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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late September 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maniacal laughter echoed throughout the forest.  The high pitched cackle, filled with malice and anger, warned whoever ventured into that part of the woods to beware.  To proceed with caution.  To avoid discovering the evil they were perpetuating.    
 
    Or so Mandy Everett believed.   
 
    The eighteen year old teenager slowly walked down the wide path that wound its way through the dense trees. With each step, her desire grew to strangle her boyfriend Roy.  It was his fault she was here today, walking alone, feeling so vulnerable.   
 
    He’d convinced her the day before to take their mountain bikes down this path in order to find the perfect spot to have a picnic. She should have known better. Picnic to Roy meant let’s get naked and fool around. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t have minded. She liked fooling around with Roy as much as he liked fooling around with her.  However, there was something about this part of the forest that spooked her.  She didn’t know what it was – couldn’t describe the feelings that crept up her spine even if she wanted to.  Even the beauty of the fall foliage – the gorgeous reds and oranges of the trees that surrounded her did nothing to quell her unease. 
 
    Looking about her now, there really wasn’t anything she could point to and say, this is what completely freaks me out.  But the feeling was there. Which is why when they got off their bikes and he made a play for her, she pushed him off, resulting in a good-natured wrestling match.  It wasn’t until she arrived home later that day that she realized she’d lost the bracelet her grandmother had given her for her sixteenth birthday.  The strand of amethyst stones had always meant a great deal to her, more so since Nana passed away shortly after gifting her the jewelry.  Now it was lost, and the forest was the only spot she could think of where it could have fallen off her wrist. 
 
    When she asked Roy to come with her, he refused. He worked at one of the local farms and early September through October was their busiest season. He promised to accompany her that week-end to search for the bracelet. But Mandy was concerned someone would find it in the intervening days.  Fall foliage always brought busloads of people traipsing through these woods to ooh and aah over nature’s spectacular colors.  She always thought it a bit macabre that people got so excited over autumn leaves.  Didn’t they know the leaves were changing colors because they were dying? To her, it was like oohing and aahing at a funeral. But hey, the leaf-peepers brought revenue to the town, and to the farm where Roy worked. If they wanted to spend their weekends (and their wallets) gawping at dying leaves, who was she to complain?  
 
    However, with the loss of her bracelet, all these people presented a problem. She was convinced one of them would stumble upon the piece of jewelry.  It would then be gone forever, just like her Nana.  She couldn’t let that happen. So here she was, venturing alone further into a forest that scared her half to death. 
 
    The cackling didn’t help her nerves. Ever since she’d arrived, she’d noticed the dozens of crows sitting in the trees, filling the air with their frightful screeching.  She’d never seen so many before. Their sleek black bodies silhouetted against the sky were downright spooky. And completely unnerving.   
 
    Mandy shuddered, but pushed herself forward.  The sooner she found the bracelet, the sooner she could get out of this wretched place. 
 
    The path opened up to a large clearing. Nearby, a stream, fortified by recent rainstorms, rushed past, its sound mercifully drowning out the crows.  She walked towards the area where she and Roy had playfully grappled the day before.  She could still see their scuff marks and bicycle tracks near a small hedgerow of shrubs. Squatting down, she began to poke around.  After a few moments of diligent searching, she let out a thankful cry when she found the bracelet dangling from one of the shrub’s lower-lying branches. 
 
    “Ah, there you are!” she squealed in delight. 
 
    Her loud exclamation abruptly scattered a dozen crows from the other side of the hedgerow.  Their wings flapped noisily in unison as they joined their brethren in the trees above. The flock’s deafening cawing increased as though they were crying out against her intrusion into their patch of woods.   
 
    She looked up in awe. The trees branches were covered with crows, their screeches coming at her from all sides. Curiosity now replaced fear as Mandy wondered what it was they’d been up to on the other side of the hedgerow.  And why there were so many in that one spot.   
 
    Shoving the bracelet into her pocket, she took the path that wound its way through the shrubs. She knew it led to a smaller clearing and beyond that, a wooden bridge that spanned the stream.   
 
    Not sure what to expect, Mandy came round the shrubs and paused.  Her gaze roamed the area. Suddenly, she uttered a strangled cry. She turned to run and screamed when she saw what she’d almost stepped on. 
 
    The remains of a white bird lay on the ground, its eyes pecked out, its sleek body bloodied from an attack of dozens of beaks tearing it apart.   
 
    Before she could stop herself, Mandy bent over and vomited.   
 
    When she was done, she ran blindly down the path, desperate to get away.  Behind her, the crows’ shrieks grew louder, mocking her for disturbing their torture of the white bird. And of the woman who lay still a few yards away, no longer able to protect herself against their onslaught. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s one for the Creepy files. A dead white crow lying near a dead white woman wearing white, while all around us black crows are having a fit. What are the odds of that happening?” 
 
    Deputy Rick Belleveau stood a few feet away from the two bodies, swiveling his head from one to the other.  His long black hair, tied in a ponytail, danced back and forth against his back each time he moved his head. Occasionally he looked up at the black crows, scowling at their infernal racket. 
 
     His boss, Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth also looked up warily at the crows.  Not only because of their incessant cawing, but because she’d just had her uniform dry cleaned. The last thing she needed was a spurt of bird shit to end up on her shoulder.   
 
    “Do you have any idea what has them riled up?” she called out to Rick. 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’ve never seen so many crows together in one place.  Maybe whoever this woman was interrupted some kind of crow convention. I know I’d be squawking if somebody died right in the middle of one of my conventions.” 
 
    “Did he really just say these crows are having a crow convention?” 
 
    Cammie looked down at the short man kneeling over the body of the woman.  He was dressed in white coveralls and was in the middle of his examination.  Dr. Samuel Westerfield, town doctor and county coroner had his owlish green eyes turned up towards her. 
 
    “Yes, he did,” she answered. 
 
    She waited for him to utter an acid bon mot that would completely shred Rick. Instead, he shook his head disdainfully before turning his attention back to the body.  
 
    Saved by the corpse, she thought to herself.  
 
    After getting the hysterical phone call from Mandy, she’d called Doc, followed by a phone call to Forensics. She and Rick then hurried to the scene where she interviewed the distraught young woman while Rick roped off the area.   
 
    Having flown in by helicopter, the Forensics team was scouring the woods for anything that could explain what happened. Occasionally they too glanced up at the crows, their faces showing their annoyance at the deafening cawing of the birds. 
 
    “I suppose I could shoot my gun and scatter them,” she mused. 
 
    “That’s exactly what we want,” Doc remarked.  “A hundred birds scared to death, taking flight directly over us. Do I need to remind you what happens when a bird is frightened?” She glanced down at her spotless uniform and took the hint. 
 
    “She looks vaguely familiar,” she said as she watched Doc work.  “I think I may have seen her at Zee’s.”  Looking down at the body, she saw a petite woman who stood no more than 5 ft. 2 inches tall.  She appeared to be in her early fifties, with white blonde hair and manicured nails, dressed in a light beige vest over a cream colored sweater and white slacks. She wore minimal make-up, but she looked to be the type of woman who didn’t need make-up to enhance her natural beauty. Sadly, that beauty was marred by several tiny bloodied wounds on her cheeks and hands.  Near where she fell was a pair of binoculars lying in the dirt.  
 
    “Are those wounds to her face what I think they are,” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Another reason not to shoot off your gun,” Doc answered.  “We don’t need the crows attacking us.”  
 
    She glanced up once more at the birds.  “I read somewhere that Vancouver was experiencing a rash of crow attacks. But that’s during their nesting season, which runs from April through July.  It’s too late in the year for them to be protecting nests.” 
 
    “Just one more mystery of nature.”  He leaned over the woman and opened the small purse  strapped diagonally across her chest. “This should help identify her.”  He withdrew a wallet and handed it to Cammie, who’d had the foresight to slip on a pair of latex gloves as soon as her interview with Mandy was done.  “There’s also a cell phone in here.  I’ll get one of the techs to bag it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Cammie examined the wallet, noting it was made of expensively tooled black leather.  Snapping open the catch, she saw the vestiges of a modern life – several credit cards, a medical ID card and a driver’s license peering up at her through the plastic window. The smiling face matched that of the dead woman.  
 
    That’s the only license photo I’ve ever seen that actually makes her look good. 
 
    She shuddered at the thought of hers, convinced it made her look twenty years older and twenty pounds heavier than she really was. Next, she withdrew the cash and counted two hundred dollars in twenty dollar bills. She replaced the cash and digging deeper, found a small photograph in amidst the plastic cards.  She pulled it out and saw the victim smiling back at her.  She had her arm around the shoulders of a teenage girl who was also smiling at the camera.  The resemblance between the two was so strong, Cammie guessed she was looking at a mother with her daughter.  Flipping over the photograph, written in neat cursive writing were the words, ‘My darling Hannah – 5/1/1995 – 7/4/2014’. 
 
    Cammie shook her head in sympathy. If this was indeed the dead woman’s daughter, it must have been heartbreaking for her to lose her child.   
 
    As a police officer, she’d met death in all its destructive guises.  However, the most difficult situation, and one she hated the most to deal with, was to inform a parent of the death of their daughter or son.  Despite the years and the dozens of cases involving the loss of a child, Cammie still couldn’t wrap her mind around the bottomless pit of pain and anguish in the aftermath of such a life shattering event. 
 
    She felt a pang of pain in her own heart.  The anniversary of her mother’s death was in two weeks.  Perhaps because of the approaching date, she’d been very much in Cammie’s thoughts.  Theirs had never been an easy relationship for various reasons that all led back to her father.  Yet that never stopped Cammie from loving her deeply.  And from having those moments, when she least expected it, of missing her so much and wishing things had turned out differently between them that it almost brought her to her knees. Seeing this picture and reading the dates brought back a rush of emotions and memories that threatened to crush her.  Taking a deep breath, she pushed her own sentiments aside and forced herself to focus on the job at hand. 
 
    Hopefully you’re reunited now, she thought silently to herself as she slid the photograph into her pocket.  She took out the license and studied it.  
 
    “It says here her name is Poppie Beresford,” she told Doc. “She lives in the village of Mategwas.  Hmmm. That’s two hours away.” 
 
    “Why does that town sound familiar?” 
 
    “It’s at the northern most point of Clarke County,” Cammie explained.  “The population is only about 400 people.  We passed through it on our way back from your late aunt’s home.” 
 
    Doc nodded and turned away, but not before Cammie noticed his jaw tighten.  His reaction didn’t surprise her. 
 
    Doc’s aunt had been murdered several months before, dragging Cammie into an investigation that not only eventually revealed the name of the killer, but also revealed secrets in Doc’s life she knew he would have preferred to keep hidden.  Yet, in a strange way, despite his loathing to share anything of his past, the revelation of these secrets brought them closer together.  Now when he insulted her, there was a touch of affection to his words. 
 
    He slowly got to his feet. Removing his round, wire rimmed glasses, he withdrew a tissue from his pocket and wiped the lenses. 
 
    “You said Mandy Everett found the body at approximately 9 am?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “By the condition and temperature of the body, I’d say Poppie Beresford was killed no more than an hour before the girl discovered her.” 
 
    “That makes sense.  Sunrise was around 8 am this morning.  She certainly wasn’t going to be out in these woods in the dark.” 
 
    “I agree.  As to cause of death, she was shot in the back. The autopsy will need to back me up, but from the location of the entrance wound, I wouldn’t be surprised if the bullet went straight through her heart.  That points to the killer being either an excellent marksman or just plain lucky.” 
 
    “So you don’t think the killer came up directly behind her?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing a lot of gunshot residue near the entrance wound that would indicate a point blank shot.  I’ll have a more definitive answer for you once I get back to my lab and begin my examination.” 
 
    Cammie glanced around at the dense woods.  “I wonder what brought her out here at such an early hour.” 
 
    “Whatever it was seemed to require the use of those binoculars.” 
 
    “I noticed. From their position to the body, it looks like she was holding them when she was shot. So my next question is, what brought her to travel two hours to Twin Ponds?”  
 
    “Maybe she was here for the crow convention.” She threw him a look. Doc slipped his gloved fingers into the pocket of Poppie’s white slacks and withdrew a key.  “Maybe Tudor can tell you why she’s here.” 
 
    Cammie took the keychain and saw the logo of the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn – a beautiful establishment nestled in the woods that looked exactly like William Shakespeare’s birth home. Only supersized.  It was owned by a flamboyant British ex-actor by the name of Tudor Montgomery.   
 
    Despite being located pretty much in the middle of nowhere, on the outskirts of a town that was pretty much in the middle of nowhere, the inn was always booked months in advance by the Bard enthusiasts who returned each season to see Tudor’s spectacular production of a Shakespeare play.  Even if they weren’t fans of the plays, the décor inside the inn was enough to attract guests year after year. The lobby resembled a huge Tudor-style home, with exposed wooden beams and a large welcoming fireplace. The guest rooms were each done up in the style of one of the famous plays, adding a whimsical ambience to an already magical place. Cammie saw Poppie had been staying in Room 12.  If she remembered correctly, that was the Merchant of Venice room.  Its walls were painted with murals of the Venetian canals and the furniture was carved with the motif of wine producing grapes.  Above the headboard, written in flowing script upon the wall were the familiar words, spoken by Portia during Act IV, Scene 1: 
 
      
 
    The quality of mercy is not strain’d, 
 
    It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
 
    Upon the place beneath 
 
      
 
    It struck her as sadly ironic that Poppie was staying in the room that spoke so beautifully of mercy, yet none had been shown to her.  
 
    “Here’s something else you might find interesting,” Doc continued. Bending down, he brushed Poppie’s hair away from her face.  “There’s a mark on the side of her throat.” 
 
    Cammie studied the reddened blemish against the white skin. “What do you think that’s from?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. There’s something else as well.  You see the earring?”  Cammie leaned over and saw a large pearl surrounded by a circle of tiny diamonds in Poppie’s earlobe. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” she asked. 
 
    He gently pulled the victim’s face to the side.  “The other one is missing.” Sure enough there was a hole in Poppie’s ear where the earring should have been.  “Before you ask, I looked all around the body, but it’s not here.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the team if they found it.” 
 
    “And if they don’t find it?” 
 
    She gave him a level look as her stomach tightened at the dreadful thought.  “Then it means the killer took it as a trophy.” Doc removed the earring and dropped it into an evidence bag before giving it to Cammie.  “Do you think the diamonds are real?”   
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    “Then we can rule out robbery.  There’s no way a thief is going to take only one pearl and diamond earring and leave the other.  Nor are they going to leave all her credit cards and cash.” 
 
     She was interrupted when Rick came up, his face marred with a scowl.  “Did I hear you say her name was Poppie Beresford?” Cammie showed him the driver’s license.  “Okay, that just ratcheted up the weird factor.  Who names their kid after a plant that produces opium? Which in turn can be used in opiates such as morphine, heroin and codeine?” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes widened in astonishment.  “How do you know all that?” 
 
    He held up his phone.  “Looked it up on something called the internet.  You might have heard of it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Alrighty then.”   
 
    Her deputy looked down at the corpse, then whistled. “Did you see the name on the bag?” he asked. 
 
    “I did,” Doc answered. 
 
    “Do you think it’s an imitation Gucci?” 
 
    “It’s genuine.”  As a member of the very rich Boston Brahmin Westerfield family, Doc knew his fashion accessories. “That little number retails for at least $3,000.” 
 
    Both Rick and Cammie stared down at the tiny bag. 
 
    “$3,000 for that little thing?” Rick asked incredulously.   
 
    Doc nodded. “You’re not only paying for superb craftsmanship, you’re also paying for the name.” 
 
    “Which brings up an interesting question,” Cammie mused.  “What is a woman who can afford a $3,000 Gucci bag, and wears pearl and diamond earrings, doing living in Mategwas? It’s mainly farms and cows. Lots and lots of cows.” 
 
    “Finding the answer to that should make your investigation interesting.  If it helps, her clothes are also finely made. No thrift shop sweaters or second hand slacks for Poppie Beresford.”  Doc turned and waved at two men who stood near a white van.  “I’m ready to bag her up and get her back to the lab.  Would you like to attend the autopsy?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No need.  Call me when you’re done.” 
 
    While Doc and his assistants busied themselves with the body of Poppie Beresford, Cammie looked through the wallet one last time.  Shoved within the credit cards was a folded piece of white paper she’d missed.  She took it out and unfolded it.  In neat handwriting were the following words,  
 
      
 
    Do as the heavens have done, forget your evil; With them forgive yourself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie shoved the paper into her pocket and replaced the wallet in the Gucci bag. She unfastened the bag from around the dead woman’s torso and placed it in an evidence bag which she handed to Doc.  He was going to need it to see if it matched the bruise on her neck.  Before she could ponder further what the quotation meant, she heard a commotion on the other side of the roped off area. 
 
     “Let me through, please!” 
 
    She and Rick turned to see a tall, plain faced, rail thin, middle aged woman trying to get past one of Cammie’s part time deputies.  She was wearing jeans, a white turtleneck and a tan travel vest much like the one Poppie was wearing.  Around her neck hung a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “You’ve got to let me pass!” 
 
    “Maybe she’s another attendee to the crow convention,” Rick quipped as he and Cammie walked over to her.  They scooted under the police tape and began the introductions. 
 
    “I’m Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth.  This is my deputy, Rick Belleveau. What seems to be the issue here?” 
 
    “I’m looking for my friend and this man won’t let me through.  What’s wrong?  What’s happened?” 
 
    “Who is your friend?” 
 
    “Poppie Beresford.  I was supposed to meet her here.” 
 
    Cammie put her hand on the woman’s shoulder and gently led her a few feet away.  “Can you tell me who you are?” 
 
    “I’m Meredith Quigley.” 
 
    “And you said you’re a friend of Poppie Beresford?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Please tell me what’s going on. Is she alright?  Has something happened to her?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Ms. Quigley, but your friend’s body was discovered this morning. I can’t let you enter the area because Forensics is combing it for any clues of what might have happened to Ms. Beresford.” 
 
    Meredith’s pale blue eyes watered.  “Body? How did she die?” 
 
    “It appears she was shot in the back.” 
 
    Meredith audibly gasped as her hand flew to her mouth.  “Dear God,” she whimpered as she began to cry. 
 
    “I know this is difficult, but I’m hoping you can answer some questions.” 
 
    The woman nodded. Cammie led her over to her Explorer where she opened the passenger door.  She withdrew a tissue from her glove compartment and handed it to Meredith.  She then asked her to sit.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Doc and his aides carrying the stretcher holding the bagged body of Poppie towards the coroner’s van. She deliberately moved to Meredith’s side to block her from seeing the distressing sight. 
 
    “How long have you been friends with Poppie?” she asked gently. 
 
    “For at least three years.  Ever since she moved to Mategwas.” 
 
    “How long have you lived in Mategwas?” 
 
    “I grew up there.  My father died when I was young so I lived with my mother in the family home.  She died about ten years ago and the house became mine.” 
 
    “Do you know where Poppie was from before she settled in Mategwas?”  Meredith shook her head.  “Were you close friends?” 
 
    “As close as anyone could be to Poppie, I suppose.  She was very private, you see.  She never talked about personal things. Oh, I could tell she’d led a gentile life and I often wondered why a woman like that would settle in such a remote place like Mategwas. The town was named after the Abenaki word for rabbit and we still have an abundance of them.  Along with the hundreds of dairy cows, it was hard to imagine why she moved there.” 
 
    “You never thought to ask?” 
 
    Meredith gave a slight smile. “I tried once. She swiftly changed the subject. I knew never to try again. What drew us together was our love of bird watching.  Poppie ran a group of birders.  I was a member.” 
 
    “How many are in your group?” 
 
    “There were five of us in total.” 
 
    “Were?” 
 
     “Yes.  Bobby Farmer passed away last month.  He was 94, bless his heart. Aubrey Gardiner moved to Twin Ponds two months ago. That left Poppie, myself and Kevin Baker.  He’s a retired accountant who turned to woodworking.  He makes the most beautiful cabinets and tables.” 
 
    “What brought you and Poppie to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “It’s actually because of Aubrey that we’re here.  He sighted a white crow the other day and immediately contacted Poppie. She called me and we arrived two days ago.  Kevin was supposed to come, but he had to finish a commission piece and was unable to make the trip.” 
 
     “How was Poppie’s demeanor during your time here in Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “She was fine.  Actually, she was excited about catching a glimpse of the white crow.  We both were.” 
 
    “What about back in Mategwas?  Did she seem upset, preoccupied?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “What’s so significant about a white crow that the two of you would make a two hour trip to see it?” 
 
    Meredith dabbed at her eyes with the tissue.  “There are crows that have white in their feathers. But an albino crow is rare. It would be quite a coup for us to spot one in the wild.  Aubrey said he was walking through these woods a few days ago when he saw one.” 
 
    “Where are you and Ms. Beresford staying?”  She knew the answer, but she wanted to see what Meredith would say. 
 
    “There was a cancellation so we were able to get rooms at the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to Twin Ponds before?” 
 
    “This is my first time.  As far as I know, it was Poppie’s as well.  Of course we’d heard about the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn.  Who hasn’t?  We were very lucky to get rooms there.” 
 
    “Meredith, do you know of anyone who would want to harm Poppie?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Not at all.  Poppie was one of the kindest women I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Was she involved with anyone?” 
 
    “You mean like a boyfriend?” Cammie nodded. “I don’t know, but I doubt it.  She never seemed to be interested in anything except birding.” 
 
    “Do you know what time Poppie left the inn this morning?” 
 
    “She told me last night she wanted to be out here at first light. She was bound and determined to see the crow.  I’m not much of an early riser so we arranged to meet here at ten.” 
 
    “If you drove down from Mategwas with Poppie, how did you get out here?” 
 
    “The Inn rents out bicycles.  Since this area is only a mile away, it was an easy ride for me to make.” Meredith suddenly gasped.  “Oh my God.  If I hadn’t been so lazy – if I’d gone out with her this morning – maybe she’d still be alive!”  She buried her face in her hands and began to sob.  Cammie motioned Rick to come over. 
 
    “My deputy will drive you back to the inn.”  She pulled Rick aside.  “I’ll get Forensics to fingerprint the bike, then I’ll take it back later this afternoon.  I’d like you to keep an eye on Meredith.  Also, ask Emmy to call a man by the name of Aubrey Gardiner and have him come down to the inn.  My plan is to finish up here, get to the inn and interview Gardiner while you question Meredith.  It doesn’t matter if it’s the same questions I’ve asked.  I just want to see what you get.” 
 
    “Did you say Aubrey Gardiner?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    Before he could respond, Cammie heard her name called. Turning, she saw it was Colin, waving his arm at her.  “I’d better see what he wants. See you in a bit.” 
 
    As Rick led Meredith to his vehicle, Cammie jogged up to Colin. 
 
    “What have you got for me?” she asked as he led her to a table he’d set up where the evidence bags were laid out. 
 
    Colin Haskell was the head of the forensics team.  He was short, slightly overweight and always looked as though he’d slept in his clothes.  But beneath the disheveled appearance, he had a sharp intelligent mind, and a talent for finding the proverbial needle in a haystack. 
 
    He held up an evidence bag.  “An empty bullet cartridge.” 
 
    “Looks like a .38,” she said. 
 
    “You win the jackpot.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    He crooked his finger and she followed him to two trees that formed a perfect vee.  
 
    “I’d say your killer stood here.  He or she may have used the tree to brace themselves to fire the fatal shot.” 
 
    “It’s fairly close to where the victim was standing,” Cammie pointed out. 
 
    “I noticed.  They must have been very quiet to sneak up on her like that.” 
 
    “Or she was distracted.” She looked at Colin.  “Her friend just showed up and told me the victim ran a bird watching group.  Looks like she was out here looking for a white crow.” 
 
    “So that explains the binoculars near the body.”  Cammie nodded.  “White crow, huh?  Before today, I’d never heard of crows being white.” 
 
    “According to the friend, they’re rare.” 
 
    He looked up at the trees and gave an involuntary shudder.  “I’d sure like to know why there are so many of the nasty things hanging around.  I’ve never seen so many gathered in one place.”  He looked at Cammie.  “I saw what they did to the victim’s face and hands. I hope to God she was dead before they decided to have a go at her.” He pointed to one of the evidence bags.  Inside was the body of the white crow.  “I can’t imagine why they’d go after one of their own, but I bagged the poor thing just in case.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and handed Colin Poppie’s wallet and the evidence bag that contained the earring.  “Can you have your team keep an eye out for the companion earring?  Doc checked around the body, but it’s missing.” 
 
    Colin pointed up.  “Maybe one of those little bastards took it.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and went back to work.  When he was gone, Cammie gently took the dead crow out of the evidence bag.  Using her cell phone, she took several pictures of it before replacing it back in the bag.   Only then could she finally and mercifully look away.  
 
      
 
    The Shakespeare in the Woods Inn enhanced the illusion of having stepped back through time when the winding road through the forest suddenly curved and there, in front of you, was the huge Tudor inspired half-timbered building.  
 
    Cammie parked her Explorer in the large lot which, as usual, was filled to capacity with cars and buses.  After getting a member of Colin’s team to fingerprint it, she managed to get the bicycle Meredith had rented into the back of her vehicle.  She hauled it out and took it over to the long row of bicycles parked in a bike rack.  Spotting an empty space, she slipped it in where it automatically locked the front wheel, ready for the next bicyclist. Making her way inside, she saw a display announcing that the play for this season was ‘The Winter’s Tale.’ 
 
    Tudor stood in his usual spot behind the front desk. He was dressed in his English tweeds, his thinning blonde hair carefully combed to the side and a professional smile plastered on his face.  He was just finishing up with a guest when he saw her enter the lobby.  
 
    “Oh my dear Sheriff!” he bellowed theatrically, his Laurence Olivier accented voice pitched perfectly to the acoustics of the large room.  “I would love to say it’s wonderful to see you, but your appearances are usually a harbinger of doom for some unlucky soul. You’re rather like the banshee of Irish lore that always appears when someone is about to die.” Cammie frowned, not sure she enjoyed being compared to a banshee. “Of course, someone did die, didn’t they?” he continued in a lowered voice.  “Poor Ms. Beresford. What is this world coming to when you can’t go into the woods to spy upon some filthy fowl? Though why anyone would want to do that is beyond me.”  Cammie wasn’t surprised that Tudor had already heard of Poppie’s death.  In a town where gossip was a way of life, she knew this news had probably travelled throughout Maine and was reaching Boston just about now.  “How did it happen?”  He suddenly stuck his hand out.  “On second thought, I don’t want to know.  I just hate bad news.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow.  Like 99.9% of Twin Ponders, he lived for news like this.  The worse it was, the better, if only because it could be savored and picked apart for weeks. 
 
    “Do you know where Rick is?” she asked. 
 
    Tudor looked crestfallen that she hadn’t insisted on telling him what was going on.  He shook a limp finger down the corridor to his right. 
 
    “He said he needed two rooms so I put him in the Othello Meeting Room.  There’s the large conference area and a smaller meeting room connected to it by a door.”   
 
    “Do you remember what time Meredith rented the bike this morning?” 
 
    “Oh, she didn’t rent it this morning. She rented it yesterday morning.  She said she was going to explore the pathways through the woods and arranged to keep it until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Did you happen to see her anytime this morning?” 
 
    Tudor thought about it for a moment and shook his head. Suddenly he caught his breath.  He ran around the counter and stood in front of Cammie.  “Do I need to square the bill with Ms. Quigley before you haul her away?” 
 
    “I’m not hauling anyone away, Tudor.” 
 
    “She must be the murderess.  She’s the only one around here who knew Ms. Beresford. Oh my God.  What if she got blood on my bicycle?” 
 
    “Calm down, Tudor.  This is what happens when you try to be an armchair detective.”  She patted his arm.  “Leave this to the professionals.  By the way, I returned the bike to the bike rack.  You’ll be happy to know there’s no blood on it.” 
 
    She started down the corridor with Tudor at her heels.  “Promise me I’ll be the first to know if she is the murderess. I’ll have to work overtime to make sure it doesn’t get out that I’m harboring a killer. That will simply destroy a reputation I’ve spent years building up.” 
 
    She stopped outside the door to the Othello room.  “No, it won’t.” 
 
    “Why ever not?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because you’re a smart businessman.  And being such a smart businessman, you’ll take that information and turn it into a publicity stunt. Why, I bet you’ll suddenly decide to put on a production of Hamlet.  Doesn’t everyone get murdered in that play?” 
 
    His face turned thoughtful.  “Too obvious.  But Macbeth!  Now that would be a triumph.  I might even be tempted to brush off my acting chops and trod the boards one more time.” 
 
    She hid her laughter as she brushed past him and entered. 
 
    The room was done up in the style of a Tudor banqueting hall, with the requisite fireplace and wood beamed ceiling.  There was a large conference table running down the center of the room.  At the end of it sat Meredith, Rick and a short, slightly balding man with the beginnings of a overweight belly she guessed to be Aubrey Gardiner. 
 
    “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” Cammie replied as she came up to the group.  Meredith’s eyes were swollen from crying, though she’d managed to get her emotions under control.  Dressed in a pair of jeans and a dark blue sweater, Aubrey stood up and offered his hand to Cammie. 
 
    “I’m Aubrey Gardiner.  Your deputy was just telling us about your law enforcement background.  Very impressive.  I’m sure you’ll discover who did this heinous thing to Poppie in no time at all.” 
 
    “Your cooperation will go a long way towards achieving that end,” she replied diplomatically.  “Meredith, Rick is going to take you next door to ask you some questions. Mr. Gardiner, you and I will remain here.” 
 
    After they’d gone, she and Aubrey sat opposite each other at the end of the conference table. 
 
    “How long have you known Poppie Beresford?” 
 
    “We met three years ago when she put an ad in the local paper in an effort to recruit bird watchers for a group she was starting.” 
 
    “So you’re a bird watcher?” 
 
    “In order to stimulate my creativity, I’m in the habit of taking long walks in the woods.  I became fascinated by the large variety of bird species here in Maine. Poppie’s ad intrigued me so I decided to join.”  
 
    “How long have you lived in Twin Ponds, Mr. Gardiner?” 
 
     “Please, call me Aubrey.  My wife and I have only been here a little over two months.  We bought the lovely Jepson farm about ten miles outside of town.” 
 
    “How long had you lived in Mategwas?” 
 
    “About six years. Before you ask, I moved here because I was attracted to the Jepson farm.  I was flipping through one of those real estate magazines you find at the grocery store when I saw the farm.  I know this may sound a little juvenile, but I’ve always had a dream of owning a farm.  In fact, over the years I created an image of what my dream farmhouse would look like.  Imagine my surprise when I saw the picture of the Jepson farm and realized it looked exactly what I’d dreamed up in my imagination.  It felt like fate to me.  So I bought it.” 
 
    “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    He gave her a strange look, as if she’d asked him if he talked to aliens.  Not sure why he looked so perplexed, she repeated the question. 
 
    “I’m a writer,” he explained. “I’m the creator of Magic Calico.”  His smug expression faltered when he saw the blank look on Cammie’s face.  “Oh I get it,” he suddenly laughed.  “You’re trying to ease the tension by teasing me.  I’ll have to use that technique in one of my future stories.” 
 
    Cammie inwardly shrugged and continued her questioning.  “Did Poppie make it a habit of going out alone to birdwatch?” 
 
    “Poppie was very single minded in her pursuit of catching sight of rare or unusual birds.  If she thought she could catch a glimpse of the white crow at 2 am, she’d be out there at 2 am, no matter the weather.” 
 
     “Do you know of anyone who would want to harm Poppie?” 
 
    “None whatsoever.  She was a kind woman.” 
 
    “Do you know her background?  Where she came from before she moved to Mategwas?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Poppie was a very private woman.  She asked no personal questions and wanted none asked of her.” 
 
    “Do you know if she was involved with anyone?” 
 
    “Sheriff, Poppie was not the socializing type.  We came together to look at birds and that was it.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw Poppie?” 
 
    “Last night.  Since this was Poppie and Meredith’s first time visiting Twin Ponds, my wife and I had them over for dinner.” 
 
    “What was her demeanor?” 
 
    “She was excited about seeing the white crow. In fact, that was our main topic of conversation.  My poor wife had to endure hours of bird talk.”  He chuckled.   
 
    “What time did she and Meredith leave your home?” 
 
    “It was around 10:30.  They left, we cleaned up and went to bed.  It wasn’t until this morning when I went into town to that lovely bakery on Main Street to pick up some croissants that I heard about her murder.  I was shocked to say the least.  When I returned home, I found a message from your office asking me to come down here to the inn.” 
 
    “Were you planning on meeting up with Poppie today to do some birdwatching?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m up against a deadline for the latest Calico installment. If she or Meredith had sighted the white bird, I’m sure they would have informed me.”  He suddenly chuckled.  “In search of the white bird.  Almost sounds like Moby Dick, doesn’t it? Except they were in search of the white whale.  I may need to use that motif in a future book.” 
 
    She asked him a few more questions, but he had nothing more to add.   
 
    “Thank you for your time, Aubrey.” 
 
    “No problem.  I want to do anything and everything I can to help you find whoever killed Poppie.  She was a fine woman who didn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “Please remain in Twin Ponds in case we need to ask you anymore questions.” 
 
    “As I said, I’m up against a deadline.  I won’t be going anywhere anytime soon. I have no desire to bite the hand that feeds me.”  Seeing her blank look, he added, “My publisher, of course.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Jeez, what a pompous ass. 
 
    After Aubrey left, Cammie remained seated, her instincts screaming that he hadn’t been completely honest. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was that had her spider sense on full alert, but it was there, warning her something wasn’t quite right.  Deciding she was going to keep a close eye on him, she got up and went into the adjoining room where she found Rick finishing up his questioning. Meredith looked washed out and utterly exhausted.  She glanced up as Cammie came into the room. 
 
    “Have you been in Poppie’s room today?” Cammie asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head.  “I couldn’t bring myself to go in there.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask you to stay in Twin Ponds for a few more days, in case we have anything else we need to ask you.” 
 
    Because this was a routine request, Cammie didn’t think twice about it.  She was therefore surprised to see a look of fear flash over Meredith’s face. 
 
    “I have to get home!” she blurted out.   
 
    “If you have pets, we can arrange to have your neighbors take care of them.” 
 
    “It’s not that.  I – I simply must get home.” 
 
    “Do you need some kind of medication you may have left at home?  We can also arrange to--” Cammie noticed Meredith nervously wringing her hands. She came over and placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder, unprepared to feel how badly the woman was shaking. “Is it the bill for the inn?”  Cammie guessed. Meredith shook her head. Cammie and Rick exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “I’m sure you want to do all you can to help catch your friend’s killer,” Rick tried.  “But we can’t do that without your help.  And the only way we can get your help is if you’re here and available.” 
 
    “I’ve told you all I know.  I can’t think of how much more I can be of help.” 
 
    Cammie felt she was losing Meredith. For reasons that seemed highly suspicious to the experienced officer, Meredith was hellbent on getting home. Yet, she had to be honest with the frightened woman. She leaned over and made Meredith look at her. “I don’t want to scare you, but at this point in the investigation, we can’t be sure Poppie was the only intended target.”  Meredith’s eyes widened in horror.  “Until we can unravel what happened, it would be safer for you to stay here, at least for a few days more.” 
 
    There was a long hesitation before Meredith finally gave a very reluctant nod.  
 
    Cammie withdrew the photograph of Poppie and the teenager from her pocket and showed it to Meredith.  “Have you seen this photograph before?” 
 
    She looked at it and nodded.  “All the time.  Poppie was in the habit of taking it out and stroking it with her fingers whenever she thought none of us were looking.” 
 
    “Do you know who this is?” 
 
    “It’s her daughter, Hannah.” 
 
    “Did she tell you that?” 
 
    “Yes.  She accidentally dropped the photo to the floor one day.  I picked it up and asked who it was.”  She paused.  “Now that I think of it, she appeared to be regretful in some way that she’d even told me that tiny bit of information.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Hannah?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Poppie would never say. And to tell the truth, I never asked. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Whenever I saw her looking at the photo, she had such a look of immense sadness and grief on her face that I knew I couldn’t add to it by asking what happened. Sometimes she’d say things though that made me guess Hannah had died.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” Rick asked. 
 
    “My uncle died last year.  When I told her, she got this faraway look in her eyes and told me that losing someone you loved deeply was a terrible thing.  If you weren’t careful, a loss like that could make you lose your mind.”  She cleared her throat and looked up at Cammie.  “You’re going to need someone to officially identify Poppie’s body, aren’t you?”  Taken aback by the question, Cammie nodded.  “I’d like to do that.” 
 
    Cammie was surprised by the request. She’d already sized up Meredith as a highly strung, nervous type who looked as though she were ready to pass out at any minute. She couldn’t imagine what the sight of Poppie’s corpse would do to her. “I can get Aubrey to do it,” the sheriff suggested. 
 
    “No,” she said, her tone suddenly insistent.  “I’ll do it.  It’s the least I can do for Poppie.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when the autopsy is complete.” 
 
    Meredith stood up.  “May I go now?  I’d like to go to my room and lie down. It’s been a very difficult day.” 
 
    “Of course.  If you’d like, my deputy can accompany you--” 
 
    “That’s quite alright,” she interrupted.  She turned and left the room. 
 
    “Is it me or were the last few minutes completely whacked?” Rick asked.  “One minute she looks as though she’d about to have a nervous breakdown, then the next minute she’s actually insisting on identifying her friend’s body.  Doing that would definitely give me nightmares.” 
 
    “What I’d like to know is why she was so insistent she had to return home?” 
 
    Rick smiled.  “Nice little touch about making her think she might be next on the killer’s hit list.” 
 
    “I was simply being honest. We just don’t have enough information yet to rule that possibility out.  How did your interview go with her?” 
 
    Rick shared the details of their talk. He’d asked many of the same questions Cammie had, receiving the same answers. When he was done, she fell into a contemplative silence. 
 
    “Man, I can hear the wheels turning in your head from here,” Rick exclaimed. 
 
    She told him about her interview with Aubrey.  “He’s hiding something.  I can feel it.  But damned if I know what it is.” 
 
    “He’s certainly not what I expected.” 
 
    She looked at him in surprise.  “You know Aubrey Gardiner?” 
 
    “Shit Cammie, you’ve got to be living under a rock not to have heard of Aubrey Gardiner.”  When he saw her look of incomprehension, he threw his arms up in the air.  “Come on!  Aubrey Gardiner?  Magic Calico?”  She shook her head.  “For someone who’s an expert at keeping her finger on the pulse of everything, it’s criminal that you don’t know who Magic Calico is!” 
 
    Tudor took that moment to abruptly and dramatically sweep into the room.  He stood before the two officers, his hands on his hips, impatiently tapping his foot on the floor. 
 
    “Tudor, have you ever heard of Magic Calico?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Of course I have. He’s Harry Potter with whiskers and an attitude. When Magic Calico is on a case, no one messes with him.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to make sure you didn’t disturb these rooms.  I have a group of businesswomen coming in for a meeting in an hour and everything must be perfect.  Now shoo!”  He waved his arms at them. 
 
    When they were out the hallway, Rick turned to Cammie.  “I can’t believe we were just shooed out of a room by a fourth-rate actor.” 
 
    “I heard that!” Tudor called out. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go upstairs and see if Forensics found anything in Poppie’s room,” Cammie said as they made their way down the corridor. “So tell me again what the hell a Magic Calico is.” 
 
    “He’s a cat who uses magic to solve crimes.” 
 
    She abruptly stopped and stared at him.  “A cat?” 
 
    “A calico cat to be exact. He’s a bad ass who doesn’t take any shit from anyone.  Sorta like you.  Without the whiskers. And the orange and black hair. And the scary looking wand. The Calico books always debut at the top of the best seller lists.  Last I heard, Hollywood was negotiating with Aubrey to make a series of movies from the Calico novels.” 
 
    “They’re that good?” 
 
    “My nieces and nephews absolutely adore him.  They and a bazillion other kids get together to solve Magic Calico cases on Aubrey’s website.” 
 
    “So we’re talking a lot of money here for Aubrey.” 
 
    “A boatload.” 
 
    They started up the stairs towards the guest rooms.  “Just what kind of crime does Magic Calico solve?”  
 
    He laughed.  “We’re not talking murder here, Cam.  It’s more like discovering who stole the Orb of Magnifico, which gives the power of second sight to whoever possesses it. Or the Flower of Destiny that lets you change your future. My particular favorite was the Case of the Missing Witch Apprentice. Turns out she wasn’t kidnapped.  She just messed up one of the spells she was learning and disappeared for a while into another dimension. Aubrey created this whole ‘nother world with purple waterfalls and orange skies and butterflies that eat you if you rub them the wrong way.” 
 
    Cammie stopped again.  “Man eating butterflies?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “Don’t worry. They only eat those who deserve it. It’s sort of like karma by monarch butterfly.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “No wonder Aubrey gave me such a funny look when I had no clue who Magic Calico was.” 
 
    Rick laughed.  “With the exception of lost tribes in the jungles of Borneo, you’re probably the only person on the planet who doesn’t know who Magic Calico is.” 
 
     “Well, let’s hope we won’t need the cat and his wand to solve this particular case.”  As they walked down the hallway towards Poppie’s room, Cammie added, “First thing tomorrow, I want you and Emmy to try and find out everything you can on Poppie, Meredith and Aubrey.  I’m particularly interested in finding out how Hannah Beresford died, and just what brought Aubrey to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “You don’t believe his story about wanting a farm all his life?” 
 
    She shook her head. “There’s more to it than that.” 
 
    Nearing the end of the hallway, they noticed the hustle and bustle of forensic technicians scurrying in and out of Poppie’s room.  She and Rick were handed booties by one of these passing technicians.  “Just giving you a heads up, Sheriff,” he replied.  “I don’t think you’re going to like what’s in there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Intrigued, the two officers quickly slipped on the booties over their boots. With Cammie leading the way, they stepped into the doorway where both came to an abrupt stop.  
 
    “Whoa,” Rick mumbled under his breath. 
 
    On the wall above the bed, scrawled over Tudor’s beautiful script depicting Portia’s mercy speech were the words, ‘Here there be monsters’. 
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    While the team worked around them, Cammie quietly studied the wall.  The words had been applied with a thick red marker, scrawled as if the writer had been in a hurry.  Something about it didn’t seem right, but before she could figure it out, she heard a scream behind her.  Whirling around, she saw Tudor standing in the doorway with his hand to his mouth. 
 
    “My poor sweet Portia!” he moaned. 
 
    Cammie hurried to him and pulled him out of the room.  “You can’t be in there.  You’ll contaminate the scene.” 
 
    “It’s my room!” 
 
    “I know it is, but if you want me to catch whoever defaced your wall, you need to let forensics do their job.” 
 
    “I can’t believe someone would ruin her beautiful speech.  It took me a week to get the writing just right.”  He gave Cammie a despairing look.  “I’m going to make sure whoever did this gets the death penalty!” 
 
    “We don’t know yet if the person who wrote that is the same person who killed Poppie.” 
 
    “Of course.  And we don’t know yet if Bill Barnes will be mayor for another hundred years.” 
 
    Tudor had a point. 
 
    “Did you notice anyone hanging around that maybe didn’t belong?” 
 
    He threw her a look. “The inn is completely booked.  My lobby is like Grand Central Station.  If the person who did this was wearing a gorilla suit, I might have noticed them.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied patiently.  “Who cleans this room and what time is it done?” 
 
