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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The heavy sounds of machinery marred the serenity of the surrounding forest.  Ugly gashes in what had once been a lovely, wild flower filled meadow ripped across the surface, replacing the flowers with mounds of angry, upturned earth and mud. 
 
    Steve Murphy glanced at his watch.  It was break-time.  Turning off the huge excavator that was responsible for leaving the obscene scars on the land, he wiped his brow with a handkerchief he’d pulled out of his jeans pocket.  Jeez Louise, but it was scorching out here, more so in the claustrophobic cab where he sat.  And it wasn’t even the hottest part of the day yet.  
 
    Reaching into the cooler he kept next to his seat, he withdrew a bottle of water.  Opening it, he took a long hard swallow. 
 
    He swung down from the machine and once more wiped his brow with his handkerchief.  He saw the men from his work crew gathered by one of the trucks that had been parked under the shade of a small grove of trees.  They were sitting together, joking and trash talking, enjoying a respite from the intense heat. 
 
    He looked across the meadow, not to mourn the destruction he’d created, but to calculate how much work still needed to be done.  Steve had no conscience when it came to tearing down trees or ripping up fields.  It was a job.  It provided money for his family.  That’s all it was and it was all it would ever be to him. 
 
    Steve took one last gulp of water before turning to join his co-workers, to listen to their ribald jokes, or to bitch about the hot weather.  Walking across the field towards them, his eye caught something in the mountain of dirt he’d just dug up.  He slowed his step and gazed at it for a long moment, trying to convince himself it was just a branch from a birch tree.  The meadow was surrounded by birch trees.  Yeah, that’s what it was.  Just a broken branch, bleached out by the sun.  
 
     He started once again towards his buddies.  But with each step, the thought of what it could be nagged at him and wouldn’t let go. He was a good worker.  A conscientious worker.  As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t ignore it. He had to check it out. 
 
    Shit, why does this happen to me?  There are ten other guys out here.  Why couldn’t it be under one of their damned machines? 
 
    Steve continued to silently grumble as he turned away from the crew and drew nearer to the mountain of dirt, rocks and broken branches the excavator had brought up.  Bending at the waist, he stared at what had caught his attention.  He hesitated, then reached out with his fingers and pulled some of the dirt away.  His eyes widened in disbelief as he took an involuntary step back. 
 
    “Hey Chuck!” he yelled out to one of his co-workers.  “Get the boss on the horn.  He needs to see this ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    Although it was only ten in the morning, the day was already sweltering.  If it weren’t for the slight breeze blowing up from Waban Pond, everyone would have melted hours ago. 
 
    Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth stood on a small platform that had been erected in Foster Park, which sat on the shores of the large pond.  She felt a bit ridiculous standing there, as if she were about to receive the keys to the city.  If Twin Ponds had any.  Which it didn’t. 
 
    Sweat trickled down between her breasts, and her uniform was plastered to her back as she impatiently waited for the mayor of Twin Ponds to show up.  Bill Barnes, who’d been mayor of the small town since dinosaurs roamed the earth, was fifteen minutes late. With each passing moment, the sizeable crowd that had gathered in front of Waban Pond was growing restless.  Not only was the heat blistering, but they all wanted to get this over with. 
 
    So did Cammie. 
 
    They’d gathered on this hot late June day to finally close a chapter in Twin Ponds’ life.  Fifteen years before, a young man who’d been born and raised in this small town had left to become a hockey legend.  He’d returned last year, both in triumph and ultimately in tragedy when he’d been found murdered in his bed. 
 
    Eli Kelley had once been a huge part of Cammie’s life and now, on this sizzling day, she was about to spread his ashes over Waban Pond – the place where he and she had started playing hockey together all those years ago.   
 
    It seemed appropriate to spread his ashes where it had all begun.  The townspeople were ready to say good-bye.  To have a sense of closure.  One more chance to be close to Eli before the winds took away what remained of him, leaving only memories in its wake. 
 
    At least that was the thought everyone had when they’d started to gather an hour before. 
 
    Now Bill Barnes was screwing this up.  Big time. 
 
    Cammie blew out a frustrated breath.  Not thinking she’d need sun tan lotion, she could feel the skin cells on her face screaming in agony as they shriveled under the melanoma-inducing rays from the boiling sun.  Originally, she’d planned a five minute ceremony, saying a few words about what Eli had meant to the town, before opening the urn and spreading his ashes over the water, all the while praying the breeze wouldn’t blow it back into her face. 
 
    She could only imagine the risqué jokes her deputy Rick Belleveau would come up with if she managed to get some of what remained of Eli in her mouth. 
 
    Unfortunately, Barnes had insisted on making a speech. Which would probably be long-winded, since all of his speeches were long-winded.  Cammie was convinced he made long-winded speeches in the shower, if only to hear himself speak.  Kelley had become a legend, not only to the world, but to his home-town.  Barnes insisted it was not only appropriate, but necessary that he be remembered in florid detail on such a solemn day.   
 
    There was no way to fight this.  He was the mayor. And responsible for her running for Sheriff.  She’d had no choice but to give in to his demands, or risk having him make her life a living hell, especially at budget time.  He held the purse strings to her department, and if she hoped to get her staff a decent raise this year, she needed to cooperate. 
 
    Even if it meant exposing everyone to possible skin cancer as they waited for his arrival.  
 
    She scanned the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.  Instead, she saw Rick break away from the throng and jog towards her.   
 
    She frowned as she noticed that while she was drenched in perspiration, with her curly auburn hair now wet and clinging to her neck, her half Native American/half French Canadian deputy hadn’t even broken a sweat.  In winter, while she struggled with long underwear, lined gloves, three sweaters, and two pairs of heavy socks under her Polar Tec jacket, the bastard never even wore a hat. Now here he was, looking crisp and refreshed while she probably resembled a piece of soggy, wilted lettuce. 
 
    “Hey Cam,” he whispered.  “We better get this ash party started, or else some of the townspeople are going to grab that urn from you and dump it into the pond themselves.  It’s friggin’ too hot out here to keep waiting for Barnes to show up.” 
 
    He was right.  And, if only in the interest of saving everyone from suffering sun stroke, she knew she had to act. 
 
    “Got it,” she replied.  “Get their attention, will you?” 
 
    Rick put two fingers to his mouth and uttered a piercing whistle that almost ruptured Cammie’s eardrums. 
 
    “Why don’t we begin?” She announced in a loud voice. 
 
    “About time!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, or we’ll be joining Eli in the water!” Another called out. 
 
    “Okay, okay.”  She cleared her throat.  “I want to thank all of you for coming.  I know how much Eli Kelley meant to this town and to all of you--” 
 
    “For God sakes, we know all that.  Just dump the ashes so we can get back to our air conditioners!” 
 
    Cammie blinked in surprise. This wasn’t exactly how she’d envisioned the ceremony to go.  But hey, it was pretty hot out.  And knowing Eli as well as she did, he’d probably find the whole thing hilarious. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    “Alrighty then.  Here’s to Eli!”  She hopped off the platform and turned towards the pond.  Taking the top off the urn, she was about to dump the contents into the water when she heard the sounds of a siren.  Perplexed because, with the exception of Emmy, her entire staff of deputies were there with her, she watched as one of her cruisers slowly made its way through the crowd. 
 
    “Who the heck is that?” she asked Rick. 
 
    “I don’t know, but they’re driving one of our squad cars.” 
 
    She handed the urn to Rick and stomped towards the vehicle.  A moment later, Bill Barnes popped out.  A large, rotund man, who took great care with his appearance, he was dressed in a beautiful dark suit with matching tie.  It was his face, however, that momentarily took Cammie by surprise.  It was beet red with anxiety.  His thinning hair was completely askew, as if he’d raked his fingers through it several times.  
 
    “Just what the hell are you doing in one of my cruisers?” she demanded. 
 
    “I needed to get your attention, and my car doesn’t have a siren.” 
 
    “Hey, will you get on with it?” Someone from the crowd yelled.  A chorus of angry voices agreeing rose up. 
 
    “Listen, if I don’t dump Eli’s ashes into the pond within the next two minutes, we’re going to have a riot on our hands.” 
 
    She started to turn back when she felt Bill grab her arm.  “That can wait.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?  Look at these people.  They’ve been waiting 20 minutes for you to show up.  You can tell me later why you’re late. In the meantime, it’s hot and we need to get this over with.” 
 
    Physically removing his hand from her arm, she started back towards the pond.  Bill hurried after her. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he puffed as he tried to keep up with her long stride. 
 
    “No. You don’t understand,” she countered.   
 
    They reached the pond.  Cammie started to take back the urn from Rick when Bill’s next words made her stop. 
 
    “They found a skeleton out where I’m building the new hotel.” 
 
    She stared at him. “A skeleton?”  He nodded nervously. “And?” 
 
    “And I think I might know who it is.” 
 
    Rick looked from Cammie to Bill, then back again.  He knew this conversation could go on forever.  And right now, he had to save their lives from the increasingly restive crowd.   
 
    Making what he considered an executive decision, he put the urn on the shore, took off his shoes and socks and rolled up his pants leg.  Grabbing the urn, he waded into the warm water until it reached his shins. There, he held the urn out and turned it upside down.  
 
    “By the power invested in me, I now pronounce your ashes three sheets to the wind.  Sayonara, Eli. May the Force be with you!” 
 
    The crowd roared its approval as the ashes poured out onto the surface of the water.  Caught up in the moment, Rick cheered too.  At that moment, a stiff wind gusted and before he knew what was happening, the ashes were blown back right into his mouth.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Cammie and Rick entered the tent that had been erected over the site where the skeleton was discovered.  They found Dr. Samuel “Doc” Westerfield, the town doctor and county coroner, kneeling in front of a rectangular shaped pit that contained the skeleton still lying on its side. Clinging to the bones were remnants of what looked like a suit.  Near the feet were the remains of a pair of shoes and socks.   
 
    He’d been there all morning with the Forensics team who were now examining the surrounding area to make sure there were no other bodies. On her way to the site, Cammie feared that the construction workers had disturbed a Native American burial ground.  But seeing the modern suit and shoes, she breathed a sigh of relief.  So did everyone else. 
 
    “I’d say this skeleton has been here between 10 to 15 years,” Doc said when the officers arrived.  “You see here?” he asked, pointing to a muddied piece of fabric that lay on the ground near the ribcage. “That blue material is what, in my estimation, is left of his tie.  Once I get the bones into my lab, I should be able to come up with his approximate age at time of death.” 
 
    “So the only part not intact is the arm the excavator dug up?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Correct.  If that machine had dug a few more inches to the right, we would be looking at a jigsaw puzzle of bones.” 
 
    “So you think the arm was extended away from the body, which is why the excavator didn’t hit the rest of the skeleton?” 
 
    “I’d said so, yes.” 
 
    Cammie slowly walked around the pit, studying it from all angles.  “What do you think, Doc? It’s impossible to say if he died here or was moved to this location.” 
 
    “Either way, he was obviously buried here.  If the body had been left where it fell, his bones would have been scattered to kingdom come courtesy of predators.  As it is, you can see gnaw marks on some of the bones from smaller creatures.  I’d say the killer dug this hole and threw the body inside.  It certainly wasn’t gently positioned in the grave.  But to say where he was killed?” Doc shrugged. 
 
    “Whoever the killer was certainly went through a lot of trouble, didn’t they?  We’re so far out in the forest, they could have easily just dumped the body. If it weren’t for the construction of the new hotel, he’d probably still be in the ground. Why go through all the trouble of digging a grave?” 
 
    “Maybe the killer was psychic and knew that in ten to fifteen years, they’d be breaking ground for the new Taj Bill Barnes Mahal hotel and resort,” Rick replied.  When he saw Cammie’s look, he held his hand up.  “I’m joking!” 
 
    She came back beside Doc and peered over his shoulder at the back of the skull facing them.  
 
     “Blunt force trauma to the back of the head,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe you’re the one who’s psychic.  Or was it the huge crack that gave it away?”  He asked, smiling teasingly at her.  Cammie guffawed. 
 
    Doc was notorious for his prickly nature, his acid tongue ready to strike out at any moment.  However, he and Cammie had recently been through a harrowing situation that had softened his edges.  At least with her. 
 
     “So the poor dude never saw it coming,” Rick replied. 
 
    “From the angle of the damage to the skull, I’d say he did not.” 
 
    Cammie turned to Rick.  “If Doc’s estimation of when the murder took place is correct, I’d already left Twin Ponds, so I’m no help.  Do you recall anyone going missing back then?” 
 
    Rick thought about it, then shook his head.  “Nothing rings a bell.” 
 
    “No sign of identification yet, Doc?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “We’re about to bag the bones.  If there’s a wallet, a ring, even a wrist watch, it may still be underneath the poor wretch.  Once we remove the skeleton, I’ll let you know if we find anything.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    While Doc continued working to clear away the remaining dirt, Cammie and Rick left the tent.  Bending down to slip beneath the police tape that had been put up around a large part of the meadow, they made their way towards their respective vehicles.   
 
    “I’m going to talk to Bill,” she said as she opened the Explorer’s door.  “While I’m doing that, why don’t you go back to HQ and get Emmy to help you look into any missing person reports.  Start fifteen years ago and work forward.”   
 
    “Will do, Cam.” 
 
    She was about to climb inside her vehicle when she suddenly stopped and looked around her, studying the thick forest of trees and shrubs that surrounded them. 
 
    “Humph,” she finally said. 
 
    “Is that a good ‘humph’ or a bad ‘humph’?” Rick asked, knowing his boss well enough to guess her investigative mind was already racing a million miles a minute. 
 
    “It’s a puzzled humph. Look around you. What do you see?” He looked at her in bewilderment. “I’ll make it easy for you.  All you see are trees, trees and more trees.  We’re miles from town, and the only road out this way is one of the old logging trails which hasn’t been maintained in God knows how long.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I almost broke an axle getting out here.”  He saw the look of intense concentration of her face.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    She looked up at the birds chirping in the tall oaks, and absently swatted away a mosquito that buzzed close to her ear.  “Okay, scenario number one.  If the man was killed here, what was he doing out this far? Especially dressed in a suit and tie? Those aren’t exactly hiking clothes or boots. Was he meeting someone here?  If he was, the meeting was definitely of a secretive nature to be held out in the middle of nowhere. Now maybe I’ve been a cop too long, but that sure smacks of something illegal, or at least highly suspicious. Scenario number two.  Was he forced out here by his murderer?” 
 
    “Don’t forget scenario number three in which he was killed elsewhere and dumped here,” Rick suggested. 
 
    “I’m keeping my fingers crossed it’s scenario number one.   Scenarios two and three are more frightening.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “Because it means the killer knew the logging trail was here.  Fifteen years later, it’s still difficult to find unless you know what you’re looking for.” 
 
    Rick whistled under his breath.  “I see what you mean.  If it’s scenario two or three, the killer is or was a local.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  She looked around again.  “Humph.” 
 
      
 
    “You said you know who the skeleton belongs to?” 
 
    Cammie was seated in Bill’s spacious office. Surrounding her on the wall were framed photographs of all shapes and sizes showing the mayor with various state and local dignitaries including several, of course, of Bill with Eli Kelley.  
 
    Twin Ponds’ town offices were in a one story brick building at the end of Main Street. Because the county itself was about the size of Rhode Island, administration wasn’t extensive and many responsibilities were ably performed by a handful of people.   
 
    The Office of the Mayor was in the back of the building, overlooking part of the athletic field that belonged to the high school. On some days, when the wind was blowing in the right direction, conversation in Bill’s office was drowned out by the cheers of spectators and the announcer calling out the football or baseball plays. Which helped explained Bill’s normally loud, bombastic way of speaking. 
 
    Since making his startling announcement at Waban Pond earlier that day, Bill had regained his slightly arrogant, collected demeanor. He was now seated behind his humongous oak desk that he’d had custom made years ago to make himself, as it was widely believed around town, more intimidating to the average citizen. 
 
    Cammie didn’t have the heart to tell him that the desk may have been intimidating, but he was not.  He’d been mayor for so long, he was more like that comfortable old shoe you just hate to throw out because occasionally it serves its purpose, whether it’s slipping it on to take out the garbage or squashing a bug.  Bill was pretty much the same way. In a town that was remote and surrounded on all sides by dense wilderness, the large, obese man acted as if he was mayor of a huge city like Chicago or New York.  Part of the façade of being the most powerful politician in Clarke County was to make sure he had the best of everything, from the furniture in his office, to the expensive suits he wore, to having one of the most beautiful homes in the area.  People forgave his narcissism because when he was truly needed to do something in his job as mayor, Bill did it.  They also knew that behind his sometimes condescending arrogance, he always had the best interests of Twin Ponds at heart. He was dependable and approachable, even if he never let you forget it. 
 
    The two had known each other ever since she played for the town hockey team back in high school.  He was a huge supporter of the Night Hawks, going so far as to occasionally give them pep talks just before important games.  He reveled in these talks, convinced they were an integral part in the team’s winning strategy.  In truth, the players had long ago learned to tune him out.  Not because they didn’t want to win, but because Bill had a habit of equating every game with an historical battle.  Sometimes they were compared to Wellington defeating Napoleon on the fields of Waterloo.  Other times, they were the Germanic tribes beating back the Romans.  His favorite, however, was the ill-fated three hundred Spartans led by King Leonidas, who all perished trying to keep the Persians from invading Greece.  Not sure whether he wanted them to be the Spartans or the Persians, the team decided it was easier to just ignore him. 
 
    She likened her own relationship with Bill to the ocean tides; it ebbed and flowed according to the gravitational pull of his personality. Sometimes they got along tremendously well, like a gentle ocean wave.  Other times, like the roar of the sea during a hurricane, it took all she had not to strangle him.  Yet despite their ups and downs, one thing never changed.  She would always be grateful for his suggestion that she run for County Sheriff when she returned to Twin Ponds almost two years before.   
 
    Cammie had walked away from the town of her birth nearly sixteen years ago, vowing never to return. When her father died, leaving his small two room cabin on the shores of Mkazawi Pond to her, she’d come back with the intention of selling it and returning to her job as a private investigator in Boston.  To her surprise, she unexpectedly found a peace and serenity that she didn’t know she’d been seeking until she stood before the small pond and felt it wrap itself around her soul, welcoming her back through the quiet whisper of the trees and the gentle lapping of the water against the shoreline in front of the cabin.  Her cabin now.   
 
    She knew at that moment she wanted – needed to stay.  But how was she going to support herself on the tiny inheritance her father had left her?  It was then, like a seagull dive bombing a fish that Bill swooped in.  For years, he’d wanted to open up Twin Ponds to the outside world.  Surrounded by the beauty of Maine’s woods, he craved to bring in more outdoor enthusiasts to take advantage of its fishing, hunting, hiking, camping and photo opportunities. Cammie’s unexpected return to Twin Ponds fit in perfectly with his grand plan.   
 
    Unlike the majority of the county’s past sheriffs, Cammie actually had law enforcement experience. He was impressed that she’d won Two Medals of Honor during her time as a police officer in Seattle.  What better enticement to the outside world than to boast such a fine officer of the law living and working in their own town? 
 
    With her wanting to stay and Bill hoping she’d stay, he convinced her to run for sheriff.  With his wholehearted endorsement, she easily won with an overwhelming majority.  His confidence in her was bolstered when, within months of each other, she solved two highly visible murder cases that had the potential of tearing the town apart. 
 
    Now, here she was, sitting in Bill’s office, trying to get to the bottom of his strange statement, made stranger by the minute by his sudden and all too obvious – at least to her - backpedaling.   
 
    “You misunderstood me,” he said smoothly.  “I didn’t say I knew who the skeleton belonged to.  I said I might know.” 
 
    “Then who do you think it might be?” 
 
    He spread his sausage like fingers on his green felted blotter.  “As you know, this town was founded by loggers in the middle of the 19th century.  It could very well belong to one of them.  We actually found the remains of one such unfortunate lumberjack a few years back up near Crow Mountain. I just hope to God these bones don’t belong to a Native American. The uproar will be difficult to control, even though I swear I didn’t know there was a burial site there.”  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that. We found the remains of a modern suit and tie.  Doc has tentatively identified the skeleton as male and estimates he died between 2002 and 2007.  He should be able to tell us the age of the individual once he gets the bones back to his lab.” 
 
    Bill frowned.  “Why would a man in a suit and tie go hiking in such a remote area?” 
 
    “What makes you think he went hiking?” 
 
    “What else would he be doing out there?  He must have gone out for a hike, became lost and died.” 
 
    “I hate to break your optimistic bubble, but he was murdered. The skull shows blunt force trauma to the back of the head – a fact, by the way, that I’d like kept under wraps for now.  Our best guess is that he was struck from behind.  Whoever did it dug a four foot hole and dumped him inside.  If it weren’t for your construction crew, he’d still be out there.”  
 
    “Dear God,” he exclaimed.  “That’s terrible.”  Cammie was about to commiserate when he continued, “What the hell is going to happen to my hotel?  I’m on a strict timeline here.  And I know how slow law enforcement works.  This is going to set the whole project back and wreck my budget.  The sooner you solve this thing, the sooner I can get the construction back on track.” 
 
    She should have known better. 
 
    She’d tried her best over the years not to butt heads with Bill over his large expansion plans for the town. But she was torn.  Part of her knew how much their small economy would benefit by the influx of business and an increase in tourism.  Yet the other part hated the idea of more trees felled to make room for more hotels, more traffic and the potential for more crime.   
 
    In the name of progress, was Bill threatening that intangible that made Twin Ponds special?  
 
    Listening to him now, she tried not to get upset.  But some of her anger still seeped through. 
 
    “You do understand a human being was murdered and his body left to rot out in the forest?” 
 
    He seemed to have realized his error and waved his hand at her.  “Of course, of course.” 
 
    “And I certainly hope you’re not impugning the reputation of my department.” 
 
    “Now why would I do that?” 
 
    “Do you know of anyone who went missing back then?” 
 
    Bill took his time answering.  He sat back in his chair and slowly ran his finger over his chin.  “I can’t say that I do. The fact is, people move in, people move out. Take you for example.  You left us for fifteen years.  If you hadn’t returned, you could be considered missing, now wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Cammie studied him quietly for a moment, then stood up.  “I’ll let you know what we find once Doc examines the bones.”   
 
    “You do that.  In the meantime, I’ll need to reassure our citizens they have nothing to worry about. Your department is on top of everything and we’ll have this solved in no time.  In fact, I’ll call Mac over at the Gazette and give him an interview to that effect.  That should set everyone’s minds at rest.” 
 
