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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    December 22nd at 2 am 
 
      
 
    The downtown streets of the small oceanside town of Beachport, Maine were once again ablaze with the spirit of the upcoming Christmas holiday. Giant twinkling stars strung across the wide Main Street, waving Santas, prancing plastic reindeer, chubby snowmen and decorations that threw off multi-colored shadows onto the surrounding mounds of shoveled snow made one think they’d stepped back in time to a 1940s Hollywood movie.   
 
    This was especially true in the one holiday tradition Beachport had become famous for over the years. In the center of Main Street, on a small round hill of grass that cars had no choice but to drive around, stood an enormous spruce.  It was brought down every year from the northern woods of Maine, and it was spectacular. With thousands of lights and decorations donated from local businesses and local citizens hanging from its thick branches, people came from all over the surrounding areas to enjoy its wonder. In the evenings, while people scurried about doing last minute shopping, a choir of bundled up carolers kept them company, singing out, in perfect harmony, hymns of old and more recent holiday tunes. 
 
    On this particular night, the scent of snow was in the air. The streets lay empty, the Christmas lights’ reflections blinking on deserted sidewalks and closed up shops. No cars drove through the downtown area at such a late hour. Everyone was home, snug in their beds, thoughts of that last gift left to buy put aside for a few hours of restful sleep.  
 
    As the century old clock that stood over the local bank struck two am, a lone figure scurried down the shadowy streets.  He’d picked this particular time because he knew he didn’t have to worry he’d be seen. Despite Christmas being right around the corner, he understood the habits of the locals.  It was too late and too cold for them to be out. He’d get his business over with, then, like the inhabitants of Beachport, he’d return home and climb into his warm, cozy bed. 
 
    Wrapping his scarf tightly around his neck to ward off the frigid cold that came up off the ocean, Walter Long questioned yet again why he was out here in the first place. There was nothing left to say. He’d said it all. And quite vociferously too. If he’d had any compassion in his make-up, he might have regretted the way he’d said it. Yelling and insults were not a behavior he generally indulged in.  He had other crueler and more subtle ways to make his opinions known. Compassion and kindness were as foreign to Walter Long as a sweltering hot day in the middle of a New England winter. Yet here he was, walking along a deserted Main Street in the wee hours of the morning, freezing his butt off on his way to a meeting that he knew was completely useless and unnecessary.    
 
    Maybe I’m getting soft in my old age. 
 
    He chuckled under his breath, emitting a cold vapor that enveloped his face before disappearing into the night air. If there was one thing Walter Long was not, it was soft. He had no use for sentimentality or maudlin sympathy. Still, the question lingered in the back of his mind. What the hell was he doing out here? Could it be that somewhere, buried so deep he’d missed it completely, there was a tiny bit of benevolence that caused him to act completely out of character by agreeing to revisit, one last time, an issue that, as far as he was concerned, was settled?  
 
    He crossed the street and headed towards the Christmas tree.  As usual, he shook his head at the unnecessary drain on the town’s financial resources.  It wasn’t cheap getting the tree cut down and transported to town.  Nor was it cheap putting the damned thing up and decorated.  Not to mention keeping the lights on 24/7 from the day after Thanksgiving until right after New Year’s.  
 
    The island was another issue that irked him.  Its location, in the middle of a busy thoroughfare, had caused more near accidents as drivers did their best to avoid the gawping visitors who came every year to stare at a dead tree with lights strung on it. He couldn’t wait for the holiday to be over so people could return to normal. He loathed hearing ‘Merry Christmas’ or ‘Happy Holidays’ called out wherever he went.  If he’d been born in an earlier time, he would have served as the perfect model for Ebenezer Scrooge.  Yet, unlike Ebenezer, he had no wish to ever honor Christmas in his heart and try to keep it all the year.  
 
    Walter’s boot slipped in the slush, sending the freezing slop up and through the leather, leaving his sock and foot wet and cold.  He let out a loud curse. This was ridiculous. What had he been thinking when he agreed to this?  
 
    He stopped, intent on going home. Then sighed.  The time to change his mind had been ten minutes ago when he’d put on his overcoat and walked out the front door. Now he was here. He’d give it five minutes. Then he would leave. 
 
    He arrived in front of the Christmas tree and stamped his damp boots in an effort to keep his feet warm. While he waited, he thought back to the argument that had led up to this meeting.  Once again, he felt his ire rise as the words they’d flung at each other rolled through his memory, their bitterness still sharp and biting.   
 
    This was a mistake.  I never should have come.  I don’t give a rat’s ass about making amends.  I meant every single word I said. This meeting isn’t going to change that.  
 
    It wasn’t fully five minutes yet before Walter decided to leave.  He was angry at himself, angry at the person he was meeting, angry at his cold and wet feet, angry at everything.  
 
    He turned and was about to walk away when he heard the crunching of the snow behind him.  Whirling about, his eyes narrowed as his mouth settled into a thin, tense line. 
 
    “Do you truly enjoy being so cruel?” 
 
    His spiteful laugh echoed throughout the empty streets. “I was born cruel, don’t you know that?” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “You simply chose not to see it.” 
 
    “For the sake of the love we once had for each other –” 
 
    Once again, Walter gave a vicious bark. “Yeah, whatever love means. Look, I’ve said all I’m going to say. Go home. I’m not about to rehash –” 
 
    He stood in front of the Christmas tree.  A symbol of a season that meant so much. Had always meant so much. He was defiling it, making it into something as vile as he was. 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Walt.” 
 
    A blur of movement caught his eye.  Before he could fully comprehend what was happening, he heard a strange pop, followed by a sudden, excruciating pain exploding throughout his stomach. He fell back against the Christmas tree, sliding slowly to the ground as lights and large glass balls shattered all around him, littering his overcoat with glittery shards. He stared down at his gloved hands, surprised to see the expensive calf hide stained in blood. It took several moments to realize the blood was his. 
 
    Walter tried to speak, but he couldn’t formulate the words to explain something he couldn’t yet fully grasp. This couldn’t be happening.  Not to him. He was always the one in control.  He was always the one who left people quaking and frightened. How could he have gotten this so wrong? 
 
    He felt rather than saw someone approach and stand over him.  He brought his eyes up.  
 
    It was then he understood.  
 
    The stark hatred glaring back explained it all. It was now he who was left quaking and frightened.  
 
    “This should have been done a long time ago. I only wish I hadn’t polluted this beautiful tree with the likes of you.” 
 
    Walter opened his mouth, but the only sound he could manage was a bloody gurgle.  
 
    He watched the figure walk away, its dark form wavering as the pain grew more intense. When he could no longer see his assailant, he allowed his head to loll backwards. His last view was of the sparkling Christmas lights twinkling above him while the prickling of the pine needles bit into his cheeks. He tried to move his face, but he had no strength left.   
 
    As snowflakes fell from the sky and gently landed over his still body, Walter watched as the lights above him slowly blurred into one large ball.  Then, with one last shuddering breath, they blinked out completely. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day before - December 21st, 11:00 am 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth allowed herself a moment of pleasure as she luxuriated in the heat emanating from the front seat of the Ford 150 truck.  This was the first road trip she and her boyfriend Jace Northcott were taking in his new truck and she wondered how, after savoring the gadgets and computerized conveniences, she was ever going to be content with her Explorer with its stained fabric, unheated seats and a console that looked so unsophisticated, it was downright embarrassing. 
 
    She’d surprised Jace with the truck the week before, using some of the money she’d inherited a few years back from her ex-boyfriend, the famous hockey player Eli Kelley.   
 
    Jace was a master auto mechanic – he’d managed to keep his old truck going on chewing gum and willpower.  But even he had to admit that time was running out for the ancient Chevrolet.  He kept an eye out to see what he could afford, but it wasn’t until Cammie visited the garage where he worked and saw an auto magazine opened to the newest Ford F150 that she decided what she had to do. 
 
    It hadn’t escaped her attention how ironic it was that she was using Eli’s money to buy a vehicle for the man she’d had no choice but to arrest as a suspect for Kelley’s murder. 
 
    It was an irony that hadn’t escaped Jace’s notice as well.  Which explained his reluctance to accept the gift. 
 
     “I appreciate this, I really do,” he’d said when she presented him with the keys.  “She’s a beauty.  It’s just that…” 
 
    Cammie put her arms around him and gave him an affectionate hug.  “You do so much for our town.  You do so much for me.  And you never ask for anything in return.  You deserve this truck.  Please, let me give it to you. You can consider this a combination birthday and Christmas gift.”  When she saw his look, she added, “For the next three years.” 
 
    He finally acquiesced, though she knew he still wasn’t entirely convinced he wanted the vehicle.  Glancing at him now, however, she noted the delight in his eyes as they drove along the winding roads.  As expected, the truck handled beautifully. With each hill they climbed, and each turn they took, it was wonderful not to hear the sounds of near-death wheezing and seat rattling they’d become accustomed to from his old Chevrolet. It was also wonderful to feel the warmth from the heated seats enveloping them; the old truck had a malicious streak that would appear on the coldest of days when the heat would conk out for no reason, leaving them feeling like human popsicles. They’d learned to keep a pile of blankets in the backseat. Those days were now mercifully gone. 
 
    Now that he’d actually driven the new truck and was enjoying every minute of it, there was no way he’d go back to chewing gum and willpower to keep the old Chevrolet going. Cammie turned her attention out the window, happy to see him so happy.  It was a feeling she knew she’d need to hold onto throughout the days ahead. 
 
    It was Christmas – Cammie’s favorite time of year. She loved to watch the snow gently fall over the lights she and Jace put up on their cabin, nestled on the shores of Mkazawi Pond on the outskirts of Twin Ponds, Maine.  She adored going out into the forest with Jace and picking out a tree they would then cut down and drag into their living room.  With Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra singing Christmas carols in the background, they would spend the next few hours decorating the tree with old and new ornaments. Once evening fell, she cherished turning off all the house lights and snuggling with Jace on the couch, watching the Christmas lights from the decorated tree blink on and off. 
 
    Every year she allowed herself to indulge in the fantasy that maybe this year would be the year that peace on earth and goodwill towards men would finally come to pass.  She knew it was silly; but there was a feeling that only came around this time of year that made it possible, at least for a little while, to believe in miracles. 
 
    This Christmas, however, she was going to need a Mega Miracle.  A supersized, megaton miracle of miracles. 
 
    She absently chewed on her thumbnail as snow covered pine trees zipped by in a blur.  
 
    For many years Cammie had refused to believe in the power of love.  She’d considered it a fantasy, created by greeting card companies and romance writers.  Her opinion had been shaped by relationships that were definitely not in her best interests. They’d been forged more to scratch an itch or ease a bit of loneliness before it was time to move on. Then she met Jace who, through patience and sensitivity, had shown her love did exist.  It wasn’t perfect, and each day didn’t always end in a box tied up in a red ribbon, but what they had was worth holding onto. 
 
    Which right now sucked because she wished she didn’t love Jace as much as she did.  Because if she didn’t, she never would have agreed to spend Christmas with his parents.   
 
    What the hell was I thinking? 
 
    Harold and Pamela Northcott hated Cammie. Actually, they loathed her. From the first moment they discovered their only child was dating the town sheriff, they’d been suspicious of her.  They couldn’t understand why a woman seven years older than their son would be interested in him, except as some sort of boy toy. Despite evidence to the contrary, they remained convinced that Cammie would eventually stomp on his heart and hurt him deeply.  
 
    Their relationship was further damaged when Cammie had no choice but to arrest Jace for the murder of Eli Kelley. Although the real killer was eventually caught, that fiasco torpedoed any chance she had of getting them to at least accept her as part of Jace’s life. 
 
    Aware of their rancorous feelings towards her, Cammie had successfully avoided the holiday get togethers so far. It helped that the Northcotts had moved out of Twin Ponds soon after she and Jace got together. Harold retired, and he and his wife relocated to Beachport to realize their lifelong dream of living closer to the ocean. Naturally assuming Jace would relocate with them, they were stunned and angered when he refused. 
 
    “My life is here with Cammie,” he’d told them. 
 
    No matter how much they argued and harangued him, Jace would not leave the woman he’d fallen in love with. 
 
    Which added yet another black mark against her in their minds.   
 
    Since then, as the holiday season rolled around, she used her job as an excuse to avoid making the long trek to spend her favorite time of year with Mr. and Mrs. Grinch.  She knew Jace wasn’t stupid.  He knew exactly what she was doing.  Sadly, he couldn’t blame her. His parents could be very formidable, and he had no wish to spend Christmas fighting with them over a relationship they couldn’t and wouldn’t accept or understand. 
 
    However, life was moving at what seemed break-neck speed.  Jace awoke one morning with the stark realization staring him in the face that his father was nearing seventy.  His mother wasn’t far behind. How many more years would they be around?  Did he really want to waste precious time by continuing this needless cold war? It was time to rectify a situation no one really wanted to talk about.  It was time for them to leave the past behind and give Cammie a chance.  
 
    The first step was to get Cammie to agree to go. He wasn’t sure how she’d react to his suggestion they spend Christmas with his parents. She was weird that way. Sometimes when he expected her to argue, she’d instead agree without batting an eyelash.  Other times when he thought it would be a shoo-in, she’d come up with a thousand arguments against it. 
 
    He needed to carefully plan this. 
 
    Making sure he wasn’t being obvious, he surprised her with a romantic evening sipping wine in the large jetted tub they’d installed in their newly renovated bathroom.  He made sure to put out her favorite sandalwood candles and jasmine vanilla scented bubble bath.  
 
    Taking one look at the display, Cammie literally melted into the tub. She’d spent the day dealing with a drunken brawl and two car accidents and this was exactly what she needed.  
 
    After drinking the wine, they made slow, soapy love. When they were done, he cradled her against his chest and nuzzled her wet hair. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “In two weeks, it will be Christmas.” 
 
    “I know.  I look forward to it all year and once it’s here, it flies by.” 
 
     “I know what you mean about time flying by so fast.  Hard to believe it’s been three years since I convinced you to play pool with me at Zee’s.” 
 
    “And beat the pants off you. 
 
    Jace chuckled.  “Well, actually, the pants didn’t come off until much later.” 
 
    She laughed. Taking advantage of the soft, relaxed mood, he plunged ahead. “Speaking of time, I realized the other day that my dad is about to turn seventy. Somehow, I still picture him the way he was when I was a kid.  Strong, robust, with a head full of black hair.” 
 
    “Your dad still keeps in pretty good shape,” she replied. 
 
    “I know. But he’s grayer now. And definitely a bit slower.  And Mom doesn’t have the same spring to her step she used to have.” 
 
    Cammie pulled away and looked at him.  “You want to spend the holidays with them, don’t you?” 
 
    Leave it to her to be direct. He met her gaze and nodded. “They might live another twenty years, or they might not. Since we’ve been together, I’ve seen first-hand how fleeting life can be. I don’t want to live with this coldness between my parents and I anymore. I need to do all I can to resolve it.” 
 
    “You’ve tried, and they haven’t changed their opinion of me yet.” 
 
    “I haven’t tried hard enough.  I’ve always backed down when they start up. But that’s going to end. I love you. That isn’t going to change. They need to understand that.” He paused, then said, “Mom and Dad traditionally celebrate Christmas on Christmas Eve. We have a big dinner and open presents afterwards. We can arrive on the 23rd, spend the 24th with them and drive back the 25th where we can have our own celebration here.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a drive-by way of spending Christmas,” she murmured. 
 
    “I was trying to make it easy for you.” 
 
    He held his breath, wondering when she would throw the sponge at him.  Or the half-empty bottle of wine. Or worse, hold his head under the bubbles until he came to his senses.  He watched her carefully and was surprised when she gave a nod of her head. 
 
    “As much as I hate to admit it, you’re right. They may hate me, but they are your parents. I know how close you all used to be, and I don’t like being the reason you don’t spend more time with them.” She looked up at him. “I’ll go with you if you promise me one thing.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “You act as my food taster. I don’t need your mom accidentally dropping a laxative or a cyanide pill in my mashed potatoes.” 
 
    Now, as they drew closer to Beachport, Cammie found her hands sweating, and her heart furiously beating.  She also found herself annoyed when, in a moment of magnanimous weakness, she suggested that instead of arriving on the 23rd, they instead arrive on the 21st. She’d deliberately ignored the fact that although it would give Jace more time with his parents, it would also give them more time to sharpen their daggers against her.  Now, the nervousness of what lay ahead bubbled up. Wanting so much for the holiday to go well for Jace’s sake, she promised herself she’d do everything in her power to keep her mouth shut, no matter what the Northcotts said or did.   
 
    She closed her eyes and prayed to the spirit of Santa Claus, begging that instead of that new virtual reality game she’d been eying, he instead bring her good will and peace from his evil twins, the Krampuses, aka Harold and Pamela Northcott. 
 
    Jace glanced over and took note of the tightness around Cammie’s mouth.  Knowing her as well as he did, it wasn’t hard to guess what she was thinking about. She’d been silently brooding since leaving Twin Ponds an hour before, ignoring the Christmas songs playing on the radio.  She usually sang along at the top of her lungs. The fact that she hadn’t told him she was regretting her decision.  Yet, he loved her all the more for being such a trooper. He knew very well what lay ahead, especially after the phone call he’d had with his father when he’d called to tell them he and Cammie were coming for Christmas. 
 
     “I want a drama-free holiday. I don’t want to hear you or Mom insult Cammie.  I love her, and I want you both to respect that.” 
 
    “The only way you’re going to have your so-called drama free holiday is if you come alone,” Harold answered curtly. 
 
    “I can’t do that, Dad. We’re a couple. Just as you wouldn’t leave Mom alone on Christmas, I’m not leaving Cam.” 
 
    “She arrested you for god’s sakes. How could you forget that?” 
 
    “We’ve gone over it a million times, Dad.  She had no choice.”  Harold snorted derisively.  “What you keep forgetting is how hard she worked to find any evidence to exonerate me.  If she didn’t care, she never would have jeopardized her job to do that.  And I don’t need to remind you that she succeeded. Or that she almost died proving me innocent.” 
 
    His father replied by abruptly changing the subject.   
 
    By the time they hung up, Jace knew they’d reached a stalemate. 
 
    He now found himself praying to the spirit of Santa Claus to make up for not bringing him the dirt bike he’d wanted when he was twelve. 
 
    Sprinkle some of that fairie dust or elf dust or whatever you call it on this family get-together. I want this Christmas to be perfect. 
 
    He reached out and covered Cammie’s hand with his. 
 
    “We’ll have a good Christmas,” he said optimistically. 
 
    “Of course we will. And to make sure we do, I had Zee make up a batch of his brownies for your parents.” 
 
    Zee was Bruce Zevon, the owner of Zee’s Bar and Grille, the social hub of Twin Ponds. His cooking prowess was renowned throughout the county, keeping his establishment always filled with satisfied patrons. 
 
    Jace was about to thank her when he stopped short. “You aren’t talking about Zee’s magic brownies, are you?” 
 
    “Only the best for Mom and Dad.” 
 
    Although Maine had recently legalized the use of marijuana, it was still illegal to sell it or use any marijuana products in public.  That hadn’t stopped Zee from growing his own plants in the back of the restaurant and discretely making what he called his magic brownies for only his closest friends. He called them magic because the more you ate, the more your troubles magically disappeared.  At least until the effects of the drug wore off.   
 
    “Just how many batches of magic brownies did you have Zee make?” he asked, the worry evident in his voice. 
 
    “Six.”  
 
    “Six!” he exclaimed, quickly doing the math.  “That’s seventy-two brownies!” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “By the time they come down off their high and realize they’ve been entertaining the she-wolf from Twin Ponds for several days, we’ll be long gone.” 
 
    He gave her a concerned side glance. “I hope you’re kidding.” 
 
    She grinned.  “I am.  Though I have to admit, I was tempted.  But once they realized I’d deliberately kept them drugged for four and a half days, I’d really be on their shit-list.” 
 
    Driving down Route 1, it took a little over three hours to reach the Northcott home.   
 
    Sitting one and a half blocks from the Atlantic Ocean, the house was in the style of an 1800’s farmhouse. It had a wide porch and dormers on the second floor.  On each side of the front steps were the dormant flowers and shrubs that bloomed in bright colors during the warmer months. There were boughs of fir with Christmas bows and ornaments hung on the porch and above the entrance.  In the front yard stood a six-foot Douglas Fir that had also been decorated for the holidays.  From the outside, the house looked warm and inviting, filled with love for the upcoming holiday. Only Cammie knew the nightmare that lay inside. 
 
    Jace squeezed her hand. “Thanks for doing this,” he said earnestly. 
 
    “You’d do the same for me,” she smiled back before adding under her breath, “although my parents weren’t Jack the Ripper.” 
 
    It had snowed the night before, leaving a light dusting over the neighborhood lawns and holiday decorations.  
 
    After parking on the curb in front of the house, the two climbed out into the cold air and walked towards the back of the truck to retrieve their overnight bags and the gifts they’d brought for Mr. and Mrs. Northcott. Jace had no sooner opened the tailgate, reached in under the tonneau cover and piled their luggage onto the driveway, than the front door opened, and Harold and Pamela came rushing out. 
 
    Harold Northcott was a tall man who took good physical care of himself. He had thick salt and pepper hair and wore a dark blue sweater over a pair of fitted jeans.  His wife Pamela equaled his height. It was easy to see where Jace had inherited his attractive midnight blue eyes and pert nose.  Like her son, she had chocolate brown hair that she wore short and was dressed in a festive red sweater and jeans. 
 
    “Oh my baby!” she called out as she hurried to Jace and threw her arms around his neck.  Harold came up and clapped his son on the back.   
 
    “So happy you could make it, son.  How was the drive?” 
 
    “Uneventful.” 
 
    Harold turned and whistled when he caught sight of the F150. “Is this yours?” he asked incredulously as his gaze roamed appreciatively over the gleaming lightning blue vehicle. “Work must be damned good at the garage.” 
 
    “Actually, Cammie gave it to me last week.” 
 
    An abrupt change came over Harold’s face. His features darkened into disgust and dismay. 
 
    “When did you become a kept man?” he growled. 
 
    Jace flushed in anger. Before he could respond, Pamela quickly intervened. “None of that now. It’s Christmas.” She linked her arm with Jace’s and led him towards the house. “So what have you been up to?” she asked brightly. Harold threw Cammie a hostile look before turning his back to her and following his wife and son up the walkway.   
 
    Cammie was left alone in the driveway as they climbed the porch steps and disappeared inside.   
 
    “And so it begins,” she muttered aloud to herself. 
 
      
 
    She looked down at the bags at her feet. And sighed.  
 
    She couldn’t be angry at Jace for leaving her outside.  For the last three years, his relationship with his parents had been carried on solely over the phone. Of course he’d be happy to be with them again and get caught up in the reunion. As for his parents completely ignoring her, was she really that surprised? 
 
    Deciding to take the high road and ignore Harold’s insult, she flung each bag over her shoulder, grabbed the garbage bag containing the gifts, and struggled up the walkway and the porch steps. Reaching the front door, she grabbed the doorknob and pushed, only to discover she’d been locked out. 
 
    “Really?” she said aloud. That one burst of understanding instantly oozed away, replaced by the desire to drop Jace’s bag and the presents onto the porch, march back to the F150 with her own bag and drive off to Twin Ponds where she could spend a lovely holiday with Zee, stuffing her face with his magic brownies.  However tempting the urge was, though, she knew she couldn’t do it.  First, if she wanted to prove to the Northcotts that she and Jace had a solid relationship, she couldn’t just trounce off without a word. Second, and more importantly, Jace had the keys.  
 
    Tamping down her frustration, she rang the doorbell and waited, trying very hard not to impatiently tap her foot as her face slowly froze in the cold wind blowing up from the ocean. A few moments later Jace appeared. 
 
    “Shit, Cam, I’m so sorry!  I got caught up with saying hello and –” 
 
    “No worries.  Just let me come in before I start resembling the frozen plastic Santa on the front lawn.” 
 
    Jace quickly took the garbage bag of gifts and his overnight bag and led her inside. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment and let the blessed heat from the house soothe her cold limbs. Taking off her coat and hanging it up on a nearby coat rack next to Jace’s jacket, she turned her head and took in the sight of the six-foot artificial Christmas tree standing near the roaring fireplace. It was decorated with silver ribbons and bows and a wide variety of ornaments. Above the fireplace was a large wreath made of gold Christmas balls, while tacked along the edge of the mantel were a collection of Christmas cards. It was all beautifully decorated and, if she didn’t know better, welcoming to all who entered the front door. 
 
    Glancing about, a pair of stairs before her led upstairs to the bedrooms.  To her left was the dining room already set for Christmas Eve dinner. Immediately to her right, standing beneath the window was a credenza stacked with photographs of Jace growing up.  
 
    As Jace went to place the presents under the tree, she paused at the credenza and let her gaze wander over the framed pictures.  
 
    There he was at the age of eight in his peewee hockey uniform, looking as though he would drown in the slightly oversized equipment.  Next to that, he was a grinning ten-year-old, playing baseball with the Twin Ponds Little League team. Another showed Harold and Pamela gazing lovingly at their son as he stood in his high school graduation cap and gown.  
 
    In yet another, they were all sitting on the beach, laughing into the camera lens. Her eyes travelled down to the saying engraved on the silver frame.  
 
    We Three. 
 
    Cammie instantly felt an unexpected sadness. Not because of her own fractured upbringing – it would have been ludicrous for her father to ever entertain such a thought of he, his wife and only daughter being ‘we three’ -- but because in that moment, she understood the Northcotts’ antipathy towards her. All this time she’d thought they hated her because of the arrest.  But it turned out, the arrest was the perfect excuse. It was something they could latch onto and point to as the reason they despised her. Looking at the photographs made the truth unavoidable. Each picture proclaimed Harold, Pamela and Jace as ‘we three’. There was no room for ‘we four’. Nor would there ever be. She was the interloper – the intruder.  They probably would have felt the same over any woman who dared try to wheedle her way into their clan. Her arresting Jace served to reinforce the fact that she would never be good enough for their only son. Jace’s decision to stay in his relationship with Cammie compounded their hurt and loathing.   
 
     “Your bedroom is at the top of the stairs. I thought you’d enjoy the view of the ocean,” Pamela announced as she came in from the kitchen. 
 
    “Great!” Jace replied.  “We’ll just put our bags upstairs and wash up a bit.” As he led the way, Cammie shook off her melancholy and followed. 
 
    At the top of the steps, she saw there were four bedrooms. Each had their door closed except for the one standing before them.  She entered behind Jace and her heart fell when she saw two twin beds separated by a night table.  She looked to Jace, but if he was as dismayed as she was, he was doing a good job of hiding it. 
 