    “That would be Mara and she’s usually here around 11 am.  But she would have definitely informed me right away if she’d found that abomination.” 
 
    “Not if she saw that.”   
 
    Tudor looked to where Cammie was pointing and saw a Do Not Disturb sign on the door knob.  He groaned.  “It’s going to cost me a fortune to have that removed and Portia’s words put back up.”  With the inn booked until February, Cammie didn’t think he’d have any trouble coming up with the money.  “Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
 
    Cammie looked at him.  “Have you pissed off anyone lately?” 
 
    He drew himself up and stared down his nose at her.  “I am the model of professionalism.  I consistently get five star reviews.  Of course I didn’t piss anyone off.” He made quotation marks in the air as he said the word ‘piss’. 
 
    “I had to ask.” 
 
    He sniffed contemptuously.  “I know it couldn’t have been Ms. Beresford.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because she was obviously a woman of taste and refinement.  And whatever cretin wrote that got it all wrong.”  When Cammie gave him a quizzical look, he gave an impatient sigh.  “It should be ‘here there be dragons’, not monsters.  The lout obviously doesn’t know their history.” 
 
    So that’s what had been troubling Cammie.   
 
    In the early days of mapmaking, before the world had been thoroughly explored, any uncharted areas were designated with the words ‘Here There Be Dragons’ to warn the mariner of the unknown dangers they would be encountering. 
 
    Was that what the writer of the words had done?  Instead of dragons, were they trying to warn of monsters?  And was that monster Poppie Beresford? 
 
    Rick came out into the hallway and between the two of them, they finally managed to calm down the incensed innkeeper.  “Why don’t you walk Tudor back to his office, then head back to HQ?  I should be back sometime in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss.” 
 
    After Rick and Tudor left, Cammie went in search of Mara.  She found her just finishing up the last room on the third floor. 
 
    Mara Fitzgerald was a woman in her mid-fifties who still spoke with the lilt of her native Ireland.  She smiled when she saw Cammie. 
 
    “Was that Mr. Montgomery I heard screaming a few minutes ago?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “What was it this time? Did he spill tea on his trousers or did he see a spider?” 
 
    Cammie laughed.  “A spider?” 
 
    “Oh, he hates the damned things. Goes into a conniption every time he spots one. He usually calls me in to kill them.”  She lowered her voice.  “I never do though.  I just put them back outside.  As far as I’m concerned, they dispatch the bugs I really hate.” 
 
    “Mara, did you clean Room 12 this morning?” 
 
    “Mmmm.  That would be the Merchant of Venice room.  No, I didn’t.  There was a Do Not Disturb sign on the door.” 
 
    “Did you meet the woman who was staying there?” 
 
    “She’s the one everyone is saying was murdered out in the woods?”  Cammie nodded.  Mara shook her head in sorrow.  “Poor thing.  She looked as though she had the weight of the world on her shoulders.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “When you’ve been doing this job as long as I have, you meet all sorts of people.  You start to get a feeling about them.  Now the woman in Room 12 saw me in the hallway yesterday morning and asked me for an extra pillow.  It took her a half hour to finally choose one that made her happy.” 
 
    “Was she rude about it?” 
 
    “Oh no. But she definitely knew what she wanted.  All the while we were going through the pillows, I couldn’t help but notice the lines around her mouth and eyes.  For some people, those lines are left by a lifetime of laughter. There’s a lightness about them that you can’t miss.  But for others, the lines are a mark of deep sorrow and sadness.  As though they’ve been hit by a bus and can’t understand why.  I sensed that about her.” 
 
    “Did you see her around the inn?  Was she with anyone?” 
 
    “I saw her with the woman in Room 11 – the Midsummer’s Night Dream Room – eating breakfast together in the dining room.” 
 
    “Did you happen to see them this morning?” 
 
    “Not this morning, no.” 
 
    “When you did see them together, did everything seem alright between them?” 
 
    Mara thought about it for a moment.  “Well, now that you ask, I did overhear a bit of friction between them yesterday afternoon around two o’clock.  I was on my way to the utility closet where we keep all the bed linen, towels and such.  It’s next to the stairs.  I’d just gone inside when I heard them coming up the stairs.  The woman from Room 12 was very upset.  Her friend was trying to calm her down, but she was having none of it.” 
 
    “Did you hear what they were saying?” 
 
    “Not really.  It seemed like such a private conversation, I didn’t want to look as if I was snooping.  I got the linens I needed and was on my way back towards their rooms when I saw that her face was red and she was visibly upset.  Her friend had her arm around her and was trying to calm her down.  As soon as she saw me, she immediately went into her room and closed the door.” 
 
    “Mara, what time do you normally clean the rooms on the first floor?” 
 
    “I start at eight and am usually done by ten.” 
 
    “Did you clean Room 11 this morning?” 
 
    “No.  She had a Do Not Disturb sign up on the door.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mara.  You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    As Cammie made her way down the stairs to the first floor, she wondered why Meredith had lied to her. She’d stated Poppie was fine, but obviously something had troubled her friend enough that Mara noticed how distressed she was.  Was Meredith hiding something? Did she know who or what had upset Poppie and couldn’t, or wouldn’t tell Cammie? 
 
    Was it also possible it was Meredith who defaced the wall in Poppie’s bedroom?  Had she somehow managed to get inside Poppie’s room while the woman was out birdwatching?   
 
    Or had she gotten inside after she’d killed Poppie?  She could have easily biked to the scene, shot Poppie, then biked back.  With the inn filled with guests, it would have been simple for her to slip back inside without being seen. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Reaching Meredith’s room, she saw the same Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the doorknob, but knocked anyway.  She heard movement within and a few moments later the door opened. 
 
    “Can’t you see the Do Not—oh, Sheriff, I didn’t know it was you.” 
 
    She looked as though she’d just gotten out of bed.  Her hair was disheveled and her face was swollen though whether it was from sorrow or sleep, Cammie couldn’t tell.  
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, but I needed to ask you something.” 
 
    Meredith saw the forensics people dressed in their white overalls moving along the hallway.  A flash of pain crossed her face.  “Please, come inside.” 
 
    Cammie entered.  The heavy shades were drawn across the windows, throwing the room into semi-darkness.  Meredith reached behind the sheriff and clicked on the overhead lamp, sending much needed light throughout the bedroom.   
 
    It was the first time Cammie had been in this particular room. The bedposts were carved with leaves and vines.  Sprinkled here and there were little fairie faces peeking out from behind the fronds.  Above the bed hung a large painting of the Faerie King Oberon and his consort Titania, surrounded by dozens of illuminated faerie wings. Along the top of the walls, in the same flowing script that had been defaced in Poppie’s room, were quotes from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  
 
    If Cammie didn’t get out of the inn soon, she’d be speaking in blank verse. 
 
    The bed was unmade and it did appear as if she’d awakened Meredith.  There was a small table and chairs in the corner of the room and they sat down there. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, Sheriff.  I took a sleeping pill to try and get some rest.” 
 
    “This won’t take long.  I just need to know why Poppie was upset yesterday.”  
 
    Meredith blinked a few times as if trying to clear her mind.  “Yesterday?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes.  At about two pm to be exact.” 
 
    She passed a hand over her cheek.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I have an eyewitness who saw you trying to comfort her outside your rooms.” 
 
    She shut her eyes for a moment.  “Yes, I know that.  What I meant was, I don’t know why she was upset.  She wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “What led up to it?  Did you two have words?  Did she get a phone call?” 
 
    “It was nothing like that.  All I know is that we went to that restaurant in town – the one that’s run by the man who looks like Santa Claus.” 
 
    “Zee’s Bar and Grille?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it.  We’d heard about its wonderful menu, so we decided to have lunch there. We were having a lovely time when suddenly Poppie announced she had to leave.” 
 
    “What time was this?” 
 
    “We’d been in the woods all morning looking for the crow, so I think it was around 11:30 that we arrived at the restaurant.” 
 
    “And she didn’t tell you why she suddenly wanted to leave?” 
 
    “No. I’d gone to the ladies room.  When I returned, she was already on her feet and insisting we leave.  She threw money on the table and walked out of the restaurant.  We hadn’t even finished our salads.  I could see by the look on her face that she was very upset, but she wouldn’t tell me why.  I tried to calm her down all the way back to the Inn, but it was no use.  She became tight lipped and agitated, but she refused to tell me what was wrong.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this when I questioned you this morning?” 
 
    Meredith shook her head.  “Believe me, Sheriff, it wasn’t done deliberately.  I was so upset that my friend had been cold bloodedly murdered that I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think the two events might be related?”  By the look of horror on Meredith’s face, it was obvious the thought hadn’t occurred to her.  “What happened when you and Poppie arrived back at the inn?” 
 
    “She said she was going to rest.  She went into her room and I didn’t see her until she knocked on my door at six pm to go to Aubrey’s.  He and his wife were having us over for dinner.” 
 
    “What was her demeanor then?” 
 
    “It was as if nothing had happened.  She never mentioned it and I thought it best to let it lie.” 
 
    “And she was fine throughout the dinner?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was Poppie in the habit of changing moods so quickly?” 
 
    “As I said to you this morning, she was a very private person.”  Meredith looked down at her hands.  “I’ve come to believe she was a very lonely woman.  Maybe because she always kept people at such arm’s length.  Don’t get me wrong. She was friendly, but there always seemed to be a line that she didn’t allow herself to cross. I respected that and never pushed.” 
 
    Cammie withdrew the paper with the quote she’d found in Poppie’s wallet and showed it to Meredith.  “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    Meredith looked down at it. “It looks like Poppie’s handwriting.” 
 
    “We found it in her purse.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
    “So you have no idea what it would have meant to Poppie?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Cammie folded the paper and put it back in her pocket.  “Do you own a gun?” 
 
    Meredith gasped.  “No, I don’t,” she said, the weariness abruptly gone from her voice. 
 
    “Do you know how to use a gun?” 
 
    The woman shivered.  “They terrify me.  So no, Sheriff.  I’ve never shot one nor do I intend to ever shoot one.” 
 
    She stood up.  “If you think of anything at all, no matter how trivial, call me.”  She took out her business card and left it on the table. 
 
    Closing the door behind her, Cammie paused.  She didn’t know what to make of Meredith Quigley. At first sight, she appeared to be a woman who was afraid of life. Whose backbone was made of jelly.  A woman who was so tightly wound, she seemed ready to crack at any minute. 
 
    Was all of that true?  Or was it an act to deflect suspicion away from herself?  
 
    Yet, if she’d killed Poppie, what was the motive? 
 
    There’s always a trigger.  It could lie in wait for years, or for mere minutes. But something triggered the attack on Poppie. Was it something back in Mategwas? Or had something happened in Twin Ponds that started the inescapable road towards death? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know this quote?” Cammie asked Tudor when she returned downstairs after seeing Meredith.  He glanced at it, then gave her a surprisingly withering look. 
 
    “Is that meant as an insult?  Of course I know the quote.” 
 
    “By your reaction, I assume it’s by Shakespeare?” 
 
    He nodded.  “The Winter’s Tale to be exact.  In fact, that’s the play I’ve chosen for this season.  You ought to come and see it.”  Before she could ask him what the play was about, his phone rang.  “I must take this.  I’m expecting a phone call from a booking agent.  They’ve got a large group of Aussies who want to book the entire inn next spring.” 
 
    It was late afternoon by the time Cammie drove back to HQ.  Along the way, her mind whirled over all the pieces she’d discovered so far that day.  Right now, they were still just pieces, waiting to be fitted into the proper slot to explain why Poppie was shot.  Unfortunately, it was still too early in the investigation to assemble the final puzzle – more fragments needed to be found.  But no matter how many avenues her thoughts took, they always came back to the quote she’d found in Poppie’s handbag.  Why had the victim written it down?  Did she jot it down when she was able to get reservations at the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn?  Had she been planning to see The Winter’s Tale? Shakespeare had a bazillion quotes. Why that particular quote? It must have meant something to her.  Cammie would have to look up what the play was about to see if knowing the plot would answer that particular question. 
 
    As she drove past Zee’s, her first impulse was to go inside.  It was possible Zee would know what had upset Poppie so much.  
 
    As the center of social life in Twin Ponds, everybody at one time or another stopped off at Zee’s.  If he didn’t know what set Poppie off, it was possible someone else had seen something. However, it was the beginning of the dinner rush, the busiest part of the day for him.  She’d never be able to get him away long enough to answer her questions.  His interview was going to have to wait until tomorrow in the hours after breakfast but before lunch.  Besides, it would give her the perfect excuse to order one of his scrumptious omelets with his homemade sourdough bread. 
 
    It was at that point Cammie realized she was starving.  She’d been so tied up in the Beresford investigation that she’d neglected to grab something to eat.  Unfortunately, she wanted to check in on Rick and Emmy before they left for the day.  And her boyfriend Jace Northcott had mentioned grilling some steaks on the barbeque.  She was just going to have to suck it up for another two hours before she could stuff her face. 
 
    Then again, there was always that stash of cupcakes and Twinkies Emmy kept in her bottom drawer. 
 
    Elated at the thought of grabbing a chocolate cupcake, Cammie drove down Main Street and pulled into the small parking lot that lay behind HQ.  She let herself in the back door and walked past her office into the foyer where Rick and Emmy had their desks.  They were both working away at their computers and looked up when they saw her. 
 
    “Hey Cam,” Rick greeted.  
 
    “Why don’t you two come back to my office where we can brief each other?” 
 
    Retracing her steps, she stepped into her office and saw that Emmy had already set up the victim board.  In the top middle of the board was a photograph of the dead woman.  To her left was a publicity photo of Aubrey that gave Cammie the heebie jeebies.  No matter which way she looked at it, he still looked smarmy and full of himself.  To the right was a photo of Meredith which, due to its terrible composition, was probably her driver’s license photo that Emmy had been able to track down on the internet. 
 
    She slipped off her jacket and hung it on the back of her chair as Emmy and Rick came in.   
 
    “I’m afraid I couldn’t find anything on Poppie’s daughter,” Emmy spoke first. The twenty-two year old receptionist-dispatcher looked down at her notes.  “I looked in several places, but there was nothing on a woman called Hannah Beresford having died on 7/4/2014.” 
 
    Being an accomplished hacker, it didn’t bode well that Emmy had been unable to uncover anything on Hannah. 
 
    “It doesn’t help that Meredith has no idea where Poppie moved to Mategwas from,” Cammie commented.  “If her Gucci bag is any indication, it looks as though she came from money.  Her daughter could have died anywhere, maybe even Europe or Canada.” 
 
    “I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “I worked on finding out what I could about Aubrey,” Rick said.  “He moved around quite a bit until he hit it big with the first Magic Calico book about five years ago. By that time he’d been living in Mategwas for about a year. From what I could dig up, he left a string of unpaid bills behind before he ended up in the town named for a rabbit.” 
 
    “So that tiny little village named, as you say, for a rabbit is what gave him the inspiration for his crime solving feline?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t Magic Calico a rabbit? Or a cow?” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “Maybe he owned a cat who likes to chase rabbits. Or cows. Who knows where writers get their inspiration from?  I mean, if we’re going down that road, where the heck did Dr. Seuss get his inspiration for the Whos in Whoville, or The Cat in the Hat or the Sneetches?”  
 
    She made a face.  “Point taken.” 
 
    “I tried to uncover why he moved to Twin Ponds. All I found was an interview Doug did with Aubrey last month in the Twin Ponds Gazette. It’s big news to have such a famous writer settle here, so Doug pounced on it. Aubrey basically repeated what he told us.  That he’d always dreamed of living on a farm and the Jepson place fit his vision of what a farmhouse should look like, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    Cammie snorted. “Yeah, right. And I’m the world’s greatest cook.” 
 
    Everyone in Clarke County knew Cammie had once tried to cook a meal which resulted in her cabin almost burning to the ground. 
 
    “I’m not finished looking at his financial records, but from what I’ve seen so far, he’s set for life.  Actually a couple of lives.” 
 
    “And he deserves it,” Emmy spoke up.  “I love Magic Calico!” 
 
    Cammie turned to the young woman.  “You’ve heard of this Magic Calico?” 
 
    “Gosh Sheriff, you’d have to be living under a rock not to have heard of Magic Calico!” 
 
    Rick grinned while Cammie looked embarrassed.  To cover her discomfort, she shared what she’d learned so far that day.  She then stood up and pinned both the quote and the photograph of Poppie and Hannah up on the victim board.   
 
    “I’ll talk to Zee tomorrow to see if maybe he has a clue what upset Poppie so much that she left her lunch half eaten and hightailed it out of the restaurant.” 
 
    “Had to be something ji-normous to make anyone leave behind one of Zee’s meals. Maybe Dancing Harry was doing one of his poetry readings,” Rick joked.  “That would make me run out of there like a bat out of hell.  Except I’d take my meal with me.”  
 
    Cammie laughed.  “That’s because you hate poetry.” 
 
    Dancing Harry was a shambling old man who worked sweeping up at Zee’s. Many considered him mentally befuddled. At first so did Cammie.  Feeling sorry for the eccentric man who spouted poetry at the drop of a hat, she’d gotten him his job at Zee’s and kept a watchful eye on him. To her surprise, she found he could be quite lucid when he wanted to be, sharing deeply philosophical conversations with her whenever she came into Zee’s to grab a bite to eat.  It wasn’t until last year however, during the murder investigation of the famous hockey player Eli Kelley, that she’d stumbled upon Dancing Harry’s secret.   
 
    Just as Eli had almost broken Cammie years before, he’d managed to break the man who’d been the coach to both Eli and Cammie when they’d played for the county’s hockey team, the Night Hawks during their teenage years. He disappeared one night, only to return years later, resurrected as the addled Dancing Harry. It became evident to her that the intervening years had not been kind to the once brilliant teacher and coach. Convincing Cammie that his life as Coach Adam McIntyre had died long before, he begged her to keep his secret. She agreed, and it remained hidden within her heart. 
 
    Emmy came over and looked at the quote.  “Wow.  That’s pretty deep,” she murmured. 
 
    “Tudor tells me it’s from Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale.  I’m going to look up it up to see what it’s all about.  Maybe that will tell me why she had it in her bag.” 
 
    “I can tell you what the play is about.”  Both Rick and Cammie stared at Emmy in disbelief. Although sharply intelligent and amazingly mature for her young age,  neither took her for a Shakespeare enthusiast.  “I had to do a paper on it in high school,” she explained.  “In a nutshell, King number 1 goes off the deep end and accuses his pregnant wife of fooling around with his best friend, King number 2.   Because he thinks the baby his wife is carrying is not his, he orders it to be abandoned in a desolate area when she’s born.  He then imprisons his wife who dies. While all this is going on, his eldest son dies.  In the end, King number 1 has spent sixteen years mourning the death of his son, wife and infant daughter.  Somehow the wife comes back to life, it’s discovered the baby girl was never abandoned and all’s well that ends well.” 
 
    “Holy crap, what a tragedy,” Rick said. 
 
    “Actually, it’s considered a comedy.” 
 
    “A comedy?” Rick echoed.  “Shit. Those ruffles they wore around their necks must have been on pretty tight for anyone to consider that a comedy.” 
 
    “So the play is about forgiveness,” Cammie said as she looked back at the photo of the dead woman. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Well, if her daughter was left abandoned in the woods or on a mountain cliff, and she accused her husband of cheating on her, then keeping the quote in her Gucci bag makes sense,” Rick stated. 
 
    Cammie gave him a look.  “That statement just gave me a headache.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re reading too much into that piece of paper. Maybe she heard the quote somewhere, liked it, wrote it down and shoved it in her purse.  I do it all the time.” 
 
    “Really?  What was the last quote you liked so much that you had to write it down?” 
 
    Rick met Cammie’s eye.  “Luke, I am your father.” 
 
    Emmy burst out in giggles as Cammie rolled her eyes.  “Save me,” she whispered her breath.  “Let’s call it a night.  We’ll pick this up first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Rick followed Emmy out of Cammie’s office.  They’d just entered the foyer when Emmy turned around so abruptly that Rick almost crashed into her. 
 
    “My mother is spending the night with her sister in Houlton. I made some shredded beef.  Why don’t you come over?  I can whip us up some enchiladas. I even bought some jalapeno peppers.” 
 
    Emmy knew how much Rick adored enchiladas.  And jalapeno peppers.  How much longer was it going to be before he realized he adored her as well? 
 
    She’d loved Rick ever since they’d started working together three years before.  She’d finally declared that love several months ago.  She knew he had feelings for her – he’d saved her life when she’d almost become a victim of Twin Ponds first and only serial killer.  
 
    Unfortunately, he had yet to act upon those feelings.  Rick went through women the way she went through her color coordinated hair ribbons she always wore in her long brown hair.  Yet, she continued to hold out hope he would finally get past his fear of commitment and declare his love for her.  To her frustration, she saw the nervousness creep into his eyes at the thought of going over to her house.  To be with her.  Alone.  Just the two of them.   
 
    Rick gulped.  He saw her dark brown eyes staring up at him.  Glancing to his right, he saw Emmy’s little toy poodle Augustus staring up at him from his little bed beneath her desk.  Shit, if he stood there much longer, he’d probably have Cammie staring at him too. 
 
    “I – um – I can’t tonight, Em.  I promised Gran I’d have dinner with her.” 
 
    Emmy knew he was lying. She could feel his lie crawling against her skin.  She had to hold herself back from giving him a good swift kick in the shins.  No, she wouldn’t become that person – the type of woman who screamed and carried on if she didn’t get her own way.  Instead, she forced herself to smile as she shrugged her shoulders.  “Some other time then.”   
 
    It killed her to see the look of relief cross Rick’s face briefly before he blinked it away.  She went to her desk, and turned away as she took her time pulling her bag out of her bottom drawer.  She refused to let him see the tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
    “See you tomorrow Em,” he said as he literally ran out of HQ.  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    If there was any consolation in this whole mess, it was that, as far as she knew, he hadn’t dated another woman since he’d saved her life.  For a man who had a new woman every week, that had to stand for something.  If he didn’t care for her, he would have been through at least a dozen women by now. 
 
    Bolstered by that thought, she threw her bag over her shoulder and was just leaving when her cell phone rang.  Not in the mood to talk to anyone, she thought to ignore it.  But her conscientiousness wouldn’t let her. What if it was her mom? Better yet, what if it was Rick telling her he’d changed his mind? She quickly fished through the bag and whipped out the phone. 
 
    “Hello?” she answered, holding her breath.   
 
    The voice on the other end was unexpected. In fact, it was a shock. But as she listened to the warm tones, she smiled. And felt a little tickle in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    Cammie waited until she heard the front door close before she began to systematically shut off the lights. She’d inadvertently heard the brief conversation between Emmy and Rick and felt the young woman’s pain when she was so summarily rejected.   
 
    She loved both Emmy and Rick – they were like family to her.  Right now all she wanted to do was track down Rick and give him a kick in the ass.  But she couldn’t interfere. As much as it distressed her to see these two dancing around each other, wasting time as far as she was concerned, she had to stay out of it.   
 
    “The course of true love never did run smooth,” she whispered under her breath before she suddenly realized what she’d said. “Crap, I’m now unconsciously reciting Shakespeare.”  She shook her head as she let herself out the back door, locking up behind her. 
 
      
 
    Meredith lay in her bed at the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn, staring up at the ceiling.  The room was dark, the only light coming from the bright lamps in the parking lot outside her window.  Thankfully, she could no longer see the fairies caught in mid-flight painted above her.  They looked so carefree, unburdened by worries, mocking her with their lighthearted smiles. 
 
    It was never supposed to be like this. 
 
    Damn Poppie.  Damn Aubrey.  Damn both of them to hell. 
 
    She rolled over and stared into the darkness, knowing in her heart that she deserved a spot in hell as much as they did.  It was her fault for this living nightmare. 
 
    “Oh Poppie, why did you make me do it?” she whispered aloud to the quiet, still air. 
 
      
 
    Aubrey sat in his study. He was supposed to be working. The deadline for the next installment of the Magic Calico series was looming. Instead, he was staring at his computer.  He’d typed ‘Chapter Ten’, centered it on the screen, then hit enter several times to get him to the point where he’d begin the first paragraph. 
 
    That had been an hour ago.   
 
    The truth was, he had nothing to write.  The well of creativity was completely dried up.  He had no clue where else to go with the plot.  With the character.  In fact, if he was being honest with himself, he’d come to hate the damned cat.   
 
    He remembered when he was in college, he’d read an article about Sir Arthur Conan Doyle stating that the celebrated writer had come to loathe his greatest creation – Sherlock Holmes.  At the time, Aubrey couldn’t understand it.  It was Holmes who had given Doyle his fame, his fortune, his knighthood.  In fact, almost ninety years after his death, he was still famous, still remembered.  Why?  Because of Sherlock Holmes.  Aubrey had dreamed of that kind of fame.  That kind of legendary recognition. 
 
    Now he knew exactly how Doyle felt.   
 
    However, unlike Doyle, he couldn’t kill off his bread and butter.   Not now.  Not ever. 
 
    He could kid himself – make himself believe that because of his fame, he could write crap and the public would eat it up.  He’d seen best-selling authors get away with that.  He could also kid himself into believing that if he were to start an entirely new series, it would be carried onto the best sellers lists solely on his name.  He could tell himself a thousand things.  He just wasn’t stupid enough to believe them. 
 
    He sat back in his chair and closed his eyes.  Who would have thought that the man who’d thought he’d win the Pulitzer prize for literature would end up writing books about a magic cat?  Especially since he was allergic to cats.  And didn’t believe in magic.  And didn’t even like kids. 
 
    Aubrey opened his eyes and turned his attention back to the blank screen. 
 
    He couldn’t write because he couldn’t think.  And he couldn’t think because of Poppie Beresford.  And of the last thing she’d said to him just before she’d stomped out of his house the night of the dinner party.   
 
    “You deserved to die, you bitch,” he muttered under his breath.   
 
    With righteous anger fueling his words, he leaned forward and began to type a description of one of the characters in the new book.  A character that, despite outward appearances of gentility and grace, was rotten and evil and who Magic Calico would have no choice but to kill in order to save himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was 10:30 in the morning when Cammie entered Zee’s Bar and Grille.   
 
    Just as she’d hoped, the place was empty.  Zee was in his usual spot behind the bar that ran along the back wall of the restaurant.  Although the temperatures were already dipping into the upper 40s during the day, he had yet to light the large stone fireplace that lent a homey, peaceful ambiance to the eatery.  Cammie sat down on one of the stools and ordered an asparagus omelet with toasted sourdough bread and a mug of Zee’s best pumpkin spice coffee. 
 
    “Treating yourself to brunch today?” the large burly man observed as he poured the coffee and placed it on the bar in front of her.  
 
    “I actually came by to ask you some questions about a customer.  I figured this was the best time to swing in here in order to have your undivided attention.  And since I was here, might as well enjoy one of your hearty breakfasts.” 
 
    He worked his magic in the kitchen and Cammie was soon enjoying the light, fluffy omelet. While she ate, he leaned his elbows on the counter.  “What do you want to know about Poppie Beresford?” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  As usual, Zee was on top of every iota of information that existed in Twin Ponds. 
 
    “She came in here for lunch the other day with her friend?” 
 
    “That’s right.  They both ordered my avocado and lobster Caesar salad.” 
 
    “Meredith Quigley said she went to the ladies room. When she came back, Poppie was visibly upset. So much so that she didn’t wait for the check, nor did she finish her salad.  She insisted on leaving right away.  Now, she hadn’t been that way when they arrived, so obviously something  happened  here that upset her.  I’m hoping you know what that something is.” 
 
    “Meredith couldn’t tell you that?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “She tried to get Poppie to tell her, but the woman refused.  From what Meredith and Aubrey Gardiner have said, our victim was a very private woman.” 
 
    “So private that she wouldn’t tell her companion why she was dragging her away from one of my fantastic salads?  Hmmmm.” 
 
    Cammie took a sip of coffee and inwardly groaned in pleasure.  “Does this mean you don’t know either?” 
 
    “Well, you know how it gets in here at lunch time.  I’m barely able to keep my head above water.  In fact, if I remember correctly, we were pretty packed as usual. I recall them coming in and what they ordered, but it wasn’t until after they’d left that I realized they were gone.”  Cammie’s face fell.  She’d been hoping Zee could provide the answer to the little mystery.  “However, maybe Harry saw something.  He was working that day.” 
 
    Zee came out from behind the bar and walked into the small backroom where he had a pool table set up for customers. A few moments later, he reappeared with Harry, who shambled behind him, dragging his broom.  He was dressed in jeans that were two sizes too big for him, an oversized sweatshirt and his gray hair sticking up haphazardly.  His slackened expression brightened when he saw Cammie. 
 
    “A thing of beauty is a joy forever!” he exclaimed as he hurried to her.  Cammie jumped off the stool and gave him a hug. 
 
    “How are you, Harry?” she asked. 
 
    “Now that you are here, I am sublime.” 
 
    “I was hoping you could help me out on something.” 
 
    “I am your servant, Madam.”  He took a deep bow. 
 
    She repeated what she’d told Zee.  “Do you remember seeing her the other day?” 
 
    Harry tilted his head and thought for a long moment.  “Yes, I believe I do recall her.  She was beautiful and tiny.  Like a china doll.” 
 
    “Did you see or hear anything that might have upset her?” 
 
    Once again he tilted his head and tapped his lower lip with his fingertip.  “She liked birds, didn’t she?  I recall she and her friend talking about birds.” 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “Yes, she did.” 
 
    “Well, mayhap I’m wrong, but there were a pair of gentlemen at the next table who were talking about bird hunting.  In fact, one of them made quite a fuss in bragging about how many ducks he’d killed in one sitting.  It was quite shameful, really.  Poor birds deserve to live as much as we humans do.  The more he spoke, the more upset she seemed to become.  I went to the backroom to retrieve a sponge to clean up one of the tables and when I returned, she and her friend were gone.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Pretty much.”  He fixed her with his rheumy eyes.  “Was that helpful?” 
 
    “Very much so.  Thank you, Harry.” 
 
    He bowed to her again, turned on his heel and dragged his broom back to the pool room.   
 
    “That should answer your question,” Zee said. 
 
    “I guess it does,” she replied as she looked down regretfully at the last remaining piece of omelet on her plate. 
 
      
 
    After leaving Zee’s, Cammie had one more stop to make before she headed back to HQ.  Taking the road out of town, she was soon driving through the dense forests that surrounded Twin Ponds. The reds and golds of fall foliage were at their peak, leaving her breathless at their beauty. No matter how many autumns she lived through, she never tired of the artistry of nature, especially at this time of year. 
 
    After twenty minutes, she pulled down a dirt driveway that opened up to a strangely contemporary home that didn’t quite fit into the architecture of the Victorian and white clapboard homes that lined the road on either side. Then again, much like the glass and chrome house itself, its owner seemed out of place as well. 
 
      She’d hesitated coming here. The proprietor of the weirdly angled house was not a fan of hers.  Unfortunately, she only had herself to blame for his extreme dislike of her. 
 
    Professor Orville Bodmin was an ornithologist who’d retired to Twin Ponds several years earlier. The first time Cammie met him was at one of the town hall meetings. She’d heard his heavy, clumsy step in the foyer before he’d entered the large hall. When she turned to see who it was that sounded like Frankenstein, she’d done a double take. So did most of the people in the hall. The man standing before them in a tweed suit and a red bow tie bore an uncanny resemblance to the Nutty Professor – the character made famous by the late comedian Jerry Lewis.  He wore the same half-moon glasses, and his greying hair was slicked down over his forehead.  When he opened his mouth to speak, she was floored.  He even had the same annoyingly nasal voice as the Lewis character.  Before she could stop herself, she approached him, introduced herself and told him how much he looked like Professor Julius Kelp, aka Jerry Lewis. She’d meant it as a sincere compliment. When she was a kid, she’d loved the old Martin and Lewis movies.  She and her mother would curl up on the couch with a bowl of popcorn and laugh over the antics of the two comedians.  It was one of her fondest memories.   
 
    Unfortunately, Bodmin wasn’t amused. Or flattered. His withering look told her she’d just insulted him.  Despite her apologies, he refused to speak to her, and made a point of pointedly ignoring her whenever they passed on the street.   
 
    If she didn’t need his help, she would have continued to put up with his disdain for her.  But this was important.  Praying he’d be civil enough to answer her question, she parked in front of the house, went up the steps and rang the doorbell.  
 
    It took a few moments for the door to open.  When it did, Bodmin stood there and stared at her.  He had on a dark blue cardigan sweater over a pale green shirt and black trousers.  As usual, he wore his requisite bow tie. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, Professor, but I have some questions regarding birds that I hope you could help me with, you being such an expert on them and all.” 
 
    God, she sounded so pitiful.  And so obsequious she was ready to throw up.  However, it seemed to do the trick.  Rather than slam the door in her face, he stepped aside. 
 
    “Come in and I’ll try my best to answer your questions.” 
 
    Jeez, if I close my eyes, I could swear I’m talking to Professor Julius Kelp! 
 
    Cammie walked into the foyer and stopped short when she saw birds everywhere.  If they’d been alive, she would have been aghast at the number. There were sparrows, chickadees, titmouses, crows and several other species of birds she couldn’t identify perched motionless on display stands.  They were all stuffed, which made the scene even more macabre.  She had to force herself not to stare, or to allow the revulsion on her face to show as she followed him through the menagerie of taxidermied birds to a room to the right that turned out to be his study.  Even here she wasn’t spared the sight of so many birds staring blankly at her through glass eyes.  She was going to need counseling after this. 
 
    “How may I help you?” he asked in his nasal whine as he sat behind his desk and folded his hands. 
 
    She tore her eyes away from a particularly fearsome looking vulture and looked at him.  “What can you tell me about white crows?” 
 
    “Well, there is the corvus albicollis of Africa that has a white collar.  Then there are some in the corvus genus that have white in their plumage.” 
 
    “I’m talking about all white.” 
 
    “Then you are referring to albinism.” 
 
    “Albinism?” she repeated, praying that Bodmin would soon start speaking English. 
 
    “Just as there are albino humans, there are also albino crows.” 
 
    “So they’re rare.” 
 
    “Yes.  You see, albinism is a genetic mutation that prevents the production of melanin in the body.  The albino crows will have pink or red eyes because of the melanin deficiency.  May I ask what your interest is in a white crow?” 
 
    She took out her phone, scrolled through the photos and showed him the one she’d taken of the white crow. 
 
    “This was found in the woods about a mile from the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn.” 
 
    He took her phone and studied the picture.  “Is this where the woman was found murdered?” 
 
    “That’s correct.”  He handed her back the phone.  “How do black crows react to the sight of white crows?  There were dozens of them in the trees cawing incessantly when we arrived at the crime scene.  Were they responsible for killing this white crow?” 
 
    “Now that’s a most interesting question. Most interesting. In studies, black crows appear to be aware that the white crow is different.  Whenever the white crow comes near, they keep their distance. They actually ostracize the white crow.” 
 
    “So they are capable of killing the white crow?” 
 
    “Oh, quite definitely.  Now of course we can’t get into the mind of a crow to get the definitive answer, but whether it’s the color itself or a scent given off by the lack of melanin, the black crows see the white crow as unhealthy. Diseased in some way.  I’m sure you’ve viewed those nature shows on television that show predators going after the weakest member of the herd.  It’s the same in the bird kingdom. In order to ensure their own survival, they must rid themselves of the unhealthy crow so it doesn’t attract predators. They therefore will surround the white crow and peck it to death, as you obviously saw and photographed in the forest.”  He shook his head as he looked at Cammie over his half moon glasses.  “Nature is very cruel, Sheriff.  It is survival of the fittest.  Prey or predator. Eat or be eaten. There is no middle ground.” 
 
    “Apparently not,” she answered quietly. 
 
      
 
    Grateful to be away from the glassy stares of so many birds, Cammie was on the road towards HQ when her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Doc. 
 
    “What’s up, Doc?” she answered. 
 
    “You really love saying that, don’t you?”  Before she could respond, he continued.  “I’ve finished the autopsy.  The body is therefore ready to be officially identified.  We can discuss the results of my exam over dinner tonight. Bring Jace. I’m planning on serving a lovely filet mignon with a tangy balsamic glaze.” 
 
    “Um, thanks for the invite, but the last time we discussed an autopsy over dinner, Jace spent the ride home throwing up.” 
 
    “What kind of a tough hockey player is he?” 
 
    “The kind who doesn’t need to hear how you sawed open a skull to get at the brain while eating a medium rare steak.” 
 
    “The youth of today have no backbone.” He sighed. “Oh alright.  I promise to behave myself.  No talk on autopsies until after we’re done eating.” 
 
    “Even then no graphic descriptions. I don’t need him vomiting all the way home again.” 
 
    After hanging up from Doc, she called Jace and told him of the invite.  There was a long silence on the phone.  “I made him promise not to talk about the autopsy during dinner, nor to be so graphic when we do get around to discussing it,” she added. 
 
    “Maybe I should sit this one out.  I’ll make up some excuse.  I’ll tell him I have hockey practice.” 
 
    “There’s no ice on Waban Pond,” she pointed out. 
 
    “A minor detail.” 
 
    “Tell you what.  If I get even the slightest hint that he’s about to talk shop, I’ll kick him under the table.” 
 
    She could hear his smile over the phone.  “Considering how much you adore his cooking, the fact that you’re willing to risk him never inviting you over for dinner again proves how much you love me.” 
 
      
 
    She called up Meredith and asked her again if she’d prefer Aubrey to identify the body.  Once more the woman refused.  She arrived at the inn to find Meredith waiting in the lobby for her.  She was bundled up in an oversized sweater that made her look even more emaciated.  Her hair was tied back severely in a ponytail while her face remained stony and expressionless. She spent the short ride to Doc’s staring out the window at the passing forest.  Nor did she say anything when Cammie drove up Doc’s driveway and parked near the back of the large, luxurious log cabin.  Most out-of-towners were astonished to discover that the mortuary was in such a beautiful building, situated on Waban Pond.  But Meredith had retreated into an inner world where no one could reach her.  Especially Sheriff Farnsworth. 
 
    They went down the short steps into what the locals called the Crypt and entered.  Doc was in his white coat waiting for them. 
 
    “I’d like to offer my condolences on the death of your friend,” he said as he led them into the room where Poppie’s body lay under a white sheet.  Meredith’s face had turned as white as the sheet covering Poppie, but she forced herself to stand next to Doc and watch as he pulled it back from the corpse’s face. 
 
    “Is that Poppie Beresford?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Yes it is.” She struggled to hold onto her composure as Doc replaced the sheet over Poppie’s face.  “How could he do such a thing?” she whispered under her breath.  
 
    Doc and Cammie exchanged surprised looks. “Who is he?  Do you know who killed Poppie?” the sheriff asked in as gentle a voice as she could muster. 
 
    Meredith took out a tissue from her pocket and wiped the tears from her eyes.  Her hands were shaking badly and her face was the color of chalk. “It was just a turn of phrase. I meant nothing by it.”  She then began to sob into her hands. 
 
    Her explanation didn’t feel right. There was something else going on in Meredith’s mind.  Was it another attempt to get Cammie’s attention away from her?  Or did she actually know who the killer was? 
 
    Cammie wanted to press her for answers, but her sobbing had increased to the point that she was on the verge of hysterics.  Doc put his arm around her shoulder and led her to a cabinet where he withdrew a small vial of pills. 
 
    “Take one of these when you get back to the inn. They’ll help you relax and sleep.” He slipped them into her sweater pocket, then motioned to Cammie to come over.  “I’ll help you out to the Explorer.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure she’d heard. He led her outside, closely followed by Cammie where he helped her into the passenger side.  “Call me immediately if you need anything,” he said as he patted her shoulder. After closing the door, he leaned in towards Cammie.  “She’s on the verge of a breakdown.  Make sure she takes one of those pills I gave her.” 
 
    By the time Cammie pulled up to the entrance of the inn, Meredith was keening in a shrill, sorrowful lament.  Glancing through the front doors, her heart sank when she saw the lobby filled with guests. Tudor was going to have a heart attack if she brought the quasi-hysterical, wailing woman into such a crowd.  Thinking quickly, she grabbed a bottle of water she had stashed in the back seat, withdrew the vial from Meredith’s pocket, shook out one of the pills and made her swallow it.  She then waited for the pill to take effect.  
 
    It took five minutes, but Meredith finally quieted.  Acting fast so she wouldn’t have to drag a semi-conscious woman up the stairs, she got Meredith out of the Explorer, through the lobby and up the stairs before she began to show signs of drowsiness.  Cammie fished the room key out of Meredith’s jeans pocket and managed to get her into bed.  She was removing her shoes when she heard the low sounds of snoring.  After placing the shoes in the closet, she let herself out. Standing in the corridor, she leaned against the door and let out a breath.  “The things I do for this job,” she muttered under her breath.  
 
      
 
    It was close to quitting time when Rick entered HQ.  He’d been out doing the last patrol of the day, each step unexpectedly dogged by a replay of his refusal to accompany Emmy back to her mother’s the night before.  He felt guilty for lying to her – he hadn’t made dinner plans with his Gran, though after telling Emmy he did, he surprised his beloved grandmother by showing up at her house anyway.  He’d spent the day stealing glances at Emmy, trying to see if she was still upset, but nothing showed on her face, or in her behavior towards him.  She was as friendly and sweet as she always was. 
 
    So why was he being such a jackass to her?  Why couldn’t he have just said yes and gone over there?  If nothing else, he would have had an excellent meal as opposed to the leftover meatloaf Gran had served.  
 
    He inwardly sighed in frustration.  He didn’t want to hurt Emmy.  It killed him to hurt her.   
 
    Why don’t you make it up to her? 
 
    The thought appeared from nowhere.  But the more he thought about it, the more it appealed to him.  He could take her to Zee’s where he’d buy her dinner.  Or, if she was busy, they could at least have a drink or a hot chocolate or whatever she wanted.  She’d see he wasn’t such a jerk. 
 
    With a spring in his step, he walked into HQ and saw that she was on her cellphone.  No biggie.  He could wait until she was done.  She was probably talking to her mother.  Or one of her girlfriends. 
 
    He strode over to his desk and unbuttoned his jacket.  Sitting down, he straightened out some papers on his desk. The sound of her laughter immediately caught his attention.  He knew that sound. It wasn’t just ordinary laughter. He stole a peek over his shoulder and his stomach clenched when he saw the look on her face. 
 
    “You are too funny,” she laughed again.  “But then, you always could make me laugh.” 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Her laughter had a resonance that he recognized all too well.  A timbre that showed she was very interested in the person she was talking to. A flirtatious, lighthearted sound that many of his girlfriends used on him whenever they wanted to show their interest in him.  He looked again and his stomach clenched tighter.  Shit, even her eyes had that sparkle to them that didn’t need an explanation.  She was really into whoever she was talking to.  
 
    And he didn’t like it. 
 
    “That would be awesome,” she said, her voice wafting across the room.  “I’m done for the day anyway.  I’ll meet you there.  Bye.” 
 
    She hung up her phone, threw on her coat, locked up her desk and waved to Rick as she passed him.  “Good night, Rick.  See you tomorrow.” 
 
    And with that she was gone. 
 
    He was tempted to follow her.  To get up from his desk and see where she was going.  And more importantly, who she was meeting.  He started to rise when he realized how ridiculous he was being.  He had no right to follow her.  He had no right to spy on her.  He’d continually forfeited his right every time he refused her invitations to have dinner with her.   
 