    “Good idea.  Just remember what I said.  No word on how the victim died.  If Mac asks, and you know he will, just say you have no idea what happened because it’s still an active investigation.” 
 
    She let herself out and paused at the desk of his secretary, located directly outside his door.  
 
    Margo Peabody had worked for Bill for over a decade. Although they thought they were being discreet, everyone knew they’d been sleeping together for years.  He was widowed, she was divorced; there was no need to hide. But the town assumed they liked the added spice of a forbidden relationship, even if that forbiddance was in their own minds. 
 
     Tall and rail-thin, with dyed reddish brown hair and heavy make-up that did nothing to soften the hardness of her features, Margo was the consummate professional. No one got to Bill unless they went through her first. She was intensely protective of him and to hear her speak, it was as though she worked for the President of the United States, which only added to Bill’s sense of self-importance.     
 
    Looking at her now, Cammie wondered just how many of Bill’s and the town’s secrets the loyal Margo kept close to her chest. 
 
    “I certainly hope you can solve this terrible mystery as soon as possible. Mayor Barnes has put too much time and effort into this project to have it destroyed over a set of bones being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    Cammie knew she should just keep her mouth shut and leave.  But there was something in Margo’s impervious tone that set her teeth on edge. 
 
    “I’m sure the owner of those bones would certainly have preferred not to turn up there either.” 
 
    Margo sucked in her breath as she glared at Cammie for a moment before abruptly turning her back and focusing her attention on a pile of papers on her desk.  
 
     The sheriff inwardly smiled as she walked down the corridor.  With each step, however, she felt a familiar tug in the pit of her stomach.  Her instincts had saved her on more occasions than she could count, and she’d learned to rely heavily on them.   
 
    This was one of those occasions.   
 
    Exiting into the blinding sun, she whipped on her sunglasses and climbed into the Explorer.  She drove away, all the while thinking, knowing that for reasons yet unknown, Bill had completely and effortlessly lied to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    As happens in many small towns, especially isolated ones like Twin Ponds where gossip is as necessary to the inhabitants as breathing, word of the skeleton spread like wildfire. Within 24 hours of the unearthing of the bones, and despite Bill’s reassuring interview in the Twin Ponds Gazette, Cammie and her staff found themselves inundated with rumors that the meadow where the remains were found was actually a dumping ground for a serial killer.  The body count kept rising with each telling until, two days later, it had risen to over twenty victims. They’d just managed to quash that rumor when another arose that declared the new hotel was sure to be cursed and anyone staying there was taking their lives into their hands. That understandably brought down the wrath, not only of Bill, but of the small business owners up and down Main Street who were depending on this hotel to bring in more added revenue.  
 
    Worried these stories would incite a rash of panic and fear in the town, Cammie and her staff went into overdrive.  She visited Mac herself and had him print that only one set of bones over a decade old had been found.  No, they didn’t know cause of death yet. And if anyone knew of any missing persons within the last 15 years, to please come to the Sheriff’s Department. She and Rick then stopped by the two main centers of gossip – Lars Landry’s Grocery Emporium where the post office was located, and Zee’s Bar and Grille, where they enlisted the help of the proprietors to do their best to calm people down by presenting the facts. 
 
    For the moment, it seemed to be working.  There was no more talk about serial killers or cursed hotels. But it didn’t stop Cammie from trying to trace the source of the rumors.  To her surprise, the trail led to both Tudor Montgomery, proprietor of the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn, a beautifully fashioned replica of Shakespeare’s birthplace that offered the Bard’s plays several times a year, and Wally Lyons, owner of The Timberwolf Lodge which catered to hunting and fishing enthusiasts.  When confronted, each claimed they’d heard the rumor from the other.  Cammie knew it was a crock.  She was convinced they’d colluded in order to stop what they considered unnecessary competition from Bill’s new hotel.  Despite her suspicions, she asked them to cooperate in trying to diffuse the situation.  
 
    “We don’t want a circumstance similar to someone yelling fire in a crowded theatre to develop here.  Fear is contagious and once it’s set loose, it’s extremely difficult to call back.” She saw they weren’t convinced.  “Besides it would be in your best interests to stop these rumors in their tracks.  No one is going to want to vacation in a serial killer’s backyard, or go hunting and fishing in a cursed forest.” 
 
    That did the trick and by the next day, the rumors had died away.  
 
    “Sometimes I wonder why I don’t become a librarian,” she said to Rick as the two shared a cup of coffee in her office a few days after the discovery of the bones.  The temperatures were already hot outside despite it only being nine am.  She was grateful for the air conditioning, never having been one who enjoyed the sizzling summer days.  Cammie’s idea of the perfect day was temperatures in the 70’s with a refreshing breeze. 
 
    “Because you’d be bored out of your mind, waiting for the moment when you could unleash Armageddon on someone’s ass for being five minutes late with an overdue book,” he pointed out.  
 
    She chuckled.  “You’re probably right.  But we’d never have an overdue book again.” 
 
    “People giving you a hard time?” 
 
    “Nah.  Just every business up and down Main Street, who don’t seem to understand that we can’t allow construction to go forward until the crime scene has been thoroughly processed.” 
 
    “Which could take a while.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Rick took a sip of his coffee.  “Let me guess.  The loudest of the people wanting the project to go forward is the big man himself – Mayor Bill Barnes.” 
 
    “You got it.  At least the rumors about Twin Ponds having a serial killer have calmed down.” 
 
    “Thank God.  I was getting a bit tired having to defend the department for not doing more to save everyone from The Monster of the Meadow.” 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  “The Monster of the Meadow?” 
 
    “Yeah.  A bit dramatic, I admit. But it does have a flare to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    At that moment, Emmy poked her head into the office. 
 
     At 23 years of age, Emmy Madachuck was mature, dependable and a true asset to the sheriff’s department.  She was also, unbeknownst to the town, an accomplished computer hacker whose skills Cammie had no problem calling upon in an emergency. 
 
    A stickler for always being color coordinated, the slightly chubby young woman wore a pair of dark blue chinos, a white top and a blue and white ribbon in her long hair. 
 
    “Sheriff, Cora Cameron is outside. She’s pretty upset and insists on speaking with you.” 
 
    Rick immediately got up from where he’d been seated across from Cammie’s desk and placed himself directly behind her chair, smacking the back of her head with his belt buckle.  She turned her head and looked up at him.’ 
 
    “You’re in my personal space,” she replied.  “Please move.” 
 
    “No can do.  You never know what spell Cora is going to throw at you.  Gran gave me a powerful charm that protects me and everyone within a six foot radius of me.”  He withdrew a gold chain that lay around his neck.  At the end of the chain was a white amulet with lines and carvings etched into it.  “This will keep that crazy old woman’s voodoo shit away from you.” 
 
    “Save me,” Cammie whispered under her breath. 
 
    “That’s why I’m standing here.” 
 
    The tiny, eighty-nine year old woman, who thought of herself as a powerful witch, had once loathed Cammie, chasing her down the street whenever she saw her, reciting nonsensical incantations while throwing bundles of god-knows-what at her. But after solving the murder of Eli Kelley, Cora had suddenly and unexpectedly come around, pronouncing to all who would listen that Cammie was now ‘a good egg’. 
 
    She thought to explain this all to Rick, but she didn’t have time. They heard the unmistakable sounds of a cane striking the floor.  A few moments later, Cora appeared in the doorway. 
 
    Cammie blinked in astonishment.  The slightly shriveled woman, who weighed no more than ninety pounds, was dressed in a pair of super tight, blazing orange yoga pants with matching neon orange sneakers and an oversized tie-dyed T-shirt that announced, Eighty is the New Forty.  Her brittle iron grey hair was pulled up into two small pigtails on either side of her balding head. 
 
     “Dear God,” Rick whispered behind her.   
 
    The sheriff got up from her chair and approached Cora. 
 
    “Please sit down,” she said.  “Can we get you some coffee?” 
 
    “What you can get me is an arrest warrant for that damned pervert. This morning, I went into the living room to do my daily air bath and there he was, peering through my slider again.” 
 
    “Air bath?” Cammie asked, not knowing if she really wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “Yeah.  I sit naked every day in front of an open door or window and let the air cleanse my pores.  Ben Franklin himself used to do it and look how old he got to be.  If it’s good enough for one of our Founding Fathers, it’s good enough for me.”  From somewhere behind her, Cammie heard the sounds of retching.  Thankfully Cora, who was partially deaf, didn’t.  “Look, I’m not stupid. I know I’m a hot catch.  And I know I’m worth a drive out to my trailer.  But my air baths are important to me and I don’t like having them interrupted, especially by him.  That’s the third time this month I’ve caught him peeping through my glass door.” 
 
    “Rick and I will get on it right away.” 
 
    Cora pointed a bony finger at her.  “You better, or I’ll have to take matters into my own hands.” 
 
    “Cora, you know that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “Like hell it isn’t. I’m trying the conventional method by coming down here and filing a formal complaint.  After all, my taxes help pay your salary.  But if you can’t do anything about this, I’ll have to resort to unconventional methods which include me putting a spell on him that will make his ankles swell up to the size of a watermelon.  Then we’ll see how well he gets around trying to peek into decent women’s windows!” 
 
    Cammie accompanied Cora to the front door of HQ.  When she returned to her office, she saw Rick slumped in her chair, his face slightly green. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Just the thought of that woman naked…” He clapped his hand over his mouth in an effort not to vomit. 
 
    “Looks like Steeper the Peeper is at it again.” 
 
    “I thought we convinced him to cut it out the last time we caught him peering into Cora’s back door.”  He shook his head to himself.  “We’ve obviously got a bigger problem here than just a peeping Tom.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s definitely lost a couple of screws.  Hell, he’s lost his entire supply of mental screws. I mean, if you’re going to peek into a woman’s window, there are plenty of hot women in town he could pick.  But he only looks through the window or sliders of women over seventy-five.  And he seems to have a thing for Cora.  I mean, driving twenty minutes out of your way to see her standing there, 89 years’ worth of nakedness…” He shuddered.  “God, I think I’m going to be sick again.” 
 
    “Pull yourself together and stop being so sexist.  An 89 year old woman’s body is just as beautiful as a 20 year old’s.”  He stared at her in disbelief.  “Okay, maybe not so taut.  Or wrinkle free.”  She threw her hands up in the air.  “Oh never mind.  Let’s go pay a visit to Steeper the Peeper and make it clear this time we’re not fooling around.” 
 
      
 
    Reginald Steepman lived in a small house at the end of a cluster of homes that were situated on the other side of Main Street.  For as far back as Cammie could remember, he’d never been called Reginald, or Reggie or Steepman.  It had always been Steeper the Peeper. And for good reason.  On warm summer evenings or early mornings, he had a habit of peering into elderly women’s windows.  It was never done stealthily, nor did he show any remorse when he was caught.  Which he always was.  Instead, he would smile and wave at them. As though what he was doing was perfectly natural, like saying good-morning when you went to pick up your mail at the Emporium.  In all the years he’d been peeping, he’d never harmed or touched anyone.  After waving hello, he always turned and left, his jollies sufficiently satisfied for the day.  
 
    However harmless he may have been, Cammie could understand why Cora was upset, being naked in her living room notwithstanding.  She too would feel creeped out if she looked out her window and saw a small, pockmarked man with elephant ears and a sappy grin on his face waving back at her. 
 
    She and Rick had tried many times to convince him to stop his odd hobby.  And each time he swore he would, insisting he wasn’t doing it to scare anyone.  He was just ‘checking to make sure these ladies who lived alone were okay.’   
 
    This time though, Cammie’s patience was at an end. 
 
    The two drove the short distance to Steeper the Peeper’s small ranch which was at the end of a dirt road, beyond which lay a patch of woods.  His car was under the slightly moldy carport and it looked as though he’d just finished washing it.   
 
    “Looks like he’s got to keep a clean machine to call on the ladies with,” Rick said as they climbed out of the Explorer. 
 
    “Now you’re going to make me vomit.” 
 
    They rang the doorbell but getting no answer, they walked around to the back of the yard that faced out to the forest. 
 
    “Oh Jeez!” Rick exclaimed as both he and Cammie stopped short.  There, in front of the small back porch was a lounge chair.  Lying out on the chair was a very naked Steepman.  
 
    “Welcome Sheriff!  Deputy!” he said, waving at them. 
 
    “Cripes, his ears are bigger than his--” Rick started to say. 
 
    “For God’s sakes, Steepman, cover yourself up,” Cammie reprimanded. 
 
    “Why should I?  I’m taking a page out of Cora’s book and having myself an air bath.  I gotta say, I’m really liking it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are.  But I don’t need to be subjected to your – er – shortcomings.” 
 
    “You’re on my property.  I’ve got every right to sit out here naked as a jay bird if I want to.” 
 
    “That may be true.  But you have absolutely no right to peek into women’s windows and sliders.  I thought you promised me the last time we went through this that you’d stop doing that.” 
 
    The scrawny man shrugged.  “It’s not like I didn’t try to stop.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re scaring these ladies,” Rick piped up.   
 
    “That was never my intention.” 
 
    “This is the very last warning we give you,” Cammie replied.  “We hear about you peering into one more window, door, cranny, slit, or crack and we arrest you.” 
 
    “On what charges?” 
 
    “On whatever charge is necessary to make you stop once and for all.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “That’s police brutality!” he whined.  Seeing the look on Cammie’s face, he waved his hand at her.  “Okay, okay.  No more peeking.” 
 
    “I mean it, Steepman.  I don’t even want to hear about you stepping onto anyone’s property except your own.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, Sheriff.” 
 
    The two officers turned away and were walking back to the Explorer when he called out, “You gotta try this air bath.  Feeling the breeze on my body just gives me tingles all over.  Oooooh, aaaaahhhhh.” 
 
    Rick replied by retching again.   
 
      
 
    By the time they got back to the office, Rick’s color was back to normal, though he was in an uncharacteristically foul mood. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Cammie asked when he cursed under his breath after banging his finger against the door. 
 
    “I’ve got two images in my mind that won’t go away.  One is Cora naked and the other is Steeper the Peeper naked.  I’m telling you, if my sex life suffers because I can’t get those pictures out of my head while I’m doing the one step-two step, I’m going to personally go over there and shoot them both.” 
 
    Cammie started to laugh, only to stop when she wondered if, next time she and Jace made love, she’d also be tortured by mental images of those two people naked. 
 
    Pushing the distressing thought out of her mind, she perched herself on the corner of Emmy’s desk.  “How the missing person search going?” she asked. 
 
    “Terrible.  I’m just not finding anything in the time period you gave me.  I even went back a year or two, but nothing matches what we know so far.  Which really isn’t a lot to begin with.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough woods around us that anybody from anywhere could have come in and dumped the body.  You have to admit, they picked the perfect place.  Except for Bill choosing it as the site for his new hotel, you’d never have a reason to go out that far from town.  There’s also the possibility he was never reported missing in the first place.”   
 
    “It’s kinda sad thinking this poor man has been out there for so long and no one knowing or caring he was there,” Emmy spoke up.   
 
    “Doc should be finishing up his examination of the bones.  Once he’s done, we should have more information you can use in your search. He’s also sending the skull off to a forensic sculptor.  Hopefully they’ll come up with a likeness that someone will recognize.”  She hopped off the desk and was about to return to her office when she saw the frown on Rick’s face.  He was seated at his own desk across from Emmy’s and he looked deep in thought. 
 
    “You look like you’ve just discovered there are no more women in Clarke County for you to date,” Cammie joked. 
 
    He ignored her remark.  Instead, he said, “You know, it just occurred to me where the body was found.  I knew there was something about the location, but I didn’t realize what it was until now.” 
 
    “It was found near the west foot of Crow Mountain.  According to Bill’s plans, he’s going to carve out cross country and hiking trails all throughout the area.” 
 
    “I know that.  But it’s also a place that’s haunted.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s another rumor,” Cammie groaned. 
 
    “Actually, this rumor is true.  I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it growing up.” 
 
    “There are tons of legends about these woods,” she responded.  “I can’t keep track of them all.” 
 
    “Well, according to my Gran, that particular spot is haunted by the spirit of a Native American maiden. There’s a special tree out there that has some kind of power. It’s like a bazillion years old and it’s called the Grandfather Tree.  My people have been honoring it for generations. They’re always leaving all sorts of offerings.  Anyway, this maiden and her lover used to meet under that tree on the night of a full moon to do the horizontal.  Unfortunately, another warrior took a liking to her and got jealous when she spurned him. One night, while she was waiting for her boyfriend, the spurned warrior showed up.  When she turned him down again, he murdered her by taking his hatchet and parking it in the middle of her forehead.  Ever since, any man who walks there on the night of a full moon will see this beautiful girl standing near the Grandfather Tree.  If he allows himself to be taken in by her beauty, or worse, if he touches her or tries to kiss her, she sucks his soul right out of his body, leaving only an empty shell to rot away.”  Rick looked at Cammie, the unease visible in his eyes.  “What if that’s what happened to that dude?  What if he went walking out there one night, came across this lovely lady and had his soul sucked out?”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Cammie and her boyfriend Jace Northcott decided to stop off at Zee’s to grab a bite to eat before they headed off to Doc’s cabin where they were staying while Cammie’s own cabin was undergoing renovations. 
 
    Bruce Zevon, a dead ringer for Santa Claus, was the proud proprietor of Zee’s, the hub of Twin Ponds.  It was well known throughout town that if Zee hadn’t heard about an incident occurring, it didn’t happen.   
 
    Zee and Cammie shared a close friendship because, despite his talent of knowing everything that went on in Clarke County, he was circumspect when it came to his friends’ private lives.  There were aspects to Cammie’s past that deserved to remain hidden and Zee was very good about keeping them buried. 
 
    Now that it was summer, the large stone fireplace no longer roared, but the feeling of belonging, of friendliness and companionship still filled the restaurant/bar.   
 
    Cammie and Jace were seated in their usual booth at the back of the establishment near the bar where Zee busied himself making drinks and preparing his fabulous meals. They’d just finished eating the Farnsworth Burger, named in honor of Cammie after she’d recently solved a particularly difficult case.  It consisted of a pound of angus beef, slathered with mozzarella cheese, sweet red peppers, and basil leaves.  Along with a helping of sweet potato fries, Cammie felt as though her uniform would burst. She sat back with a satisfied burp. 
 
    “That was excellent,” she sighed. 
 
    “Does it taste twice as good because it’s named after you?” Jace teased. 
 
    Jace Northcott was the captain of the Night Hawks, as well as the town’s mechanic extraordinaire.  There wasn’t anything he couldn’t fix or put back together, resulting in long lines at the garage where he worked.  He and Cammie had come back together after a short breakup, a casualty of the murder investigation into Eli Kelley’s death.  Having weathered the storm that almost destroyed their relationship, they were now consciously working on making it stronger. 
 
    With his dark brown hair and midnight blue eyes, Jace had a way of making people feel safe around him.  He had the rare gift of genuinely listening when people spoke. These two traits, along with his unabashed love for Cammie, made her realize that despite their recent troubles, she was happy to have him in her life.  He gave her a sense of peace and calm that, much like her father’s cabin, she hadn’t realized was missing from her life until it was selflessly offered to her.    
 
    Cammie laughed at his teasing.  “You know, it probably does.”   
 
    “How did your day go?” 
 
    She shared the events, including stumbling upon a naked Steepman. Jace laughed uproariously at the image she conjured up. “You deserve major psychiatric counseling after that,” he quipped.  “Though you know, the idea of an air bath does sound pretty sexy.  What do you say we try it out tonight?”   
 
    “I’m sure Doc would give up his financial fortune just to see you naked.” 
 
    “God, you’re right.  Okay, we’ll save it for when we move back to the cabin.” 
 
    She then shared Rick’s legend about the meadow. 
 
    “Have you ever heard that story before?” she asked.   
 
    Jace thought about it for a moment.  “In the version I heard, it’s not an Indian maiden who lurks out there. It’s the ghost of a logger who was murdered over some money he owed.  His ghost is supposed to roam that part of the woods with an ax in his hand, looking for anyone crazy enough to walk around there alone at night.” 
 
    At that moment Zee came up to their table.  “Can I interest you in some bread pudding I just made this afternoon?” 
 
    Cammie puffed out her cheeks.  “I’d love to, but I’m ready to explode as it is.” 
 
    “Having the Farnsworth Burger three times in one week will do that to you.  Not that I’m complaining about your business.  Or your excellent taste in burgers,” he added.  He started to turn away when she called him back.   
 
    “What do you know about the meadow where the skeleton was found?  Rick says it’s haunted by a soul sucking Native American girl while Jace just told me it’s haunted by an ax wielding logger looking for victims.” 
 
    “Really? Makes for a good tale to scare the crap out of someone around a campfire, but it’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh good,” Cammie replied, relieved they were just stories.  
 
    “No ghosts or pseudo-vampires, I’m afraid.  Just pukwudgies.” 
 
    “Puk – what?” she asked. 
 
    “The Abenaki call them bokwjimen.  They’re little forest spirits that cause all kinds of problems if you disrespect them.  They’ve been known to attack people and lure them to their death.”  Zee shook his head to himself.  “They’re bad news.  It’s best to avoid them at all costs.” 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  “Are you trying to tell me they exist?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “They’re in several Native American legends, so there’s probably some truth to them.  They’re about 3 feet tall with grey skin that sometimes glows.” 
 
    “That sounds like an alien to me,” Jace grinned. 
 
    “There’s a lot that goes on in those deep woods.  No sense stirring the pot if you don’t need to.  You sure you don’t want to try some of my bread pudding?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head and Zee took off to tend to another table.  She looked at Jace in astonishment.  “That’s the last thing I would have expected to hear from Zee.  He’s probably the most practical man I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Her companion shrugged.  “He’s right though.  All these legends started somewhere.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you believe these little pukwudgies exist?” 
 
    “I don’t know because I’ve never seen one.  I’ve never seen a meteor either, but I know they exist.” 
 
    Cammie opened her wallet and took out a few bills.  “This dinner is on me because I’m going to ask you to do something with me tonight.” 
 
    “If it involves massage oil and candles, I’m in.” 
 
    She laughed.  “I’ll have to take a raincheck.” She stood up.  “Tonight just happens to be a full moon. Which means you and I are going Native American princess/ax wielding logger and pukwudgie hunting.” 
 
    Jace’s eyes widened slightly.  “Great,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    The moon cast long shadows on the roped off field as Cammie and Jace slowly walked along, the light from their flashlights bobbing in front of them. 
 