    “Which one do you want?” he asked. 
 
    Although she’d promised to behave herself, her patience was wearing thin. Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “Wow, this is just like those summers at Camp I-Want-To-Kill-Myself when we drew straws to see which bed we’d get.” 
 
    She hadn’t meant to sound so whiny, but she could already feel this trip turning into a disaster.  Sensing her mood, Jace came over and threw his arms around her. 
 
    “Okay, it isn’t the ideal bed situation, but we can make up for it when we get back home.”  He bent down and kissed her.  “It will only be for four nights.” 
 
    Yeah.  Four long, excruciating nights on the heels of four and a half long excruciating days.   
 
    Once again, she reined in her frustration and forced a smile on her face.  “You’re right.”  She put her bag down and snaked her arms around his waist.  “And if I do get overwhelmed by the Christmas Spirit, there’s always the floor.” 
 
    Jace chuckled.  “You always have a back-up plan.” 
 
    “Back-up plan is my middle name.” She reached up and kissed him deeply.  He returned the kiss.  Just as the floor was starting to look like a viable option, they heard Harold’s voice yelling up from downstairs. 
 
    “Mother made some meatloaf for lunch. Come on down before it gets cold.” 
 
    “Meatloaf isn’t the only thing that’s going to get cold around here,” Cammie grumbled as they pulled apart. The two exchanged glances and despite her ire, they both burst into laughter, which went a long way to easing her tension. 
 
    They freshened up in the hallway bathroom, then hurried downstairs.  As they entered the kitchen where a smaller round table was set for lunch, Cammie was surprised to see a woman sitting there.  She appeared to be a washed-out version of Pamela.  Her hair was grey and stringy, and she wore it flat to her head.  Her clothes, from which emanated a smell of cigarette smoke, hung on a slightly emaciated body, while her pale face bore the marks of deep grief.  She turned her watery blue eyes towards the pair as she took a sip from a wine glass. 
 
    “Aunt Pru!” Jace exclaimed in surprise as he came towards her and bent down to give her a hug.  “I didn’t know you were going to be here.” 
 
    “Your mother insisted I come.  Get into the Christmas spirit and all that happy horseshit.”   
 
    “Now, Pru…” Pamela admonished. “I didn’t tell you, Jace because I wanted it to be a surprise. Your father and I went last week to Bucksport to pick her up.” 
 
    Pru ignored her. Instead she turned her attention back to Cammie as she boldly looked the sheriff up and down. “So you’re the cougar who’s out to ruin my nephew, eh?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh crap,” Jace whispered under his breath as his parents caught their breath in shock and embarrassment. He studied Cammie, ready to run interference if she went for Aunt Pru’s throat. 
 
    Cammie knew there were two ways to play this. She calmly met the woman’s gaze and grinned. “Yep, that’s me.” She approached with her hand outstretched. “I’m Cammie Farnsworth, Cougar Extraordinaire.” 
 
    Aunt Pru stared at her for a moment, then threw her head back and laughed.  She took Cammie’s hand and shook it.  “Hah!  I like you!” She exclaimed in her raspy voice. “That’s the best laugh I’ve had in ages.” 
 
    The two women’s reactions served to diffuse the immediate strain caused by Aunt Pru’s remark.   
 
    After serving the meatloaf, the Northcott family, plus one, sat down to eat.  Cammie remained silent as Jace and his parents caught up on all the gossip from Twin Ponds.  She’d only met them a handful of times before they decided to move to Beachport, but as she quietly observed them, she became aware of an uncomfortable nuance between Harold and Pamela.  They were trying their best to put on a brave face, but as a police officer with years of training and hands on experience, Cammie immediately noted something was wrong. They were trying too hard to be attentive to Jace and Pru, while at the same time they appeared distracted.  As if it was costing them to keep their focus on the conversation. Occasionally, when they thought no one was looking, they exchanged worried glances which would instantly disappear if Jace directed a statement at them.   
 
    Wondering if she was the only one feeling the tense undercurrent, Cammie glanced at Pru. However, the woman seemed oblivious to the conversation swirling around her.  She kept her attention on her meatloaf which she was doing a great job of moving around on her plate.  So far, she’d only taken two bites of the tasty meal.  
 
    Turning her attention back to the Northcotts, it was obvious something was worrying them. At first Cammie wondered if it had to do with her presence. She was smart enough to know they would have preferred that Jace come alone. Yet, the more she surreptitiously observed, the more she realized there was something else gnawing at them. Another worry that easily eclipsed the presence of the she-devil sheriff from Twin Ponds. Her suspicions were confirmed when the wall phone they had in the kitchen suddenly rang.  Both the Northcotts jumped at the loud trilling and Cammie watched as Harold’s face paled. He and Pamela glanced at each other, but neither made a move to answer it.  
 
    “Um, the phone’s ringing,” Jace said as he looked questioningly at his parents. 
 
    “That’s alright. Probably just a telemarketer,” Pamela responded in a tight voice. 
 
    The phone continued to ring, making the Northcotts tense up even more.  Finally, it stopped.  Just as the two were starting to relax, it started up again.  
 
    “I’ll get it,” Jace said as he pushed his chair back. 
 
    “No!” Harold practically yelled at him.  “Just ignore it.” 
 
    “But it could be important.” 
 
    The man shook his head.  “Lately we’ve been swamped with telemarketers. The bastards always seem to time it when we’re having a meal. Let it go.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about getting rid of the landline altogether,” Jace advised. “It will save you money. You can use your cellphones to make or receive calls.  The best part is, you’ll be able to see who’s calling. If it’s a number you don’t recognize, you just don’t answer.” 
 
    “Great idea.  We’ll look into it right after the holidays, won’t we, Harold?” Pamela replied in an overly chirpy voice.  Thankfully the phone finally stopped ringing. Everyone unconsciously held their breaths, waiting for it to start up again.  When it didn’t, they let out a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    “So how’s Bill Barnes doing?  Is he still as ornery as ever?” Harold asked in a feeble attempt to dissipate any lingering tension at the table. 
 
    Bill was Twin Ponds’ long serving mayor and was known as the cheapest politician on the East Coast.  
 
    Jace laughed.  “I’ve learned to keep my distance.  It’s poor Cammie who has to deal with him every year when she submits her budget.” 
 
    “How’s the Bar and Grille? Zee still whipping up his fabulous meals?” 
 
    She suspected Harold changed the subject to Zee so he wouldn’t need to address her about Bill, or about anything else for that matter. It was easier for him to ignore her existence, even if she was sitting just a few yards away. Choosing between throwing her plate at him, or turning the other cheek, she reluctantly chose the latter. After a few moments, everything appeared to return to normal. Or as normal as it could be when the hosts were wound up so tightly, Cammie expected them to faint at any minute from the stress of keeping a smile on their faces. When the meal came to an end, she stood up to help clear the table. 
 
    “That’s alright,” Pamela said.  “I’ve got this.  Jace, why don’t you take Cammie into town and show her the Christmas tree?  People come from all the surrounding towns just to see our holiday display.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea!” Cammie spoke up as she grabbed Jace’s arm and practically dragged him to the coat rack where she threw his coat at him, tossed on her own and pushed him out the front door. 
 
    “You’re really that into seeing the town Christmas tree?” he asked dubiously as they walked down the porch steps. 
 
    “No.  I’m really into asking you what’s up with your parents.  And who is Aunt Pru?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Your nosiness knows no boundaries.  Not even the Christmas holiday.” 
 
    “What? Me nosy?” 
 
    He stopped in his tracks and gave her a stern look.  “Have you met you?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Okay, so I’m interested in people. It’s my job. Is it so wrong to at least want to know who I’m spending the holidays with?” He rolled his eyes in response. They climbed into the truck and took off towards downtown.  “Let’s start with Aunt Pru.  Who is she and why does she look like death warmed over?  She isn’t sick, is she?” 
 
     “As far as I know, physically she’s okay. But she lost her husband three months ago to a stroke. They were very tight; they did everything together. Although she has a nice network of friends in Bucksport where she lives, she’s still having a hard time dealing with the fact that he’s gone, especially now that the holidays are here. I’m glad Mom invited her.  Being surrounded by people who love her may help cheer her up.  Which reminds me.  Since I didn’t know she’d be here, we ought to buy a gift to put under the tree for her.” 
 
    “We can do that. Okay, that’s one mystery solved.  Now onto mystery two.  What’s up with your parents?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If I were to take a peek at their Christmas wish list, number one would be me falling off a cliff, closely followed by you coming to your senses and throwing me out of your life. Despite that, there’s something else going on that has nothing to do with me being here. Did you notice how they reacted when the phone rang? I thought your Dad was going to have a heart attack.” 
 
    “He did say they’d been swarmed by telemarketers.” 
 
    Cammie cocked an eyebrow at him. “You really believe that? Those two reacted as if the boogie man was calling to tell them to expect a visit. They were determined to act as if everything was fine.”  
 
    He glanced at her, a mischievous glint in his eye.  “You mean, trying their best to act as if The Evil Queen from Snow White wasn’t sitting at their kitchen table?” 
 
    She made a face. “Cute.  And that’s Ms. Evil Queen to you.  Why did they both tense up when the phone rang?  It can’t just be telemarketers making them react that way.” 
 
    Jace shrugged.  “You know how those robo-calls can be.  They keep calling and calling and don’t stop.  Maybe Mom and Dad were at their breaking point and it showed on their faces.”  He turned and saw the look on her face.  “You’re not buying that, are you?”  She shook her head. “Is your cop radar going off?” 
 
    “In spades. This cop’s radar has saved my ass more times than I care to admit.  I’ve learned never to ignore it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I don’t know if anything is going on.  Maybe it’s a combination of having you and Aunt Pru here.” 
 
    “Pru is Pamela’s sister, right? Don’t they get along?” 
 
    “I suppose they do. I mean, we didn’t see Aunt Pru and Uncle Roy for years because they lived in Pennsylvania, and we were up in Twin Ponds. But I remember the occasional phone call where Mom would make me say hi to Aunt Pru. Everything seemed fine between them.” He paused. “You know, this could just be that Mom is determined to have the perfect Christmas for Pru’s sake, and she and Dad are concerned they might not be able to pull it off.” Cammie eyed him quietly for a long moment, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  “What was that for?” 
 
    “Growing up, I always wanted the perfect Christmas myself.  You know, sleigh bells ringing, snow falling, the sight of Santa in his sled gliding across the full moon. Every year I’d convince myself this was the year it was going to happen.”  She shrugged.  “Anyway, I admire your Mom wanting to do that for her sister.  I therefore promise to be on my best behavior no matter how many times they treat me like a leper.” 
 
    “That’s what I love the most about you. That even when you’re staring down the barrel of a shotgun, you’re still optimistic they’ll miss.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I think.” 
 
    He glanced at her and chuckled before turning his attention back to the road. 
 
    She sat back in her seat and looked out the window. Despite his belief that his parents’ tension stemmed from giving Pru a jolly Christmas, she knew there was more to it. But damned if she could or would figure it out.  Not in four and a half days.  And not with people who wished she’d never been born. 
 
      
 
    Jace parked on a side street and together, they ambled up and down Main Street, poking their heads into different shops, trying to decide what to buy Aunt Pru. With four days until Christmas, the streets were filled with people trying to get in some last-minute shopping.   
 
    After two hours of trying to avoid getting knocked down by stressed shoppers, they still hadn’t found anything they liked enough to purchase for the older woman. Chilled despite their warm clothing, they bought some salted caramel flavored hot chocolate at the local Dunkin’ Donuts and sat down to enjoy it. 
 
    “What do you say we ask your mom what Pru would like,” Cammie suggested as the hot chocolate succeeded in thawing them out.  “We can then come back tomorrow and buy it.” 
 
    Jace nodded.  “Good idea, cos I honestly have no idea what to buy her. And I would like to get her something she’ll enjoy. In the meantime, what do you say we check out the Christmas tree.  It really is supposed to be a big deal.” 
 
    They finished their hot chocolate, locked hands and made their way down the street towards the little island in the middle of the road. 
 
    “We need to come back at night,” Jace said as they stood in front of the spectacular spruce.  “It’s beautiful now, but can you imagine what it will look like with all the lights reflected against the dark sky?” 
 
    “We’ll have to manifest some snow falling to make it perfect. Then it will really be like those old Hollywood movies.” 
 
    Jace leaned over and began to sing “White Christmas”.  His breath tickled her ear and she laughed as she snuggled against him. It wasn’t Bing Crosby or a scene from the film Holiday Inn, but surrounded by ornaments, the pine scent from the tree, and the man she adored leaning against her, it was as close to perfection as she’d likely get on this trip. 
 
    She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.  At that moment, she pushed aside the Northcotts, their strange behavior and Aunt Pru.  She relaxed in the knowledge that she was about to celebrate yet another holiday with the man she loved.  She wouldn’t allow all that other petty stuff ruin the fact that Christmas was her favorite time of year and she was going to enjoy it with Jace.  Come hell or high water. 
 
    As the two took in the tree, they felt the presence of people moving behind and around them as they too came to gaze upon the tree.  Snippets of conversation wafted over to where Cammie and Jace stood. 
 
    “Are you coming out later to see the carolers?” A woman asked from somewhere behind them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” her girlfriend responded. “Depends on how much I get done.” 
 
    “It’s always so cold,” another woman said. 
 
    “Don’t be such a downer.  We’ll listen to them sing, then grab a drink over at the Black Chapeau.” 
 
    “Hey, did you hear that?” Cammie whispered.  “They have carolers here.  Maybe we can come by and see them?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” he responded. 
 
    As she turned her attention back to the tree, another conversation drifted her way.  
 
    “Wow, Mom, you really missed it. I’ve never seen two men yelling at each other like that,” the teenager said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “After you dropped me off, I was helping a customer find some extension cords when two guys just started screaming at each other in the middle of the paint section.  One of them was Mr. Long.  He’s that nasty guy who’s in charge of loans at the bank.” 
 
    “I remember him,” the mother snapped angrily. “He refused to give your dad a loan last year.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he was really ticked off at this other guy.  They were calling each other names.  The other guy’s wife looked as though she wanted the floor to open up and swallow her up. She was so embarrassed.” 
 
    “Do you know what they were fighting about?” 
 
    “Not really.  I couldn’t see exactly what was going on, but I think Mr. Mackenzie and Trey – he’s the new shop clerk I was telling you about, God he’s so cute – I think they actually had to break up some kind of physical fight.” 
 
    “Physical fight?  As in actual fighting?” 
 
    “Uh huh. It was so cool.” 
 
    The mother clicked her tongue in disgust.  “Fisticuffs are not cool, Samantha!” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Sorry.” 
 
    “My goodness, what is this world coming to when two men actually have a fist fight in the middle of a hardware store?  Who was the other man anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t know if you know him. He’s one of our regular customers.  He comes in at least once a week looking for tools, nails, that sort of thing.  His name is Harold Northcott.  Nice guy.  I’ve never seen him so angry before.  I thought he was going to blow a vein.” 
 
    Jace’s face paled. He immediately turned and looked at Cammie.   
 
    “And you dared doubt my cop radar,” she replied drily. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before Jace could stop her, she let go of his arm and approached the mother and daughter. 
 
    “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation. Can you tell me what time the argument took place?”  The mother looked at Cammie suspiciously.  The sheriff turned and pointed at Jace. “That’s Mr. Northcott’s son. We’re here to spend the Christmas holidays with them.  We noticed he was upset when we arrived a little while ago and couldn’t understand what was going on.” 
 
    The young girl’s face brightened as she looked over to where Cammie was pointing.  “You’re Jace!  Oh wow, your dad’s been so excited about you coming to visit.”  She turned to Cammie.  “And you must be—” She immediately shut up as a red blush covered her face. “Um, yeah, right…well, to answer your question, it must have been around 9:30 this morning.  I start my shift at 9 and it was shortly afterwards that they started to fight.” 
 
    “And where do you work?” 
 
    “MacKenzie’s Hardware Store.  It’s just down the street.” 
 
    “Can you tell me anything more about the man Mr. Northcott was arguing with?” 
 
    The mother took her daughter’s arm and pulled her close.  “We really don’t want to talk about it anymore.  If you want to find out what happened, I suggest you speak to Mr. Northcott himself.  Or Mr. Long.  He works at the Beachport Bank and Trust across the street from the hardware store.” She turned and hurriedly crossed the street, yanking her daughter after her as they went. 
 
    “Merry Christmas!” the girl yelled out before her mother gave her another hard yank on her arm. 
 
    “How to win friends and influence people,” Jace replied sarcastically as he came up beside Cammie. 
 
    “Hey, at least it explains why your parents were acting so weird during lunch.  Or why your Dad looked so nervous when the phone rang.  Maybe this guy wanted to continue the argument. Do you know who Mr. Long is?” 
 
    “Never heard of him.  Obviously, he and Dad have some kind of history and it inconveniently blew up this morning.”  He stood in front of Cammie and caught her eye.  “Promise me you’ll let this go.  You said yourself Mom and Dad were upset.  Let’s not make them more upset by bringing this up.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the least bit curious over what would make two men verbally and maybe even physically duke it out four days before Christmas in the middle of a hardware store?” 
 
    “No. I want us to have an awesome Christmas holiday.  This is only going to ruin it.”  He took her gloved hand in his.  “Swear to me on the spirit of sugar plum fairies and peace on earth that you’ll forget you ever heard that girl’s conversation.” 
 
    “Ooooh, that’s tough.  Sugar plum fairies, huh?” 
 
    “And the Ghosts of Christmas past, present and future.” 
 
    “That’s hitting below the belt.” 
 
    “Cam…” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I promise.  Not one word about the argument.  Now what do you say we liven things up and hit that bakery near where we parked?  I saw they had ji-normous sugar cookies and lemon and raspberry filled tarts for sale.  We’ll buy a boatload for your parents and Aunt Pru.  If those don’t cheer everyone up, nothing will.” 
 
    Jace breathed a sigh of relief as they crossed the street and headed towards the bakery.  She was thinking about food.  His holiday with his parents was safe. 
 
      
 
    Cammie spent the rest of the afternoon regretting her promise to Jace. Not because she wanted the dirt on who Long was – though who was she kidding? Of course she wanted every last bit of gossip on this Long fellow – but because she was convinced it would ease the strain the Northcotts were under.  A few times she accidentally stumbled onto them quietly whispering in the kitchen as she went to make herself a cup of tea, or upstairs when she went to fresh up.  In order to focus her mind on other things, she tried to engage Pru in conversation, but the woman was exasperatingly mono-syllabic.  
 
    Sitting on the couch, knitting what appeared to be a deep plum colored sweater, she replied in quick ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers to Cammie’s innocent questions about her life in Bucksport, a small town of approximately 5,000 people located on the Penobscot River estuary. The only time she became even slightly animated was when Cammie changed gears and mentioned her knitting. She then went into excruciating detail over different cast on and cast-off techniques she’d learned over the years, as well as the benefits and drawbacks of using a circular knitting needle versus a straight needle. After a few minutes, a bleary-eyed Cammie concluded that engaging the hostile Harold in conversation had to be better than this. 
 
    Dinner was painful as she watched Harold and Pamela pretend that all was right with the world. She wanted to tell them it was alright. She and Jace knew about the argument.  They could now let it go. But she’d promised.  And she wouldn’t go back on her promise. Especially when she’d made it on the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future. 
 
    After dinner, she brought out the tarts she and Jace had bought and presented a lemon one to Aunt Pru.  
 
    “Ummm, good,” the woman said as she played around with the tart on the plate.   
 
    Cammie watched for several moments before reaching out to grab it back – she’d never be able to live with herself if she allowed a delicious lemon tart to go to waste.  She was stopped mid-air when Jace abruptly placed his hand on her arm.   
 
    “Five seconds to a clean getaway,” she murmured as she allowed him to lead her off to the living room where they sat down and spent the rest of the evening watching “It’s a Wonderful Life” with Jimmy Stewart and Donna Reed, followed by “The Bishop’s Wife,” starring Cary Grant and Loretta Young. It was eleven pm when everyone finally called it a day and went upstairs to bed. 
 
      
 
    Cammie abruptly awoke out of a sound sleep.  For a moment she didn’t know where she was.  Rolling over, she almost fell off the tiny bed.  She managed to catch herself just in time as it all came flooding back to her. Back home she and Jace shared a king size bed and she was accustomed to not only stretching out but cuddling with him when she’d awaken in the middle of the night. Now however, she was consigned to a bed the size of a two by four plank and if she wanted to cuddle with Jace, she’d need to climb onto his bed and practically sit on him. She sat up and pulled her hand through her auburn curls. What had awakened her? The neighborhood was silent, the only sound a low even breathing from Jace’s bed. Glancing over in the darkened room, she could just make out his dim figure asleep beneath the covers.  
 
    She leaned over and saw the red display on the small clock on the night table telling her it was 2:30 in the morning. She was about to roll back over when she realized she had to go to the bathroom.  Trying very hard not to awaken Jace, she climbed out of bed and made her way to the door in the darkness.  She opened it and stepped out into the hallway where thankfully Pamela had a night light plugged in that allowed her to see where she was going.  She found the bathroom, did her business and was on her way back when she heard a step on the staircase. Without thinking, she scooted back into her bedroom and peeked out through the crack in the door.  A few moments later in the gloom set off from the tiny nightlight, she saw Harold appear on the landing. What surprised her was not that Harold was climbing the stairs so early in the morning, but that he appeared to be dressed in street clothes. She waited until he entered his bedroom and shut the door before she shut hers. 
 
      She climbed back into the bed and lay there, her mind filled with questions.  They’d all gone to bed at the same time. Where had he gone at such an hour?  Was the argument preying on his mind that he felt the need to go out? Was the sound of his arrival back at the house responsible for awakening her?  
 
    Just what was it about the argument with Long that was eating away at Harold and Pamela? If what Samantha said was correct and it had turned physical, were they terrified he was going to be sued for assault? 
 
    If she were back in Twin Ponds, it wouldn’t be difficult to interview the participants and bystanders and get to the bottom of what the argument was about.  But she was out of her jurisdiction.  Here in Beachport, she was simply a visitor.  Her badge meant nothing.  Still, her mind swirled with possibilities and she fell asleep no closer to a solution. 
 
      
 
    The next morning dawned grey. Once again, a dusting of snow had fallen during the night, adding to the light layer already glistening on everyone’s lawns.  
 
    It had taken Cammie a long time to fall asleep after her near encounter with Harold. When she’d finally drifted off, it was into a deep hard sleep. She rolled over in bed and noticed the covers of Jace’s bed pulled back.  She sat up and saw he was gone.   
 
    “Damn!” she exclaimed as she jumped out of bed.  The last thing she wanted was to be the last one down to breakfast.  Having made the decision to put her best foot forward, she could just picture the Northcotts’ disapproving faces as they held up their meal until she came down. Or worse – believed her to be some kind of lazy layabout. She swiftly showered, threw on a sweater and jeans and ran down the steps.  To her relief, it appeared Aunt Pru hadn’t come downstairs yet. 
 
    Harold was sitting in the living room, a cup of coffee in his hand as he absently stared at the fire in the fireplace.  He was so preoccupied he didn’t hear her step on the stair.  The man looked as though he hadn’t slept. His face was drawn and exhausted. 
 
    Not wishing to disturb him, Cammie skirted the living room and went into the kitchen where she found Jace and his mother deep in conversation.  He had a coffee cup in his hand and was casually leaning against the counter, but she instantly felt the tension in the air.  It increased when they saw her and immediately shut up. Praying the two weren’t discussing her, but guessing they were, she plastered a smile on her face. 
 
    “Good morning, Pamela. Hey Jace, you should have awakened me,” she said as she grabbed a mug and poured herself some coffee. 
 
    “You were sound asleep.  I didn’t want to disturb you.”  He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the lips.  Out of the corner of her eye, Cammie caught the disapproving look on Pamela’s face before it disappeared under a smile that was as fake as her own. 
 
    “There’s some blueberry muffins on the table.  I can also make you some eggs and bacon if you’d like,” Pamela said. 
 
    Cammie put her hand up. “That’s okay. I love blueberry muffins.” 
 
    Pouring a packet of sugar and half and half into her coffee, she once again noted the woman’s swift disapproving look. Glancing over, she noticed Pamela took her coffee black.  
 
    Are you really ready to hang me upside down because I like cream and sugar in my coffee?  Really? 
 
    Cammie swallowed her irritation. Making sure to keep her smile fixed in place, she took her cup and sat down at the table.  Reaching out, she grabbed one of the muffins and pulled it apart.  She popped a piece into her mouth and almost choked. She quickly took a gulp of coffee and caught her breath as the dry mass finally made it down her throat. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help you get ready for Christmas Eve dinner?” she said once she was sure she had her voice back. 
 
    “Thank you, but Pru and I have it under control.”  Pamela turned back to her son.  “As I was saying, I believe Pru would love a gift that’s somehow knitting related.  She’s been doing more of it since Roy died.  I think it’s some form of meditation for her. Perhaps some skeins of yarn.  She adores autumn colors. There happens to be a yarn shop off Main Street on Sand Road where you should be able to find what you’re looking for.  On the way back, you can stop off at the market and pick me up a bag of potatoes.  Have to make sure we have enough mashed potatoes for our Christmas Eve dinner.  In fact, I’ll make you a list of things you can get for me.” 
 
    Before Jace could respond, she took her cup of coffee and left the kitchen.  He threw Cammie a concerned look.   
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she’s trying to keep us out of the house.  Yesterday it was the Christmas tree.  Now it’s going out to buy her groceries.” 
 
    “And to purchase Aunt Pru some yarn,” she said as she got up and threw her arms around Jace’s waist. “There’s enough worry around here to stop a bull moose in its tracks. Let’s not add anymore to the mix.” 
 
    His response was to pull her tighter against him. 
 
    They remained this way for a moment before Cammie gently let him go and returned to the kitchen table.  She scooped up the remains of the muffin and wrapped it in the paper towel before tossing it into the garbage. A moment later, Harold entered, closely followed by Pamela. 
 
    “I was going to wait until Christmas Eve dinner to make the announcement, but I don’t see why we need to wait.”  He looked expectantly at Jace while Pamela hovered near his elbow.  Her face was blank, but Cammie saw the tension in her jawline. 
 
    “What’s up, Dad?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Your mother and I have decided to move back to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    Shit! Cammie thought as she felt her smile slip.  She ducked her head until she was sure her expression of dismay was gone.  She glanced over to Jace and saw the surprise on his face. 
 