    He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.  A little voice in the back of his head began to mock him.  What have you done?  You had so many opportunities to let her know you care. Now look.  It’s too late. 
 
    He shook his head to dislodge the voice.  It wasn’t too late.  She wasn’t engaged, was she?  She hadn’t made an announcement that she was getting married, had she?  Until that happened, there was still hope. 
 
    Spurred on by that thought, Rick jumped up from his chair and ran outside.  He wasn’t sure what he was going to do.  Or say.  But he had to do something. 
 
    Dashing out on the sidewalk, he looked to his right, then to his left.  The cold air billowed in a vapor before his face as he looked again.  Then he cursed. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
      
 
    That night Cammie and Jace were treated to one of Doc’s spectacular meals.  Along with the filet mignon, he’d made duchess potatoes and broccoli tossed with pine nuts and lemon juice.  For dessert he brought out a white chocolate raspberry cheese cake.  As promised, he refrained from talking about the autopsy, instead regaling the two with stories of his days traveling throughout Europe.   
 
    They were just finishing up the cheesecake when he stood up.  “I’ll clean up later.  Why don’t we retire to the living room?  The nights are getting cold enough to crank up the old fireplace.” 
 
    It was Jace who ended up making the fire in Doc’s huge stone fireplace while he went into his study, reappearing a few moments later with a folder in his hand.  When they were all seated – Cammie and Jace on the couch and Doc in his easy chair – he opened the folder and shuffled through the papers.  
 
    “My estimation of time of death stands.  She was killed at least an hour before Mandy found her.  There was one gun shot to her back which burst through her aorta, killing her instantly.  There were no defensive wounds, nothing to indicate that she’d put up a struggle.  There were no powder burns on the back of her vest which rules out the shooter killing her at point blank range. I spoke to Colin who believes the trajectory of the bullet points to the killer standing between those two trees that form the distinctive vee.  That matches with the discovery of the bullet shell in the same vicinity.” 
 
    “What about that mark on her neck?” 
 
    “I was able to match it to her handbag.” 
 
    “So someone yanked the strap enough to leave a bruise on the side of her throat?”  Doc nodded.  “That had to be a pretty hard yank.” 
 
    “You think the killer did it?” Jace asked. 
 
    “The bruising was fresh, so if it wasn’t her killer, it was someone else who happened upon her near to the time she was killed,” Doc explained. 
 
    “Nothing was stolen from the bag, so that rules out someone trying to rob her,” Cammie mused. She thought for a long moment, then said, “Some of this doesn’t make sense.  If Poppie saw her killer, it means she knew them. That’s the only explanation for her turning her back on them. Yet, would she turn her back on someone who yanked her bag hard enough to leave a mark?  And then occupy herself looking through her binoculars?  That action alone made her very vulnerable.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Doc conceded.  “At first glance, it doesn’t make much sense.” 
 
    “She also handed her killer the perfect opportunity to murder her. She went out into the woods alone at an hour when there’d be no one else around. Even if she screamed, she was far enough in the forest that no one would hear her. She put herself in an incredibly weak position.” 
 
    “Who knew she was going out there at that particular time?” Jace asked. 
 
    “Right now, I’d say Meredith and Aubrey.”  She smiled.  “And the white crow.”  
 
    “A white crow?” Doc asked. 
 
    She shared what she’d learned from Meredith and Professor Bodmin.  When she was done, Jace raised a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “Bodmin actually spoke to you?  He usually crosses the street to avoid you.” 
 
    Doc looked from one to the other.  “What’s this all about?” 
 
    “Have you ever seen Professor Bodmin?” Cammie asked.  He nodded.  “Who does he look like to you?” 
 
    Doc thought about it for a moment.  Suddenly his jaw dropped as he stared at her in disbelief.  “Please don’t tell me you told him.”   
 
    She shrugged.  “I thought he’d be flattered to be compared to such a famous person.”  Doc groaned.  “Anyway, it now explains what the white crow was doing near her. At first I wondered if Poppie’s murderer had killed the crow, maybe sending a message about what they thought of Poppie and of her quest to find it.  Now I know it was killed by that horde of black crows that were hovering all around us in the trees.” 
 
    “I always thought animals were color blind,” Jace replied. 
 
    “So did I.  But what Bodmin said makes sense.  Animals, or in this case birds, can’t afford to let a weaker animal lead a predator to them.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why Poppie was killed.  The killer didn’t want her leading a predator to him or her.” 
 
    Cammie gave Doc a quizzical look, but he didn’t elaborate.  Instead, he said, “Well, the only way you’re going to figure out whether she was followed or not is to find the motive.  I told you how it was done.  Now you get to discover why it was done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied sarcastically.  “Hopefully Emmy and Rick will uncover something in their background checks on Poppie, Meredith and Aubrey.” 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned the name Aubrey.  Does he have a last name?” Doc asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Aubrey Gardiner.  Have you heard of him?” 
 
    Doc guffawed. “You’d have to be living under a rock not to have heard of Aubrey Gardiner and his delightful Magic Calico series.” 
 
    It was Cammie’s turn to groan. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, she was in her office, quietly sipping her morning coffee while she looked at the victim board. She couldn’t get out of her head Doc’s remark of the night before, when he’d asked if the reason Poppie had died was so she wouldn’t lead a predator to her killer.  It had sounded innocuous enough, but for some reason, it wouldn’t let go. So much so that she’d actually written it down on the victim board.  Now she looked at it, instinct telling her it was an important part of the puzzle.  She just couldn’t quite figure out where it fit yet.   
 
    There was a knock on the door.  Turning her head, she saw Emmy standing there.   
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Sheriff, but I just found something I thought you’d find interesting.”  She came in and put a piece of paper down in front of Cammie.  “I ran this off the internet.” 
 
    Cammie looked down and saw that it was an advertisement for an Autumn Harvest Festival.  In late September, New England was filled with festivals that celebrated the time of year when the crops were harvested for the winter.  Many of them featured prizes for the biggest vegetables; Cammie remembered seeing a 1,000 pound pumpkin one year, as well as prizes for the best pies and preserves. This one was no different. There was a picture of stacked hay bales and vegetables under a caption that read, “Celebrate Mategwas’s Seventy-Fifth Autumn Harvest Festival’.  Scanning the advertisement, Cammie gasped when she saw the small print near the bottom of the page.  
 
    “Didn’t Mr. Gardiner say he and his wife hosted a dinner for Ms. Beresford and Ms. Quigley the night before the murder?” Emmy asked. Cammie slowly nodded. “Yet this is advertising Mrs. Gardiner once again presenting her award winning jam preserves. I wondered about that, so I called the organizers. And guess what, Sheriff?  Mrs. Gardiner was there.  And she won first prize. I did a bit more digging and discovered that she spent the night in Mategwas.  She didn’t leave for Twin Ponds until 10 am the following morning.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Gardiner, I was hoping I might have a word with you.” 
 
    Although it was natural in law enforcement to run across people who outright lied, it still angered Cammie.  She hated being lied to.  
 
    She fumed as she left the office, determined to drive out to the Gardiner farm.  As it was, luck was with her.  She’d no sooner pulled out of the parking lot before she saw Mrs. Gardiner exiting the Grocery Emporium across the street. She immediately stopped the Explorer and jogged over as the woman finished putting her grocery bags into the back of her Subaru Forester.   
 
    Mrs. Gardiner was petite, with a trim body and a pair of cranberry framed glasses that fit her attractive features perfectly.  She had her reddish black hair pulled back in a ponytail and looked surprised to see the Sheriff. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she murmured.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Actually I’m here to ask you about your jam preserves.  I’ve heard they’re the best.” 
 
    Mrs. Gardiner’s face brightened.  “Why, thank you,” she gushed. 
 
    “Is it true they’re award winning?” 
 
    She nodded.  “First place third year in a row. Do you make your own preserves, Sheriff?” 
 
    Cammie couldn’t make toast without the risk of burning down her cabin.  But Mrs. Gardiner didn’t need to know that.  “I try, but I don’t know.  I don’t seem to have the knack for it.” 
 
    “I’d be more than happy to help you.” 
 
    “Really?  You’re awfully kind, Mrs. Gardiner.” 
 
    “Please, call me Veronica.” 
 
    “Thank you, Veronica.  With your help maybe I can enter the Autumn Harvest Festival up in Mategwas.”  She leaned over and whispered conspiratorially, “I’d do it here, but I don’t want people voting for me simply because I’m sheriff.  Up there, I can just be one of the contestants.” 
 
    “Oh I’m so sorry, Sheriff, but you just missed the Autumn Harvest Festival.  We had it this past week-end.  Even though Aubrey and I no longer live in Mategwas, I was still part of this year’s organizing committee.  Winning first place for my preserves was a perfect way to end my participation is such a wonderful event.” 
 
    “Wow, that must have been a long drive home that night.  Weren’t you tired?” Cammie asked, maintaining her smile which was beginning to hurt. 
 
    “I don’t like driving at night anymore, especially when it’s so far away.  One of my friends who’s also on the committee graciously allowed me to stay at her house.” 
 
    “It must have been hard for you to leave Mategwas and move to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “It was.  But Aubrey has always had this dream of owning a farm.  Not just any farm, but one that fit his particular image of what a farmhouse should look like.”  She chuckled.  “Sometimes it’s not easy being married to a man who lives in his imagination.  But he did it.  I don’t know how, but when he saw the photograph of the Jepson farm, he told me this was his dream home.   I couldn’t say no when he told me he wanted to buy the place.” Veronica looked down at her watch.  “I’m sorry, Sheriff, but I really must run. I’m expecting a phone call from my sister in about an hour and I’d like to get these groceries put away.  She lives in Alaska and we always call each other at least every other week to keep in touch.  It’s her turn to call me today.”  She closed the truck and walked around Cammie.  “Do let me know when you want to get together to make the preserves.” 
 
    Cammie watched as she pulled away from the curb and drove down the street.  She was struck by the fact that never once did Veronica ask about Poppie or how the investigation was going.  Had she been jealous of Poppie? Was there more than a mutual interest in birding going on between Aubrey and the dead woman? 
 
     “That was quick,” Rick remarked as Cammie entered HQ. 
 
    “I ran into Mrs. Gardiner outside.”  She told Rick and Emmy about their conversation.  When she was done, Rick chortled. 
 
    “If she only knew the truth about your cooking skills, she wouldn’t go anywhere near you and a stove.” 
 
    “The bigger question is why Aubrey and Meredith lied about his wife being there at the dinner.” 
 
    “Maybe they were having a ménage a trois?  I’d certainly lie about that.” Cammie stared at Rick.  He shrugged.  “Hey, anything’s possible.” 
 
    She inwardly rolled her eyes as she turned back to Emmy.  “Call Aubrey and ask him – no, tell him to get his ass down here ASAP.” 
 
    She started past Emmy when the young woman said, “Do you want me to call him before or after you open your email from Colin?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me he sent over the preliminary results?  Hold off on the phone call for now.  Hopefully Colin and his team found something that will blow this case wide open.” 
 
    She hurried down the hall to her office.  When she was gone, the two looked at each other.   
 
    “I hate it when she’s on the warpath. You’d think she’d be used to getting lied to by now,” Rick replied. 
 
    “Maybe the forensics report will calm her down.” 
 
    “Shit!” came Cammie’s voice from down the hall.   
 
    Emmy sighed.  “It’s your turn to calm her down.” 
 
    “Me?” Rick echoed. 
 
    “Yes.  I did it last time when Mr. Perkins almost ran her over.  Again.  If I hadn’t talked her off the ledge, she would have arrested him on the spot.” 
 
    “He’s ninety.  He shouldn’t be driving anyway.” 
 
    The young woman shook her head in sympathy.  “He’d have been so upset at the thought of being arrested, he would have had a stroke in the cell.  And you probably would have been the one to find him.” 
 
    Rick wasn’t in the mood to argue with her. His feelings were still jumbled over her phone call the night before, so he fell back to doing what he always did when faced with an emotional dilemma.  He shoved it into the back of his mind. 
 
    “Oh alright.  You win.” 
 
    He walked down the corridor, paused at Cammie’s office door, turned, went to the coffee machine and poured himself a large cup.  “Liquid courage,” he whispered before walking back towards her office. 
 
    Cammie was staring into space when Rick entered. 
 
    “Bad news?” he asked as he sat down opposite her. 
 
    “More like no news.”  She looked at him.  “Poppie’s cell phone showed a call to Meredith and Kevin Baker the day before they left for Twin Ponds.  And one to Aubrey when they arrived at Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Seems to me the calls to Meredith and Kevin were to let them know about the white crow.  Her call to Aubrey may have been letting him know they’d arrived.”  
 
    “That would be my guess. Nobody on the team found the matching earring, either at the murder scene or in Poppie’s room, which confirms my worst fear that the killer may have taken it as a trophy.  He also repeated what Doc already told me about the trajectory of the bullet.  He believes the killer stood between the vee in the trees when he or she shot Poppie.” 
 
    “Well, we figured from the beginning this was personal,” Rick said. 
 
    “This just points more in that direction.  I’m going to forward the email to Emmy so she could print out the photos.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like Poppie had much of a social life if that’s all the phone calls on her cell.” 
 
    “Have you found out anything more on her?” 
 
    “She was the only child of a prosperous businessman who owned a chain of furniture stores throughout Maine and New Hampshire. She married a vice president of a large multinational manufacturing company and moved to Portland, where they had Hannah two years later.  They lived a very comfortable life in one of those McMansions in an affluent part of town.” 
 
    “Is she still married?” Cammie asked, recalling not seeing any ring on Poppie’s finger and wondering if that was something else the murderer took. 
 
    “No.  They divorced in 2014.  Soon after, she moved to Mategwas.” 
 
    “2014?  That’s the year Hannah died.” 
 
    “Sometimes a couple can’t handle that kind of tragedy. Instead of bringing them together, it tears them apart.” 
 
    “Have you tried contacting Mr. Beresford?” 
 
    Rick nodded.  “He’s out of the country on business.  They’re building a plant in China and he’s there until the middle of October.  I’ve asked his company to contact him and have him call us.  No word yet.  Emmy did a Google search on Poppie’s address in Mategwas and her nearest neighbor is three miles away.  We’re still in the process of calling them, but so far the ones we have reached all say the same thing.  She was a very private person who kept very much to herself.  I spoke to Kevin Baker this morning. His statement was no different from the others.  He only saw her when they went bird watching.” 
 
    Rick suddenly got up, left the office and returned a few moments later with a Xeroxed photo.  He showed it to her.  “This is her house.”  Cammie took the photo and saw a small house set in a clearing, surrounded by acres of dense forest.  “It’s 1200 square feet on a 12 acre lot,” he explained. 
 
    “She picked the perfect place to make sure she was left alone,” Cammie muttered.  “So it’s safe to assume she wasn’t a social butterfly.” 
 
    “If she was, there’s no record of it, nor is anyone talking.” 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair and looked across the office at the victim board.  “I wonder if the death of her daughter, and the break-up of her marriage, turned her into a hermit of sorts.  She lost everything in the space of a year. The emotional pain may have been too much for her to handle.  It became easier to retreat than to deal with people’s pity or sympathy. It would certainly explain her unwillingness to talk about herself, or to let anyone get close.  Meredith seems to be the only one who got even remotely close, and all they did was look for birds.”  She lowered her head and wearily rubbed her eyes. 
 
    Rick immediately felt her mood go from being frustrated to falling into a deep sadness.  He knew she could be prickly as well if people got too close to her, but what the heck. The most he risked was her telling him to mind his own business.   
 
    “What’s wrong, Cam?” he asked. 
 
    She took a long time to answer.  When she did, it wasn’t quite what he expected.  “It’s just so heartbreaking, isn’t it?” she asked rhetorically. “Here is a woman who seemed to have had everything. The executive husband, the McMansion, the affluent lifestyle. Then a tragedy occurred and she retreated from the world. The only thing she cared about were birds.”  She stood up and crossed over to the victim board where she pinned up the photo of Poppie’s house.  She then looked at the picture of Poppie with her arm around Hannah’s shoulder, a glimpse of a happy mother with her smiling daughter.  “I wonder what she was like before her world turned upside down.  Was she a vibrant, lively woman?  Did she get to travel with her husband? Travel on her own?  Travel with Hannah? Did she have any hobbies?  Did she have a huge life?  Was she so shattered by what happened to Hannah that her world shrunk down to watching birds through a pair of binoculars? Is that what her life became?  Or better said, is that the world she created for herself?  This quiet, isolated existence?” 
 
    Rick didn’t know what to say.  This was exactly what Cammie’s father had done.  He’d suffered an emotional upset so jarring that he’d isolated himself in the cabin she now lived in, trying his best to keep the world at bay.  If he remembered correctly, this had happened when she was ten years old. He could only guess at the damage to Cammie’s psyche when her father coldly turned his back on her. And her mother. 
 
    Although they’d worked closely together for almost two years, he didn’t know much about her past.  What little he knew came from the gossip that quickly spread about town when she suddenly returned to Twin Ponds after being away for fifteen years. About her ill-fated relationship with the famous hockey player Eli Kelley, whose murder she’d had to solve the year before.  About her even more ill-fated marriage to a Neanderthal by the name of Harlan Barrow which ended abruptly, resulting in her disappearing from town in the middle of the night.  He knew there were many paths that led out from these major occurrences in her life - paths that remained locked away in her soul.  Much like Poppie Beresford. 
 
    He was proud to be working alongside such an excellent officer.  She’d handled cases that would have sent him over the edge. She had that instinct for reading people, for knowing when they were lying, or when they were telling the truth. In the investigations she’d had to handle since becoming sheriff, she had yet to fail in catching the guilty party. No matter how painful or distressing it was for her personally, she always came through. Yet for some inexplicable reason, he was suddenly filled with concern over this particular case.  He didn’t know why, but he worried about its effect on her.  Was it touching too close to home for her?  Was she identifying so much with the victim – with the life Poppie had chosen – with the life that, for the grace of God Cammie might have chosen for herself – that she’d find it impossible to pull back?  Would this case open up old wounds, old hurts from her father that had yet to be healed? Would this be the case that sent her over the edge? 
 
    If that was true, he wouldn’t be able to handle it. He didn’t have the law enforcement experience she had. Nor was he any good at all this emotional shit.  Look at the mess with Emmy.  He couldn’t even tell her how he felt about her because he didn’t know how he felt about her.  How pathetic was that?  And now his boss, the woman he admired, whose skills at her job he so wanted to emulate, was teetering on the brink of losing herself so completely in a case that he honestly didn’t know what to do.  He did know one thing, however.  He couldn’t be the emotional coward he usually was.  He’d need to keep a close eye on her and make sure she didn’t go off the deep end investigating the life and death of Poppie Beresford.   
 
    He was also going to have to stick his nose where it didn’t belong and get Jace up to speed.  If there was one man who could pull her back from the edge, it would be Jace.  And if need be, he’d be there to pull Jace back while Jace was pulling Cammie back. 
 
    All he had to do was walk forward into that minefield of emotions and feelings, without fear or trepidation.   
 
    Oh God….


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What were you doing last Monday evening?” 
 
    Cammie and Rick were seated in the interrogation room. Across the table from them sat Aubrey.  He was dressed in jeans and a checkered sweater and appeared relaxed and unaffected by the fact that he was being questioned by two police officers. 
 
    “I told you.  My wife and I had a small dinner party for Poppie and Meredith.” 
 
    “Was there a special occasion for the dinner?” 
 
    “It was just to welcome them to Twin Ponds.  We haven’t seen them since we moved. I thought it would be nice for them to see our new home.” 
 
    “At the dinner, did Poppie tell you what time she was going to be in the forest?  I’m sure she would have liked you to tag along to show her precisely where you’d seen the white crow.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention it.  She knew me enough to know that when I’m writing, I work into the wee hours of the night.  I have a better chance of not being interrupted.  I don’t usually get out of bed until at least ten in the morning.” 
 
    “Who cooked dinner?” 
 
    Aubrey looked confused to be asked, in his mind, such a trivial question.  “Veronica is the cook.  I’m afraid I’m pretty hopeless in the kitchen.” 
 
    “What did she make?” 
 
    “Pot roast, with candied carrots and whipped potatoes.  Nothing fancy, but it was enough to satisfy our hunger.” 
 
    “What did you talk about?” 
 
    “Birds, of course.  That’s what we always talked about whenever we got together.”  Aubrey looked at his watch.  “Sheriff, I’d really like to sit here all afternoon and answer your questions, but as I explained to you the last time we spoke, I’m up against a deadline.  Can we therefore get to the point of all this?” 
 
    Cammie leaned forward in her chair.  “Alright, Aubrey.  I’ll get to the point. Why did you lie to me?” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. And fear. “What do you mean?” he asked, trying his best to remain casual. 
 
    “We have witnesses placing your wife at the Autumn Harvest Festival in Mategwas on the night of the dinner.  That’s a two hour drive from Twin Ponds.  We know she didn’t return home until the next morning.  So, unless she managed to get into Magic Calico’s bag of tricks and learned how to be in two places at the same time, you lied to me and I want to know why.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Veronica?” he suddenly demanded. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Cammie countered.  “Are you afraid she’ll be upset that you used her to cover up something you obviously don’t want me to find out about?  Or are you afraid she’ll discover something you don’t want her to find out about?” 
 
    “You’re making it sound worse than it is,” he answered defensively. 
 
    “Then suppose you tell me why you thought you had to cover up the fact that your wife wasn’t there that night?  Did you even have a dinner for Poppie and Meredith?” 
 
    “I did!” he exclaimed before realizing what he said.  He instantly sat back in his chair.  His face turned pensive as he debated what he should say.  Finally, he raised his eyes until he met hers.  “There was nothing nefarious about it.  As I said, I invited them over and we talked about birds.” 
 
    “So why did you say your wife was there when she was actually two hours away?” 
 
    “I panicked.  I didn’t want you thinking that I’d had something to do with Poppie’s death.  I thought it would sound more suspicious if you knew my wife wasn’t there.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick exchanged glances.  They both had the same thought – Aubrey was lying through his teeth.  But there was no way to prove it.  Not yet. 
 
    “Did you know Poppie was going to be in the woods the morning she died?” 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to do, Sheriff.  I’m telling you, I had nothing to do with what happened to Poppie,” he insisted.  “I swear I didn’t.” 
 
    “Answer the question please.” 
 
    “Of course I knew she’d be in the woods.  That’s why she drove all the way down here.  She wanted to see the white crow and in order to see it, she’d have to be in the woods, wouldn’t she? But I had no idea what time she’d be there.” 
 
    Cammie tried asking him the same question several different ways, but he kept to his story.    
 
    “What was your relationship with Poppie?” 
 
    “I told you. We were friends.” 
 
    “What kind of friends?” 
 
    He glared at her.  “Just what the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well, there are friends that are just friends. Then there are friends with benefits.  Poppie was a very attractive woman.  She was single.  She lived alone.  I’m sure a man as famous as you has women throwing themselves at you all the time.  Is that what happened with Poppie? Is that why you made sure your wife wasn’t there when you invited her for dinner?  Or was it the opposite?  You found yourself attracted to such a lovely, cultured, sophisticated woman.” 
 
    He stared at her in disbelief.  “That’s insane! I love my wife. Poppie and I were just friends.  And Meredith was there.  She’ll tell you.  It was a dinner, plain and simple.  And we talked about damned birds!” 
 
    “Why did you really move to Twin Ponds?  And please don’t give me that crock about finding the perfect farmhouse.  It takes a lot to run a farm.” 
 
    To her surprise, he laughed.  “I’m not going to be growing crops or raising cattle.  The only animals I intend to have are a few chickens and a dog.”  He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms.  “Alright, Sheriff.  Here’s the God’s honest truth about why I moved to Twin Ponds.  I moved here because fans found out where I lived in Mategwas.  I thought I’d be safe in that cow town, but they tracked me down.  You have no idea what it’s like to walk out your front door and see a group of people standing in your front yard.  It became impossible for Veronica and I to go out. I began to look for another place to live. When I saw the Jepson farm, I knew it was perfect.  It’s set back far enough from the road that I don’t have to worry about fans finding it.  And I’m having a fence installed that will keep the public off my land.  I’m tired of having my concentration shattered by their insistence on autographs and pictures and what not.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick continued their questioning, but after two hours, she had no choice but to let him go. 
 
    “Who is he kidding?” she said after he’d gone.  “He loves the devotion from the fans.  I bet you my job that if they weren’t there, he’d be upset.” 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.  He needs their attention the way we need air to breathe.” 
 
    She looked at Rick. “Let’s see what Meredith has to say.”  
 
    The two officers were shocked to see the deterioration in the woman’s face and demeanor when she showed up an hour later.  She looked as though she’d aged overnight, and her entire body shook as she gripped the arms of the chair so tightly her knuckles were white.   
 
    “Where were you and Poppie last Monday evening?” 
 
    “I already told you.  We’d gone to Aubrey’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Was Veronica Gardiner there?” 
 
    “Yes, she was.” 
 
    “What did you talk about?” 
 
    Meredith hesitated for so long, Cammie wondered what it was that had her wrestling with how best to answer the question.  Finally, she shrugged.  “I can’t really remember.  Birds, I suppose.  We always talked about birds whenever we got together so I’m sure that night wasn’t any different.” 
 
    Cammie opened a folder that she had in front of her and withdrew a piece of paper.  She pushed it towards Meredith. 
 
    “If Veronica was at the dinner as you say, how do you explain that?”  Meredith looked down at the Autumn Harvest Festival flyer. What little color she had drained from her face.  Her eyes immediately took on a trapped look. “What did you really talk about that night, Meredith?  What subject did the three of you discuss that you need to lie about Veronica Gardiner being there?” 
 
    “The white crow. We talked about the white crow,” she stammered, licking her lips nervously. 
 
    “Are you honestly telling us that you lied about Veronica being there because you were discussing the white crow?  You know that makes absolutely no sense.”  The woman’s breathing grew more rapid.  “Come on, Meredith.  Tell us the truth.  What did the three of you discuss that night?” 
 
    The woman looked as though she were about to start hyperventilating.  Her eyes darted back and forth as she tightened her grip on the arms of the chair.  
 
    Rick leaned forward.  “We know you’re lying, Meredith.  It’ll all go easier on you if you tell us what happened that night.”  He leaned further.  “Were you even there that night?  Are you covering up for Aubrey and Poppie because it was actually just the two of them who had dinner that night while Aubrey’s wife was away? Or are you covering up for yourself? Because it was actually you and Aubrey who were alone at his home that night.”  
 
    To the officers’ surprise, Meredith shot up out of the chair.  “I can’t think straight,” she wailed as she tore her hands through her hair.  “You’re attacking me and trying to deliberately confuse me. If you continue to harass me, I’ll call a lawyer!” 
 
    She turned on her heel and ran out of the room, leaving Cammie and Rick to stare at each other in disbelief.   
 
    “Wow, she certainly didn’t act suspiciously,” Rick remarked.   
 
    “I think you hit on something with that last question.” Cammie stood up.  “We need to dig deeper to find out more about Poppie and Aubrey.  And the possibility of Aubrey and Meredith.” 
 
    Rick grimaced.  “No offense, Cam, but I can’t see Aubrey going for someone like Meredith.  She’s just so…so…” 
 
    “Meek? Mousy? Bland?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Pretty much.  Now Poppie’s a different story.  I can easily see him making a play for her.” 
 
    “The way she reacted tells me something was going on between those three people and I’m determined to find out what it is.”  She stood up.  “I don’t have probable cause yet, but I’m going to see if I can convince Judge Drury to issue a search warrant for Meredith’s room at the inn and her home in Mategwas.  I’ll also throw in Aubrey’s farm for good measure.  In the meantime, I’m going to ask Emmy to pull up Meredith and Aubrey’s cell phone records.  Maybe they’ll tell us something.” 
 
    Cammie pulled every trick in the book she knew to convince the judge to issue the search warrant.  Yet without some kind of evidence to point to those two being involved in the murder, she wasn’t surprised when he refused.  She half listened to his lecture about her knowing better.  When he paused to take a breath, she took the opportunity and fled. 
 
    Back in the Explorer, she called each of her three part-time deputies, instructing them to keep Meredith under surveillance. She then called Rick. “I suggest you get a good night’s sleep.  We’re setting off early tomorrow for Mategwas.  There may be something there that can tell us what the hell is going on.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning at 7 am, she and Rick drove to Houlton to get a copy of Poppie’s house key from Colin.  They then continued on to Mategwas.   
 
    Just as they’d seen on Google Maps, Poppie’s house stood isolated in a clearing surrounded by deep forest on three sides.  Set back from the dirt road, it was a small white ranch, with neatly trimmed shrubs on either side of the walkway.  Attached to the house was a garage.  Cammie drove up the short driveway and parked in front of the garage doors. Getting out, the two officers walked around the back where they saw a large shed. Poking their heads in, they found a small snow blower under a tarp, garden tools and a half empty bag of potting soil piled on a table.  Near the shed was a fenced in rectangular piece of land that served as Poppie’s vegetable garden.  The tomato trellises were still up and Cammie noticed a few butternut squash still attached to the withering vines.  With Poppie not here to gather the last of the squash, they were condemned to die during the first frost of the season.   
 
    A lone tree stood between the house and the woods, several birdseed and suet feeders hanging from its lower branches. Standing near the back door to the ranch was a round metal table with its shade umbrella closed. Surrounding the table were four matching metal chairs.   
 
    As Cammie stood there and took it all in, she could easily picture Poppie sitting out there on warm summer evenings, watching her beloved birds gathering at the feeders. Once again she was overcome with a sense of sadness as she looked at the garden and the chairs, knowing their owner was never returning.  She inwardly sighed and turned to find Rick staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, but he refused to say more.  They walked back around to the front of the house and let themselves in.   
 
    They were immediately struck by the cold temperatures inside the home. There was a wood stove and a stack of cut logs against the far wall, but without Poppie to heat the home, the air was chilly.  Cammie pulled her collar up and shoved her hands in her pockets as her eyes roamed the area.  
 
    It was an open concept home, with an island separating the kitchen from the living room.  It was all very tidy and clean, showing that Poppie was a woman who liked everything in its place. It took Cammie a moment to realize the walls were bare.  There were no photographs, or paintings.  In fact, as she walked around the living room, she noticed there were no personal touches – nothing to show that a woman named Poppie Beresford lived there.  The furniture was functional, giving no indication that their owner had once been wealthy. 
 
    “Rick, what was Poppie’s financial situation?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say her monthly alimony would be enough to keep me and my family happy for a long time.  Why?” 
 
    “Look at the furnishings.  They’re run of the mill.  It’s stuff you’d buy at an inexpensive furniture store.” 
 
    “Maybe Poppie was cheap.” 
 
    “Or maybe she just didn’t care.  The only personal items I see in this entire living room are her two books on New England birds on the coffee table.  Other than that…” She shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe she was one of those minimalists.  You know, the kind who don’t believe in owning a lot of things.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t respond. She turned and walked down the corridor that led to the bedrooms.  Coming up to the first bedroom, she opened the door and immediately stopped short.  Rick came up behind her and peeked inside.  
 
    “Yowza,” Rick whispered under his breath. 
 
    Opposite the queen size bed stood a dark paneled dresser.  What caught their attention was what was spread atop the dresser.   
 
    Every inch was taken up with picture frames, each containing a photograph of Hannah. In the center stood a large 11 x 14 ornately framed photo of the smiling teenager.  On either side of the frame was a vase filled with by now dead flowers.  Laid in some sort of order in front of the photo was a hair brush, hair ties, a child’s necklace and an infant sweater that both officers guessed must have belonged to the deceased girl.  There was a large rectangular mirror on the wall behind the dresser.  Shoved into its edges were colorful drawings made by a young toddler.  One of the drawings looked like a stick figure mother holding onto the hand of a stick figure child with the words clumsily scrawled ‘I love you, Mommie’.  The sadness in Cammie’s heart that had begun in the backyard now grew deeper. 
 
    “I cannot imagine losing a child,” she murmured as she took out her cell and began to photograph the scene. 
 
    “I can’t imagine having to look at this every night,” Rick said.  “She’s made a shrine to her dead kid. It would break my heart to be reminded night after night of what I lost.” 
 
    Opening up the closet, Cammie was surprised to find only half the rack filled with clothes.  For a woman who’d once been wealthy, she’d somehow expected to see more. Had Poppie’s indifference to life extended to her clothes as well?  
 
    Whether it was the air in the room, or what the room represented, Cammie felt as though she were suffocating.  Once she was done taking pictures, she gratefully left, closing the door behind her.  Continuing down the corridor, they stopped in front of the next closed door.  Cammie reached for the door knob, then hesitated.  She knew in her heart what was behind the door.  For a moment, she didn’t know if she had the strength to go inside.  It was Rick who gently moved her hand away and opened the door himself. 
 
    Just as Cammie dreaded, it was a bedroom for a little girl.  There were pink frilly covers on the full size bed.  Atop the pillows was a sizeable collection of stuffed animals carefully laid out.  On the walls were more photographs of Hannah. None of them showed her beyond her teenage years.  The inscription on the back of the photograph Cammie had found in Poppie’s wallet indicated Hannah died at the age of nineteen.   
 
    She quickly took pictures of the room and, like Poppie’s bedroom, gratefully closed the door behind her when she was done. 
 
    “She isolated herself with her memories,” Cammie said as they stepped back into the ice cold living room.  “With the exception of her bird watching, it’s as if she hasn’t moved forward since 2014.  She locked herself away in this house, living a quiet death since the day Hannah died.” 
 
    Anxious not to arouse her suspicion, Rick kept a surreptitious eye on her.  Aware that the sadness was threatening to swamp her, he said, “Let’s check out the basement and the garage.” 
 
    They weren’t surprised to find only a washer and dryer in the basement.  Since Poppie’s car was now with Forensics, the garage was empty.  It was the first time Cammie had ever seen such a clean and empty garage.  There wasn’t even so much as an oil can, tools or a dirty rag anywhere in sight.  She inwardly shivered at the sterility of the entire property.  The only room that had any personality was Poppie’s bedroom.  And that personality was wrapped around her self-appointed role of caretaker of her daughter’s memory. 
 
    “There’s nothing to indicate that Poppie knew she wasn’t coming back,” Cammie remarked after they were done. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Rick exclaimed.  “This whole place is like a frickin’ museum.  You look at my house, you know someone lives there.  But here?  There’s not even one speck of dust.  Or anything out of place. It’s creepy and scary.” 
 
    “Scary?” Cammie asked in a bemused voice. 
 
    “If I’m reading it right, Poppie Beresford didn’t live a life.  She just existed, you know what I mean?  She drew air into her lungs and mourned her daughter and looked at birds and that’s about it.”  He shivered.  “Promise me that if I ever end up existing like this, just put me out of my misery.” 
 
    Cammie clapped him on the shoulder.  “Rick, not even in your worst nightmares would you ever live a life like this.” 
 
    They were both immensely relieved when they finally closed the door to the ranch.  It wasn’t its size that made it so claustrophobic. It was the image of a woman simply breathing to get through her days, holding onto a dead daughter as if that was her only reason to exist.  To keep the memory of Hannah alive.  As long as Poppie lived, Hannah lived.  She was the keeper of her daughter’s flame. 
 
    As Cammie drove away, a thought occurred to her. What was going to happen now that Poppie was gone?  Who was going to keep the flame going? Or had the flame already disappeared, its ashes the true memory of what Poppie had attempted to keep alive?  
 
      
 
    Although they didn’t have a search warrant, they decided to drive to Meredith’s house anyway.  It lay ten miles away from Poppie’s and unlike her friend, there were neighbors across the street and on either side of her two story clapboard farmhouse.      
 
    They parked in her driveway and climbed out of the Explorer.   
 
    “Let’s just take a look around,” Cammie suggested.   
 
    In the back of the house was a squared off flower garden and a tiny patch that held tomato trellises and the remains of bell pepper plants.  There was a small porch off the back door.  Peeking in through the window, they saw a tidy kitchen with dated appliances and cabinets that needed serious updating.  
 
    Coming around to the front, they climbed up onto the wraparound porch and looked in through the windows.  Everything looked neat and picked up.  The furniture itself looked a little worn, but, like Poppie, it showed that a woman who liked everything in its place lived there.  On the coffee table Cammie could just make out a pile of books and magazines. Next to the armchair was a basket with yarn and a half completed sweater on a pair of knitting needles. 
 
    “Unlike Poppie, it looks as though Meredith at least has some hobbies to keep herself busy,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “Thank God there are no shrines to dead relatives.  At least on the first floor,” Rick answered.  They walked off the porch and headed towards the Explorer.  “Looks like this trip was a bit of a bust,” he continued as they got into the vehicle.  “It really didn’t tell us anything that we didn’t already know.” 
 
    Cammie remained silent.  She backed up out of the driveway and was about to take off, when she paused.   “Actually, this trip may not be such a loss after all,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She put the Explorer in park and crooked her finger at Rick.  “Follow me and find out.” 
 
    Puzzled, he did as she asked and found himself standing in front of her mailbox. 
 
    “You know we can’t touch her mail.  It’s a federal offense,” he said as he gave her a dubious look. 
 
    “It’s not her mail I’m interested in.  It’s what’s next to the mailbox.” 
 
    Standing nearby were two large green garbage bins. 
 
    “Meredith lives alone, right?” she asked.   
 
    “As far as we know, yeah.” 
 
    “Then why would a single woman who lives alone have so much garbage to throw out?” 
 
    “Maybe she forgot to put it out last week.  I do that all the time.” 
 
    “Could be.  Or there might be another reason.”  Cammie dug into her pocket and withdrew two pairs of latex gloves.  “Let’s see whose theory is true – yours or mine.  You take that bin, while I take this one.” 
 
    Dragging the bins up away from the road, they began to rummage through them.  Cammie pulled out three small garbage bags from her bin and worked to undo the knots.  Rick almost gagged as he came across the remains of meals, fruit peels and used food containers.  “This is disgusting, you do know that,” he grumbled as he almost choked at the sight of a rotted tomato. 
 
    She laughed.  “For a trained police officer, sometimes you are such a weenie.” 
 
    “Because I hate the sight of rotten food?  Who in their right mind loves going through moldy banana peels and black tomatoes?” 
 
    “It may be disgusting, but sometimes it’s well worth it.  Like right now. Come over here and take a look at this.” 
 
    Rick looked over her shoulder at the one of the bags she was holding open and caught his breath.  “Holy crap!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Exactly. And those other two bags have the same contents.” 
 
    The two officers stared down at hundreds of book pages savagely ripped out from their bindings. Many were torn into pieces, while others had been defaced by a black marker.   However, despite the vicious destruction, there was no mistaking where the pages had come from.  They were all from the Magic Calico books. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No wonder she wanted to get home so badly,” Rick said as they gathered all the bags with the torn and ripped pages and piled them into the back of the Explorer.  “She needed to make sure these bags were gone if and when we decided to come up here.” 
 
    “I agree.  Let’s go talk to the neighbors.  They’re close enough to her house that they might have an insight into Meredith’s state of mind.” 
 
    They started with the house immediately to the right of Meredith’s and worked their way around.  Most agreed that Meredith was a quiet, shy neighbor who always had a wave and a smile whenever they crossed paths.  She wasn’t, however, the kind who stopped off for a cup of coffee or invited anyone over for the same.  She was polite, but somewhat distant. When shown a photograph of Poppie, the majority of the neighbors claimed they’d never seen her.  It wasn’t until they were shown into the home of the neighbor directly across the street from Meredith that they hit pay dirt. 
 
    Edith Spencer was 82 years old.  Her wrinkled, proud face showed a life that hadn’t always been easy, but one that she’d lived with dignity and self-sufficiency. There was a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she sat across from the officers. Cammie immediately took a liking to her. 
 
     Sitting in her armchair with her cane leaning up against her leg, she carefully studied the photo of Poppie.   
 
    “I consider myself the neighborhood watchdog,” she laughed.  “Ain’t much else for me to do with my knee being as bad as it is. Can’t get around like I used to.  So I make up for it by making sure our little patch of Heaven is safe. In answer to your question regarding this nice looking lady, I can count on my hand how many times she visited Meredith.  They weren’t long visits either.  Most of them took place about three months ago.  Then she showed up last week and she and Meredith drove off.”  She handed back the photo.  “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She was murdered in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    Edith raised an eyebrow.  “You think Meredith had something to do with it?” 
 
    “It’s standard operating procedure to interview everyone who knew the victim.  We’re just gathering background information on Meredith.”  Edith nodded.  “Did Meredith go out often?” 
 
    “Well, during the summer, she’d be out just about every day.  She’d have on that vest with all the pockets and always wore a set of binoculars around her neck.  I know she liked to look at birds, so I reckon that’s where she went to.  Plenty of birds to see around here, you know.” 
 
    “Did you notice a change in Meredith’s demeanor within the last few weeks?” 
 
    The old woman tapped her chin with her finger.  “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Was Poppie the only visitor she had?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I knew Meredith’s people. They were always polite, but kept to themselves.  She took after them in that respect.” Cammie and Rick thanked her and were about to leave when she added, “There is, of course, that man who used to visit her several times a month.” 
 
    The two officers turned back to her.  “A man?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “That’s right.  He always showed up just as it was getting dark.  It made me wonder about the nature of that relationship.  If it was above board, they’d have no problem going out during the day, but it never happened.  Now I hate to be a gossip, but I suspect that man was married.” 
 
    “Can you recall when he first showed up?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side.  “Well, I first noticed him about six years ago.  I know because that was the year my grandson graduated high school.  He continued to visit until about three months ago.  In fact, it was soon after he stopped visiting that the woman in your photo started showing up.” 
 
    “Do you know what he looked like?” 
 
    “Well, as I said, it was dusk when he’d arrive. And it always seemed to be on a Tuesday or a Thursday night. He’d stay for about 3-4 hours, then I’d know he was leaving because I’d hear the car door slam again and hear him drive past my house. About two years ago, I was out walking my dog Barney when he arrived.  I didn’t get a clear look at him, but I do know he was a little shorter than you, Sheriff.  When Meredith opened the door, I saw that he was bald on top with dark hair on the side.  He wasn’t overweight, but he wasn’t skinny either.  About average.”   
 
    Cammie took out a publicity photo of Aubrey and showed it to her.  “Is this who you saw?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him.”  
 
    “Was it every Tuesday and Thursday he showed up?” Rick asked. 
 
    The old woman shook her head. “Sometimes two weeks would go by before I’d hear his car drive up. But it was never on a Monday or a Friday or a Saturday. It was always on a Tuesday and/or Thursday.” She peered at Cammie.  “I hope I’m not getting Meredith into any trouble by answering your questions.” 
 
    “No, not at all.  You’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    “Would you like a cup of tea?  I can easily put the kettle on.  I also made some lemon poppy cake.  I’m not bragging when I say folks around here love my lemon poppy cake.” 
 
    Cammie felt the woman’s loneliness tug at her.  She hadn’t noticed any dog when she and Rick arrived, and she guessed Edith’s only companion had passed. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Edith, but we have one more stop before making the long drive back to Twin Ponds.” She quickly looked away from the disappointment in the elderly woman’s eyes.  “Thank you again for your assistance.” 
 
    As soon as they were back in their vehicle, Rick said, “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but it sure looks as though Aubrey and Meredith were doing the horizontal.” 
 
    “It sounds like it.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I don’t get it.  Mrs. Gardiner is a knock out.  Meredith looks like a stick figure.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “I know it’s hard for you to understand this, but it isn’t always about looks.” 
 