    “Rick said there’s some sort of special tree the Indian Maiden hangs around.  I wonder where it is,” she said as she peered into the gloominess. 
 
    “Tell me again why we’re doing this?” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious to see if these legends are true?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Coward,” she teased. 
 
    “Zee isn’t the only one who’s practical.  If there really is an Indian maiden, crazy ass logger or a three foot alien running around out here, I say all power to them.  They don’t cross my path, I don’t cross theirs.” 
 
    Cammie shone the flashlight around.  “Well, I for one am interested in seeing if there really is something out here.” 
 
    “Of course there’s something out here.”  She turned and looked at him.  “They’re called coyotes, bears, bobcats, snakes and all sorts of insects big enough to suck you dry.” 
 
    She patted her revolver.  “Good thing I’m armed then.” 
 
    “Right.  I’m sure mosquitoes will shit themselves when they find out you’re packing.” 
 
    They skirted along the field, carefully making their way over upturned mounds of earth and rocks.  When they arrived at the end of the roped off area, Cammie once again shone her light around her, into the deep pockets of the dense forest that stood all around them.  In the distance they heard the sounds of an owl, as well as the endless song of the night peepers.   
 
    “I’m going to check out that direction,” she said as she stepped forward.   
 
    “I’m going to follow you in case you piss off one of those pudwudgies.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m going to be the one to piss them off?” 
 
    She couldn’t see Jace’s facial expression, but she knew he was making a face.  “Because, my love, you have a gift of pissing off everyone and everything.  It’s part of your DNA.” 
 
    She sniffed.  “Only because they deserve to be ticked off.” 
 
    Making sure not to trip over any exposed roots from the surrounding trees, the two carefully made their way deeper into the almost impenetrable woods.  
 
    Cammie moved her flashlight back and forth in front of her as the sounds of their footsteps crunching on dead leaves sounded absurdly loud.  She didn’t want to admit it, but she was feeling a little spooked. If it weren’t for Jace accompanying her, she probably would have turned around by now and headed back to her Explorer.  However, despite her fear, she was intrigued by the different stories surrounding this area.  Legends usually had some basis in truth and although she wasn’t sure she believed in the existence of pudwudgies, ax wielding loggers or soul sucking Indian maidens, there was something eerie about these woods.  No matter how hard she tried to discount it, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.  And not by an owl or a forest creature.  There was a presence in this forest, a sense of something human or – and here Cammie gulped – human-like that knew she and Jace were there.  Watching, waiting. Assessing. 
 
    She heard a rustling in the leaves and stopped short, causing Jace to smash into her back. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” she asked, shining her flashlight in the direction she’d heard the noise. 
 
    “Yeah.  It was probably a deer,” he responded, though he didn’t sound too convinced. 
 
    “You’re right.  It probably was,” she said, not sounding too convinced herself.   
 
    She started to turn to her left when she caught something out of the corner of her eye.  It startled her and when she swung around, whatever she saw, or thought she’d seen was gone. 
 
    “Look over there,” she said, pointing her flashlight in that direction.  “What do you see?” 
 
    “Besides your flashlight?”  She pointed it away.  “Now all I see is black. Why? What did you see?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  Let’s walk over there.” 
 
    “You know, that’s what the girl always says in horror movies before she’s suddenly attacked.” 
 
    “Like I really needed to hear you say that.” 
 
    Holding hands, they slowly moved towards the area where Cammie had seen whatever it was she’d seen.  The forest was so dense here, the bright moonlight didn’t penetrate the thick canopy of leaf filled branches overhead.   
 
    Reaching the area, she canvassed the area with her flashlight, but there was nothing.  Whatever she’d seen was gone.  She opened her mouth to voice her disappointment when once again something darted past the corner of her eye.  “Damn, there it is again.  Did you see that?” 
 
    “I saw something.” 
 
    She swung her flashlight, and was startled to find what looked like a path leading deeper into the woods.   
 
    “It’s probably an old logging trail,” Jace said when she showed it to him.  “This place is full of them.” 
 
    “Let’s follow it for a bit.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should go much further or we’re going to end up lost.  As much as I’m trying to be the brave one here, I’m not keen on spending the night in this forest.”  He looked around.  “I can’t shake the feeling that there’s someone or something watching us.” 
 
    “I know.  I’ve had the same feeling for a while now.” 
 
    “So we’ll just walk a bit further, then I vote we get the hell out of here.” 
 
    She agreed. They walked through the trees, their flashlights illuminating the way.   
 
    Growing up in Clarke County, Cammie had spent considerable time hiking throughout its woods and forests, camping out under the vast canopy of stars.  However, she’d never experienced what she was experiencing now.  The feeling of being watched was growing stronger and more uncomfortable.  Her unease was bolstered by the fear that she was starting to hallucinate.  “Maybe I’m crazy, but I keep seeing something shimmering through the trees up ahead of us.  Please tell me you see it too.” 
 
    Jace exhaled.  “I thought it was just me.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’re both crazy.  What the heck would be shimmering out here?” 
 
    “Did anybody say anything about the maiden, logger or pukwudgies shimmering?” 
 
    The two unconsciously moved closer together.  
 
    Practically wrapped around each other now, they continued down the path.  Suddenly, they both came to a complete halt.  There, in front of them, as if appearing out of nowhere, was a low hill.  In the moonlight, which seemed to shine brighter in this area of the forest, they saw the hill covered with a blanket of yellow, white and lavender flowers. Their lovely perfume wafted down on the back of a breeze that blew gently into their faces.   
 
    Wending its way through the profusion of color was a thin path.  Raising her eyes, Cammie caught her breath. At the very top of the hill was an old gnarled tree perfectly silhouetted against a huge full moon.  From where they stood, they felt the power of this tree, its crooked limbs beckoning them to come closer.  To partake of its wisdom. To feel its majesty. Her fear evaporated as she stood, awestruck, by the view. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Jace whispered. 
 
    “This has to be the Grandfather Tree. Is this what we saw? Was this tree somehow shimmering?” 
 
    “It’s not shimmering now.” 
 
    Cammie turned her face towards Jace, her eyes alight with wonder.  “What if something or someone was showing us the way to this tree?” 
 
    “You know how nutty that sounds, don’t you?” 
 
    “Tell me you don’t feel – I don’t know – something magical about this place.” 
 
    “We obviously aren’t feeling the same thing.  You feel magic.  I feel evil.” 
 
    “Evil? Oh come on. You can’t possibly--” She was interrupted when something shot past them and disappeared on the other side of the path. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Cammie cried out as she jumped back right into Jace.  She almost dropped the flashlight when another ball of darkness darted past them.  
 
    “Come on, we’re getting the hell out of here!” Jace announced.  Holding tightly to her hand, he pulled her along the path they’d just come down.  They couldn’t run fast, it was too dark and the flashlights only reached so far, but they were spurred forward by the unmistakable sound of rustling behind them that sounded horrifically like tiny footfalls against the leaves. Zee’s description of the pukwudgies careened through Cammie’s head as the two made their way as quickly as they could back to the excavated field.   
 
    Her fear turned to terror when she heard what sounded like voices all around her.  If they were people, she would have stopped and stood her ground. But they weren’t. They were guttural, punctuated with growls and snarls. Somehow she knew they weren’t coyotes, or any of a dozen predators that roamed these forests.   
 
     These sounded human-like. 
 
    This is insane! Her mind screamed.  If she weren’t so crazed with panic, she would have tried to figure out what she and Jace were experiencing.  But her mind had only one goal – to get to the safety of the Explorer and fast. 
 
    They reached the excavated meadow and were scrambling along the rocks and dirt that littered the area alongside the roped off crime scene. Suddenly, Cammie felt herself falling forward as her boot caught on a branch sticking out of a mound of dirt.  She fell flat on her stomach, the flashlight scuttling away from her grasp.  Before she had time to react, or to see if she was hurt, Jace hauled her to her feet and half carried her to the Explorer where they threw themselves inside.  Scrambling into the driver’s seat, Jace turned on the ignition and raced out of there, dirt pluming behind them as the tires fought to gain traction.  It wasn’t until they were back on the main road that they both breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I’m caked in dirt, but I’m okay.  Actually, I’m not okay.  I feel like a complete idiot.”  He threw her a perplexed look.  “We were worse than two teenagers checking out Crow Mountain on Halloween night.  I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation to the sounds we heard.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Jace replied.  “But idiot or not, I’m not sure I’m up to returning to that place on a moonlit night, or any other night.  There’s something out there that just isn’t right, and I’m perfectly happy not risking my life to figure out what it is.” 
 
    Cammie said nothing. Instead, she turned her attention out the window.  Unlike Jace, she was curious. She wasn’t sure she’d chalk up what they heard to pukwudgies, but something had definitely wanted them out of that forest.   
 
    The question was what? And why? 
 
      
 
    By the next morning, she was still embarrassed over her reaction to whatever had occurred in the forest the night before.  She was a police officer, for Pete’s sakes.  She’d survived gang warfare and worse.  A little unknown noise in the forest and she was running out of there like a frightened rabbit.  There was only one thing to do to regain her dignity. 
 
    She had to go back. 
 
    Still unsettled over the as of yet unexplained feelings and sounds she and Jace had gone through, she thought it best to return during the day, convincing herself it was safer than trying to find her way around in the dark.  Her decision was reinforced by the fact that her flashlight was still out there and she wanted to retrieve the fairly expensive piece of police equipment.    
 
    After telling Emmy and Rick she was going out on patrol, she climbed into her Explorer and headed back to the woods.  As she sat in the vehicle, she took a moment to center herself.  To her chagrin, she found her heart pounding in her chest, and her palms clammy with sweat. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” she said aloud to herself.  “It’s a beautiful day, the birds are singing.  I have nothing to be frightened of.” 
 
    Unfortunately, her body was telling her differently. She took a deep breath and was embarrassed to find she couldn’t move.   
 
    “For pity sakes,” she grumbled as she forced herself out of the Explorer and walked towards the meadow.  She looked past the police tape at the trees, and at the deep blue sky above her.  Her fear started to ebb away as the beauty of the forest reached out and touched her heart. 
 
    She was calmed by the sounds of the birds chirping, and the lazy buzzing of the insects.  In all the horror movies she and Jace liked to watch, whenever there was evil about, the forest was completely silent.  But the noises of the woods reassured her that whatever had been about the night before was gone. 
 
    She easily found her flashlight and shoved it into her belt.  Now that her fear had dissipated, her natural curiosity reaffirmed itself and she decided to check out the Grandfather Tree in the light of day.  
 
    Trying her best to remember the direction she and Jace had taken, she slowly made her way alongside the police tape, peering down in front of her to try and find the path that led to the Grandfather Tree.  After a couple of starts and stops, she finally found the trail. 
 
    Leaves crunched under her boots as she walked along.  She was thankful she’d thought to douse herself with bug spray; they were swarming about, but none were dive bombing her.  
 
    She slowed her step as she realized she was in the area where she’d heard the weird growling and snarling sounds.  Poking into the shrubs, she tried to discern any prints that could tell her what animal had been making the unnerving noises, but there was nothing. Which was crazy.  She knew she’d heard the sounds – even Jace admitted to hearing them.  Just what the hell had they been? 
 
    She continued on and finally came to the small clearing that surrounded the hill, atop of which sat the Grandfather Tree.  She studied it for a long moment, her curiosity replaced by an unexpected sense of deep disappointment. Before whatever those dark little figures were that had appeared out of nowhere, she had experienced a touch of magic, with the full moon beaming behind the tree, its flowers beckoning her and Jace forward.  It felt as though they had stepped into a fantasy novel, where fairies and hobbits flitted about the revered receptacle of ancient knowledge.  Now, in the light of day, the flowers looked wilted and lifeless, and the tree simply looked like an old and tired oak.  Parts of it were dead, either due to insect manifestation or an old lightning strike.  In either case, the majesty she’d perceived the night before was completely gone. 
 
    Had it ever been there?  Or had her imagination run amok?   
 
    Pushing past the hollowness in her heart, she made her way up the narrow trail until she arrived at the top.  There, she found all sorts of charms, trinkets and other items scattered around the trunk – left there, as Rick had told her, as offerings to this ancient creature.   
 
    She scanned the surrounding woods, finding it hard to believe how frightened she and Jace had been.  Everything looked benign – a forest going about its business of being a forest.  If Native American maidens, ax wielding loggers or pukwudgies did exist, they were nowhere to be found.  Nor were there any traces left behind of whatever malevolent energy they possessed.  If she’d hoped to find the answers to what exactly happened to her and Jace the night before, they were nowhere to be found either. 
 
    “I guess it was stupid of me to believe that maybe there are places where magic still exists,” she addressed the tree.  “Certainly some people do if these items scattered around your truck are any indication.  Do you think if I leave you something, you’ll tell me what it was Jace and I heard last night?  Or am I going nuts because here I am standing in the middle of nowhere, having a conversation with a half dead tree?”   
 
    She shook her head at the absurdity of it all.  Deciding it was time to leave before she ended up pouring out her life story to an oversized twig, she turned and made her way down the path.  Just as she reached the bottom, she felt a sudden breeze come up and gently blow back her hair.  It felt good against the heat of the day. She closed her eyes for a moment to enjoy the coolness against her cheeks.  In her mind’s eye, she saw the shimmering again and in that instant, she knew she hadn’t imagined it.  Whatever it was and for reasons she didn’t know quite yet, the shimmering had led her to the Grandfather Tree. She opened her eyes and glanced back over her shoulder.    
 
    “Okay, maybe there’s still a teeny bit of magic around,” she conceded.   
 
    She turned back, took one step and tripped over a rock in the path.  She tried to catch herself, but it was no use.  In the next instant, she found herself on her hands and knees.   “Damn it!” she fumed as she brushed away the dirt from her clothing.  “I’m running out of clean uniforms!” 
 
    Hoisting herself to her feet, she continued to brush the dirt and leaves off her knees when a flash of something reflecting a ray of sunlight caught her eye.  Leaning forward, she flicked away the dirt and found what looked like a cuff link.  She immediately looked back to the tree. “Is this what you wanted me to find?”  Thankfully, there was no response. Grabbing a bag from her pocket, she flicked the cuff link inside and held it up.  “Now this is worth a dirty uniform.” 
 
    She glanced one last time at the Grandfather Tree before trotting back to the Explorer.   
 
      
 
    After driving to Doc’s to change into her last clean uniform, she arrived at HQ where she showed her staff what she’d found.  She shared the story of what she and Jace had done the night before, carefully leaving out the details about running away in fear and talking to the Grandfather Tree that morning.  Her staff didn’t need to know everything. 
 
    “I know you’re my boss,” Rick exclaimed, “but you are one crazy ass chick.  Do you and Jace have some kind of death wish?” 
 
    “I’m here and in one piece, aren’t I?” 
 
    “How did Forensics miss the cuff-link?” Emmy asked.  “They never miss anything.” 
 
    “This cuff-link wasn’t anywhere near where the skeleton was found.  I discovered this near the Grandfather Tree.” 
 
    “What were you doing by the Grandfather Tree?” Rick asked suspiciously. 
 
    “You got me curious so I went looking for it.  I found all sorts of trinkets around its trunk.  I assume those are the offerings you mentioned?” 
 
    “Yeah. People leave things in exchange for advice or help.” 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  “They actually expect the tree to answer them?” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “You don’t always get a response verbally, you know.” 
 
    She held up the bag.  “I guess not.” 
 
    At that moment, the front door to HQ opened and the mayor walked in.  
 
    “When can I get the construction crew back to work? Time is money.”  
 
    “Sorry Bill, but you’re going to have to wait a bit longer.” 
 
    “Why?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because I just found this at the excavation site.”  She held up the bag for him to see.  “It’s a cuff link.  It may mean nothing, but then again, it was in the vicinity to where the skeleton was found.  I’m going to get Forensics out there to make sure there’s nothing else that could be potential evidence.”  She stopped talking when she noticed Bill staring at the cuff link.  “Do you recognize it?” she asked.  
 
    He tore his eyes away from the cuff link.  “Don’t be ridiculous. How the hell would I know who a dirt encrusted cuff link belongs to?  Listen, you need to finish up whatever you’re doing out there so I can get construction moving again. Before you know it, winter will be here and I can’t afford to hold things up until next spring.  Do whatever you have to do to get this damned crime solved!” He turned on his heel and abruptly left HQ. 
 
    “Whoa, who put the hair across his butt today?” Rick asked. Cammie didn’t answer.  Instead, she stared down at the bag in her hand.  “Oh oh,” he said to Emmy.  “She’s got that look on her face – you know, the one a lioness gets before it takes down a gazelle.” 
 
    Cammie looked up at the door Bill had just exited from.  “I’m willing to bet my badge that Bill knows exactly who this cuff link belongs to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess the pukwudgies must like you and Jace,” Rick replied after Cammie got off the phone with Forensics. “You happen to do a quasi-face plant in the one spot in that whole damned forest where the cuff link is located.  That’s beyond coincidental, if you ask me.” 
 
     Emmy was just about to pop the cuff link into a mailing box to send down to the crime lab when she peered at it.  “You know, it looks like there’s a letter on it.”  She held the bag up to Cammie. 
 
    “You’re right.  There’s a lot of dirt imbedded in it, but it kind of looks like a ‘P’.” 
 
    She showed it to Rick, who agreed.  “So if this belonged to our bag of bones, at least we know his first or last name began with a ‘P’.” 
 
    “It’s almost a ten minute walk from where he was found to where I discovered the cuff link.  I wonder if he was checking out The Grandfather Tree himself.  Or if that was the route the murderer took after killing Mr. P,” Cammie mused. 
 
    “I can tell you right now that if Mr. P was offed near the tree, that’s probably why you found his cuff-link.” When Cammie and Emmy gave him a quizzical look, he continued. “That is sacred ground.  No way the Grandfather Spirit is going to allow something so blasphemous as a murder to take place, not only in its forest, but in its presence without making sure the perpetrator of such an act is caught.” 
 
    “Um, the murder took place over a decade ago,” Cammie pointed out. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  In a place like that, time is irrelevant.  I’m sure it’s been waiting for just the right person to come along and right the wrong.  In this case, that’s you, boss.” 
 
    Emmy and Cammie exchanged bemused glances. The young woman took back the bag and sealed it into the box.  “I’ll just take this over to the Emporium and get it mailed off.” 
 
    Cammie went back to her office to continue working on the victim board she’d created.  She had a photograph of the skeleton in situ, as well as photos of the cuff link and theories scribbled down that she was working on.  Just as she was finishing up adding the newest information, her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Doc. 
 
    “Hey Doc, what’s up?” 
 
    “I think it’s supposed to go ‘what’s up, Doc?’” 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    “When you get a chance, come on over.  I’m ready to share my findings.” 
 
      
 
    Arriving at Doc’s luxurious log cabin on the shores of Waban Pond, Cammie followed a path that snaked around the back of the cabin where he kept two separate entrances.  One was for his medical patients.  The other was for ‘the Crypt’, the name the locals gave his autopsy lab. 
 
    She walked in and found him standing in front of a long wooden table he’d set up.  Spread across the table was a white sheet, on top of which was laid out the complete set of reassembled bones. 
 
    Doc was wearing his white lab coat and his ginger hair was all askew, a sign that he’d been deep in thought.  At the sound of her step, he glanced towards her. 
 
    “Your victim, madam,” he announced.  “I wanted you to see the skeleton intact before I send the skull to the forensics sculptor.” 
 
    Cammie carefully looked over the bones.  “No other signs of trauma?” she asked. 
 
    He pointed to a long bone.  “This is his radius.  It’s one of two bones that make up the forearm. See the line here?  That indicates he broke it at some point in his life, though it healed quite nicely.  Other than that, I’d say my first conclusion sticks.  He was killed by a blow to the back of the head by a blunt object.  A truncheon, a baseball bat, a thick piece of wood would fit the scenario.  He was 5 ft. 10 inches tall, and I’d approximate his age to be between 40-50 years old.”   
 
    “And you still think he was buried there ten to fifteen years before?” 
 
    He nodded, then jerked his head over to a nearby counter.  “The clothing is bagged over there if you want to take a look.” 
 
    Cammie walked over and held up the various bags.  “You’re a connoisseur of clothing,” she remarked.  “Cheap? Expensive?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely expensive. The tie alone was silk and the suit appeared to be custom made.  The shoes are Italian leather.” 
 
    “So our victim had money.”   
 
    “And may have been a businessman or executive of some sort.” 
 
    She took out her cell phone and brought up the photo of the cuff link.  She showed it to Doc.  “Can you tell if this is silver?” 
 
    Doc looked at the photo.  “It certainly looks like it. It’s tarnished rather than rusty. Where did you get this?” 
 
    “I went out to the Grandfather Tree and found this nearby.” 
 
    He gave her an amused look.  “Grandfather Tree?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ve asked Forensics to go back out there and check the area to see if there’s anything else.” 
 
    “At least you don’t have to worry about trying to solve the mystery of the Monster of the Meadow.” 
 
    Cammie groaned.  “You heard that rumor, huh?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’d be surprised at what I hear in my little piece of paradise down here.” 
 
    Cammie walked back to the skeleton and looked down at it.  “Once again you have to wonder what a businessman, dressed in a snazzy suit and expensive shoes, was doing out in the middle of the woods.” 
 
    “What is it your deputy calls it – doing the horizontal?  Maybe he was having an assignation of some sort.” 
 
    “It’s all up to the forensics sculptor now, isn’t it?”  She turned to the skull.  “Hopefully their reconstruction of your face will help us figure out who you were.” 
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, Cammie was called out to the forest. When she arrived, she found the Forensics team just finishing up their sweep of the area.  After donning a pair of booties so as not to disturb any potential evidence, she made her way towards the team lead.   
 
    “Hey, Colin,” she called out.   
 
    Colin Haskell had been a member of the Forensics team for ten years.  Cammie had the utmost confidence in the disheveled, yet highly intelligent man’s ability to find the proverbial needle in a haystack. 
 
    “This place is like a candy store,” he remarked as he led Cammie over to a small table where there were two evidence bags laid out.  “We found a deteriorated, mildewed piece of leather that appears to be a wallet close to where you found the cuff link.  The other item was found several yards away, deeper into the woods.  I think this may be your murder weapon.” 
 
    He held up the bag and Cammie saw it contained a weather beaten sledgehammer. She grimaced when she saw the pointed head.  “Jeez, it wouldn’t take much to cleave a skull in two using that, huh?”  
 
    Colin agreed.  “Not the kind of weapon you want to be at the receiving end of.” 
 