    “I thought you and Mom loved it here.  You made the move specifically to be closer to the ocean.” 
 
    “That’s true. But we miss being with family.  You and Pru are so far away.  If we move back, we’ll only be a few hours from Pru and moments from you.” 
 
    Yoo-hoo! And me too! Cammie inwardly fumed.   
 
    “I called Cal Spencer this morning and told him to start lining up some houses for us to look at after the first of the year.” 
 
    Jace was dumbstruck as he stared at his parents in disbelief.  “The first of the year?” he finally said.  “Isn’t that a bit – I dunno – fast?  I mean, don’t you want to at least wait until spring after the snows have melted?” 
 
    Harold threw his arm around his wife’s shoulders.  “In case you haven’t noticed, we aren’t getting any younger. Whatever time we have left, we want to share it with our only son.” 
 
    Shit! Shit! Shit! 
 
    The muffin Cammie had eaten was now wedged like a rock in her stomach.  Afraid she was about to toss it back up, she said, “Cal is a great realtor.  I’m sure he’ll be able to find you a terrific house.”  She turned to Jace and rested her hand on his arm.  “Won’t that be great, Jace? Now you’ll be able to visit more often with your parents.” 
 
    He threw her a look as if she’d lost her mind.  She ignored it as she turned back to the couple.  “If you have that shopping list, Jace and I will get going.  I’d like to get all the shopping done before it starts to snow.  It looks like it’s going to start up again any minute.” 
 
    They were barely in the truck when Jace rested his palm against Cammie’s forehead. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m making sure you’re not feverish.”  He took his hand away.  “I think I need to get you an appointment with Doc. Obviously you’re not well.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Then you’re delusional.  You actually said it was a good idea that my mother and father move back to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “What else was I supposed to say?  ‘Your decision to move back is going to make our lives a friggin’ nightmare?” 
 
    Jace shrugged as he pulled away from the house.  “Ugh,” he sighed.  “It is going to be a nightmare, isn’t it?” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “Is that what you and your Mom were talking about when I went into the kitchen this morning?”   
 
    He hesitated, then sighed again.  “She wanted to know why I love you so much.” 
 
    Cammie smiled as she pointed to herself.  “Isn’t it obvious?”  When he failed to smile, she reached out and squeezed his arm.  “Jace, there’s obviously something else going on.  Maybe it’s the argument your dad had with Mr. Long.  Maybe it’s something else.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me you think the argument has something to do with their sudden decision to move back to Twin Ponds?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it…”  She saw the depressed look on his face.  “Look, until they decide to confide in you, if they decide to confide in you, you have no choice but to let it go.  Christmas is in a few days.  Let’s just try to enjoy it.”   
 
    He nodded. “Another reason I love you. Despite the possibility of Mom and Dad moving back to Twin Ponds, you’re determined not to let it ruin our Christmas.” 
 
    “I am pretty wonderful, aren’t I?” she joked as she turned towards the window so he wouldn’t see the misery in her eyes.  Harold and Pamela back in Twin Ponds. Back in their faces – back in her face.  
 
    Santa, don’t fail me now.  I’m really in need of a miracle here.  
 
    Reaching downtown, it took them a few minutes to find the yarn shop.  It was a small hole in the wall establishment, but when they emerged ten minutes later, they’d bought four skeins of a deep red and brown soft merino yarn Aunt Pru could use to knit a scarf. Or a shawl. Or a noose for Cammie if Harold and Pam really did end up moving to Twin Ponds.  
 
    The supermarket was ten minutes away.  They found a spot in the parking lot and as they emerged from the truck, they noticed a commotion down the street near the Christmas tree. There were flashing police lights and a small group of people gathered that immediately caught their attention. 
 
    “I hope there wasn’t some kind of accident,” Jace said as they stood in the cold. “I can’t imagine having a loved one hurt or killed just before Christmas.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it looks like the police have cordoned off the area,” Cammie responded as she stood on her tiptoes and tried to peer down the street. 
 
    They turned away and went into the market. They quickly found the items Pamela had written down on her list and got into the checkout line.   
 
    There was a middle-aged couple standing in front of them.  When they reached the register, it became obvious they knew the cashier – a red haired woman who looked to be the same age as the couple. 
 
    “What’s all the ruckus down the street?” the shopper asked. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” The cashier responded as she scanned their items quickly. “A jogger found a body under the Christmas tree early this morning.” 
 
    The couple gasped.  “Oh my God!  What happened? Was the person hit by a car? I honestly don’t know why they left that island in the middle of a busy street—" 
 
    The cashier interrupted.  “Wasn’t a car accident. That loan officer from the bank – what’s-his-name - was shot right in the stomach. He bled out all over Natasha King’s Christmas display that she spent months working on.” She shook her head sadly. “It’s totally ruined now.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie and Jace caught their breath. After the couple left and the cashier turned to ringing up their items, Cammie replied, “We couldn’t help but overhear the conversation. Have the police caught whoever shot the loan officer?” 
 
    “Not yet, as far as I know.” 
 
    “What a terrible thing to happen, especially at this time of year,” she continued.  “His family is going to be devastated.” 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t have a family.”  The cashier looked to the right and left, then leaned in slightly.  “I know it isn’t polite to speak ill of the dead, but I don’t believe in sugar coating a person after they’ve died. The truth is, that man was not a nice person.  He ran the loan department like his own personal fiefdom. He took pleasure in turning down hard-working people who needed a loan.  In fact, I heard the bank president was on the verge of firing him.  It’s karma, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Do they have any idea when he was murdered?” 
 
    “Sometime during the night is all I know. The jogger found the body at around 6:30 this morning.” 
 
    Cammie’s blood ran cold as they paid for the groceries and slowly walked out to their truck.  They didn’t say a word until they were inside the vehicle. 
 
    “That sounds like the same man your father had the argument with yesterday,” she said. 
 
    “Dad is not a murderer,” Jace snapped angrily. 
 
    “Babe, I didn’t say he was.” 
 
    “I hear a but in there.” 
 
    Cammie hesitated saying anything. She didn’t want to add to Jace’s concern.  But after hearing about the murder, Harold’s appearance on the stair at 2:30 in the morning took on a more sinister turn.  
 
    “Look, last night something woke me out of a sound sleep.  I got up and went to the bathroom.  As I was coming back to bed, I heard someone on the stair.  I scooted into the bedroom and saw your dad on the landing.” 
 
    “Yeah so?” 
 
    “It was 2:30 in the morning.  And he was fully dressed.” 
 
    Jace jerked his head around sharply and stared at her for a few seconds.  His blue eyes hardened before turning his gaze back out the front windshield.  He remained silent, but she saw his shoulders curl in as if the air had been knocked out of him.  She reached out to him.  “It may not mean anything.” 
 
    Jace abruptly turned on the ignition and pulled out of the supermarket parking lot.  They were halfway back to his parents’ house before he spoke. “Dad has always been punctual about bedtime.  The only time he hasn’t gone to bed at 11 is on New Year’s Eve.”  He pursed his lips.  “This isn’t good,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Jace, don’t get wound up.  He hasn’t been himself since we arrived. Maybe he was worried Long might sue over the argument and couldn’t sleep so he decided to go for a walk. Or maybe he got dressed and meant to go for a walk but sat downstairs in front of the fire instead.  We just don’t know. Nor do we know if the victim really is Walter Long.” 
 
    Cammie was surprised to see a flash of anger crease his face.  “Don’t mollycoddle me, Cammie.  Unless Beachport has a supply of loan officers who make it a point of being a complete shit, it has to be Long who was killed last night.  The same Long who Dad had an argument with yesterday morning.  And now you tell me a man who has always gone to bed at 11 and gotten up at 6 is now coming up the stairs, fully dressed at 2:30 in the morning.  It’s completely out of character for him. That stretches the bounds of coincidence, don’t you think?”  He caught himself, his anger now turned to disgust. “God, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take it out on you.” 
 
    “It’s alright, sweetheart.  You have every right to be worried.  We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Her heart broke for him.  In spite of his parents being difficult when it came to his relationship with her, she knew how much he loved them.  They’d always been there for him, supporting him and encouraging him throughout the years.  She saw the battle within him, and the fear that his father just might be a killer. 
 
    Snow started to fall as they turned down the street that led to the Northcott home. Cammie knew that if the local police didn’t know about the argument between Harold and Walter Long, they soon would.  And as soon as they found out, they’d be knocking on his door. 
 
    It was exactly what she would do. 
 
    Drawing nearer, she realized how right she was. A police cruiser was parked in the driveway. Cammie glanced at Jace and saw the tension in his jawline. She immediately took out her ID and badge from her pocket as they climbed out of the truck, grabbed the groceries and hurried inside. 
 
    A sandy haired police officer was sitting with Pamela and Pru in the living room.  At the sight of her son, Pamela jumped up from the sofa and hurried to him. 
 
    “Oh thank God you’re here,” she said tearfully. 
 
    “Who are you?” the police officer asked. 
 
    Cammie approached. “That’s Jace Northcott, Harold and Pamela’s son.  I’m his girlfriend, Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth.” 
 
    “Sheriff?” the officer questioned suspiciously.  She handed him her ID and badge.   
 
    “We’re down from Twin Ponds to spend the holidays with the Northcotts.” 
 
    He looked at her identification. Then, to her surprise, he jerked his head up and stared at her in disbelief.  
 
    “You’re Cammie Farnsworth?” She nodded, perplexed at his reaction.  She was further startled when he suddenly grabbed her hand and shook it. 
 
    “Wow, I can’t believe this. I am such an admirer of yours,” he enthused. “I was a huge fan of Eli Kelley’s.  When he was killed, it was all over the papers.  You did a great job catching his killer.  I’ve been following your career ever since.”  He leaned over and whispered, “If you ever need another deputy, let me know. I’m your man. Don’t get me wrong.  Beachport is a nice town.  But nothing much happens here.  The murder of Walter Long is the first murder we’ve had in over a century.  I wouldn’t mind stretching my investigative chops, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Cammie responded politely. 
 
    He let go of her hand.  “By the way, I’m Officer Dale Beecham, but you can call me Dale.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dale,” she responded, bemused that she had an actual fan. 
 
    “Tell me, how did you ever figure out who killed that woman a few months ago – um – what was her name?  Poppie, Poppie…” 
 
    “Beresford,” Cammie answered absently. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    Thankfully, they were interrupted when Jace approached. 
 
     “Where’s my dad?” he asked.  “Has he been arrested?” 
 
    “No.  The chief is interviewing him in the kitchen. He’s going to want to speak to each of you.” 
 
    “Is there any reason Mr. Northcott is being interviewed?” she asked, feigning innocence.  
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say.  Our investigation–” he began before Cammie cut him off. 
 
    “— is still in its early stages,” she finished. They both laughed at the universal cop-speak most investigators used to avoid answering a question they didn’t wish to answer.  She turned to Jace. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit with your mom and Aunt Pru?  They both look terrified. Don’t worry,” she added. “This is normal procedure.” 
 
    After Jace left, Cammie turned back to Dale and smiled.  She had a feeling he wanted to discuss this case with her and she was right.  As soon as Jace sat back down on the sofa, he motioned her to follow him to the other side of the Christmas tree, effectively blocking them off from Jace and his family. 
 
    “Since you’re a fellow officer and all, I think I can trust you with what we’ve got so far.” 
 
    “Oh, definitely.” 
 
    He then told Cammie what she already knew. Harold and Walter had gotten into a shouting match at MacKenzie’s Hardware Store. Unfortunately, he couldn’t provide the details of what the argument was about. “The chief interviewed Mr. MacKenzie and his store clerks in the supply room while I kept order outside.  He hasn’t shared his findings with me yet, though I’m sure he will once he finishes up here.  The chief is like that. He likes to figure things out in his head before he says anything.” 
 
    “Is it true the argument turned physical?” she asked.  He blinked at her in surprise. “I know how small towns operate. The townspeople usually know things before the police do. It’s in their DNA to gossip, especially about something as unusual and unexpected as a murder. We were at the supermarket this morning and the murder is already making the rounds.” 
 
    He nodded slowly.  “You’re right.” 
 
    Before he could answer her question, Harold and the chief emerged from the kitchen. Pamela ran to her husband while Cammie and Dale turned towards the officer. 
 
    “Chief, this is Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth. Can you believe it?  She’s dating Mr. Northcott’s son. Sheriff, this is Chief Elias Knowlton.” 
 
    While Dale was tall and well-proportioned and seemed to be in his mid-30’s, Knowlton was in his late 40’s and a bit on the heavy side.  He was about Cammie’s height with dark brown hair and dark bushy eyebrows.  His light brown eyes took her in as he shook her hand. 
 
    “Welcome to Beachport, Sheriff.  We’ve been impressed with your work up in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Please, both of you call me Cammie. And thank you for your kind words.” 
 
    “I need to ask Mrs. Northcott some questions, after which I’d like to have a chat with you, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    Pamela looked as though she were about to faint.  Harold quietly reassured her.  “It’s alright, darling. It will all be fine.” 
 
    She nodded and followed the chief back into the kitchen. Harold sat where Pam had been seated.  He looked exhausted, his eyes hollowed out with fear and tension. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Dad?” Jace asked. 
 
    His father reached out and patted his knee.  “Don’t worry, son.  It will all be fine,” he repeated, his worry overshadowing the optimism in his words. 
 
    As Cammie took in Harold’s haunted features, the weight of what was going on fell on her shoulders. She had a legal obligation to inform the chief of witnessing Harold coming up the stairs at 2:30 the night of the murder.  Yet, if she did that, she could kiss off any chances of having a decent relationship with the Northcotts.  And possibly with Jace as well.  
 
    I knew it.  I knew I should have opted to spend Christmas with Doc.  Or Zee.  Or just Zee’s magic brownies. 
 
    Yet as much as she didn’t want to entertain the idea, Harold could very well be a murderer. And that eclipsed everything, including her future with Jace. Caught between a rock and a hard place, she finally decided to take a wait and see attitude.  She’d speak with Knowlton, take the measure of the man and proceed from there.  She turned at the sound of Dale’s voice. 
 
    “Well, for once the gossips are right.  There was some kind of physical altercation between the two men.  But I don’t know the details.  Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “What about the wound? Where was Walter shot?” 
 
    “They’re doing the autopsy now, but it looked like a wound to the stomach.  There was blood everywhere.” 
 
    Not knowing anything more, Dale began to share details about his law enforcement career, which mainly consisted of investigating break-ins, bar fights and the occasional drug bust.  She tried to keep her attention on him, but her mind kept wandering to the kitchen where the chief was interviewing Pamela. She hoped he’d extend professional courtesy and tell her what he’d discovered in his interviews at the hardware store. Yet the fact that she and Jace were in Beachport when the murder occurred, possibly under the same roof as the murderer, or that he hadn’t even shared his findings with his own officer didn’t bode well that he would extend that professional courtesy to her.  
 
    Pamela’s interview lasted fifteen minutes.  She came out alone and told Pru Chief Knowlton wanted to see her next in the kitchen. Ten minutes later, she emerged and informed Jace the chief wished to see him. He too was gone for ten minutes.  When he emerged, his face was neutral.  
 
    “It’s your turn,” he said to Cammie before returning to the couch where he perched on the arm next to his mother.  
 
    “Anything I should know before I go in there?” she asked Dale. 
 
    “Don’t lie.  The chief can smell a lie a mile away.” 
 
    “Well, he won’t have to worry about that.  I have absolutely nothing to lie about,” she responded.  
 
    Leaving something out isn’t the same as lying, now is it? 
 
    After giving Harold and Jace an encouraging smile, she went into the kitchen. 
 
    She found Knowlton sitting at the kitchen table, the chair pushed back several feet to accommodate his large, round belly.  He indicated that she sit in the chair opposite him. She immediately knew he was trying to establish a relaxed, informal atmosphere to lull his suspects into a false sense of safety and security. She sat down and waited for his first question.   
 
    “You’re a brave woman, you know that?” he said.  Taken by surprise by his unexpected question, she tilted her head in confusion.  “It isn’t every woman who would volunteer to spend Christmas with people who plain don’t like her.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled despite herself.  “They were that obvious?” 
 
    “Mr. Northcott was.  His wife was a bit more diplomatic about it.”  He leaned forward and threaded his fingers together.  “When did you arrive from Twin Ponds?” 
 
    Cammie answered his questions to the best of her ability.  As he fired question after question at her, she grew uneasy.  It quickly became obvious, at least to her, that Knowlton was convinced Harold murdered Long.  She tested her theory when she asked, “I’ve heard around town how much Long was detested. I don’t envy you this case when there are so many people who didn’t like him.” 
 
    Knowlton eyed her silently for a long moment.  He then shrugged.  “Yeah, he wasn’t well liked.  But there’s only one man who physically assaulted him.” His steady gaze told her that he believed she knew exactly who he was talking about. 
 
    She now knew it was imperative to withhold seeing Harold on the stairway on the night of the murder. There was something about Knowlton, a surety that wasn’t yet called for that convinced her that if she were to make known what she’d seen, he would arrest Harold right there and then and close the book on this case. 
 
    Then you’ll be the hero for solving this before Christmas. 
 
    “Well, that’s all the questions I have for now,” Knowlton said. “Thank you for your cooperation.” 
 
    Instead of getting up, Cammie sat back in her chair and feigned an equally casual stance. “I know this is an active investigation and you can’t give me any particulars, but I’m curious about Walter Long. Why was he so hated?” Knowlton raised an eyebrow.  She calmly met his gaze.  “People talk.  I listen.  I’m good at it.” 
 
    “As you’ve proven.” 
 
    She frowned.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was a fan of Eli Kelley.  I followed the case closely.  I know the roots of the Northcotts’ dislike for you.  I have to say, that was a pretty ballsy thing to do with that young man out there.” 
 
    “You would have done differently?” 
 
    “Hell no.  Which is why I know the type of police officer you are.”  He stood up.  “But I don’t need to remind you that you have no jurisdiction here, Sheriff Farnsworth.  This is my town and my case. You’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    The warning was crystal clear.  But that didn’t stop her from asking, “Do you honestly believe Harold is capable of murder?” 
 
    Knowlton’s eyes narrowed. “Push someone hard enough, anyone is capable of murder.” 
 
      
 
    After securing Harold’s revolver for ballistic tests, Knowlton and Beecham were no sooner out the door than Harold released the tight hold on his emotions.  Leaning forward, he covered his face with his hands.  “He thinks I did it.  He thinks I murdered Long.” 
 
    Pamela threw her arm around his shoulder.  “Now Harold…” 
 
    He shook her off.  “I saw it in his face and heard it in his voice.”  He threw Cammie a savage look.  “I don’t know what it is with you police officers.  You’re willing to hang an innocent man in order to look good before the public.”  He jumped to his feet.  “Well, I didn’t kill him.  We had an argument and that was the end of it.” 
 
    “Dad, please—” Jace began.  But Harold ignored him.  He stomped over to Cammie and stuck his finger in her face.   
 
    “It’s all your fault.  Murder seems to follow you around like bees to honey. You’re a goddamned jinx. If you hadn’t insisted on barging into our Christmas celebrations, I wouldn’t have been in that damned hardware store in the first place. Long would be alive, and I wouldn’t be facing going to jail for a crime I didn’t commit!” He turned on his heel and flew to the door where he grabbed his coat.  “I’m going out.”  He glared back at Cammie.  “Though of course I can’t go far since I’m not allowed to leave town.” 
 
    His withering expression was followed by one directed at her by Pamela, who grabbed her coat as well and followed her husband out the door. 
 
    Silence descended on the house as Jace’s face turned red with embarrassment and anger. 
 
    “And I thought Christmas would be boring,” Aunt Pru finally said. 
 
    “He didn’t mean those things,” Jace lamented lamely.   
 
    Of course he did.  Cammie knew it and he knew it.  Even Aunt Pru knew it. Not willing to add any more pain to what Jace was feeling, she came up to him and wrapped her arms around his waist.   “I know he didn’t.  He’s scared and was just lashing out.” 
 
    “Humph,” Pru sniffed.  “The only way that man and my sister will ever stop hating you is if you solve this mess yourself.” She lifted herself up off the couch. “I’m going to lie down.  It isn’t every day I get interviewed by the police and it’s pooped me out.” She walked past them and disappeared upstairs. 
 
    “As weird as it is, she’s got a point,” Cammie said as she and Jace took the groceries that had been left by the front door and brought them into the kitchen where they began to put them away.  
 
    “How are you going to do that?  You have no jurisdiction here.” 
 
    “True.  But I can still sniff around and see what I come up with.” 
 
    Jace hesitated as he absently rubbed his forehead. “Did you – um – did you mention seeing Dad on the stairway to the police chief?” 
 
    “No, I did not.”  He snapped his head up in surprise.  “Your father is right. Knowlton is convinced he murdered Long.  He probably wants this wrapped up and put away before Christmas, so he’s not going to be wasting time looking for other suspects.” 
 
    “That’s only three days away!” 
 
    “Which is why I bet you he’s out there pounding the pavement trying to find as much evidence against Harold as he can to throw the book at him.”  Cammie shifted until she was facing Jace.  “I need to ask you something and I need you to be truthful with me.” 
 
    A wariness came into his eyes. “Alright,” he answered slowly. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to uncover what happened, but you must be prepared if I find out your dad really did do it.  Will you be okay with that?” 
 
    He wavered for so long Cammie wondered if he’d reject her offer.  Finally, he heaved a heavy sigh.  “We can’t go on with this thing hanging over our heads.  Either Dad did it in a fit of rage or he’s innocent.”  He raised his eyes until they met hers.  “Do what you need to do.”  A sad grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “They hate you already.  What’s one more nail in your coffin?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    They returned to the living room where they sat side by side on the couch. “How bad is your Dad’s temper?” she asked. 
 
    “You heard him.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about that kind of temper.  I’m talking about the type of temper where he loses control.  Throws things. Puts his fist through a wall. Goes absolutely apeshit.” 
 
    Jace shook his head.  “I’ve never seen him do any of those things. He’s raised his voice, yeah. And sometimes said some nasty things. Never directed at my mom or myself, but about people at work. But I’ve never seen him hit anything or throw anything.  In fact, he never raised his hand to me once while I was growing up.  Even if I may have deserved it.” 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  “You? The perfect gentleman? I can’t imagine you ever doing anything that would earn you corporal punishment.” 
 
    He smiled.  “I learned to channel it out on the ice.” 
 
    Jace was the captain of Twin Ponds’ local hockey team, The Night Hawks. He was phenomenal on the ice; it wasn’t often he lost when he and the opposing team got into a heated fistfight during the game. 
 
    “Okay, so he has no history of violent behavior.” 
 
    “Nope.”   
 
    “So why would he physically attack Long in the hardware store?” 
 
    Jace shook his head.  “I honestly don’t know.  It’s so unlike Dad.”  
 
     “Officer Beacham told me Long was found under the Christmas tree at approximately 6:30 this morning by a jogger, which confirms what the checkout woman told us at the supermarket.” 
 
    Jace gave a start.  “He shared details of the investigation with you?” 
 
    “Seems he’s an admirer of my work.” He narrowed his eyes. “He was a fan of Eli’s and followed the case in the papers.”  She absently tapped her chin with her fingertip.  “We also know Long was considered a real piece of work by the townspeople.  I have yet to hear anyone say a nice thing about him.” 
 
    As she thought about it, she glanced over at Jace and saw the worry on his face. “What is it?” 
 
    “What time did you say you saw Dad coming up the stairs?” 
 
    “Two thirty in the morning.” 
 
    “This just gets worse and worse,” he groaned.  Suddenly, he sat up. “Wait a minute,” he said, hope evident in his voice. “Would Long allow a man who’d assaulted him that morning approach him in the middle of the night? It’s not like Dad could have snuck up on him. Mom was telling me at this time of year, the entire downtown and the Christmas tree stay lit all night. Long definitely would have seen someone approach.” 
 
    “That’s something we can check out tonight.  We’ll go down there after midnight and see for ourselves.  In the meantime, we need to get dressed up.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you and I are going to apply for a loan at Walter Long’s bank.” 
 
      
 
    While Jace went upstairs to change, Cammie lingered downstairs, a thought taking form in her mind.  It could mean nothing, but with not much to go on, it was worth looking into. She took out of her cellphone and quickly looked up Long’s address on the internet.  She then placed a call. 
 
    “Twin Ponds Police Department,” Emmy Madachuck answered with consummate professionalism. 
 
    Emmy was their 25-year-old receptionist/dispatcher.  She was smart, organized and made life easy for Cammie by keeping everything running smoothly and efficiently.  
 
    “Hey Em, it’s Cammie.” 
 
    “Sheriff!  How are things going?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve found myself in a bit of a situation.  Is Rick there?  I need to speak to him.” 
 
    Half Native American/half French Canadian, Rick Belleveau was her deputy and right-hand man, proving his worth countless times in all kinds of situations. 
 
    “Hey Cam,” he greeted cheerily when he came on the phone. “Old Harold try to poison you yet?” 
 
    “On the contrary.  I think he poisoned himself.”  She quickly gave him an outline of what had happened.   
 
    “Shit, you can’t escape murder no matter where you go.  Even at Christmas time.” 
 
    “No kidding.  This is just a hunch, but can you see if Walter Long ever lived in Twin Ponds?  I still don’t know what he and Harold argued about yesterday morning in the hardware store, but maybe it’s something that goes back years.” 
 
    “Em and I will get right on it.  Hopefully you can figure this out before Santa arrives.  Nothing worse than finding a pair of handcuffs in your Christmas stocking.” 
 
    They caught up on the local gossip – thankfully nothing was going on back home that required her attention.  Though, as Rick had proven, he was more than capable of handling anything and everything that came through HQ’s front door. 
 
    She hung up and flew up the stairs to get ready. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never done undercover before,” Jace said as they parked their car and walked into the Beachport Savings and Loan. 
 
    “Just be yourself.  We’re a newly married couple thinking of moving back to Beachport.  We’re here to check out the different loans they offer.  Nothing to get nervous about.” 
 
    “The only thing I’m nervous about is remembering my new last name.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Jace Farnsworth has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t just use my real name?” 
 
    “We can’t run the risk that everyone already knows your Dad’s been questioned by the police.  You know how it is in Twin Ponds.  Just because Beachport is bigger doesn’t mean gossip isn’t the life blood of the town.  Look how accurate the checkout woman in the supermarket was.” 
 