    “I’m not that shallow!” he protested, adding a few moments later in a small voice, “Am I?”  
 
    “If they were having an affair and Aubrey broke it off, it would explain the ripped and torn pages of his books we found in her garbage.  There’s also a lot of coincidences occurring around the same three month mark.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” Rick concurred. “He stops coming to see Meredith three months ago.  Poppie pays a bunch of visits three months ago.  Aubrey starts looking for a house three months ago.”   
 
    “Does that mean Poppie knew about the affair and came to offer comfort?” 
 
    “It makes you wonder just what they talked about at that dinner the night before Poppie was killed,” Rick replied thoughtfully. 
 
    “Whatever it was, I can just about guarantee it wasn’t about birds. At least we now know why Aubrey had the dinner without his wife there.  It would have been awkward sitting at a same dinner table with your wife and your ex-mistress.” 
 
    “Who looks as though she’s ready to have a melt-down at any moment.”  Rick paused.  “Do you think the end of the affair is what prompted Aubrey to move to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “That makes more sense than his cock and bull story about finding the perfect farmhouse and getting away from his fans.” 
 
    Cammie picked up her cell and speed dialed Emmy. 
 
    “Twin Ponds Sheriff Department,” the young woman answered. 
 
    “Emmy, it’s Cammie.  Can you check to see if anything significant has happened in Aubrey Gardiner’s life within the last six months, besides the move to Twin Ponds?  It could be personal, it could be professional.  I’m not sure which yet.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” Rick asked as she hung up. 
 
    “Just ruling out the possibility of any external reason that caused the break-up between Meredith and Aubrey.”  She punched in the next address they were headed to into the GPS system.  As she pulled out of the driveway, she glanced back at the house and saw Edith at the window.  Before she could stop herself, she lifted her hand and gave the woman a wave who promptly waved back.  “If she wasn’t so old, I’d get her another dog,” Cammie murmured under her breath as she pulled out onto the road.   
 
    “Old age ain’t no place for sissies.” When she gave him a quizzical look, he added, “It’s a quote by Bette Davis.  I read it on the internet somewhere.” 
 
    She shook her head and turned her focus back to the investigation. “Thanks to our find in those garbage bins, we know our little mouse has a temper. Whatever it was that triggered Meredith’s rage, it was enough to make her destroy, if not Aubrey himself, then the one thing that meant something to him.  His claim to fame, his legacy, if you will.” 
 
    “Where does Poppie fit into all of this?” 
 
    “My gut tells me Poppie knew about the affair.  Maybe she was pushing Meredith to come clean with Veronica.  Or maybe she and Aubrey got involved.  Meredith found out about it and in a fit of jealousy killed Poppie.  Remember, she’s the only one so far who’s admitted knowing exactly where Poppie was going to be, and what time she’d be there.  She had the perfect opportunity.  Now we just need to nail down a motive.” 
 
    Rick glanced out the window.  “I’m still having a hard time wrapping my mind around Meredith and Aubrey doing the horizontal.” 
 
    “Do you remember when we had the two of them together in the conference room back at the inn?”  Rick nodded.  “Did you happen to notice that Meredith wouldn’t look at him? They said nothing to each other.  It was as if there were two complete strangers in that room.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I do remember that.” 
 
    “I didn’t give it much thought at the time, but if they were involved and it ended badly, it makes perfect sense why they wouldn’t give each other the time of day. It also explains Meredith’s reaction when I offered to have Aubrey identify Poppie’s body. She became angry and adamant that she’d be the one to do it.  A logical response regarding someone you’ve come to loathe.” 
 
    Their last stop in Mategwas was to the home of Kevin Baker. As the other member of Poppie’s bird watching group, he might be able to shed some light, not only on the victim, but on the relationships between the three. 
 
    Kevin lived in a turn of the century yellow clapboard house.  There were three floors, with a columned porch adorning the front of the home. Behind the house stood a large red barn.  Parked between the house and the barn, a dark gray Ram truck sat with its tailgate open. 
 
    They got of the Explorer and walked up the short brick paved walkway to the porch. They rang the doorbell and a few moments later, the door opened.  A tall, white haired man wearing a pair of jeans and a red and black flannel shirt greeted them. 
 
    “I’m Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth, and this is my deputy Rick Belleveau.  Are you Kevin Baker?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “We’d like to talk to you about Poppie Beresford.” 
 
    “Please come in.”   
 
    They walked into a house that looked as though it had been decorated back in the 1980’s.  There was a braided rug on the floor and the furniture was the old fashioned pine colonial.  “Can I get you some lemonade or iced tea?” He asked. 
 
    The two officers refused.  They sat down on the couch that had the exact same tartan type pattern as the couch Cammie had grown up with. Kevin sat opposite them in a rocker that had a doily pinned to the back. 
 
    “It’s hard for me to believe that someone would kill Poppie,” he said as soon as they were all seated.  “Things like that just don’t happen around here.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about Poppie?” 
 
    “Not much I’m afraid.  She kept to herself.  An extremely private woman.  I couldn’t tell you what her favorite color was, or her favorite book, or even her favorite television program. Whenever we met, it was solely to go bird watching.  And that’s what our conversations revolved around.” 
 
    “When did you meet her?” 
 
    “It had to be about three years ago.  My wife had just passed away and I found myself at odds.  I’d retired from my accounting job and was starting up my carpentry business, but I still felt out of sorts.  I was reading the local paper one day when I saw an ad for a group forming that were interested in bird watching.  My father was a bird watcher and I inherited his love of birds.  I thought this might be just the thing I needed.  I won’t lie to you. As the years went by, I found myself drawn to her.  There was such a sense of loneliness and regret around her.  I knew this was a woman who knew what it was to be lonely.  I often saw her gazing down at a photograph when she thought no one was looking.  The look on her face was enough to break your heart.” 
 
    “Did you ever say anything to her about the photograph?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I started to, but she immediately shut me down. She had boundaries that I knew not to cross.  So I learned to be content with just being out in the woods with her and the others, looking for birds.” 
 
    “What were the others in your group like?” 
 
    “Meredith Quigley is a shy, timid woman. She once worked as the town librarian and it shows.  My mother would have called her a church mouse. The slightest noise and she’d run away.”  He chuckled.  “But despite her nervous nature, she’s as sharp as a tack. And smart too.  Bobbie Farmer was a hoot.  He had a way of expressing himself that had me in stitches.  He died last month at the age of 94.  I hope I can keep my sense of humor to the end the way he did.” 
 
    “What about Aubrey Gardiner?” 
 
    Kevin hesitated for a moment.  “I guess there’s no other way to say it.  Aubrey is a gas bag.  When he’s not looking for birds, he’s continually telling us about how successful his books are, and how famous he’s become.  I had the sense he expected us to be grateful that he was willing to come out with us.” Kevin snorted. “There were times it was all I could do not to throw my binoculars at him just to shut him up.” 
 
    “What was Poppie’s reaction to this?” 
 
    “She completely ignored him.  It didn’t seem to bother her at all.” 
 
    “What about Meredith? 
 
    “In the beginning she’d just smile at him, much as an indulgent parent will smile at a bratty child.  However, I did notice a change in the month before he and his wife left town. Whenever Aubrey started to brag, she’d walk as far away from him as possible. The indulgent look was replaced by a look of impatient anger. If he’d had an ounce of awareness, he would have noticed it.  But he’s too busy tripping over his own ego to notice anyone else.  To him, we’re simply an audience for him to perform before, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Kevin, did you notice any change in Poppie’s behavior at all within the last three months?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I’ve come to believe that Poppie was so even tempered, not because she was wise or understanding, but because there was something broken inside of her.  Something that made her simply not care anymore.” 
 
    It was the same feeling Cammie had gotten when she’d stood in Poppie’s house. “When you saw her looking at the photograph, did you happen to see what it was of?” 
 
    “I caught a quick glimpse once before she noticed me looking and shoved it into her pocket.  It looked to be a picture of a teenage girl.  It was obviously someone who meant a great deal to her.” 
 
    “Were you invited to go to Twin Ponds to find the white crow?” 
 
    Kevin took his time answering, which Cammie found curious. He looked out the window, a distracted, faraway look in his eyes.   
 
    “Um, Mr. Baker?” Cammie asked. 
 
    He turned back to her with a blank look on his face.  Then he blinked and it was gone.  “I’m sorry.  I was just remembering…anyway, you were asking about the white crow?” 
 
    “Yes.  Were you invited to go with Poppie and Meredith down to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “I was. She called me the night before they left and told me that Aubrey had contacted her about seeing a white crow.  I wanted to go, but I was working on a commission piece – a cedar chest that was going to be a bridal gift.  I was up against a deadline and had to finish it.  Do you know if she saw the white crow?  I’d like to believe she got to see it before she--”  He stopped, unable to bring himself to continue. 
 
    “Yes she did, Mr. Baker.  Tell me, where were you last Tuesday morning between 5 and 8 am?” 
 
    “I was in my barn, finishing up that commission piece I was telling you about.” 
 
    “Can anyone verify that?” 
 
    He looked stunned.  “Are you implying I killed Poppie?” 
 
    “It’s just routine.” 
 
    “Rodney Novak is the person who commissioned it as a gift for his daughter’s upcoming marriage.  He came by at 8 am to check on its progress.” 
 
    “We’ll need his name and number.”   
 
    “I have it right here.” Kevin walked to his desk where he shuffled through a stack of papers.  He grew perplexed when he couldn’t find what he was looking for.  Suddenly, he snapped his fingers. Opening the drawer, he withdrew an appointment book.  He flipped through it and scribbled a name and phone number on a stickie, then handed it to Cammie.  She in turn handed him her business card. “If you think of anything that might be of help, don’t hesitate to call.” 
 
    He walked them to the door.  “I carry a great deal of guilt over all of this.  I can’t help but think that if I had gone to Twin Ponds with the ladies, Poppie would still be alive.  Please let me know when you catch the bastard who did this.  Poppie Beresford was a lovely woman who didn’t deserve to die this way.” 
 
    Rick waited until they were back in the Explorer before dialing Rodney Novak.  The phone rang, but there was no answer.  Rick tried several more times, but with the same result.  He left his name and number and urged Novak to call them as soon as he received the message. 
 
    “He sure did have it bad for Poppie,” Rick remarked after slipping his cell back into his pocket. “I thought he was going to break down bawling as he talked about her.” 
 
    “Sadly, it seems his feelings were never going to be reciprocated.” 
 
    “You never know.  Maybe in time, he would have worn her down.  Or her loneliness would have become too much for her to handle.” 
 
    Cammie remained silent. Despite Rick’s optimism, she knew Poppie would never have involved herself with Kevin. Or with any other man. There was no male on the face of the earth who could have competed with the shrine to Hannah.  That was the focal point of Poppie’s life.  There was no room for anything, or anyone else. 
 
    They made a quick stop to the library who confirmed Meredith had retired six months before.  There was no visible change to her demeanor; she was as quietly efficient as she always was right up to her final hours as Mategwas’ senior librarian. 
 
    It had been a long day.  The two discussed the merits of the case, throwing theories back and forth on the two hour ride home.  They didn’t reach any definitive conclusions, but it did help pass the time. 
 
    “Tonight is a meeting with the Night Hawks team, so Jace is going to be tied up until around nine.  I’m going to head over to Zee’s and grab a bite to eat. You’re more than welcome to join me,” Cammie said as she pulled up to the front of HQ. 
 
    “To be honest with you, I’m too tired to eat.  I’m just going to go in, check up on any messages and call it a night.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow then.” 
 
    Rick climbed out of the Explorer and entered HQ as Cammie continued down the street towards Zee’s. 
 
    Emmy was on her way out when she saw Rick coming in. “You look exhausted.  Was it worth the trip?” she asked. 
 
    “Actually, it was. We found out that Meredith and Aubrey--”  To his surprise, she cut him off. 
 
    “Sorry Rick, but I’m meeting a friend. I’ve got to run. You can tell me all about it tomorrow.” 
 
    And with that she was gone. 
 
    He stood in the middle of the foyer, stunned by her behavior.  Emmy loved being a part of their investigations. She thought of herself as an integral part to what made their team so successful.  She’d never turned her back on listening to information that could be relevant to a case.  Yet, she’d walked out the door, her appointment with this friend much more important than finding out what they’d discovered that day.  She’d either been taken over by aliens or her friend was a guy.  A guy she was interested in.  A guy she was very interested in. 
 
    Rick felt that familiar ache in his stomach.  The difference this time was that the ache soon smoldered into an anger that threatened to erupt. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” he yelled to no one in particular.   
 
    The anger was starting to ignite.  He turned and spied Emmy’s Halloween tree that she’d started putting up that day.   
 
    Emmy had small plastic trees and ornaments for every major holiday that she always put up in HQ’s front window. It was a tradition that he considered weirdly endearing. Now, however, he wanted nothing more than to stomp over to the Halloween tree and sweep it away with a swing of his arm.  At the last moment, he pulled back. Smashing the tree wasn’t going to solve anything.  It would only make matters worse. 
 
    He had to do something to quench this anger.  Whipping out his cell phone, he called the first name on his contacts list.  “Wendy, this is Rick. You busy tonight?” 
 
      
 
    Zee’s was hopping with the dinner crowd when Cammie arrived.  An old Beatles tune was playing on the jukebox as she managed to grab the last available seat at the bar. She ordered a cobb salad with salmon with her usual ginger ale.    
 
    “How’s the investigation going?” Zee asked as he deposited the food and soda in front of her. 
 
    “It’s going.  Still pulling in the pieces.” 
 
    “Listen, I hate to ask, but I was hoping you’d do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course Zee, whatever you need.” 
 
    “Harry’s truck broke down this afternoon.  Jace had to tow it back to the garage and dropped him off here. If I take him home, he’ll have to wait around until at least eleven pm when I close up shop. Do you mind driving him home?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll let him know.” 
 
    Harry lived in a small three room house in the woods about twenty minutes outside Twin Ponds.  The structure was a bit decrepit, but the roof didn’t leak, the cold air didn’t seep in, and it suited him perfectly.  
 
    When Harry showed up in town, Cammie convinced the owner to rent it out to him instead of tearing it down. Although the rent wasn’t much, it was more than he would have gotten by simply bulldozing the building down. 
 
    He kept her entertained with snippets of poetry on their short drive to his home.  When they arrived, he opened the door, stepped outside and bowed to her. “You are truly an angel in disguise,” he smiled. 
 
    “You’d do the same for me,” she smiled back.  She pulled away and was halfway down the road when she noticed his wallet sitting on the passenger seat.  Guessing it must have slipped out of his baggy trousers, she had no choice but to turn around and head back.  
 
    There was no answer when she knocked on the front door. Thinking that he may have stepped into the bathroom, she opened the door and let herself in. 
 
    “Harry!” she called out. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” he answered. From the direction of his voice, she saw that he was indeed in the bathroom. 
 
    “You left your wallet in the Explorer.  I’m just going to leave it on your desk.” 
 
    Despite Harry’s disheveled appearance, his house was not messy.  There were books here and there, as well as a shelf above his writing desk that was stacked with all sorts of poetry books and essays, but they were always dusted and kept in neat piles.   
 
    She put the wallet on the desk and was about to turn away when what looked like a scrapbook laid out in the center of the blotter caught her eye.  On one side there were a series of photographs glued onto the paper.  On the other side was what appeared to be a letter also glued onto the paper.  Leaning over for a better look, she caught her breath.  
 
    The photographs were all of her mother and seemed to have been taken on the same day.  She stood in the woods wearing the light tanned coat Cammie remembered so well and the cream colored hat she’d knitted herself.  Each photo had a different pose, but what struck Cammie was the smile in every shot.  A wide, happy smile that Cammie hadn’t seen in a very long time.  
 
    Her mother was younger in the pictures. She couldn’t tell if she’d been born yet, but when she turned the page over, she saw a photograph of herself in her mother’s arms.  She looked to be around two years old.  Again, her mother had that wide, deliriously happy grin Cammie almost didn’t recognize.  
 
    She turned the page back and looked at the letter.  A little voice inside screamed at her not to read it. To ignore it. To turn and leave and forget she’d ever seen the scrapbook.  But it was too late.  With her heart hammering loudly in her ears, and her palms moist with fear, she read the words in her mother’s tiny handwriting.  
 
    What would I ever do without you? It sounds so melodramatic to write this, or even to say it aloud. But you truly are my rock.  I hope you know that. And I hope that you’ll always be my rock, no matter what happens. 
 
    Cammie didn’t know what to think. With shaking hands she turned the yellowed pages of the scrapbook, only to find more pictures of her mother, more letters expressing her love and devotion.  To Adam McIntyre – the dead man who’d been resurrected as Dancing Harry. 
 
    Her stomach turned sour. She couldn’t breathe. It seemed everywhere she looked, she saw her mother’s face smiling back at her.  Smiling in a way that left her reeling.  Smiling as though she was happy to be alive.  Smiling as though she were in love. 
 
    I have to get out of here.  I can’t take this anymore. 
 
    Cammie turned to leave. And walked straight into Harry.  
 
    He had a look on his face that she’d never seen before.  There was a deep sadness and a regret so poignant that it left her more confused.  And cold.  As if her mother were reaching out from beyond the grave and wrapping her fingers around Cammie’s heart.  They stared at each other for a long moment before she pushed past him and hurried out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie got about a mile from Harry’s house before she had to pull over.  Scrambling out of the Explorer, she just made it to the woods before she threw up her salad.  She then sat on the cold ground, unable to fully comprehend what she’d just seen.  And what its implications were. 
 
    Her mother had always been a quiet, self contained woman.  She’d tried her best to be there for Cammie, but her emotions had always been elsewhere.  Attached to the man who had been Cammie’s father. Caitlin Farnsworth had loved him fiercely, despite his emotional distance, not only from her, but from his daughter as well.   
 
    Cammie knew he’d come back changed from the Vietnam War.  He’d seen enough death and atrocities to last him two lifetimes.  He’d coped by drinking, which only increased his reclusive nature. When she was ten, he built the cabin Cammie lived in now on the pretense of having a place where he could go to fish.  But Cammie and her mother knew it was his way of escaping to the only place he felt safe from a world he no longer trusted in. 
 
    As Cammie pondered this, questions slammed into her that she couldn’t answer – didn’t want to answer.  Her parents were a painful subject she preferred to keep locked away, but the discovery of the scrapbook made that impossible.  It was making her look at things – one particular thing, in fact -- she didn’t want to look at.  That she wasn’t ready to face. 
 
    She took out a tissue from her pocket and wiped her mouth with a trembling hand.  She climbed unsteadily to her feet and walked back to the Explorer, her knees weak, her heart and stomach in turmoil.  As she drove away, she made the conscious decision that this matter would have to be put aside for now.  She had a murder investigation to conduct.  She had no time for ghosts from the past popping up to disrupt her concentration. 
 
    “You’re going to stay buried,” she muttered aloud to herself as she headed towards home.  “And you’ll stay buried until I decide to let you out.” 
 
      
 
    However, as much as she tried to forget about it, the image of the scrapbook and the words in the letters tortured her throughout the evening. She fell into a silence that immediately alerted Jace.  Rick had already spoken to him about his concerns regarding Cammie and this murder case, and that was the first thing he thought of when he saw her sitting on the couch, ignoring the program on TV, cocooned behind a wall of silent preoccupation. In the past, she’d usually opened up to him about what was going on, but he saw that tonight he was going to have to make the first move.  He sat down on the couch next to her and slipped his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Everything okay?  You don’t seem yourself tonight.” 
 
    Cammie knew Jace would be the perfect sounding board.  He loved her deeply and was an excellent listener who always offered sage advice.  
 
    Unfortunately, her father’s legacy was a deep distaste to spew forth all the emotional turmoil she was feeling.  She’d done a great deal of healing the part of herself that didn’t trust anyone, especially men. Through his example, her father had taught her that once you allowed yourself to become vulnerable, they turned their backs on you.  Jace was different and she knew that.  He’d never be cold and emotionally distant as her father had been.  But the truth was, she didn’t even know where to start.  Or to give voice to a fear deep in her soul that was beginning to climb out of the depths of her psyche and demand to be heard.  She’d spent the evening fighting to tamp it down, but it refused to surrender. 
 
    She felt Jace looking at her.  She had to say something.  “It’s been a long couple of days,” she finally said. 
 
    “Trying to unravel the Poppie Beresford murder?” 
 
    “Yes. Every time I turn around, something else pops up that takes this case into another direction.” 
 
    Hoping to derail any further questions about what was really going on with her, she shared what she and Rick had learned that day up in Mategwas. 
 
    “How does all that figure into Poppie’s murder?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.  My gut tells me it is connected.  I just have to figure out how.”   
 
    He leaned over and kissed her temple.  “And you will.  You always do.”  He leaned over and picked up the remote.  “What you need, my love, is to forget about Poppie Beresford for the evening. And I know just the thing to help you chill.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. How could she tell him that the last thing she wanted to do that night was to make love? Before she could formulate a refusal, Jace added, “In honor of Halloween being just around the corner, there’s a marathon of horror movies on one of the channels.  First one up is The Exorcist.” 
 
    Cammie almost burst out laughing.  “Sounds good,” she said as they cuddled on the couch. As the familiar music came up over the title, she knew she was going to have to get a handle on her fear, or else she’d be dealing with an overly concerned Jace. Who could be very persuasive when he wanted to find out something, especially when it had to do with her.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cammie called Veronica and asked her to come down to HQ.  If Aubrey was right and he was working on his next novel, he’d be home. She wanted to speak with his wife alone.   
 
    When she arrived, she looked nervous.  Cammie led her down to the interrogation room where she told her their interview was being taped.  Veronica’s nervousness increased. 
 
    “How well did you know Poppie Beresford?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “I’d only met her once or twice around town.  I knew of her because of the bird watching group she and Aubrey belonged to.” 
 
    “What did you think of her?” 
 
    Veronica shrugged.  “I honestly didn’t know her well enough to form an opinion.” 
 
    “It didn’t strike you as odd that a woman of Poppie’s gentility would be living in a backwater like Mategwas?” 
 
    “How could I fault her for that when I was doing the exact same thing?” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Records show that you and Aubrey moved around quite a bit before you settled down in Mategwas. Why was that?”  Veronica didn’t answer right away. “Was it because you were having financial difficulties?” 
 
    Veronica looked down at her hands.  “That’s a very distressing part of my life that I don’t like thinking about.” 
 
    “Why Mategwas?  Did you hope you’d be so far out in the middle of nowhere that you’d be safe from the bill collectors?  At least for a little while?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “How long have you and Aubrey been married?” 
 
    “For twelve years.” 
 
    “You must have been elated when the Magic Calico books took off.” 
 
    “Oh I was. That cat saved us from financial ruin.” 
 
    “Did you know Meredith Quigley well?” 
 
    “I knew her better than I knew Poppie.  She worked in the local library. I’m a voracious reader and she was always able to find me books that I’d find interesting to read.  She is a very sweet woman.  Shy and quiet, but sweet.” 
 
    “Veronica, after you moved to Mategwas, what did you do on Tuesday and Thursday nights?” 
 
    She looked slightly surprised at the question.  “Those were my nights out with my friends.  Tuesday we’d play cards at Simone Bernat’s home.  Thursdays we alternated between our book and knitting clubs which were held at the library.” 
 
    “Did Meredith work on those nights?” 
 
    “No.  She only worked days.” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t quite ready to tell Veronica about Aubrey’s visits to Meredith’s house on those two nights.  Not until either of the two admitted to it.   
 
    “How would you characterize Aubrey’s relationship with Poppie and Meredith?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a relationship.  They were more acquaintances who shared the same love of birdwatching. We certainly never saw either of them socially.” 
 
    Cammie stood up.  “Thank you for coming down here.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Veronica asked. 
 
    “For now, anyway.” 
 
    Once Veronica left, she called Tom and asked him to bring Meredith down to HQ. 
 
      
 
    Cammie hadn’t thought it possible that Meredith could look worse than she did the last time she’d come down to HQ.  But the woman who sat before her looked as though she were teetering on the edge.  She’d lost weight, there were dark smudges under her eyes and she seemed unable to look at Cammie.  Her gut told her to hold off on questioning Meredith – she didn’t look well.  But she needed to get to the bottom of what went on between her and Aubrey.  And whether Poppie was a part of it. She therefore ignored her instincts and went ahead with the interrogation. 
 
     “A couple of things have come up that I need to ask you about,” she said.  She was instantly reminded of a rabbit frantically trying to flee a predator.  Meredith was visibly shaking and she looked ready to faint. 
 
    “Why were you so insistent on returning home when I asked you to stay in Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “I – I’m not comfortable being away for so long.  I’ve always been that way.” 
 
    “So it had nothing to do with the bags of garbage outside your home?” 
 
    Meredith jerked her head up and stared at Cammie.  “You went through my garbage?” 
 
    “Once it’s on the sidewalk, it’s public property.”  Meredith closed her eyes and took a long, halting breath.  “I think you know what my next question is going to be.” 
 
    “You had no right to do that,” she whispered. 
 
    “I will do what I need to do to find Poppie’s killer.  I would think that’s what you’d want me from me.” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    “Then why did you destroy the Magic Calico books?”  Meredith fell into an uneasy silence.  “I’m going to find out sooner or later, Meredith.” Still, she remained silent. “Is it because Aubrey ended your affair?”  Meredith’s face turned ashen as she brought her hand up to her mouth.  “We know he was going to your home several times a month for at least six years.  Did Poppie know about the affair?  Did she threaten to tell Veronica?  Is that why she was killed?” 
 
    Meredith uttered a strangled cry and began to shake so badly, Cammie thought she was on the verge of a mental and physical collapse. Still, she pushed on, fueled by an impatience and anger stemming from the damned scrapbook and what it implied for her.  “If you’re protecting Aubrey, you need to stop.  He’s not worth you being implicated as an accessory to murder.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she cried out as she began to cry.  “How can you think such a thing?” 
 
    “Only you and Aubrey knew she was going to be in the woods that day.  So if Aubrey didn’t kill her, that leaves you.  The torn pages in the garbage bag shows you have a temper.  What did Poppie do to you?  What did she do to Aubrey?” 
 
    “I can’t – I can’t--” she mumbled.   
 
    “You can’t what Meredith?  You can’t confess to killing Poppie?  Or you can’t confess to Aubrey killing her?” 
 
    Meredith pushed away from the table so hard, Cammie thought her chair would topple backwards. “I didn’t kill Poppie!” She screamed at the sheriff.  “She was my friend.  You’re horrible to even suggest such a thing.” 
 
    “Were you having an affair with Aubrey?” 
 
    Meredith stared at Cammie in wild eyed panic as she pulled hysterically at her hair.  As Cammie got up to calm her, she suddenly swooned and fell to the floor. 
 
    Cammie went over and checked her pulse.  She then stuck her head out of the interrogation room. 
 
    “Emmy, call Doc.  Meredith has fainted.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, a revived Meredith was sitting back in her chair.  She was pale and weak and barely responsive when Doc tried to speak to her.   
 
    “I’m driving Ms. Quigley back to the inn where I’m going to give her a sedative,” Doc said as he closed up his bag.   
 
    “I’m not finished questioning her,” Cammie replied. 
 
    He cocked a surprised eyebrow at her.  He thought he’d seen Cammie in all her facets, but it unnerved him to see the steely edge as she stared coldly at the addled woman.   
 
    “Let’s talk about this outside.”  He walked out into the hallway, followed by Cammie.  “The woman is a heartbeat away from a breakdown.  I’m sure your questioning can wait until at least tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re talking about someone who may very well be a murderer.  I don’t have time for her theatrics.” 
 
    Doc was about to offer a sharp rebuke when he abruptly pulled back.  There was something going on with Cammie – something that had nothing to do with Meredith or the Beresford case.  There was an emotion eating away at her that was palpable.  However, his priority right now was the woman on the other side of the door.  He tamped down his temper and gave her his best professional look. 
 
    “As a doctor, I can tell you categorically that Ms. Quigley is not being theatrical.  She has been under a great deal of strain, and it’s now beginning to show.  She’s coming apart at the seams, Cammie. I’m asking you to wait until tomorrow to continue your questioning.  At least give her the evening to pull herself together.” 
 
    He felt her reluctance.  But in the end, she agreed. 
 
    Ninety minutes later, Aubrey was seated in the same chair Meredith had been seated in.  Unlike his predecessor, he looked calm and collected. 
 
    “You already spoke to my wife this morning, so I can’t imagine what you’d want with me.  Be that as it may, your summons interrupted a very important chapter I’m working on, so can we please hurry this up?” 
 
    “Were you and Meredith Quigley having an affair?” 
 
    He stared at her in surprise for a moment before breaking out in laughter.  “You are certainly grasping at straws, Sheriff.  Why would I go after a non-descript little nothing when I have the crème de la crème at home?” 
 
    His disparaging description of Meredith rankled her. She felt the hold on her temper slipping.  “You were seen arriving at Meredith’s house several times a month for six years before you abruptly stopped visiting three months ago. What happened?  Did she break it off or did you?  And did you break it off because Veronica found out?” 
 
    Aubrey calmly eyed her.  “You missed your calling.  You should be writing fiction.” 
 
    “We found your Magic Calico books shredded and destroyed in Meredith’s home.  It can’t be because she’s a literary critic and thought your books sucked.” 
 
    This got his attention.  “She destroyed my books?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Quite thoroughly.” 
 
    “They were a goddamn gift!  They were first editions signed by me!  How dare she--” 
 
    “You know what they say.  Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” 
 
    “You’re barking up the wrong tree, sheriff.  I have better sense and better taste than to sleep with that scarecrow of a woman.” 
 
    “Then why did you visit her on Tuesday and Thursday evenings for six years?  To discuss the weather?  Or the latest installment of the Magic Calico series?” 
 
    Aubrey flashed her an indignant look before settling back in his chair.  “If you must know, we met to discuss birds.” 
 
    It was Cammie’s turn to laugh.  “For a writer, I would think you’d come up with something a little more creative.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. I was doing research for my books and Meredith is a walking encyclopedia.  She worked as a librarian and knows a lot about a lot of things.” 
 
    “I may not be a novelist, but even I know it didn’t take you six years to write one book.  You publish one every year.” 
 
    “Have you ever read my work?” he asked. 
 
    “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know that birds play a very important role in the series.  Sometimes they aid Magic in his work.  Sometimes they’re the enemy.  Meredith was very helpful in that regard.  In fact, book number seven is dedicated to her.” 
 
    Cammie suddenly slammed her hand on the table.  “I’m getting sick and tired of these games of yours.  First you lie about Veronica being at your dinner.  Now you’re lying about the nature of your relationship with Meredith.  Did Poppie find out about your affair?  Is that why she had to die?” 
 
    For a moment, she thought he was going to jump to his feet and bolt out of the room.  Instead, he met her eye. 
 
    “Alright, Sheriff, I see now it was stupid of me to lie about Veronica. It would have been easy for you to check it out, which you did.  As I’ve told you before and I tell you again.  I had nothing to do with Poppie’s death.” 
 
    “Come on, Aubrey.  You invited those two women to your house when your wife was away because you had something to tell them.  Maybe they were threatening to rat you out to Veronica that you were sleeping with one or both of them.  Maybe they had some other dirt on you that would destroy your Magic Calico Kingdom.  That’s why you lied to me about Veronica. If I believed she was there, then I’d believe it was a simple dinner of four friends getting together.  Twin Ponds may be as much of a one horse town as Mategwas, but we’re not stupid.  I’m not stupid.  Your ruse to pull one over on me failed.” 
 
    Aubrey shrugged.  “You’re going to believe what you want to believe, but it’s not true.  I screwed up by not telling you, but there was nothing underhanded about it.  I did it because I didn’t want to be dragged into all this.” 
 
    “Too late.  You’re in it up to your eyeballs.” 
 
    His expression abruptly changed. He leaned over and gave her a look so full of menace and hate that it confirmed her feelings about him.  “I’m going to leave now and call my lawyer. If you continue to insist that I killed Poppie Beresford, and if that so much as touches my career, your career will go up in smoke so quickly you won’t know what hit you.” 
 
    Cammie countered with a cold smile.  “I’ve had worse people than you threaten me, Aubrey.  I’m going to find Poppie’s killer.  You’d better pray it’s not you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was three o’clock in the morning when Cammie’s cell phone rang. The discovery of the scrapbook and her frustration with both Aubrey and Meredith had rattled around her brain to such an extent that she knew she’d never sleep unless she took a sleeping pill.  She was out cold when the trilling of the phone pulled her up from the depths of unconsciousness.  It took her a few moments to realize where she was and what had awakened her. 
 
    She reached over to the  phone and pulled it to her.  “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you up, Sheriff, but it’s Tom.  Ms. Quigley had some kind of seizure.  Doc happened to be here checking on her when it happened.  He called Mark Nelsson, who airlifted us to Cary Medical.  I would have called you sooner but it happened so fast, I didn’t have time.” 
 
    “When did this happen?” 
 
    “Around midnight.  I’m at the hospital now.  As soon as I hear more, I’ll let you know.” 
 
     “Thanks, Tom.”  She hung up and replaced the cell on the night stand.  She then covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “What happened?” a groggy Jace asked.  She explained to him what she’d been told.   
 
    Mark ran a helicopter service in Twin Ponds.  He’d been a pilot during the Gulf War and was now a nature and hunting guide.  In emergencies, he flew the injured to the nearest hospital, which was two hours away in the town of Houlton. 
 
    “At least she’s in good hands,” Jace replied as he laid back down.  A few moments later, he was asleep. 
 
    Cammie stared out the window that overlooked Mkazawi Pond, unable to convince herself that she wasn’t responsible for Meredith’s seizure.  Her gut had told her to hold back, to not push so hard.  She’d disregarded it because she needed to lash out at someone.  To relieve her own fear and anger.  It was Meredith’s unlucky fate to be that emotional punching bag. 
 
    Knowing she’d never get back to sleep, she crept out of bed and padded into the kitchen.  There she set about making herself a cup of chamomile tea.  She then stood at the picture window that looked out over the pond.  Her mind raced in twenty different directions – towards Poppie, towards Meredith and Aubrey, towards Doc.  And finally towards that damned scrapbook.  Why had she even looked at the crappy thing?  Why couldn’t she have simply put Harry’s wallet down on the desk and walked away? 
 
    Because you’re nosy.  You always say it’s part of your job to be nosy, but you just can’t help yourself. 
 
    She sighed as she grappled with her guilt.  And silently offered up a prayer that Meredith would be okay.   
 
      
 
    Cammie dreaded calling Doc. With a few choice words, he would shred her for what he viewed as her uncaring attitude to an obviously sick woman.  But there was no way around it.  She needed to hear from him what happened.  She had no choice but to suck it up.   
 
    Drinking an extra cup of coffee to fortify her nerves, she willed herself to dial his number.   He answered on the third ring. 
 
    “She’s not dead, if that’s what you’re calling about,” he said in a weary voice. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Her nerves gave out. She was having severe heart palpitations, which led to hyperventilation.  Thank God I decided to check up on her on my way back from another case. I thought it best not to take any chances and had Mark fly us to Cary.” 
 
    “Are you sure you went with them? You sound too chipper.” 
 
    It was well known throughout Clarke County that Doc hated flying in Mark’s helicopter.  Every time he flew, the entire population could hear his cursing and screeching from the air.   
 
    “I’m too tired to be cranky.” 
 
    “Are you still at the hospital?” 
 
    “No.  I’m about ten minutes from home.  We were able to get her stabilized.  My colleague Dr. Foster is keeping an eye on her and will provide me with updates, which I’ll pass on to you.  
 
    “How long do you think she’ll be there?” 
 
    “They’re going to run a series of tests to make sure it wasn’t a heart attack.  If everything checks out, she’ll be released later this afternoon. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to hang up.  I need all my faculties to keep awake until I get home.” 
 
    Whew.  That wasn’t so bad. 
 
    A moment later he rang back. “I know you’re investigating a murder, but what you did to her – whether she’s guilty or not – was… All I can say is that I’m very disappointed in you, Cammie.”  He hung up. 
 
    His words sliced through her heart. They took the guilt she was already feeling and magnified it. She took a halting breath, then called Tom, who repeated pretty much what Doc had told her.  “I’ll keep you up to date,” he said before ending the call. 
 
    She replaced her phone in her pocket, took a last swig of coffee and deliberately pushed Doc’s words out of her mind. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at HQ, Cammie shared with Emmy and Rick what had transpired the night before.   
 
    “So that’s that.  We’ll see what condition she’s in when she and Tom get back.” 
 
    “Cam, do you honestly think she’s capable of killing Poppie?” Rick asked. “She’s been teetering on the edge ever since we met her.  You go after her and she completely falls apart.” 
 
    “There are two ways to look at that, Rick,” Cammie answered thoughtfully.  “We know the little mouse has a roar.  Look what she did to Aubrey’s books. Having said that, it’s easier to shred a bunch of books than to kill someone.  However, maybe she’s been on the edge because she did kill Poppie, and the guilt of what she did is tearing her apart.” 
 
    “I suppose.  But if you were to ask me which of the two is more capable of murder – my money is on Aubrey.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, my instincts are pointing that way too. I have a sense he’d do anything to protect his Magic Calico empire, including killing someone who might threaten it.” 
 
    “Speaking of Mr. Gardiner,” Emmy spoke up, “remember when you asked me to see if anything significant happened to him within the last six months?”  Cammie nodded.  “It turns out he’s nominated for the Newbery Medal.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s an annual award given by the American Library Association for the most distinguished contribution to American literature for children.  It’s a pretty big deal.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick exchanged looks.  “Do you think that’s what triggered Meredith’s attack on the Magic Calico books?” he asked. 
 
    “Could be.  But why should she get so upset?  It’s not like she’s competing with him for the award.” 
 
    “Kevin Baker said he was full of himself, which isn’t that big of a surprise. Maybe Meredith got angry because she knew he’d be even more unbearable.” 
 
    Cammie sat up in her chair. “Or maybe she got angry because she didn’t think he deserved it.”  
 
    “My mother saw him interviewed on TV once,” Emmy spoke up.  “She didn’t like him at all.  In fact, she’s convinced he doesn’t even like kids.” 
 
    “Yet, he’s making a killing from them,” Rick replied.  “Okay, so here’s the deal. Meredith knows what a complete ass he is. She may even know that he hates kids.  So when she finds out he’s nominated for this award, she hits the roof. Her emotions are already hanging by a thread. I can so see her going off the deep end and ripping his books to smithereens.  Heck, if my nieces and nephews didn’t like the stories so much, I’d never spend another cent on them myself.  Especially now having met the pompous butthead.” 
 
    “I also looked up the cell phone records for Meredith and Aubrey like you asked me to,” Emmy continued.  “It’s kinda sad when you look at Meredith’s.  At first I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, so I went back three months.  It’s the same.  Nobody called Meredith and the only person she called was Poppie.  Last month it went crazy.  She got over sixty calls from one particular number.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Cammie exclaimed. 
 
    “Nope.”  Emmy looked from one to the other.  “They were all from Aubrey.”  The two officers gasped.  “I double checked those numbers against Aubrey’s cell phone records and it’s a perfect match.” 
 
    “Why the hell would he call Meredith so many times?” Cammie asked aloud to herself.  “It doesn’t make sense.  Well, we’ll just have to see what she says when I confront her with all this new information.  Great job, Em.” 
 
    The young woman smiled as she got up and left the office.  Rick remained seated. “Is there anything else?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Well, there is. Kinda.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair.  “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Now, I don’t want you to get upset or anything.” 
 
    “I’ll get upset if you don’t tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and met her eye.  “Maybe I should go with you when you question Meredith.”  She raised an eyebrow. “Look, I’m not questioning your interrogation skills.  Hell, I learn something new every time I watch you.  But Meredith – well--”  
 
    “You think I overdid it.”  He hesitated, then nodded.  
 
    “Maybe just a smidgeon. I hope you’re not angry that I said anything.” 
 
    Cammie looked at him for a long moment, then sighed.  “Rick, I kept you on as deputy not only because you’re a good officer, but because you’re not a yes man.  I need you to tell me how it is, not how you think I want it to be.” 
 
    He nodded in relief.  “I know how private you are and all, but Emmy and I have been feeling there’s something else going on with you.  You know we’ve always got your back, no matter what.”    
 
    “I know that, Rick.  And I’m grateful for it.  As a matter of fact, there is something else going on.  Something that I’m still trying to figure out.”  She stood up. “But your point is well taken.  I’ll make sure I don’t let my personal matter interfere with the case, including how I question our suspects.”  She grabbed her jacket and pulled it on.  “I’m off on my rounds. See you in a few hours.” 
 
    Rick walked out into the foyer and sat down at his desk. Emmy looked up from her computer. 
 
    “The sheriff okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. She admitted there’s something going on with her that’s affecting how she deals with this case. She said she’s dealing with it though.” 
 
    “Well, at least someone in this office is smart enough to do that,” she said as she gazed at him. 
 
    He met her eye, then quickly looked away.  “I suppose,” he mumbled before he turned his attention to his computer. 
 
    Emmy inwardly sighed.  She was quickly reaching the conclusion that it was going to take a two by four to the back of Rick’s head to get him to stop wasting time and finally make a decision about them.  As the sheriff was fond of saying, it would soon be time to shoot, shit or dismount.  Yet at the same time, she feared that if she pushed, he’d run the other way.  At least in the limbo they were in now, she could continue to pretend that they’d end up together.  But that was no good either.  Gosh, what a mess.  Life sure wasn’t easy.  It would be so much easier if it came with an instruction manual. 
 
     
 
    Cammie drove around Twin Ponds, her words to Rick ringing in her ears.  What exactly was she doing to figure her situation out? If anything, she was letting her fears overwhelm her, to the point that it was interfering with her job.  And that, in her mind, was unforgivable. She put on music to try and drown out the thoughts in her head that she didn’t want to hear, but it was no use.  The voices would not be stilled.   
 
    As if her subconscious knew this matter with her mother and Harry had to be dealt with, she suddenly found herself driving near the beautifully scenic cemetery that lay on a hill overlooking Waban Pond.  She hadn’t been there since she’d buried her father almost two years before and she was surprised to find herself passing by its wrought iron gates.  Her first impulse was to continue past it.  She wasn’t sure she was in the mood to walk among the dead, to remember the stories of the people she’d known and guess at those she’d never met. But as the gates loomed up before her, she slowed down.  
 
    There was a serene quietude to the spectacular orange and red flamed trees surrounding the rows of headstones.  It was silent here, the only sounds the slight rustling of the dying leaves as they sprinkled down like flame colored snow upon the graves. Cammie stopped the Explorer. The cemetery beckoned her.  Telling her there was peace to be found here.  All she had to do was get out of her vehicle and enter. 
 
    She decided to do so.   
 
    It was a perfect autumn day, with a slight coolness to the air. The cemetery was empty, her only companions the birds that flitted from tree limb to tree limb. Moving among the tombstones, she passed by several from the mid-1800’s when the town was formerly founded by a group of loggers and their families.  However, way back in a corner of the graveyard, beneath a group of ancient oak trees were lichen stained stones where the writing had long ago faded away. Legend said these were the graves of the original founders of Twin Ponds – the real witches who escaped from Salem, Massachusetts during the infamous witch trials of 1692.  No one knew if the stories were true, but for as long as Cammie could remember, on Halloween night, a ritual was performed at these stones and at the top of Crow Mountain to honor the memory of those who fled the persecution and started a new life, safely hidden away in the dense, Maine wilderness. 
 