    Peering at it, she pointed and said, “What’s that on the handle?” 
 
    “It looks like some sort of design.” 
 
    “Can you send me a photo of it? We may be able to trace it.” 
 
    “Sure thing. As for the sledgehammer itself, it’s been in the ground for a long time, so getting any evidence off it will be hit or miss.”  He next held up the bag with the wallet.   
 
    “Did you find anything inside?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “There’s no money or credit cards, which may be why it was discarded.  It’s in bad shape, but we’ll see what we can find once we get it back to the lab.” 
 
    “Can you show me where you found the sledgehammer?” 
 
    She was surprised when, instead of walking towards the Grandfather Tree, Colin led her in the opposite direction.  She was further surprised to find they were walking along what looked like a deer path.  They stopped in front of an evidence marker. 
 
    “It was found here under that pile of leaves.” 
 
    “Wow, the investigator who found that must be part hunting dog.” 
 
    Colin laughed.  “Actually, the handle sticking out of the mound is what gave it away.” 
 
    “I wonder where this trail leads to.” 
 
    “When I was a kid, my father and I used to hunt all around here.  As far as I know, it just goes deeper into the woods.” 
 
    “So no road or house at the end of it?” 
 
    “None that I know of.”    
 
    “You guys did a fantastic job finding these items,” Cammie exclaimed. 
 
    “Hey, I can’t let you be the only one finding possible clues.” 
 
    As they started back, Cammie asked, “Since you know these woods, have you heard about the Grandfather Tree?” 
 
    “Of course.  It’s supposed to offer help if you give it an offering it finds acceptable.” 
 
    “What about the legends?  You know, about the soul sucking Native American maiden, or the ax-wielding logger or the pukwudgies?” 
 
    Colin shook his head.  “Never heard of those.”  She sighed with relief.  “I only heard about the Specter Moose that was purportedly seen in these parts in the 1990’s.” 
 
    “Specter Moose?” she reluctantly asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah.  It’s a white bull that weighs 2,500 pounds and stands 15 feet tall with a 10 foot antler spread.  The weird thing about it is that it’s undead.  Kind of like a zombie moose.  It walks around with his throat slit open so you can’t kill it no matter how hard you try. It supposedly shows up when something bad is about to happen. Hey, maybe your victim saw the Specter Moose and that’s what killed him.  Freaky, eh?” 
 
    “Very freaky,” she mumbled. 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Cammie received an email from the crime lab with an attachment of photos taken of the cuff link.  It was indeed silver and the letter was a ‘P’.  It was impossible, however, to tell how long it had lain in the dirt.  It could have been out there for a month or years.  Each time she looked at the photos, her mind flooded with questions. 
 
    Did the cuff link belong to the victim? How had it ended up so far from the skeleton?  Had he really taken a walk all those years before to look at the Grandfather Tree and somehow lost the cuff link?  Or had the killer taken it as a trophy, only to accidentally drop it?   
 
    Then there was the sledgehammer.  Doc had matched it to the wound in the skull, confirming it as the murder weapon. Why had the killer discarded it, along with the wallet near the Grandfather Tree – an area that was regularly visited? Why hadn’t he or she buried them in the grave, therefore assuring no one would find them? 
 
    It made no sense. 
 
    She couldn’t explain it, but her gut told her the victim hadn’t gone into the woods for a sexual assignation. He’d gone to meet someone. And that someone was responsible for his death. 
 
      
 
    With this new information, Emmy revised her missing persons search.  Using the State of Maine as a location radius, she came up with a two and half page list of men between the ages of 40 and 50, with a last name that began with ‘P’ who had disappeared 10 to 15 years before.  She sat back in her chair with the list laid out before her on her desk.  She knew the department didn’t have the resources to track down every name on the list.  Instead, she narrowed the search to Clarke and the neighboring Aroostook counties.  The list dropped down to a dozen names.  By the time the workday came to an end, she’d managed to find information on most of them.  Unfortunately, none seemed to fit the profile of the victim Cammie was developing.   
 
    Shutting down the lights and locking up behind her, Emmy joined Cammie and Rick in hoping that the forensic sculptor would come up with a reconstruction that someone would recognize.  If not, the mayor and several business people were going to make the sheriff’s life a living hell until she solved this particular little mystery.   
 
      
 
    The next afternoon while Cammie was out on a lunch date with Jace, Rick surprised Emmy by asking her to go to lunch with him. She was beside herself with excitement – her dream was coming true of actually dating Rick! 
 
    She’d been in love with him almost from the first day three years ago when she’d begun working for the Sheriff’s Department.  She remembered how her heart skipped a beat when she’d been introduced to the tall deputy with the jet black hair he always kept tied back when on duty and his dark, hypnotic eyes.  From the beginning, he’d treated her as a little sister, though she’d tried her best to make him see what a catch she was.  She knitted him scarves for Christmas, baked his favorite cookies throughout the year and always made sure to look her best.  But each time, she was forced to watch as he continued his revolving door romances with women who were much prettier and slimmer than she was.  But Emmy never lost hope. 
 
    A few months before she’d been involved in a murder case that had almost taken her life. It was Rick who had courageously saved her from a horrible death.  Ever since, she’d noticed him becoming more attentive to her, including occasionally buying her breakfast or lunch. There was still no kiss, no hand holding, no whispered declarations of love.  But she could wait.  She’d waited three years.  She could wait a little longer. 
 
    Now he’d actually asked her to go out to lunch with him. 
 
    She was over the moon. 
 
    Guessing they were going to Zee’s, she made sure to freshen her lipstick, and add a little more color to her cheeks.  When she came out of the bathroom, she was surprised to see him handing her, not a bouquet of flowers, or even his arm.  She found him handing her a can of bug spray. 
 
    “No sense getting eaten alive,” he said. 
 
    She hid her confusion. As far as she knew, you didn’t need bug spray for Zee’s.  Suddenly, she realized they must be going on a picnic! That’s why she needed bug spray! This was even better than going to a crowded Zee’s. A picnic in the woods meant privacy.  And privacy meant…? She happily sprayed herself down before eagerly following him out to his cruiser.    
 
    Forty five minutes later, she found herself in the dense woods.  Convinced he had indeed planned a romantic and private picnic, she wondered what it would be like to finally feel his lips pressed against hers.  It sent shivers down her spine, though she was adamant with herself that kissing was all she would give him that day.  Anything else would need to be earned. 
 
    She climbed out of the cruiser and waited for him to go around to the trunk and take out the blanket and picnic basket, imagining all sorts of tasty delicacies they’d share. Maybe he’d even brought along a bottle of wine.  Although it was against regulations to drink while on duty, she wouldn’t deny herself just a teeny bit of wine.  Gosh, wouldn’t that be delicious?  
 
    Instead, she watched him take off, leaving her alone.  Hurrying after him, she was dismayed when she saw a large, cordoned off meadow stretching out before her.  This must be where they found the skeleton. 
 
    Just what was he up to bringing her out to a murder scene? 
 
    Emmy looked down at her light beige sandals.  Damn, they were going to get completely ruined; they weren’t made for a hike out in the muddy woods.  They’d had a rain shower early that morning and although the sun was now beating down, the ground will still damp in places. But if a kiss was at the end of all this, it was worth it.   
 
    She gamely followed Rick as they skirted the excavated field and made their way down a trail in the woods.  The day was hot and humid and she was drenched in sweat by the time he stopped. This was not turning out the way she’d hoped.  Sniffing at herself when he wasn’t looking, she wasn’t even sure she wanted him to take her sweaty body into his arms.   
 
    “What do you think?” He said as he waved his arm. 
 
    She looked around in dismay.  They were deep in the woods.  Surrounded by trees and bugs.  Lots of bugs that were swarming around her, despite the bug spray.  They were also surrounded by evidence markers as far as the eye could see. Trying not to give in to crushing disappointment, she glanced at him. 
 
    “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “The tree on the hill.  Isn’t that the coolest?  It’s the Grandfather Tree.  Forensics finished up this morning so I thought it was the perfect time to bring you out here.” 
 
    At first her pulse raced as she wondered just why he’d wanted to bring her out here.  But the more he prattled on about that stupid old tree, the more Emmy found herself battling back tears.  She was so sure this lunch was going to end up with a kiss, or at the very least hand holding.  She’d hoped this was the start of a relationship with the only man she’d ever wanted to be with.  Instead, he’d dragged her out into the middle of an insect infested forest to look at a silly half dead tree.  Not only that, but her beautiful sandals were now ruined.   
 
    The tight hold on her emotions slipped and she had to do something before he became aware of how upset she was.  She looked down at her tan chinos and pretended to brush a bug off the leg. 
 
    “It’s really nice,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t you be the only one in the Sheriff’s Department who hasn’t seen and experienced the Grandfather Tree?” 
 
    What she really wanted to experience was having him look into her eyes and tell her how much he couldn’t live without her.   
 
    Smelling of bug spray and sweat and crushingly disappointed, Emmy had no choice but to plaster a smile on her face.  She’d once sworn she’d never be like her mother, who constantly showed how disappointed she was whenever her late husband did something she didn’t like.  Which, as Emmy recalled, seemed to be quite often.  
 
    “Thank you, Rick,” she forced herself to say.  “I’m glad you thought enough to bring me out here.” 
 
    “Of course, Em.  Why wouldn’t I?” He smiled broadly and her heart lifted.   
 
    Maybe there was hope after all. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the forest, in a small trailer park, Cora was getting ready for her daily air bath.  She’d taken a hot shower in order to fully open up her pores.  With her mind, body and spirit feeling relaxed and centered, she entered her immaculately neat and clean living room.  She lit her gardenia candles, put on a CD of meditative spiritual music and took her place in the middle of her living room.  She closed her eyes and lifted her arms to the ceiling. 
 
    “I open this space to the energies of the east, west, north and south.  To the Father above and the Mother below.  Let only that which is for my highest good surround me.” 
 
    Feeling that the space was now ready for her, she opened her eyes.  And looked out her slider door. 
 
    “Crap!” she snapped. 
 
    Steeper the Peeper was standing on the other side of the glass, his goofy grin on his face, waving at her. 
 
    Ignoring the fact that she was stark naked, she stomped over to the kitchen and grabbed the largest knife she could find. Turning, she started towards the slider.  Steeper’s smile immediately vanished when he saw the scrawny, incensed woman wielding a large butcher knife.   
 
    As she reached the door and started to unlock it, Steeper turned on his heel and disappeared around the trailer.  A moment later she heard the sounds of his car engine, followed by tires kicking up dirt and gravel as he gunned it down the road. 
 
    She reached for the phone to call the sheriff’s department, but decided against it.  She and several other women had been complaining long enough, and she was still being harassed by that low life pervert.  She’d warned Cammie.  Now it was time she took matters into her own hands. 
 
    She went to her cupboards where she took down various jars containing all sorts of herbs and other plants she was careful to tell no one about.  She then began to chant incantations as she carefully mixed them.  This morning, Steeper had crossed a line.   
 
    It was the last time he would ever do so again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire area around the meadow had been scoured by the Forensics team.  There really wasn’t any reason to keep Bill’s crew from continuing their work.  As much as she hated losing the field to concrete and mortar, she couldn’t put it off any longer.  With a heavy heart, Cammie reached for the phone and was in the process of dialing him when her computer chimed, telling her an email had come in. 
 
    Relieved that she could put off the phone call for another few moments, she opened up the email.  Itt was from the forensics sculptor.  She called in Rick and Emmy and as they stood over her shoulder, she opened up the attachment and saw, for the first time, what their victim looked like. 
 
    He’d had strong features, with a thin mouth, straight nose and narrow face.  The sculptor had given him thick dark hair and eyebrows.  He looked like a man of confidence and authority, just like the business executive Cammie had imagined him to be. 
 
    “So that’s Mr. P,” she remarked. 
 
    “I don’t believe it.  He’s supposed to be in Bangor.  Or at least that’s where he told everyone he was going.” 
 
    Cammie swung her chair around and stared at Rick.  “You know him?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded.  “I sure do. That’s George Peabody.” 
 
    Cammie scoured her brain to see if she could remember anyone by that name.   
 
    “Why does that name sound familiar?” Emmy asked. 
 
    “Because ten years ago, he ran for mayor against Bill Barnes.” 
 
    The sheriff’s jaw dropped.  “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “You were probably living in Seattle at the time, so you wouldn’t remember the battle royale.  Bill was pro-business, George was anti-business. Bill wanted to open up Twin Ponds to more tourism. George wanted to protect the environment against what he called ‘the excursion of those who care nothing about what makes Twin Ponds special.’” 
 
    “That’s admirable,” Cammie admitted. 
 
    Rick snorted.  “That was his public face.  His private face was a whole ‘nother story.” 
 
    She sat back in her chair.  “Tell me what you remember about him.” 
 
    Rick and Emmy sat down opposite her desk.  “He went out for the environment, not because he believed in saving the trees, but because he thought that would get him the votes he needed.  His platform was to strengthen the businesses we already had, not make Twin Ponds into another unfriendly, money obsessed metropolis.” 
 
    “So what made you dislike him?” 
 
    Rick met her eyes.  “Plain and simple.  He was a racist. He particularly had a thing against Native Americans.  It didn’t matter if you were full-blooded, half-blooded, one-tenth blooded.  His prejudices made Custer look like the Native American’s fairy godmother.” 
 
    “Did you ever experience anything yourself?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I heard stories around town. You know how it is.  After an election, all the dirty laundry starts seeping out.” 
 
    “So did anybody actually vote for him?” 
 
    “They sure did.  Bill just squeaked in by about 15 votes.”   
 
    Cammie was astonished. “Wow. Bill must have been a mess until he was sure he’d won.” 
 
    “He was. I thought he was going to have a stroke as he continued his hard campaigning up until the very last minute.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “It may not have been such a bad thing for him to be challenged.  He was already getting too complacent when I was still in grade school.” 
 
    Rick smiled.  “That’s true.  I don’t think I ever saw him campaign so hard in my life.” 
 
    “It would do him good to be challenged again.  He’s too comfortable.” 
 
    Emmy grinned at Cammie.  “Are you thinking of running?” 
 
    The sheriff barked out a laugh.  “Could you honestly see me as mayor?” 
 
    The two looked at each other, then at her and nodded.  “Actually we could,” Rick replied. 
 
    She immediately held her hand up.  “Don’t even think about it.  I’m not politician material.  I’m too honest, too impatient and I hate bullshit.  I wouldn’t last a week.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the kind of person we need around here.” 
 
    Cammie shot him a look. “I even get a hint that you’re mentioning me as a possible candidate, I will personally tell every woman over the age of 18 in Clarke County that you sleep with teddy bears.” 
 
    “No one will believe you.” 
 
    “They will when I fill up your cruiser with stuffed animals.” 
 
    Emmy burst out laughing. 
 
    “Okay, you win,” Rick conceded good-naturedly. “No mayoral race for Cammie Farnsworth.” 
 
    Cammie turned back to the photo on her computer.  Suddenly, she swung around to face her staff.  “Wait a minute.  Did you say this guy’s name was George Peabody?”  They nodded.  “Is this George Peabody related to Margo Peabody, Bill’s secretary?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Rick answered.  “He was her husband.” 
 
    “And he was running against Bill ten years ago?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And what was this about him going to Bangor?” 
 
    “After he lost the election, he made the announcement that he was leaving Twin Ponds and moving to Bangor.  We all assumed it was because of the loss.” 
 
    “Do you remember how long it was after the election that he left town?” 
 
    “Not really sure. I just remember him not being around anymore.” 
 
    “How long have Margo and Bill been doing the deed?” 
 
    God, she was beginning to sound too much like Rick. 
 
    Rick’s jaw dropped. “Whoa. You think Barnes had something to do with George’s death?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Do you have any idea when they started their affair?” 
 
    “As far as they’re concerned, they still want the town to think they’re not having an affair.” 
 
    “Okay.  Do you remember when Margo and George moved to Twin Ponds?  I know they weren’t here when I left.” 
 
    “I think it was two years before George decided to run for mayor.” 
 
    “What did he do for a living?” 
 
    “He opened up an accounting office next door to the laundromat. He did people’s taxes, helped with financial planning and kept the books for some of the other local businesses.” 
 
    Cammie stood up.  “Guess I’m paying a visit to Margo and Bill.  I’m going to need her to make a positive identification.”  She sent the photo to the printer, and was about to leave the office when Rick approached her.  
 
    “Listen, this probably isn’t that important, but I need--” He was abruptly interrupted when his cell rang.  “Deputy Rick Belleveau,” he answered.  He listened for a few moments.  “I’ll be right there.”  He hung up and looked at Cammie.  “That was Janey Ferguson.  Seems her neighbor’s dog is loose again in her yard.  For reasons only the doggie knows, he loves her yard.” 
 
    “Is she complaining about Dottie Hanson’s dog?” 
 
    “Yeah.  She’s terrified of it.  Wants me to remove it from her yard and tell Dottie to keep it tied up.” 
 
    “It’s a miniature toy poodle, for Pete’s sakes.  It’s no bigger than Janey’s hand.  Hell, it’s no bigger than my hand.” 
 
    “I know, I know.  But I better go calm the situation down.” 
 
     “Okay,” she replied.  “Rick,” she said, turning to face him.  “Did George have a secretary or somebody that worked for him?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Mike Endicott’s secretary, Evelyn used to be his office manager.” 
 
    “Thanks” she said.  Then she was gone. 
 
    “Saved by the poochie,” he murmured under his breath before he too left the office. 
 
      
 
    The day was already hot as Cammie walked down the few city blocks to the town hall.  When she arrived, she went straight to Bill’s office where she found his door closed and Margo serving as watch dog. 
 
    “I need to see Bill,” she announced. 
 
    “Mayor Barnes is in the middle of a very important meeting.” 
 
    “I think my important meeting trumps his important meeting.”  She started part Margo’s desk only to have the woman jump up and plant herself in front of Bill’s door.  “I’m sorry Sheriff, but he specifically asked not to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Is he watching porn again on his computer? Hopefully he’s smart enough not to be watching it on town property.” 
 
    Margo gasped.  Cammie took advantage of her surprise by moving past her and into Bill’s office. 
 
    He was indeed on his computer.  But instead of porn, he was cruising one of the home shopping network websites.  Cammie caught a quick glimpse of a bottle with the name ‘He Man Spray’ before he slammed his laptop closed. 
 
    “Bill, you’re 62.  It happens.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mayor!” Margo exclaimed as she dashed in.  “She just barged her way past me.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Margo.  I’m sure the sheriff has a perfectly valid reason for coming here today.” 
 
    “I do.”  Margo turned to leave.  “Actually Margo, I’d like you to stay.  This involves you as well.” 
 
    Curious, but too professional to show it, she sat down in a nearby chair.  Cammie sat down in the opposite chair.  “I received an email from the forensic sculptor a few minutes ago. She finished the facial reconstruction using the skull from the skeleton we found. This is a photograph of that reconstruction.  I knew you’d want to see it ASAP.”   
 
    As she spoke, she watched Bill carefully.  Just as she’d expected, his demeanor changed.  Where a few moments ago, he’d been the arrogant mayor, he was now nervous, unconsciously licking his lips several times.   
 
    When she glanced at Margo, she saw neither nervousness nor anxiety.  She was perched on the edge of the chair, intrigued as to why she’d been asked to stay. 
 
    Cammie withdrew the printed photo from her pocket and unfolded it.  “I brought it by to see if it jogs yours or Margo’s memory.” 
 
    She carefully unfolded it and placed it in front of Bill.  At first his eyes darted everywhere but at the photo.  Finally, knowing he didn’t have a choice, he looked down at it.  He fought to keep his face expressionless, but Cammie saw his jaw muscles tighten.   
 
    “I--” He began before Cammie snatched up the photo and showed it to Margo. 
 
    “Maybe you know who this is?” 
 
    The woman took the paper and stared down at it for a long moment.  Then, before anyone could react, she slipped onto the floor in a dead faint. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall I call Doc?” Cammie asked after she and Bill helped the semi-conscious woman over to the couch Bill kept in his office and laid her down. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Bill replied as he urged Margo to drink from a cup of water he’d gotten for her. 
 
    Her hands were visibly shaking, but she managed to take a few sips without spilling any on her dark maroon dress. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said in an embarrassed whisper.  “I’ve never passed out like that before.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Cammie asked politely. 
 
    She nodded.  Then took a deep, steadying breath.   
 
    The sheriff stood up from her crouching position.  “I’m guessing this means you knew the victim.” 
 
    “Cammie, please!” Bill scolded. “Can’t you see she’s still upset?  I’m sure your identification of that photo can wait.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Mayor.  I’m fine.  Really, I am.” 
 
    Cammie was impressed. Even after fainting, Margo still maintained the façade of employer/employee, making sure she addressed him as ‘Mayor’. 
 
    “I won’t have her bullying you, Margo.  Not on my watch.”  He threw Cammie a stern look.  “I’ll have you up on harrassment charges.” 
 
    “I just showed her a photo, Bill,” she replied calmly.  “I didn’t beat her with my police baton.  Not that I have one.  Though maybe you can stick that in your next town budget.  I’ll need at least six.” 
 
    “For God’s sakes, Cammie!” he exploded. 
 
    “Don’t yell.  You’re upsetting her.”  Cammie bent back down over Margo.  “Would you like another cup of water?” she asked.  The woman shook her head.  “Are you up to telling me why you fainted when you saw the photo?” 
 
    “Margo, you don’t need to--”  Bill started, only to have her interrupt him. 
 
    “I’d prefer to get this over with.”  He had no choice but to back down.   
 
    Margo took another deep breath before meeting Cammie’s gaze.  “The man in your photo is – was my husband, George.”  She shook her head.  “I can’t believe he’s dead.” 
 
    “According to Doc, the skeleton has been in the ground for about 10 years.  You weren’t concerned that he didn’t come home for dinner in all that time?” Bill growled which she ignored.   
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    Cammie pulled over one of the chairs and sat down.  “The day has been pretty slow, so take all the time you need.”  She gave Margo a wide, encouraging smile which only sent Bill into more fits of growling. 
 
    “Oh my, this is difficult.  I’m not accustomed to speaking about my private life.”   
 
    No kidding.  The whole county knows you two are sleeping together, and you still can’t admit to it. 
 
    Margo took a deep breath and forced herself to ask, “What exactly happened to him?” 
 
    Cammie decided for the time being to withhold the fact that they may have found the murder weapon. Instead, she replied, “There was blunt force trauma to the back of the skull.  In other words, someone came up from behind and smashed his head with something heavy enough that it fractured his skull and caused his death.”  
 