    The bank was larger than the one they had in Twin Ponds.  To the right were the bank tellers.  To the left were two glass enclosed offices where the loan offices were located.  The first and larger of the two was dark, its desk empty of any personal items and its name plate missing.   Considering Long had just been found that morning, it wasn’t hard to guess which had been his office. She glanced about and noticed everyone carrying on business as usual. No one looked sad or grief stricken that one of their own had been murdered. It confirmed her suspicions over how poorly even his own colleagues thought of him.   
 
    The smaller office had its lights on and as she and Jace drew closer, she noticed an attractive blonde in her mid-twenties seated at the desk, her attention on her computer.  Cammie leaned in to Jace. 
 
    “I want you to turn on your charm and that megawatt smile of yours.” 
 
    He glanced at her suspiciously.  “What are you up to?” 
 
    “You’re about to sweep that young woman off her feet.” 
 
    “Wha--?” he started only to be interrupted when Cammie grabbed his arm and dragged him over to the office where the name Debbi Grant was etched on the nameplate. She tapped on the door.  Just as she’d hoped, as soon as Debbi looked up from her desk, her eyes were immediately riveted to Jace. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, but I was hoping you could help us,” Cammie said.  It was as if she hadn’t spoken.  Debbi got up from her desk and walked over to the two of them.  She immediately stuck her hand out to Jace. 
 
    “I’m Debbi.  How can I help you?” 
 
    “My – er – we’d like some information on taking out a loan,” Jace stammered furiously. 
 
    James Bond you’re not. 
 
    “We’re thinking of relocating to Beachport and were wondering what kinds of loans you offer,” Cammie said in an effort to smoothen out the situation. However, it was unnecessary.  Jace could have stood there and recited the alphabet and it wouldn’t have mattered to Debbi.  She showed the two into her office and sat back down. 
 
    “Where are you locating from?” 
 
    “Bangor,” Cammie spoke up. “We actually lived in Beachport a few years ago before we moved to Bangor.  But we missed it and decided to come back.”  She looked about.  “We came here once before to talk about loans.  We saw Walter Long then.  I’m surprised he’s not here now.  He seemed the type who would be glued to his desk.” 
 
    Debbi’s face darkened slightly.  “He – um –” 
 
    “He was very cantankerous, you know.  Made it so difficult for us. We both have good jobs, but he was making us jump through so many hoops, it was ridiculous,” she prattled on.  “We actually thought twice about coming back here.”  She smiled widely at Debbi as she patted Jace’s hand. “But Jason insisted we give your bank another chance.  We’re just happy to be dealing with you and not with that difficult man. Isn’t that right, hon?” 
 
    Jace nodded and Cammie prayed Debbi wouldn’t notice his deer in the headlights look. 
 
    Debbi got up and shut the door to the office.  She then sat back down.  “I’m afraid he is no longer with the bank.” 
 
    “Really? Where did he go?  We’ll be sure to avoid whatever bank he transferred to.” 
 
    She squirmed slightly in her seat.  “He – um – he was killed last night.” 
 
    Cammie dramatically sucked in her breath.  “Oh my God!  We heard someone had been murdered under the Christmas Tree.  Was that him?”  Debbi nodded. “I knew he could be a challenging person, but to be killed like that…”  Cammie leaned forward in her chair.  “Do they know who did it?” 
 
    “The police are working on it,” Debbi muttered. 
 
    “You worked closely with him.  You must have your own ideas.” 
 
    She blushed, and Cammie knew she was on the right track.  “I – er…” 
 
    “I don’t mean to put you on the spot.  But you have to admit, it isn’t often a person gets that close to a murder investigation.  Come on, you must have thought about it.” 
 
    Debbi smiled slightly.  “Well, yeah, I have.” 
 
    “I mean, a man like Mr. Long must have made a lot of enemies if he treated people the way he treated us.  Isn’t that right, hon?” 
 
    By now the stricken look on Jace’s face had relaxed.  Slightly.   
 
    “Well, he wasn’t always the nicest of people,” Debbi admitted. 
 
    “Do you actually think it might have been one of the bank customers?” The young woman hesitated. “Oh don’t worry.  Whatever you tell us doesn’t leave this room.  As a matter of fact, after we leave here, we’re heading back to Bangor so it won’t matter anyway.”   
 
    “Well, I did hear he’d been having an affair with a married woman. The husband found out.” 
 
    “Oh my!” Cammie exclaimed.  “That’s a perfect recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “Then he was having trouble with his neighbors over noise.  He called the police on them several times.  They couldn’t even have an afternoon barbeque without him causing a stink.”  Debbi leaned over and whispered.  “Their cat disappeared.  Of course they thought Walter had something to do with it.” 
 
    “That’s awful!”  Cammie gave Debbi her most sympathetic look.  “I’m sure it must have been very stressful working with him.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair.  “It has been so much nicer without him here.  He could be so--”  Realizing what she’d said, her hand flew to her mouth.  “I shouldn’t have said that,” she stammered. 
 
    “You’re being honest.” Cammie shook her head in mock sadness.  “What’s it like being interviewed by the cops? I watch all those detective and criminal investigation shows on TV and I can’t imagine actually sitting down and being interviewed in a murder investigation.” 
 
    Debbi shrugged. “The police were here talking to our manager, but they didn’t talk to me. Not yet anyway.” 
 
    Cammie hid her dismay over Debbi’s response.  Instead, she asked, “So they’re probably going to sell Mr. Long’s place over on Horizon Drive, huh?” 
 
    “Oh he didn’t live there.  He owned a ranch over on Bowen Road.  I hated when I’d have to go over there with papers after work.  He always kinda gave me the creeps.”  The pretty blonde then turned in her chair and smiled warmly at Jace.  “Now what kind of loan are you looking for?” 
 
      
 
    When they emerged a half-hour later, Jace shot Cammie a sarcastic look.  “Just what I wanted for Christmas – to know inside out every kind of loan that exists.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “Yeah, she was a bit too enthusiastic.  But we got what we came for.” 
 
    They started towards their truck.  “For me to be stared at as if I were a sirloin steak on a plate?” 
 
    “It was all for a good cause.”  They got into their vehicle and Cammie pulled up Bowen Street on their GPS.  “We received yet another confirmation that Long was the poster boy for how to make enemies in one easy step.  I want to see where he lived.”  Jace frowned as he crossed his arms across his chest.  “What?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re going to break into his house, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Now what makes you ask that?” she questioned, giving him her most innocent look. 
 
    “Save it, Cam.  I know you.  You’re like a great white shark stalking a seal.” 
 
    “I thought it was a dog with a bone.” 
 
    “Anybody else, maybe.  But not you.” 
 
    She made a face.  “Okay, okay.  The thought did cross my mind.  The whole point here is to help your dad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How is it going to help him if you get arrested?” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  If I were to break in, I certainly wouldn’t do it during the day.  And I’m not going to do it.  I just want to see where Walter lived.  And if his neighbors happen to be outside, well…” 
 
    Jace sighed as he started up the engine.  “I’m not made out for this stuff,” he mumbled under his breath as he followed the directions. 
 
    They drove for twenty minutes until they came to a neighborhood of small, 1950’s type ranches and two-story homes.  The small front yards were all decorated for Christmas, giving Bowen Street a festive feel.  That is, except for one small ranch. Situated between two homes that had obviously watched the film Christmas Vacation one too many times, its lack of decorations, coupled with a dark, somber appearance made it a shoo-in for the Long’s residence. Her suspicions were also helped by the police tape winding around the structure.  
 
    “Wow,” Cammie said as she and Jace took in the vast assortment of the neighbors’ lights, Santas, Grinches, reindeer, candy canes and oversized, brightly lit plastic presents. Their cheerful embellishments made Walter’s house look even more dour and forbidding, like a brown, rotted spot on an otherwise bright, red apple. “When night comes, I’m surprised they don’t blow out the local circuits.” 
 
    At that moment, the door to the house on the left of Long’s ranch opened, and a middle-aged man came out.  In his hand he held a string of lights. 
 
    “Where in heaven’s name is he going to put that?” Jace marveled.  “There’s no room left.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t answer.  Instead, she quickly scrambled out of the truck and approached him. 
 
    “Oh jeez,” Jace mumbled as he watched Cammie plaster an overfriendly smile on her face as she greeted the man.  “She’s circling in for the kill. Mister, run before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Hi!” she greeted effusively as the man, dressed in jeans and a tattered bathrobe looked at her suspiciously. “My boyfriend and I are from out of town visiting family, and we were just driving around checking out all the holiday trimmings. You really did an amazing job. Your house is beautiful!  You should be on those shows that feature the best of Christmas decorations.” 
 
    At the sound of the compliment, the man visibly brightened.  “Thanks. We love Christmas around here.” 
 
    “I can see that.  I can’t wait to come back tonight to see it all lit up.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll see anything prettier than this neighborhood.  We take our holidays seriously.” 
 
    Cammie jerked her head towards Long’s house.  “Not everyone apparently.” The man sniffed contemptuously.  “Sounds like you’ve got a real-life Mr. Grinch living next door.” 
 
    “And then some. And now we have to look at police tape for Christmas.” 
 
    “May I ask what happened?” 
 
    “The guy who owned it died yesterday. Somebody killed him.” 
 
    “In his house?” 
 
    “Nah.  He was killed downtown.”  The man shook his head.  “I know this is the time for goodwill towards men and all that, but if this isn’t a case of payback, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “Payback?” Cammie asked, widening her eyes in feigned astonishment.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re a pretty tight community here.  One or another of the families here throw barbeques and pool parties during the summer for friends and neighbors.  Unfortunately, we couldn’t have any parties here without Scrooge over there bitching and complaining and calling the cops on us.  And to top it off, our cat Muffie disappeared.  I wouldn’t put it past him to have done something to her.  My daughter was devastated.  Muffie was her baby.” 
 
    “Wow, what a jerk.  He must have had a lot of enemies.” 
 
    “Enough to last a lifetime.” 
 
    “Have the police caught anyone yet?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve heard.  I tried asking them this morning when they showed up with their forensic guys.  But they were tight lipped about it. With the list of people who hated Walter, I don’t think it’s going to be easy.” 
 
    “I wonder if it could have been someone who visited him.” 
 
    The man guffawed.  “No one came over.  At least none that I ever saw.  No one in their right mind would want to visit that SOB.” 
 
    “That must have been scary being interviewed by the police.” 
 
    The man shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry you have to deal with that for the holidays.  And I’ll be sure my boyfriend and I drive by tonight to see the lights.” 
 
    “You won’t regret it.” 
 
    Cammie walked back to the car and slid in.  “Next stop, the scene of the murder.” 
 
    On the short drive back downtown, Cammie filled Jace in on her short conversation with Walter’s neighbor. When she was done, he pursed his lips.  “I still don’t see where this is getting us.” 
 
    “It’s showing that your Dad wasn’t the only one who had an issue with Long.  His neighbor actually believes Long killed his daughter’s cat, just like Debbi said. There was definitely no love lost between him and his community.” 
 
    “Do you think that guy did it then? I mean, if Long really did kill the family cat…?” 
 
    “Not sure.  But I don’t like the fact that Chief Knowlton didn’t interview him or Debbi, who seemed to be some kind of assistant to the victim. You’d think he’d at least ask Debbi some questions about Long’s habits, or if she’d noticed any strange behavior on his part over the last few days.  
 
    “It’s not looking good for Dad, is it?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted.  “But we’re not done yet.” 
 
    They found a spot off the main street and walked towards the Christmas tree.  As they crossed the street, Cammie suddenly felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.  She slowed her step and looked around, but all she saw were people rushing about, trying to get their last-minute shopping done. She didn’t recognize any of them, but her instincts were on full alert. 
 
    Someone was watching her. 
 
    She started forward again.  Just as she and Jace reached the island and saw the police tape blocking off the island to visitors, she felt someone come up behind her.  
 
    Before she could turn around, she heard a familiar voice ask, “Visiting the scene of the crime?” 
 
    Cammie whirled around and found herself staring into Chief Knowlton’s face. 
 
    “Actually Christmas is my favorite time of year and I’m admiring your beautiful tree.” 
 
    “Is that why you went to the Beachport Savings and Loan, as well as pay a visit to Walter Long’s house?” 
 
    Rather than get embarrassed, Cammie narrowed her eyes.  “Am I under surveillance?” 
 
    “I don’t appreciate you second guessing my methods.” 
 
    “I’m not second guessing anything,” she replied.  “I’m simply offering some assistance.” 
 
    “I don’t want or need your assistance, Sheriff.  We’ve got it completely under control.” 
 
    “By not interviewing Walter’s neighbors? How do you know they didn’t see something suspicious or notice someone lurking around his house? And what about ignoring Walter’s assistant Debbi Grant at the bank? You don’t think she might have noticed any changes in Walter’s behavior leading up to his death? Are you afraid you might actually have to do some legwork to solve this crime? Or is throwing a potentially innocent man in jail before Christmas going to prove what a great cop you are?” 
 
    Knowlton’s face turned red and it wasn’t from the cold.  Jace put his hand protectively on Cammie’s arm. 
 
    “Keep out of this case, or I’ll arrest you for interfering in police work,” he huffed before turning on his heel and stomping off. 
 
    “Was it wise antagonizing him that way?” Jace asked warily.  
 
    She sighed angrily.  “No.  I should have kept my mouth shut, but I can’t stand shoddy police work. He’s so determined to wrap this up, he’s not looking at any other suspects. And as we’ve discovered in less than half a day, your dad is not the only one angry at Walter Long.”  
 
    Forcing her mind away from the disagreeable Knowlton, she kept one eye on the passing cars and the other on the scene before her. Especially the evidence flags placed on the ground behind the police tape. 
 
    “You’re going to end up as road kill if you continue to stand here,” Jace pointed out. 
 
    “Only if Knowlton is driving.”  She pointed towards the tree.  “You notice the large empty gap near the bottom of the tree where ornaments are missing?” He nodded. “You can also see where a large piece of the cotton batting was cut away.” 
 
    “There’s still blood stains on the snow,” Jace pointed out. 
 
    She agreed. “I think it’s safe to assume that’s where Long was standing when he was shot. Dale said he had a wound to his stomach.  Unfortunately, without access to the autopsy report, there’s no way to tell whether the fatal shot was fired at close range or from a distance.” She turned and looked at Jace.  “I’d like to come back here tonight at 1 am.” 
 
    Jace sighed.  “I was afraid you’d say that.” 
 
    “I’m interested in checking out the shadows thrown off by the streetlights.” 
 
    “Why is that important?” 
 
    “If there are shadows around the tree, the killer may have snuck up on him.  But if it’s brightly lit, and he was shot at close range, then I’d say he probably knew his killer.”  
 
    “But that’s good, isn’t it? Like I said earlier, I can’t imagine him letting Dad within ten feet of him.”  
 
    “It would help to find out exactly what the argument was about.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have brought Zee’s magic brownies after all.” 
 
      
 
    By the time they returned to the Northcott home, Harold and Pamela were back. They found Aunt Pru sitting on the sofa quietly knitting, seemingly oblivious to the thick tension permeating the house.  Harold sat in his armchair, his face turned towards a football game on television, though his expression showed his thoughts were elsewhere. Pamela was in the kitchen putting the finishing touches on dinner. 
 
    At the sound of the front door opening and Jace and Cammie entering, Harold turned and glared at them. “Where have you two been?” he demanded, his anger at Cammie still palpable. 
 
    “Um…er…” Jace stammered. 
 
    “We’ve been out trying to figure out who killed Walter Long,” Cammie responded bluntly.  Harold stared at her in disbelief while Aunt Pru looked up from her knitting. 
 
    “Why would you do something like that?” he asked, aghast. 
 
    “Because Chief Knowlton is trying his best to pin this on you so he can celebrate Christmas without this case hanging over him and the town.”  Harold visibly paled.  “After dinner, I’d like you to tell me exactly what happened at the hardware store when you and Walter got into it.” 
 
    “It was nothing.  A stupid spat.  I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Jace came up to his father.  “Dad, Cammie wants to help you.  She can’t do that if you won’t speak to her.” 
 
    Harold jumped to his feet. “Who says I want her help? I’m sure the police know what they’re doing. They’ll see I’m innocent. Her interference is only going to make it worse.” 
 
    “She’s an excellent investigator. Much better than Knowlton,” Jace persisted. “He hasn’t even interviewed Walter’s neighbors or his assistant at the bank.” 
 
    The fear rolled off Harold, but he stubbornly refused to listen to his son. 
 
    “It’s the holidays.  I’m sure he’ll do that after Christmas.” 
 
    “Harold, he wants to put you in jail before Christmas,” Cammie pointed out.  
 
    “Then why hasn’t he done it yet?” 
 
    “Because right now it’s just circumstantial.  But I guarantee you he’s out there trying to find enough evidence to arrest you.  He’ll look like the hero who solved this crime in record time and the town can settle down to enjoying their holidays without fear there’s a killer in their midst.” 
 
    Harold scowled at her, his jaw tightening in barely suppressed rage.  Suddenly he threw his arms up in the air. “You are the very last person I would ever want to speak to about this or about anything else. I’ll be damned if I allow you to ease your guilt for throwing my son in jail by pretending to help me!”  
 
    And there it was in all its ugly glory. The reason he and his wife hated Cammie so much. It wasn’t a surprise. But having it thrown in her face was a confirmation she could have lived without. 
 
    Harold abruptly turned on his heel and stomped up the stairs.  A moment later they heard the bedroom door slam. 
 
    “What is going on out here?” Pamela said as she came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. 
 
    “Harold is being Harold,” Aunt Pru spoke up.  “Cammie wants to help, and he won’t let her.”  She clicked her tongue in disgust.  “He just can’t get past the fact that she had to arrest Jace all those years ago.  He’s determined to cut his nose off to spite his face. Or spend twenty years in jail just to prove a point.” 
 
    “Pru!” Pamela scolded angrily. 
 
    “It’s true and you know it. This young woman, who just happens to be an excellent police officer despite what you and Harold are hellbent to believe, is willing to go the extra mile to help a man who hates her guts and has done nothing but insult her since she arrived.” Pru turned to Cammie.  “You’re either a complete idiot or a very compassionate person.” 
 
    “Probably a bit of both,” Cammie responded quietly. 
 
    “Pru, I will not have you stand there and say such horrible things about Harold and I,” Pamela fumed as she gripped the dishtowel tightly in her hands.  “Especially after we opened up our home to you—” 
 
    “Oh, please. You did it to ease your own guilt over—” 
 
    “I did not!” Pamela screamed shrilly. “How dare you!” 
 
    “STOP!” Jace shouted sharply.  Surprised by his unexpected outburst, Pamela and Pru immediately backed down.  “We can’t continue to be at each other’s throat.”  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “This isn’t doing anyone any good.” 
 
    “Pamela,” Cammie spoke up. “I’d like to speak to you about what happened at the hardware store between Harold and Long. You were there. Your perspective—” 
 
    “I refuse to speak about Walt. It’s over and done with. Do not ask me again.” She abruptly walked back into the kitchen. Jace turned a wearied face to Cammie. 
 
    “I’m going to go talk to Dad.”  In a lower voice he added, “Let it go for now with Mom.” 
 
    After he disappeared up the stairs, Cammie looked at Pru, who turned her attention back to her knitting.  
 
    “Alrighty then,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    Not sure what to do, she was saved from making a decision when her cell phone rang. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she answered. 
 
    “Sheriff, it’s Dale Beecham. We need to talk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie grabbed Jace’s keys from his coat pocket, told Pru she’d be right back and hurried outside to the truck.  Following the directions Dale had given her, she found herself five minutes later parked behind the boarded-up concession stand located on the beach two blocks down from where the Northcotts lived. It was getting dark, and she could just make out an old Dodge truck in the parking lot when she arrived.  As soon as she pulled up, the door opened, and Dale got out.  He immediately climbed into the Ford. 
 
    “Thought it best to not call attention to myself by driving the cruiser down here,” he said to Cammie’s unasked question. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    He paused for a long moment.  “First off, I don’t want you to get the wrong impression that I’m being disloyal to the chief, or to our department by calling you the way I did.  I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “Alright,” she answered. 
 
    “Look, I know what kind of an officer you are.  Like I said when we met, I’ve followed your career since the Eli Kelley murder. I have a sense you don’t go in for political bullshit.” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, Cammie guffawed.  “You might say that.” 
 
    “Now I don’t know if Harold Northcott is guilty or not.  But I called you because I don’t like what I’m seeing.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    Dale looked up and met her eye.  “The chief is set to retire at the end of March.  He’d like nothing better than to go off with a bang.  You see, a few years back, we had a case that didn’t go well for him.  A young man was attacked and almost beaten to death.  Everyone believed it was drug related.  The victim had a history of selling. The chief spent months slowly gathering the evidence, building up his case against one of the leading troublemakers in town.  All fingers pointed to him, but the chief was determined to make the case stick. Some of the other officers kept pushing him to make an arrest, but he wanted to be absolutely sure.  Unfortunately, the guy responsible for the beating attacked another young man and put him in a coma.  Everyone was up in arms.  The local paper was scathing, believing that if the chief had just arrested the guy in the first place, the second victim would still be around.  It tainted his career and has haunted him ever since.” 
 
    “So now he’s trying to wrap this up ASAP in order to make up for that?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Dale nodded.  “Of course he’s not coming out and saying that, but the way he’s not looking at anyone else, or interviewing potential witnesses, well… It’s just not sitting well with me.  I’m sure he’s thinking he can redeem himself by solving this case and bringing in the murderer before Christmas.” 
 
    “Are you the only one on the force who’s bothered by what you’re seeing?” 
 
    “There are four of us besides the chief. I haven’t asked the other guys, but they haven’t been looking too upset when we have our briefings.  I think they probably want this wrapped up pretty quickly before Christmas as well.” 
 
    “So what do you want from me?” 
 
    He gave her a lopsided smile.  “I know you’ve been doing a bit of snooping on your own. The chief saw you and your boyfriend going into the bank and asked around after you two left.  I won’t repeat what he called you.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “I have that effect on people.” 
 
    “To be honest with you, I’m not sure what I want.  I just don’t want to see a potentially innocent man railroaded because the chief is trying to make up for a mistake he made seven years ago.  And if he is guilty, it’s because we did our job to the best of our ability.” 
 
    Cammie looked at him.  “You could potentially be blowing up your career just by talking to me.” 
 
    “I’m willing to take that risk.” 
 
    “If I have any chance of helping out, I need to know the particulars of the case. Are you willing to share those with me?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Have you had a look at the autopsy report?” 
 
    Dale nodded. “Long was shot at point blank range with a 38 revolver. The bullet ripped through his intestines and lodged in his spinal column. The gun retrieved from Northcott’s house showed it hadn’t been recently fired.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean much.  It can be alleged Harold used another weapon.” 
 
    “Exactly. There were no signs of struggle or defensive wounds on the victim.” 
 
    “Was the body moved?” 
 
    “No. He died where he fell.” 
 
    “I thought as much when I saw the bare spot on the tree.” 
 
    “Yeah.  His body was covered with broken ornaments and tinsel.” 
 
    “What about his car? Did Long drive downtown or did he walk?” 
 
    “His car was found in a secluded spot behind Main Street.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “That makes no sense, does it?  It was a frigid night with a chance of snow.  At that time of evening, he wouldn’t have needed to worry about not being able to find a parking spot. The only reason he wouldn’t park near the Christmas tree is that he didn’t want to be seen. Why?  If he was meeting Harold, why would he care if they were seen together?” 
 
    Dale shrugged.  “There were no weapons or anything that could be used as a weapon in his coat pocket or on his person.” 
 
    “If he planned on taking revenge on Harold, I doubt he would have arranged to meet him in such an open area. You have no guarantee that just because it’s the middle of the night, no one will drive by and potentially see you.”  She absently tapped her lips with her finger.  “I heard that Long was having an affair with a married woman.  I don’t suppose Knowlton followed up on that?” 
 
    The officer shook his head.  “That’s actually the first I’ve heard of that.” 
 
    She shared what she’d discovered talking to Debbi and Long’s neighbor.  “Obviously Long was not well liked where he worked and where he lived.  Debbi actually found him creepy.” 
 
    “You see?  That’s why I called you. In just twenty-four hours, you’ve uncovered more than we did.” 
 
    She met his eye.  “How can you be so sure that if I discover Harold is guilty that I’ll share that with you?  He’s my boyfriend’s father.” 
 
    Dale met her gaze.  “Because you’re not that kind of officer.” 
 
    “You don’t know me.” 
 
    “Call it a gut feeling.” 
 
    Damned if he wasn’t right.  No matter where this led, or what the consequences would be, she’d be honest about it. 
 
    “I don’t have the authority to interview people.” 
 
    He laughed.  “You seem to have done a good job with Debbi and Long’s neighbor.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s more there. You’ll probably get additional info from the neighbor and Debbi than someone pretending to like his Christmas lights or anxious to get a loan.” 
 
    “I can probably find an excuse to go over there.” 
 
    “What about Long’s cell or phone records?” 
 
    “We should get those within the next day or two. I’ll be sure to let you know what we find.” 
 
    “Were you able to discover what the argument in the hardware store was about?” 
 
    A mischievous glint appeared in Dale’s eyes. “I could ask you why you didn’t ask Northcott yourself, but after the chief actually told us Harold was a smart man in hating your guts, I think I know the answer.” Cammie made a face and the officer laughed. “Northcott told the chief that he’d applied for a home improvement loan at the beginning of the summer to do some repairs to the house, redecorate the downstairs and to put in a utility shed out back.  He was asking for about $30,000.  Although his credit was excellent, Long apparently gave him a hard time about it.  Finally Harold gave up and went to Calais to the bank there where he received the loan with no problem at all.  On the morning of December 21st, they ran into each other at the hardware store where he says Long made a disparaging remark about him.  That started the ruckus.” 
 
    “Do you know what the disparaging remark was?” 
 
    “According to Harold, he and his wife were in the paint aisle, minding their own business, when they ran into Long.  Harold took the opportunity to let Walter know he’d gotten the loan somewhere else and that he was going to report Long for despicable business practices. Apparently Long didn’t take kindly to that and called Harold some nasty names.  It escalated from there. Murray MacKenzie who owns the hardware store heard the shouting and ran towards the two men.  He arrived just in time to overhear Long telling Harold to, quote, get over it, unquote at which point Northcott lunged at him.  It took Murray and one of his store clerks to separate the two men.” 
 
     “Have you figured out approximate time of death?” 
 
    “Coroner estimates between midnight and four in the morning.” 
 
    Damn it. I saw Harold in the hallway at two-thirty am. 
 
    She carefully kept her face neutral as other distressing thoughts ran through her mind. 
 
