house.”

      “We weren’t sneaking.  We came around back to see if you were in the yard,” Violet said softly.  “We were going to ring the back doorbell.”

      Mari gestured with her gun indicating the sisters should head inside the garage through the side door that was partially opened.  “If you want to talk, let’s go in the house.  We can have a cold drink.”

      Nell felt a cold shiver move down her spine when Mari mentioned a drink.  Was she going to spike their drinks with the same medication she put into Jennifer’s water bottle?  Was her plan to make them dizzy and tired so she could more easily kill both of them?

      “Why don’t we sit on the deck?” Nell suggested.

      Mari’s eyes darkened with hate.  “Where’s your detective friend?  Didn’t he want to join our little party?”

      “Peter had to go to Boston this afternoon,” Violet lied.

      “Why did you do it, Mari?” Nell asked hoping to buy time.  “Why did you kill your sister?”

      Mari’s lips twisted with hate.  “Jennifer was the little golden girl.  Everything went right for Jen.  No matter what I did, Jen was always the one my parents preferred.”  The knuckles on the hand holding the gun turned white.

      “But you’re the Olympic-level athlete,” Nell said.

      “My parents don’t care about athletics.  They never cared about me.  They always favored Jen.  My parents only care about Jen and their precious business.  The company is everything to them.  It’s their true baby.”

      “But Jen didn’t have anything to do with your parents’ favoritism,” Nell tried to point out.  “It wasn’t her fault.”

      Mari’s eyes narrowed.  “She lapped it up.  She pandered to them.  That way, she could get everything she wanted.”

      “What did Jen want from them?”

      Mari’s face took on a confused expression.  “Jen was going to get everything.  I put a stop to it.  I won’t let my parents cut me out.”  The woman’s shoulders began to shake in fury.  “I lost my job.  My husband cheated on me.  I got kicked off the company’s board of directors.  I don’t have any money.  I don’t have any savings.  I was going to lose my house.  But then I remembered the life insurance policy I have on Jen.”

      “You spiked Jen’s water?  You met her on the cliff?” Nell asked taking a glance out to the road hoping Peter would pull up to the house.

      “It was my only hope.”  Mari’s eyes looked far away.  “We fought.  I pushed her.  Jen should have been weaker from the drug, but she fought me hard.  She clung to that little branch and got a toe-hold in the ledge.  For a second, I almost wanted to pull her back up, but I panicked.  If she lived, it would be the end of me.  I couldn’t change my mind.  She had to fall.  I needed her to fall.”  Mari’s bottom lip quivered for a moment, and then she swallowed and nodded her head.  “I had to hit her hands to make her fall.  Jen will forgive me.  Jen will understand.”

      Violet took a quick glance at her sister.

      “Was Kyle in on it with you?  Did he have a hand in killing Jen?” Nell asked.

      Mari’s head snapped to attention.  “Kyle?”  She let out a cackle.  “Mr. Incompetent?  Mr.-I-only know-how-to-hike?  No, he wasn’t involved.  He would have messed everything up,” she said forcefully, then lowered her voice.  “But he was figuring it out.”  Mari sighed.  “I had to stop him.  He was going to tell your detective friend that I was responsible for Jen’s death.  He couldn’t mind his own business.  Now, he’ll never get a second chance to mind his business.”

      “You killed Kyle?” Nell asked.

      “You’re darned right, I did.  I did the world a favor by getting rid of him.”

      Nell could see that the colors coming off of Mari had faded and had slowed their movement.

      “Get in the garage.”  Mari waved the gun towards the open door.

      Nell knew if they went into the garage, they’d never come out again.  She could call the dogs for help, but by the time they got to them, she and Violet would be shot dead.

      Since taking the self-defense class, the sisters always said that if someone ever victimized them, they’d rather go down fighting.  They had to take the chance.  Nell remembered the words their instructor had told them.  Commit.  Attack.  Be strong.

      Nell gave her sister’s hand a little squeeze and when Violet took a quick look sideways at her, Nell held her eyes and looked quickly down at the ground.

      Violet gave a slight nod.

      “I told you two to get in the garage.”  Mari took a step forward leveling her gun at Nell.

      With her heart about to burst from her chest, Nell lunged at the woman, her left hand jabbing Mari under the throat and her right punching under the hand that held the gun.

      At the same time, Violet dropped to ground and rolled into Mari’s legs knocking the woman off balance just as Oscar and Iris flew around the side of the garage and jumped at Mari’s chest.

      The woman fell backwards, and her sideways motion helped Nell to wrest the gun from her hand.

      Mari hit the grass and attempted to scramble away, but the two dogs stood over her growling and snapping like vicious werewolves.