    “Oh dear God,” Margo whispered as she closed her eyes against the tears. 
 
    “When was the last time you saw George?” 
 
    “Before you answer anything, I insist on calling Mike Endicott!” Bill demanded. 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair.  “If you want to buy a piece of real estate or change your will, Mike’s your guy.  But he has no experience in criminal law.” 
 
    “Criminal?” Margo asked in a quivering voice, looking as though she were about to faint again. 
 
    “Margo, I’m not charging you with anything.  I simply need you to tell me all you know about George’s last movements and how he ended up buried in a field in the middle of the forest.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you with the latter.  You see, I didn’t even know George was dead until you showed me that photo.” 
 
    “Then when was the last time you saw him?” she repeated. 
 
    “Ten years ago. Two weeks after the mayoral campaign to be exact.  He told me he was done with Twin Ponds.  He’d poured everything he had into the race and when he lost, he couldn’t bear being here anymore. He said he’d found a job in Bangor and was leaving the next morning.” 
 
    “What was your reaction?” 
 
    “Our marriage was already rocky when he decided to run against Mayor Barnes. Somewhere along the line, we began to drift apart until it was as though there were two strangers living under the same roof.  I suppose he thought it was my fault he lost.” 
 
    “You?  Why?” 
 
    “I’d been working with Mayor Barnes on a few town committees for about a year.  When George decided to run, he insisted I quit. Of course I wasn’t going to do that. Just because he suddenly decided to run for mayor, I didn’t think I should give up what I considered valuable work.” 
 
    “Did he actually say it was your fault?” 
 
    She gave a sad smile.  “When you’ve been married for a while, you learn to read between the lines.” 
 
    “Did he tell you what and where this job was he going to?” 
 
    “He didn’t. And I didn’t ask. He’d been making frequent trips to Bangor for years.  I just assumed he’d gotten a job with whoever that client was.” 
 
    “So are you telling me you’re still legally married to George?” 
 
    “Yes. I kept putting off calling him about getting a divorce. I suppose I should have, but as time went on, it became less and less important, until it stopped being a part of my life.  As far as I was concerned, he was living his life, I was living mine.  He didn’t feel the need to contact me, and I never felt the need to contact him.”  She sighed.  “Now I know why he didn’t bother calling.” 
 
    “So you have no address for where he was living in Bangor?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.”   
 
    “Did he have any relatives?  Sister, brother, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Margo shook her head.  “George was an only child.  His parents died when he was in his early twenties.” 
 
    “Do you recall the last thing you said to each other?” 
 
    Margo’s voice grew thicker as she whispered, “We both wished each other a good life.”  She closed her eyes as tears ran down her cheeks. Bill jumped up and soon returned with a box of tissues.  She took one and dabbed her eyes.  “All this time, I thought he was living in Bangor when he was actually…” She took a long, faltering breath.  “If you don’t mind Mayor, I’d like to take the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “I’ll drive you home,” he said. 
 
    She adamantly shook her head.  “No.  You’re needed here.  I’ll be fine. I just need some time alone to absorb all of this.” She slowly got to her feet. “If you need to ask me anymore questions, Sheriff, you know where to find me.”  When she was gone, Bill stood up.   
 
    “I think I should go with her.   You know, make sure she’s alright.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Bill.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but the entire county knows you and Margo have been sleeping together for years.” 
 
    “I resent the implications that I would have a relationship with my employee!” he blustered.  However, one look from Cammie and he saw it was useless to continue to protest.  “The entire county?” he asked.  She nodded.  “Shit,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. You’re a widower. And everyone thought Margo was divorced. You’re two consenting adults. You’re allowed to do the horizontal as long as it doesn’t impact your job or hers.” 
 
    He raised a puzzled eyebrow.  “Do the what?” 
 
    “I’ve really got to stop hanging around Rick so much,” she muttered under her breath.  “Now suppose you tell me about your relationship with George Peabody.  And,” she added before he could speak.  “I don’t want the politician’s version.  I want the truth.” 
 
    He sat staring at his hands for a long moment.  Then uttered a deep sigh.  “George Peabody was a son of a bitch who gave me the worst fight of my political career. He was promising everyone anything and everything – things that he could never possibly deliver on.  At first I thought people would see through his lies.” 
 
    “What about him being a racist?” She asked. 
 
    “All of that came out after the election.  Can you imagine what that would have done to the reputation of this town? Of this county?” 
 
    “It must have hurt you deeply when he almost won,” she commented quietly. 
 
    “You have no idea.” He glanced at her from beneath his brow. “I’ll be honest with you, Cammie. The fact that the townspeople could allow themselves to be so shamelessly manipulated and be ready to believe the lies he was spreading about me…well, I was so disgusted, I was ready to pack it all in and leave Twin Ponds.  But I’d been elected to do a job and by God, I wasn’t going to allow my personal feelings to interfere with my responsibilities, especially to those who did vote for me.” 
 
    “What exactly was he saying about you?” 
 
    “He accused me of using town funds for my own personal use.  Why in heavens name would I do that?  My family has been wealthy for generations.  The last thing I’d do or need to do is dip into the till. When that particular accusation got nowhere, he then began to accuse me of receiving kick-backs in exchange for awarding contracts to certain businesses.  Again, I ask you, why would I do something so idiotic and so unnecessary?  And need I add, illegal?” 
 
    She could see that despite the passage of ten years, he was still angry and upset over the accusations. With his face turning a deep crimson, she was afraid he was working himself up into a coronary.   
 
    “When was the last time you saw George?” she quickly asked in an effort to calm him. 
 
    “The next day after the election, when he gave his concession speech. I admit, it was glorious to see him admit defeat.  Two weeks later, Margo told me he’d left town to move to Bangor.” 
 
    “So all this time you’ve thought he was in Bangor as well?” 
 
    “Of course.  I had no reason to think otherwise.” 
 
    Cammie took her time asking the next question.  “Bill, do you think George knew about your relationship with Margo?”  
 
    He scowled at her.  “Impossible, because there was no relationship with Margo.  Not then anyway.”   
 
    “When did your relationship begin?” 
 
    “For God’s sakes, Cammie!” he exclaimed angrily. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need to know.” 
 
    “Why?  Are you accusing Margo of murdering her own husband?  Damn it, are you accusing me of murdering her husband?” 
 
    “I’m not accusing anyone of anything.”  Not yet anyway. “But I do need to know.” 
 
    Bill let out an exasperated sigh.  “It wasn’t until at least six months after George left that we realized we had feelings for each other.” 
 
    “Did you not believe George was coming back?” 
 
    “It didn’t matter if he did or didn’t.  The marriage was over.” 
 
    “Yet Margo didn’t seek a divorce.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders.  “George was gone. It didn’t seem all that important anymore.” 
 
    Cammie met his gaze and kept it until he looked away.  She then stood up.  “Well, thank you for your time. It was a huge help.  And if I were you, I’d give Margo at least until tomorrow before you call her.”  She started towards the door.  Just as she put her hand on the knob, she turned around.  “There’s actually one more thing I need to ask before I go.” 
 
    “And that is?” Bill questioned as he started back towards his desk. 
 
    “Why did you lie to me when you said you didn’t know who the skeleton was?  And why didn’t you admit that you knew exactly who the cuff link belonged to?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the Christ are you talking about now?” he bellowed defensively. 
 
    “Bill, ever since the skeleton was found, you’ve been acting jittery.  I think you’ve been kicking yourself ever since you let slip at Eli’s memorial that you knew who the skeleton was.  And I hate to break this to you, but when you’re upset about something, you can’t hide it, not only on your face, but in your body language.  I thought you were going to faint when you saw the cufflink in my office.” 
 
    Bill narrowed his eyes at her.  “As I explained to you before, I thought the skeleton might be a dead logger or a Native American. Like Margo and everyone else in this town, I believed George left Twin Ponds after the election.  Not only because he lost, but because his marriage was over.” 
 
    He stood up and stomped over to where she stood.  She was taller than him by a few inches, but that didn’t stop him from bringing himself up to his full height as he tried to intimidate her.  “I resent your feeble attempts to pin this murder on me. I had absolutely no motive to kill him.  Nor did Margo. If you continue to harass either one of us, I will have your badge.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d threatened to take away her badge.  It seemed as though every three months or so, he was threatening to take it away. Like most Twin Ponders, she’d learned to ignore his threats.  She did, however, decide not to continue her questioning.  He was too upset and uncooperative and she knew she’d get nowhere with him. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you,” she offered.  “But you did order me to get this murder solved ASAP.”  He opened his mouth to roar at her when she added, “I’m kidding.  But part of my job does involve looking at this from all angles. Even if some of those angles make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Well, that particular angle is wrong.  And I will not allow you to besmirch mine or Margo’s reputation.  Now if you have nothing else, I suggest you leave.  I have to get ready for a speech I’m giving this week.” 
 
    “To whom?” 
 
    “To a group of our local businessmen.  Now if you’ll excuse me…” 
 
    He turned his back on her and walked towards his desk where he sat down and deliberately started working on his computer. 
 
    Cammie watched him for a moment before slowly letting herself out. 
 
    As she walked down the corridor, she reflected on the fact that although Bill tried to deflect her by his bombastic, aggressive nature, he couldn’t hide the fact that his hands were shaking when he sat down. 
 
    You know a lot more than you’re willing to admit.  And somehow, someway, I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Even if it costs me my job. 
 
      
 
    She had to pass Mike Endicott’s office on her way back to HQ.  As Twin Ponds’ jack of all trades lawyer, he was kept busy.  She went inside and found Evelyn Mason typing away at her computer.  She looked up as Cammie approached her desk. 
 
    “If you’re here to see Mike, I’m afraid he went off to visit a client.  I’m not sure when he’ll be back.” 
 
    “It’s actually you I wanted to see.” 
 
    Evelyn was Emmy’s aunt – her mother’s sister.  There was a slight family resemblance, as well as the familial tendency towards plumpness.  Like her niece, Evelyn was briskly efficient.  She turned away from the computer and gave Cammie her undivided attention. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you’d want to see me for,” she replied calmly. 
 
    “I understand that you once worked for George Peabody.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said.  She laced her fingers together and rested them on the desk in front of her.  “So the skeleton found in the forest belonged to Mr. Peabody?” 
 
    Cammie took the picture out of her pocket and placed it in front of Evelyn.  She looked down at it, then closed her eyes.  “Oh dear,” she murmured. 
 
    “How long did you work for him?” 
 
    “From the moment he set up shop in Twin Ponds.  About two years before he left.” 
 
    “And you were his office manager?” 
 
    She nodded. “I basically ran the office, freeing him to concentrate on his clients.” 
 
    “What was he like to work for?” 
 
    Evelyn flicked her thumbnails together.  “He was demanding, but not in a bad way.  He expected excellence and gave that to all his clients.” 
 
    “Why do you think he left town?” 
 
    She looked slightly surprised at the question.  “He received a better job offer.” 
 
    “You don’t think it had anything to do with him losing the mayoral election?” 
 
    Evelyn hesitated for a moment. “Well, let me put it this way. I wasn’t surprised when he informed me he was leaving Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Did he tell you where he was going?” 
 
    “He said he was moving to Bangor because he’d gotten a position with a prestigious accounting firm.  But I’m afraid he never gave me the name of the company, nor did he leave me a forwarding address.” 
 
    “You didn’t think that was odd?  I mean, you ran his office.  What if there were loose ends you needed to contact him about?” 
 
    “Mr. Peabody was very thorough in closing up his business here.” 
 
    Cammie looked at Evelyn.  “And?” she prompted. The woman’s mouth settled into a thin line.  “Evelyn, if I’m going to figure out what happened to George, I need you to answer my questions.” 
 
    “It’s just conjecture on my part.” 
 
    “That’s okay. With the exception of his wife, you were probably the closest person to George.  Your impressions of what he was going through those last few weeks before he left Twin Ponds are invaluable.” 
 
    This seemed to pacify her.  She sat back in her chair, though she kept her hands tightly folded before her.  “It seemed to me that he couldn’t wait to leave.  It was as though he was more than ready to move on with his life, especially after the election loss.”  She looked up and met Cammie’s eye.  “He only lost by 15 votes.” 
 
    “How long after the election did he tell you he was leaving?” 
 
    “I believe it was two days later.” 
 
    “His leaving basically left you out of a job.” 
 
    “Actually, it didn’t. As I said earlier, Mr. Peabody was a very thorough man. He not only found me another job, he gave me stellar references in case I didn’t find the new job to my liking.  He also gave me an extra three months wages to tide me over if I decided to take my time finding another position.” 
 
    “That was very generous of him,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “He treasured loyalty and hard work.” 
 
     “Did you ever speak or see him again after he left?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “What about his wife?  What were your dealings with her?”   
 
    Evelyn said nothing, but she pursed her lips as though she’d just sucked on a lemon.  Instead she asked, “Was Mr. Peabody murdered?” 
 
    “Yes, he was.” 
 
    Evelyn closed her eyes again and took a deep breath as if to steady herself.  “I can’t imagine what my personal feelings about Mrs. Peabody could do to help.”  Her eyes widened, “Unless you think--” 
 
    “We have no suspects at the moment.  Right now I’m just trying to get a feel for everyone in George’s life from those who knew him and Margo.”  
 
    Evelyn paused for a long moment, as if she was weighing what she would and would not say. Finally, she met Cammie’s gaze.  “Emmy speaks highly of your integrity.  I know you won’t misuse what I say here.”  She leaned forward, her intertwined hands tightening even more until her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “Mrs. Peabody was what the young people today call ‘high maintenance’.  Whenever she called, she expected Mr. Peabody to pick up her call immediately, no matter what he was doing. If he didn’t, she made sure to make her displeasure known, not only to him, but to me as well. She also expected me to take care of her personal errands.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Picking up her dry cleaning, ordering the home heating oil, getting the necessary repairmen whenever anything broke down, things of that nature.” 
 
    “So she was basically using you as her own servant?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What did George think about all of that?” 
 
    “Oh, he wasn’t happy about it.  He was constantly apologizing to me for her behavior.” 
 
    “So why do you think he refused to put a stop to it?” 
 
    “Because she held the purse strings.  She’d come from a wealthy family and was accustomed to having all her needs and wants taken care of by others.  It was she who put up the money for Mr. Peabody to open his office. She was also the one who paid for his expensive suits and comfortable lifestyle.” 
 
    “If Mrs. Peabody was paying for everything, do you think George used the money he was earning to move to Bangor?” 
 
    Once again, Evelyn hesitated.  And once more Cammie patiently cajoled her to respond.  “I – I kept the office books.  And I have no proof to back up what I’m about to say.  It’s just a feeling I had.  But I believe Mr. Peabody was addicted to online gambling.  The money to pay my salary, to pay for the office expenses and rent – it all seemed to come from Mrs. Peabody.” 
 
    “Did you actually see him playing online?” 
 
    She nodded.  “It was late one night.  I was returning from visiting my sister when I saw the lights were on in the office.  I was naturally concerned that something may have come up that he needed my help on.  I had the keys and let myself in.  I could hear him typing away on his computer.  When I stuck my head in, I saw he was in the middle of a poker game.  Now, I’d been wondering where all the money was going to; we were doing quite well, yet the business account always seemed to be low on funds.  That night all the pieces fell into place.” 
 
    “You didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “Why would I? His gambling didn’t interfere with the quality of his work.  And as long as Mrs. Peabody was footing the bills and my salary…” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t quit after being treated the way you were by Mrs. Peabody.” 
 
    “I liked Mr. Peabody.  He was a decent man in a difficult situation.  And he made it up to me by paying me much more than I would have made anywhere else.”  
 
    “Evelyn, what did you make of George’s racism?” 
 
    She jerked her head up in surprise.  “Racism?” 
 
    “Some people have said that he wasn’t favorably disposed to anyone who wasn’t white.” 
 
    Evelyn sat back in her chair.  “That is an outright lie and whoever told you that should be horsewhipped!” She snapped.  “There was not one ounce of racism in George Peabody.  Believe me, if there was, he never would have gotten all the votes he did.” 
 
    Cammie stayed calm in the face of her indignation.  “Thank you for clearing that up for me.  And thank you for taking the time to answer my questions.”  She got up and paused.  “What kind of mayor do you think George would have made?” 
 
    “He would have been the kind who made sure to preserve what it is that makes Twin Ponds special, not pave it over with hotels, highways and God knows what else.” 
 
    “Were you surprised when you found out he was running for mayor?” 
 
    “I have to admit, it did seem to come out of the blue.  But once he made his platform clear, I applauded his decision and understood his need to stop what was basically turning into a dictatorship.”  When Cammie raised a surprised eyebrow, she continued.  “Don’t misunderstand me.  Bill Barnes may be a benevolent dictator, but a dictator he is nevertheless.  Why, he’s been mayor for over twenty-five years.  Twin Ponds is long overdue for a change.  I’m just sorry George Peabody wasn’t allowed to be that change.” 
 
      
 
    When she got back to HQ, she shared details of her conversations with Rick and Emmy.  “I’d like both of you to dig up what you can on George’s background, bank accounts, phone records, the whole nine yards.  Also, see what you can find out about Margo’s background as well.  Emmy, your aunt said she came from money.  I’d like to know what they were doing before they moved to Twin Ponds. As for George, see what you can find out on his movements.  Both Evelyn and Margo told me he moved to Bangor about two weeks after the election.  See what you can discover about his time there.  Where he lived, where he worked.  He supposedly went to some prestigious accounting firm.  There shouldn’t be so many in Bangor that you can’t track him down.  They also mentioned he had a gambling addiction.  See if you can track down anything on that. While you’re both busy, I’m going to see Mac.  That election sounded interesting enough that I’m sure he covered it thoroughly in the Gazette.  I want to see what was and wasn’t said.” 
 
    When Cammie left, Rick turned to Emmy.  “She’s excited about this one, I can tell.  She doesn’t usually bark orders like that unless she’s plugged into it.” 
 
    “Why do you think she is?” 
 
    He smiled.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I know she likes Bill.  But he could stand with a little pricking of his pompous balloon.  And she’s just the person to do it.” 
 
      
 
    All the preparations were complete.  She’d gone over them several times.  However, it didn’t hurt to say one more incantation to make sure it stuck. There was nothing worse than having a spell fizzle out because she didn’t put enough of her intention into it. 
 
    Cora looked at the jar and smiled. To anyone else, it looked like a jar of homemade tea, complete with the red bow she’d tied around the neck of the jar.  But red was her favorite color whenever she did spell work.  It evoked strong, fiery emotions.  It was the color of the earth energy.  It was passion and anger and revenge, all rolled into one.  
 
    Yes sirree.  This was her best work yet.   
 
    That pervert had looked through a glass slider for the last time. 
 
    She cackled under her breath as she carefully put the jar into her bag and let herself out of her trailer. 
 
    You messed with the wrong lady, buster.  And now you’re going to pay the price. 
 
      
 
    The Twin Ponds Gazette was located in a small building two blocks down from HQ.  It was owned by Douglas MacMunn, who’d been running the paper for over twenty-five years.  It was pretty much a one man production, with a girl who came in part-time to file and help out in any way he needed. 
 
    Years before, he’d been a big fan of Cammie’s when she’d played right wing for the Night Hawks, featuring her prominently in many articles.  He was an even bigger fan now that she was sheriff.   
 
    The paper had been on the verge of closing when Eli Kelley’s murder help resurrect it.  After apprehending the murderer, Cammie gave Mac an exclusive that led to an explosion in membership.  Reporting on the recent murders made sure the Twin Ponds Gazette would be around for another twenty-five years.   
 
    He owed her. 
 
    She found him at his desk which overlooked Main Street.  As usual, he was pounding away at his computer. 
 
    “Hey Sheriff,” he said when she entered.  “I hope you’re here to give me the low-down on those bones found in the forest.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m here because I’m hoping you can help me in that case.” 
 
    Mac’s eyes brightened and he swiveled away from the computer, grabbing a pen and opening up a steno pad.  “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need you to go back in your archives and find me everything you wrote on the mayoral election ten years ago between Bill Barnes and George Peabody.” 
 
    “Bill and George?” he asked in a perplexed voice. 
 
    “I’m sure that was a hot topic back then.” 
 
    “One of the biggest.”  He paused, then suddenly his jaw dropped.  “Good God.  Are you saying the skeleton belongs to George?” 
 
    She pulled out the picture and placed it on the desk in front of him.  He looked down at it and whistled.  “So it is George.” 
 
    “Margo just ID’ed him, as did Bill and his ex-office manager Evelyn Mason.  I’m sure the town will know all about it within the hour, if they haven’t already.  I’m hoping to get a bit of a head start by looking at what was going on back then, since, as you know, I wasn’t around.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Maggie scanned all that stuff in.  I finally got around to storing all the old stories, not only on disks, but on a server.  I have a computer in the back room that you can use.” 
 
    A few moments later, Cammie was seated in a windowless room, surrounded by old file cabinets and office supplies, staring at a computer screen, about to eagerly dive into the folders for 2006 and 2007.   
 
      
 
    It was just past midnight when she finally turned the computer off.  She was bleary eyed, her brain was mush and she was utterly exhausted.  But what she’d read was an eye opener.   
 
    The race was worse than she’d thought. 
 
    She got up, stretched out the kinks in her back and neck before going out to the front office where she found Mac asleep at his desk.  She gently shook him awake. 
 
    “Wha--?” He asked groggily. 
 
    “It’s time to go home.  It’s after midnight.” 
 
    “Did you find what you needed?” 
 
    “I did.  Thank you.  And before you ask, I need to sit with it. But I promise you, once I figure everything out, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    In her wearied state, she thought it best to take her time driving to Doc’s. Her reflexes were slow and she didn’t want to have to swerve to avoid hitting an animal crossing the road, especially at such a late hour.   
 
    She put the radio on to a classical station to serve as background noise.  Although she was physically tired, her mind was still whirling. 
 
    The campaign had been a vicious one, with both men going for each other’s throat.  Accusations had been flung back and forth in total disregard for the truth.  She found Bill hadn’t been lying about the stories George had bandied about – about the mayor’s dishonesty and corruption.  However, he’d neglected to tell her about the stories he’d flung at George – about him being a carpetbagger who only cared about stroking his own ego. Having lived in the town for only two years, he knew nothing about Twin Ponds and would only be detrimental to the welfare of the townspeople. 
 
    There was one statement Bill made during the campaign that stuck in Cammie’s mind.   
 
    Your mayor must be trustworthy.  He must be above reproach.  He must be someone you would trust with your own hard earned savings. 
 