     “Thanks, Dale.  You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    “I called you from my private cell.  It’s probably best to keep using that number if you need me.”  He opened the door.  “I’ll let you know what I find out.  Hopefully we can get this wrapped up before the chief does.” 
 
    He closed the door after him, climbed into his own vehicle and quickly drove off.  Cammie waited until he was gone before she turned on the ignition.  As she turned around in the parking lot, she felt a gnawing at her conscience. Dale was so convinced she was this honest and upstanding police officer.  If she was, then why didn’t she tell him about seeing Harold on the stair the night of the murder? 
 
      
 
    By the time she walked through the front door of the Northcott home, she saw Jace and Harold coming down the stairs.  Jace gave her a quizzical look as she took off her coat while Harold, as usual, ignored her. 
 
    “Just needed a little air,” she smiled as she surreptitiously dropped the truck keys in his coat pocket while hanging her coat over his. 
 
    She followed them into the kitchen where Pru was already seated.  They took their seats and were soon passing around the roast ham, peas and mashed potatoes.  
 
    The atmosphere was awkward.  Jace tried his best to fill it by sharing stories of his more exciting hockey games.  Yet each time he paused, the frustration and tension residing within that silence was deafening. 
 
    By the time dinner was thankfully over, Harold bolted from the kitchen while Pru stepped outside to the backyard to light up a cigarette.  Jace and Cammie wordlessly helped Pamela clean up.  When they were done, Jace indicated to Cammie that she follow him upstairs.  He led her into their bedroom where he closed the door.  There, he gathered her into his arms and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “What’s this for?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Cam.  I never should have come up with the idea of spending Christmas with Mom and Dad.  It was a huge mistake.” 
 
    “What did he say when you tried to talk to him?” 
 
    Jace let her go and plopped down on the edge of his bed.  “Total waste of time. He refused to say anything, even when I insisted that all you’re trying to do is help. I forgave you for what happened three years ago.  Why can’t he?” 
 
    She sat down next to him and leaned her chin against his shoulder. “Because you’re their only son and they love you.”   
 
    He snorted derisively.  “A little less love and a little more understanding would go a long way.”  He paused for a moment. “I asked him what he was doing up at two-thirty the night Long was murdered.”  Cammie gasped.  “Don’t worry, I told him it was me who saw him coming up the stairs.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “After he finished yelling that I had no right to spy on him, he said he went jogging.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow.  “Do you believe him?” 
 
    “That’s the terrible part. I don’t think I do.  I know he’s an avid jogger; that’s how he stays in shape.  But to be jogging at two in the morning? This from a man who’s in bed by eleven PM sharp every night?” 
 
    “Jace, you used to jog. How long would it take your dad to jog from here to the town Christmas tree?” 
 
     “About a half hour.”  He suddenly paled as he realized the implications of what he’d just said. He groaned and covered his face with his hands. “God, what a nightmare.  We should have just stayed home like we always do.  We would have had a wonderful Christmas and I wouldn’t be questioning my own father’s honesty and integrity.” 
 
    “Nor would we be trying to prove his innocence.”  She quickly filled him on where she’d actually been. “With Knowlton determined to make up for what he believes is a blight on his legacy, Harold doesn’t stand a chance.  Now that I have Dale on my side, we may have a better chance of finding out what really happened to Long.”  
 
    A thought crossed Jace’s mind that brought a frown to his face. “It just occurred to me that Dad may have lied to Knowlton. Why would he be seeking a loan to redecorate the house and build a shed out back if he and Mom were planning on moving back to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “Or what if he lied to us about moving back to Twin Ponds?” Cammie countered. The despair in his eyes was evident. And heartbreaking to see. “We don’t have all the pieces yet, babe.” 
 
    “He told us he wanted to move before we found out about the body.  Now it makes sense why he and Mom wouldn’t answer the phone. They were terrified of being found out. That Dad really is a killer.” Jace tore his hand through his hair.  “Damn, I don’t think I can do this.  I don’t think I can be objective.  What you just told me makes me feel as though I’ve been punched in the gut.” 
 
    Cammie squeezed his hand.  “I know, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Yet at the same time, I can’t be a wuss either.  I have to see this through.  No matter where it leads.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    He gave a sharp nod of his head.  “I’m sure.” 
 
    She leaned her head against his. “Jace, I want you to know something. Even if none of this had happened, I still don’t regret coming here.” 
 
    He jerked his head away and gave her an incredulous look.  “You like being insulted?” 
 
    “Of course not.  But I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to come.” 
 
    “Then why did you come?” 
 
    “I told you. I don’t want you to ever have to make a choice between me or your parents.” 
 
    He looked at her for a long time, tears pricking his eyes.  He then bent down and kissed her deeply. She returned the kiss and soon Harold, Knowlton and Christmas were pushed aside as passion ignited. It was a passion tinged with regret and fear and despair. He needed Cammie more than ever. She was his anchor in a world that was quickly collapsing around him. He needed to forget, at least for a little while, the situation right outside their bedroom door. A situation where the truth had the potential to destroy a piece of him.  
 
    She allowed him to cling to her, knowing the reasons behind it. It strengthened her resolve to do all in her power to bring this to a conclusion. She could only pray it was a conclusion they could all live with. 
 
    Just as he gently pushed her down onto the bed, there came a knock on the door. 
 
    “Really?” he muttered angrily under his breath.  She chuckled as she pulled away. 
 
    “Hold that thought. The night is young.” 
 
    She got up and crossed to the door where she opened it.  Aunt Pru stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Hope I wasn’t disturbing anything,” she said. 
 
    “Nope. Come on in.” 
 
    She entered.  Looking down at the two twin beds, she rolled her eyes. “I’m here to apologize on behalf of Harold and my sister.  He always was a stubborn SOB. Once he got something in his head, it was impossible to dislodge it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Pru, but it’s not up to you to apologize for them,” Jace replied wearily. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, if I was going through what Harold is going through, I’d definitely want you on my side. As it is, I spoke to Pamela and insisted she speak with you. She doesn’t need to follow the path of stupidity, if you know what I mean.  And it pays to be the older sister, sometimes.” 
 
    “Did she tell you anything about what happened that day at the hardware store?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “I was out back having a cigarette when they returned. I could tell something had happened. They were both tense and out of sorts. When I asked what was wrong, Pamela made up some story about being frustrated by all the shoppers and traffic and the inability to find a parking spot.  The way she was talking, you’d think they’d gone shopping in mid-town Manhattan.”  She pointed her finger at Cammie.  “So you just keep doing what you’re doing. Even though Harold can be a huge pain in the keyster, I don’t want another Christmas ruined by this family’s stubbornness.” 
 
    “Aunt Pru,” Cammie began slowly. “Do you think Harold is capable of killing Walter Long?” 
 
    Her eyes went opaque for a moment before she blinked whatever emotion she was feeling away.  “I don’t like to think that the man my sister has been married to for over thirty years could be capable of something like that.” 
 
    She turned and walked out of the room.  
 
    “That wasn’t much of a response, was it?” Jace responded after she’d gone. 
 
    Cammie remained silent. She’d seen too many instances where something that seemed as insignificant as a disagreement was enough to trigger tragic consequences. Yet, as she well knew, there was always an underlying reason, something that lay quietly dormant that could suddenly be awakened, spewing forth with deadly results.  Was that what had happened to Harold?  Was his anger directed towards Long? Or was there something else, something more insidious that had caused the death of the loan officer? 
 
     In an effort to calm Jace’s escalating emotions, she asked, “What was it like growing up with Aunt Pru? She seems very down to earth.” 
 
     “I only got to know her in my teenage years,” Jace conceded. “As I told you earlier, she and Uncle Roy lived in Pennsylvania, so we never visited. She always sent me gifts for my birthday and Christmas though.”  He chuckled.  “I always thought of them as arriving from my mysterious aunt who lived on another planet.  Anyway, when I was nineteen, she and Uncle Roy moved to Bucksport.  He’d gotten sick with emphysema by then and I think she wanted to be closer to Mom. The few times we got together, she always went out of her way to make sure I was having a good time.” 
 
    “She and Roy never had any children?” 
 
    “I think they had a son who died young. It was way before I was born and naturally, it’s not something the family talks about. But I have a memory of overhearing Mom and Aunt Pru talking about it during one of the Christmases we spent with them.  It was a pretty tense conversation as you can imagine, so they let it drop and as far as I know, it was never brought up again.” 
 
    “You said she and her husband Roy were close?” 
 
    “Very.  They were completely devoted to each other. I remember their house was always filled with laughter.  Uncle Roy could be quite the character.  Always had us all in stitches.” 
 
    “Different from your home, huh?” 
 
    Jace shrugged.  “I know Mom and Dad love each other very much.  And they’ve always been 100% there for me.  They just – I don’t know – they never seemed as carefree as Pru and Roy were.  Maybe it’s because they had more responsibilities, raising me and Dad taking care of his business.”  He glanced at her.  “I don’t want you to get the impression I had a lousy childhood.  I didn’t.  It’s more that my parents are more serious-minded than Pru and Roy ever were.” 
 
    “I get it.”  Cammie stood up.  “I’d better get my talk with your Mom out of the way before she changes her mind, despite what her older sister may have ordered her to do.” 
 
    Cammie went downstairs. Harold and Aunt Pru were in their usual spots in the living room – he in his armchair watching TV while Aunt Pru quietly knitted on the sofa.  She looked up at the sound of Cammie’s step on the stairs and lifted her chin towards the kitchen. Cammie nodded.  She found Pamela seated at the round table with a cup of hot tea in front of her. 
 
    “Would you like some?” she asked when she saw Cammie approach. “It’s peppermint tea.” 
 
    “No thanks.”  She pulled out a chair.  “Mind?”  Pamela shook her head.  Cammie slid into the chair. Before she could say anything, Pamela spoke up. 
 
    “I’m not sure we should have this conversation now.  Not with Harold in the next room. There really isn’t much to say, but I’d rather he didn’t hear me telling you about it.” 
 
    “I’m only trying to help.” 
 
    She remained silent for a long moment, then slowly let out her breath.  “Jace has been telling me about the cases you’ve solved over your career. You’re obviously good at what you do. It’s just that—”  She hesitated. 
 
    “I had to do my job,” Cammie said softly. “I didn’t like doing it as much as you and Harold didn’t, but I had no choice.” 
 
    “Yes.  And as Jace keeps reminding us, you never let up until you found the true murderer of Eli Kelley.”  She paused, then asked, “Is it true what you said earlier today? Do you honestly think Chief Knowlton is determined to blame Harold for what happened to Mr. Long?” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “Everything is pointing that way.  That’s why it’s vital I find out exactly what happened at the hardware store the other day.” 
 
    Pamela took a long sip of her tea.  The aroma of peppermint wafted over to Cammie, reminding her of candy canes and Christmas treats. 
 
    “And what do you expect to do with the information?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll notice something Knowlton didn’t see. Or won’t see.” 
 
    “You make him sound so diabolical. He’s always taken very good care of Beachport. What little crime we’ve had, he’s been right on top of it.  In fact, the town is worried about what’s going to happen once he retires next year.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s why he’s so hellbent of solving this case?  Because he is going to retire soon and wants to go in a blaze of glory?” Pamela’s eyes widened in sudden comprehension.  “This makes it more imperative that I find out what happened if I have any chance of helping Harold.” Her gaze hardened.  “Unless you think he did it.” 
 
    Pamela gasped aloud.  “How dare you--!” 
 
    Cammie put her hand up.  “I didn’t think so.  Look, if it helps, I’ll start. Harold told Knowlton the fight was about the loan he needed in order to redo the house. Although his credit was good, Long turned him down.” Pamela’s face remained neutral. Cammie continued. “Yet why would he be planning on remodeling this place if you and he are moving back to Twin Ponds?” She leaned forward.  “When did you first meet Mr. Long?” 
 
    “It was in May of this year when we applied for the loan.” 
 
    “Why would something that happened eight months ago trigger a physical fight between the two men? What’s the real story between Harold and Walter Long?” 
 
    The woman said nothing. Then, she abruptly stood up and grabbed her mug of tea.  “I will speak to you tonight after Harold goes to bed.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and left the kitchen.   
 
    Cammie remained at the table, slowly going over what little Pamela had said. Instinct told her Harold’s story about moving back to Twin Ponds was a lie. He’d only decided to return after the argument with Long. Not before. Why? Did he think moving to Twin Ponds would save him from a possible assault charge? Or did he think if he left Beachport, they’d never discover he’d killed Long?  
 
    As to the reason behind the argument, she knew there was much more to it – so much more than he was willing to admit.   
 
    And it had to do with Pamela. 
 
    She leaned forward and cupped her chin in her hand. It hadn’t escaped her notice that when Pamela sat opposite her, she’d referred to the victim as Mr. Long. Yet when she’d had that heated argument with Pru earlier in the day, she’d referred to him as Walt.  Not Walter, or Mr. Long. But as Walt. 
 
    It was a very familiar and intimate way to refer to a man she’d supposedly only met eight months before when she and Harold applied for a loan. 
 
    So instead of asking what the real story was between Harold and Long, she should have asked what the real story was between Walter Long and Pamela Northcott. 
 
    Was she the married woman Long was allegedly having an affair with? 
 
    With fear gnawing at her, Cammie got up and returned upstairs to the bedroom where she found Jace lying on his bed, reading an old beat-up copy of The Illustrated Man by Ray Bradbury.  “I loved this book when I was a kid,” he said as she came in and closed the door behind her. “I found it in the closet and thought I’d re-read it.  But I just can’t seem to concentrate. No surprise there, eh?”  He looked up as she sat down on the edge of his bed.  “That was a short conversation,” he added. 
 
    “She didn’t want to talk while your dad was in the living room.  She said we’ll speak once he goes to bed.” 
 
    Jace glanced at the clock that sat on the night stand between the two beds.  “It’s 7:30 now.  You really want to rachet up the tension meter by sitting in the living room with him while he watches the news?” 
 
    “That ranks up there with wanting to walk outside barefoot during a blizzard.” 
 
    Jace closed the book and tossed it onto her bed. 
 
    “You still want to hit downtown at one in the morning?”  She nodded.  “Then what do you want to do between now and then?”   
 
    Desperate to forget about the worry surrounding Pamela and Long, and hoping to ease his worry over his father, she leaned over and kissed Jace’s lips. She then began to unbutton his shirt.    
 
    “What if someone comes upstairs?” he asked. 
 
    “What if they do?” 
 
    He grinned.  “Mmmm. The added spice of being discovered. Floor or bed?” 
 
    “We’ll start on the bed and see where we end up.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Cammie was lying half off the twin size bed while Jace was barely holding onto the edge. Forty-five minutes of bliss where she’d managed to forget about Harold, Pamela and Walter Long. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever made love without making a sound,” she panted, trying desperately not to have all that worry come roaring back at her. 
 
    “It was kinda erotic, wasn’t it?” he admitted. “Doing it while Mom and Dad are downstairs.” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “Your idea of erotic is pretty much different from mine.” 
 
    She shifted her weight and Jace lost his precarious balance. He loudly toppled onto the floor.  “Oh shit!” they both exclaimed.  They listened to see if the sound was heard downstairs, but when they heard nothing, they breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Never thought I’d ever be going through that again,” he said as he stood up and started throwing on his clothes. 
 
    Cammie lifted an eyebrow.  “Again?” 
 
    “Come on.  You never snuck a boyfriend into your bedroom right under your parents’ noses?” 
 
    She wasn’t about to tell him the only boyfriend she’d ever snuck into her room was Eli Kelley.  Instead, she said flippantly, “All the time.” 
 
    It was his time to raise an eyebrow.  “Oh?” 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, so neither you or I were angelic teenagers.”  She glanced at the clock.  “We still have four and a half hours before your dad goes to bed.” 
 
    “You promised Walter’s neighbor we’d go check out his decorations. No better time than the present. If nothing else, maybe the sight of all those happy reindeer and snowmen will get us into the Christmas spirit.”   
 
    And keep her concerns about Pamela at bay a little while longer. 
 
      
 
    Walter’s neighbor hadn’t been exaggerating at how much the small neighborhood loved Christmas.  Every house was heavily decorated and lit up so brightly, the two considered putting on their sunglasses even though it was night.  For a few hours they were able to forget the tension waiting for them back at the Northcott household as they oohed and aahed over the beautiful displays. Cammie felt like a kid again as she watched the mechanical Santas and reindeers bow up and down to the passersby who not only slowly drove along the street, but those families that braved the frigid temperatures to walk up and down the sidewalks. 
 
    It was close to 10:45 when they arrived back at the Northcotts.  Cammie walked up the front steps then stopped when she noticed Jace wasn’t with her. She turned back and saw him still standing on the sidewalk.  His face was turned up to the sky and his eyes were closed as a few snowflakes began to fall.  She smiled warmly as she came up to him. 
 
    “Are you going to turn into Linus from the Charlie Brown Christmas Special and try to catch snowflakes on your tongue?” 
 
    “No.  I’m just enjoying the moment.” 
 
    Cammie knew he wasn’t being completely honest. What he was really doing was putting off, as long as possible, entering the house where he’d be once again enveloped in the strain and anger. It was easy to understand his desire – his need – to hold onto the magic, at least for a little bit longer, of what they’d just experienced seeing all the wondrous lights and displays. 
 
    She never wanted his Christmas to be like this. She’d expected a little bit of tension, but she’d thought they could at least put their differences aside for the sake of the holiday.  But with Knowlton breathing down Harold’s neck, and with his hatred of her on full display, this was a Christmas that would definitely not be making her top ten list of Christmases to remember. 
 
    Her heart went out to Jace.  All he’d wanted was to spend the holidays with the people he loved the most – his girlfriend and his parents. Who could have ever imagined it would come to this? 
 
    She slipped her arm through his and rested her cheek against his shoulder. 
 
    “It is a beautiful night, isn’t it?”  And before she could stop herself, she started catching snowflakes on her tongue. Jace laughed and soon followed. 
 
    They stayed outside for fifteen minutes, running about like two carefree children, catching snowflakes on their cheeks and tongues. But soon, they couldn’t ignore any longer the coldness creeping through their clothes and into their bones.  Jace sighed a heavy sigh and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Once more unto the breach,” he said, quoting the famous line from Shakespeare’s Henry V when he rallies his troops to attack the wall of an enemy city.  She grinned.  How appropriate. 
 
    They entered the house and found the living room empty.  The TV was turned off, though a lamp had been left on for their return.   
 
    “Looks like Dad and Aunt Pru must have gone to bed,” Jace remarked, visibly relieved, as he took off his coat, scarf and hat.  Cammie did the same, then poked her head in the kitchen.  A moment later she returned, her face in a frown. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jace said. “Mom’s not in there.” 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    The look on her face made him realize there was more to it than his mother neglecting to speak to her. “What is it, Cam? There’s something else bothering you.” 
 
    She hesitated. She didn’t want to send him into a tailspin, but it wasn’t fair to withhold sharing her concerns. She therefore took a deep breath, let it out and told him about his mother’s calling Long ‘Walt’. He listened silently.  When she was done, he sat down on the couch, his face unreadable. She sat down next to him. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “Debbi said she thought Long was having an affair with a married woman.” He raised his eyes until they met hers.  “You think that woman is Mom, don’t you?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. She ended up shrugging her shoulders. He reached out and pulled her to him.  They remained this way until it was time to leave. 
 
      
 
    They were just putting on their coats when Cammie’s cell phone rang. Pulling it out of her jeans pocket, she saw it was Rick. 
 
    “Hey. Is everything okay?” she asked, concerned that he was calling at such a late hour.  
 
    “Yeah. Everything’s fine. I didn’t wake you up or anything did I?” 
 
    “No.  Jace and I were heading out the door to check over the murder scene. I want to see if the murderer could have hidden in the shadows and taken Long by surprise.” 
 
    “Good luck on that. I’m calling because Em and I finished up that search you asked me to do this morning.  Knowing you, I figured you’d want the results ASAP.” 
 
    “You’re still at the office?” 
 
    “Well, we had a bite to eat at Zee’s. Then we got some interesting info from Zee himself. After stopping off at Doug’s to check something out, we ran back to HQ to call you.” 
 
    Zee would have been the logical person to go to.  He knew everything that had gone on in Twin Ponds going back decades.  It was said if he didn’t know about it, it hadn’t happened.  Running Zee’s Bar and Grille gave him access to all the goings on in the small county. 
 
    Doug MacMunn ran the local Twin Ponds Gazette which chronicled everything in the county’s history since 1895. 
 
    This was getting interesting.  
 
    “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “Can’t say you’re going to like it, Cam.” 
 
    It will be just one more item on a long list of things I haven’t liked since I arrived in Beachport. 
 
    “Just tell me straight.” 
 
    “Okey dokey. Your gut was right again. You ought to have it insured. Walter Long did grow up in Twin Ponds.  In fact, he and Jace’s dad were friends back in high school. They even attended the University of Maine together.  Then things got ugly.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “According to Zee, Walter and Harold fell in love with the same woman.” 
 
    Cammie caught her breath.  “You mean--?” 
 
    “Yep.  They both got the hots for Jace’s mother.” 
 
    “Whoa,” she whispered softly, unconsciously borrowing one of Rick’s favorite words. 
 
    “Whoa is right. There’s been bad blood between them ever since.  We asked Doug to look through the Gazette’s archives to see if either Harold or Walter were ever mentioned. Sure enough there was an article written back in 1971 that talked about a fist fight that happened down in Foster’s Park between Harold and Walter.  It was right after that Walter left town and never came back.  Zee seemed to think he’d gotten a job down in Augusta as a loan officer in one of their big banks.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute, Rick.”  Cammie looked to Jace.  “When did your parents get married?” 
 
    “January 16, 1972.” 
 
    “Was it a church wedding?” 
 
    “No.  They got married by the justice of the peace. Why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a minute.”  She got back on the phone.  “Rick, what was the date of the article?” 
 
    “It was January 2, 1972.  Emmy emailed you a copy of it.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Em is working on drawing up a list of all the places Walter worked at since that job in Augusta.  And before you ask, we’re trying to figure out how he ended up in Beachport.” 
 
    “You guys are the best.” 
 
    “We aim to please.  As soon as we find something, we’ll let you know.”  He paused.  “How’s it going? Any chance you’ll all be singing together like the Whos down in Whoville?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I wouldn’t hold my breath on that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured.  Well, when you and Jace get back, we’ll have a party at Gran’s. She knew Harold and Walter and has been doing some of her mojo to make sure Harold doesn’t accidentally on purpose run you over with his car.” 
 
    Rick’s grandmother, a full-blooded Abenaki, was a healer who believed very strongly in the power of herbs, tinctures and the Great Spirit to help her in helping others.  
 
    “I appreciate the gesture, but she’s going to have to pay the Great Spirit triple time and a half to repair my relationship with Harold,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.  Gran has her ways. When you and Jace come back, she wants you two to come to dinner. She’s going to cook your favorite meal and we’ll all dance ‘til we drop.” 
 
    “God, that sounds wonderful.” 
 
    She hung up and Jace gave her an expectant look. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to hear what Rick and Emmy dug up on your dad and Walter?”  
 
    He sighed. “I have to know.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and shared what Rick had told her.  When she was done, he gave her a haunted look. 
 
    “Jeez, Cam.  I’ve been trying my best not to face up to it.  But maybe my dad really did kill Walter after all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t jump to conclusions, sweetheart,” she warned. 
 
    He swiveled on the couch and looked right at her.  “What is your gut feeling, Cam? Don’t lie to me or sugarcoat your answer. Do you think Dad is a killer?” 
 
    After living with Cammie for four years and watching her solve the cases that had crossed her desk since becoming sheriff of Clarke County, Jace had come to trust her instincts. He now looked into her hazel eyes, waiting to hear words that he didn’t want to hear, but prepared himself to hear nevertheless. 
 
    Cammie met his gaze calmly and honestly.  “I’m sorry, baby, but I just don’t know. He’s capable of hatred, we’ve seen that firsthand. He does have a temper. And it appears he’s gotten into a physical altercation with Long not once but twice. And both times, it was over Pamela. But whether he could take that hatred and turn it into a lethal weapon?”  She shrugged. 
 
    “Then if he’s so innocent, why won’t he talk to you and tell you what happened at the hardware store? Why won’t Mom?” Jace continued, his frustration starting to overwhelm him.  “I told them about the cases you’ve solved.  Maybe they’re afraid you’ll see Dad’s guilty. Or maybe even Mom’s. Maybe she’s the one who killed Long. That’s why they don’t want you involved. They don’t want you to see that my parents are killers.” 
 
    He angrily raked his hand through his hair, leaving his bangs askew atop his head.  Cammie reached up and gently patted them back in place. She then took his face in her hands and forced him to look at her. 
 
    “Rule number one in law enforcement is keeping an open mind.  Therefore, take a deep breath and let it out slowly and don’t allow yourself to go crazy.” 
 
    He gave her a sardonic look.  “Easier said than done.” Yet he did as she asked. When he felt more in control of his emotions, he pointed to her cell phone. “Let’s see what the Gazette article says.” 
 
    Cammie opened up her emails, found the one from Emmy and opened the attachment.  The two scooted closer together as they read the small screen. 
 
      
 
    January 2, 1972 
 
      
 
    On December 30th, 1971 at approximately 9 pm, at the gazebo in Foster’s Park, an altercation took place between Harold Northcott, aged 23 and Walter Long, aged 24. The police were called, and order was quickly restored.  
 
    Witnesses claim to have heard Northcott accusing Long of interfering in his relationship with his fiancé, Ms. Pamela Nichols. Speculation is rife that this is not the first altercation between the two men. The bad blood between Long and Northcott can be traced back to their college days when both attended the University of Maine.  There, Long met Ms. Nichols and began a relationship with her. However, it wasn’t long before Ms. Nichols broke off the relationship with Long and began to see Northcott, culminating in their engagement earlier last year.  It certainly isn’t up to this reporter to speculate, but this looks like a case of the path of true love not running quite smoothly.  Both men were fined for disturbing the peace and warned they would be arrested if they fight again. 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Jace murmured mournfully.  “Mom was a femme fatale who had two men fighting over her. Forty-seven years later, they’re still fighting over her.  No wonder neither Mom or Dad will talk to you.  He and Long have hated each other longer than I’ve been alive.” 
 
    Cammie stood up.  “Since you’re sort of filling the role of Rick, who’s my official sounding board, you need to keep from jumping to conclusions, no matter how bad it looks. I know it’s tough, but just because there was bad blood between them, it doesn’t prove Harold killed Long.” 
 