    She walked towards a copse of shrubs where a large rectangular gravestone stood.  This was where her parents were buried.  Carl and Caitlin Farnsworth were laid side by side, just as her mother had requested.   
 
    At the time of her death, Cammie was too young to understand why a woman who had essentially been emotionally abandoned by her husband would want to spend eternity lying next to him.  If it was her, she would have picked a spot as far away from him as possible. 
 
    It was her father’s death years later that brought her back to Twin Ponds.  Her first thought upon arriving was whether he’d left instructions to be buried elsewhere. He’d never acknowledged his abandonment of his family. Would he continue that abandonment in death? Thankfully, he left no changes to the location of his burial plot. Older now, and scarred by her own disastrous forays into the world of relationships, she followed her mother’s wishes and laid her husband next to her.    
 
    There was a large boulder that happened to face her parents’ grave.  Cammie leaned up against its cold surface and took in the white stone that had their names, dates of birth and death etched on them.  She idly wondered if they were there with her. The local shaman Paul Langevin certainly believed that spirits wandered the earth, explaining to her once why ghosts existed. 
 
    “Our lives are a collection of the choices we’ve made during that life.  We each come here with a set of lessons to learn. With each choice we make that allows us to learn one of those lessons, our energetic vibration goes up a notch.  With any luck, at your death, you will have learned whatever those lessons were.  You’ll leave your body in a state of peace.  But what about those who didn’t learn those lessons?  Who die in a state of anger, or sadness or are consumed with unfinished business?  Their vibration is very heavy.  It’s hard for them to see the doorway that gets them out of the earthly dimension and into a higher dimension.  Those folks are the ghosts we talk about and celebrate every Halloween.” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t sure how she felt about all of that.  Especially in light of her own parents.  She was convinced her mother had died of a broken heart because she’d loved a man too much.  She’d once thought that man was her father.  But now with the discovery of the letters, she wasn’t sure anymore.   
 
    “Did you really love Dad? Or did you die of a broken heart because you loved someone else? Was it all worth it, Mom?” Cammie asked aloud.  There was no answer. Just the chirping of the birds.  She waited a few moments longer, then sighed. “I guess it was stupid to think you’d even be here.  If I was a ghost, I’d be living it up in London or Paris, not stuck here in the wilderness. That is, if ghosts even exist, regardless of what Paul says.” 
 
    She stood up and was about to walk away, disgusted at herself for being so ridiculous, when the hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood up. A moment later, a stiff breeze blew up from the pond and ruffled her hair.   
 
    “Is that you, Mom?” she asked incredulously as the breeze abruptly stopped as quickly as it had started.  She paused, her senses on alert, waiting, hoping. But as the minutes ticked by, the world of the cemetery returned to its silent serenity.   
 
    This is crazy. It was just a breeze. Duh. The cemetery overlooks a body of water. You’re dumb to read anything otherworldly into it. 
 
    Yet, as she made her way back to the Explorer, she felt a weird sensation in her chest.  She put her hand up, trying to ascertain exactly what she was feeling.  There was no pain or anxiety.  Instead, it felt as though her heart was filling with a warm, sweet sensation.  
 
    Love.  It feels like love. 
 
     She stopped on the dirt path and looked back over her shoulder to her parents’ grave. It was then she had an experience that she knew she’d carry with her for the rest of her life.  A knowing came over her, as if words and emotions were imprinted onto her very skin.  For that one second in time, Cammie physically felt the answer to her question.  Tears stung her eyes as she hugged the words to her. 
 
    I had enough love for both. 
 
      
 
    By the time she returned to the office, she’d made up her mind that she was going to have to talk to Harry at some point.  Not out of fear or anger, but rather out of curiosity.  Driving back from the cemetery, she realized that her mother wasn’t just her mother.  She was another human being trying her best to live her life the best way she could with what she knew.  Cammie had no right to judge her, especially in light of her own roller coaster life. 
 
    Yet, although she didn’t know how, she knew her mother had somehow reached through the veil that separated the two worlds of the living and the dead and touched her.  Allowing her daughter to experience the depths of love she’d had for her husband and her lover.  Cammie was in awe.  It was in this sense of awe that she walked into HQ and met Emmy and Rick staring at her with a look of deep shock on their faces. 
 
    “You two look as though you’ve seen a ghost,” she laughed. 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Rick pointed down the hall.  “Go into your office.  Now.”  Cammie looked to Emmy and the young woman nodded.  Even her tiny dog Augustus, sitting in his little bed under Emmy’s desk peeked out and pointed his little nose towards Cammie’s office.  “Just go,” Rick prompted. 
 
    Intrigued by their strange behavior, Cammie did as they asked.  She walked down the short corridor, entered her office and came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said without thinking. 
 
    The petite, well dressed young woman turned away from the victim board she’d been studying and approached Cammie with her hand outstretched. 
 
    “You must be Sheriff Farnsworth. I’m Hannah Beresford.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was quite surprised to see myself up on your board,” she said as she came up to Cammie.  She saw the shocked look on the sheriff’s face and frowned.  “Is everything alright?  You look as astonished as your staff did when I introduced myself.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re dead.  Or at least we all thought you were.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyebrow went up in bemusement.  “As Mark Twain once said, the reports of my death are greatly exaggerated. Unlike my mother.”  She jerked her head towards the victim board.  “What happened to her?” 
 
    Ordinarily Cammie would have been sensitive to the victim’s family, trying to find the right words to soften the blow of their tragedy.  But Hannah’s manner, cold and matter of fact, left her feeling cold herself.  Especially in light of what had just occurred with her own mother back at the cemetery. 
 
    “She was shot in the back,” she replied succinctly. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Last Tuesday morning, between 5 and 8 am.” 
 
    At this point, most family members wept.  But Hannah just shrugged her shoulders.  “What goes around comes around.” 
 
    Taken aback by the young woman’s unfeeling attitude, she said, “It sounds as though the two of you didn’t quite get along.” 
 
    Hannah sat down opposite her while Cammie sat at her desk.  
 
    The young woman, who bore a close resemblance to Poppie, met Cammie’s eye.  “I hated my mother, Sheriff.  I’m only here to make sure she’s really dead.” 
 
    Cammie swallowed her shock at Hannah’s callous statement. “What happened to make you hate her so much?” 
 
    “Did you know her at all?” Cammie shook her head. “My mother had a talent for making everyone around her completely miserable. She was a hard woman. No compassion, no empathy, nothing. She considered those weaknesses. She was incredibly judgmental. No one could do anything right.  Daddy grew to hate her so much, he actually left the country after the divorce so he wouldn’t have to deal with her ever again.” At least Cammie now knew why he’d never returned their phone calls. “So why did you and your staff believe I was dead?” 
 
    Cammie got up and walked to the victim board where she took down the photo of Poppie and Hannah.  She turned it over and handed it to the young woman.  Hannah glanced down at it before handing the photo back to Cammie.  “Ah. Now I understand.” 
 
    Cammie pinned it back to the board.  “What happened on that Fourth of July?” 
 
    “That’s the day I walked out of the house, swearing I’d never speak to her again.  And I haven’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She killed my best friend.”  When she saw the look on Cammie’s face, she chuckled mirthlessly.  “She didn’t put the gun up to Willow’s head, but she might as well have.  You see, Willow was a very sensitive soul.  You looked at her cross eyed and she’d burst into tears.  I think the term for her these days would be hypersensitivity disorder. We met in high school. I felt sorry for her and took her under my wing.  She had a huge heart, but just had a hard time dealing with people.”  Her voice softened as she continued.  “I should have known better. I never should have invited her to spend spring break with us. But water always seemed to calm Willow.  At that time we lived on an estate in Greenwich, Connecticut that sat right on the Long Island Sound.  I thought the views would soothe her.”  She shook her head, her blonde hair swaying against her shoulders. “It’s a decision I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “What happened?” Cammie gently asked. 
 
     “Mother quickly sized up Willow. She was like a cat stalking its prey. She saw Willow’s weaknesses and went right for the jugular. She just wouldn’t let up in her criticisms of Willow – she had a word to say about everything – Willow’s clothes, her hair, her fingernail polish – nothing was good enough.  Willow just wanted to be accepted.  My mother knew that and used it to her advantage.  It got so bad, Mother and I had a huge blow-out.  Willow and I left the next day, but the damage had been done. What little self-esteem Willow had was shattered.  Two days after our return from Greenwich, she hung herself in her dorm room. I found the body.  It was horrifying.”  Her face hardened as she jerked her head back towards the victim board.  “Looks like karma to me.  Willow killed herself because of Mother and Mother was shot because all that bad energy she spewed out finally caught up to her.” 
 
    “Is that what caused the divorce?” 
 
    “It was the final straw.  Both Daddy and I turned our backs on her.” 
 
    “Did you know she’d moved to Mategwas?  It’s a small town about two hours from here.” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care.”  She paused for a moment, then asked, “What was she doing down here?” 
 
    “She was an avid bird watcher.  We’d had reports of a white crow and she and a friend came down to see if they could spot it.” 
 
    Hannah snorted derisively. “Bird watcher?  That’s new. When I was growing up, I found an injured robin on my way home from school.  I took it home and spent the whole night nursing it.  When I came home from school the next day, it was gone.  I asked my mother what happened to it and do you know what she said?  ‘Birds carry diseases.  So I got rid of it.’ I looked all over the yard for that bird.  What I finally found was a pile of bloodied feathers.  Whether she did it herself or a predator got to it, I still don’t know.  Our caretaker was the one who had to calm me down when I started to cry.  Don’t even get me started on how she treated him.”  Before Cammie could ask, she burst out, “We could never keep any servants.  She always found something wrong with them.  She actually accused Beau of stealing from her and sacked him right on the spot. I was fourteen years old. He was always so kind to me. I never got to say good-bye.”  Realizing she was getting too upset, Hannah pulled back.  She looked at Cammie and gave her that sad smile. “But that was my mother.” 
 
    “Do you think any of these servants she fired held a grudge?” 
 
    “You mean enough to track her down up here and kill her?  This was years ago. Sheriff.  I’d doubt it very much.  Mother never knew it, but Daddy not only found them other jobs, but also made sure to give them all excellent references.  They deserved gold medals for putting up with her.” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to provide a list of those names to my deputy.” 
 
    Hannah gave her a disdainful look. “You can’t honestly believe one of them killed my mother.  I told you, this was all years ago.” 
 
    “They need to be ruled out.” 
 
    “Oh, alright.” 
 
    “So you never spoke to her again after you left?” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “Did she try to contact you?” 
 
    “I have no idea.  I only use my cell, and I made sure she didn’t have my number.” 
 
    “Where do you live now?” 
 
    “I live in New York City. I’m a journalist. One of my colleagues saw a newspaper article on the death of my mother and brought it to my attention. I decided to come up here in person to make sure it’s true. Before you ask, I was working on a story on the day of her death.  These are several people who can attest to me being in Manhattan.” 
 
    Cammie opened the drawer of her desk and withdrew a photograph.  It was one she’d snapped at Poppie’s house.  She showed it to Hannah. 
 
    “What’s this?” the young woman asked. 
 
    “I took that at your mother’s house the other day.  That’s a shrine she made to you in her bedroom. From what I’ve been told, she always kept the photograph of you two that’s pinned up on the board with her. Many of the people I spoke to all agreed that she would spend hours looking at it.   Now I’m not a psychologist, but I think she was remorseful over how she treated you.  Her life was never the same when you walked out on her.” 
 
    Cammie took out another photograph and gave it to Hannah.  “I found this in her wallet.”   
 
    It was the quote.   
 
      
 
    Do as the heavens have done, forget your evil; With them forgive yourself. 
 
      
 
    Hannah quietly read the quote before turning her attention back to the picture of the shrine dedicated to her.  
 
    “I believe your mother was seeking redemption for what she’d done,” Cammie replied softly, wondering if her words would help Hannah realize that the woman she’d come to loathe was not the same woman whose life had been taken a few days before.  “She could only forgive herself if you forgave her first.”   
 
    Sadly, Hannah tossed both photographs back onto Cammie’s desk.  “Too late for that,” she said icily. 
 
    Cammie put the photographs back in her desk.  “The coroner is ready to release the body.” 
 
    Hannah reached into her purse, took out a checkbook and quickly made out a check.  She tore it out and handed it to Cammie.  “Burn the body and toss the ashes over the big pond I saw on my way here. It’s a pretty enough spot. The check should cover the costs. As to whatever belongings she brought down here on her visit, please give them away to someone in need. At least in death, she might be able to actually help someone.”  She stood up.  “I’m sorry you’re stuck trying to solve this. My mother was an evil woman. Maybe heaven can forget her evil.  But I can’t.”  She turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    Cammie watched her go, then glanced down at the check she still held in her hand.  It was more than enough to cover funeral expenses. She carefully folded it and placed it in her desk.  She then sat back in her chair and stared into space, going over what was to her a sad conversation with a very damaged daughter.  
 
    Hannah had tried to come off as cold and uncaring - her mother simply a chapter in her life that she’d closed years before.  But Cammie felt much of it was a façade.  Hannah was hurting.  She still carried the scars of a self-absorbed, narcissistic parent who had robbed her of what a parent was supposed to provide – a sense of safety, of being loved and cared for.  
 
    Before she could stop herself, her mind shifted to her own mother. She knew Caitlin had loved her.  But growing up, Cammie believed that her mother’s love for her father was stronger.  She remembered feeling like an intruder during the early years when they were still a couple.  It was definitely a case of two’s company, three’s a crowd.  She was convinced that Caitlin’s love for Carl undermined everything – including her love for her only child. Yet despite that, she couldn’t deny that, as a child, she did feel safe.  And cared for.  Which was more than Hannah ever had.  
 
    Which brought her back to Poppie.  Had the past reached out to take her life? Had she pushed someone too far, not realizing that the years had a way of building up anger and hate to the point where something had to give?  Something had to release the pressure of that all vitriol. What was the trigger? What was the last stone that brought down the dam? 
 
    She looked across the room to the quote pinned on the victim board.  It now made sense to her.  Heaven is supposed to forgive all, including the most heinous of crimes.  If Heaven could forgive Poppie, all she needed to do was to forgive herself.  
 
    But she hadn’t been given that chance.   
 
    Her killer decided she couldn’t be forgiven. And had meted out their own justice. 
 
    Cammie put her head down and rubbed her temples as the beginnings of a headache began to take hold.  She was still in this position when Rick poked his head in.  “I got that list of names from Hannah.” 
 
    She lifted her head. “Good.  Is it very long?” 
 
    “About ten names total.” 
 
    “We’ll divide it up between the three of us and start tracking them down.” 
 
      He came in and sat down in the chair Hannah had vacated. “If what Hannah said is even half true, no wonder someone shot Poppie.” 
 
    Cammie lifted a bemused eyebrow. “And you know that how?” 
 
    He shrugged sheepishly.  “Well, I went to make myself a cup of coffee and, your door was open, and she was pretty loud…” 
 
    She waved her hand at him.  “Don’t sweat it.  It saves me from having to tell you what she said.” 
 
    “I thought I was going to have a heart attack when she walked in.  This certainly puts a whole new spin on the case.” 
 
    “We know murder always has a spark that sets it in motion.  Sometimes it’s something that smolders away for years until something happens that releases that rage, or the spark is more recent.” 
 
    “Do you think it might have been one of the servants Hannah mentioned?” 
 
    “If it is, what took them so long to seek revenge?  Poppie’s been living in a town no one’s ever heard of for the past three years.  If they were angry at the way they were dismissed, why didn’t they go after her sooner?  And why would they need to if Mr. Beresford gave them all outstanding references?” 
 
    “So you’re thinking it’s something that happened recently.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m thinking something happened between Aubrey, Meredith and Poppie on the night of this so-called dinner that neither Meredith or Aubrey are willing to fess up to.  Unfortunately, Poppie can’t tell me what it is.  So I’m going to have to get it from them.”  She saw the worried look on Rick’s face and added, “Don’t worry. I’ll be more gentle with Meredith.  She’s obviously a woman who needs to be treated with kid gloves.”  She stood up.  “Let’s take a look at this list and get started on it.” 
 
    Rick  led the way to his desk and gave her the piece of paper.  There were the names of three men and seven women on it, with their job title next to each name.  Emmy, Cammie and Rick spent the rest of the afternoon at their respective computers, tracking down the servants.  By the end of the workday, they found that two on the list had died, two others had retired in the Connecticut area, one was still unaccounted for and three were now working in other professions throughout New York State, while two of the women were still in service in Greenwich. 
 
    “Great job guys,” Cammie said as she stood up to stretch her back and neck after being at the computer for several hours.  “First thing in the morning, we’ll call up these people and see what they can tell us about Poppie and more importantly, see if any of them made any trips up to Maine.  We’ll also dig further to see if we can find the caretaker, Baudelaire French.  He’s the only one we couldn’t track down.” 
 
    “I wonder what his mother was smoking when she named him,” Rick joked. 
 
    At that moment her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Tom. 
 
    “Just wanted to let you know I’m leaving the hospital now with Ms. Quigley.  She should be back at the inn no later than 6:30 tonight.” 
 
    “Terrific.  I’ll have Russell waiting at the inn to take over guard duty.” 
 
    She quickly dialed Russell and gave him his orders for the evening.  After hanging up, she turned to Rick.  “Tom is on his way back to Twin Ponds with Meredith.  Tomorrow I’d like you to come with me when I interview her.  Not,” she quickly added, “to make sure I don’t overdo it, but to add your considerable charm to the mix.  I have yet to meet a suspect who could resist that twinkle in your eye.  It’s one of this department’s well kept secrets.” 
 
    Rick beamed while Emmy rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    It was almost eight in the evening.  While Jace flopped on the couch and scrolled through the TV, Cammie was in the kitchen washing the dishes. With the renovation to the cabin, she was now the proud owner of the latest appliances, including a brand new dishwasher.  However, because it was just the two of them, she was still in the habit of washing up what amounted to two plates, two glasses and two sets of silverware.  From the living room came the trilling of her cell phone.  With her hands covered in suds, Jace grabbed it and brought it to her. 
 
    “It says unknown caller,” he said as she quickly dried her hands on a dish towel and grabbed it. 
 
    “Maybe it’s that sweepstakes that runs ads on TV telling me I won a million dollars.” 
 
    “What do you need a million dollars for when you’ve got me?” Jace quipped. 
 
    She made a face as she answered the phone. “Sheriff Farnsworth”  
 
    “Sheriff, this is Veronica Gardiner.  I need your help.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “It’s Aubrey. He went out this afternoon for a walk and has yet to return.  I’m afraid something has happened to him.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aubrey has a set schedule whenever he’s working on a new Calico novel,” Veronica explained to Cammie and Rick as they stood in the spacious living room.  “He begins at 8 am and works until eleven thirty when he stops for lunch.  He’ll then go back to the study and work until three when he goes for his walk.  He says these walks are necessary because that’s when he plots what he will be writing the next day.  He’s usually gone for about two hours, except for the fall and winter when he’s always back before it grows dark.  He should have been home hours ago.” 
 
    “Do you know where he goes on these walks?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Since we moved to the farm, he’s been walking the paths that run all around our property.  When he hadn’t returned by seven, I took a flashlight and tried to look for him, but I don’t know the property yet and I was afraid I’d get lost. I thought it best to return home and wait for him.   But as it grew later and he still hadn’t returned, I knew something wasn’t right. I tried calling him several times, but he didn’t pick up.  That’s when I called you.” 
 
    “Did you happen to see which direction he went in?” Cammie questioned. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.  I’d been outside raking leaves and was taking a shower when he left.”  She turned a worried face to the sheriff.  “What if he’s lost out there?  Or hurt?  Or God forbid, if he was attacked by the same person who killed Poppie--” Her voice caught and she couldn’t go on. 
 
    “Why do you think someone would attack him?” 
 
    Veronica threw her arms in the air.  “I don’t know!  There’s obviously a killer out there.  And a man walking alone in the woods would make a perfect target, wouldn’t he?”  She suddenly gasped as a thought occurred to her.  “Dear God, I hope it’s not some crazed fan who’s kidnapped him.” 
 
    “Does Aubrey have crazed fans?” Rick asked, doubtful that any ten year olds would be out looking to attack their favorite writer.  
 
    She shook her head.  “The world is so crazy these days.  Anything is possible.” 
 
    “We’ve been lucky that the nightly temperatures haven’t been as cold as they normally are this time of year,” Cammie spoke up.  “If he is hurt, we don’t have to worry about him succumbing to the cold.” 
 
    “I can’t bear the thought of him being out in the dark woods alone, or hurt.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best to find him.  We have some of the best trackers living in Clarke County.  If he’s out in the forest, they’ll find him.  In the meantime, can you give me a piece of clothing with his scent on it?  It will help the dogs in their search.” 
 
    “Of course.”   
 
    As Veronica went upstairs to fetch the clothing, Rick leaned in to Cammie and whispered “The bastard doesn’t deserve that woman’s concern.  Here she is, broken up over his disappearance, not knowing that he’s been doing the two step on her for six years with a woman who could pass for the Scarecrow from the Wizard of Oz without the costume.” 
 
    “Don’t be so judgmental,” Cammie admonished him.  “However, it does make you wonder why he decided to bolt at this particular moment.  Did he panic because I confronted him about his affair with Meredith?” 
 
    They quickly shut up when Veronica returned downstairs.  In her hand she held a blue pullover shirt.  “I pulled this out of the hamper.” 
 
    Cammie took the shirt.  “I’ll organize a search party.  I suggest you stay here in case Aubrey returns.” 
 
    “Please find him, Sheriff.” 
 
    Just as the two officers stepped outside, Cammie’s cell phone rang. She looked at the display.  “Oh oh.  It’s Tudor.  God knows what’s happened now.”  She swiftly answered it. 
 
    “I didn’t wake you, did I?” he asked.  Before she could respond, he blurted out, “I’ve been meaning to call you all day, but I had a group from North Dakota checking in.  Lord, how I love their accents.  This group is so funny and full of mischief and joie de vivre and--” 
 
    “Tudor, get to the point.  I’m in the middle of organizing a search party. Aubrey Gardiner has gone missing.” 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line.  “Oh my God!” he screamed into the phone.  “I really am psychic!  You know, I often get these feelings and thoughts that just pop into my head--” 
 
    “Tudor!” Cammie exclaimed in frustration. 
 
    “Sorry, Sheriff.  It’s just that here you are mentioning Aubrey Gardiner and he’s the reason I’m calling you.” 
 
    Cammie abruptly called Rick over and put the call on speaker.  “Is Aubrey there with you now?” 
 
    “No. He left hours ago. But he was quite rude. He insisted on seeing Ms. Quigley, demanding I tell him her room number.  He was so belligerent, I didn’t dare tell him.  Not that she was here anyway.  I tried to tell him that, but he refused to believe me.  He started making a scene, something I will not tolerate in my establishment.  I finally had to threaten to call you.  That made him leave.” 
 
    “What time was that?” 
 
    “I know he arrived before my North Dakota party, so it had to be around 3:30.  I finally got him out the door at 4:00, just in the nick of time.  He was no sooner out the door before my guests arrived. And thankfully before Ms. Quigley arrived. My God, she looks like the walking dead. No pun intended. I just thought you should know how nasty he was.  He was bound and determined to see that poor woman.” 
 
    “Did he happen to say where he was going when he left?” 
 
    “No. He stomped out of here, insulted that I wouldn’t cooperate.” Tudor sniffed contemptuously.  “As if I would allow myself to be bulldozed by the likes of him, even if he is a famous author.  Why, I once had the honor of understudying the understudy to Kenneth Branagh in a production of Henry V. It was the summer of 1990 and we were performing in Birmingham--” 
 
    “Call me ASAP if Aubrey shows up,” Cammie said and promptly hung up. 
 
    “The plot thickens,” Rick said. 
 
    “Yes it does. We’ll get some of the men to scour the farm, but I doubt they’ll turn up anything.  If Aubrey was here, his car would be in the driveway.  But if we don’t do something, Veronica will have a heart attack.  Inform Mark to take to the air as soon as it gets light.  Meanwhile I’ll call the trackers and let them know what to expect in the morning.” 
 
    While Rick stepped away to place the necessary call, Veronica suddenly emerged from the house. 
 
    “Sheriff!” she called out.  “Aubrey’s been found!” 
 
    “That was quick,” Cammie muttered under her breath as Veronica approached them.  “I just received a phone call from a Mr. Bruce Zevon.  He tells me he’s the proprietor of Zee’s Bar and Grille?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I feel so stupid and I’m so sorry to have wasted your time.  It seems Aubrey has been there since early evening, drinking.  He’s now so inebriated that Mr. Zevon kindly called to ask me to pick him up.” 
 
    “I’ll do that for you,” Cammie volunteered. 
 
    “Oh I couldn’t let you do that.  I’ve imposed enough on you as it is.” 
 
    “Believe me, it’s no trouble.  I know these roads better than you do.  I’ll just pop over there and be back here before you know it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  Cammie nodded.  “Thank you so much.  I honestly don’t know how to thank you.  Aubrey has never done anything like this before, which is why it never occurred to me to look for him downtown.” 
 
    “It can’t be easy being a best-selling author.  You’re only as good as your last book, isn’t that right?  The fact that he has to consistently come up with great plots must be stressful.” 
 
    Veronica tilted her head.  “He always makes it look so easy, but you may be right.  It may be more stressful than I ever imagined.” 
 
    They waited until Veronica returned to the house before Cammie turned to her deputy.  “There’s no sense in you coming with me to Zee’s.  Why don’t you head on home?  I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Cam.  If he’s as drunk as Zee says he is, you may need some help with him.  Especially if he’s one of those guys who gets nasty when they drink.  He was already out of control at Tudor’s.” 
 
    “He’s been so annoying, I wouldn’t mind him getting nasty.  Gives me the perfect excuse to smack him upside the head.”  She looked at his expression and laughed.  “I’m only kidding.  Bill would kill me if Aubrey ended up suing the Sheriff’s Department.” 
 
    Bill Barnes was Twin Ponds’ mayor. He was known to be cheap; every year Cammie had to jump through hoops to get her staff a decent raise. 
 
    “Okay.  But if he gives you any trouble, don’t go all Wonder Woman on him.  Call me.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  Wonder Woman.  I like that.” 
 
    Rick rolled his eyes.  “Dear God, I think I’ve just created a monster.” 
 
      
 
    It was close to 10:30 when Cammie arrived at Zee’s.  There were still a handful of patrons inside the establishment -- a group of men playing pool in the back room, and two couples sitting before the unlit stone fireplace enjoying the last of their late night meal.   
 
    As Cammie entered, she swept her eyes over the room and quickly found her quarry.  The couples greeted her as she passed them on her way towards the far corner of the bar where Aubrey lay slumped over the counter, the sounds of low snoring drowned out mercifully by the voice of Tom Petty singing Refugee from the jukebox. 
 
    Zee was in his usual spot behind the bar, and nodded to her as she came up. 
 
    “Pitiful,” she said as she looked at the sleeping author gurgling contentedly out of the corner of his mouth, oblivious to the world around him. 
 
    “What’s the world coming to when a best-selling author can’t hold their liquor?” Zee commiserated. 
 
    “Did he say anything while he was getting plastered?” 
 
    “Besides announcing to the world what a jerk he really is by demanding very loudly to be served before everyone else?  I was lucky none of the guys decided to take a swing at him.” 
 
    “I hate people who think they’re entitled.” 
 
    “Thank God tonight was one of those rare nights we didn’t have any kids in here.  Don’t even want to think about their sad little faces if they saw or heard the creator of Magic Calico behaving like such a bozo.” 
 
    She turned an eye to Zee.  “You’ve heard of Magic Calico?” 
 
    “You’d have to be living under a rock not to have heard of Magic Calico.” 
 
    “Right,” she muttered.  She slid into the chair next to Aubrey and gave his shoulder a shake.  “Yo, earth to Aubrey Gardiner.  Wake up.  It’s time to go home to the wifey poo.” 
 
    Zee chuckled.  “Wifey poo?  Is that in the police manual?” 
 
    “Whatever works.”  She gave the man another shake, this one harder and less compassionate. “Aubrey, wake up!” He mumbled something under his breath as he lifted his head, squinted at her, then put his head back down.   
 
    “It’s time to call in the reinforcements,” Zee announced as he turned and entered the tiny supply room behind the bar.  Thinking he was going to get some of the guys in the pool room to come out and help move Aubrey, she saw that he instead came back with a large glass pitcher in his hand.  He filled it from the sink behind the bar then approached the sleeping man.   
 
    “If you don’t want to get your uniform wet, I suggest you step back.” 
 
    Ordinarily Cammie would have suggested a nicer, less intrusive way to revive an unconscious drunk.  But the little black spot in her soul that sometimes egged her on to do things she really shouldn’t reared its ugly head, anticipating the reaction when the irritating little man was drenched in a cascade of cold water. 
 
    “Go for it,” she said when she was far enough away.  Zee lifted his arm and tipped the pitcher.   
 
    “Geronimo!” he announced as the water splashed down over Aubrey’s head and shoulders. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” the man shrieked as he jerked away, his movement so sudden, he fell to the floor.  Cammie walked over to him, deftly catching a dish towel Zee tossed to her.  She handed it to a visibly upset Aubrey. 
 
    “What the hell did you do that for?” he demanded, slurring his words as he wiped his head with the towel. 
 
    “It was the only way to wake you up.”  He muttered a string of curse words under his breath as he struggled to his feet.  Cammie put her hand under his arm and helped him up.  “When you’re done insulting me and my ancestors, we’ll walk out to my Explorer where I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    He blindly pushed her away.  “I don’t need you taking me anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re in no condition to drive.  If you put even one pinkie behind the wheel of your car, I’m arresting you for DUI.” 
 
    He glared bleary-eyed at her.  “Says who?” 
 
    “Says the Sheriff. Now come on. Veronica is worried sick.” 
 
    His demeanor changed at the sound of his wife’s name.  “I never meant to worry her.” 
 
    “You can explain it to her.  Now come on.”  She put her hand under his arm and forcefully guided him out of the restaurant.  After depositing him in the back seat of the Explorer, she climbed into the driver’s seat and took off. 
 
    She’d deliberately volunteered to drive Aubrey home, hoping to use his inebriation to get the answers she was looking for.  Before he could pass out again, she asked, “Why did you drink so much tonight?  Veronica says you’re not much of a drinker.  Does it have to do with Meredith?” 
 
    She glanced in the rear view mirror. His eyes were closed and his head was slumped on the back of the seat.  Damn it, he was out again. She decided to try anyway. “Come on, Aubrey,” she urged in a louder voice.  “You can talk to me.  Are you afraid Meredith is going to tell Veronica you two were sleeping together?” 
 
    “Can’t leave well enough alone,” he muttered.  “Bitch just can’t leave well enough alone.” 
 
    “Who’s the bitch? Meredith? Veronica? Poppie?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t trust me.  I promised, dammit.  Just wouldn’t trust me.  Never did. Never will.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t trust you, Aubrey?” Cammie persisted. 
 
    “No one.”  He fell silent for a moment and she thought he’d passed out again.  Suddenly, he yelled so loudly that Cammie jumped, almost driving the Explorer off the road.  With his arms flailing about, he railed, “I’m somebody, you know that?  I worked hard to be somebody! That award is mine. No one is going to take it away from me.  Screw them all!  They deserve to die.  They all deserve what they get.”  He then fell against the back seat.  It wasn’t long before the Explorer was filled with his loud snoring.  But it was enough for Cammie. 
 
    Did Aubrey just confess, in a convoluted way, to killing Poppie?  It certainly wouldn’t hold up in a court of law.  And it wasn’t enough to arrest him. Yet. But this could very well be the break in the case she’d been looking for.  Although alcohol made people say stupid things, it also, in Cammie’s experience, took away the walls that people built up around themselves.  They were able to say things that they’d never say when sober – when the filters were firmly in place. 
 
    The Newbery Award seemed to be right in the middle of all this.  And Aubrey’s insistence that he deserved it, as well as all the accolades he’d accumulated over the years.  Had Poppie not thought he deserved it?  Was that why she’d been killed?  Was that why Aubrey had insisted on seeing Meredith at the Inn that day? Did she know something that he needed to keep hidden?  Would she have become his next victim? 
 
    “Thank God Meredith had that panic attack,” Cammie whispered to herself as she pulled up the driveway to Aubrey’s farmhouse.  “It may have saved her life.” 
 
    The more she thought about Aubrey, the more her loathing for the man grew.  By the time she arrived at the farmhouse, it was all she could do not to strangle him. 
 
    Veronica was keeping watch out the front window.  She’d no sooner parked in the driveway before the woman was out the door and hurrying towards the Explorer.  Cammie got out of the vehicle and blocked her. 
 
    “He’s passed out on the back seat.  However, I’d like to ask you two questions before we bring him into the house.” 
 
    Veronica stared at her in shock.  “You mean right now?  It can’t wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    “They’re quick questions.” Before Veronica could refuse and before her conscience could reel her in, she asked, “Did you know Aubrey invited Poppie and Meredith to dinner here the night you were at the Autumn Harvest Festival in Mategwas?  Did you also know Aubrey was going to Meredith’s house for six years, on the Tuesdays and Thursdays you were out?” 
 
    By the look on Veronica’s face, it was obvious she didn’t.  She stared at Cammie in disbelief.  Her mouth moved several times, but no words came out.  Finally, she managed to say, “I really need to get him inside.” She opened the back door to the Explorer and found him sprawled across the seat. 
 
    “You’re going to need help,” Cammie said.  “He’s like a dead weight.” 
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
    But it was soon apparent that she couldn’t.  Seething with resentment, but realizing she had no choice, she allowed Cammie to assist.  Between the two women, they managed to get Aubrey out of the car and into the house. 
 
    “There’s a guest room down here.  We can put him there.” 
 
    Grateful she didn’t have to lug the half conscious man up the flight of stairs, Cammie and Veronica struggled down the hallway to an open door.   
 
    It was a small bedroom painted in colonial blue.  The full size bed with the matching blue quilt lay centered against the far wall.  Cammie and Veronica got him to the edge of the bed where, with careful maneuvering, they were able to lay him down.   
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff,” Veronica replied stiffly as she began to slip off Aubrey’s shoes.  
 
    Cammie took her leave.  It was obvious she’d offended Veronica with her questions, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted Aubrey’s wife to know the truth about the man she’d married.  Especially in light of what he’d said in the Explorer. 
 
    Cammie reached the front door and was about to leave when she glanced over her shoulder and saw another door across the living room standing open. Looking behind her to make sure Veronica was still in the guest bedroom, she hurried over to the door and peeked inside.   
 
    Although the lights were off and the only illumination came from the lamps in the living room, Cammie realized this was Aubrey’s study.  Taking out her flashlight from her police belt, she quickly shone it around, knowing it was only a matter of minutes, maybe even seconds, before Veronica appeared. 
 
    There was a desk with a laptop computer on it.  Unfortunately it was turned off and she didn’t have time to turn it on.  Shining the flashlight about, she saw a bulletin board with what appeared to be bullet points on it.  Stepping closer, she skimmed through the writing and realized these were plot points for the newest Magic Calico book.  Each plot point was checked off, which Cammie guessed he’d incorporated into his story.  What caught her attention was the last bullet point on the list.  There were a series of question marks, as if he didn’t know what came next.  Veronica had said something about his routine of taking walks to flesh out ideas.  Could this be why there were question marks?  Because he’d gone drinking instead of thinking up what came next in the Calico story?  
 
    Fearing she’d be caught, but reluctant to leave such a treasure trove of possibilities to explain Aubrey’s behavior, she began to quietly rummage through his desk.  She was so caught up in her investigation that she almost failed to hear Veronica’s step on the hard wood floor.  She swiftly turned off the flashlight and cursed herself for being so nosy.  She looked around for a hiding place and her heart froze. Veronica was heading right towards the study and there was nowhere to hide. 
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    Cammie frantically looked around, but the room was too dark to see if there were any nooks she could squeeze herself into.  No excuses to why she was in there came to mind and she cursed herself again for jeopardizing the investigation. Damn it, she knew better than this!  
 
    The footsteps grew closer.  At the last minute, she rolled Aubrey’s chair away from the desk, scooted behind it and moved the chair back.   
 
    She held her breath. 
 
    Veronica drew closer. 
 
    Would she see the sheriff hiding under the desk once she turned on the light? 
 
    Damn, damn, damn! 
 
    Veronica came up to the door.  Instead of entering the study, however, she went into the room next door.  Cammie heard the sound of a cabinet opening and things being moved around. Guessing Veronica was in the bathroom, she soon understood why. The faint yet unmistakable sound of retching from the other side of the house reached her. Aubrey was physically exorcising his forage into the world of hard liquor.   
 
    Veronica appeared to have found what she was looking for because she turned off the bathroom light and retreated down the corridor towards the guest bedroom. 
 
    Knowing how close she’d come to being caught and sending the investigation up in smoke, Cammie waited until she was sure Veronica was with Aubrey. Then, praying her luck would continue to hold, she dashed across the living room and out the front door. 
 
    She climbed into the Explorer and turned on the ignition.  If Veronica noticed she was still there, she’d pretend she’d had a phone call.  However, despite the sound of the engine turning over, there was no sign of Veronica. 
 
    He must be vomiting up a lung, she thought as she turned the Explorer around in the driveway and drove away. 
 
    On the way home, her mind was occupied with the several puzzle pieces that had presented themselves.  She had a lot to think about, and it kept her busy all the way home.   
 
    She put it aside until she and Jace went to bed. Once he was asleep, she resumed her thinking as she stared up at the ceiling.  Suddenly a piece flew into place that made so much sense she was surprised she hadn’t seen it before. Only Meredith could confirm if she was on the right track.  
 
    If she’d talk. 
 
      
 
    Her hopes of using Rick to charm Meredith were dashed when he was called out that morning on a fender bender.  Cammie had no choice but to fall back on Plan B. 
 
    “I have a full day of patients,” Doc complained when she showed up at his house and asked him to accompany her to see Meredith. 
 
    “What time is your first patient?” 
 
    “At 9 o’clock.” 
 
    “That gives you an hour and a half to come with me.” 
 
    Thankfully by the time she’d arrived, he was up and had already had his first cup of coffee.  Without that cup, she knew he wouldn’t be speaking to her.  Without that cup, he wouldn’t even have answered the door once he saw who was on the other side. 
 
    “Ask Rick.  Isn’t that what you pay him for? To put up with your unreasonable demands?” 
 
    She breathed through her nose, trying her best to tamp down her impatience.  “He’s out on a call. Besides Doc, I need you there.  She trusts you.” 
 
    “Of course she does,” he retorted.  “I’m not the one who gave her the seizure.” 
 
    “Look, I’ve apologized a gazillion times for that. I overdid it. I promise you, it won’t happen again. But she won’t believe that promise unless you’re there.” Before he could respond, she told him just what she wanted to question Meredith about. 
 
    “That’s about as plausible as me getting married. Again. For the fifth time.  To a woman.” 
 
    Cammie dug her nails into the palms of her hands.  She then went into a longer explanation of how she’d reached that conclusion, all the time eyeing the clock and growing desperate at how fast the hands were moving.  “You know I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t honestly believe I needed you there.  There’s a murder investigation at stake here.” 
 
    She saw Doc mulling it over and held her breath.  She almost screamed out a cheer when he relented. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll go, if only to make sure you don’t overstep your bounds again.  But if I’m late for Mrs. Hennessey, you’ll never get one of my home cooked meals again.” 
 
    “Mrs. Hennessey, as in ‘the world owes me because my husband left me and I will never stop complaining about it because you all need to be as unhappy as I am’.  That Mrs. Hennessey?” she asked as she tried to unobtrusively guide him towards his front door. 
 
    “Yes, that Mrs. Hennessey.  If I’m even so much as a nanosecond late, I have to spend the entire appointment listening to her carp about everything.  Including my excellent medical skills.” 
 
     “Then why do you continue to see her?” Cammie asked as she grabbed his doctor’s bag and jacket and held them out to him. 
 
    “Because I am a doctor with a heart. I understand her distress.  Even if I don’t want to hear about it.”  
 
    “Is she really that bad?” Cammie questioned as she managed to get him into the foyer. 
 
    Doc eyed her. “Have you ever heard that woman when she actually has something to complain about? It’s worse than fingernails on a chalkboard. She would make my life a living hell, which means I’d make your life a living hell.”  She’d finally gotten him out on his front porch.  She was closing the door behind them when he snapped, “Will you please stop dawdling and hurry up?  I haven’t got all day, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Meredith looked terrified when Cammie entered her room.  Her face relaxed somewhat when she saw Doc following.   
 
    Although she’d only been in the hospital for half a day, she still looked as though she’d been through hell and back.  The skin sagged on her pale, colorless face. She’d lost even more weight and it showed. Her eyes held the look of a terrified animal. Cammie instantly knew there was something else going on here, more than just the memory of an uncomfortable interview with law enforcement. She looked like a woman whose deepest, darkest secret was about to be revealed.  Its release, however, would not offer comfort or relief.  It would only cause more fear and trauma. 
 
    Meredith was seated on the small sofa at the far side of the guest room.  Cammie pulled up one of the chairs and sat opposite her while Doc did the same. 
 
    “I need to apologize to you for the way I treated you the last time we spoke,” Cammie began softly.  “I’m afraid I had something else come up that day that so upset me, I took it out on you.  That was unprofessional and uncalled for and I hope we can get past it. The only excuse I can offer is that we’re all human, including police officers.”  Meredith glanced at Doc.  “Doc’s here to make sure I behave myself,” Cammie added. 
 
    “The sheriff really needs your help,” Doc replied. 
 
    She looked from one to the other, hugging the decorative pillow from the sofa close to her chest.   
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t mean what you said,” she finally said.  Cammie inwardly breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “The doctors prescribed medication to help calm me.  I’m afraid I’ve always suffered from nervous anxiety my entire life.  This situation with Poppie has only made my anxiety worse.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Despite what you see on television, many people never have to face a murder in their lifetime.  It’s not easy.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “We came by today because a couple of things have come up that I hoped you could clarify for me.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” she replied. Cammie noticed she tightened her grip on the pillow. 
 
    “I thought you’d like to know that Hannah Beresford is very much alive.” 
 
    Meredith jerked her head up and stared wide eyed at Cammie.  “What?” she exclaimed. 
 
    Cammie shared parts of her conversation with Hannah, leaving Meredith in stunned silence.  After a few minutes, the emaciated woman found her voice.  “I can’t believe Poppie was so – I never saw her like that with anyone whenever we were together.” 
 
    “Her daughter completely turning her back on her was enough of a trauma that it broke her in some way,” Doc gently explained. “She retreated from the world as far away as she could, in this case to the town of Mategwas.  It was the only way for her to continue functioning.” 
 
    Meredith put her hand to her mouth.  “My God, how sad.” 
 
    “Did you ever go inside Poppie’s house?” 
 
    “Now that I think about it, I don’t believe I ever did.  She either came to my house or was waiting by the front door whenever I arrived to pick her up.  Many times the group met up at a designated spot to go bird watching.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about Kevin Baker?” 
 
    Meredith looked a little surprised that Cammie was asking about him.  “He’s a retired accountant who became part of our group shortly after it was formed.” 
 
    “Did you ever get the sense that he was attracted to Poppie?” 
 
    For the first time since Cammie and Doc arriving, she smiled.  “Oh it was obvious that he liked Poppie.” 
 