    He’d been deliberately vague, but knowing what she knew now, she realized Bill must have been alluding to George’s gambling addiction. 
 
    That information could only have come from Margo. Which added to her suspicions that he and Margo were shacking up long before George ever left Twin Ponds. 
 
    Was that the reason George left?  
 
    Was that the reason he’d been killed? 
 
    In the end Bill had won the bare knuckled fight of words.  But only by a hair.  If their last conversation was anything to go by, he still carried a great deal of resentment for all the things George accused him of.   
 
    Couple that with his nervousness over the skeleton and upon finding out it was George, it made Cammie wonder if part of the nervousness was because he’d had something to do with his adversary’s death.  Had the campaign caused Bill to kill George in a fit of rage?  His reputation was everything to Bill.  And George had done a wonderful job of trying to tear it down. 
 
    And it certainly seemed that Margo had been right there in the middle, quietly helping her husband’s opponent.  She was very open about the fact that, in her mind at least, the marriage was over.  And she certainly didn’t seem upset when she recounted George’s announcement that he was leaving Twin Ponds. Nor had she ever applied for a divorce. Was that because she knew that instead of being in Bangor, he was rotting away in a four foot grave in the middle of the dense forest?  Why divorce a man who was already dead? 
 
    There was one last question that kept her company on the dark roads.   
 
    Had George run for mayor in order to win his wife back? She seemed to be attracted to power. And nobody has more power in Clarke County than the mayor of Twin Ponds.  When George lost, had that sealed his fate?   
 
    By the time she pulled into Doc’s driveway, she still hadn’t come to any conclusions.  But the investigation was still young.  The answers were out there somewhere.  And she meant to find them. 
 
    As soon as she got a good night’s sleep. 
 
      
 
    The next day when Cammie got into the office, she found an email from Colin that had the photo of the sledgehammer attached.  The design on the handle was clearer now and it resembled an elaborate set of whorls and circles.  Her father had dabbled in wood working and she’d never seen anything so fancy on a sledgehammer handle.  Her first thought was that the sledgehammer had been custom made, which meant whoever commissioned it probably had money.  
 
    It immediately brought Bill to mind. 
 
    And Margo. 
 
    Rather than jump to conclusions, she called Emmy into her office.  “I’m going to forward this email to you. See if you can trace where this sledgehammer may have been made and, if possible, who it was made for.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Sheriff.” 
 
    She ran a copy of the photo on the printer and pinned it to the victim board. 
 
    She spent the rest of the morning catching up on paperwork.  When Jace called and invited her to have lunch with him at Zee’s, she jumped at the opportunity to get out of the office. 
 
    She walked down the city block to Zee’s, and had just slid into the booth when Jace arrived. After giving her a quick kiss, he sat down opposite her. 
 
    “Mark Nelsson just stopped by the garage.  He’s having a small party this Saturday night and invited us.” 
 
    “Great.  He throws awesome parties.” 
 
    Mark served as the town’s emergency pilot.  Due to its remoteness, there were times he was needed to fly someone to the larger hospital located in Houlton, which was two hours away by car.  He also served as a wilderness guide and tracker; his skills were responsible for saving many lost hikers and hunters over the years.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” she asked as they looked over the menu. 
 
    Jace laughed.  “Summer’s here and the time is right for dancing in the streets.” 
 
    “Sounds like the perfect excuse to me.” 
 
    “Excuse for what?” Zee asked as he came up to take their orders. 
 
    “Mark Nelsson is having a party this Saturday.” 
 
    “Just got the invite this morning.  I can’t decide between making my moose mousse or my duck foie gras.” 
 
    “That’s a toughie,” Cammie agreed. “They’re both outstanding.”  After ordering their meals, she added, “Say Zee, did you go to that businessman’s meeting where Bill was giving a speech?” 
 
    “Last time I looked, I was a businessman, so the answer is yes.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what his speech was about?” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow.  “You thinking of starting up your own business?” 
 
    She grinned.  “No.  I’m perfectly content being sheriff.” 
 
    “His speech was pretty much the same speech he always gives.  How we need to look to the future and continue to help our town grow, etc., etc.” 
 
    “In other words, allow him to build more hotels?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  However, he was a bit more adamant this time.” 
 
    “How do you feel about that?” 
 
    Zee looked around at the three-quarters filled restaurant.  “I see his point.  Who doesn’t want more business coming their way?  At the same time though, there’s something special about knowing everyone by their first name.  I’d hate to lose that.  By the way, he did mention the murder of George Peabody in an abstract way.  He wanted to reassure us by saying you were close to having it solved.” 
 
    “That’s what I love about Bill.  No pressure.” 
 
    Zee patted her shoulder.  “Don’t worry.  Currently, the odds are you getting this wrapped up by the end of August.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes widened in surprise.  “People are betting on how long it’s going to take me to solve this?” 
 
    “Uh huh.  I’m down for the end of September, so don’t disappoint me.  I’ve got a lot of money riding on this.” 
 
    When he walked away, she shook her head.  “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “You’re a good investigator.  Isn’t that why Doc calls you Sherlock?” 
 
    “He calls me Sherlock because he likes being a pain in my ass.”  She sighed.  “Now, not only do I have Bill and most of the businesses breathing down my neck to allow construction to begin again, I now have to contend with people betting on when I’m going to solve this case.  Never mind if I solve it.” 
 
    “I know you, babe.  You won’t rest until you figure out what happened to George Peabody.”  He leaned forward in his seat and rested his chin on his palm.  “As for Bill’s speech, I guess I’m torn.  Every small town probably faces the same problem. When is it ever enough? I mean, sure, everyone would like extra money in their pocket.  I could always use a raise.  But at what cost? Like Zee said, it’s nice knowing everyone’s name.  And those who are in need are always helped out by their neighbors.  That’s what makes Twin Ponds unique.  We really do care and assist each other.  More business means more people, and more people means more anonymity.  I’d hate to see this town become like so many other towns where you don’t even know your neighbors, and don’t want to know them.” 
 
    Cammie got up, slid in next to Jace and gave him a deep kiss.  “I love you,” she said before moving back to her side of the booth. 
 
    “Jeez, if I knew that was going to be your reaction, I’d make speeches more often.”  He paused.  “You know how much you’ve been talking about wanting to take a few days of R&R in Bar Harbor?” She nodded.  “Well, we can do that if you solve this case by the beginning of September.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped.  “Oh no!  Et tu Brute?”   
 
    He offered her a sheepish look.  “Well…” 
 
      
 
    When Cammie arrived back at her office, she found Rick and Emmy waiting for her.  “I called every accounting firm in Bangor, and no one has heard of George Peabody.  I even expanded the search to towns around Bangor and still nothing,” Rick said when they were all seated in her office.  “The phone records for the Peabody’s landline don’t show any calls to Bangor, or to any town outside of Clarke County for the period in question.  However, they did do online banking.  Emmy was able to find bills paid to one of the cell phone companies.  I’ve requested those records.  They should be here in a few days.” 
 
    “Well, if George owned a cell phone, and in 2007 who didn’t own a cell, it’s completely vanished,” Cammie replied thoughtfully.   
 
    “There’s always the possibility that George lied to Margo about going to Bangor,” Rick suggested.  “I mean, he’d just lost an election to the man who was boinking his wife.  I’m sure the last person he ever wanted to talk to or see again was Margo, so he made up a story that he was moving to Bangor when, in reality, he set up a new life somewhere else so he’d be sure she’d never track him down.” 
 
    “True,” Cammie murmured.  “Or perhaps George never left Twin Ponds at all.” 
 
    “Are you thinking Margo and Barnes killed George?” She shrugged.  “Come on!  Could you honestly see Bill offing George and actually digging a grave out in the middle of the woods?  He’d have a friggin’ heart attack after just two passes with a shovel,” Rick scoffed. 
 
    Cammie met Rick’s eye.  “Don’t forget, Rick. Bill wasn’t always 300 pounds.” She looked down at the stack of paper in front of her.  “These are the bank records?” she asked. 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “They came in this morning.  If you look at them, you’ll see they didn’t have a lot of money.” 
 
    Cammie sorted through them.  When she was done, she frowned.  “This makes no sense.  Your aunt told me Margo paid for everything, from George’s office to the expensive suits he liked to wear.  She also told me Margo came from money.  And they owned that big Victorian over on Sunset Avenue that she’s still living in. According to this though, there’s barely enough in the account to buy chewing gum.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Emmy responded.  “I got suspicious too.  So I did a bit of digging.  Turns out Margo has her own bank account.  It’s in her maiden name.” 
 
    “Really?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Yep.”  She rifled through the pile and pulled out a group of papers that were paper clipped together.  “Look at these,” she said as she flipped through each page.  “They go back a year before Mr. Peabody decided to run for mayor.   You’ll notice that on the 25th of every month, there’s a deposit between five to ten thousand dollars.” 
 
    Cammie went through the papers and saw that Emmy was right.  “Were her parents still paying her some kind of allowance?  Maybe it was proceeds from a trust fund.” 
 
    “Wrong on both counts.” 
 
    She looked up and saw the look of excitement on both Emmy and Rick’s faces.  “Well, are you going to tell me, or do I have to fire both of you?” 
 
    “Get ready, boss, cos this is going to blow your socks off.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at Rick.  “The last time you told me that, Eli Kelley walked back into my life and almost torpedoed me.” 
 
    He grinned.  “Okay, I take that back.  But get ready anyway. Go on, Em.  Tell her.” 
 
    Proud of her investigative work, Emmy puffed herself up and announced, “They’re all from Mayor Barnes’ account.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Cammie asked, incredulously. 
 
    “I went over it several times to make sure.” 
 
    “Why in heaven’s name would Bill be subsidizing Margo’s income?  And why did she open up an account in her maiden name?”  She flipped through the pages.  “When did the payments stop?” 
 
    “They haven’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “He’s still depositing money into her account.  When I added it all up, it comes to almost $1.2 million.” 
 
    “She must be OTTIB,” Rick replied. 
 
    “What the heck is OTTIB?” Cammie asked, despite herself. 
 
    “Over the top in bed.” 
 
    “For that amount of money, she must be over, under and all around.”  Cammie sat back. “Well, this goes towards confirming my suspicions that they were sleeping together way before Bill admitted they were.”  She absently tapped her chin with her finger.  “Rick, did you find out anything on George’s gambling addition?” 
 
    “I did.  He was losing it as quickly as he made it.” 
 
    “I decided to check to see if Mr. Peabody had any other bank accounts, but I came up empty,” Emmy added. 
 
    “His behavior certainly explains why Margo set up a separate bank account.  If George was running through their money, she needed to do this to protect their assets.” 
 
    “And Barnes being head over heels about her would think nothing of helping her out,” Rick added.  “Especially since he’s worth a gazillion himself.” 
 
    Cammie stood up and crossed over to the victim board.  Next to the picture of the skeleton, she’d hung up the facial reconstruction photo. She’d also pinned pictures of Margo and Bill.  Underneath, she’d written down the connections and hypothesis.  To this, she now added the information regarding the bank accounts.  She paused for a moment, then added in black magic marker under Margo’s picture, ‘George’s gambling addiction motive for murder?’  Under Bill’s picture, she wrote, ‘Affair with Margo and George’s gambling motive for murder’? 
 
    “This is when it really starts getting interesting, isn’t it?” Rick asked. “Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you have this solved by mid-August.”  Cammie turned around and stared at him.   Unable to resist the intensity of her gaze, he threw up his hands.  “Okay, okay.  I’ve been looking at this boat Wally Lyons has for sale.  It’s a beauty.  I just need a couple thousand dollars to clinch the deal.  Since you’re such an awesome investigator, I figured that was easy money. So don’t let me down, eh Cam?” 
 
      
 
    Mark Nelsson lived at the top of a large hill that gave a spectacular view of the surrounding forest.  It was the perfect place for him since the property was large enough to install a helipad that allowed him to land and take off whenever he needed. 
 
    His house was of a modern design, with large windows that allowed a 360 degree view of the woods. There were rock faced terraces which held a variety of flowering shrubs which added to the beauty of the flawless landscaping, courtesy of his wife Marianna who owned the town’s agricultural nursery.   
 
    On a large stone patio beneath the house, he had the barbeque going. Off to the side, on another circular stone patio, with chairs surrounding it, the fire pit was already roaring.  Classic rock was playing through the loudspeakers he’d set up that piped the music into the backyard.  By the time Cammie, Jace and Doc arrived, there were already about twenty-five people milling about, eating and drinking to the strains of Led Zeppelin. 
 
    “I thought he said this was going to be a small party,” she said as Jace hoisted the huge bowl of potato salad Doc had made onto the long table where the food was laid out. 
 
    “You know Mark,” Jace responded.  “This is a small party in his book.” 
 
    “The last time he had a party, his cousin Tim was visiting from Skowhegan,” Doc replied as he scanned the crowds.  “I certainly hope he’s here tonight.” 
 
    “Did you two hit it off?” Cammie grinned. 
 
    “We share an interest in Ancient Greek and Roman sculpture.” 
 
    “You mean all those naked statues of men?” she teased. 
 
    “Cretin,” he muttered as he took off to greet some of the guests. 
 
    “Ah, there you are!” Mark exclaimed as he gave Cammie a peck on the cheek and shook Jace’s hand.  “I see Doc flitting about.  I hope he brought some of his fabulous potato salad. People have been clamoring for it.” 
 
    If Cammie thought Mark was exaggerating, she was wrong.  Jace had no sooner put the bowl down on the table than it was attacked by the party goers.  By the time she and Jace went to get some, it was gone. 
 
    “Damn, I love Doc’s potato salad,” she said, making a face when she saw the empty bowl. 
 
    “I know.  That’s why I convinced him to make extra and put it in the fridge back at his cabin.”   
 
    She smiled.  “You’re definitely a keeper.” 
 
    “You better believe it.” 
 
    They sat down in the circle of chairs surrounding the fire pit and ate marinated sirloin tips barbequed perfectly by Mark, along with roasted potatoes and grilled vegetables. 
 
    “Another beer?” Jace asked when they done. 
 
    “Yes, please.”  He took their empty plates and bottles and headed off to get refills.   
 
    The heat of the day had cooled off, and the sunset promised to be spectacular.  Thankfully, Mark had used a fogger earlier in the day and there were no mosquitoes to ruin the moment.  Cammie rested her head against the back of the chair, closed her eyes and took a deep, satisfied breath. 
 
    “Hey Sheriff, how are you?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw Rowena Reynolds sitting next to her. 
 
    Rowena had once been a history teacher at the high school.  She’d retired a few years ago, but she kept busy by running a literary club out of her home, tending to her gorgeous roses and, during Halloween, giving talks at the library about the witches who supposedly founded the town of Twin Ponds after escaping Salem, Massachusetts during the infamous witch trials of 1692. 
 
    A large, stout woman who always wore flowing caftans, she daintily picked at a bowl of fruit. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it,” she said as she popped a piece of cantaloupe into her mouth.  “I prefer to deal with death through the pages of a history book or murder mystery.  I can’t imagine dealing with it in real life.” 
 
    “You learn how to cope,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “Thank God, we don’t get a lot of violent crime up here.  That is, of course, discounting what happened to George Peabody.” 
 
    “Did you know George?” 
 
    “Of course.  Everyone in town at the time knew George.  He wasn’t hard to miss.” 
 
    “Well, he was running for mayor.” 
 
    “Even before that.  He had what I would call a larger than life personality.  He could literally suck the air from the room.”  She laughed as she said this. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “He was one of those men who had an opinion on everything.  And if you weren’t careful, he’d take over any conversation.” 
 
    “Sort of sounds like Bill,” Cammie admitted. 
 
    “They certainly were more alike than they ever cared to admit.” 
 
    “Were you surprised when he decided to run for Mayor?” 
 
    “I knew someone someday would challenge Bill, if only for the reason that he was becoming rather like an oligarchy.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “Isn’t an oligarchy a power structure in which power rests with a small group of people?” Rowena nodded.  “Bill is only one person.” 
 
    “Ah, you forget Margo.” 
 
    “Margo?” 
 
    “The power behind the throne, my dear.”  When she saw Cammie’s incredulous look, she laughed merrily.  “Oh yes. You wouldn’t know it to look at her and her façade of the perfect assistant. But who do you think came up with the idea of encouraging the Native American pow-wows we have every year? Or the Halloween festivities?  Even the talks I do about the founding of Twin Ponds?  And what about the awards for Best Civic-Minded Business?” 
 
    “That’s all Margo?” 
 
    She nodded as she popped another piece of fruit – this time a grape – into her mouth.  “I’ve often wondered if all these events were her way of making up for George’s shortcomings.” 
 
    “You mean his racism?” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow.  “I see you’ve heard.” 
 
    “There are no secrets in Twin Ponds.  Not for long anyway.” 
 
    “Well, he was amazingly successful in keeping that part of himself hidden for a very long time.  It wasn’t until after he left Twin Ponds that word began to leak out about his unsavory opinions about anyone who wasn’t Anglo Saxon.” 
 
    “Do you remember what the scuttlebutt was when he left Twin Ponds?” 
 
    “Well, if I remember correctly, I think I heard that he was taking off for Bangor, which didn’t surprise the town since by that time, everyone knew Bill and Margo were involved.” 
 
    “So they were together when he ran for mayor?” 
 
    Rowena gave her a mischievous look.  “What do you think made him decide to run for mayor in the first place?  Power is an amazing aphrodisiac.  For both parties.” 
 
     “So people thought it was the affair with Bill that made George leave?” 
 
    “That and the fact that he lost.  I don’t believe George ever lost at anything he put his mind to.  Yet in the space of a year, he lost both his wife and the mayoral race.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “I just can’t imagine George, or any man, putting up with his wife sleeping with someone else, especially in this case your political opponent.” 
 
    Rowena shrugged.  “When your wife holds the purse strings to a very comfortable life, you tend to look the other way. At least for a little while anyway.”  She popped the last piece of fruit into her mouth.  “However, you’re right.  There comes a time when you just can’t ignore it any more.  I know I couldn’t have.  If I were in his shoes, I probably would have left too.” 
 
    “And there was never any contact with anyone after he left?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. He and his bruised ego walked off into the sunset.  Or so we all thought.  Who would have imagined he was actually lying in the forest all this time.”  She glanced at Cammie.  “I won’t ask you for any information because I’m sure you’ll just tell me it’s still an ongoing investigation.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Did you like George Peabody?” 
 
    “In a way I felt sorry for him.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “Because he was basically an insecure little boy masquerading as a man.”  She grinned.  “Rather like Bill, now that I think about it.”  She hoisted herself to her feet.  “I see Rick just arrived, and I bet he’s brought his Granny’s apple pie.  I don’t know what she puts in it, but it’s amazing.  I’d better get over there before it completely disappears.” 
 
    A few moments later, Rick, Emmy and Jace came up to the fire pit.  She immediately noticed how lovely Emmy looked, wearing a patterned summer dress over which she wore a white sweater.  There was a sense of happiness that surrounded the young woman and Cammie instantly guessed it was because she was there with Rick.  
 
    She’d known about Emmy’s crush on Rick ever since she started working at the Sheriff’s Department. Unable to say anything, she worried Emmy’s infatuation would end up breaking her heart, especially since she was nowhere near Rick’s type, which seemed to lean towards anorexic blondes.  Since solving the most recent murders in Twin Ponds however, she’d noticed a developing closeness between the two.  Not sure how to feel about it, she had no choice but to stay out of it.  Emmy was an adult and hurt was, unfortunately, part of life. All she could do was hope that the heartache, if and when it came, wouldn’t emotionally damage the deeply sensitive young woman. 
 
    She hid all of this as the three sat down on either side of her. Jace handed her a beer and she took a sip.   
 
    “I know we’re off duty,” she said, “but I just had an interesting conversation with Rowena regarding George Peabody.  I can wait until tomorrow when we’re in the office to share it.” 
 
    “Hell no,” Rick replied.  “Share it now.” 
 
    She related the conversation. When she was done, Jace took a swig from his beer bottle.  “She’s right.  I remember my Mom and Dad hating it when it was tax time.  Dad could never get out of George’s office under an hour.  While they went over his receipts, he’d be stuck listening to George give his opinions on everything from how lousy the President was doing to how kids today had no discipline.” 
 
    “It sure seems like all fingers keep pointing to Bill and/or Margo being responsible for offing George,” Rick said.  “I guess this means you’ll be paying another visit to our grand old mayor.” 
 
    “Not quite yet.  There’s someone else I need to see first.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cammie waited until the breakfast crowd was gone before she ventured into Zee’s.  She found him wiping down tables. 
 
    “Too much to drink last night at Mark’s?” He asked.  “I might have some pickle juice in the back to help ease the hangover.” 
 
    Cammie made a face.  “Pickle juice?” 
 
    “Works like a charm. The liquid contains vinegar, salt and water which replenish your electrolytes and sodium levels.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have a hangover, and after what you’ve just told me, I don’t think I’ll have one ever again.  By the way, your moose mousse and the duck foie gras were to die for.”   
 
    “I figured why sweat the decision.  I’d just bring both.  Now what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I actually need to pick your brain.”  He looked at her for a moment, then putting the rag down, slid into the booth.  She slid in opposite him. “You know everything that happens in and around town.” 
 
    “A fact I take great pride in.” 
 
    She shared some of what she’d learned about George Peabody with him, making sure to omit the financial details.  “I read the old newspaper reports about the election.  Pretty, pretty nasty.” 
 
    “Nasty doesn’t even begin to describe it.  Those two men didn’t just go at each other; they went for the jugular.” 
 
    “Do you think they really hated each other, or was it just the election?” 
 
    Zee gave Cammie a patient look.  “How would you feel about the man who was sleeping with your wife?” 
 
    She smiled.  “I thought as much.  Do you have any idea when Margo’s relationship with Bill started?” 
 
    “Despite my extensive knowledge of the goings on in this town, I don’t actually hide under people’s beds to gather information.  So I can’t say exactly when they started sleeping together.  But I believe it was certainly before George ran for mayor.  In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what prompted him to run.  Bill likes to think he’s in charge.  Probably even believes he’s in charge.  But Margo is the real power in that office.  And once you’ve tasted power, you’re not about to give it up, no matter who the public face of power belongs to.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person who’s told me that.  Do you think it was an opportunity to wield power that made Margo fall into Bill’s arms?” 
 