    “We better hope Knowlton doesn’t find out about this, or he’ll be knocking down the front door to arrest Dad.” 
 
    “The fight isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “At least we now know what the argument was about.” When Cammie gave him a quizzical look, he added, “The article said Mom dated Long first before dumping him to take up with Dad. I bet Walter never got over it. He probably said something to Dad that set him off and World War III broke out in the paint section.” 
 
    “Is he jealous like you?” 
 
    Jace frowned.  “Who says I’m jealous?” She gave him a knowing look.  “Okay, so maybe I’m a little jealous.  Can’t help it with a hot sheriff like you.”  He gave her a sad grin. “As for Dad, I dunno if he’s jealous or not.  I’ve never seen it, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t turn into Tarzan if Mom looks at another guy.”  
 
    “We don’t need to worry about that now. Let’s head downtown and scope out the crime scene.” 
 
    On the short drive through the increasingly snowy streets, Cammie recognized the signs of depression falling over Jace’s shoulders.  This was certainly not the Christmas he’d envisioned when he planned it.  Everywhere they turned, it looked worse for Harold and now possibly Pamela as well. This was definitely not a Hallmark Christmas. 
 
    Jace parked on Main Street across from the Christmas tree. As they climbed out of the truck, Cammie was struck by the silence surrounding them. The streets and Christmas displays were lit up beautifully, but it was devoid of people and passing cars. As if, like something out of a Sci-fi movie, Beachport had been hit by some sort of apocalypse and all that was left was blinking Christmas lights and empty buildings. There was both a beauty and an eeriness to the scene.  
 
    “Wow, it really is deserted around here,” Cammie said as they crossed the street and stood in front of the police tape surrounding the island.   
 
    With a light snow falling, the only companions were the plastic Santas, reindeers and elves, as well as the multitude of lights decorating the streets and the tree itself. If they didn’t have a murder investigation hanging over their heads, they would have enjoyed the Christmas card scene.  Instead, they both burrowed deeper into their coats as a cold wind came up.  The temperatures were already chilly at that time of night, and the wind made it feel colder. It fluttered the police tape, adding a surreal sound to the surreal scene. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” Jace asked as he put his gloved hands under the armpits of his coat. 
 
    “You’re going to be my second set of eyes.”  
 
    She looked up and noted where the street light shone down on the tree. She then studied the scene before her, her face furrowed in deep concentration.  
 
    “Do you see that red flag on the ground beneath the tree?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s presumably where Long fell.  We can’t physically go past the tape and risk contaminating the crime scene, so we’re going to need to use our imagination.  Do you see how the light from the streetlight falls down on that spot?” 
 
    Jace looked up at the light, then down to where the flag was positioned.  “It’s all lit up.” 
 
    “Exactly. Dale told me there were no drops of blood, no footprints to indicate that Walter staggered away after the attack.  Therefore, besides the missing ornaments and cotton batting, this further bolsters our conclusion that he fell where he was shot.” 
 
    “Okay. So what are you getting at?” 
 
    “Look at the shadows and look to where Long was shot.” 
 
    Jace did as she asked.  It didn’t take him long to see where she was going with all of this. 
 
     “He was looking out over the streets, not at the Christmas tree.” 
 
    “There are no shadows where his assailant could have snuck up behind him. If you look to where the flag is, he fell backwards into the tree, taking down the ornaments and decorations with him as he collapsed.  He stood in a spot where he was able to keep an eye on his surroundings.  If he saw a stranger coming up to him in the wee hours of the morning, in an area that is pretty much deserted, I’m not sure he would have simply stood there without trying to defend himself in some way.”  
 
    “So you think Long knew his killer.” Jace’s voice dropped an octave as the fear that it was his father who Walter had been meeting hit him again. 
 
    “Let’s suppose for a minute, he was meeting your Dad,” Cammie said.  “First, why would they decide to meet in the first place? They’d had a public argument that morning.  I’m sure they had no desire to see each other again. Secondly, why meet here specifically? There was always the chance someone would drive by and see them.  Thirdly, why would Walter park his car a few blocks away and walk over here on such a cold night when he could have easily parked right across the street? You only do that if you want to make sure no one recognizes your car if they do drive by. Fourth, is that why whoever he was meeting decided to meet so late? So no one would see them?” She shook her head to herself.  “It doesn’t make sense that they’d take a chance someone would spot them here.  It’s pretty visible, especially with all the lights.  I’m sure there were other, less visible areas they could have chosen to have their meeting in.”  She looked at Jace.  “Is it in your Dad’s personality to try and make peace with someone? To maybe tell them he’s sorry, or to attempt to rectify a situation that got out of hand?” 
 
    Jace silently considered her question, his breath swirling in vapors around his face.  Finally he grimaced.  “Dad doesn’t like to be wrong.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “So you’ve never seen him apologize to someone?” she pressed. 
 
    “Maybe to Mom.  But that’s about it.  He’s certainly never apologized to me for anything.” 
 
    Cammie readily guessed what he was talking about.  There had been a huge argument between father and son when Jace refused to take up hunting, a sport Harold had always dreamed of sharing with his son.  There had been a huge argument between father and son when Jace refused to leave Twin Ponds with them.  He’d admitted to Cammie once that Harold had predicted terrible things for him for not moving to Beachport, finding himself homeless at the top of the list.  Then, of course, there was his relationship with Cammie.  She knew hell would freeze over before Harold ever apologized for treating her so badly, or for admitting that he was wrong over Jace’s choice of companion. 
 
    No matter which way she regarded this, it wasn’t looking good for old man Northcott. 
 
    And what about Pamela? Was she capable of arranging a late- night meeting in order to murder him? Yet what was the motive? Had the argument in the hardware store been triggered because Harold suspected something? Had Long threatened to spill the beans over his affair with Pamela? 
 
    Was Pamela, and not Harold, the killer? 
 
    To get her mind off that possibility, she walked around the island, trying to figure out in her mind’s eye the likely scenario of what took place that night.  When she was done, she returned to Jace. 
 
    “It was a point-blank shot.  So either the killer was planning on murdering Long all along, or it was done spur of the moment. We suspect he knew his killer. All fingers point to that conclusion. So it all comes down to the reason for the meeting.” 
 
    “Well, there are only two people who know the answer to that, and one of them is dead,” Jace replied. 
 
    “It all comes back to the argument in the hardware store. Somehow, I need to find out what it was about, and only your mom or dad can provide the answer. In the meantime, let’s get back in the car.  I don’t know about you, but I’m freezing.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cammie was awakened by her cell phone buzzing near her ear.  She groggily reached over to the nightstand and picked it up. Seeing Dale’s name on the display, she immediately sat up.  Glancing over to the other bed, she saw Jace silently watching her. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she answered. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Dale.  I’ve got two pieces of information you’re not going to like.” 
 
    Cammie’s heart began to hammer. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “A witness has come forward saying they saw Harold jogging down Main Street at approximately 1:45 am on December 22nd.  That’s within the time frame of Long’s murder.” 
 
    “Was he headed towards or away from the Christmas tree?” 
 
    “Away.” 
 
    Cammie cursed under her breath.  “And the second piece of info?” 
 
    “We got the phone records.  It shows a call made from the Northcott home to Long’s cell on December 22nd at one in the morning.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not good,” Cammie muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I can meet you in a half hour to show you the report.” 
 
    “Same place as before?” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s pretty deserted this time of year.” 
 
    She hung up and jumped out of bed. 
 
    “What is it?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I need to take a quick shower, then go out for a bit.  I’ll let you know when I get back.” 
 
    He sat up.  “You can’t leave without telling me what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’d rather tell you when I have more details.”  She grabbed her clothes, then ran over and kissed him on the lips.  “Trust me.”  She then hurried out of the bedroom. 
 
    “Famous last words,” he said to the empty room. 
 
      
 
    As before, Dale slid into the front seat of the Ford and handed her a copy of the report.  She read it, her brow creasing in concern. 
 
    “So this person was driving down Main Street at approximately 1:45 am and saw Harold jogging down the street.  How credible is this witness?” 
 
    “It’s Dr. Walton.  He was coming back from his shift at the hospital.  He knows Northcott because he treated him not too long ago for a prostate issue.” 
 
    “It doesn’t say whether he saw Long.” 
 
    “He didn’t.  He drove right past the Christmas tree, but didn’t notice anything.  Then again, he wasn’t looking for anything.” 
 
    “I suppose if you’ve driven past the tree a thousand times, there comes a point where you really don’t take much notice of it.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    Cammie bit her lip.  Then looked up at Dale. 
 
    “I received a piece of information from my deputy.” She then told him what Rick and Emmy had uncovered.  “I’ll text you a copy of the newspaper article when I leave here.” 
 
    “Wow. Good thinking on that. No one in the department, including me, would have thought to see if the two men knew each other at some point in their lives.” 
 
    “That’s not all. I have a confession to make.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I saw Harold coming up the stairs at 2:30 on the night Long was killed.  I withheld the info because I didn’t like the way this case was being handled by Knowlton and I wanted to do my own under the radar investigation.  I didn’t know if I could trust you not to follow the department line.  I apologize, Dale. I should have told you.” 
 
    Dale puffed the air out of his cheeks.  “I guess I understand. We really don’t know each other. Or at least didn’t at the time you saw him.”  He paused, then asked, “How did he look?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a close look at him.  But he looked tired and a bit beaten down.” 
 
    “But not like someone who’d just killed a man?” 
 
    She smiled.  “No, nothing like that.”  She looked down at the report again.  “So Walton sees Harold jogging down the street at 1:45, yet he didn’t see Walter.” 
 
    “Maybe he hadn’t arrived yet.” 
 
    “You’d think if Harold was meeting him, he’d be jogging towards the Christmas tree, not away from it.” Cammie flipped through the pages of the report. When she came to the final pathology report, her heart sank. “This says Long ate some pizza at approximately midnight.”   
 
    Dale nodded.  “I interviewed some people at the bank.  He and two of his associates were working on a loan that kept them in the bank until at least 12:45 am.  They sent out for a pizza around midnight and it got there at 12:15.” 
 
    “So the coroner now believes he was killed around 2 am.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    Cammie closed the report and sat back in her seat.  “The more we dig, the worse it looks for Harold.  He makes a call to Long at 1 am. He’s seen jogging downtown at 1:45 am.  And Walter is killed at 2 am.”  She sighed.  “He’s screwed.” 
 
    “I quietly went and talked to the neighbors.  They confirmed your belief that Long was universally hated. Although they wouldn’t come right out and say it, I could tell most of them were happy he wasn’t coming back.”               
 
    “Did Knowlton ever talk to Debbi?” Dale nodded.  “Did she bring up the affair she thought Walter was having with some married woman?” 
 
    “If she did, he didn’t say anything.  However,” he smiled conspiratorially.  “I spoke to her myself.  I accidentally met her at the sandwich place across from the bank and struck up a conversation.” 
 
    Cammie met his smile.  “Accidentally, huh?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Purely.  Of course I didn’t tell her I’d been waiting for at least an hour to see if and when she went out for lunch.  Anyway, she told me that for a week leading up to the murder, he would close his door and spend the next twenty minutes or so talking on the phone. She thought it unusual because he’d never done that before.  When he finished the call, he’d spend the rest of the afternoon with, as she said, a smug contentment. Like he was looking forward to something and couldn’t wait for the day to end.” 
 
    “Like sleeping with someone’s wife?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Could be. On the morning of his murder, she said he closed the door and got on the phone.  However, she suddenly heard him slam something down on his desk.  She wasn’t sure if it was his fist or what.  She then saw him storm out of his office, his face red with anger.” 
 
    “Was this before or after he went to the hardware store?” 
 
    “Just before. The incident in the store happened at 11 am.  He stormed out of the bank at 10:45. She’s certain of the time because that’s when she normally goes to get her second cup of coffee.” 
 
    “How far is the hardware store from the bank?” 
 
    “It’s across the street about two stores down.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight.  He spent a week talking on his landline?” 
 
    “That’s right. We requested the phone records for Long’s landline at the bank. That’s taking a bit longer to receive. So, whatever you have up your sleeve, you better make it quick.  Now that we have Dr. Walton’s eye witness report, I think the chief is going to be making an arrest soon.” 
 
    “Lovely,” she murmured.  She glanced at him.  “Has all this changed your mind? Do you now think Harold is a murderer?” 
 
    Dale took his time answering.  “It certainly looks that way.  His neighbors loathed Walter, but I didn’t get the sense any of them would actually murder the guy. I’m curious to see what the bank’s phone records reveal.  But right here, right now…”  The expression on his face said it all.  He looked at Cammie.  “What about you?” 
 
    She looked out the windshield at the beach and the choppy seas beyond.  “I honestly don’t know,” she finally admitted.  “On paper it looks like a done deal. But…” 
 
    “Is it because he’s your boyfriend’s father?” 
 
    “Could be.”   
 
    Dale leaned slightly forward.  “I’m sure you’ve considered the possibility that the married woman he was supposed to be sleeping with was Pamela Northcott? According to what your staff found, they had a history.” 
 
    “Yes, it has occurred to me.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s capable of murder?” 
 
    “When push comes to shove, who isn’t capable of murder?” She absently rubbed the bridge of her nose.  “You’ve been great, Dale.  Thank you for keeping me in the loop.” 
 
    “My pleasure. I’ll be sure to let you know if anything else comes up.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As Cammie drove away, she felt a lead weight in the pit of her stomach.  Several scenarios ran through her mind, each trying to exonerate Harold and/or Pamela.  But in the end, she had to admit, he looked guilty as hell. They both did. 
 
    She sighed as she pulled up to the house.  She turned off the engine and looked out at the decorations. The merry Santas, reindeer and snowmen looked like a mockery to how she was feeling. And how Jace would soon be feeling when she broke the news to him. 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho,” she muttered slowly as she climbed out of the truck and made her way into the house. 
 
      
 
    Harold was at his usual place in front of the television.  Cammie hadn’t thought it possible, but he’d aged even more overnight. She said good-morning, which he disregarded. Aunt Pru nodded from the couch.  She entered the kitchen and found Jace and his mother seated at the table, each sipping a cup of coffee.  They looked up as she entered.  She was struck by the dark rings under Pamela’s eyes and the hopelessness in her expression. 
 
    “Mom’s ready to talk to you,” Jace said quietly as he stood up.  “I’ll make sure Dad and Aunt Pru don’t disturb you.” 
 
    He left, and Cammie slid into his seat.  She didn’t feel she had much time, so she decided to forego the preliminaries. 
 
    “What happened at the hardware store the other day?” 
 
    Pamela stared down at her coffee mug.  “It was all so very stupid.” 
 
    “Just begin at the very beginning.  Why did you and Harold go to the hardware store in the first place?” 
 
    “We needed some more hooks and pieces of plywood to put up decorations that I’d bought last week.  We really wanted to make this Christmas special because of Jace’s –” she paused, then continued, “—and your visit.  You know, do it up with all the bells and whistles. And for Pru as well, considering what she’s going through.” 
 
    “Okay. So you went to the hardware store. What happened next?” 
 
    Pamela suddenly lifted her head and shot Cammie an angry look.  “Why is this so important?  We went to the damned hardware store where Harold and Mr. Long got into an argument.  End of story.” 
 
    “Harold physically attacked Long.  It took the store owner and one of his clerks to break up the fight.”  Pamela’s face paled. “I don’t mean to be blunt, but it’s looking very bad for Harold. If you tell me what happened, maybe I can see something Knowlton can’t or won’t that will exonerate your husband.” 
 
    Pamela’s eyes suddenly watered as the air seemed to deflate from her lungs.  She shrank back against her chair.  “We—we stopped off to look at paint colors,” she whispered. “I’ve been thinking of repainting the living room.  Harold went off to get the hooks and while I was there, I heard my name called.  I turned and saw Mr. Long approaching.”  She shuddered.  “What a loathsome man he is – was.” 
 
    “What did he say?”  The woman hesitated.  “Pamela, please.  Tell me.” 
 
    She shook her head several times. “I shouldn’t – I was just so upset.  You didn’t know him, Cammie.  He was incredibly sanctimonious.  Carried himself as if he was better than everyone else. I knew when I first met him, he was trouble.” 
 
    “Where did you meet?” 
 
    “In college—”  She suddenly stopped speaking, as if she’d said something she hadn’t meant to say. 
 
    “I know Walter grew up in Twin Ponds. I know he and Harold were friends for many years. I know they went to college together.  I also know you dated him before you dated Harold. Was it because of you that their friendship imploded?” 
 
    The color flooded back into her cheeks.  “There’s no point in talking about that.  It’s ancient history.” 
 
    “Murder always has a starting point.  Sometimes it takes years for it to flourish and explode.  It just takes one spark to re-ignite the flame.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed.  “Are you saying you believe Harold killed Walter?” 
 
    “I’m saying that if Knowlton hasn’t uncovered this information, he soon will to bolster his case against Harold. He’ll see this as the culmination of a feud that started years ago.” 
 
    Once again Pamela shrank back into her seat.  “Oh my God,” she whispered. 
 
    “Why did you break up with Walter?” 
 
    “We both felt, that is, it was mutually agreed –” 
 
    At that moment, they were interrupted when Jace came back into the kitchen.  His face was white, and he looked visibly shaken.  “The police are here.  They’re arresting Dad.” 
 
    Cammie jumped out of her chair as Pamela let out a small cry behind her.  She hurried into the living room just in time to see Knowlton putting the handcuffs on Harold while Dale stood nearby.   
 
    “Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?” Knowlton asked as he finished reading Harold his Miranda rights.  Harold looked stunned and unfocused.  He slowly nodded.  “Do you wish to say anything?”  He shook his head.   
 
    Knowlton turned and led Harold out of the house. As he reached the front door he turned and gave Cammie a look which could only be described as triumphant. She felt her stomach clench in anger at his arrogance. They then left the house.  Dale threw Cammie an inscrutable glance before he too left the house.  Pru, who’d remained seated this whole time, shook her head to herself. 
 
    “Well, that’s that then.” 
 
    “It’s Christmas Eve, for chrissakes!” Pamela wailed. “He couldn’t find the decency to wait until after the holiday?”  She covered her face and began to sob.  Jace threw his arm around her and led her to the couch where he sat her down next to Pru.  Together, the two of them did their best to comfort the distraught woman. 
 
    “Jace, does your dad have an attorney?” Cammie asked after a few moments. “You need to call him and let him know what happened.” 
 
    He nodded.  Releasing his mother to her sister’s care, he went upstairs.  Cammie followed and saw him enter his father’s study.  She hadn’t been in the room before and saw a desk with a computer, a bureau against the wall that held books and the several framed pictures of the Northcott family.  Everything was neat and tidy.  Jace sat down in the chair with a thud and opened the desk where he withdrew an address book. 
 
    “Dad still does stuff the old-fashioned way,” he said in a dead voice as he flipped through it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she replied as she saw the pain and strain he was under.  He didn’t say anything as he found what he was looking for.  He placed the call, then sat back. 
 
    “He’ll be at the station in ten minutes,” he answered.  He raised his eyes until they met hers.  “Is that why you left this morning?  Is that when you found out they were going to arrest Dad?” 
 
    “I didn’t know when they’d be doing it, but I knew it would be soon.” 
 
    Jace rubbed his cheek with the palm of his hand.  “He did it, didn’t he?  Dad murdered Long.”  Cammie didn’t respond.  She wanted to pull him in her arms and tell him everything would be alright.  But she couldn’t lie to him.  Nor could she break through the wall of anguish he’d surrounded himself with.  Just as she turned away, she saw Pamela coming up the stairs.  She walked past Cammie as if she wasn’t there and went into her bedroom where she closed the door.  
 
    “Can you leave me alone for a few minutes?” Jace asked. 
 
    Cammie reluctantly nodded and let herself out, closing the door behind her.  She leaned against the doorframe and heaved a heavy sigh. 
 
    Although she knew it was stupid, she felt guilty for not having done enough to prevent the arrest.  Maybe if she’d tried harder, gone out on her own and investigated more witnesses, she could have cracked this. Maybe if she’d pushed Harold and Pamela to speak to her, she could have found something, anything that would prove either didn’t kill Long. By not asserting herself more, she’d let the family down.  Worse, she’d let Jace down. 
 
    And that was the hardest part of all. 
 
    Cammie had never been a woe-is-me type of woman. She’d always taken responsibility for her actions and she’d pushed herself all her life to keep moving forward. But standing in that hallway, she felt deflated. And demoralized.  
 
    For the first time, she had no idea what to do next. 
 
    With a heavy heart, she made herself go downstairs where she found Pru still sitting on the couch.  She had a photo album spread across her lap and was thoughtfully flipping through it. With nothing else to occupy her darkening thoughts, Cammie sat down next to her and saw photos of a much younger Harold, Pamela and a second man she guessed to be Walter looking back up at her.  She inwardly gasped when she saw how beautiful Pamela had been in her younger days.  She bore a striking resemblance to the actress Grace Kelley, albeit with dark hair, with a coquettish smile and a mischievous sparkle in her eye. 
 
    You must have had men falling all over themselves to get your attention. 
 
      “What a time we had,” Pru whispered as she touched the photo with her fingertip. “Sometimes it feels like a dream, that it never really happened.”  Cammie frowned.  She had no idea what Pru was talking about, but the old woman appeared to be lost in a world of long-ago memories. “Who would have thought it would end this way?” 
 
     “Is it true he and Walter were friends back in Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “They were what we used to call bosom buddies.  You never saw one without the other.” 
 
    “Where did you meet them?” 
 
    “In college.  I was two years ahead of the three of them.  But they were such fun, I didn’t mind being with them, though all my friends thought I was insane.  You see, a senior never spent any time with mere sophomores.  It just wasn’t done.”  She chuckled.  
 
    “What happened to break up the group?” 
 
    Pru offered her a sad, lopsided smile.  “What do you think happened? One beautiful woman and two handsome men. Only one would ultimately be chosen while the other would be rejected.” 
 
    Cammie glanced back down at the photo. Walter could certainly be considered handsome, with his wry grin and thick blonde hair. But even at 20 years of age, Harold still looked like a bookish accountant. A boyish looking accountant, but an accountant nevertheless.  
 
    “Is it true Pamela and Walter dated?” 
 
    Pru looked up and met Cammie’s eye.  “Why do you think Harold hated Walter so much?”  She shook her head.  “And Pamela.  Poor, poor Pam.  The beautiful girl perpetually caught in the middle.” 
 
    Cammie felt her stomach clench as a terrible idea flitted through her mind.  “Did Pamela start the argument in the hardware store?” 
 
    “I always told her to watch her temper.  She got it from our father, you know.  He’d fly off the handle over the smallest thing.  She’s tried her best to control it over the years, but…” Pru shrugged.  “Well, this is certainly going to be a Christmas to remember.” 
 
    “Pru, was Pamela sleeping with Walter?” 
 
    Pru gave her an inscrutable look. She then closed the album and placed it on the coffee table. “Love isn’t something you can turn on and off at a moment’s whim.” She slowly stood up. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to lie down a bit.  It’s been quite the emotional day.” 
 
    As Cammie watched Pru walk up the stairs, she took note of how frail she looked.  Grief over her husband’s death was sapping her energy, her life force. She wondered if the older woman would be one of those who hoped for, willed herself to die so she could join her beloved.  
 
    It was a depressing thought. 
 
    Now that she was alone, the depression increased, torturing her for what she did and didn’t do to help Harold.  She went over everything she’d learned, desperately searching for something she may have missed – something she could use to march down to the police station and demand they release Harold. But there was nothing. No matter how hard she looked, she always came up empty. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered as she pulled her hands through her hair. She hated feeling helpless. Yes, she could call Dale, but he’d already told her all he knew. Damn it, what was she missing?  
 
    An unbidden voice rose up, sending a shiver down her spine. 
 
    Was there anything to miss? 
 
    Did Knowlton arrest the right man? Was Harold Northcott a cold-blooded murderer? 
 
    Or had he arrested the wrong person? Was the true killer upstairs in her room? 
 
    Cammie sat back on the couch with a thud. She was going to drive herself insane if she didn’t find something to redirect her thoughts. 
 
    Her eyes fell on the photo album.  Hoping the pictures would distract her, she leaned over and grabbed the 8 x 10 album. She opened it up to the first page and saw that instead of belonging to Pamela and Harold, it was actually Pru’s. She slowly flipped through it and was startled when she saw a photograph of Pamela with her arms around the waist of the same handsome young man she’d seen in the other photo.  They were smiling into the camera and Cammie instantly knew the man was Walter. They looked happy and very cohesive as a couple.    
 
    With suspicion mounting, she continued to flip through the album, seeing several more pictures of Pamela with Walter. In one, she was sitting in his lap and they were kissing. In another, he was standing behind her with his arms wrapped around her torso, his left cheek pressed against hers. Then the subject of the photos changed. Walter disappeared, and Pamela was now shown with Harold. The first showed the couple standing on a forest path. He looked deliriously happy as he posed with his arm around her tiny waist and his face turned towards her. Pamela’s smile was intact, but as Cammie carefully studied her face, she realized it wasn’t nearly as bright and blissful as it had been in the photos with Walter.  She quietly considered what she was seeing. It only deepened her depression. Here was proof positive Pamela had once been in love with Walter Long. 
 
    Was she still in love with him? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She settled,” she said aloud to herself.  “Something happened between her and Walter, and Harold was there to pick up the pieces.  So she figured what the hell, he loves me. What more do I need? So she settled.” 
 
    Cammie had no proof, but her instincts were telling her she was on the right track. Which led her back to the hardware store.  Instead of Harold starting the argument, had it been Pamela?  Was she the married woman Long was supposed to be involved with? 
 
    She’d said Walter approached her first while Harold was off in another part of the store. Had she said something to start the fight?  Or had Harold come upon them and knowing that she was talking to a man she’d once been in love with, and may still be in love with, become jealous and started the melee?  
 
    She thought back to what Pamela told her.  
 
    What a loathsome man he is – was. You didn’t know him, Cammie.  He was incredibly sanctimonious.  Carried himself as if he was better than everyone else. I knew when I first met him, he was trouble. 
 
    Yet was that why she was attracted to him? Because he was trouble? And that was erotic to her? 
 
    You could say many things about Harold Northcott, but dangerous and erotic were not anywhere on the list. 
 
    She turned the page and saw a photograph of Pamela and Harold.  They appeared to be dancing.  But it was the look in Pamela’s eye that caused her consternation.  In that photo, she appeared to be gazing up at him with nothing short of adoration on her face.   
 
    Okay, what the hell is going on? In one picture, she looks like she’s trying her best to love the guy.  But in this one, she’s obviously besotted with him. 
 