      Violet leapt to her feet, saw the gun in Nell’s shaky hand, took it from her, held the weapon in her own two hands, and pointed it straight at Mari’s head.  “Don’t you dare move,” she ordered the woman in a low menacing tone.

      Nell heard a car pull up to the house.

      Peter’s SUV.

      Feeling her legs shaking like leaves in the wind, Nell’s eyes filled with tears of relief as she sank down onto the grass.  Iris and Oscar hurried to Nell to make sure she was all right, and she kissed their heads and wrapped her arms around her sweet dogs.

      “It’s over.  We did it.  We’re safe.  All of us are safe.”
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      Mari Harding would eventually be charged with the murders of Jennifer Harding and Kyle McLeod.  Early on the morning of Jennifer’s death, Mari drove to the state park and left her car in the west side lot near the trails.  She ran back into Bluewater and to Jen’s house to ask for a bandage and that’s when she spiked her sister’s drink with the drug.  Mari knew Jen’s habits in the park and it wasn’t hard to find her.  She also knew that Jen and Kyle often separated on their hikes and at some point, Jen would be alone.

      Mari had her reasons for what she did … she needed money, she was tired of her parents’ judgmental attitudes and their withholding of approval and affection, she was jealous of her younger sister, and Kyle was growing suspicious that she was Jennifer’s killer.

      There are always reasons in such criminal cases, but there are questions that are forever unanswerable … despite all the things that caused Mari to be angry and unhappy, how could she justify taking another person’s life?  Was she lacking in the thing that makes us human, that creates empathy and caring for someone else?  Was she missing the one powerful thing in her mind or heart that forbids such an act against another being … the one powerful thing that connects us all to one another?

      Nell and Rob talked about it long into the night and came to the conclusion that although there were reasons, there were no excuses for committing such a terrible and vicious act.

      John and Ida hosted dinner one night for everyone to celebrate the end of the case and the safe-keeping of the investigators, and the older couple cooked a feast for Nell, Violet, Peter and Dani, and Rob.

      John forgot to pick up beer and wine so at the last minute, Violet drove to the store to get the items, and when she returned, she wasn’t alone.

      “Look who I found at the store,” she said.  “I told him he had to come and join us.”

      Joel Bishop smiled at the group as he helped Violet carry the bottles of wine and the six-packs of beer to the table.  “I hope you don’t mind,” the man told John and Ida.  “I didn’t think I should barge in, but Violet insisted.”

      “Yes, I did insist.  The more, the merrier.”  Violet opened a bottle of merlot and poured the wine into glasses.

      “You’re very welcome to join us.”  Ida pumped Joel’s hand in welcome.

      Wagging their tails, Oscar and Iris recognized Joel and hurried over to greet him and the man spent a long time scratching their heads and necks.

      After rousing games of badminton, corn-hole, and croquet, Ida lit the candles on the deck table and the group gathered around to enjoy the food.

      John raised a glass.  “To Peter, Nell, and Violet … for their dedication to justice and for their bravery.”

      Everyone clinked glasses.

      Rob joked, “I told Nell and Violet that if I didn’t force them to take that self-defense class, the outcome might have been different.  So I think I should be included in the toast.”

      John raised his glass again and modified what he’d said.  “And to Rob, for forcing the sisters to do something they didn’t want to do.”

      Rob said, “Not exactly the rousing praise I was hoping for, but I’ll take it.”

      During the meal, Peter answered questions and told what he could about the case.

      “We suspected Mari early on, but there was nothing to hang the case on.  Nothing proved her guilt.  She had an answer for everything,” Peter said.  “And there were the other suspects, too, to consider.”

      Violet leaned closer to Joel.  “You were one of them, by the way.”

      Joel’s jaw dropped.  “Me?  Seriously?  You suspected me?  I thought you were talking to me because I was helping you find clues.”

      “Don’t worry,” Nell said with a smile.  “We suspect everyone.”

      “But, why me?”

      “You were in the state park when Jen was there,” Peter said.  “You separated from your running partner so there wasn’t anyone who could say you’d left the park.”

      “And,” Nell pointed out, “you had cuts and bruises on your face and hands.  Those injuries could have come from a struggle with Jennifer.”

      “I didn’t even consider I was a suspect.”   Joel shook his head.  “If I were you, I would have suspected me, too.”

      When the meal was over and the dishes were cleared, coffee and tea were brought out and John carried to the table a platter of pastries and desserts including baklava, mini-eclairs, cannoli, homemade donuts, and cupcakes.

      Joel’s eyes went wide.  “Do you all eat like this all the time?”

      The group chuckled and assured him this was a special occasion.