     “That and I’m sure George’s profligate spending habits, as well as his dubious business dealings didn’t help either. Then of course, I’m sure Bill was lonely.  He’d lost his wife to a stroke a few years before.  They’d been inseparable and--” 
 
    Cammie held her hand up.  “Back up a minute.  What do you mean George’s dubious business dealings?  I thought he was an accountant.” 
 
    “He was.  He prepared taxes for many people in this town, as well as kept the books for several businesses.” 
 
    “So what’s this dubious business dealings you’re talking about?” 
 
    Zee looked around to make sure they were alone.  He then leaned over and whispered, “He made some errors on the tax return of two of his clients which resulted in them getting in the cross hairs of the IRS.” 
 
    “The IRS?” 
 
    He nodded.  “He took some very questionable deductions.  Now I can’t vouch for the veracity of what I’m about to tell you, but it may be that one of those clients lost her business because she couldn’t pay the IRS all she owed.”  
 
    “Oh my God.  Who were these two clients?” 
 
    “One was Lars Landry.  Thank God the mistake only cost him a few grand.  However, poor Lucy Perez was facing bankruptcy.” 
 
    “Lucy Perez.  The name sounds familiar.” 
 
    “It should.  She ran the bakery.  Her shop was two doors down from the Grocery Emporium.  It’s where the used bookstore is now.” 
 
    “That’s right, I remember her now.  Young, brunette.  Cute.  She made the best blueberry scones.” 
 
    “That’s her.  She sunk her life savings into that place.  Then one day, she closed shop and left town.” 
 
    “And it was George’s fault this happened?” 
 
    “I’ll just say that before the mistake on her tax return, she was happy in Twin Ponds.  After the mistake on her tax return, she closed up the bakery.  You can surmise from that whatever you need to.” 
 
    “When did the trouble with the IRS begin?” 
 
    “During the election race, which is why not many people know about it, even after all this time.  George begged Lars and Lucy to keep it quiet while he was campaigning.” 
 
    Cammie frowned. “And they agreed? Why would they do that? If it was me, I’d be announcing all over town what he did.” 
 
    Zee shrugged.  “From what I understand, he promised to pay the IRS all that was owed.  He just needed to get through the election first.” 
 
    “And did he?” 
 
    “Do you see Lucy’s bakery on Main Street?” 
 
    “Point taken.  Do you know where Lucy is?  I’d like to talk to her.” 
 
    “She left town about two months after George did.  I think she moved down to Florida.” 
 
    “Wow.  I can’t imagine losing your business because of a mistake someone else made.” 
 
    Zee nodded.  “It was sad her losing that place.  Not even her boyfriend threatening to beat up George could make up for the loss of the bakery.” 
 
    “Her boyfriend beat up George?” 
 
    “Well, maybe beating up isn’t the best description.  I think he took a swing at George.” 
 
    “Who was this boyfriend?” 
 
    Zee glanced at Cammie from beneath his brow.  “You don’t know?” 
 
    “How should I know?  I wasn’t living here then, remember?” 
 
    “Humph.” 
 
    “Zee, this could impact my investigation. I need you to tell me who assaulted George Peabody.” 
 
    He sighed.  “I don’t want to get anyone in trouble, especially if they haven’t spoken to you about it yet.” 
 
    “Please stop stalling and answer my question.” 
 
    He took another deep sigh.  “Alright. But don’t tell him it came from me.”  He met Cammie’s gaze.  “It was Rick Belleveau, your deputy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You.  In my office.  Right now.” 
 
    Cammie pointed at Rick as she swept past his desk on the way towards her office.  He gave Emmy a questioning look which was answered with a shrug.  He stood up, walked down the corridor and entered her office.   
 
    “Close the door,” she snapped. 
 
    “What’s up, Cam? Something wrong?” he asked, perplexed by her behavior. 
 
    “You bet your ass something is wrong.”  She leaned both hands on her desk and glared at him.  “Why didn’t you tell me you threw a punch at George Peabody?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, closed it, then let out his breath.  “Oh, that.” 
 
    “Oh, that? Is that all you have to say?  Were you ever going to tell me you had a go at our victim?” 
 
    “Well, I did sort of try to tell you.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “When you were on your way to interview Margo and Barnes.  I was about to tell you, but my cell rang and it was Janey Ferguson complaining about Dottie Hanson’s dog, and…” He stopped when he realized she wasn’t buying his excuse.  “Okay, I’m sorry. I should have said something.” 
 
    “Damn right you should have.  I could suspend you for this.” 
 
    He looked ashamed.  “I wasn’t deliberately hiding it from you.  I just didn’t think it was all that important.” 
 
    “Wasn’t important?” She exploded.  “You tried to beat him up and you think that’s not important?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re trying to say,” he answered defensively.  “Shit, I didn’t even hit him.” 
 
    “But you threatened him!” She took a deep breath to settle her escalating emotions.  “You’re a police officer, Rick.  You should have told me from the get go that you had a run in with George.” 
 
    He passed his hand over his brow.  “You’re right.  I was stupid.  I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “This could compromise the entire investigation.  What are people going to say when they find out the person who tried to assault George is now investigating his murder?” 
 
    “Not many people knew about it.  Peabody didn’t say anything and Lucy and I sure weren’t going to.” 
 
    “Zee knew.” 
 
    Rick clicked his tongue in mild disgust.  “Zee is like a damned crystal ball.  He knows everything.” 
 
    She sat down.  “So tell me now what happened.” 
 
    “I’d been dating Lucy for about two weeks when I went over to the bakery and found her in tears. She showed me the letter she’d received from the IRS – they were freezing her bank accounts in order to pay off this huge lien.  She told me this wasn’t the first letter she’d gotten from the IRS regarding the bill she owed.  She always brought the letters to George who said it was a misunderstanding with the IRS and he’d take care of it.  Of course he never did.  So now the IRS is freezing her assets. When she went to see George, he hemmed and hawed and told her once again he’d take care of it. By this time, she’d lost all hope. I went down to his office and confronted him.  We yelled at each other, calling each other every name in the book.  I think we even invented some new ones.” 
 
    “Did you actually hit him?” 
 
    “I started to. I wanted to. I actually had my arm back, ready to smash my fist into his face, but at the last minute, I pulled back. I knew I wanted to become a police officer and I didn’t want an assault charge to ruin my chances of getting into the academy.  I also knew that if I hit him, I was no better than he was. I told him if he were smart, he’d get out of Twin Ponds before someone did to him what I didn’t do.” 
 
    “And that was it?” 
 
    “That was it, I swear.” 
 
    “How long after your confrontation did he leave town?” 
 
    “About five weeks later.”  He paused, then glanced at her from beneath his brow.  “I’m sorry, Cam.  I see now I should have said something.  I swear that will never happen again.” 
 
    “Why?  Have you assaulted anyone else in town?” 
 
    “Heck, no.  I’m a lover, not a fighter.” 
 
    “If it leaks out that you had a potentially violent confrontation with George, I’m going to have to pull you from the case.  In the meantime, see if you can track down your ex-girlfriend.  I’d like to ask her some questions.” 
 
    “You think Lucy killed him?” 
 
    “She had the perfect motive, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t hurt a flea!  It wasn’t in her to hurt, much less kill George.” 
 
    “Maybe not.  Then again, she lost the bakery.  That would certainly make anyone act in ways they may not ordinarily act in.” 
 
    “I just can’t see her doing it,” Rick persisted. 
 
    “Come on. How well can you get to know someone in two weeks?” 
 
    “Actually, she was one of my longest relationships.” 
 
    Cammie couldn’t hide her surprise.  “Really?” 
 
    “That’s right.  We lasted an entire month.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, then asked, “Did you find out anything on Margo?” 
 
    Rick inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.  Her question showed she’d forgiven him – at least for now - and moved on to familiar territory.  “Evelyn was right. Family was wealthy.  Her father was a surgeon, and her mother was a classical pianist who played with the Augusta Philharmonic Orchestra. She was a late in life baby so she didn’t have any siblings.  They both died in an airplane crash just after Margo and George got married.”  
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “They got hitched in May of 2003.  Her parents went up in flames in July of that year.  Now you’re going to find this next bit interesting. When I looked into George’s background, I saw that he was way out of her league when it came to financial worth.  He too was an only child; his parents died when he was in his twenties, both from cancer.  He worked as a high school math teacher until he met Margo. He left the school and began work in a public accounting firm.  I managed to get his employment records. They show he was a good employee, received decent raises, but nothing spectacular.  It wasn’t until he opened up his accounting business here in Twin Ponds that he started earning in the six figures.” 
 
     “Which it seems he may have been gambling away on the internet.  I’m curious as to why a woman who came from wealth would settle for a high school math teacher.” 
 
    “Love?” Rick ventured to ask. 
 
    “Does Margo strike you as the romantic type?”  Cammie stood up.  “I think enough time has passed for Mrs. Peabody to have calmed down enough for another round of questions.  I’m going to pay her a visit.” 
 
    “Want me to go with you?” 
 
    She threw him a look.  “I’m sure she’d love to talk to me with the man who threatened to beat up her husband standing right beside me.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, right.” 
 
    “Just try to find Lucy Perez before I get back.” 
 
    After she’d left, Rick remained seated in her office.  He knew he should have said something.  Yet why hadn’t he?  Why couldn’t he have just come clean about what happened all those years ago?  Was it because he was still ashamed whenever he thought back to how easily he’d lost his temper?  That for the first and only time in his life, he’d known what it was like to want to kill someone?  Because in that moment, standing in George’s office, seeing the look on his face that told Rick he didn’t give a shit over what he’d done to Lucy, he’d wanted nothing more than to punch George and keep punching until he was dead. 
 
    Rick shivered at the memory.   
 
    And shivered again when he considered what Cammie was going to do if she found out about the additional piece of information he was now holding onto.  His career in the Twin Ponds Sheriff Department would be as dead as George was.    
 
    Making sure he was alone, he took out his cell and made a phone call.  “We’ve got to talk.  Now,” he said when the call was answered. 
 
      
 
    Margo lived in one of the larger, more striking Victorian homes in a neighborhood of Victorian homes.  She was at the end of the street, with almost two acres of manicured lawn surrounding her home.  It was beautifully landscaped and immaculately maintained, courtesy, Cammie now knew, of Bill Barnes’ generosity.  
 
    She rang the doorbell and waited. A few moments later, the door opened and Margo stood there. 
 
    She was dressed in dark slacks and a light beige top. Her hair and make-up were done up perfectly.  It was the bags under her eyes and the drawn expression on her face, however, that made it obvious she hadn’t been sleeping well since discovering her husband was dead. 
 
    Was it grief that was keeping her up? Or guilt?    
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, but I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Margo nodded wordlessly and stepped aside to allow Cammie to enter. 
 
    She found herself in a lushly carpeted foyer with an antique credenza that ran along the wall.  To the right was a set of stairs that led upstairs to the bedrooms.   
 
    “We can talk in the living room,” Margo replied in a toneless voice as she turned to the left, through a set of glass doors into the large living room.  The furniture was plush and inviting, with two sofas facing each other in front of a stone fireplace.  Margo sat down on one sofa, while Cammie sat opposite her on the other. 
 
     “Would you care for some coffee?”  Cammie shook her head. A moment later, a fluffy white cat meandered into the room and rubbed itself against Cammie’s legs.  She noticed its front right leg was shaved as it purred against her. 
 
    “What a beautiful cat,” she said as she looked down at the animal.  “I’m sorry sweetie, but I can’t pet you.”  She looked up at Margo.  “I’m allergic to cats.” 
 
    “She belongs to a neighbor, though for some unknown reason, she seems to prefer to spend her afternoons here.”  Margo stood up, gently picked up the cat and put her outside in the hallway.  After sliding the doors closed, she returned to the sofa where she sat with her ankles crossed and her hands folded in her lap. 
 
    “You’ve got a lovely home,” Cammie said as her gaze took in the room, resting on the paintings and antiques strategically placed for the greatest effect.  Her relationship with Doc had taught her the difference between imitation art and the real thing. These were definitely the expensive and highly valued real deal.  Had these once belonged to her parents? Or were they bought with Bill’s money? 
 
     The sheriff glanced at Margo and noticed that despite her usual outward appearance of professional detachment, she was wary and on her guard.  And determined not to say the wrong thing.  She sat back on the sofa with an air of casual curiosity.  “How did you meet George?” 
 
    “He was an avid concert goer.  My mother played the piano for the Augusta Philharmonic so, as you can imagine, I spent many afternoons and evenings there. He had season tickets and we found ourselves seated next to each other for several concerts. We began to chit chat and soon we were having dinner after the concerts.”  She closed her eyes for a moment and wistfully smiled.  “We fell in love over Beethoven’s Piano Concerto Number 5 in E Flat Major.” 
 
    “Ah, the Emperor Concerto.”  Margo snapped opened her eyes and gave Cammie a surprised look. It was the same look Doc used to give her whenever she said something that proved she was well read and intellectually curious, despite her humble beginnings. Now he knew better.  Margo obviously didn’t. 
 
    “Ludwig and I go way back,” she smiled. “Twin Ponds is quite a way from Augusta.  How did you end up here?” 
 
    There was a slight pause before Margo answered. “We longed for a life away from the city.  We loved to take off on weekends and drive around with no particular destination in mind.  One day we stumbled onto Twin Ponds and we both felt this was the place for us.  Our decision was helped by the fact there was no professional accountant in town which allowed George to open up his business.” 
 
    “How well did his business do?” 
 
    “Oh, he was quite successful almost from the very start.  George was very meticulous.  He spent hours and hours making sure everything was perfect for his clients.” 
 
    “Then what happened with the tax returns of Lars Landry and Lucy Perez?” 
 
    Margo sat up, her face flushed.  “They were honest mistakes. George felt terrible about them.” 
 
    “Yet Lucy lost her bakery.” 
 
    “He tried his best to work out some sort of arrangement with the IRS, but they just wouldn’t listen.  He was absolutely distraught.  We were both humiliated by what happened.”  
 
    “Margo, did George know about your affair with Bill?”  The woman stared at Cammie, taken aback by the abrupt change in subject.  It was a tactic Cammie had learned long ago and one which she liked to use to keep the person she was questioning off kilter. She watched as Margo’s hands tightened in her lap as anger flashed in her eyes. 
 
    “How dare you imply that Mayor Barnes and I--” 
 
    “As I already told Bill, the entire town knows you two are doing the – er – involved in a relationship.  They’ve known about it for years.”   
 
    She stared at Cammie for a long moment as if doubting what she was hearing.  Cammie calmly met her gaze.  “I have no idea,” she finally said. 
 
    “When did your relationship with Bill begin?” 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” she asked in a tight voice. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.” 
 
    Margo gave an angry sigh. “About a year after we moved here.  As I already told you, he and I worked on several committees together.  We struck up a friendship which evolved into something deeper.  I’d never planned to cheat on my husband, but the heart wants what it wants.” 
 
    Especially when the heart leads to holding a lot of power in your hot, little hands. 
 
    “Did George have a gambling problem?”  Margo gave a start. Then reluctantly nodded. “Is that why you opened up another bank account under your maiden name?  And is that why Bill has been quietly transferring money into that account for over ten years now?” 
 
    Margo caught her breath.  “How did you --?” 
 
    “As part of this investigation, we have to look at everything.” 
 
    For the first time, a look of fear quickly passed over her features before she covered it up with her usual, coolly professional façade.   
 
    “I don’t know when it started, but it soon became obvious that George was running through our funds as though it were water. We were on the verge of bankruptcy.  The only way I was able to sustain our lifestyle was through the generosity of Mayor Barnes.  I’d had that account for years and decided to use it to keep those funds away from George.” 
 
    “So he never knew about this bank account, or about the money you were getting from Bill?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    So far Margo had been confirming everything her staff had been able to come up with.  She decided to test it one more time. “You came from a wealthy family, Margo.  They weren’t willing to help you out?” 
 
    “My parents died just after George and I got married.  They left me a trust fund which I used to buy this home, as well as set up George’s business here in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Did that also include paying for the expensive suits and ties he liked to wear?” 
 
    “If one is to be successful in business, they must look the part.” 
 
    “Boy, you must have been pretty ticked off then.  I mean, you do everything you can to help him out, including using your own trust fund to set him up and buy him fancy clothes, and he pays you back by gambling away every cent he made.  Not to mention he could have ruined your reputation by screwing up the tax returns of two honest, hardworking people.” 
 
    It took a moment for Margo to realize what the sheriff was saying.  And why. Her face flushed a deep red.  Just as she opened her mouth to protest, Cammie swiftly asked, “Did George have a cell phone?” 
 
    She once again looked momentarily confused by Cammie’s sudden change in subject.  “He did.  We both did.” 
 
    “We didn’t find a cell phone in the forest.  Do you know if he took it with him when he left?” 
 
    “He must have.  I’ve never seen it around here.” 
 
    “I’d like you to stop by the station when you get a chance.  We recovered articles of clothing from the skeletal remains.  We’d like you to identify those.” 
 
    “Why?  I already identified him through that photo you showed me.” 
 
    “It’s standard procedure.”  She paused, then asked, “I know you said your marriage was pretty much over by the time George left, but it still must have irked you somewhat.  I mean, if word got out over what happened to Lars and Lucy, he was basically leaving you holding the bag.” 
 
    Margo curled her hands into tight fists as she jumped to her feet.  “I resent your implications, Sheriff Farnsworth. You came over here with the intention of tricking me into admitting I murdered my husband.” 
 
    “Did you murder your husband?” 
 
    She audibly gasped.  
 
    At that moment, they heard a light tapping on the glass doors. Turning, they saw a short, overweight, middle-aged brunette woman standing there waving at them. 
 
    “That’s my neighbor, Sally Nichols,” Margo replied with a hint of frustration in her voice. 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t like her,” Cammie observed. 
 
    “There’s truth to the saying that fences make good neighbors,” she said enigmatically as she went to slide open the door. 
 
     “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.  I noticed the front door was unlocked,” Sally chirped cheerfully, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room.  She held up a pie she had in her hands.  “I know how upset you’ve been, Margo, so I made you a meat pie.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Sally,” Margo responded.  “You know Sheriff Farnsworth, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you around town.  I hope you’re here to tell Margo that you arrested the person who murdered her poor husband.” 
 
    “The case is still under investigation.” 
 
    “I just can’t imagine why anyone would want to kill George.” 
 
    “Did you know George?” 
 
    Sally shook her head.  “Oh no, I never met him.  I moved to Twin Ponds after he and Margo divorced.  But I’m sure he was a wonderful person.” 
 
    Cammie knew she wasn’t going to get any more information from Margo that day.  She forced a smile on her face as she stood up.  “I’ll just let myself out.  Thank you for your help, Margo. And we’ll see you at the station before the end of the week?” 
 
    Her answer was a swift nod. 
 
     As Cammie pulled away from the curb, she glanced back and saw the curtain move in the front window. She was sure Margo was probably throwing her arms around Sally for interrupting the interrogation. Well, no matter.  She’d gotten what she came for. Watching Margo’s reactions to her questions, she was now convinced she was dealing with a cold, calculating woman who did nothing without carefully considering it from all angles.   
 
    She had no solid proof, but she’d bet her badge that Margo knew and didn’t care about George’s gambling addiction.  Nor did she care about his mishandling of Lars and Lucy’s tax returns. No, she didn’t care because she’d already gotten what she wanted.  A man with power and wealth who had no problem keeping her in a lifestyle she’d become accustomed to. 
 
    That left two questions Cammie still didn’t have an answer for.  Just why did she marry George in the first place?  And did she get rid of him when he was no longer useful? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Billy Davenport was late.  And his mother was going to have a fit.   
 
    The twelve year old boy pedaled his bike faster along the wooded path, glancing worriedly at the shadows around him.  He usually didn’t take this way home.  Although he’d never admit it to anyone, the forest here creeped him out.  You never knew when a vampire, or a zombie, or one of those swamp monsters might be lurking behind a tree, ready to snatch a kid like him off his bicycle and devour him. 
 
    He never should have allowed his friends to talk him into playing another round of Champions of the Galaxy.  But he couldn’t help it.  He was the leader in scoring and he had to maintain his superiority.  Now it was getting dark, and he was stuck taking this short cut through the woods that would get him home sooner. 
 
    He ran over a list of lies he could tell his mother to convince her not to yell at him.  Lately she seemed to be screaming at him for everything, most of which wasn’t his fault anyway.  It was his stupid little brother who was always causing problems that somehow he got blamed for.  
 
    Unfortunately he couldn’t blame Dennis tonight, no matter how elaborate a story he came up with.  He was going to have to invent something pretty spectacular if he was going to avoid Mom going off the deep end. 
 
    Of course, maybe he could avoid a confrontation all together if he climbed in through the back window and snuck upstairs.  He could then pretend he’d been in his room all along.   
 
    As he pondered the possibility of this, he looked ahead through the trees and felt his heart start to hammer. 
 
    The other reason he never took this shortcut was because it came out near that creepazoid’s house.  Man, but that guy was beyond weird.  Everybody in town knew he was a perv. The word was out to avoid his house at all costs, though he’d never done anything to Billy or his friends.  Not that he would have dared. Billy was convinced he and his buddies would make mincemeat out of him if he even looked at them funny, though just now he wasn’t quite sure. Still, it was safer to keep away from him.  And if this wasn’t a dire emergency, he wouldn’t have taken this path.  
 
    If I pedal fast enough, I can get past his house without him giving me any pervy looks or trying any pervy stuff. 
 
    Billy came out of the woods near the corner of Reginald Steepman’s property. He geared himself up to fly past the backyard and soon was pedaling for all he was worth.  He saw the perv lying in his lounge chair out of the corner of his eye and was about to pedal faster, when something didn’t look right. He abruptly slammed on his brakes, sending a plume of dust and dirt into the air. 
 
    He stood for a moment, trying to catch his breath, not sure what to do.  If he were smart, he’d just keep going and forget he saw anything.  But it was like Mom said.  Sometimes, he wasn’t very smart. 
 
    Billy climbed off his bike, laid it down on the road and slowly and cautiously approached Steepman.  Just in case it was all a trap, he looked around until he saw a sturdy branch lying on the ground.  
 
    Billy was a pretty decent batter on his little league team.  He knew exactly how to hold the branch in order to get the maximum swing out of it.  Picking it up, he continued his approach towards the lawn chair, and the suspiciously limp looking arm that hung there motionless, as if the perv were asleep.  In fact, Billy had at first thought he was asleep.  But there was something weird about the way the arm hung down, its fingers trailing along the grass, a fat carpenter ant crawling on the wrist.   
 