    “How did Poppie react to it?” 
 
    “Poppie was a very attractive woman.  Kevin wasn’t the only one who would have liked to spend time with her. There were several men in town, including married ones, who found her pleasant. There was something about her that appealed to them – a sense of hurt and sadness buried deep inside that made them want to protect her.  Even I believed I had to somehow look after her.  We all thought it was because she’d lost her daughter.” 
 
    “Do you think Kevin or any of those men tried to take their acquaintance with her to the next level?” 
 
    “If they did, I’m convinced she put a stop to it quickly.  As I said to you earlier, Sheriff, there were boundaries around Poppie that people knew not to cross.” 
 
    “How did you and Kevin get along?” 
 
    Meredith shrugged. “Fine.  We’d see each other around town, as well as on our bird watching excursions.  It was more of a hello, how are you type of friendship.” 
 
    “How did he and Poppie get along?” Meredith opened her mouth to answer, then quickly shut it.  “Please tell me what you know,” Cammie responded calmly.   
 
    “Are you thinking Kevin had something to do with Poppie’s death?” she asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “We’re simply gathering information on everyone who knew Poppie.  What you may think is unimportant may be a huge help to us.” 
 
    Meredith nervously plucked at the pillow’s trim that she still kept pressed up against her chest, as if this offered some sort of protection against Cammie’s questions. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure this is one of those unimportant things.  Kevin just isn’t the type to hurt anyone.  Why, he’s been known to go out in all hours and in all types of weather to help track down a missing pet or farm animal.” 
 
    “Then I’m sure we’ll be able to simply check him off our list of potential witnesses.” Or suspects, Cammie thought, but did not say.  “I can’t do that until you tell me what you know.”  
 
    “About two weeks before our trip to Twin Ponds, Poppie called the group together.  She’d heard that a male vermilion flycatcher was spotted near Trendle Lake, so we scrambled to get down there.”  When she saw the questioning looks on Cammie and Doc’s face, she continued. “Vermilion flycatchers are a brilliant red feathered bird generally found in the southern part of the United States, Mexico and South America.  To see one this far north is a very rare treat.  Naturally the whole group hurried to the lake and scattered throughout the woods, trying to catch a glimpse of it.  I was walking on a deer track that runs along the shores of the lake when I heard raised voices.  At first I thought someone was hurt and I hurried along.  When I drew closer, I realized it was Poppie and Kevin.  They were arguing.” 
 
    “Did you hear the reason for their argument?” Doc asked.  Cammie glanced at him in surprise, but she could see by the look on his face that he’d become caught up in the story.  She inwardly smiled as she turned her attention back to Meredith. 
 
    “It had something to do with a promise Poppie made to Kevin.  I never heard what the promise was, but it seemed clear that she was reneging on it, which made him very upset.  He kept trying to convince her to change her mind, but she refused.  He pushed and pushed until I heard her yell at him to leave her alone.  She then took off through the marsh grass.  I peeked over the grass and saw him clenching and unclenching his fists before he took off in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “You never asked her about this?” Cammie questioned. 
 
    “As we were all getting ready to leave, I asked her if she was alright. She seemed preoccupied and out of sorts.  She tried to tell me it was because she was disappointed she hadn’t seen the flycatcher. I knew that wasn’t true, but I didn’t push her on it.” 
 
    “Did you ever know Aubrey to drink to excess?” 
 
    Meredith blinked in surprise at the sudden change in topic.  “Um, no, not really.  The most I ever saw him drink was one glass of white wine.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Did you know that Aubrey was here at the inn yesterday?  He made a nuisance of himself, insisting he had to see you. Tudor refused to give him your room number.  He became so disruptive, Tudor threatened to call us.  That’s when he left.  Why do you suppose he did that?” 
 
    A wariness crept over Meredith’s face as she hugged the pillow to her even tighter.  If she kept pulling, she’d end up tearing the pillow in two. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” she murmured. 
 
    “Is it because he needed to make sure you didn’t tell me the truth about Magic Calico?” 
 
    She shifted on the sofa.  “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Cammie leaned forward. “You’re the true creator of Magic Calico, aren’t you?  And the reason he visited you Tuesday and Thursday evenings for several years was because he needed your help to plot the stories.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did he sleep with you to make sure you cooperated?  Did he promise to pay you, but never did? When he was nominated for the Newbery Medal, did he suddenly decide he didn’t need you anymore and blew you off?  Is that why you tore apart your copies of the Magic Calico books?” 
 
    Meredith looked as though she were about to have another full blown anxiety attack.  “It’s alright, Meredith,” Cammie continued in a gentle, compassionate voice.  “There’s nothing illegal about that.  Whatever you and Aubrey decided about the Calico books is between the two of you.   But as part of this investigation, I need to know the truth.” 
 
    Meredith passed a trembling hand over her pale face.  Doc started to rise from his chair to grab his medical bag, but she put her hand out.  “It’s alright, Dr. Westerfield.  I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded.  “It’s just that it’s not easy to be confronted with the truth of what a complete fool I’ve been.” Cammie remained silent as Meredith gathered her thoughts.  “It was shortly after Aubrey and Veronica moved to Mategwas.  He began to stop in at the library to do research for a series of books he was writing.  They weren’t doing very well and one day he admitted as much to me.  I suggested he try his hand at writing a children’s book. There were several popular ones out there, especially those dealing with the world of magic.  He’d never considered that before.  It was a quiet day. I wasn’t busy, so as a lark, we tried to come up with a suitable character.  Magic Calico was my idea.  I would have forgotten about it, except that Aubrey showed up on my doorstep that evening, telling me he couldn’t get the character out of his head.  We brainstormed the plot for the first book – or rather I did while Aubrey took notes.” 
 
    “That didn’t make you suspicious?” Doc asked. 
 
    “He said this would be a marvelous story to tell his nephew, who loved magic and wizards and witches and goblins.  Besides, he was writing murder mysteries at the time.  It never occurred to me that he would actually publish my story.  When the book appeared, I was livid.  I threatened to tell everyone the truth. It was then he promised that if the books made money, he’d share the proceeds with me.” 
 
    “Did he?” Cammie asked. Meredith blushed and the sheriff knew exactly what Aubrey had done. He’d taken advantage of her lack of self-esteem. He’d taken her to bed, feeding her fragile ego while all the time siphoning off her ideas and passing them off as his.  It made Cammie’s loathing for the man simmer into a deep hatred. 
 
    She shook her head.  “He paid for repairs around my home and bought me a new car when mine died. But I never saw the financial rewards he kept promising to give me.  I suppose I justified it by believing that although the ideas were mine, he did the actual work of writing them all out.”  
 
    “Why did he break it off with you?” 
 
    “It was that damned award,” she lashed out angrily.  “He came over to tell me about the nomination for the Newbery Award.  He’d always been a bit arrogant, but I’d never seen him the way he was that evening.  He actually pranced around my living room, telling me he didn’t need me anymore.  I could tell the world the truth, but no one would believe me.  I was a nobody, while he was a world famous writer.”  She wiped a tear from her eye.  “It was the worst night of my life. What could I say? Who would believe me?” She paused. “The funny thing is that he began calling me again last month, begging me to forgive him. It seems he tried writing the newest Calico book, but found he couldn’t do it without my help.”  She tried to smile through her tears.  “It should have made me feel good that he still needs me.  But it only broke my heart.” 
 
    “When did Poppie find out that you’re the creator of the Calico character?” 
 
    “Shortly after I joined her group, she came over to pick me up so we could go birding.  I still had the notes from the night before sitting on my coffee table.  She took one look at them and immediately guessed what was going on.  I lied to her, telling her he was compensating me just to calm her down.” 
 
    “Obviously she eventually discovered that wasn’t true,” Doc said. 
 
    Meredith nodded.  “On our trip to Twin Ponds, she asked me what I thought Aubrey’s chances were of winning the Newbery.  Just the mention of it got me so upset, I started to cry. It was then I told her the truth.”   
 
    “And it all came to a head at the dinner the night before Poppie was killed?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I’d never seen her so upset.  As soon as we arrived, she called Aubrey and told him we were going to his farm that night to discuss a very important matter. We were barely through the door before she tore into him, threatening to expose him if he didn’t pay me half of the royalties he’d earned.” 
 
    “That’s quite a bit of money.” 
 
    “Yes it is.  I didn’t really want or need that much, but Poppie was adamant.  I needed to get paid for essentially creating the books for him.” 
 
    “What was Aubrey’s reaction to this?” 
 
    “Naturally he didn’t take kindly to it.  He tried to argue with her, but she wouldn’t listen.  We all finally agreed that I would get 30% of his royalties.  Poppie actually wrote it down, had us both sign it and she witnessed it.  She warned him that if he didn’t follow through, she’d expose him to the world.  As added insurance, she recorded the conversation.” 
 
    Cammie caught her breath.  “Does Aubrey know this?” 
 
    “No.  She didn’t trust that he wouldn’t pull some legal mumbo jumbo to get out of the contract, so she hid the recorder in her pocket.” 
 
    “Where is the tape and contract now?” 
 
    “She had me put them in the safe in Mr. Montgomery’s office.  She thought that would be the safest place for it.” 
 
    “And you’re sure Aubrey doesn’t know about the tape?” Cammie repeated. 
 
    “I certainly didn’t tell him. And I don’t think Poppie would have said anything.  To be honest, I believe she would have relished the truth coming out.” 
 
    “How was Aubrey when you left the farm that night?” 
 
    “He was calm.  Even contrite that he’d treated me so badly.” 
 
    “How did you feel about what Poppie did?” Doc asked. 
 
    “I was grateful and in awe.  That’s why I could never have killed her.  She was willing to fight for me.  No one has ever done that before.”  
 
    Cammie shifted in her seat.  “Why do you think Aubrey moved away from Mategwas?” 
 
    “It was part of his belief that he didn’t need my help anymore. He was looking for a fresh start where he’d be the sole creator of the Calico books.” 
 
    “Did Veronica know about any of this?” 
 
    “I doubt it. I don’t think he could have lived with her disappointment and disgust over his dishonesty.” 
 
    “Did Aubrey ask you to pretend you and Poppie had gone over there to have dinner with him and Veronica?” 
 
    She nodded.  “He was terrified the truth about Calico and our financial arrangement would get out.  It seemed easier to just pretend we’d simply gone over there to have dinner together.” 
 
    Cammie met her eye.  “Despite everything he did to you, you still love him, don’t you?  That’s why you couldn’t tell me what was going on.” 
 
    Her eyes watered. “I’m such a cliché, aren’t I? The lonely, ugly woman desperate for attention from any man.  I never believed I’d become that caricature.” She looked up at Cammie as the tears rolled down her cheeks.  “Do you know what true loneliness is, Sheriff?  No, of course you don’t.  You’re attractive and confident and know exactly who you are.  I was never like that.  Oh, I wanted to be, but when you look like me and you’ve spent your life the butt of other’s jokes and putdowns, especially from the opposite sex who see you as unattractive, I never dared to dream that someone might actually look past the curveless body and horse-like face and see what I have inside. Whatever his true intentions, Aubrey was the first to do that.  So, in spite of everything he did, yes, I still love him.  In spite of his arrogant exterior, I saw another side that was kind and gentle and compassionate.  Was it an act?  Could he hold that act for so long?  We spent hours in each other’s company.  I’m not sure he’d have the focus to keep up the pretense over so much time.”  She wiped the tears with the back of her hand.  “But none of that matters, does it?  If he killed Poppie, he deserves to pay for it.” 
 
    “Do you think he killed Poppie?” 
 
    She looked out the window for a long moment.  “I don’t know,” she finally admitted. 
 
      
 
    Cammie went directly to Tudor’s office.  “Did Meredith leave anything with you to put in the safe?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, she did.” 
 
    “Could you get it for me?” 
 
    He eyed her.  “I need her permission.  It’s the law.” 
 
    “I am the law,” she reminded him.  He crossed his arms against his chest and tilted his chin in a stubborn gesture.  
 
    She impatiently picked up the phone from his desk and dialed Meredith’s number.  When she picked up, the sheriff put it on speaker and asked, “Do I have your permission to get the envelope you left with Tudor?” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  She hung up the phone and glared at Tudor.  “Happy now?” 
 
    “My, my.  Did Jace not deliver last night?” He cringed when she growled at him.  He hurried to the far side of his office where a small safe sat against the wall.  He kneeled down, put in the combination and a moment later withdrew an envelope.  He handed it to Cammie who opened it up and saw a small black voice activated recorder inside, along with a folded piece of paper.  She took out the paper and quickly scanned it. 
 
    “I need to make a copy of this on your copier.” 
 
    “Be my guest.” After making the copy, she put it back into the envelope.  “I’ll need you to sign for the envelope,” he said as she turned to leave.  “Just to make it legal.” 
 
    She suppressed a snide remark as she signed the voucher.  She met up with Doc in the foyer, and they both walked out of the inn. 
 
    “Well, that’s an open and shut case if I ever saw one,” Doc remarked as they climbed into Cammie’s Explorer. “Poppie threatened Aubrey’s entire existence. Imagine the worldwide scandal if it was discovered that he stole the ideas for the Magic Calico series.  It would be like telling the world that all of Ernest Hemingway’s work was actually written by his first wife Hadley.  Or one of those six toed cats that run around his Key West property.  Thank God Poppie had the presence of mind to record their meeting, or else it would have devolved into a he said/she said situation.” 
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have another talk with Aubrey,” Cammie said as she pulled out of the parking lot.  “I also need to follow up on that story Meredith told us about Poppie’s argument with Kevin.” 
 
    “Kevin wasn’t even here,” Doc scoffed.  “I say Aubrey’s your man.  He had means, motive and opportunity.” 
 
    Cammie glanced at him.  “When did you become the expert on such things?” 
 
    “I’ve acted as your sounding board enough over the years to pick up a thing or two.”  He chuckled as he rubbed his hands together.  “I know I’ll regret admitting this, but what a rush questioning Meredith. I was so caught up in all of it, I almost felt invincible.  I believe I’d make a valuable sidekick to you.” 
 
    “That spot’s already taken by Rick,” she answered, alarmed by Doc’s attitude. 
 
    “Who says you can’t have two?  The more I think about it, the more I’m liking this.” 
 
    “No offense, but the county needs you more as a doctor and coroner.”  She saw he wasn’t paying attention.  Jeez, this was the last thing she needed.  Her mind raced with possible ways to change his mind.  The one she finally chose wasn’t the greatest, but she hoped it was enough to work. “Tell you what. You can continue to use your vast intelligence in helping me figure things out the way you have been doing.  I can’t tell you how invaluable your insights are. You can continue to focus on serving the community and assisting me.”  She saw he wasn’t quite convinced. “Besides, do you really want to spend hours traipsing through the woods and marshes looking for a suspect?  Whenever you get called out when the weather’s cold, you complain about your arthritis.” 
 
    He smiled. “I know you’re throwing me a bone, but I appreciate it.  A sounding board I shall remain.  Now step on it.  I have ten minutes to get home, slip on my lab coat and be ready to receive Mrs. Hennessey.” 
 
      
 
    After dropping Doc off, she drove straight to HQ.  She walked in to find both Rick and Emmy on the phone. A few moments of eavesdropping told her they’d tracked down the servants on the list Hannah had provided, and were interviewing them.  She poured herself a cup of coffee from the machine and walked back to her office.  Taking off her jacket and hanging it up on the coat rack, she sat at her desk, turned on her computer and took a long sip from her mug. 
 
    Fortified with caffeine, she turned to her computer and began to write up Meredith’s interview.  She was just about done when Rick poked his head in. 
 
    “Emmy and I tracked down the folks on the list Hannah gave us.  We discovered--” 
 
    Cammie held up a finger and finished typing up the last sentence on her report.  “Done,” she announced.  She swung her chair around and pointed to the chair in front of her desk.  “Now I can give you my full attention.” 
 
    “Emmy is still on the phone with one of the maids, but we tracked down everyone, including the caretaker with the weird name.  Beauregard? Beau Brummel?” 
 
    “Baudelaire French.” 
 
    “That’s it. Everyone both Emmy and I spoke to confirmed they heard he’d moved to California after his dismissal and died out there. I’m in the process of finding his death certificate.” 
 
    “Did you uncover anything that might help us?” 
 
    “Not really. Hannah wasn’t kidding when she said her mother was the devil incarnate. None of the people we spoke to had anything kind to say about Poppie. She was unreasonable, impossible to respect or to like, changed her mind constantly while blaming everyone around her, including her husband and daughter, when things went wrong. There was always high turnover in the Beresford home.  After a while, the word got out and it became more difficult to hire staff.” 
 
    “Did anyone mention Hannah’s friend Willow?” 
 
    “The house maids did. They remembered her as a quiet, shy girl who only visited that one time.  They were all shocked when they read in the newspapers that she’d killed herself. One of the maids, a woman by the name of Heather Brownley said she wouldn’t be surprised if it had been her visit that made her take her life. She’s the only eyewitness to one of Poppie’s attacks on Willow.” 
 
    “What did she see?” 
 
    “She was passing by the library when she overheard Poppie telling Willow that she needed to toughen up or she’d be an embarrassment to her family and herself for the rest of her life.  Willow ran out of the room in tears. Having been at the tail-end of Poppie’s tongue herself on many occasions, Heather knew the damage Poppie could do to a sensitive girl like Willow obviously was.  I’ve written up all the interviews if you want to take a look at them. There’s also a copy of Willow’s obit that Emmy found on the internet in the file as well.” 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair and pushed the envelope with the recorder towards Rick.  “Will you ask Emmy to transcribe that?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    When she told him what the tape contained, his mouth dropped open.  “Are you kidding? This is like the smoking gun in this case!” 
 
    “All fingers right now point to Aubrey.  But there’s still one thing we need to check out. How do you feel about taking a ride back up to Mategwas?” When she shared with him what Meredith had told her about the argument between Poppie and Kevin, he shook his head to himself.   
 
    “My money is still on Aubrey.  But if someway, somehow it turns out Aubrey didn’t kill Poppie, can we still arrest him for being a Class A jackass?” 
 
    Cammie laughed.  “If that were cause for arrest, 85% of the world would be behind bars.” 
 
    “You know, that’s a long way to go to talk to someone we’ve already ruled out as a suspect.” 
 
    “I can’t read Kevin’s face or body language if we speak on the phone, and I want to see his reaction to this latest piece of information.  By the way, did that client he mentioned ever call you back?” 
 
    Rick shook his head.  “I’ve been calling ever since we left Mategwas, but nothing yet.” 
 
    “We’ll pay him a visit after we see Kevin.” 
 
    “You think Kevin figured out a way to get down here, kill Poppie and make it back for his meeting with his client?  You suspect he’s really Batman in disguise?” 
 
    “I always pictured Batman as tall and debonair.  Baker couldn’t get close to that on his best days.  No, I’m not suggesting he’s the murderer.  But I’m curious to see if his body language tells us if he knows who is.” As Rick turned to leave her office, she added, “How did the fender bender go?” Her deputy suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “It really wasn’t a fender bender. Per se.” 
 
    “Per se?”  
 
    He sighed.  “It was Mr. Perkins again.  He was trying to park his car at the sporting goods store.” 
 
    Cammie groaned.  “Dear God.  What did he do now?” 
 
    “He thought he was pulling into a spot.  Instead, he crashed into the trash dumpster.” 
 
    “I hope you took his license away.” 
 
    “I did. I also took his car key.”  Rick hung his head. “He hates me now.” 
 
    “Better he hates you than to live with the guilt if he goes out and accidentally kills somebody.” 
 
    “I told him that.  He still hates me.” 
 
    Cammie got up from her desk and patted his arm.  “Mamma said there’d be days like this.” 
 
    “Please don’t start singing that song, or I’ll give Perkins the key back and deliberately stand in front of his car.” 
 
      
 
    After letting Jace know she’d be home late, she and Rick made the two hour trek back up to Kevin Baker’s house.  She didn’t want to call him to let him know they were coming – no sense tipping him off if he was somehow involved in Poppie’s murder. As a retiree, she could only hope that he’d be home when they arrived. 
 
    A light rain was falling by the time they pulled into his driveway. They walked up the porch steps and rang the doorbell, but there was no answer.  Hearing the sounds of a chainsaw, they walked around to the large barn where they found Kevin cutting up some logs for firewood.  Cammie had to wave her hand several times to catch his attention.  He immediately turned off the chainsaw and pulled up the safety glasses to rest atop his head. 
 
    “Hey, Sheriff, Deputy.  Back so soon?” 
 
    “We have a couple of questions we’d like to ask you.” 
 
    He put the chainsaw down on the ground and led them deeper inside the barn to a bench where he sat down.  There was a cooler next to his feet which he opened and withdrew a bottle of water. 
 
    “Would you two care for some water?” he asked.  They declined.  He popped open the water and drank heartily.  When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. 
 
    “It’s come to our attention that you had an argument with Poppie Beresford two weeks before she was murdered.  Want to tell us about that?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “I don’t recall having any arguments with Poppie,” he responded, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “It was down by Trendle Lake.  I believe your group had gone out to find a Vermillion Flycatcher?” 
 
    “A Vermillion flycatcher?” he murmured under his breath. 
 
    “Yeah, some little red bird that took a wrong turn in Mexico and ended up in Maine,” Rick answered. 
 
    “You were overheard arguing over a promise Poppie supposedly made to you.  What was that promise?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Kevin’s expression suddenly darkened.  “It had to be Aubrey who eavesdropped on our conversation. He always was a sneaky little shit.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “He was constantly trying to ingratiate himself with Poppie. It was disgusting how he’d constantly compliment her, telling her how lovely she looked. Poppie would laugh at him behind his back, calling him a silly man.” 
 
    “She tell you that?” 
 
    “We’d talk after everyone left.  We were both so relieved when he moved away to Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “So what was your argument with Poppie about?” 
 
    He raised his head and looked at Cammie.  “There was no argument.” 
 
    Cammie swallowed her frustration. “Then what did you two talk about?” 
 
    “I’d asked her to marry me. She promised to think about it.  I tried not to push her, but as the weeks and months went by and there was still no response, I grew desperate. That day at Trendle Lake I happened upon her and decided to take the opportunity to push her for a response.  Even if she said no, at least I’d know where I stood. Where we stood.  She became upset, telling me she needed time.  Honestly, how much time did she need?  Or was it because she didn’t want to hurt my feelings and it was easier to string me alone?  She finally asked me to leave her alone and she left. That’s what we talked about, officers.” 
 
    “Did you speak to her after that?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin with his knuckles.  “I tried to call her a few times to apologize for being so pushy, but she never picked up her phone or called me back. The last time we spoke was when she called to let me know about the white crow. It was a quick phone call, as if she wanted to make sure I wouldn’t have time to bring it up. I’ve been wracked with guilt that I didn’t go. Maybe if I’d gone, she’d still be alive.” He looked around the barn, grief written all over his face.  “I should have just left things alone.  I would have been happy living the rest of my life with her as my friend.  Why did I have to go and screw it up?  Now I can never tell her how I sorry I am.  I’ll never see that smile that lit up her face, or hear her laughter.”  His voice hitched and he grew silent. 
 
    “Did you ever see her exchange any harsh words with Aubrey or Meredith?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “She tolerated Aubrey.  She felt sorry for Meredith.” 
 
    “Mr. Baker, I know it’s a long way, but I’m going to need you to come down to the Sheriff’s Department in Twin Ponds and make a statement.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.  Let’s see, I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow.  How about if I come down the day after that?” 
 
    “That will be fine.” 
 
    They left the barn and headed towards the Explorer.  “I think he’s telling the truth,” Rick said as they drove away.  He glanced at Cammie when she didn’t answer.  “Uh oh.  You’ve got that look in your eye that always weirds me out.  What didn’t I catch back there?” 
 
    “I can’t put my finger on it, but something’s off.” 
 
    “Well, a blind man could see he’s in love with Poppie.  And he’d love nothing more if we arrested Aubrey for her murder.” 
 
    “No, it’s more than that.”  Cammie shrugged.  “If I let it go, the answer will come to me.  In the meantime, why don’t you try calling Rodney Novak again?” Rick did as she asked. There was still no answer.  “It’s time we pay this guy a visit.” 
 
    They found his address on the internet, punched it into the GPS and discovered he lived fifteen minutes away from Kevin. They drove to the old farmhouse that was similar in architecture to Meredith’s home. There was no car in the driveway and no response when they knocked on the door.  They were about to speak to the neighbors when an elderly man and his German Shepherd walked across the front lawn towards them. 
 
    “Good afternoon, officers,” he greeted.  “You looking for Rodney?” 
 
    “We are,” Cammie answered. 
 
    “He’s up in Canada for his daughter’s wedding.  Should be back tomorrow.  Is everything okay?” he asked, taking note of their uniforms. 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine.”  Cammie took out her business card and handed it to him.  “Would you have Rodney call this number as soon as he gets back? We just have a few questions we need to ask him.”  When she saw the look of concern on the man’s face, she added, “Don’t worry. Rodney isn’t in any trouble.” 
 
    They got back into the Explorer. As they drove away, Rick remarked, “Okay, I thought the last trip up here was a bust, which it wasn’t when we found what was in Meredith’s garbage.  But this trip was definitely a bust-a-roonie.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Cammie answered quietly.  He turned a puzzled eye towards her, but she wouldn’t say anything more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
     
 
    It was a long ride home. The drizzle increased to a steady rain, causing the fallen autumn leaves to make the roads slick and dangerous. The inclement weather added another forty-five minutes to the two hour drive.  It was close to seven thirty in the evening when Cammie finally dropped Rick off at HQ.  As she swung the Explorer towards home, she considered stopping off at Aubrey’s farm to interview him.  But she was exhausted from the interminable drive.  And when she was tired, she was cranky.  Feeling the way she did about Aubrey Gardiner, she didn’t trust herself not to go for his throat when he gave her the inevitable runaround. With the weariness eroding her patience level, it would be wiser to wait until morning when she was rested and in control of her emotions before she approached him. 
 
    Coming down the long, winding driveway that ended at her cabin, she was once again struck by how unaccustomed she still was to seeing the remodeled structure. 
 
    The original two room cabin had been expanded over the summer.  It now had a bigger master bedroom, a kitchen with all the latest appliances, an extra bedroom and her own bathroom from heaven, complete with multiple shower heads and an oversized Jacuzzi tub she and Jace had promptly christened as soon as they moved back in. Although they’d been back a month, she still had to pinch herself when she saw how beautiful the cabin was.   
 
    It was dark except for the porch lights and motion detection light that switched on as soon she swung the vehicle into her accustomed spot next to Jace’s truck.  She entered to the delicious smells of Jace’s cooking. 
 
    “I got delayed at the garage so I whipped up a meatloaf and mashed potatoes,” he explained as he came up to her and they kissed.  “You look exhausted,” he noticed as he stepped back and watched her hang up her jacket on the coat rack that he’d tacked up on the wall next to the front door. 
 
    “I had to deal with a Doc tantrum this morning, then a long ass trip in the rain back to Mategwas to interview someone in the Poppie Beresford case.” 
 
    “No wonder you look like you’re ready to fall asleep on your feet.  Sit down on the couch and chill.  Dinner will be ready in five minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    She slipped off her boots and wiggled her toes as she sat down on the new, incredibly comfortable sofa, having finally ditched the old lumpy one when they decided on the renovations. The only piece of furniture she’d kept from the old cabin was her father’s beat up recliner.  It was still in its place of honor next to the newer, more efficient wood burning stove.  With everything new or remodeled, it looked completely out of place, but she couldn’t bear to part with the last visible reminder of her father. She knew it was silly. Why keep the crappy threadbare thing that continually reminded her of the man who’d turned his back on her?  
 
    Because he wasn’t always that way. His emotions got to be too much for him. He did the only thing he knew how to do. 
 
    So the ratty chair stayed in its place, linking its previous owner to the cabin he’d bequeathed to his daughter.  
 
    They ate their meal as they talked about their day.  Jace noticed Cammie absently rubbing her neck from time to time.  When they were done eating, he piled their plates on the coffee table and beckoned to her.  “Sit on the couch with your back to me.” Too tired to ask what he was up to, she complied. A few moments later she was moaning in pleasure as his fingers gently kneaded the tight muscles in her neck. 
 
    “Oh my God, that feels so good,” she said as she closed her eyes and gave herself over to the relief of soothed muscles. 
 
    “You’ve got a knot the size of a baseball.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. All those hours driving back in the rain didn’t help.”   
 
    “Tell you what. Why don’t you run a hot bath before you call it a night?  I’ll wash up.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  She asked as she turned and looked at him.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him. “You’re wonderful, you know that?” 
 
    He smiled as he kissed her back. “Of course I do. But I love hearing you tell me.” 
 
    A half hour later she was stretched out in the large tub, immersed in bubbles, the room flickering with the light of a half dozen candles.  She looked around and smiled.  Who would have thought she’d be able to afford all of this?  Unfortunately, it had taken the terminal illness of her first boyfriend and hockey legend Eli Kelley to make him realize how badly he’d treated her in their youth.  To make up for it, he’d left her $500,000 in his will.   
 
    The renovations to the cabin were a result of his unexpected generosity.  Funny how she’d been both horrified and repelled when she’d first found out about the inheritance.  Now she looked around and felt a warmth in her heart towards the first man she’d ever loved. 
 
    “Thank you, Eli”, she whispered under her breath. 
 
    She closed her eyes and leaned her head back.  Her thoughts now drifted towards her father.  What would he think of the changes she’d made to his refuge?  The original cabin had been as utilitarian as her father could make it. Practical and functional was his motto. Would he be happy with what she’d done?  She hoped so. 
 
    Of course thoughts of her father segued into thoughts of her mother.  And of the scrapbook that she’d managed to push into the back of her mind for the last few days.  There was no escaping the fact that she was going to have to talk to Harry.  She couldn’t run away from it forever. Whatever distressing things Harry revealed to her, she had to find out what they were.  Only then would she be able to put all of this to bed, and resume her life without those unresolved strings yanking her back when she least expected it. 
 
    When this case was over, she promised herself.  Once the Poppie Beresford investigation was completed and the murderer arrested, then she could sit down with Harry and open the painful book of, not only her mother and father’s life, but of her own life as well.  
 
    Her relief that she wouldn’t have to deal with it just yet evaporated when she suddenly remembered what the next day was. 
 
    It was the anniversary of Caitlin Farnsworth’s death. 
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    Cammie awoke the next morning with a heavy weight on her heart. Caitlin had been only forty nine when she passed.  Now that she was older, she wondered what kinds of conversations the two of them could have had if her mother had lived. What would Caitlin think of her only child becoming sheriff of Clarke County? What would she think of Jace? What would she think of the woman Cammie had become? 
 
    The weight grew heavier.   
 
    Somehow, she managed to get through her morning routine without Jace noticing her mood.  She walked him to the door of the cabin and kissed him good-bye. 
 
    “I need to drive over to Aubrey’s farm to ask him some questions,” she said by way of explanation for why they weren’t driving into town together.  In truth, she wasn’t sure how much more she could pretend to be alright. She needed the time alone in the Explorer to gather herself together. 
 
    “No problem.  Let me know if you want to meet up for lunch,” he replied as he kissed her back. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She watched him drive away before breathing a sigh of relief.  She then finished getting dressed before leaving to start a day she instinctively knew was going to be difficult. 
 
      
 
    By the time she arrived at Aubrey’s farm, she was in better command of her emotions.  Although it wasn’t always easy for her, she’d managed to compartmentalize her feelings on the way over.  She’d deal with the angst regarding her mother later.  Right now, she needed to focus on Aubrey. 
 
    She rang the doorbell and waited.  A few moments later the door opened.  Instead of Veronica, a short, rotund man dressed in a business suit stood there. 
 
    “Oh, hello.  I’m Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth.  I’m here to speak with Aubrey.” 
 
    “I know who you are, Sheriff.  Aubrey has been telling me all about you.  I’m Roland Newman.  I’m Aubrey’s attorney.” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t entirely surprised that Aubrey had called in a lawyer.  He obviously had a lot to hide and there was no better place than behind the skirts of a well skilled attorney.  She smiled as she shook his hand. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Newman. I need to ask Aubrey some questions.” 
 
    “He’s still feeling a bit under the weather.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.  He was barely coherent when I picked him up the other night.  This won’t take long.”   
 
    “I’m advising my client not to answer any more of your questions.” 
 
    “You do realize he may be responsible for murdering a woman in cold blood.” 
 
    “You have no proof of that.” 
 
    She tilted her head.  “Fair enough, Mr. Newman.”  She started to turn away when she paused.  “However, I should warn you that during our investigation, it came to light that Mr. Gardiner stole the idea of Magic Calico from someone else.  He’s been meeting this person for six years in order for her to plot the Calico books for him.  The sad part of all this is that not only has he not given this person any credit, he’s neglected to pay her for what is, in essence, her intellectual property.” 
 
    “We will sue your department if you don’t stop these false rumors,” he threatened. 
 
    “I thought you’d say that.” She opened up her jacket and took out an envelope that had a copy of the contract.  “I think you’ll find that interesting reading.  When you’re done, you might want to think twice about representing such a reprehensible little shit.” 
 
    This time she turned and calmly made her way down the walkway.  She got into her vehicle and pulled away, never once looking back at what she assumed was Mr. Newman’s surprised face. 
 
    She was halfway back to HQ when she got a call from Emmy. 
 
    “I’ve got Mr. Gardiner’s lawyer on the other line.  They’re willing to come in and see you at eleven am this morning.” 
 
    “Tell them I’ll be there.” 
 
    She hung up and grinned.   
 
      
 
    “That contract is a crock,” Aubrey bluffed as he sat across from Cammie and Rick in the interrogation room.  Newman sat next to his client.  “Meredith is a bitter, lonely woman who thought she could extort money from me.  I told her to take a hike.  Now she’s forging this crap.” 
 
    “You were seen going in and out of her house several times a month for six years.” 
 
    “She tell you that?” 
 
    “No.  A reliable witness told us that.” 
 
    Cammie was impressed that Aubrey wasn’t even breaking a sweat, even though he still looked a little green around the edges.   
 
    “Look, the truth is, I took pity on her.  Okay? She was constantly badgering me about helping her write a children’s book.  She saw my success with Magic Calico and she thought she could do the same.  I told her I’d help her out.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you took six years out of your busy writing and touring schedule to help someone you pitied?”  Both Cammie and Rick chuckled. 
 
    “I had to be nice to her!  She was part of my bird watching group.” 
 
    “You make it sound as though you could never leave the group.” 
 
    “I liked the group!  For some odd reason, I’d always got inspired when I went out with them.” 
 
    “If your Tuesday and Thursday meetings with Meredith were so innocent, why didn’t you tell your wife about them?  Why did you pick the two nights she’d be out to rendezvous with Meredith?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her.  “You leave Veronica out of this. She’s never involved herself in my writing.” 
 
    It struck Cammie as interesting that Veronica apparently hadn’t told Aubrey that she now knew about his assignations with Meredith, or about the meeting with Poppie and Meredith at her home.   
 
    “So Meredith had nothing to do with creating the Magic Calico character or helping you plot the books?” She continued. 
 
    “No, she did not.” 
 
    “Do you own a gun, Mr. Gardiner?” 
 
    He clicked his tongue.  “I’m a writer, sheriff.  I know absolutely nothing about guns and don’t own any.” 
 
    Cammie opened the folder in front of her and took out the recorder.  She’d had just enough time before Aubrey and Newman showed up to queue the tape to the spot that was the most damaging. 
 
    “I’d like you to take a listen to this.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. Instead, she pressed the play button and the room filled with the unmistakable voices of Meredith, Poppie and Aubrey discussing his taking of the Calico character, and his agreement to pay Meredith 30% of the royalties. 
 
    “That was recorded without my client’s consent,” Newman said.  “It’s inadmissible.” 
 
    “Actually, it was recorded by the murder victim, which does make it admissible.”  She turned to a white faced Aubrey.  “Would you like to hear more?  It gets better.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, I don’t.” 
 
    She put the recorder back in her folder.  “You killed Poppie because she threatened to tell the world that you’re a fake. Why, you still can’t finish a Calico book without Meredith’s help.  Isn’t that why you’ve been constantly phoning her, causing a scene at the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn when the proprietor wouldn’t tell you her room number?” 
 
    “No, that’s not true.” 
 
    “The most reprehensible part of all this is that you actually had an affair with her to make sure she stayed loyal to you and did whatever you wanted, including coming up with the ideas for these books.  I’ve met a lot of horrible people in my career, but what you did to Meredith was inexcusable.  And killing Poppie the way you did fits your personality perfectly.  You shot her in the back like the coward that you are.” 
 
    He slammed his fist down on the table.  “I did not kill Poppie!” 
 
    “Then why did you say that they all deserved to die?” 
 
    He looked at her in confusion.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “When I picked you up at Zee’s and took you home, you began to rant.  You said the bitch couldn’t leave well enough alone and that they deserved to die. You were talking about Poppie, weren’t you?  She couldn’t ignore the fact that you screwed Meredith over.  She was going to make you pay.  So she deserved to die.  And you made sure she got what she deserved, isn’t that right, Aubrey?” 
 
    He was wild eyed as he stared at her in disbelief.  “For God’s sakes, I was drunk!  I don’t remember saying any of that!”  
 
    “If you continue to badger my client, Sheriff Farnsworth, I will end this interrogation.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Mr. Newman.  I’m quite done here.” 
 
    She stood up, grabbed the folder and swept out of the interrogation room.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie entered her office and was just sitting down at her desk when Rick entered. 
 
    “They’ve left.”  He sat down opposite her. “What do you think?” 
 
    “There has to be something that pins the murder on that little creep.”  
 
    “We might be able to get him on what we’ve gathered so far,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s all circumstantial. I want something concrete that places him at the murder scene.  When I nail his ass to the wall, I want it to remain nailed.”  She sat down, picked up the phone and dialed.  A few moments later, Colin answered. 
 
    “Hey Colin, it’s Cam.  I’ve got Rick here and I have you on speaker phone.  I’m calling to see if you’ve come up with anything since we last spoke.” 
 
    “Hey Cam, you must be psychic.  I was planning on calling you later today.” 
 
    “Please tell me you and your team found something.” 
 
    He laughed.  “I’ve never heard you sound so desperate before.” 
 
    “I’m not desperate.  I’m just – okay, I’m desperate,” she chuckled.  “We’ve got a suspect that oozes guilt, but I can’t arrest him without your help.” 
 
    “You’ll be happy to know that we found a hair on the victim’s sweater.  We’re still waiting for a match. I’m hoping to have an answer to you by tomorrow afternoon.  We recovered the bullet from a tree opposite to where the victim was shot.  It’s from a .38 semi-automatic.” 
 
    “But you didn’t find the weapon?” 
 
    “Afraid not.  We turned those woods inside out, but came up empty.  Unfortunately, there were too many dead leaves and no wet ground to leave any shoe marks.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for your call.”  She hung up and looked at Rick.  “I hope to God that hair belongs to Aubrey.” 
 
    “Not to pop your balloon, but if it is, his attorney will probably say Poppie picked up the hair at his farm the night before.” 
 
    “I’m one step ahead of you.”  She picked up the phone again and dialed.  “Could you connect me to Meredith Quigley’s room?  Yes, thank you.”  There was a pause, then she said, “Meredith, it’s Sheriff Farnsworth.  Do you remember what Poppie was wearing when you went to Aubrey’s farm the night before she died?”  Cammie nodded as she listened.  “Great.  Thanks.” 
 
    Hanging up, she turned to her computer and pulled up the crime scene photos.  Rick came over and stood over her as she scrolled through them until she found one with a perfect angle of Poppie’s body. 
 
    “Bingo,” she said. “Meredith says Poppie wore a tangerine sweater over a pair of black slacks to Aubrey’s.  As you can see here, she’s wearing a cream colored sweater under her vest.”  She closed her eyes and pressed her hands together.  “Please let the hair belong to Aubrey.  I want nothing more than to throw him in jail.” 
 
    “You really don’t like him, do you?” 
 
    “I know Meredith is responsible for saying yes to him, but I still loathe what he did to her.  And I loathe him for taking Poppie’s life because she had the balls to stand up to him.” 
 
    “What a difference from the way Poppie used to be, eh?  The old Poppie probably would have told Meredith what an idiot she was.” 
 
    “The death of Hannah’s friend, and its terrible aftermath, changed her, Rick.  It’s as if this situation with Meredith was her opportunity to make up for what she drove Willow to do.  It’s not easy to change. You really need to want to turn your life around. Although the circumstances that made Poppie wake up to who and what she was were horrible, she seemed to take responsibility for it.  A lot of people wouldn’t do that. They’d continue in their awful behavior, blaming everyone for the choices they themselves made. At least she had the courage to face up to what a terrible human being she’d been. Her standing up for Meredith is proof of that.  Aubrey, on the other hand, is incapable of any self-analysis.  He will remain a crummy human being until the day he dies.”  Suddenly her face lit up as a wide smile crossed her face.  Rick noticed it immediately. 
 
    “You’re scaring me,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’ve got that ‘I’m going to help karma’ look on your face.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yes you do.  You’re going to make sure that no matter what happens in this investigation, the part about Aubrey not creating Magic Calico is going to leak out.” Her smile got wider.  “You know, you’re going to break the hearts of millions of kids.” 
 
    “Or give them a valuable lesson that dishonesty never wins.  Besides, this doesn’t mean the Magic Calico franchise will die.  Maybe Meredith can step up to the plate and write the books herself.” 
 
    “You don’t even know if she can write.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for writing lessons.”   
 
    “Okie dokie,” he muttered as he stood up and left her office. 
 
    He was heading towards his desk when Emmy suddenly stood up and blocked his path. 
 
    “I was about to go get some sandwiches for lunch,” she said. 
 
    “Great!  Can you get me a turkey club with extra tomatoes and--” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d come with me.  I need to walk Augie and I could use your help carrying back the sandwiches.  I’m not sure I could hold both the leash and the bag.” 
 
    “Um, sure.  I’ll go ask Cam what she wants.” 
 
    “She’s having lunch with Jace later.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    While Rick went over to the coat rack to grab his jacket, Emmy put a gold colored jacket on Augie.  The temperatures were starting to get colder, and the little toy poodle shook like a leaf if Emmy didn’t dress him in his warm jacket.  She threw on a grey cardigan that she’d knitted herself and the three left the station. 
 
    As they walked down Main Street, Rick filled her in on both the interrogation and the phone call with Colin. 
 
    “No wonder Mr. Gardiner looked upset.  I can’t believe he didn’t write the Magic Calico books.” 
 
    “He wrote them, but it seems the ideas weren’t his.  They were all Meredith’s.” 
 
    “She must be so devastated over everything.” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “I hope I’m never that stupid when it comes to love.” 
 
    Rick glanced at her.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    They paused while Augie took a tinkle against one of the lamp posts that lined Main Street.  “Well, I’m not desperate, and I’m not going to wait for you forever.  I just hope that I’m smart enough to recognize true love, as opposed to someone using me like Mr. Gardiner did to Ms. Quigley.” 
 
    “Come on, who would use you?” he tried to scoff at the same time his heart started to beat a little faster. 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many guys want to date me because I work at the Sheriff’s Department.  I guess they think I’d give them some kind of insider information.  As if I’d ever do that.” 
 
    “Somebody wants to date you?” he asked, unable to disguise the edge to his voice. 
 