      Dani and Peter went down to the grass to play another game of corn-hole while John, Joel, and Violet discussed John’s long career as a journalist, and Rob, Ida, and Nell played a trivia game.

      The dogs supervised Dani and Peter’s spirited game.

      Nell watched her sister converse with the two men and she noted the colors coming off of Violet and Joel when they looked at each other.  Shades of yellows, pinks, and blues sparkled all around them.

      Happiness, life, attraction.

      The beauty of it made Nell smile.

      When Ida went into the house to get some crackers and cheese, Nell leaned close to Rob and whispered, “I think Violet and Joel like each other.”

      Rob turned to look at them on the other side of the deck.  “Do you see colors on them?”

      “I do.”  Nell told him what she saw and what she thought the shades and hues represented.

      “Joel seems nice,” Rob said.  “They look good together, like they fit.”

      Nell watched Rob’s face as he glanced back to Violet and Joel.  The way his dark brown hair fell over his forehead made a little tingle run over her skin, and she almost reached over to push a strand of his hair away from his eyes, but she held back.

      Sometimes, Nell felt that Rob was attracted to her, and then other times she thought she was imagining things.  Reaching over and touching his hair was too intimate a gesture between friends.  It would be awful if she endangered their friendship by doing something that made him feel awkward or uncomfortable.  No.  She kept her hand in her lap, and the moment passed.

      Ida came out of the house with the crackers and two bottles of sparkling water.  Rob poured three glasses, handed one to Nell, and gave her a warm smile.  Violet, Joel, and John came over to the big table to join in the game, and a few minutes later, Dani and Peter came to play, too.  Another hour flew by as the group laughed and joked about some of the silly answers to the trivia questions, and when Nell glanced around the table at her friends, her heart swelled and she thought about how lucky she was.

      When the game ended, Joel thanked Ida and John for their hospitality.  “I haven’t had this much fun in a very long time.”

      “Come on, I’ll drive you home,” Violet said.

      Peter and Dani helped the others clean up and after hugs and thanks, they headed out to walk home.

      “I’m going to take Oscar and Iris for a stroll around the neighborhood,” Nell said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Rob told her.  “It’s late. You already fought off one bad guy this week.”

      After thanking the couple for a wonderful evening, Nell and Rob and the dogs stepped onto the quiet street to walk down to the beach.

      “It was a great time,” Rob said.  “I ate too much.”  He patted his stomach.

      “We can run it off in the morning,” Nell told him.

      Walking under the glowing streetlamps, Rob asked, “What colors do you see at night?”

      Nell explained what she was seeing.  “You’d expect everything to look dark, but there are lots of light colors mixed in.  Silvers and golds, whites, light blues.  There’s always lots of sparkle in the darkness.”

      Rob sighed.  “I wish I could see what you see if only for an hour.”

      “Violet says that to me all the time.  I wish you both could see it all.  I try to describe it to Violet, but I see so many more colors, she doesn’t have the words for what I see.  I try to explain the colors by relating them to what she knows and sees, but it seems so inadequate.  I can’t do it justice.”

      “Is it a burden?” Rob asked.

      “Sometimes.  Wait.  Do you mean is it a burden to be a tetrachromat or to be able to see emotions as colors?”

      “Both.”

      “You know the colors can be overwhelming to me.  I need to be in nature or to be in a white room to calm my mind when I get overloaded.  I get headaches, some people don’t understand and think I’m a freak or I’m making it up.  So sometimes it can be a burden, but really, I wouldn’t trade it.”

      “And what about seeing emotions as colors?” Rob asked.

      “That started off scary.  I didn’t know what was happening.  You’ve been a big help.  You always have a theory or an explanation for what’s happening to me.  It makes me feel less of an oddity.”

      “You’re not an oddity.”  Rob chuckled.  “Well, sometimes you are.”

      As they turned the corner, the toe of Nell’s sandal caught on a loose sidewalk brick and when she stumbled, Rob grabbed her hand to keep her from falling.

      “Ever graceful,” he said with a smile.

      “That’s my middle name.”  Nell pushed her hair back from her face with her left hand and looked down.  “You’re still holding my hand.”

      “Oh, yeah.  I am.”  Rob didn’t let go.  Instead, he took a step closer to Nell and held her eyes with his, sending a flash of heat running through her veins.  “Is it okay?”

      “Is what okay?”  Nell was glad he couldn’t see her blush in the dark.

      “That I’m still holding your hand.”

      When Nell nodded, Rob brushed his thumb over her cheek, took a deep breath, and leaned close to place his lips gently on hers.

      Oscar and Iris sat down to watch the kiss, along with the spectacular colors that shot into the dark night shimmering and sparkling over the couple like a million dazzling fireworks.
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