    Cammie flipped back and forth between the photos, wondering if the one on the dance floor was taken long after the one in the forest.  But the two participants looked exactly the same.  Same haircut, same type of clothing. No signs of aging.  
 
    She didn’t know what to make of it. Could Pamela have suddenly awakened one morning and realized she was madly in love with Harold? She supposed it was possible.  Yet… 
 
    Before she could ponder it further, she heard a step on the stair.  Turning, she saw Jace coming downstairs.  He still looked as though he’d been hit by a truck, but his emotions appeared to be under control. He came and sat down next to her. 
 
    “What’s that?” he pointed to the album. 
 
    “It’s Aunt Pru’s photo album.  She was flipping through them when I came downstairs.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “She went to lie down.  This morning took a lot out of her.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club.” 
 
    He reached over to take the album, but she put her hand on his. 
 
    “I’m not sure you should see this.  Especially in the state of mind you’re in.” 
 
    He met her eye silently, then leaned over and took the album from her lap and placed it in his.  He wordlessly went through the pictures, his jaw tightening as he came to the photos of his mother and Walter.  He abruptly slammed the book shut, threw it back on the table, got up and strode to the front door.  He grabbed his coat and went outside, slamming the door after himself. 
 
    “Hate to say I told you so,” Cammie said aloud to the empty room. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened and Jace poked his head back in.  “Come with me.  I need you to help me make sense of all of this.” 
 
    A half hour later, the two were walking along the beach, Cammie’s arm linked with his. She discussed what she’d discovered so far, amazed that despite his pain, he was closely listening to her every word.   
 
    “What do you make of the photos of Mom with Walter and Mom with Dad?” he asked. 
 
    Knowing he wanted and needed complete honesty from her, she said, “At first I thought she’d settled when she involved herself with Harold. The photos with her and Walter look as though they were deeply in love. Yet when I looked at the other photos, it seemed as though she was okay with your Dad.  Not so much in love as she appeared to be with Walter, but content, you know?”  He nodded.  “But then I found a photo of her and Harold at some kind of dance. She’s looking at him the same way she’d looked at Walter.” 
 
    Jace shrugged.  “So she ended up falling in love with Dad.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
     “What do you think broke Mom and Walter up?” 
 
    “Could be anything.  He seemed to be a bit of a bad boy.   That’s okay for a little while, but eventually it wears on you.  Maybe she just got tired and decided to be with a man who’s more settled and who obviously loved her, and still does.” 
 
    Jace fell into a silence as he ruminated over everything she’d said.  Finally he replied, “Even if Mom isn’t the married woman Long was sleeping with, it seems to me this just makes it worse for Dad.  He killed Walter in a fit of jealousy.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cammie answered slowly. “Your parents have been married for forty-six years. She chose Harold, not Walter. From what you’ve told me, they appear to have a good, solid marriage.  So why would bumping into Walter in a hardware store cause your dad to suddenly flip out and kill him? What kind of trigger would cause that?  I mean, even if Walter walked up to your mom and propositioned her in the paint section, your Dad knows she wouldn’t follow up on it.  Unless…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    Jace glanced at her.  “Unless she is the woman he was supposedly sleeping with.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Ah, it’s just my mind going in circles.” 
 
    Jace abruptly stopped walking and turned to her. “You’re seriously considering the possibility that Mom is the one who killed Long under the Christmas tree?  Good Lord, if we had a dog, you’d probably think the dog did it next.” 
 
    “Jace, I’m just—” 
 
    He stepped away and threw his hands up in the air.  “This is so screwed.  I don’t know what to think, what to say.” 
 
    “Then we won’t say anything more.”  She reached out and put her hands on his arms.  “We just won’t.” 
 
    Her words did little to calm him.  “Let me walk a bit on my own.  I just need to wrap my mind around this.”  He took out the keys to the truck and handed them to her.  “Why don’t you go get warm in the truck.  I’ll catch up in a bit.” 
 
    She watched him walk along the shore, his wall up as he struggled to process everything. 
 
    Faced with the choice of standing on the beach and freezing to death or sitting in a warm truck, she chose the latter.  She’d no sooner reached the vehicle and climbed inside than her cell rang.  She saw it was Rick. She answered it as she turned the ignition. 
 
    “How’s it going?” he greeted. 
 
    “They arrested Harold this morning.” 
 
    “Shit.  Jace has got to be in a state.” 
 
    “And then some. What have you got for me?” 
 
    “Well, Em was able to trace Walter’s work history. He bounced around a lot.  Never seemed to stay at a job more than two years.  He moved around New England for a bit, went down to New York, Pennsylvania and Maryland before landing up in Beachport.  We were able to talk to a few of the bank managers.  More than one got all weirded out when we asked the reason for Walter leaving and whether it had anything to do with his personality.  We hit pay dirt when I pressed one of the managers and they told me Walter was let go because he’d been doing the horizontal with the wife of one of the bank’s most important clients.” 
 
    “Wow. Looks like Walter put the bad in bad boy. Which bank was this?” 
 
    “Gramercy Savings and Loan in Manhattan.” 
 
    “Did Walter ever get married?” 
 
    Rick snorted.  “Why would he need to?  Seems he was having the time of his life with his clients.” 
 
    “Come on,” she scoffed.  “You think he moved on each time because he was sleeping with a client?” 
 
    “No.  But I think it was more than just his winning personality in some of these cases that made him pack up his bag and hit the highway.  Em’s emailing you the list of banks and the length of time he was there.  Don’t know how it’s going to help, but hey, if anyone can figure out whether Harold is really innocent or not, that would be you.” 
 
    “No pressure, huh?” 
 
    Rick laughed and hung up.   
 
      
 
    It was two-thirty in the afternoon on Christmas Eve. The sun was shining outside, its rays filtering through the windows and sending up dancing dust motes. Normally, the aromatic smells of a turkey roasting in the oven would have wafted throughout the house while the voices of Frank Sinatra, Andy Williams and Bing Crosby rang out with both solemn and happy Christmas carols.  Yet the atmosphere was anything but joyous. Pru and Pamela were still in their respective rooms, and there seemed to be a dark, silent presence waiting to pounce on anything even remotely cheery.    
 
    Jace tried his best to avoid looking into the dining room where everything had been set up for their Christmas Eve dinner. Cammie offered to fix him something to eat that didn’t involve cooking. The Northcotts were having enough problems without her burning down their house. But Jace demurred. He had no appetite.  
 
    Cammie couldn’t blame him.  She had no appetite either. 
 
    They were now seated on the couch, trying to concentrate on the TV, but it was useless.  Their minds were both swirling around the events of that day.  Finally Jace stood up. 
 
    “This is crazy.  I feel like I’m going crazy. I need to get out of here before I explode.” 
 
    “Go on and take a nice long drive. I’ll stay here in case your mom and Pru come downstairs.” 
 
    He nodded.  Grabbing his coat, he let himself out of the house.  A moment later, she heard the sound of the truck pull away from the curb. 
 
    Cammie sat alone in the living room, the silence caving in on her.  She leaned forward and covered her face with her hands.  What a complete mess this had all turned out to be. Here she was, trying her best to save Harold, but he’d been arrested anyway.  And now she was consumed with the possibility that it was Pamela who pulled the trigger. Yet her biggest worry was Jace. Would he be able to live with the fact that his father was a killer?  If Pamela was innocent, how would she survive? Would she end up going to live with Pru down in Bucksport to escape the infamy that her husband took the life of another man?  Under a Christmas tree, no less? 
 
    How ironic that Harold hated her for arresting Jace for murder when the exact same thing had happened to him. 
 
    She absently chewed on her fingernail. Her instincts told her there was more to this case, but she just wasn’t grasping it. There were nuances here that were doing too good a job of escaping her notice.  Unfortunately, no matter how she looked at it, lives had been ruined today.  A man was dead.  And there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked about the room.  Her stomach turned at the sight of the Christmas tree, waiting to be plugged in so the festive lights could come on.  Since that was the last thing she wanted to do, she once again grabbed the photo album.  It had helped distract her earlier in the day.  Hopefully it would do so again.  
 
    In the age of digital photography, she knew she was basically looking at an antique.  She didn’t know anyone who kept photo albums anymore. Family photos were framed on a wall, on a computer or phone, or in one of those frames where the pictures changed every few seconds. 
 
    Starting at the beginning, she saw Pamela kneeling down in front of a house holding a little white poodle. She looked to be about sixteen years old.  Below that was a photo of Pamela leaning against a vintage 1968 mustang. In each picture, Cammie again took note of how beautiful she was, with her silky black hair, lean body and bright smile.  
 
    As Cammie continued to flip through the thick pages, she suddenly realized something. She went back to the title page and saw Prudence Nichols written in ink. Okay, this was obviously Pru’s photo album. 
 
    So why were there no pictures of Pru?   
 
    With this in mind, she slowly went through the pictures again.  She was drawn back to the one of Pamela dancing with Harold.  She was in profile, but the wide grin on her face and the expression of love as she looked up at Harold was unmistakable. However, flipping one page back, she saw the same look on Pamela’s face when she was looking at Walter. Flipping back and forth to compare, Pamela appeared to be the same age. The only difference was her hair. In the photo with Walter, her hair was up.  In the other with Harold, it hung down around her shoulders.  
 
    What was it about this photo that kept calling out to her? What was she missing?  
 
    She’d learned long ago to let things go.  If she tried too hard, the information she was seeking would prove elusive. She had to relax her mind and focus it somewhere else. 
 
    Cammie turned back to the album which ended with a picture of Pamela and Harold on their wedding day.  They were standing in front of the justice of the peace’s office and were smiling into the camera.  It took her a moment to realize that Pru may very well have served as a witness for her sister, and had taken this picture of the happy day.    
 
    She closed the album and was about to put it back on the table when she felt herself drawn to once more look at the picture of Harold and Pamela dancing.  She didn’t know why she needed to look at it again, but her instincts were pushing her to study it closely. 
 
    She took the picture out of the photo album and sat back on the couch studying it.  The dress and hair were straight out of the 60s. When she turned the picture over, she saw the year 1967 scribbled in pencil on the back.  
 
    “This was during college,” she murmured to herself as she looked at the photo.   
 
    Nothing.  She was getting nothing. She reached over to put it back in the album when she paused.  Wait a minute. She’d been so busy looking at Pamela, she hadn’t really studied Harold. When she did, she frowned. Rather than gaze at her with love and affection as he’d done in all the other photos of the two, he appeared distracted. Uncomfortable, even. 
 
    Abruptly, a piece of the puzzle clicked into place, causing her to bolt upright on the couch. 
 
    “Holy crap!” she yelled aloud.  Thoughts swirled through her mind as more pieces of the unfathomable puzzle suddenly made sense. She didn’t like the direction the puzzle was taking, but she had no choice but to follow the train of her thoughts.  
 
    Jumping up from the couch, she ran upstairs to Pru’s bedroom.  She knocked on the door but received no answer.  Not wanting to disturb her if she was sleeping, she hurried on to Pamela’s door. She took a deep breath, let it out and gave a sharp rap. Without waiting for a response, she entered. 
 
    Pamela was laid out on the bed.  The shades were drawn, and a small nightlight threw a tiny bit of light into the room.  She looked up as Cammie entered. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” she asked angrily. 
 
    Cammie ignored the tone.  She walked over to Pamela and turned on the lamp on the nightstand.  Pamela instantly covered her eyes as the light blinded her. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?  Can’t you see how upset I am? I want to be left alone.” 
 
    “Is this you in the photo?” Cammie asked as she shoved the picture towards Pamela. It took a few moments for the woman’s eyes to adjust themselves to the light.  She stared up at Cammie in disbelief. “Please. This is important. I need you to tell me if this is you in the photo.” 
 
    She gingerly took the photograph and looked at it. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “It was in Pru’s photo album she left on the coffee table downstairs.” 
 
    “You really can’t help yourself, can you?” Pamela seethed.  “You push yourself into my family and now you’re spying on us by going through Pru’s private photo album.” 
 
    Cammie tightened her hold on her emotions.  “Is that you in the photo?” she repeated. 
 
    Pamela saw she had no choice but to answer what she considered Cammie’s impertinent question.  She shoved the photo back at the sheriff. 
 
    “No it’s not.” 
 
    “It’s Pru, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Pru was in love with Harold, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Pamela looked away.  Cammie sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “What happened, Pamela?  What happened to make you end your relationship with Walter?” Her face hardened, but she refused to answer.  Not sure of the truth, Cammie decided to take a chance.  “You found out Walter was cheating on you, didn’t you? So you broke it off with him and took up with Harold who you knew was in love with you.  The problem was, Pru was in love with Harold as well. But that didn’t stop you and Harold.”  She paused, then said, “You never stopped loving Walter, did you? Tell me, how long have you been sleeping with him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pamela’s jaw dropped in shock. “What are you insinuating? You think I was sleeping with Walt? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “I heard he was sleeping with a married woman.” 
 
    “So you naturally assumed it was me?” She quickly got out of bed and stared down at Cammie, her face contorted in rage. 
 
    “If I’m wrong, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You are most certainly wrong!”  
 
    “Pamela, please…” 
 
    “If I didn’t love my son so much, I’d throw you out of my house this very minute. For his sake I won’t. But that doesn’t mean I need to speak to you.” 
 
    This time she left the room.  Cammie lost her tenuous hold on her temper and she followed her down the corridor. 
 
    “Who are you protecting, Pamela? You won’t tell me what the argument was about.  You won’t tell me why you ended your relationship with Walter. You won’t even answer a simple question as to whether your sister was in love with your husband. What in heaven’s name are you hiding?” 
 
    Pamela paused halfway down the corridor. She remained still, as if unable to move forwards or backwards. Cammie came up and said in a gentle voice, “I know this is hard. But this may be the only hope we have of figuring out what truly happened.” 
 
    The air seemed to go out of her. She turned, and the two women returned to her bedroom. 
 
    “I must be insane to answer your questions.” 
 
    “It’s the only hope we have.” 
 
    Pamela hesitated for a long moment. Then gave in as she realized this could be her only hope of helping her husband.  “You’re right. Pru was in love with Harold. But he loved me.” 
 
     “What ended your relationship with Walter?” 
 
    “Walt was one of those men who simply couldn’t help himself. He saw a pretty woman and off he went. It was some sort of addiction. When I found out he was cheating on me, I broke it off. Harold was there to pick up the pieces. Naturally Pru was terribly upset. You see, she’s always been in competition with me, ever since we were children.  It’s stupid.  I mean, she was the oldest and much prettier than I was.  But she never saw it that way.  She was convinced that things came easily to me, while she always had to work hard for whatever she wanted. This relationship was a perfect example.  As soon as I met Walt, we fell in love.  At first, it was wonderful.  He was quite a charmer in those days. He was tall and handsome, and he knew exactly how to treat a woman.  I didn’t realize it at the time, but it must have bothered Pru seeing me so happy.  By that time, she’d fallen in love with Harold, and despite knowing how he felt about me, she was sure she could change his mind.  Then of course I broke up with Walt and --” Pamela grew quiet. Then she added in a low whisper, “I warned her against Walt. I told her he’d break her heart. And he did, over and over again.” 
 
    Cammie caught her breath.  “Wait a minute. Pru slept with Walter?” 
 
    She nodded. “This was her way of getting back at me for taking Harold away from her.” 
 
    “So that’s why you and she were estranged for so long.  It wasn’t because she was living in Pennsylvania. It was what she’d done with Walter that so upset you.” As things began to make sense to Cammie, she continued. "I had my staff look up the different jobs Walter held over the years. He jumped around quite a bit.  The longest place he stayed at was in Pennsylvania.  It was near where Pru and her husband were living, wasn’t it?”  Pamela closed her eyes, the pain evident on her face.  “What did she mean the other day when she said you’d opened up your home to her out of guilt?” 
 
    Pamela abruptly began to pace, her fists opening and closing in agitation. Watching, her, a thought suddenly occurred to Cammie. “Do you think Harold killed Walter to protect Pru?” Pamela stopped and covered her face with her hands. “I think we need to talk to Pru.” 
 
    “I don’t want you upsetting her.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and tears welled up.  “Because she’s dying of cancer.”  She choked back a sob. “I wanted this last Christmas to be special for her. I wanted to finally forget and forgive the past.” 
 
    “Is that what the argument at the hardware store was about?  Was it about Pru?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was about me. Walt told me he was still in love with me. Harold overheard.”  She walked over to the dresser and began to wipe away her tears and reapply her make-up.  "I’ve answered your questions. I don't want to talk about this anymore. I’m going to freshen up, wake up Pru and we’re going to try our best to carry on tonight.  It’s Christmas Eve, after all.” 
 
    “Pamela—” Cammie began. 
 
    She whirled around and snarled, “I mean it. No more. It’s Christmas Eve and goddammit, we are going to get through it!” 
 
    Cammie had no words.  And she knew Pamela wasn’t about to say anything more. She silently watched as Pamela made herself up, smoothened her clothes, then walked down the corridor towards Pru’s room where she softly knocked on the door.  
 
    “Pru, sweetheart, it’s Pamela. Let’s go downstairs and I’ll make you something to eat.” 
 
    There was no response.  Cammie came up beside Pam as the woman rapped again.  “Pru, please. Wake up.”  There was still no response. “Sometimes the medicine knocks her out.  I’d better check to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    She opened the door and both women stepped inside.  The shades were down, casting a gloominess throughout the room.  Pamela reached to the right and flicked on the light switch.  
 
    The room was empty. 
 
    There were clothes scattered about haphazardly on the furniture and bed. Pamela gasped in horror as she looked about.  “Oh my God, where can she be?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s downstairs.  I’ll look,” Cammie offered.  She hurried down the stairs and looked throughout the living room, kitchen and dining room, but the rooms were empty.  She popped her head out to the back porch where Pru liked to smoke, but it was empty as well.  Coming back into the living room, she saw Pamela hurrying down the stairs.  In her hands, she held Pru’s coat. 
 
    “We have to find her,” she said in despair.  “She’ll never survive outside in this weather.” 
 
    “I’ll call Jace right away.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later found Cammie, Jace and Pamela sitting in his truck as they drove the surrounding streets looking for Pru.  She hadn’t had a chance to fill him in, but when she called and asked him to return to the house as quickly as possible because Pru was missing, he’d sped back, his mind full of questions, but wary of asking them in front of his mother. 
 
    They slowly drove up and down the streets, but there was no sign of the missing woman.   
 
    “Where would she go?” Jace asked, more to himself than to the group.  “This is her first time in Beachport, right?”  Pamela nodded.  “We’ve covered every street and there’s still no sign of her.” 
 
    “If she’s so ill, and without her coat, she can’t have walked very far,” Cammie said.  She felt Jace give a start next to her, but he didn’t glance her way. 
 
    “There’s one place we haven’t looked,” Pamela said slowly.  “Growing up, she always loved the ocean.  She must have gone there.” Tears streamed down her face as she looked out the window.  “Why, Pru?  Why are you doing this?” she asked aloud to herself. 
 
    Jace immediately turned around and headed straight for the beach.  They parked in the empty parking lot and scanned the shore. 
 
    “We need to get out and look,” Jace finally said.  “She could be sitting behind any one of these sand dunes.” 
 
    They clambered out of the truck and onto the beach.  They looked around, but the beach was vast and the sand dunes plentiful.   
 
    “Jace, you and your Mom go the right.  I’ll go to the left.” 
 
    The group separated, and Cammie moved closer to the water’s edge so she could jog along the hardened, wet sand.  The wind gusts blew hard, and it wasn’t long before the dampness burrowed its way into her bones.  Her face was numb with cold, but she pushed herself forward, scanning the sand dunes as she ran along.  
 
    Dusk was falling when she saw her. If she hadn’t turned her head, she would have completely missed the wizened woman in the growing darkness. Pru was squeezed into the side of a large sand dune and she appeared motionless. 
 
    Running to her, Cammie’s stomach clenched when she saw how thinly dressed the old woman was.  She wore a thin pair of slacks and a light sweater over a t-shirt.  What frightened Cammie was the blue tinge to her skin. She looked like a cadaver. 
 
    “Pru?” she asked.  There was no response.  Terrified she was dead, she kneeled down and took her hand from her lap to feel for a pulse. It was then a notebook tumbled down onto the sand. She almost cried out in relief when she felt a faint pulse.  Quickly ripping off her coat, she draped it over Pru’s shoulders. She then whipped out her cellphone and dialed Jace. 
 
    “Jace, she’s down here.  Hurry.” 
 
    Her next two calls were to 911 and Dale Beecham. 
 
    After making the calls, she gathered the frozen woman into her arms and rubbed her back, trying to use her body warmth to keep Pru warm. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Pru.  Just hang on.” 
 
    “I’m dying,” she heard a raspy whisper in her ear. “Helping it along.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die, Pru. Not yet,” Cammie said even though in her heart she knew it wasn’t true. 
 
     “Tell Pam I’m sorry. Never Harold – no blame…”  She then went very still.  A few moments later, Jace and his mother ran up.  Pamela cried out at the sight of her sister.  She quickly took off her coat as well, laid it over Cammie’s and took the woman in her arms.  She began to cry as she rocked her sister back and forth. 
 
    “Pru, why? I said I’d take care of everything.  Why?” 
 
    Cammie and Jace exchanged concerned glances. What did his mother mean? Had Cammie been wrong all this time? Instead of Harold or Pamela, was it Pru who murdered Walter Long? She’d been sleeping with him for years, yet he’d told Pamela three days before he was still in love with her.  Did Pru snap, realizing that once again her sister had won the prize that always seemed to elude her? More chilling, did Pamela know what her sister did and tried her best to cover for her, never realizing she’d jeopardized Harold by doing so? 
 
    While they waited for the ambulance and Dale to arrive, Cammie picked up the notebook from the sand where it had fallen. She and Jace walked a few feet away from the two women.  With his arms around her in an effort to keep her warm, they began to read.  
 
      
 
    Christmas dinner was subdued. In fact the whole of the 25th of December was overshadowed by the events of Christmas Eve. They’d forced themselves to go through the ritual of opening their gifts that morning, though it was obvious no one’s heart was in it.  It was especially painful to see the small pile of gifts set aside that had been meant for Pru.  
 
    Despite the paramedics’ best efforts, Pru passed away at seven pm on Christmas Eve. Weakened by the advanced cancer riddling her body, she had nothing left to fight the hypothermia.  
 
     “I never would have guessed it was that tiny little lady,” Dale replied in wonderment as Cammie handed over the notebook. “What made her do it?” 
 
    “She’d been involved in an on again/off again relationship with Walter Long for years.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be joking.” 
 
    Cammie sadly shook her head. “It goes all the way back to their college days. She’d fallen in love with Harold, but he, unfortunately, was in love with Pamela, who was in love with Walter.  Are you with me so far?”  Dale warily nodded.  “When Pamela found out Walter was cheating on her, she broke it off. Harold seized his opportunity.” 
 
    “That must have pissed off Pru,” Dale said. 
 
    “She was devastated. So she got her revenge by sleeping with Walter. She knew Pamela was still in love with him despite being with Harold. This was her way of sticking it to her sister for stealing the man she loved.  The mistake she made was falling in love with Walter herself. That started the estrangement between her and Pamela. When she found out Walter was in Beachport, she contacted him again.” 
 
    “She wasn’t hoping to rekindle anything, was she?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “I think it was more to say good-bye.  She knew she was dying and wanted to see him one last time. When you read the journal, you’ll see how horribly he treated her. In fact, it seems he wasn’t nice to her at all during their entire relationship. At their last meeting, he actually told her that each time they’d slept together, he’d imagined he was sleeping with Pamela.” 
 
    “Good God,” Dale grimaced. 
 
    “Exactly.  That was the straw that broke her. With death staring her in the face, she had nothing to lose.  So she set up the meeting downtown with the intention of killing him. Payback for all the years of rejection at his hands.” 
 
    “The sad part is that until that last meeting, she kept going back again and again, didn’t she?” Cammie nodded. “Any particular reason she picked the Christmas tree as the spot to commit the murder?” 
 
    “Christmas meant a great deal to her.  That’s when she became pregnant with their son.” 
 
    “Son?” Dale asked, astonished by the news. 
 
    “She was married to Roy at the time.  However, she was still involved with Walter and believed the baby was his. I remember she said something to Jace and I the other day that I completely misinterpreted.  She said she didn’t want another Christmas ruined by this family’s stubbornness. I assumed it was Harold she was referring to.  But it was Pamela.  She must have told her sister about the baby and that only hardened the estrangement between the two. Seems Pamela can be as stubborn as Harold when it comes to holding grudges.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to the baby?” 
 
    “She lost him at the age of two to pneumonia. It was something she never quite got over. When she reached out to Walter to tell him what had happened, he never responded.” 
 
    “He really was a shit, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “She spent years making excuses for him. But after treating her as badly as he did last week, it was as if she saw him for the first time.  Not with the rose-colored glasses of a woman in love, but with the eyes of someone whose veil had been savagely stripped away. She’d conceived a new life around Christmas.  It was time to take a life around Christmas.” 
 
    Dale shook his head. “What a horrible thing to happen.  To be driven to kill a man you’d once loved and who never loved you. There’s something I don’t understand though.  How did that frail woman walk all the way from her sister’s house to downtown and back?” 
 
    “She didn’t. According to the journal, she called a cab that picked her up about a block away from the house and dropped her off in front of one of the homes behind Main Street. She did the same thing after she killed Walter.  Each time, she made it appear as if she was returning from a late night visit to a friend’s house.  I’m sure if you talk to the local cab company, you’ll find the cabbie who picked her up and dropped her off.” 
 
    “With this information, Knowlton will kill two birds with one stone.  He’ll release Harold and still be able to claim the murder was solved.” 
 
    “Have you told him yet?” 
 
    “I thought I’d wait until I got all the facts.” 
 
    “Do me a favor and make it look like you found the journal yourself.  Don’t involve me at all in this.” 
 
    Dale raised an eyebrow.  “But you solved it.” 
 
    “Let him have his moment of glory that his department solved the crime.  He has to live here.  I don’t.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I know what it’s like to have an investigation blow up in your face the way it did for him seven years ago.  Believe me, it’s better this way.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.”  Cammie started to turn away when he asked, “Why do you suppose she went to the beach to die?” 
 
    “What would you rather do? Die in a hospital bed attached to a machine? Die in a prison cell? Or die looking out over the ocean?” 
 