    She stopped in front of Zee’s and looked at him.  “Yes, Rick, there actually is somebody in particular who wants to date me.  Until I figure out if he wants to date me for me and not because of where I work, I’m not saying yes yet.” 
 
    She bent down, swooped Augie into her arms and entered Zee’s, leaving a disconcerted Rick out on the sidewalk.   
 
    He was shocked at his reaction to the possibility of Emmy dating someone else.  A powerful burst of jealousy surged through him.  Damn it, his instincts were right.  All those cozy phone calls he’d witnessed Emmy having were with another guy. He wanted nothing more than hunt the bastard down, tear him apart and hang his limbs up in the nearest tree. 
 
    Whoa!  What the hell? 
 
    Rick took a step back and shook his head. Where was all this coming from? He wasn’t the jealous kind.  He was the level headed guy who never let testosterone driven emotions rule his life. No woman was worth that loss of control. Yet here he was, dreaming up ways to disembowel Emmy’s would-be suitor.  
 
    A sickening thought occurred to him that made him want to back away from Zee’s and run as far away from Emmy as possible.  It couldn’t be true.  It was impossible. 
 
    Shit, am I falling in love with her? 
 
    It was too absurd.  He wasn’t the falling in love type.  All that sappy stuff existed only in the movies and in romance novels.  Love was an illusion created to sell expensive gifts and cheesy greeting cards.  And if love did exist, it never stuck around.  It ebbed and flowed like the ocean tides.  Who in heaven’s name wanted that crazy roller coaster in their lives?  Look at Cammie.  Sure, she and Jace were fine now, but their relationship had blown up in their faces last year.  He wouldn’t be surprised if even now, in the back of their minds, they were secretly waiting for the other shoe to fall. No way did he want to live his life like that. 
 
    Don’t forget what happened with Wendy.  You drove all the way over there only to turn around and go home.  You didn’t even ring her doorbell.  Shit bro, you didn’t even get out of your car.  Why? Because you couldn’t do that to Emmy. You’re already acting like you’re a couple. You never would have done that six months ago.  
 
    Rick savagely tore those thoughts out of his head as he opened the door and entered Zee’s.  It was obvious what was going on here.  He was getting caught up in Cammie’s hatred of Aubrey.  She’d have no problem stringing up his limbs from a tree branch. Yeah, that was it. Her negativity, not only about Aubrey, but about this entire case was rubbing off on him.  Tonight he’d go to Gran’s and get her to do a cleansing on him.  Sprinkle her sweetie goodness into his energy field and bring him back to normal. 
 
    He saw Emmy standing at the bar with little Augie nestled against her chest.  She turned, saw him and smiled a smile so deep and so full of light that he felt his heart skip a beat. And deepened his desire to wipe the guy who wanted to date her off the face of the earth. 
 
    Man, he really needed Gran to do a major cleansing on him tonight. 
 
      
 
    “I have an errand to run so I’m knocking off a little early,” Cammie announced at 3:30 in the afternoon.  “I’ll see you guys in the morning.” 
 
    After saying good-night, she left HQ and drove to a nursery just outside of town where she bought a pot of bright yellow chrysanthemums. Yellow had always been her mother’s favorite color, and at this time of year, mums were about the only flowers available that she could purchase for her mother’s gravesite. 
 
    The shadows were growing longer as she pulled up to the cemetery.  The rain from the other night had knocked down many of the leaves from the surrounding trees. The ones that remained rustled like brittle paper in the cold breeze that blew up from Waban Pond.  
 
    Cammie slowly made her way past the older gravestones, her arm encircling the pot of mums. She’d picked this time of day to come, knowing there was a good chance she’d be alone. Her emotions were still raw regarding her mother and if she should cry, she could do it in private, without anyone gawking at her.    
 
    She was therefore surprised to see a figure standing over her mother’s gravestone.  She noticed a bouquet of half wilted roses laid across the grave and knew immediately who it was. 
 
    “Evening Harry,” she said as she came up and put the pot down next to his roses. 
 
    “Cammie,” Dancing Harry responded. 
 
    They remained silent as they stood side by side, lost in their own thoughts about the woman they’d both loved.  The temperature grew even colder as the sun dipped down below the horizon.  Although Cammie had made the decision to wait until the case was over to speak to Harry, she realized that her finding him at the gravesite probably wasn’t by accident.  As Paul Langevin was fond of telling her, there were no coincidences in life. Everything that happened was meant to happen. Including this.  
 
    “We need to talk,” Cammie finally said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We should leave here before it gets dark.” 
 
    “We can go to my place.” 
 
    She nodded and followed Harry through the darkening gloom to where his bicycle was parked against an old oak.  She hadn’t noticed the bike when she’d arrived. 
 
    “You still don’t have your truck back?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope. Jace says it’ll be ready tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can throw your bike in the back.  It’s too dark and cold for you to bicycle home.” 
 
    They remained quiet on the way to his house.  It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence; rather it was a silence borne of a friendship that went back many years. They trusted each other, although Cammie’s heart was threatening to burst through her chest at the thought of what she wanted to say, of what she needed to say.  She had to exorcise this fear that wouldn’t let go.  Harry was the only one who could help her do that.   
 
    They arrived at his tiny cottage. As he bustled about to build a fire in the wood stove in order to heat the place, Cammie walked back to the desk where she’d found the scrapbook and where this emotional odyssey had started. It wasn’t there anymore; she was both relieved and saddened.  Relieved she wouldn’t have to keep looking at the painful photographs, while at the same time sad that she wasn’t able to look upon her mother’s young face – when she’d been happy and not burdened by her husband’s darkness. 
 
    Because of the smallness of the cottage, it didn’t take long for the room to heat up.  Harry disappeared into the kitchen while Cammie took off her jacket and sat on the couch.  Or rather, she fell into the couch, amazed that it was lumpier than the one she’d just gotten rid of.  After struggling for several moments, she finally managed to pull herself out from the grip of the cushions.  She perched herself carefully on the edge, afraid she’d need a rope to get her out if she fell in again.  Harry appeared with two mugs of steaming tea and handed her one.  He pulled up the chair from his writing desk and sat opposite her.   
 
    “I prithee gentle friend, let thy fair wisdom, not thy passions, sway.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.”  She took a sip of the lemon tea and noticed he’d sweetened it with honey, just the way she liked it.  Her heart was now hammering in her ears as she gathered her courage to ask the question she needed to ask, and to prepare herself for the answer she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.  She took a deep breath, felt the words forming on her tongue, but swallowed them when her courage faltered.  She knew she was wasting time, wasting minutes. 
 
    Just get on with it! 
 
    She took one more deep breath, then forced herself to meet Harry’s eyes. 
 
    “Are you my father?” 
 
    The expression on his face terrified her.  It was gentle, it was compassionate.  And it was sad.  So very, very sad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have been so proud to call you my daughter,” he said in a voice devoid of its usual poetic cadence, aware of how serious this moment was. “But no, Cammie, I’m not your father.” 
 
    Cammie let her breath out slowly.  “I had to be sure.”  He didn’t ask, but she knew he wanted to know why she’d been compelled to ask such a question.  She took another sip of the tea, preparing herself to open a door she thought she’d locked up forever a long time ago. 
 
    “I have memories when I was young, of my father taking me on fishing trips every weekend. Of helping me build snowmen and sledding down Crow Mountain with me holding onto the back of his coat for dear life. He’d tuck me in at night and read to me.” She chuckled. “Mom thought he was reading me children’s stories, but what he was actually reading from was history books. I got through third grade on Gibbons Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire.” 
 
    Harry smiled.  “You always were a smart child.” 
 
    “When I was ten, everything suddenly changed.  He became distant. He no longer wanted to fish, or build snowmen or go sledding. At first I thought it was just Mom he was trying to stay away from.  But then I realized it was me as well.  I couldn’t figure it out. I wanted to ask Mom what was going on. What had I done to cause this?  Had she done something to cause this rift? Each time I tried to question her, the pain on her face and the tears in her eyes made me feel hollow.  And horrible. So I stopped asking.  Then he built the cabin on Mkazawi Pond and it was as though we didn’t exist anymore. He never came by, never called. I finally got up the courage to go over there.  Sometimes I even pretended to fall asleep on the couch so I could stay.  But it was so obvious, even to a young kid like me, that he didn’t want me there. That he wanted to be left alone.  The questions came up again - had I done something to make him turn his back on me? Had I suddenly become a disappointment to him? I never found out. I just pushed that ball of emotional goo deep inside to a spot I thought I’d never have to visit again. Paul Langevin helped me through a lot of it, but he could never totally erase all of the pain and confusion.  I learned to live with it, like the scars I got when I played hockey. Then I saw the scrapbook on your desk.  And it brought it all back. All the pain, the loneliness, the guilt that it was my fault he’d left.  It also brought up a fear so deep, sometimes I felt it would suffocate me.” She looked up at Harry. “Was it possible that when I was ten years old, he discovered that he wasn’t my father? That you were my Dad instead of him?  I admit, it threw me for a complete loop. But at the same time, it made so much sense.  It would explain why he left.” 
 
    Harry reached out and placed his age-gnarled hand on hers.  “For the first ten years of your life, you kept his darkness at bay. You were his light. His candle in the night. His chance at holding onto reality.  But that was too much of a burden to put on a young girl’s shoulders.  You couldn’t keep his demons away forever.  They slowly crept back in until it was all he could do to get up every morning and face each day.  Facing people however, was too much.” 
 
    “Was it the war that gave him his demons?” Cammie whispered. 
 
    “Yes.  He wasn’t the same when he came back.  No one was.  No one could be.  In the end, it was easier for him to live in the woods, away from a world he could never trust again.” 
 
    “And Mom never stopped loving him?” 
 
    Harry smiled sadly. “Your mother had a heart large enough to love the universe.  I was blessed to have spent time in that love, though it was only a touch compared to the love she had for your father.  She understood him in a way no one else did. Which is why she allowed him to separate himself from her.  From you.” 
 
    “Even though it ultimately killed her.” 
 
    “It was her choice, Cammie.  She loved not wisely, but too well.”  He paused.  “I worried about you, you know.  I was afraid you’d choose never to love after seeing what love did to your mother.” 
 
    “I didn’t for a very long time.  You saw what love did to me when I was with Eli.  But you know Jace.  How can you not love that guy?”  They laughed. Then she grew serious. “Did my mom love you?” 
 
    “I’d like to think she did. I know she loved the poetry I was always able to recite at a moment’s notice. But what I believe she loved most about me was the fact that I was an uncomplicated individual. I think she was attracted to that, especially after living with your father’s deep complexities.  I was a respite, a shelter along the road she chose to walk.  I knew that’s all I’d ever be.  But I was happy and she was happy while it lasted.” 
 
    “What about your wife Doris?” 
 
    Harry smacked his lips.  “My God, that woman was never happy.”  He drew his fingers through his hair and his voice grew softer.  “I regret causing her pain. I should have simply ended it.  As it turned out, she had more courage than I ever did and ended it for the both of us.” 
 
    “I’m glad Mom was able to find some measure of happiness in the midst of Dad’s drama.  She deserved it.” 
 
    “And you deserve the happiness you now have with Jace.” 
 
    She sipped her tea.  “And what about you?  Don’t you deserve some happiness as well?” 
 
    Harry spread his arms out.  “Why, I am happy!  I have a roof over my head, a few jobs that allow me to buy what I need.  I’m in the woods that give me peace.”  He lowered his arms and smiled at her.  “That’s all I’ve really ever wanted from life, Cammie. Peace and serenity.  I found it here.  So you bet I’m happy.” 
 
    She finished her tea and stood up.  “I know this may sound like a silly question, but I need to know.  Did you give me all those chances on the Night Hawks because of your relationship with my mom?” 
 
    Harry stood up and faced her.  “I gave you those chances because you were the best hockey player I’d ever seen.”  He leaned in and whispered, “Even better than Eli Kelley.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek.  “Thank you, Harry.” 
 
    His eyes unexpectedly watered.  “No, Cammie.  Thank you.” 
 
    She ran through their conversation on the way home. She smiled when she realized that what made him happy was what made her happy.  After years of wandering and searching, they’d both found peace and serenity. Right back where they’d started. And she was grateful for it.   
 
    Arriving at the cabin, she walked in, took off her jacket, threw her arms around Jace’s neck and kissed him deeply.  She then took his hand and led him into the bedroom where they both found a deep sense of peace and serenity that lasted for much of the night. 
 
      
 
    The next day Cammie busied herself combing the Poppie Beresford case file, trying to find anything that could link Aubrey to her murder.  She and Rick poured over the paperwork, the crime scene photos, Doc’s autopsy report, transcripts of the various interrogations, anything and everything they had to see if perhaps they’d missed something. 
 
    Cammie spread the crime scene photos on the floor of her office and studied them again for what seemed like the hundredth time.  Rick sat back in the chair and rubbed his eyes.   
 
    “If I look at those one more time, my eyes are going to fall out of my head.  Let’s face it, Cam, if Aubrey is guilty, he planned it very well.  No one was around.  Poppie was busy looking through the binoculars for the white crow.  It’s almost certain she didn’t hear him come up behind her.  He took the shot and fled, leaving no trace of his presence behind.  If it had rained, we might have gotten shoe marks, but it didn’t.  Colin and his group couldn’t even pick up any tire tracks from the parking lot.  It was chock full of leaf peepers checking out the foliage.  I hate to say this, but if that hair doesn’t pan out--” 
 
    “It has to pan out,” she answered tersely as her eyes roamed the photos. 
 
    Rick knew Cammie was one of those investigators who never gave up.  She really was the human equivalent of a terrier with a bone.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to nail Aubrey – he’d grown to dislike the man as much as his boss did.  Yet it was hard to conceive that he was being the realistic one here.  As he’d observed when Poppie was first murdered, there was something about this case that had wrapped itself around Cammie and wouldn’t let go.  Now she was driving the both of them crazy looking for a tidbit, some infinitesimal shred of evidence that would blow this case wide open.  His fear was that they wouldn’t find it.  What then?  Could she walk away from this?  Could she let Aubrey waltz away if no evidence came to light?  He doubted it.  And that scared him. 
 
    He’d heard over the years there was usually one case that didn’t leave the investigator alone.  That haunted and tortured them whether it was solved or not.  He had yet to encounter that case for himself, but he wondered if this was going to be that case for Cammie.  The only consolation he could take was that Meredith was going to get what she deserved for her part in creating the Calico series.  Cammie would at least make sure of that. 
 
    However, was Cammie blinding herself to the fact that it could very well have been Meredith who killed Poppie?  Sure, there didn’t seem to be any motive for it. But people were unpredictable. And nuts half the time. Despite what they’d heard, it was always possible that Aubrey made a play for Poppie. Which would have pissed off Meredith. She admitted herself she was still in love with the snake. Put all of that together and voila! A crime of passion.  
 
    He quietly made the decision that while Cammie focused on Aubrey, he was going to keep a sharp out eye for anything that might point the investigation in the direction of the mad woman of the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn. 
 
    He sighed as his stomach started to gurgle.  Glancing at the clock, he saw it was almost noon-time.  He was hungry, but looking over to Cammie, she was so intent on a photograph she held in her hand, he knew the last thing she’d want to do was break for lunch.  The only way she’d let him eat was if he brought back the sandwich to her office and ate in front of her while he pretended to look over the Beresford paperwork. For the bazillionth time. It was worth a shot. 
 
    “Say Cam, I’m going to have Emmy get us some lunch.  Why don’t you--”  He was interrupted by the shrill ringing of her desk phone.   
 
    “Can you get that?” she asked as she continued to study the photograph. 
 
    “Sure.”  He reached over and grabbed the receiver.  “Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department,” he answered.  He listened then turned to her. “It’s Colin.” 
 
    Before he could blink, she was at his side.  She took the phone from him and said, “Hey Colin, tell me you’ve identified the hair.” 
 
    “We have.  Thankfully his DNA was in the data base.  It’s a perfect match.” 
 
    “Fantastic!  Hold on, I’ve got Rick here.  I’m putting you on speaker. I know he’ll want to hear this.”  She pressed the button and put down the phone.  “You don’t know how happy this makes me.  I’ve spent the morning going through the files trying to find anything that will let me nail that son of a bitch.  Your findings will now allow me to do that.” 
 
    “Glad that I made your day,” Colin responded. 
 
    “Day? You’ve made my month!  I can’t wait to see Aubrey Gardiner’s face when I tell him I’m arresting him for the murder of Poppie Beresford.”  She pumped the air with her arm as she laughed with glee. 
 
    “Hold on there, Cammie!” Colin repeated her name several times until he got her attention.  “Look, I’m sorry, but this hair doesn’t belong to Gardiner.” 
 
    She abruptly stopped laughing and stared in shock at the phone.  “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    “Wish I was.  But the DNA tests don’t lie. It belongs to a Kevin Baker. We also found his fingerprints on the strap of the victim’s handbag as well. He was arrested several years ago on suspicion of embezzling funds from his company.  He was cleared, but his DNA profile was in the database.  That’s how I was able to trace it back to him.”  Cammie and Rick exchanged shocked looks.  “You still there?” Colin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, still stunned by the news. 
 
    “Do you know Kevin Baker?” 
 
    “We do.  He was a friend of the victim.” 
 
    “Well, it looks as though he had contact with her before she died.  I’m not sure the hair would have survived being packed and unpacked in a suitcase.  It was resting on the front right shoulder of her sweater, as if this Baker guy had hugged or grabbed her.”  She heard the rustling of paper before he continued.  “Looking at Doc’s autopsy photos and notes, he believes the bruising on the side of the victim’s throat happened when the perp pulled the strap of the bag that was lying against her neck.  He says the bruising was fresh when the body was discovered.  With Baker’s fingerprints on the strap, I’d say he’s the guy who yanked it. And most likely did the killing. I’ll email you the full report.” 
 
    “Sure,” she mumbled as she hung up.  She leaned over her desk and pushed her hand through her hair.  “Talk about a kick in the stomach.”   
 
    “We really have to talk to Rodney Novak,” Rick exclaimed. “He’s the only one who can back up or destroy Kevin’s alibi.” 
 
    “Like Colin says, the DNA doesn’t lie.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s a loose end.  We might as well clear it up.” 
 
    “The neighbor said he should be returning today.  If we don’t hear from him by this afternoon, I’m heading up there.”  She left her office and went over to Emmy’s desk.  “Can you do your magic on the computer and get me Kevin Baker’s cell phone records for the day prior and the day of Poppie’s murder.” 
 
    “Sure, Sheriff.  I’ll get on it right now.” 
 
      
 
    They were just finishing up their lunch when Cammie’s cell rang.   
 
    “Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department.” 
 
    “I’d like to speak to Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth.” 
 
    “You’re speaking to her.” 
 
    “This is Rodney Novak. I have several voice mail messages from a Deputy Belleveau.  My neighbor also gave me your business card and told me to call you ASAP.  What is this all about?” 
 
    “Mr. Novak, we need you to confirm a meeting you had with Kevin Baker.” 
 
    “Kevin?  Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you tell me where you were on the morning of Tuesday, September 27th at approximately 8 am?” 
 
    “Hold on.  I need to check my appointment book.”  There was a lull on the phone.  Then Rodney said, “You said this is about a meeting with Kevin?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got the dates wrong.  I didn’t meet with him that Tuesday.  I was supposed to, but I’d forgotten I had a dentist appointment that day, so we agreed to move it to the 28th.” 
 
    “We’re going to need to confirm your dental appointment.” 
 
    “What is this all about?” he asked, his voice tinged with fear and concern. 
 
    “These are simply routine questions in an investigation we’re conducting into the death of Poppie Beresford.” 
 
    “I heard about that down at the local grocer’s.  You don’t think Kevin had anything to do with that?” 
 
    “As I said earlier, these are routine questions. Just to reiterate, you met with Kevin on Wednesday, September 28th?” Cammie repeated. 
 
    “That’s right.  I swung by at 8:30 in the morning. I even brought the coffee and donuts. I’d commissioned a cedar chest as a wedding gift for my daughter and was picking it up that day.” 
 
    “I’m going to have my deputy take a statement from you.  Please hold on.  And thank you for your help.” 
 
    While Rick went off to his desk to take Novak’s statement, Emmy poked her head in. 
 
    “I found what you were looking for,” she announced as she put a piece of paper down in front of Cammie.  
 
     The sheriff read it, her mouth settling into a thin line. “Looks like we didn’t need Novak’s call after all,” she said.  “This is proof positive Kevin killed Poppie.” 
 
    They were Kevin’s cell phone records.  Emmy highlighted the information that showed his phone pinging on the morning of Poppie’s death at the Berks Bluff cellphone tower at 7:30 am, only a few miles from the murder scene. 
 
    Emmy saw Cammie’s downcast face.  “At least you know who the murderer is.  Now you and Rick can arrest him.” 
 
    She nodded silently.  Emmy quietly backed out of the office, knowing her boss well enough to know she needed to be alone for a while to process this startling piece of information. 
 
    Cammie swung her chair around to her computer.  Instead of typing, she stared at the screen, her lunch sitting like a stone in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    How could she have been so wrong about Aubrey?  She’d been convinced he was the killer.  Had she done what no self-respecting law officer should ever do?  Had she allowed her personal feelings about the writer to blind her to the possibility that he might not have killed Poppie?  Damn it, she’d been so hell bent on throwing his ass in jail, she’d come this close to wrecking the entire investigation when it turned out he was innocent. 
 
    She couldn’t believe her own stupidity.  It sat heavily on her as she forced herself to write up her report.  She could never remember a time when she’d gone off like this and she hated herself for it.  Somewhere along the line, her desire for justice had turned into a desire for revenge.  For what he’d done to Meredith.   
 
    She rubbed her chin with the back of her hand.  This entire case had taken a hold on her like no other case ever had. Even the investigation into Eli Kelley’s murder the year before hadn’t affected her like this one had.  Why?  Because of the way Poppie’s life had turned out?  Because of the way her daughter continued to revile her, even in death?  Because she’d tried to find redemption for what happened to Willow and failed?  Because she’d tried to find forgiveness, not only from Hannah, but from herself?  And failed miserably? 
 
    Cammie’s eyes strayed across her desk, resting on the photograph she’d been holding when Colin had called.  She pulled it to her and stared at the remains of the white crow.  She’d been inexplicably drawn to that photo all morning.  Now, as she sat and stared at it, feeling angry and disgusted at herself, Professor Bodmin’s words about the white crow came back to her.  Black crows avoided the white crow because they knew it was different. Believing it was sick, they had the capability to peck it to death in order to save themselves from predators. 
 
    She caught her breath as she realized the irony of it all.  Poppie Beresford died searching for the white crow.  A bird she unwittingly resembled in so many ways.  Her behavior had caused others to avoid her.  To ostracize her from the family she’d once been a member of. Her daughter and ex-husband had in effect, symbolically pecked her to death by refusing to have anything to do with her.  They’d unwittingly consigned her to a living death.  No, that wasn’t true.  She’d consigned herself to a living death because she could not rid herself of the taint of what she’d done. It was Kevin Baker who consigned her to a real death. Why? Because she’d refused his attempts to bring their friendship to the next level?  Was this a case of if he couldn’t have her, nobody could?  Had the two had words before she left Mategwas? He knew about the trip to Twin Ponds.  Had their argument festered inside of him until he couldn’t stand it anymore?  The GPS on his phone showed he’d travelled to Twin Ponds that morning.  Had he had one last confrontation in the woods with Poppie? Had he tried to kiss her, leaving his hair on her sweater?  Had he tried to yank her back into his arms with the strap of her bag when she pulled away, leaving the mark on her neck?  When she finally and categorically refused him and turned back to bird watching, had he lost it completely and killed her? 
 
    Cammie called Emmy back into her office.  “Could you find a photograph of Kevin Baker and fax it to Tudor?  Ask him if he saw Baker at the inn at the time Poppie was staying there?” 
 
    “Will do, Sheriff.” 
 
    While Emmy went off to carry out Cammie’s request, Rick returned to her office.  She handed him the cell phone report. 
 
    “Holy crap!” he exclaimed.  “Baker lied to us.” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” 
 
    Rick plopped down on the edge of the chair, shaking his head.  “I can’t believe how wrong we were.  I was convinced Aubrey was the killer.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, nobody’s perfect.” 
 
    He caught the tone of her voice, saw the expression on her face and kicked himself for saying aloud what she was feeling.  And, knowing her, shredding herself over.  He opened his mouth to offer comfort, but decided for once to keep his mouth shut.   
 
    A few minutes later, Emmy came back.  “I heard back from Mr. Montgomery.  He says he doesn’t recognize the picture.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emmy. I’m going to get the arrest warrant from Judge Drury.  Then Rick and I are going to Mategwas to arrest Kevin Baker for the murder of Poppie Beresford.” 
 
      
 
    The weather was sunny, a perfect late autumn day, unlike the last time they’d driven up.  The rain had slowed them down then, but now they zipped up the highway, making it in record time.   
 
    Pulling into Kevin’s driveway, they saw his truck parked near the side door.  They knocked and rang the doorbell, but received no answer. As they’d done on their previous visit, they walked around to the barn, expecting to find him working on one of his projects. However, the barn was silent. And empty.  Both officers noticed Kevin’s tools neatly put away, the air filled with the sharp scent of cleaning solutions. 
 
    “Do you think he found out we were coming for him and hightailed it out of here?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing a second vehicle when we were here before, but maybe he grabbed another car to keep us off his trail,” Cammie responded. 
 
    While Rick returned to the front door and began to bang on it, Cammie went to the Explorer where she opened the back door and withdrew a small case.  She came back to the front door and kneeling down, opened the case, removing what looked like a thin crochet hook.  She put it into the lock, gave it a twist and the door unlocked.   
 
    “You’re really going to have to show me how to do that,” Rick remarked as she swung the door open. 
 
    She unsnapped her pistol, though she kept it holstered. “Kevin, it’s Sheriff Farnsworth and Deputy Belleveau.  We need to speak with you,” she called out.  There was no response.  “Rick, go around to the back door in case he tries to escape that way.” As Rick took off, Cammie cautiously entered the premises.  “We only want to ask you some questions,” she said as she walked further into the living room. 
 
    There was a stillness to the air that put her on alert.  As if something or someone were lurking, hiding, waiting.  She lowered her hand to her pistol and slowly took it out of its holster.  She continued to walk through the living room and kitchen, once again taking in the scent of cleaner.  Had Baker actually cleaned his house and barn before fleeing?  That’s certainly what it looked like as Cammie took in the spotless countertops and empty dish strainer. 
 
    She unlocked the kitchen door and let Rick in.  “I’m going to check the bedrooms.  Stay here.” 
 
    He nodded as he too took out his revolver.   
 
    Moving very slowly, Cammie made her way down the corridor.  She peeked in the bathroom.  The smell of cleaner was stronger here.  The shower curtains were open so she didn’t need to worry that he’d jumped out at her when her back was turned.  The first bedroom looked to be a guest room. Glancing about, she saw it was empty.  She entered and cautiously opened the closet.  There was what appeared to be Kevin’s summer wardrobe hanging inside.  But there was no sign of him. Re-entering the corridor, she saw there was one bedroom left, its door open at the end of the hallway.  
 
    If he wasn’t in there, they’d have to check the basement.  And if he wasn’t there either, it meant he’d escaped.   
 
    She pushed all this aside as she approached the bedroom.  As she drew closer, a new scent assailed her nostrils – a scent she knew all too well. 
 
    Oh no, oh no, oh no. 
 
    She had to make sure this wasn’t a trap.  Coming up to the door, she took a deep breath before jumping into the room in what she called the fighting stance – square to the target with her firing foot slightly behind her support foot in order to give herself more maneuverability in case Kevin was in the room and armed. 
 
    “Come out, Kevin!” she yelled, the all too familiar smell clogging her nostrils.  There was no answer.  She quickly checked the closet.  It was filled with his winter clothes.  As she came around to the side of the bed, she slowly brought her revolver down. And cursed under her breath. 
 
     The man she was searching for was sitting propped up against the wall.  Across his body lay a shotgun. The blue wall behind his head was stained with blood and brain matter. 
 
    Kevin Baker had killed himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
     “All clear, Rick,” she called out as her eyes roamed the room in search of a suicide note.  She heard Rick’s steps hurrying down the corridor.  When he came up to her, he took one look at what remained of Kevin’s head and barely made it to the bathroom before he threw up his lunch.  
 
    He looked embarrassed when he returned a few minutes later.  His face was a ghostly white as he avoided Cammie’s eye. 
 
    “I think maybe the mayo on my turkey club was bad,” he mumbled as he made sure not to look at Kevin’s body. 
 
    “The mayo’s always bad when it’s your first suicide by shotgun,” Cammie responded.  “Don’t be embarrassed. You should have seen me when it was my first.  Not only did I vomit, but I couldn’t eat for two days.  Great for my waistline, bad for my dreams.” 
 
    “How do you ever get used to it?” 
 
    “Don’t have a choice, do we?  It’s either keep doing a job you love, but don’t always like.  Or hand in your badge and become a farmer where the only shit you have to deal with comes from a cow or a chicken.” 
 
    “Or a horse,” he tried to smile. 
 
    “Or a horse.”  Cammie looked about. “Why don’t you check the living room and kitchen for a suicide note?  I’ll check the guest bedroom.  Also, keep an eye out for Poppie’s pearl earring.  If he took it as a trophy, it has to be around here somewhere.” 
 
    “So you think it is suicide?” 
 
    “Doc and the Forensics team will have to back me up, but right now, I’d say yes.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    She looked up at Rick.  “Because he guessed we were closing in on him for murdering Poppie.” 
 
    He met her eye, then looked away.  She gave him a pair of latex gloves which he slipped on.  He then went off to try and find a suicide note while Cammie called Forensics and Doc.  She shoved the cell back in her pocket, slipped on her own pair of latex gloves and gave the room a thorough search.  Finding nothing, she went into the second bedroom, but came up empty as well.   
 
    She was about to check how Rick was doing when he appeared at the top of the corridor.  “I didn’t find a note, but I found a notation on his calendar that he had an appointment this morning with a Dr. Sawyer at 10:30 am.” 
 
    “See if you can track down an address for Sawyer.  I’d like to know why Kevin went to see him.” 
 
    While Rick checked the internet, Cammie continued to poke around the living room, in search of anything that might point to why he killed himself but, more importantly, why he’d killed Poppie.  So far, she could only guess that he’d killed her in a rage because she’d turned him down yet again. If she’d driven two hours only to be rejected, she might be a little ticked as well.  But was that enough to cause him to take her life? 
 
    “What made you snap?” she asked under her breath as she opened drawers in the kitchen, hoping to find some sort of clue to his mental state. 
 
    “I’ve got Sawyer’s address,” Rick called out.  “His office is about 10 minutes from here.” 
 
    “As soon as Doc and the Forensics team arrive, you and I are going to pay a visit to Dr. Sawyer.” 
 
    They spent the next two hours taking photographs of Kevin and his house and combing the rooms, but they found nothing that could give them a definitive motive for Kevin killing both Poppie and himself.  When Doc and his team arrived, he was not in the best of moods. 
 
    “I was soaking in my tub, enjoying a glass of merlot, accompanied by the stirring voice of Luciano Pavarotti when I was unceremoniously yanked from a sublime reverie by a phone call from you,” he harrumphed as he entered the house. 
 
    “You can blame Kevin Baker,” Cammie responded. 
 
    “And who is Kevin Baker?” 
 
    “The man who shot his brains out with a shotgun.  And who ended the life of Poppie Beresford.” 
 
    Doc blinked at her.  “Crudely expressed, but you made your point.” 
 
    “He’s in the back.”  She led him down the corridor and into the bedroom.  Doc immediately knelt down beside the body and began a cursory examination. “I’m thinking he killed himself.” 
 
    “So far it looks that way.  Have you found out why?” 
 
    “Forensics found a strand on his hair on Poppie Beresford’s sweater and his fingerprints on the strap of her handbag.”  Doc turned his head towards her. 
 
    “You were so sure it was Aubrey Gardiner.” 
 
    “I screwed up,” she snapped.  Doc raised an eyebrow, but remained silent.  Instead, he turned back to the body. 
 
    Embarrassed by her outburst, Cammie attempted to dispel the tension in the room.  “What I think happened is that Kevin tried one last time to get Poppie to see him as someone other than a friend.  He knew she and Meredith were going to Twin Ponds.  He may have even known they were staying at the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn.  As part of the bird watching group, he’d have to know that Meredith was not an early riser, but Poppie was.  So he drove down to the inn. Maybe he saw her leaving and told her he’d driven down to see if he could find the white crow, or maybe he saw her driving off and followed her.  In any case, they were in the woods together.  It was just getting light and they were alone.  He tried to convince her to give him a chance.  He may have taken her in his arms, since his hair was found on her shoulder.  She pulled away and he tried to pull her back by yanking on her shoulder strap which explains the bruise you found on her neck.  This angered her and she told him to beat it.  To leave her alone.  Maybe she told him she never wanted to see him again.  He started to walk away.  In order to calm herself, she turned her attention to the woods to try and spot the white crow.  She didn’t know how upset Kevin was.  She may not have even cared. That was her fatal mistake. The more he thought about it, the more enraged he became.  How dare she tell him to leave her alone?  Didn’t she understand how much he loved her?  Incensed, he decided if he couldn’t have her, no one would.  So he snuck back to where she was.  She was so engrossed in finding the crow that she didn’t hear him.  He stood between the two trees and shot her.” 
 
    “What made him shoot himself?” Doc asked. 
 
    “Guilt?  Remorse?  Horror that he’d killed the woman he loved?  Fear that we’d figure it out and he’d spend the rest of his life in jail?  He managed to walk away from an embezzlement charge a number of years ago.  He had to know he wasn’t going to walk away so easily from this one.” 
 
    “Sounds plausible to me.”  He stood up.  “Looks like you’ve solved this,” he remarked as he went out to tell his team to bag the body. 
 
    It looked like she had. 
 
    So why did she feel so out of sorts about it? 
 
    Forensics showed up a half hour later.  While Colin and his team went about their work, she and Rick drove to Dr. Sawyer’s office.   
 
    It was a large white clapboard house nestled among a group of small Craftsman bungalows.  The two officers walked in and showed their badges to the receptionist. They were immediately shown to Sawyer’s office which looked to have once been the library.  There were built in book shelves lining the walls, filled with medical books.  Ten minutes later, Dr. Sawyer entered.  He looked to be in his early forties, average height with a shock of black hair that was starting to show gray strands.  His expression was one of curiosity. 
 
    “I’ve never been visited by the police before,” he admitted.  “I can’t think of any stop signs I may have run lately.” 
 
    “We’re actually here about a patient of yours,” Cammie explained. 
 
    “Oh?” he asked as he leaned against his desk. 
 
    “Yes. We know Kevin Baker came to see you this morning.  We’d like to know why.” 
 
    “May I ask what this pertains to?” 
 
    “We believe he’s responsible for the death of Poppie Beresford.” 
 
    Sawyer’s eyes widened in shock.  “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Hair fibers and fingerprints belonging to Mr. Baker were found on Ms. Beresford’s clothing and handbag.” 
 
    Sawyer reached out for a chair and plopped down, his face showing his surprise.  “I – I can’t believe it.  I’ve known Kevin for years.  He’d never hurt anyone.  There must be some mistake.”  He looked up at Cammie.  “Have you arrested him?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Doctor, but we discovered Mr. Baker’s body in his home this afternoon.  It appears he committed suicide.” 
 
    “Oh dear God,” Sawyer whispered. 
 
    “I know this is a shock, but we need to know why he came to see you today.” 
 
    The doctor passed a trembling hand over his mouth.  “You believe he killed himself because he was about to be arrested?” he suddenly asked. 
 
    Cammie frowned at the question.  “Is there another reason, Doctor?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Kevin had been feeling off for a few months.  He knew something was wrong, but he couldn’t pinpoint what it was.  He finally came to see me and we ran some tests.  I gave him the results this morning.”  He looked first to Cammie, then to Rick.  “He was in the beginnings of Stage 4 Alzheimer’s.  He was devastated by the diagnosis.” 
 
    “Don’t they have medication for that now?” Rick asked. 
 
    “There is, but it only delays the symptoms from getting worse for a limited time.” 
 
    “So, are you saying you believe Mr. Baker killed himself because of his diagnosis?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “That was my first thought when you told me. He had no family. The thought of being placed in a home was horrifying to him. He was scheduled to come back to see me at the end of the week so we could discuss a treatment plan.”  He shook his head sadly.  “Poor Kevin.  He just couldn’t face his brilliant mind fading away.” 
 
    “Would his illness have impaired his judgment in any way?  Or created havoc with his emotions?” 
 
    “If you’re asking whether his Alzheimer’s caused him to kill Poppie, the answer is no.  Not at the stage he was in.” 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Doctor,” Cammie said. 
 
    The two stepped outside where Rick took a deep breath.  “What a strange ending to all of this. Baker escapes justice by offing himself, but there was still karmic justice at play in his diagnosis of Alzheimer’s.” 
 
    “I knew there was something off about him.  Do you remember how he’d suddenly stare off into space the two times we came up to interview him?  Or how upset he looked when he couldn’t find his appointment book?” Rick nodded. “He was already showing signs of dementia.” 
 
     As they drove back to Baker’s house, he noticed once again the hard look in her eyes. 
 
    “So we didn’t pick up right away that it was Baker.  But the important thing is that we did eventually figure it out. As it is, his fate was worse than prison. I can’t imagine knowing that your memory is slowly turning to jello.  But you did your job, Cam.  You led the way to finding Poppie’s killer.  And isn’t that what counts at the end of the day?” 
 
    She threw him a crooked smile, but said nothing.   
 
      
 
    Cammie tried one last time to contact Hannah and her father regarding Poppie’s burial, but neither returned her numerous phone calls.  With the check Hannah left her, she arranged for a simple yet respectful ceremony up at the cemetery. 
 
    The day of the funeral was gray and overcast, with a cold, blustery wind blowing up off Waban Pond. Meredith, Cammie, Doc, Rick, Jace and Emmy were the mourners. Not knowing Poppie’s religious affiliations, Cammie asked Reverend Harborough to conduct a non-denominational service. He was midway through when they heard the sounds of a car driving up the leaf-choked dirt road towards the gates.  A moment later, Aubrey and his wife got out and made their way to the small gathering.  He waved at the minister to continue, his arrogant gesture rubbing Cammie the wrong way.  She forced herself to look away and focus on the minister’s words. 
 
      
 
    We are here to honor the life of 
 
    Poppie Beresford. 
 
    To grieve her passing, to acknowledge what she meant 
 
    to each of us. 
 
      
 
    It was odd hearing those words.  Poppie was a stranger to them.  She’d only come into their orbit because her life had been taken from her.  If those words applied to anyone, they applied to Meredith, Aubrey and Veronica.  They were the ones who knew her.  Even then, they only knew what Poppie wanted them to know.  If there was any life to be mourned here today, it was the lives Poppie had wrecked, and the grief that she could not find the redemption she’d sought for her actions.  There was no forgiveness there that day from the people who needed to forgive – Hannah, Mr. Beresford, even Poppie herself.  She’d tried.  The quote she’d carried around in her bag proved she was trying to forgive herself.  But like the white crow, she’d become an outcast.  Unable to move forward, unable to find some measure of peace in her life, she’d fallen victim to a man who demanded she cease being an observer of her life and begin to partake of it – with him.  If he’d only known that what he was asking was impossible. 
 
    Cammie sighed as they each took turns throwing a handful of dirt on Poppie’s coffin.   
 
    “Go in peace,” Harborough intoned. 
 
    As the group began to move towards their vehicles, Aubrey came up to Cammie. 
 
    “I told you I was innocent.  I told you I had nothing to do with Poppie’s death.” 
 
    Veronica grabbed his arm.  “Aubrey, stop.  This is not the place.” 
 
    He yanked his arm away from her grasp.  “I just want to tell the sheriff here that I’m thinking of suing her for mental anguish.  You ought to have your badge taken away for harassing innocent people--” 
 
    Doc, Jace and Rick surrounded him.  “That’s enough, Mr. Gardiner,” Rick ordered. 
 
    “You’ve said your peace, now I suggest you leave,” Doc added. 
 
    He glared at each of the three men.  “You haven’t heard the last of this!” he declared as he turned and stomped out of the cemetery. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Veronica said.  “He’s been terribly upset over all of this.  He didn’t mean what he said.  We are certainly not going to sue you, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Veronica!” Aubrey’s voice rang out through the still air, shattering any sense of peace and serenity in the cemetery.  She gave Cammie a half-hearted smile, then turned and hurried away. 
 
    “You okay?” Jace asked as he slipped his arm around Cammie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” she answered, her face a stony mask. 
 
    “That man is a Philistine,” Doc remarked.  “And a hypocrite.  After what he did to Meredith, he should have kept his mouth shut.” 
 
    “It’s alright, guys, really.  I’m fine.” 
 
    But she wasn’t.  And they all knew it. 
 
      
 
    Cammie did her best to move on from the Beresford case, but Aubrey made it a point of making himself visible in town.  Every time their paths crossed, he yelled out, “I told you so.”  Legally, there was nothing Cammie or Rick could do.  But it only made her self-disgust grow deeper until it became an open sore, oozing anger and revulsion at how she had so misjudged this investigation.  She went about her duties, but it ate at her.  Jace did what he could to cheer her up.  Doc had them over to dinner in an attempt to distract her.  Emmy baked her favorite cookies while Rick joked to lighten her mood. He was convinced he’d found the solution to her despondency when he came in one day and announced that Veronica had kicked Aubrey out of the farmhouse and was seeking a divorce. 
 
    “She’s hired the best divorce attorney in the Northeast.  You can bet she’s going after his Magic Calico empire hardcore.” 
 
    Cammie nodded, but felt nothing at the news. No satisfaction, no glee at his misfortune. As far as she was concerned, he was only getting what he deserved. The news did nothing to ease her malaise. Only time was going to help her work through her tangle of emotions.   
 
      
 
    It was two weeks after Poppie’s burial. Clarke County experienced their first snow of the season – a light dusting of white that presaged heavier snows that were sure to come. 
 
    Wearing a coat and scarf, Rick strode down Main Street on his rounds. It was a task he enjoyed. Being the social butterfly that he was, he delighted in stopping at the various shops, greeting customers and shopkeepers, sharing in the latest gossip.  Even during the coldest winters, he could be seen walking up and down Main Street, a cup of hot chocolate in one hand and a warm croissant in the other from the newly established bakery that sat up near the town offices.  He wasn’t surprised the bakery was so close to the mayor’s office.  Bill Barnes loved nothing more than freshly baked muffins, donuts and his favorite – loaves of bread right out of the oven.  He made sure the various town meetings started and ended with baked goods.  As long as Barnes was mayor, the bakery would never run out of business. 
 
    It was after lunch when Rick neared Zee’s. The door opened and he saw Emmy step out.   He started to call out to her when he saw a young man step out behind her.  It was Jeff Norbit, the star quarterback on the high school football team when Emmy was in school. Tall, good looking, with green eyes and blonde hair, he was now attending the University of Maine in Orono. Guessing he was home visiting, his eyes narrowed when he saw Ryan put an arm around Emmy’s shoulder as they walked up the street towards HQ.  He had his head down listening to something Emmy was saying and they were both laughing. 
 
    Rick felt sick with jealousy.  Before he could stop himself, he crossed the street and approached the two. 
 
    “Hey, Jeff.  I thought you were up in Orono.” 
 
    Jeff straightened.  The two men were of equal height and build and he met Rick’s eye.  “I’m home for the week-end.” 
 
    The two tried to walk around Rick, but he remained in their way. “I didn’t know you two were friends,” he remarked. 
 
    Emmy was taken aback by the look in Rick’s eye.  She’d never seen it before and it worried her. “We’ve known each other since we were kids,” she said in an effort to diffuse the anger she felt pouring off Rick. 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Why should you?” Jeff countered. “When did Twin Ponds become a police state?”  
 
    Rick took a step towards Jeff. Emmy quickly grabbed Rick’s arm.  “Jeff, thanks for lunch. We’ll catch up this weekend before you go back to campus.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Em?” he asked, eyeing Rick. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” 
 
    Jeff reluctantly sidestepped Rick and continued on his way.  Emmy waited until Jeff was out of earshot before she turned on Rick. 
 
    “What the heck is the matter with you?  You totally embarrassed me.” 
 
    “Are you two dating?” he asked. 
 
    “You have no right to ask me that. You’re like a bouncing ball, you know that? One minute you like me, then the next, you’re running away as if I have the plague.  I told you, I’m not going to play this game forever with you, Rick.  Either you want to be with me or you don’t.  Since you’ve made it obvious you don’t, I’m not going to waste any more of my time waiting for you to change your mind.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’ve never made anything obvious!” he exclaimed, hurt and bewildered by her accusation. 
 
    “Really? Then what do you call it when I keep inviting you to dinner, but you always find an excuse not to go,” Emmy shot back, her face red with anger and frustration.  “The most I can get you to do is walk with me to Zee’s to get sandwiches for you and the Sheriff.  This is ridiculous.  Life’s too short.”  She started to walk away, before suddenly turning back to him.  “Jeff and I are not dating. Not yet. But at least he appreciates me, which is more than you do!”  She started to walk away when once more she swung around to the deputy.  “If I were you Rick, I’d go see someone to help you with your commitment issues.  If you don’t, you’re going to end up old and alone.” 
 
    This time she continued walking down the street. 
 
    Rick stood there, stunned by what she’d said. His anger surged.  How dare she say he needed a psychiatrist?  Who the hell was she to accuse of him of being afraid of commitment?  Just because she was ready to settle down and he wasn’t – 
 
    The anger pooled out of him as he realized what a stupid thing he’d just done.  He’d been ready to knock Jeff’s head off.  Until he’d saved Emmy’s life last year, he was convinced he didn’t even have a jealous bone in his body. But that was obviously not true. 
 
    What was Emmy doing to him? 
 
    “Good morning, Rick,” a passerby greeted. 
 
    He didn’t hear. He was still immersed in what had just happened. Once again, the reason behind his actions dangled in front of him. He shuddered and deliberately veered his mind away. 
 
    I’ve got to get a grip.  And fast. 
 
      
 
    Cammie was in the Explorer, driving around the neighborhoods, doing her rounds. Like Rick, she enjoyed this part of her job. She made it a point to check in on the elderly, on families she knew were in need, making sure they had what they needed for the coming winter.  The self-recriminations over the Beresford investigation were still there, but they were easing. She recognized that she put so much pressure on herself to be the best officer she could be that she wasn’t allowing herself to make mistakes. 
 
    Yes, this one had been a doozy, but she could take satisfaction that she hadn’t arrested Aubrey.  Although she’d genuinely believed him to be the murderer, she hadn’t completely closed her mind off to other possibilities. She’d held out to get the necessary proof she needed before throwing him in jail.  She’d been a responsible officer.  The only fault she had was her zeal in wanting him to be guilty.  That was where she’d lost her objectivity.   
 
    Well, that’s never going to happen again.  I learned my lesson. 
 
    She took a right and saw she was driving past Dancing Harry’s place.  As a man whose mind could go from clear, logical coherent thought to muddled confusion and back again, he was on her list of people she routinely checked up on.  Realizing she hadn’t seen him since the anniversary of her mother’s death, she decided to stop.  She pulled into the driveway, walked up to his door and knocked.  Not hearing anything, she turned the knob and opened it. 
 
    “Harry, it’s Cammie.  Just came by to say hello!” she called out as she stepped into the living room. 
 
    “I’m just getting out of the shower.  I’ll be out in a minute,” he called back. 
 
    There was a fire roaring in the wood stove, making the small house nice and toasty.   
 
    “Why don’t you put the kettle on?  We can have ourselves a cup of tea,” he called out again. 
 
    “Good idea,” she answered as she walked over to the kitchen area and bustled about filling the kettle and putting it on the burner.  She opened the cabinet and reached up to pull out two mugs.  She managed to get one out while the other was just out of reach.  Reaching up on tiptoes, she managed to get her fingertips around the handle and slide it towards her.  Unfortunately, it caught on something.  Feeling around, she closed her fingers around a cold, round object. Pulling it to her, she opened her hand and gasped aloud. 
 
    It was Poppie Beresford’s lost earring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie backed up in horror, crashing against Harry’s writing desk. A slim book toppled to the floor next to her feet.  She picked it up and her heart skidded to a stop when she read the title. 
 
    The Flowers of Evil by Charles Baudelaire. 
 
    Charles Baudelaire.  A French poet. 
 
    A name suddenly came to mind that made her sick.  
 
    Baudelaire French. 
 
    The caretaker who Hannah had spoken of so highly.  The caretaker Poppie had accused of theft and thrown off her property.   
 
    This couldn’t be happening. 
 
    “Excellent poet and essayist,” Harry said as he walked into the living room and saw the book in her hand.  “He influenced an entire generation of poets.  He’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    “Which is why you took his name,” Cammie whispered.  “Which is why you became Baudelaire French.” 
 
    “A bit dramatic even for me.  But I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    With a shaking hand, Cammie held up the earring.  “You took this from Poppie Beresford’s body, didn’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “She never paid me my wages. Wages, mind you, that I earned. It seemed like a fair exchange. Those are real diamonds, you know. And such a beautiful pearl.  I’m still debating whether to keep the pearl or not.” 
 
    Cammie stared at him in disbelief.  He was speaking as casually as though they were discussing the weather. There was no remorse. No guilt.  What appalled her was the lucidity in his eyes. He knew exactly what he’d done.  And he felt justified in having done it. 
 
    “That’s why Poppie ran out of Zee’s,” she whispered as the true pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place.  “It wasn’t because she overheard a conversation regarding bird hunting.  It was because she saw you.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re going to want to hear all about that, aren’t you?”  He laughed as he wiggled his finger at her. “You always were a nosy little girl.” Not waiting for an answer, he sat down in his chair.  “I will be more than happy to satisfy your curiosity.”  He cleared his throat and began. “After leaving Twin Ponds all those years ago, I drifted from job to job. You’ll remember, I was always a very good handyman.  Much like your Jace, I could fix just about anything.  That talent served me well. I’d stay for a little while working as a caretaker or handyman for various families.  Then I’d grow bored and move on.  It was a very pleasant existence. Then I came to work for Poppie Beresford.”  He shook his head as he looked at Cammie. “Thank God you never knew her.  She was a horrid woman.  She treated everyone like dirt, including her dear, sweet daughter.  Now I would have moved on as soon as I’d discovered what a witch she was.  But it was Hannah that made me stay.  She was so starved for attention that I took it upon myself to spend time with her. I carved her little toys.  Taught her how to fly a kite.  One day she found this poor robin.  We did our best to save it and we would have too.  But the witch cold bloodedly killed that little bird.  That’s when I knew I had to make her pay.”  He guffawed when he saw Cammie’s expression.  “Oh, I didn’t do anything to her.  I simply stole her favorite set of pearls. Unfortunately, I was immediately suspected.  She threatened to have me thrown in jail.”  Harry tapped the side of his head.  “But she couldn’t.  Because I’d hidden the pearls so well, she couldn’t prove I’d taken them.  However, she was intent on getting her revenge.  She fired me without paying me my wages.  And she put the word out in Greenwich that I was a thief and not to be trusted.”  He shook his head.  “Can you imagine that?  I’d grown to like Greenwich.  But I had no choice.  I had to leave because no one would hire me.” 
 
    “Is that why you killed her, Harry?” Cammie asked. “Because she fired you without paying you?” 
 
    “I killed her because she was a horrible human being who didn’t deserve to live.” 
 
    “For God’s sakes, Harry!” she exploded. “How dare you presume to be judge and jury!  You stole her property and she fired you!  That’s not a death sentence.” 
 
    He gave Cammie a pitying look.  “It wasn’t about the pearl necklace.  It was about treating people with respect, regardless of their social position. It was about being compassionate and caring and loving, especially to her daughter.” He met her eye. “Do you know Hannah went into Zee’s the day she came to see you? I made sure to hide, though I doubt she would have recognized me anyway. I watched her, Cammie. I watched the way she treated Zee, barking out her order as though she were talking to the village idiot. I saw the look of disdain on her face as she observed the locals. It broke my heart. She’d become exactly like her mother. That was Poppie’s legacy.” 
 
    Cammie hung her head.  “Harry, you have no idea how much Poppie suffered.  You don’t have a clue how much she regretted her behavior with Hannah.  And even if she didn’t feel guilty, that doesn’t give you the right to do what you did.” 
 
    “Guilty?” He burst out laughing.  “My dear Cammie, she was rude up to the last moments of her life.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was out walking in my woods as I do every morning.  I heard an argument and went to investigate.  She was yelling at a man who wanted nothing more than to be allowed to love her.  To take care of her.  She screamed at him to leave her alone.”  He sniffed.  “If she’d been nice to him, I might believe you. But she wasn’t. She was as condescending and belittling as she’d always been. What does that say about her as a human being when she mocks another human being for the simple reason that he loves her? When did love become an excuse to scorn and vilify another?” He heaved a heavy sigh. “If it makes you feel better, I wasn’t planning on killing her.  I always carry my gun whenever I go out into my woods. Out there, I am simply a means of nourishment for a hungry predator to feast upon. And although I find it distasteful, I must be able to defend myself. But there she was, defiling my woods with her insulting words, with her haughtiness, with her very presence. She hurt that man so deeply he was actually crying when he left.  I couldn’t stand it anymore, Cammie. When she turned her back and looked through her binoculars into the trees, the crows started screeching so loudly, I know they were telling me to shoot her. To eliminate such an abomination. More crows arrived until there was such a cacophony, I couldn’t bear the noise.  They were all cawing the same thing – kill her, kill her.  So I did.” 
 
    Cammie’s heart broke.  “Here there be monsters,” she murmured. 
 
    His face beamed. “Did you like that?  It wasn’t hard to sneak in there, you know. I occasionally sweep out the dining area, so I know where all the keys are.  I needed the world to know what she was.” 
 
    Tears stung her eyes as she looked at him.  He had no idea how apt his statement was. There were monsters. But they weren’t at the inn.  They were right here.   
 
    “I can’t let you get away with this, you know,” she said through the tears. 
 
    “You must do what you must do.” 
 
    Cammie reached behind her and unhooked the handcuffs from her police belt. She took a step forward to place them on his wrists. In a swift movement that took her by surprise, he crashed his fist into her temple. She crumpled to the floor and lay still.  
 
    “And I must do what I must do,” he said before grabbing his coat and hurrying out the door. 
 
      
 
    A quarter of an hour later, Cammie slowly regained consciousness. She groaned aloud as pain exploded throughout her head. Struggling into a sitting position, she looked around, not sure where she was. She felt something cold against her fingers.  Glancing down, she saw her handcuffs lying on the floor.  And remembered the horrifying details - Poppie’s earring, Harry confessing to Poppie’s murder.  She whipped out her radio and immediately called HQ. 
 
    “Put out an APB on Dancing Harry, aka Coach Adam McIntyre. He’s responsible for killing Poppie Beresford. Assemble the trackers, the dogs and all law enforcement personnel.  Call Mark and tell him to take to the air.  Harry was last seen in the vicinity of his house on Pickett Road.  He is armed and dangerous.” 
 
    She put her head down and took deep breaths through her mouth as a surge of nausea threatened to overwhelm her.  When she felt her stomach settle down, she tried to stand up, only to be met with another sharp pain in her head.   
 
    Reaching out with her hand, she used the writing desk to help hoist herself up to her feet. She took a few steps as the room spun around her.  Gritting her teeth against the ache and nausea, she shook her head gently in an effort to clear it.  It didn’t help much, but at least the room stopped whirling about her. She went into the bathroom where she saw a clothes hamper.  Grabbing an armful of shirts, she slowly made her way to the front door. She hesitated before balling the clothing under her arm. With her right hand, she withdrew her weapon. She didn’t think Harry was lurking outside, but she needed to be sure.   
 
    After reconnoitering the area, she made it to the Explorer.  She turned it on, then lowered her head for a moment as her vision began to blur again.   
 
    “Damn it, not now,” she snarled as she fought against both the nausea again and her whoozy vision.  This time, ignoring the pain, she shook her head again.  Then putting the vehicle in drive, she took off. 
 
    She had no choice but to drive slowly.  By the time she arrived at HQ, she felt her left eye beginning to close. Pulling into the parking lot, she saw her deputies and a group of men and dogs waiting for her.  
 
    “Jesus, Cam. What happened to you?” Rick asked as he noticed the ugly bruising on the side of her face and around her swollen eye. 
 
    “He got the jump on me.” 
 
    “He must have hit you hard.  You actually said Dancing Harry was Coach McIntyre.” 
 
    She met his eye.  “He is.” 
 
    Rick’s jaw dropped as she went up to the group.  There were five trackers assembled – the best in Clarke County. One in particular, Dave Turner was the best among the best. He was famous throughout the Northeast for his uncanny tracking abilities.  He had salt and pepper hair, an engaging, easy going personality and a round, kind face. Behind the kindness, however, lay the mind of a ruthless, professional hunter. He and his purebred bloodhound Blue had yet to fail in finding their quarry, whether it was a lost hiker, a predator or an injured hunter. He was known never to give up. With those two on her team, Harry didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    “Harry knows these woods like the back of his hand.  He’s going to be difficult to find, but I know he can’t outwit you guys,” she said as she once again fought the urge to throw up. 
 
    “Is it true he killed that woman?” Dave asked. 
 
    “Yes. Is there anyone here who doesn’t know Harry?”  They all shook their heads. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s Coach McIntyre?” Russell questioned. “I thought Coach died years ago.” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but Dancing Harry is Coach McIntyre.”  She handed out a shirt to each of the trackers.  “I got these out of his hamper.  This should help the dogs.”  She stood a step back.  “He’s armed and dangerous. We cannot underestimate him.”  Taking a map of the county from Rick, she spread it out over the hood of the Explorer.  She quickly assigned areas to each group.  By the time she was done, her left eye had closed completely and the pain was throbbing. Once again she felt the nausea bubbling up.  It was through sheer force of will that she tamped it down.  
 
    “Cam, you need to sit down.  You look as though you’re ready to faint.  I’ve got this,” Rick said. 
 
    “No,” she answered sharply. 
 
    “At least get Doc to take a look at your eye.” 
 
    “Later.”  She assigned her deputies to the various groups, choosing to go with Dave and Blue. 
 
    As everyone got into their vehicles and took off, Rick took the opportunity to call both Doc and Jace and let them know what was going on.  
 
      
 
    The teams spent the rest of the day searching the woods, but they came up with nothing.  As night fell and temperatures dropped, they had no choice but to call off the search until the next day at sunrise. 
 
    Doc and Jace were waiting for her when she got back to HQ.  Jace winced when he saw her face.  Her eye resembled a purple colored golf ball. Doc gave her some painkillers, insisting she take them once she arrived home. 
 
    “Is it true what I’m hearing? Dancing Harry is actually Coach McIntyre?” Jace asked as he drove them home. She nodded and told him the story of how she’d come to know his true identity.  When she was done, she lay her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. 
 
    “I still can’t believe he’s a murderer,” she said quietly.  “I never saw that coming.” 
 
    “How could you?” Jace answered. “This wasn’t premeditated.  It was the action of a man who hasn’t mentally been all there for a long time.” 
 
    “Still, I should have seen it.” 
 
    “Stop it, Cammie,” he reprimanded her in such a stern voice that it took her by surprise.  “You’re not perfect.  No one is perfect.  You’ve got to stop putting so much pressure on yourself. You’re doing the best you can which is pretty damned good.  All the evidence pointed to Aubrey. Then the DNA pointed to Baker. Who the hell could have known that the killer was actually a non-descript, harmless looking, poem quoting hobo who’s been mentally damaged for years?” 
 
    Cammie heaved a heavy sigh.  “I hope to God we find him.” 
 
    “We will.  There is no way Dave Turner is going to let Harry ruin his stellar record.” 
 
    He reached over and took her hand. She turned and looked out the window, afraid that when they did find him, he would no longer be alive.  She knew Harry well enough to know how much he loved tramping through the woods. Roaming free was as essential to his wellbeing as breathing. The thought of spending the rest of his days either in prison or in an asylum could send him over the edge, which was never far away to begin with.  She closed her good eye and tried to ignore the bad feeling sitting in the pit of her stomach. 
 
      
 
    Cammie was out the door just as the sun was peeking over the horizon. This time Jace insisted on going with her. They drove out to Berk’s Bluff, where she and Jace were met by Dave and a group of volunteers who had heard about the search for Harry and were offering their assistance. They were each armed with a rifle, a look of determination on their faces. Surprised to see the tracker without his dog, she asked, “Where’s Blue?  Is he okay?” 
 
    “Harry’s been this way,” Dave responded.  “He scattered pepper spray on his trail that threw Blue off.  He’ll be fine, but he’s not eager to encounter any more pepper.  But you’ve got me.” He smiled.  “I eat cayenne pepper for breakfast.” The group laughed. “I looked around before you arrived.  There are signs that he’s up there.” 
 
    “Remember, everybody. He’s armed and dangerous,” Cammie warned. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sheriff,” one of the volunteers called out.  “We can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    The group fanned out and began to walk up the path that led to the top of Berk’s Bluff.  Dave showed her newly broken branches and twigs that proved something or someone had recently passed that way.  “We’re not that far behind,” the tracker remarked as he continued leading the way. Halfway up the bluff, he stopped. “It looks like he left the path and veered to the right.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “There’s nothing there except the lookout over the Moose River.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Dave concurred. “It’s a steep drop down to the river, but if he’s careful, he can make it to the water.  That doesn’t mean we won’t catch him, but it will definitely slow us down.” 
 
    At that time of the year, the river wasn’t roaring with the winter melt.  There was a current and the water was cold, but it wasn’t impassible.  
 
    Trying to figure out what Harry was up to, she walked a few steps behind Dave, keeping her good eye trained on both him and the volunteers. With each step, she prayed Harry wouldn’t react like a cornered animal and try to shoot his way out.  She couldn’t bear it if any of these men were shot.  She couldn’t even wrap her mind around the possibility of Jace getting hurt.  Or worse.  
 
    Just as they were nearing the crest of the bluff, Dave held his hand up, causing everyone to stop.  “I suggest you send your best shooters to cover both sides of the lookout.  If he’s up there, that’s the way he’s going to use to get down. The rest of us will quietly make our way up the main trail.” 
 
    Cammie eyed him steadily.  “I don’t want him shot.” 
 
    “I understand that.  It’s more a tactic to show him he has no choice but to give himself up.” 
 
    The orders were issued, with the strict caveat they were not to shoot unless Harry fired first.  They waited until the shooters were in place before they proceeded up the path.  Cammie had come up beside Dave as they reached the crest.  To her shock, the man they were hunting was right in front of them. 
 
    Harry had climbed onto the metal railing that served as the lookout. Below him lay a spectacular view of the valley and the Moose River cutting through the meadows. 
 
    “I’m not going to let you arrest me,” he shouted to Cammie. 
 
    “Coach, don’t do this,” she said, deliberately using the name that had once belonged to him. 
 
    “Please don’t call me that,” he answered.  “Coach died a long time ago.” 
 
    “Harry, climb off the lookout and walk towards us. We can talk about this.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.  If I do as you ask, I lose control over my life.  It may not be much of a life, but it’s mine. I can’t allow that life to rot away behind bars.” 
 
    “Harry, please.  You don’t need to do this,” she pleaded with him, the tears streaming down her face as she realized the futility of the situation.  Terrified of his unpredictability, she slowly walked towards him.  With any luck, she could reach him and gently pull him off the lookout.  “Harry, I never told you this, but you were the closest thing I had to a father during those years I played on the Night Hawks. You were there for me.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I wasn’t there for you when it really counted.” 
 
    “Only because of what Eli did to you.  I never held that against you.” She drew closer. “Please Harry, step off the lookout.  We can figure something out.” 
 
    “You took an oath to uphold the law.  I’m a murderer. You have no choice, Camilla, and I won’t let you ruin your career because of me.” 
 
     Later she would realize he’d called her by her full name. He was the only one who ever had.  
 
    He looked at her with a wistful look on his face. As she continued inching towards him, he suddenly lifted his arms into the air and intoned 
 
      
 
    “In visions of the dark night 
 
    I have dreamed of joy departed— 
 
    But a waking dream of life and light 
 
    Hath left me broken-hearted.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    When he was done, he lowered his arms and looked at her again.  His mouth curved into a sad smile.               
 
    “Don’t forget me,” he called out to her.  He then turned and leapt off the lookout.  
 
    “NO!” Cammie screamed as she jumped forward towards him.  From behind her, she felt strong arms grab her waist and pull her back from the edge. 
 
    “Cammie, don’t!” Jace yelled as she struggled against him. 
 
    “Let me go!  I have to help him!” she cried out as she fought against his grasp.  “Goddamn it! He needs my help!” 
 
    Dave hurried to the edge and looked over.  The look on his face as he turned back to her said it all.  “He’s gone, Sheriff.  He’s dead.” 
 
    Cammie’s world caved in on her. “No, no, no,” she whimpered as she collapsed against Jace. He took her in his arms and held her against his chest.  “No…” 
 
      
 
    It had been a somber twenty-four hours. The five trackers recovered Harry’s broken body.  It was now lying in the Crypt.  Doc had followed Jace and Cammie back to their cabin where he’d administered a sedative to the shell-shocked woman.  Jace sat up all night at her bedside, holding her hand, praying she would recover from it all.  He knew Harry was the closest thing to a father Cammie had after her own father retreated to his cabin. The scars of realizing the man she’d once revered was a murderer, and to witness how he chose to die, were wounds Jace knew she would carry the rest of her life.  He prayed they’d come far enough in their relationship that she’d allow him to help her through it.  He couldn’t bear the alternative.  When he finally drifted off to sleep just before dawn, his words of supplication were still on his lips. 
 
    The sun shone bright the next morning, mocking the sadness in everyone’s heart. Unable to sleep, Rick arrived at the office first.  After turning on the lights and getting the coffee machine started, he sat at his desk, ruminating about the day before. He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the truth regarding Harry. Or was it Coach?  It really didn’t matter anymore, did it?  The dead man’s secret was out. The whole county was talking about the shock of discovering that Dancing Harry was actually Coach Adam McIntyre. Worse, that their beloved Coach was a killer. 
 
    It was heart wrenching. Especially when he saw how his death, and the revelation of what he’d done to Poppie affected Cammie.  He’d arrived just as Jace was helping her down from Berk’s Bluff.  He’d never seen her like that before.  She was like one of the living dead, her face expressionless, her eyes devoid of emotion. She hadn’t even acknowledged him when he came up to her. As if she didn’t know who he was.  It had frightened him deeply.  
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    He turned and saw Emmy coming in.  She’d been cold to him since the incident with Jeff, but in light of what had happened, the coldness was gone. 
 
    “Have you talked to the sheriff?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “She’s not talking to anyone.” 
 
    “She’s been through so much,” the young woman commiserated.  
 
    “She’s in shock, Em. First she thinks she screwed up over Aubrey not being the murderer.  Then she finds out Kevin’s the murderer, only it turns out he isn’t the murderer. To top it all off, she finally discovers the man who was like a second dad to her is a cold-blooded killer who she has to watch do a swan dive to his death. If it was me, I wouldn’t come out from under the covers for weeks.” 
 
    She took off her coat and started towards the coffee machine. 
 
    “Emmy…” he began. 
 
    She put her hand up.  “Let’s not talk about it now.  We’ve all been through a lot lately.” 
 
    He stood up and approached her.  “I know.  But I need to tell you how sorry I am.  I’ve been a complete jerk.” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “Yes, you have been. But we can discuss it later.  Let’s just concentrate on keeping everything going until the sheriff comes back.” 
 
    He reluctantly nodded. She poured herself a mug of coffee before returning to her desk where she gathered together a handful of phone messages for Cammie. She didn’t know when or what day the sheriff would come in, but she wanted to make sure everything was ready for her.   
 
    Rick sat at his desk, proud of himself for asking Emmy to forgive him.  Along with thoughts of the investigation and concern for Cammie that kept him up most of the night, he also realized he didn’t want to lose Emmy. Although terrified over committing to her, he was still willing to try. He only hoped he hadn’t caused irreparable harm between them by his caveman behavior.  Somehow he’d make it up to her.  As he mentally jotted down ideas on just how to do this, the quiet of the office was suddenly shattered by the sound of a piercing scream. 
 
    It was Emmy. 
 
    Terrified that something horrible had happened to her, he withdrew his weapon and hurried down the hallway. He burst into Cammie’s office and quickly looked around. 
 
    “What happened?  Why did you scream?” 
 
    It was then that he noticed her standing behind Cammie’s desk, her hands to her mouth.  Her face was white as she looked back at him.  He holstered his weapon and approached her. 
 
    “What is it, Em?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Instead, she pointed to the center of Cammie’s desk. Perplexed, Rick looked down to where she was pointing. 
 
    “God no!” he exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    Sitting in the center of the desk was a letter of resignation addressed to Mayor Barnes. On top of the letter lay Cammie’s badge. 
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    AUTHORS NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, a heartfelt thank you for taking this latest journey to Twin Ponds.  I believe every writer weaves in bits and pieces of their own lives in the stories they write and this one is no different.  It was a very emotional story for me on several levels as I grappled to convey the subjects of forgiveness and redemption and loneliness.  Although social media strives to point out how different we are, I think what makes us the same are the emotions we all share.  No matter where on this earth we’re born and raised, what language we speak, what we look like or what we believe in, we all know what it is to love, to grieve, to be hurt, to feel betrayed, to be filled with joy and happiness.  It’s confusing at times, but it’s what makes us human.  And what links us together.  As Emmy so poignantly states, it would be nice to be given an owner’s manual to this thing we call life.  Yet, if that were to happen, we’d lose the gift of choice, of discovering who and what we truly are. As heartbreaking and painful as that journey sometimes is, it’s also filled with wonder and awe.  An adventure waiting to be lived. 
 
    A huge thank you to Dave B. who helped me with the finer points of tracking.  Another huge thank you to my beta readers Maureen Wood and Allison Cady who make these books stronger and save me from misspellings and timeline issues. My new cover artist Grace Currier is a dream to work with and Alison Ouellette is a champ to pull all the artwork together while trying to raise three rambunctious girls.     
 
    My biggest thank you is to all of you for picking up these books in the first place.  I enjoy hearing from you and read all your emails and messages. You can drop me a line at btlordwriter@gmail.com or on my Facebook page 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/ 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already, stop by my website at www.btlordwriter.com and download a free copy of my novella Murder to Die For.  The perplexing murder of five teenagers in 1954 that served as a backdrop in the novella will be explored more fully in the next Twin Ponds installment, An Equal Measure of Murder. 
 
    If you enjoy the Twin Ponds Mystery Series, please leave a review on Amazon.  It helps others find their way to the unique little town situated in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    In the meantime, speaking of An Equal Measure of Murder, here is a preview.  Enjoy! 
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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Eagla Island 
 
    The Coffin Islands off the Coast of Maine 
 
      
 
    The rain fell in icy needles against her numb skin, causing her to tighten the hood around her soaking face. 
 
    The ocean roared beneath, its spray shooting up into the sky as the incoming storm pummeled the waves against the rocks below. 
 
    Cammie Farnsworth stood on the cliff, watching the black clouds roll towards her.  She’d lost track of time. Was it dusk? Was it night? She couldn’t tell anymore. Everything was dark, bleeding into itself.  
 
    She looked down at the roiling waters. Watched the angry foam leap up towards her. For a moment she wondered what it would feel like to take one step forward. Then another. Until there was no ground beneath her anymore. To feel herself falling through the air. To experience the black, frigid ocean plunge itself forcefully into her lungs. 
 
    The idea danced before her, just out of reach, beckoning to her. Part of her mind screamed against such a hideous idea. Yet, hiding within the indignation and disgust, there was a glimmer of a knowing – a sense that this might be the only way to stop the ravages of guilt and pain.  
 
    She leaned forward ever so slightly and stared down at the ferocious ocean. Somewhere in the waves, she saw a face.  She watched as the face smiled sadly at her before turning away and plunging down the side of a mountain, leaving a shattered body alongside her own shattered life.  
 
    “Oh God,” she mumbled under her breath as she pulled her mind away from the memory. But it was too late. Once again, she heard those last words that haunted her.  That wouldn’t let go. That made it hard to breathe whenever she remembered them. 
 
      
 
    Don’t forget me 
 
      
 
    The wind howled, barreling into her, almost knocking her down. Her hood ripped away from her head and billowed noisily behind her. 
 
    The rain storm had arrived.  
 
    The drops now turned to hammers as they beat against her face, lashing her cheeks with tendrils of soaking hair.  Above her, the sky suddenly ripped open with a bolt of lightning, closely followed by a roar of thunder. 
 
    She instinctively ducked as the skies lit up around her.  From somewhere behind where she stood, she could just make out her name called out.  Then it was gone. Whipped away by the violent winds. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    She was not meant to die this day. 
 
    Cammie forced the hood forward and pulled it down over her rain drenched head.  She tied it under her chin with a double knot and turned to go. Then hesitated.  Everything seemed to be in slow motion these days. She didn’t know if she was up or down.  All she knew was that the depression she’d been suffering from for the last few weeks had taken such a hold on her, she was beginning to lose touch of who she was. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
      
 
    Don’t forget me 
 
      
 
    “Cammie!” 
 
    The voice was closer now. She welcomed it while fighting against it at the same time. She wanted to be left alone. To work through her grief and anguish in her own way.  
 
    How’s that working for you? You’re only sinking deeper into such a dark place, you may never find your way out. 
 
    Cammie knew that was her fate if the owner of the voice wasn’t there.  Holding her, tying her to reality. Insisting the recent death was not her fault. As much as she rebelled against the incessant logic, it was her salvation.  
 
    It was time to leave.  The storm was intensifying. She looked out once more over the ocean. As she did, something caught the corner of her eye.  Jerking her head around, she gasped aloud, the sound snatched from her lips and flung out into the escalating winds.  
 
    She fought to keep her balance as she peered into the gathering gloom. Could she have imagined it?   
 
    No! She may be depressed, but she was not delusional. She knew what she’d seen. 
 
    The voice yelling her name drew closer. But her mind was elsewhere.  
 
    A familiar feeling arose – a feeling that felt good yet frightening at the same time. It reminded her of what she’d lost. Of who she’d once been. And who she could become again.  
 
    Rather than turn towards the voice, she instead took a step off the edge of the cliff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twin Ponds, Maine 
 
      
 
    Deputy Rick Belleveau awoke with a start.  He instantly knew he wasn’t home, but for the life of him, he had no idea where he was.  He started to climb out of bed, only to fall back when his head threatened to explode. 
 
    He brushed his long black hair out of his face and stared up at the ceiling, uncomfortably swimming before his blurred vision.  His mouth was bone dry, his head pounded with an ungodly pain, and his stomach made ominously loud gurgling noises. Ever so slowly, as his vision cleared, bits and pieces of the night before made themselves known.   
 
    What the hell were you thinking? 
 
    Mumbling a curse under his acrid breath, he willed himself to get up, throw on his clothes and get out of there as quickly as possible.  The last thing he wanted was to see Evie.  Or was it Leila?  Crap, this was not good. 
 
    Smelling the aroma of sizzling bacon, which only increased his nausea, Rick was forced to move slowly and deliberately as he dressed as quickly as he could. Any sudden moves and he’d lose the battle to keep the contents of his stomach where they belonged. Slipping on his boots, he started for the bedroom door, only to pause when he realized he’d have to pass by whoever was making breakfast.  He looked around the room and his heart sank when he saw the only exit available to him was through the window. Thank God, the house was a one-story ranch, or he’d have to learn to fly in record time. He slid open the window and dropped down, just barely avoiding crashing into a row of rosebushes. The thorns, however, caught on his clothing. He cursed again at the sounds of tearing as he fought to disentangle himself from their sharp points.  
 
    With one last hard jerk, which left a long, ragged rip in his favorite jacket, Rick managed to finally get to his car. Driving away, he felt terrible for being such a louse, but the alternative was worse. Whoever he’d spent the night with was going to see the guilt and remorse in his eyes. They’d be hurt, which would lead to angry words, which would then lead to him saying something he’d regret.   
 
    As if he didn’t have enough regrets at the moment. 
 
    A few miles down the road, he pulled over.  Leaning his forehead against the steering wheel, he took long deep breaths to push away the nausea that was threatening to overtake him.  
 
    What was wrong with him? He’d never been much of a drinker. But last night, he’d started drinking with Evie, or Leila or whoever he’d been with and lost control. That frightened him. He was not a man who easily lost control.   
 
    It’s not my fault my life is a mess.  It’s Emmy’s fault.  And Cammie’s. 
 
    When he felt his stomach finally settle down, he pulled back onto the road.  Driving along with the forest trees zipping by on either side, his mind turned to the past week.  And how it had wrecked him. 
 
    He’d almost had a heart attack when he found Cammie’s badge and resignation letter on her desk.  His first thought was that he was screwed.  There was no way he could fill her shoes as county sheriff.  Nor did he want to.  He was very happy being the department’s number two guy.   
 
    Once the initial shock wore off, he had to admit he completely understood Cammie’s reason for resigning.  The day she quit was a day no one would ever forget. It was a day all who were there wished they could take back. But even as he understood her reasoning, the fact that he was now acting sheriff of Clarke County did not ease his concerns.  
 
    Thankfully, her resignation only lasted twenty-four hours.  She was too conscientious about her job to walk away. However, Jace and Doc, the two people who knew her the best, watched with mounting concern, as she struggled to carry on day after day. They tried to speak to her, but she ignored their advice, insisting she was fine.  Yet, the signs were there – the inability to eat or sleep, the sudden irritability, restlessness followed by long bouts of staring into space.  Finally, the two had no choice but to carry out an intervention at her cabin.  After an argument that turned heated over her ability to do her job, it was Doc who finally forced her to admit that she hadn’t given herself enough time to process the trauma she’d just been through.   
 
    “You need to get out of Twin Ponds for a little while.  A change of scenery, where you don’t need to be Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth, will go a long way to helping you regain your emotional balance.” 
 
    “I have just the place,” Jace added.  “I know how much you love the ocean. My aunt and uncle own a small hotel on one of the Coffin Islands. It’s the off season so we’ll have the place pretty much to ourselves. We’ll walk the beach every day and when we work up an appetite, we can enjoy Aunt Maud’s fantastic cooking.  The rooms are comfortable, and they overlook the sea.  Imagine lying in bed every night listening to the sounds of the waves. It’s the perfect place for R&R.” 
 
    “I can’t just traipse off,” Cammie responded.  “What about my responsibilities here?”  She looked at Jace.  “What about your responsibilities at the garage?  Or with the Night Hawks?  The season is about to start.  You can’t just leave the guys in the lurch.” 
 
    The Night Hawks was the county’s hockey team. Jace was its captain and highest scorer.   
 
    “I haven’t taken a vacation in years,” he answered.  “Nathaniel can handle oil changes and simple maintenance at the garage.  As for the Night Hawks, the guys have been leaning on me too much over the last few years.  Without me there, it’ll give them a chance to see what they can really do.”  He fixed her with a steady gaze.  “Besides, do you honestly think I’d pick hockey and auto repairs over you?”  
 
     “The same applies to the Sheriff’s Department,” Doc spoke up. “Emmy pretty much runs the place anyway.  And Rick is a fine officer.”  He lifted an exaggerated eyebrow.  “Maybe you’re afraid to leave because you don’t want to find out just how well Emmy and Rick can get along without you.”  She didn’t laugh.  Or crack a smile. He leaned forward and took her hands.  “All joking aside, I know how much Twin Ponds and your job means to you. Which is why neither Jace or I are making these recommendations lightly.  A few weeks out in the middle of the Atlantic, breathing in all that sea air and not worrying about this town will go a long way in helping you recover.  You went through a traumatic loss.  Allow your spirit the time it needs to heal.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes watered, and she ducked her head. She didn’t have the stamina to fight them.  Especially when they were right.  Her emotions were all over the place.  And she was so exhausted from lack of sleep, she was slowly falling apart.  She did need time to heal. “Alright,” she whispered.  “I’ll go.” 
 
    When she told Rick of her plans, he was all for the trip.  He’d seen the toll the events of that day took on her.  He agreed a few weeks away was the best thing.  He continued to believe this until he watched them drive away. Suddenly the weight of trying to fill her shoes fell on his shoulders.  He felt vulnerable. And terrified.  What if something major came up? What if he had to deal with a situation he’d never faced before? Even if she was only a phone call away, she was still sitting on a rock in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. The only thing she could do was give advice.  Did he even dare call her?  She was going away precisely because she needed to disengage from her job in order to get better.  It wasn’t fair to expect her to hold his hand or babysit his decisions. 
 
    No matter which way he looked at it, if something came up out of the ordinary, he was screwed.  The whole town was screwed. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Then there was Emmy. 
 
    He squinted against the surge of pain in his head when he thought about the department’s receptionist/dispatcher.   
 
    Damn it, why had he gone on a bender last night?  Worse, why had he gone home with whoever he’d gone home with?  If Emmy found out, he was doubly screwed. 
 
    You should have thought of that last night, bro. 
 
    For the gazillionth time, he asked himself why he was so hellbent on sabotaging his relationship with the young woman. Emmy loved him. She’d been in love with him since joining the department almost three years before.  
 
    Rick wasn’t a man who indulged in much introspection.  He took things as they came without picking them apart or analyzing them to death.  That included his emotions. 
 
    Yet there were two events that made him realize he had feelings for Emmy.  The first occurred earlier in the year when he’d risked his own life to save hers.  The second was when he thought she was dating someone else. He’d been taken aback by the unexpected jealousy and anger that had him planning how he was going to tear her prospective boyfriend apart. The intensity of his feelings spooked him. He’d never felt anything like that for any of the hundreds of women he’d dated over the years. 
 
    That enough was a clue that, as much as he’d tried to convince himself that love was nothing more than cheesy sentiments on greeting cards, he did feel deeply for Emmy. 
 
    He’d actually gotten up the courage to tell her how much he cared, but the discovery of Cammie’s badge and resignation letter pushed all that aside. In the ensuing twenty-four hours, he’d been consumed with the terrifying thought that he was now stuck with a job he didn’t want.  Even when Cammie relented and decided to remain as sheriff, he still worried that she’d never completely pull herself out of her depression.  He’d seen the changes in her.  Declaring his feelings for Emmy was the furthest thing from his mind.  
 
    More excuses. If you think hard enough, you’ll come up with a thousand more. The truth, buddy boy, is that you’re an emotional coward. 
 
    Emmy had once accused him of that.  She was right. Last night was yet another attempt to run away from the truth. Well, no more. It was time to grow up. To stop denying what was right in front of his face. He’d go home, clean himself up, arrive at HQ and open up his heart to her.  It was the only way to salvage a life that was spiraling out of control.  And if there was one thing Rick hated, it was lack of control. 
 
    You better get used to it. You can’t control love.  You can only follow where it leads you. It makes you vulnerable and that’s scary.  But you can do this. You’ve got to do this.  Or you’re going to lose her forever. 
 
    With that sobering thought in mind, Rick arrived at his bungalow and turned off his vehicle.  He was climbing out when his cellphone chimed, telling him he had a text message.  He took it out of his pocket, saw who it was from and finally realized who he’d gone home with the night before.  
 
    Shit.  I’m really screwed now. 
 
      
 
    Emmy was usually the first one in the office. She’d switch on the lights, get the coffee brewing, turn on her computer and start checking off the list of things she needed to get done that day.  This morning, however, the usually industrious young woman sat quietly at her desk, sipping her coffee. The computer was still off, and her to-do list rested at the bottom of her bag. At least she’d turned on the lights and made the coffee. 
 
    She glanced about the silent office and sighed. Although at first glance everything was as it should be, there was still something missing. Whether it was the glue that held the place together, or whether it was a presence that made it fun to come to work every day, the fact that it was gone made it that much harder to show up.   
 
    No matter how hard Emmy tried to carry on with her duties and convince herself that her boss would soon be back, it was at moments like this that it all caved in, leaving her wondering if her life would ever be the same. The office just wasn’t the same without Cammie.  It would never be the same until she came back.   
 
    Which brought up another worry.  What would Cammie be like when she did return? Would she be the same self- deprecating, caring and dedicated officer she’d been before that horrible day? Or would she be the hollow-eyed shell of a once vibrant woman?  Emmy had seen that shell.  And it had left her rattled.    
 
    Could it be that the sheriff’s depression was catching? The boxes of Thanksgiving ornaments were still sitting near the picture window, waiting to replace the Halloween ornaments hanging on the orange colored holiday tree.   
 
    Emmy loved her collection of holiday trees. She had one for every major holiday and she looked forward to putting them up in the window that looked out over Main Street. In the past, the Thanksgiving ornaments would already be up, the tree twinkling with orange and white lights. However, she’d only managed to take out the boxes from the backroom before she fell back into her chair and stared morosely at them. She lacked the energy or the enthusiasm to decorate. What little energy she had was taken up with worrying about Cammie. 
 
    And Rick. 
 
    She knew he was terrified at the prospect of taking Cammie’s place. He refused to sit at her desk or go into her office. It was as though he’d made it a shrine – a place he was unworthy to enter.  He wasn’t sleeping, and he barely touched his lunch. Hoping to cheer him up, she brought in her home baked macaroons that were his favorites. To her dismay, he wouldn’t even look at them.  
 
    Thinking about Rick inevitably brought up the issue of their relationship.  If she could call it that. He’d insisted on talking to her about it, but finding Cammie’s resignation letter and badge had torpedoed that.  He had yet to broach it again, and she didn’t have the heart to broach it for him. Not when he was so obviously burdened with the prospect of stepping into the sheriff’s shoes. 
 
    She longed to pull him into her arms and tell him that he was an excellent officer. He was good at his job and everyone knew that. Yes, Cammie was more experienced in the seamier side of law enforcement, but he still had the capability of meeting any emergency with level headed professionalism.  He wasn’t in over his head despite what he thought.  But whether it was her own creeping depression, or the fear that now was not the time to be talking about such personal feelings, she remained uncharacteristically paralyzed.  Unable to move forward one way or the other. 
 
    She finished her coffee and glanced over at the tree.  Well, there was one thing she could move forward on.  In fact, she had to. If she didn’t put the Thanksgiving tree up, people would notice. And comment.  If there was one thing she was determined to do, it was to carry on business as usual.  No matter how much it hurt. 
 
    She stood up and started towards the window when the phone rang.   
 
    “Twin Ponds Police Department,” she said as she picked up the receiver.  She listened for a few moments, her heart sinking with each word.  “I’ll have Rick call you ASAP.” 
 
    She hung up and sighed again.  “We’re screwed,” she said aloud to the empty office. 
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