      
 
    Although the turkey was moist and tender, and the rest of the meal cooked to perfection, Cammie didn’t believe anyone at the table tasted it.  They were all saddened and depressed over how all of this had played out.  The setting for Pru had been removed; although the plate and silverware were gone, her presence still lingered, her life a sad testimony to the destructive power of love. 
 
    Pamela’s eyes were rimmed with tears while Harold’s face was still drawn and hollowed out. He’d come so close to spending the rest of his life paying for a crime he didn’t commit. Despite the fact that Pru’s journal would have exonerated him, and Cammie was sure she’d written the journal so he would be exonerated, the fear of what he’d almost lost was still with him.   
 
    Looking at Harold trying his best to eat his meal, she also wondered if he was haunted by the decision he’d made all those years ago.  He’d turned away from one sister to love the other. It seemed the right thing to do at the time.  Yet that decision had festered, almost destroying their family.  Almost destroying him. 
 
    He still hadn’t come to terms with it all. 
 
    She felt Jace’s warm hand on her thigh, his touch reassuring her that she’d done well, even if no one else was ready to acknowledge it. 
 
    When dinner was done, Harold sat back in his chair.  He cleared his throat several times before forcing himself to look at his son and his girlfriend. 
 
    “Why did Pru do what she did?” he asked. 
 
    Cammie slowly and methodically laid out the whys and wherefores of the case.  When she was done, Harold wiped a tear from his eye.  Without a word, he stood up and slowly left the dining room. When he was gone, Cammie looked across to Pamela and saw her face completely empty of color. 
 
    “What is it, Mom?” Jace asked. “Are you alright?” 
 
    She shook her head back and forth several times. Then, she abruptly stuffed her napkin into her mouth and began to sob.  Cammie and Jace, astonished by her behavior, jumped up and ran to her. 
 
    “Mom, what’s wrong?” Jace asked as he knelt down beside her. 
 
    She continued to shake her head, unable to speak through the rush of emotions.  Seeing his mother on the verge of hysterics, Jace stood up.  “I’m getting you to the hospital,” he announced. 
 
    His words only made her more distraught. Looking around frantically, she suddenly grabbed onto Cammie’s arm. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she wailed.  
 
    “What don’t I understand?” Cammie asked. 
 
    She stuttered against the tears. Then she whispered, “Pru couldn’t have killed Walt.  She never left the house that night.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took several moments for both Jace and Cammie to understand Pamela’s hysterical words as she struggled to expiate the horror of what she knew. “I knew she’d called Walt that night from the kitchen phone. She was determined to finally confront him over how badly he’d treated her over the years. The meeting was set for 2 am beneath the town Christmas tree and I was to drive her. However, she was so ill, she never made it.”  She looked wildly at the two of them.  “She never left the house that night,” she repeated frantically. 
 
    “Then who killed Long?” Jace asked. 
 
    Pamela looked up, met his gaze, then bent over and began to sob again. 
 
    Cammie caught her breath.  Pamela’s eyes had said it all.  
 
    She believed her husband was guilty of murder. 
 
      
 
    After telling Harold Pamela was overcome by the death of her sister, Jace and Cammie got her to bed where they gave her some sleeping pills.  When she was finally asleep, the two slipped out of the bedroom and went into their own where they closed the door. 
 
    “Jesus,” Jace said as he sank down on the bed. Cammie sat next to him.  “What do we do with that information? Do we bring it to Knowlton? Do I actually turn in my own father?” 
 
    “There’s no proof.  Just Pamela’s words,” Cammie replied lamely. 
 
    “I can’t see her repeating what she told us to the police.”  Jace leaned over and covered his face with his hands.  “Why did she say anything? How am I going to live with that for the rest of my life?” 
 
    Cammie didn’t know.  So she said nothing. 
 
      
 
    With the exception of Pam, no one slept in the Northcott household that evening. Cammie threw the bedding onto the floor where she spent the night holding Jace in her arms. She’d never faced a dilemma like this before and had no idea what to do.  Should she call Dale and tell him what Pamela said, knowing the woman would never back her up? Or should she let it go?  
 
    Could she live with the fact that she was letting a murderer go free? 
 
    She thought about Pru as the clock ticked interminably on during a night that seemed to go on forever. 
 
    She’d loved Harold so much that she was willing to create a false confession in order to have him released. She’d loved her sister so much that she’d sacrificed whatever time she had left on this earth to free her brother-in-law. But in doing so, she’d unwittingly condemned her sister to a life of knowing that her husband of forty-six years was a cold-blooded killer. How was Pamela ever going to survive such a heavy burden? How was she going to go to bed at night, lying next to a man who her sister had given up her life for? How was she going to get through each day, looking into the face of a killer? 
 
    Cammie knew she couldn’t do it. 
 
    She was therefore shocked the next morning, when she and Jace went down to breakfast, to find Pamela serving her husband his eggs and bacon.  She looked up and smiled when she saw them in the doorway. 
 
    “Just in time! I was afraid your eggs would get cold. I made them extra fluffy just the way you two like them. And crispy bacon.  Nothing worse than soggy bacon.” 
 
    Cammie stared at her, wondering if she’d stepped into the household of a Stepford wife. She watched as Pamela literally flew around the kitchen, serving everyone their meal. When she finally sat down, she turned to Cammie. 
 
    “Harold and I spoke this morning, and we both want to offer you our deepest apologies.  We appreciate all you did to try and exonerate him.  It’s terrible the way it ended, and we’ll always keep Pru in our hearts.  She was a wonderful sister and we’ll miss her terribly.  But we want to acknowledge how hard you worked.  We can only hope you’ll forgive us.” 
 
    “Having been through the process myself,” Harold said gruffly.  “I can now appreciate why you did what you did with Jace three years ago.” 
 
    Now Cammie truly felt as though she’d stepped right into an alternative dimension.  She surreptitiously pinched herself under the table to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.  
 
    “Um, uh…” she stammered.  She glanced at Jace and saw that he was just as flummoxed as she was. He, however, managed to recover quicker than she did. 
 
    “Thanks. You don’t know what that means to me. To us.” 
 
    Cammie turned her eye towards Harold. She observed him as he ate his breakfast, seemingly recovered from his ordeal.  There was a relief palpable in his being. Glancing again at Pamela, she marveled at the wall she’d surrounded herself with. It was a wall that gave her permission not to acknowledge that she was sitting next to a murderer.  A wall that allowed her not to acknowledge what her sister had done for her. 
 
    A rage welled up inside the sheriff.  She felt slimed by their despicable behavior. She wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.  She looked down at her eggs and knew she’d throw up if she attempted to eat them.  She pushed her chair back and stood up. 
 
    “I received a phone call from my deputy this morning.  I’m sorry, but we need to get on the road. Something’s come up that needs my attention.” 
 
    It saddened her to see, despite their lofty words of forgiveness, the relief on Harold and Pamela’s faces. Jace threw her a bewildered look, but something in her stance warned him not to question her sudden decision to leave.  Or to question the lie he knew she was telling. 
 
    Without waiting for Jace, she went upstairs to their bedroom where she began to throw things haphazardly into her overnight bag.  With each item she threw in, the more her temper increased until she knew if she didn’t get out of there ASAP she was going to explode. She was furious at Pamela for not giving Pru’s sacrifice the attention and compassion it deserved.  She was furious at Harold for killing a man because he confessed to still loving his wife.  And she was especially furious at herself for feeling so damned helpless. 
 
      
 
    The bags were downstairs by the front door.  They were in the process of saying good-bye – Cammie trying very hard not to smash her fist into Harold’s face – when her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Dale Beecham. 
 
    At first, she didn’t trust answering his call.  She was still so upset at how this had all played out that she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t blurt out what Pamela had told her. Yet, at the same time, she was curious to know why he was calling.  They’d already said their good-byes on Christmas Eve. So why call her now? 
 
    She took a step away from Jace and his parents. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she answered. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” Dale said. 
 
    “There’s a lot of stuff I don’t believe these days, starting with Santa and his flying reindeer,” she answered morosely. 
 
    “I’m telling you, you better sit down for this one.  The department is in a complete uproar.” 
 
    Sensing his shock, Cammie did as he asked and perched herself on the couch. 
 
    “Okay, I’m sitting.” 
 
    “We arrested Debbi Grant this morning for the murder of Walter Long.” 
 
      
 
    Harold, Pamela, Jace and Cammie were seated in the living room as she repeated what Dale had told her. 
 
    “Debbi had a six-month affair with Walter. She went into it believing that once he retired, she’d be promoted to manager upon his recommendation. Unfortunately, Walter’s interest waned long before that. She was one of the two associates who stayed at the bank the night he was killed to work on the loan with him.  As soon as the other associate left, Walter took the opportunity to break it off with her. He told her he’d found someone younger and prettier and that she was becoming too clingy for his taste.” 
 
    “Did she actually turn herself in and confess to all of this?” Jace asked, incredulous as everyone else was at this unexpected news. 
 
    “Not quite. Remember Samantha, the young teenager who works at the hardware store? Apparently, she told her mother that she’d seen Walter and Debbi getting very touchy feely in the back of the store several times when they came in together to buy stuff. Her mother thought it was important enough to tell the police.  Of course Knowlton was prepared to ignore it. As far as he was concerned, Pru’s journal proved she was the murderer, and the case was officially closed.  But Dale thought otherwise.  He went to Debbi’s house where he confronted her. She folded like a house of cards.” 
 
    “So this was a crime of passion?” Harold asked. 
 
    “Yes. She was accustomed to working late to prove she was management material, so she always carried a revolver for protection.  Not only was Walter incredibly nasty to her that night, but she was hoping the promotion and the raise that came along with it would get her out of debt. When he reneged, she completely lost it. She knew he was meeting someone at 2 am – she overheard the phone conversation. Thinking it was the new woman in his life, she followed. When Pru never showed up, and with her anger mounting over the way he’d treated her, she took advantage that he was alone and shot him.” 
 
    “So there never were phone calls behind closed doors or a married woman he was sleeping with,” Jace replied. 
 
    “They’ll confirm that when the bank’s phone records come in, but Dale thinks it was part of her cover-up.” 
 
    Pamela reached over and took Harold’s hand in hers.  “I always knew you were innocent.  I’m just so sorry Pru didn’t live long enough to see that as well.” 
 
    Cammie’s stomach turned. She turned to Jace and said tersely, “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    By the time they arrived back at their cabin on Mkazawi Pond, Cammie had managed to calm down.  At least the real killer was now behind bars and she could rest her conscience that she hadn’t allowed a murderer to go free.  
 
    As for Jace’s parents, she pushed them completely out of her mind. Before they left, Harold made the useless announcement that they’d decided to stay in Beachport.  It took all of Cammie’s willpower not to accuse him of compounding one lie with another.  She knew very well they’d never planned to return to Twin Ponds. Instead, she thought it best to keep her mouth shut.   
 
    On the ride home, the topic of Harold and Pamela was avoided.  Yet there were moments when she glanced over to Jace and saw the disappointment in his eyes. Knowing him as well as she did, he knew he was thinking the same thing she was. He’d seen his mother’s face.  He knew she’d believed her husband to be a killer.  Yet, once he was set free, she was ready to forget her suspicions.  When Debbi was arrested, she was more than ready to forget her sister’s sacrifice. How he would reconcile this, she had no idea.  He’d need time to process and heal the wounds this Christmas had left. But Jace was, at heart, an optimist. He would eventually forgive them. 
 
    Which was more than she could say for herself.    
 
    While Jace unpacked the truck, Cammie hurried inside and got the wood burning stove going. By the time they were done putting everything away, the house was nice and toasty.  
 
    She sat down on the couch and watched as Jace crossed the room to plug in their Christmas tree. 
 
    “No offense, but I think I’m all Christmas’ed out,” she said. “This holiday took a lot out of me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear you say that, because there’s one more Christmas thingy I need to do.” 
 
    “Christmas thingy?” she laughed. 
 
    He turned on the tree, then walked over to where she sat. Instead of sitting down next to her, he took something out of his pocket.   
 
     “I know this wasn’t exactly the Christmas I promised you, but I’m hoping this will make up for it.” 
 
    She cocked an amused eyebrow.  “What are you up to?” 
 
    To her shock, he suddenly got down on one knee.  “You’re my world. From the first moment I met you, I knew you were the one. I can’t imagine my life without you. I love you and will always love you.”  He opened his hand and she saw a sparkling diamond ring sitting in the center of his palm. “Camilla Farnsworth, will you marry me?” 
 
    Cammie’s smile faded as she stared back at him in disbelief. And a deepening sense of fear and dread, growing in the pit of her stomach.   
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like Cammie, Christmas is my favorite time of year. Throughout this story, you’ll find references to my thoughts, feelings, hopes, and wishes as this holiday rolls around each year. And to my all-time beloved Christmas movies – Holiday Inn (1942) with Bing Crosby and the wonderful Fred Astaire, and The Bishop’s Wife (1947) with the handsome and debonair Cary Grant playing an angel. It doesn’t get better than that! 
 
    I’ll be marking two years since I started this amazing journey into writing these stories and I thank you again for supporting my work.  I love hearing from you, so please drop me a line at btlordwriter@gmail.com 
 
    If you haven’t already, please sign up for my newsletter through my website at www.btlordwriter.com 
 
    You can follow me at my author page on Bookbub: 
 
    https://www.bookbub.com/authors/b-t-lord 
 
    And on my Facebook page:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/ 
 
      
 
    It goes without saying how important reviews are to writers, so if you like the Twin Ponds or Coffin Island series, please leave a review on Amazon.  It’s always appreciated. 
 
    I’ve included an excerpt of the next installment in the Coffin Islands Paranormal Mysteries, due out in early 2019.  Enjoy! And happy holidays no matter what time of year you read this book.  As Charles Dickens wrote in A Christmas Carol, it would do the world good if we emulated Ebenezer Scrooge by honoring the spirit of Christmas in our hearts and trying to keep it all the year.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preview of  
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    Coffin Islands Paranormal Mystery Series 
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    Visions of Death 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Available in early 2019

  

 
   
      
 
    
      
 
    
      
 
    
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve often heard darkness is simply an absence of light.   
 
    Be the light and there won’t be darkness, etc. etc. What those delusional idiots fail to acknowledge is that there are some of us who don’t want the light. Who find it obtrusive. Obnoxious. Unnecessary. You see, it’s easier to hide things in the darkness. Secrets that no one should ever see. 
 
    Those are my favorite kind of secrets.  
 
    To be honest, and I suppose I must be honest, if only with myself, I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about what I did. Next to cannibalism, it’s the ultimate taboo, isn’t it? You’re not supposed to wantonly take a human life. Life is sacred. Life is a gift.  
 
    The truth is, I enjoyed taking that human life. It filled me up in a way that was indescribable. Call it what you will. Power, ego, selfish pleasure. But the fact remains. I relished it.  
 
    I suppose I could justify it by saying she deserved it. Perhaps she did. Perhaps she didn’t. Who am I to judge? I saw a need and filled the void. Let’s just say, there’s one less bitch in the world. She’s gone now. 
 
    Into the darkness.  Which is a safer place to be than in the light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dara Clemons shot up in bed.  Her heart racing, her mouth dry, fear exploding from every pore. She shook her head several times to dislodge the horrifying image, but it seemed to take forever before it’s immediate impact began to fade. Yet the feelings were still there. The choking. The inability to breathe.  The frigid water. 
 
    Why can’t I open my eyes? Screamed over and over again. 
 
    Knowing she’d never fall back asleep, Dara climbed out of bed and instantly felt a cold shiver throughout her body. 
 
    “Ugh,” she muttered as she grabbed the afghan off the bed and wrapped herself within its warmth.  
 
    The chilly rooms were the price of living in a century’s old house that needed a complete renovation. Winter winds whistled through the poorly insulated windows, making the rooms feel as though she were living in a refrigerator. Still, the rent was affordable; space heaters and blankets strategically placed about helped to keep her somewhat comfortable.  
 
    Padding into the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of water.  She took a gulp, put the glass in the sink and went over to the sofa where she plopped down.   
 
    Tucking her legs beneath her, Dara sat in the dark, the afghan wrapped tightly around her. The only light came from the streetlamp standing outside the window.  
 
    Living above a card shop, on what was considered the downtown portion of Eagla Island, there was always some sort of noise on the street below during the summer months. The island filled with tourists flocking to take advantage of the natural beauty, white sand beaches and bountiful nightlife.  However, once winter set in, the mainland visitors were as rare as the Atlantic puffins who made their home on the other side of the island, disappearing in August to return to the open ocean. 
 
     Tonight the street, and her apartment was silent. She laid her head back against the sofa cushion and closed her eyes. Immediately, she saw the dream once more loom up in front of her.  She tried to jerk her mind away, but it was no use. It had never worked before, and it wouldn’t work now. This was a vision insisting to be revisited. Whether she wanted to or not. 
 
    Once again, she saw herself arriving at one of the small ponds that lay in the interior of Eagla. She was a strong swimmer, and in the summer when she wasn’t working, that’s where she could usually be found. In the dream, she’d waded into the water and dunked her head to refresh herself from the hot sun.  She then swam out a few yards from shore where the water was over her small 5 ft. 3 inch frame. She took a deep breath and submerged herself, her long jet-black hair trailing in the water above her. She’d just surfaced and was about to continue swimming when she suddenly felt something slither around her ankle.  Annoyed that it could be the weeds that lingered just beneath the water, she once again dove under to disentangle herself.   
 
    Pond water was notoriously murky. Unable to see through the darkness, she had no choice but to reach down with her fingers and blindly attempt to pull the slimy weeds off her.  
 
    Dara gave a start when the temperature of the water abruptly changed. It had been cool when she’d entered, but now it turned icy cold. Out of the corner of her eye, she felt rather than saw something coming up rapidly from the depths of the pond. Her mind tried to make sense of it.  She wasn’t that far out.  The water here had to be only about 6 feet deep.  Yet whatever was coming up was accelerating as it came towards her.  
 
    At that moment Dara knew she had to get out of the water.  Fast. 
 
    She tried to swim up to the surface but whatever was holding onto her ankle refused to let go. She kicked frantically, but whatever it was remained tightly wound around her ankle.  
 
    Knowing she was about to run out of air, and trying hard not to panic, Dara leaned forward in the water and grabbed her ankle. 
 
    And touched a cold hand wrapped around her skin.   
 
    She screamed, the bubbles from her expelled breath obscuring her vision.  She felt the water, now frigidly cold, enter her lungs. She fought desperately to pry the hand off her ankle as her chest threatened to burst.  
 
    I’m drowning. 
 
    No! Her mind yelled back. She would not give up that easily. 
 
    She kicked one last time and somehow managed to dislodge the grip.  Swimming furiously towards the surface, she was about to break through – and to breathe in the blessed air – when a figure suddenly appeared and blocked her way.  Determined to push past whoever it was, Dara came within view of its face.  And screamed a second time. 
 
    The bloated features of a lifeless girl stared back at her.  Her long blonde hair floated like the tendrils of a jelly fish as her arms and legs lifted gently up and down in the current.  
 
     Please keep me company, Dara.  It’s cold and dark down here and I’m so alone.  Why can’t I see? Why can’t I speak? Help me. 
 
    Dara’s air was gone. She opened her mouth to breathe and felt the ice-cold water rush into her lungs, choking her, extinguishing her life.    
 
    Just like the girl next to her. 
 
    It was then she’d awakened with a start. 
 
    Dara buried her face in the afghan and gave a shuddering sigh. 
 
    What was she going to do? 
 
    It was getting worse. These visions, or dreams, or whatever the hell they were torturing her. Refusing to leave her alone. Demanding to be heard. 
 
    She glanced across the room and although she couldn’t see it, she knew a framed photo of her mother and grandmother stood on the bookshelf. Before she could stop herself, she cursed them under her breath. 
 
    She’d inherited their ‘gift’, though to her it was a curse. At first, she’d used it to make extra money, doing tarot card readings for tourists. Everyone pretty much had the same questions – will I meet my soulmate? Is my boyfriend cheating on me? Will I win the lottery? It was mindless, though she’d gained a reputation, like her mother and grandmother before her, of being eerily accurate, guaranteeing her return customers. 
 
    If they only knew she really didn’t need the cards.  She had the ability to see into people’s hearts and minds without the deck. She only used it for their benefit. Both her grandmother and mother said her gift was stronger than theirs had ever been.  If she was smart, she’d take that gift and get off the island and never look back.   
 
    She could make something of her life. Her family had been treated with suspicious wariness by the locals. She too had felt the sting of their ignorance. 
 
    Her mother and grandmother wanted something better for her.  But Dara had not only inherited their gift of the second sight, she’d also inherited their cowardice.  
 
    She’d die here just as they had. 
 
    However, this was new. She had no idea how to deal with it. She was terrified of going to sleep.  Of seeing dead faces begging her for help. 
 
    She felt as though she were going crazy. 
 
    Why was this happening?  
 
    Before her emotions escalated, she took a long deep breath and let it out slowly.  As her mother always said, there’s a reason for everything. There had to be a reason for this. 
 
    The light from the window shone on the table, illuminating her deck of tarot cards. Although she didn’t need them to read for other people, it was difficult to be objective when it came to her. Maybe the cards could tell her what was going on. She bent over and grabbed the deck.  Shuffling them, she intoned the prayer she always used before doing any reading. 
 
    Let only the information of the highest intention and for the highest good for both the reader and the person seeking answers be allowed through.  So mote it be. 
 
    Dara shuffled a few more times until she felt it was time to stop.  She didn’t know exactly what to ask, how to frame the question that would give her the information she sought.  She therefore silently asked that she be provided with whatever the Universe felt she needed to know at that moment. She then flipped over the first card.  It was the Nine of Wands.  Dara knew it meant a test of her faith was coming.  She flipped over a second card.  It was the Wheel of Fortune. A turning point was coming up in her life – a situation she had no control over. She hesitated over the third card.  Drawn to the middle of the deck, she withdrew a card and flipped it over. She stared at it for a long time.  Despite what people thought, each card could be interpreted several different ways.  It was like putting a story together, the other cards helping shape the narrative.  Whenever this card came out, she hurried to soothe the client. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean what it looks like.  It’s actually a good thing.  It’s telling you a transformation is coming.  The old is dying and something new is coming in.” 
 
    However, her heart clenched as she slowly put the card down on the table. This time the card meant exactly what it said. 
 
    The Death Card was bringing death.   
 
    But whose? 
 
      
 
    It was two days after Dara’s awful dream. Deputy Ellis Martin, unaware of the young woman’s torment, unaware even of her existence, steered his Boston Whaler alongside the dock on Eagla Island.  
 
    For the past two weeks, he’d been prevented from making his rounds because of the ocean storms that ravaged the islands at this time of year.  
 
    There were four isles that made up the Coffin Islands, located two hours from Portland, Maine. He made his home on the largest– Sarke Island.  Eagla was the second largest, followed by Neddy Point and the smallest, Redemption Island. Because of the distances, he’d decided when accepting the job that he’d make weekly visits to the islands to reassure the locals he was on duty and available for any and all law enforcement issues. 
 
    He quickly realized it was pretty much a waste of time. 
 
    Despite his position as the only law enforcement officer on the Coffins, a job he’d held for almost a year now, he knew if a matter came up that wasn’t outright murder, the locals quietly took care of it. It was the way they’d handled things since the founding of the islands back in the mid-1700’s, and it was the way they would continue to handle things.  He’d had no choice but to learn to live with it since he had no desire to make himself persona non grata in a place where, because he wasn’t a native, he was already treated with polite mistrust. It didn’t stop him, however, from making his weekly visits and quietly making his presence known. 
 
    Because of the unsettled weather for the last two weeks, he’d been going stir-crazy.  There were only so many times he could drive around Sarke, telling himself he was keeping an eye on things rather than facing the truth that if he had to spend one more hour indoors, he’d go stark raving mad. When a break finally occurred in the storm pattern, he practically ran down to the dock where he climbed aboard his small police patrol boat and quickly pulled away from shore.  
 
    The temperatures were frigid, and the sky was overcast, but he was grateful to be on the move. He’d taken this job fully knowing it would be slow. After a career as an NCIS investigator, he’d desperately needed the change after an event that forced him to re-evaluate his life.  However, he had to admit he was still trying to adjust to the almost comatose pace during the winter months when the tourist season was non-existent, and it was too cold and raw for the locals to be out and about for any length of time. 
 
     By the time he reached Eagla an hour later, he felt invigorated and re-energized. Reaching the dock, he pulled in and was just finishing up securing the boat when he felt a presence at his shoulder. He turned and found a young woman standing next to him. 
 
    She was short and slightly chubby. She wore a natty multi-colored coat, with black leggings, hiking boots and a knitted hat shoved down over long jet-black hair that hung down her back.  She wore no make-up and her face was pale with a few freckles sprinkled around her nose. 
 
    “Are you the new deputy?” she asked when he came up. 
 
    Although he was going on ten months on the job, he was still considered new to many of the locals. 
 
    “I am.  I’m Ellis Martin.” 
 
    “I’m Dara Clemons. I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Of course. Let me finish tying up the boat. Then we go down the street to a small office I just opened where we can get out of the cold and talk.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I prefer to talk out here.” 
 
    He noticed her shivering, but her stubbornness was plainly evident.  Wondering why she preferred to freeze to death, he quickly finished up with the Boston Whaler before turning back to her.  At that moment, a gust of wind came up and pummeled them both with icy fury.  
 
    “Are you sure you won’t go to my office?  It’s only about a five minute walk.” 
 
    Dara shook her head.  He had no idea how hard this was for her. She’d spent the last two days agonizing over whether she should say anything. But each time she convinced herself she’d only end up looking like a fool, the girl’s face appeared in her mind’s eye.  She needed to get this over with before she lost her courage completely. 
 
     “I—um—I’m not sure how to begin.” 
 
    “How about at the beginning?” 
 
    Ellis was trying to be patient, but the wind coming off the ocean was blowing right through his clothes. He wanted nothing more than to get to his tiny pseudo-police headquarters where he could warm up.  
 
    Before he could try once more to convince her to get out of the cold, she blurted out, “I don’t expect you to believe this, but I see things.” 
 
    “See things?” 
 
    “Uh huh.  I’m what you’d call a psychic medium. I hate to use that old cliché I talk to dead people, but sometimes I do.” 
 
    Ellis stood still, careful to keep his face neutral. “Okay, Ms. Clemons, you see things.” 
 
    “Please, call me Dara.  And I do.  See things, I mean.  And I’m here to tell you I had a dream two nights ago.  I saw a girl with long blonde hair.  She was in the water.  She was dead.  And…and—" She looked up at him, her dark brown eyes brimming with tears. “Both her eyes and mouth were sewn shut.”  
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