    Gripping the branch tighter, Billy finally came up to Steepman.  He took one look, dropped the stick and let out an ungodly scream. 
 
      
 
    “At least he wasn’t taking an air bath this time,” Cammie remarked as she and Rick shielded their eyes against the glare of the halogen lamps Doc had set up around the body. They watched as he examined Steepman’s fully clothed body lying stretched out on his lounge chair.  His mouth and eyes were wide open, and his head was slumped to the side. 
 
    “Is Billy going to be okay?” She asked Rick. 
 
    “According to his mom, the kid has a phobia about spiders.  Absolutely hates them.  When he saw one crawling out of Steepman’s mouth, he completely lost it.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him.  I probably would have lost it too if I’d seen the same thing.” 
 
    Rick looked at her doubtfully.  It would take more than a spider to make his boss lose her cool. 
 
    “Any idea how he died?” she asked Doc. 
 
    “There are no defensive wounds that I can see.” 
 
    “How long do you think he’s been lying there?” 
 
    “I’d say at least three to four hours.” 
 
    “So we’re talking time of death at about four pm?” 
 
    “Give or take.”  Doc stood up.  “I’ll know more once I get him onto the autopsy table.” 
 
    He called for his assistants who began to load the corpse into the body bag. 
 
    “Could have been a heart attack,” Cammie mused as she watched the men work.  “He was – what – fifty five, sixty years old?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Was there anything found around the chair?” 
 
    “I’m one step ahead of you.  There was a glass with what smelled like lemonade lying on its side near his hand. It’s been bagged and I’ll be running tests to rule out any possible poisons.” 
 
    “So maybe he was sitting here, enjoying the evening, drinking some lemonade when his heart gave out.  The glass slipped from his hand and that was that.” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Rick and I will check inside his house. Maybe something in there will tell us what happened.” 
 
    They found the back door unlocked and stepped inside. 
 
    “Yowza!” Rick exclaimed as they entered the kitchen.  “This is not at all what I expected to see.” 
 
    The small kitchen looked like something out of a home decorating magazine.  With its stainless steel appliances, expensive tiles and stylish lamps over a pricey, antique-looking island, both Cammie and Rick were flabbergasted. “We could be standing in Doc’s kitchen,” Rick continued. 
 
    “Now I’m really curious about the rest of the house,” Cammie replied. 
 
    They entered the living room. Once again they were astonished at all the expensive gadgets and the latest in television and audio technology.  “Jeez, this screen is at least 72 inches!” Rick exclaimed, a hint of envy in his voice. 
 
    With each room they explored, the more they found themselves in complete disbelief.  The outside looked modest, non-descript. It resembled just about every house in the small neighborhood. But the inside looked as if it had stepped out of Architectural Digest. 
 
    “All this stuff must have cost him a fortune!” Rick said once they were done with their inspection. 
 
    “He was on disability, right?”   
 
    “Yeah.  He used to paint houses for a company out of Houlton.  He fell off some scaffolding about nine years ago and injured his back.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, when you get in, check on his finances.  Maybe he sued and got a large settlement.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’m going to swing by Billy’s house and make sure he’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie needn’t have worried.  By the time she arrived, Billy was already the talk of social media and the story of what happened had grown to epic proportions.  The small spider crawling out of Steepman’s mouth was now the size of a mega-tarantula, and instead of screaming at the sight of it, brave Billy Davenport had taken the stick and flung the spider into the woods after yelling like a Ninja warrior. 
 
    Still, she asked his parents to keep an eye on him.  Despite his bravado, it was still upsetting to find a dead body with a spider crawling out of its mouth.  With his horror of spiders, she expected the boy to experience nightmares over what he’d seen. 
 
    It was almost ten o’clock by the time she wrapped everything up.  Knowing Doc to be a night owl, as well as a man who relished his job as county coroner, she knew he wouldn’t sleep until he’d completed the autopsy.  Deciding to talk to him in the morning, she arrived at his cabin and found Jace sitting in the living room, watching one of the cable talk shows. 
 
    “Doc’s down in the Crypt with Steeper the Peeper,” he said as Cammie gave him a quick kiss and sat down on the couch next to him.  “Was it a heart attack?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping. I don’t need two murders on my plate right now.” 
 
    “Well, if he was murdered, you only have to look as far as the ladies he liked to peep at.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “You actually think a seventy-five year old woman is going to commit murder?” 
 
    “They might if every time they walked into their living room, they found his ugly mug waving back at them.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point.”  She yawned.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to call it a day.  Besides, I want to get up extra early and find out what Doc came up with.” 
 
    Cammie ended up climbing out of bed at five am.  Making sure not to wake up Jace, she threw on a pair of jeans and t-shirt and quietly let herself out of the bedroom. Padding downstairs in her bare feet, she found Doc in the kitchen, having a cup of coffee.  He looked up at the sound of her footsteps. 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d be up early,” he said as he took a sip from an oversized coffee mug that had the words ‘World’s Greatest Doctor’ printed on it. He insisted it was a gift from a patient, but Cammie remained convinced he’d bought it himself. 
 
    “What time did you finish the autopsy?” She asked as she sat down on the other side of the  counter. 
 
    “About ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Please tell me he had a heart attack.” 
 
    “I wish I could.” 
 
    “Crap,” she muttered under her breath.  “So it wasn’t a natural death?” 
 
    “Not unless you consider succinylcholine a natural way to go.”  Cammie stared at him in disbelief.  “I found a needle mark in the back of his neck which led me to run tests on poisons.  On a hunch I included succinylcholine, or sux for short, in my analysis.  Now the sux itself doesn’t leave any traces. The enzymes in the human body begin to break it down almost immediately even as it’s paralyzing the victim within seconds to a minute.  That’s why it used to be considered the perfect murder weapon.  However, tests have been developed that have the ability to show the breakdown products known as metabolites.  I found traces of the metabolites in his urine.” 
 
    “So he became paralyzed and basically suffocated to death?” she asked grimly. 
 
    “Yes.  It’s an especially gruesome way to die.  Despite being unable to move, your mind is still conscious.  As you slowly lose the ability to breath, you know you’re going to die and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “Who in heaven’s name would do something like that to him?” 
 
    “Ask any of the elderly women he’d been bothering over the years.” 
 
    “Jace said the same thing last night.  But he never actually touched or threatened any of them.” 
 
    Doc raised an eyebrow.  “Are you actually defending him?” 
 
    “Of course not. What he did was reprehensible. But to subject him to such a horrible death…”  She shook her head.   
 
    “So Sherlock, what do you think happened?  I can hear the wheels in your head turning from here.” 
 
    “The way he was lying in his lounge chair with the glass of lemonade on the ground next to his hand tells me he knew who his killer was and felt comfortable enough not to be suspicious when they came up behind him. Before he knew what was happening, they injected him with the sux.  They then either callously left him there to suffocate to death, or watched him die.” 
 
    “Well, whoever did this obviously had access to sux, so that should narrow your search.” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “Actually you’re the only medical person in town.” 
 
    Doc was about to take another sip of his coffee when he stopped.  “Huh. So I am.  But I don’t keep sux here, though knowing what a suspicious mind you have, you’re more than welcome to look.  It’s used primarily in hospitals on persons who are being intubated – that is, their airway is blocked and a breathing tube must be inserted into the throat.  In order to get the tube in quickly, the patient is paralyzed and sedated. The procedure is always accompanied by respiratory support so you don’t suffocate the way poor Reginald did.” 
 
    “Well, the closest hospital is two hours away and as far as I know, no one in Twin Ponds, with the exception of you, works there.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not planning on arresting me.  It’s been a long night, and I was planning on treating myself to a bubble bath after I finish my coffee.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Doc.  I don’t think you’re guilty.”  She stared off into space as she thought about it.  “It is curious though.  Who would have access to that stuff? And why kill him that way?” 
 
    “My humble opinion is that someone wanted him to suffer.  They succeeded admirably.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I’ll call Forensics and get them out there to process the scene.” 
 
    “Well, I’m off to take my well-deserved bubble bath.  Let me know if you come up with any plausible explanations to our little mystery.” 
 
    It was too early to go to the office, so Cammie decided to return to bed for a few hours.  Rather than fall asleep however, she lay next to Jace and pondered what Doc had told her.  
 
    It seemed unfathomable that someone would kill Steepman in such an awful way. Yes, he’d been incredibly annoying, especially to the poor women he’d bothered.  But to end his life in such a horrible manner left her reeling.   
 
    Then there was the mystery of all the pricey items in his home. By the time the alarm clock went off, she’d reached a possible conclusion that left her very uneasy. 
 
    Later that morning, she made one stop before continuing on to HQ.  When she arrived, she shared Doc’s findings with Rick and Emmy.   
 
    “Jeez, he may have been a perv, but did he deserve to die that way?” Rick asked rhetorically. 
 
    “Can you think of anyone in town who may have had access to the sux?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “What about Dr. Logan?” Emmy suggested.  “If they use that stuff the way Doc described for humans, maybe he uses it in his veterinary practice for animals.” 
 
    “Good thinking Em, but I stopped at his office this morning and had him check his supplies.  There is none missing.” 
 
    “I can ask my mom if any of the people in her church group once worked as a nurse or medical assistant,” Emmy said.  “She knows just about everybody in town.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “I managed to get Steepman’s financial records,” Rick said.  “Unfortunately, the only deposits are his monthly disability checks which certainly don’t amount to anything close to allowing him to buy all that stuff.  I’ve also requested his phone records.  They should be here in a few days.  However, I thought you’d like to know that he had a safety deposit box at the bank.  I’m already working on getting a warrant for us to open it.” 
 
    “Terrific job, Rick.  I know it will be next to impossible, but I’d like to keep a lid on how Steepman died for as long as possible. The last thing we need is for the town to get paranoid over the idea of a syringe carrying crazy injecting paralysis-inducing fluids into people.  For the time being, we can subtly let it be known that he died from a possible heart attack.” 
 
    Rick shuddered. “I just can’t get over that poor guy suffocating to death.  The part that gets me is that he knew he was dying.  I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.” 
 
    “We need to interview the neighbors.  Maybe someone saw something.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Emmy spoke up, “I’m going to check to see if maybe Mr. Steepman won the lottery, or made some bets that paid off.  And before you go, I just wanted to let you know that we received the Peabodys’ cell phone records.  Unfortunately, all the calls from Mr. Peabody’s cell are to folks here in Twin Ponds.”    
 
    “So the killer must have disposed of George’s cellphone. Well, it was worth a shot.” Cammie and Rick walked out of her office, and straight into Cora Cameron.  
 
    Unlike her usual flamboyant outfits, this time she was dressed in black leggings, black sneakers and a long black t-shirt that came down to her knees.  It was her face though that startled the police officers.  She looked drawn and pasty, and seemed unsteady on her feet.  Cammie immediately helped her to a nearby chair. 
 
    “Cora, are you alright?”  The old woman shook her head.  “What is it?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    She lifted her face and Cammie was surprised to see tears in her eyes.  “I’ve come to make a confession.  You see, I’m responsible for Reginald Steepman’s death.” 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suppose you tell me what happened,” Cammie said after they’d gotten Cora a cup of chamomile tea to help settle her nerves. 
 
    “I know you said you’d arrest him if he didn’t stop peeking through my slider, but damn it, he just couldn’t stop.  A few days ago I was getting ready for my air bath when I found him ogling me again. So I did what I told you I was going to do.  I took matters into my own hands.” 
 
    Cammie and Rick exchanged concerned glances.  “Just what did you do?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    Cora took a sip of her tea.  “I decided to put a spell on him.  And to make sure it stuck, I went over to his house the night before last and put some charms in his yard that would hold the energy of my incantation.” 
 
    Cammie managed to keep the relief from showing on her face.  “What kind of spell was it?” 
 
    “Oooh, it was one of my better ones.  If he looked into one more window, whether it was mine or someone else’s, he’d suddenly start seeing worms everywhere – all over his shoes, his legs, his house, wherever he sat.  Even in his food.” 
 
    “Worms?” Rick asked, fighting not to laugh. 
 
    “Yes sirree.  Steeper the Peeper absolutely hated worms, ever since he was a boy.  Some bullies in school made him eat one once in second grade, and he’s been terrified of them ever since.  I figured that would teach him a lesson.” 
 
    “What was in your charms?” 
 
    Cora glanced at her from beneath her brow.  “I’m not sure I can tell you that, you not being a witch and all.” 
 
    “Then can you at least tell me where you buried them?” 
 
    “Hmmm.  I suppose I could do that.  Now that he’s gone, the magick won’t work anyway.  I put one under his front window, his bedroom window and beneath his lounge chair.” 
 
    “And you did this Tuesday night?” 
 
    She nodded.  “The way I see it, it was now my turn to peek into his window. He was on the phone with someone and didn’t hear me when I took my spade and started digging.  I made sure to do it under the new moon to give my spell more potency.  And it must have worked.  Too good, I guess.” She shook her head to herself.  “I only wanted to scare him.  Never figured on him having a heart attack.  It’s entirely my fault.  I should have thought of that.  All those worms crawling around him were bound to frighten the bejesus out of him.”  She looked up at Cammie.  “I’m real sorry about that, Sheriff.  I never meant for him to die.  I just wanted him to stop peering into women’s windows.  I wanted him to stop peering in my window. Are you going to arrest me now?” 
 
    “I’ll have to think about it.  I mean, the poor man is dead.” 
 
    “What if I promise never to cast any spells ever again?” 
 
    “Ever again?” 
 
    Cora hesitated, then nodded.  “Ever again.” 
 
    “So no more spells, charms, fortune telling?” 
 
    Cora pulled herself up.  “I do not do fortune telling.  I do readings.  There’s a difference.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Oh yes, of course.  Sorry about that.”  She stood up.  “Tell you what.  I’ll see what Doc discovers during autopsy.  Could be Steepman already had a bad heart.  If he did, there’s no telling what gave him the heart attack.” 
 
    “You mean you’re not going to arrest me?” 
 
    “As long as you keep to your promise of not doing anything to anyone, and depending on what Doc finds, we’ll keep this between the three of us for now.” 
 
    Cora looked up at Cammie and smiled for the first time.  “I knew you were a good egg.”  She stood up.  “The truth is, this whole thing with Steeper the Peeper has made me realize it’s time to retire. That’s the thing about spells.  You can’t always control them.  And now that I’m even more powerful than even I imagined, I gotta be careful.” She uttered a dramatic sigh.  “I’ve now got the burden on my shoulders of being a superpower in the witch world. There’s a responsibility to that that I need to take seriously.” 
 
    “You made the right decision, Cora.  We’ll walk you out to your car.” 
 
    After watching Cora drive off, Rick let out a laugh.  “Great job, boss.  Now we don’t have to worry about that crazy old lady throwing those bundles of god knows what at people anymore.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “Who said miracles don’t exist?” 
 
      
 
    Steepman’s property was surrounded by tall hedges on three sides that kept him isolated from the other houses encircling him. As Cammie feared, no one saw or heard anything out of the ordinary, though one of the neighbors, the elderly Mrs. Hatcher who lived diagonally across from Steepman, did hear a car roll down the road. 
 
    “I know it was at four pm because that’s when my favorite soap opera starts.” 
 
    “You didn’t get up to see who it was?” 
 
    She shook her head. “And miss my show?” 
 
    “Did you often hear cars going down to Steepman’s house?” 
 
    “Considering the sort of individual he was, he didn’t have any friends, or at least I never saw any visitors.” 
 
    “You don’t know of any family?” 
 
    “I never saw any and he never spoke of it – that is, the few times we did speak.  He was a very private man.” 
 
    “And you weren’t the least bit curious about the car driving down to his house?” 
 
    “Why should I be?” 
 
    Cammie tried to keep her frustration out of her voice as she and Mrs. Hatcher seemed to be going round and round. 
 
    “Because you just said no one visited him.” 
 
    “No one did.” 
 
    “Yet you heard a car drive down to his house.” 
 
    “I didn’t know if the car was going to Mr. Steepman’s house.” 
 
    “Mrs. Hatcher, there’s no other house down there.  It’s a dead end.” 
 
    “I know.  That’s why cars always drive down there to turn around.  It happens all the time.” 
 
    So much for that line of questioning. 
 
    By the time she and Rick met back up, the only solid piece of information they had, besides the fact that the end of the street was used by many as a turn around, was that many locals used it as parking lot when they went to fish at a stream yards away from Steepman’s property line.  
 
    Forensics was finishing up when they approached the house.   
 
    “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Colin smiled as Cammie came up.  “Next time, try to have a suspicious death in a place that has peach margaritas and no mosquitoes.”  As if to prove his point, he squashed one that landed on his neck.   
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she answered.  “Find anything of interest?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that your vic loved expensive gewgaws?  If you decide to have a garage sale once this case is solved, let me know.  He has some electronic equipment I wouldn’t mind owning.” 
 
    “You’ll have to fight Rick.  I think he already has dibs on that stuff.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Oh well, easy come, easy go.  We did find some hairs on the back of the lounge chair, and lifted some fingerprints from inside the house.  We’ll be taking his vehicle in to do a sweep.  We also found a laptop.  Of course, it’s password protected, but my guys back at the lab will have it open in no time.” 
 
    “Maybe the fibers will help us find who killed him.  Or better yet, an email from the killer announcing his intention.” She glanced back at the house.  “Colin, while you guys were inside, did you happen to find anything that resembles a safety deposit box key?” 
 
    “Can’t say that we did.  We’ve got his keychain bagged, but it only has a house and car key on it.”   
 
    “Do you mind if Rick and I have a go at trying to find it?” 
 
    “Be my guest.  Just make sure you wear booties and gloves.  We’re not quite done processing the scene yet.” 
 
    She started to walk away before turning back.  “There’s something buried under the lounge chair you might find interesting.” 
 
    His eyes lit up as he grabbed a trowel and hurried over. 
 
    “You planning on taking over as the new witch superpower by having the lab discover what Cora put in her charm?” Rick teased as they walked towards the house. 
 
    “You never know.  It could be a valuable tool in my law enforcement tool box.” 
 
    Not sure if she was serious, he thought it best to drop it. 
 
      
 
    They spent over an hour going through every inch of the house, trying to figure out where Steepman could have hidden the key.  The only thing they found, which Forensics hadn’t yet, was a stash of DVDs hidden in his bedroom closet behind a stack of shoes. 
 
    “I think I’m going to hurl,” Rick said as he read aloud the titles.  “Merry Triple X-mas, Star Whores, Sex in Every City.” 
 
    “You’re going to leave me traumatized for life if you continue reading those titles.” 
 
    “Even with gloves on, I’m washing my hands in bleach and detergent.  Twice.” 
 
    “Where the hell would he have hidden the damned key?” Cammie groused in frustration. 
 
    “Considering what a sick mind Steeper the Peeper had, who knows what he came up with?  Besides, once Judge Drury gets back from his fishing vacation in Canada and grants us our warrant, we’ll be able to get in there without the key.” 
 
    Cammie put her hands on her hips as she looked around.  “The little perv was certainly good at hiding things, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “And how.  He’s a regular pack-rat of sex-tapes.” 
 
    After finding even more porn under the mattress, they decided to call it quits.  “I’m pretty open minded about sex, but even my imagination couldn’t come up with some of those positions,” Rick replied when they walked out of the house. 
 
    “Only a double jointed acrobat that can dislocate every bone in their body could manage some of those.”  She shuddered.  “Let’s change the subject before my brain melts.” 
 
    “What do you say we grab a late lunch before heading back to HQ?” 
 
    She looked at him in disbelief.  “You actually have an appetite after viewing all that crap?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “It’s not my cup of tea, but whatever rocks your boat.” 
 
    She shook her head as she slid into the Explorer.  “There was enough in there to rock an ocean liner.  If even half that shit was on the Titanic, now I know why it sank.” 
 
      
 
    The lunch crowd was already gone when Cammie and Rick arrived.  They sat in the back near the bar and placed their order. 
 
    “You’re really digging that Farnsworth Burger, aren’t you?” Rick joked after they’d placed their order.  “How many is that you’ve eaten now?” 
 
    “None of your damned business,” she countered, which sent him into peals of laughter. 
 
    When Zee brought them their drinks – root beer for Rick and ginger ale for Cammie, she asked, “What have you been hearing about Steepman’s death?” 
 
    “Everyone thinks it was either a stroke or a heart attack.  Most think it was perfect karma, considering his interesting peccadillos.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just curious, that’s all.” 
 
    He raised a skeptical eyebrow, but she refused to say more.  He started to turn away when he abruptly turned back.  “If you’re so curious to what people are talking about, it’s not Steepman that’s on everyone’s minds.  It’s Bill Barnes.” 
 
    “Bill?  Why?” 
 
    “The scuttlebutt around town is that he’s the one who murdered George Peabody.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Cammie muttered. 
 
    “You can’t blame people for thinking that.  Those who were here remember how much those two men detested each other.  Throw in the fact that for years he’s been sleeping with George’s wife and you have yourself a fine recipe for suspicious pie.” 
 
    “Lovely.”  
 
    “All I can say is that until you either arrest him or prove that he’s innocent, people are going to talk.  People love political scandals, and this is a humdinger.” 
 
    After he left their table, Rick looked at her.  “Zee’s right.”  He leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “And now that we know he’s been giving Margo a monthly allowance for, like, forever…”  He shrugged.   
 
    “I know, I know,” she said.  “But we can’t jump to conclusions.” 
 
    “You and I can’t.  But that doesn’t stop the town from doing just that.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what Bill is going through.  His whole end all and be all is his position as mayor.  To think that people believe he’s a murderer has got to be killing him.” 
 
    “Like the way he maybe killed George?”  She threw him a warning look.  “Just sayin’, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, don’t say it.  We have no proof yet that Bill was involved.”  She took a sip of her ginger ale.  “I better swing by Bill’s place after work and see how he’s doing.” 
 
    They spent most of their lunch hour trying to eat their meal in peace.  Unfortunately word quickly spread they were in Zee’s, and the two officers were soon inundated with townspeople asking about the ongoing investigation into George Peabody’s murder.  Cammie and Rick did their best to calm everyone’s concerns while stemming the escalation of gossip.  By the time they got back to HQ, they thought they’d done the best job they could.   
 
    “Did you notice how no one asked about Steepman’s death?” she asked Rick as they entered HQ.  “Looks like we’ll get some breathing space to figure out who killed him.” 
 
    Emmy met them at the door.  “I checked on the lottery theory, but Mr. Steepman never won anything, though he did occasionally play. I also checked to see if he had any relatives or next of kin that he may have inherited some money from.  Unfortunately, the only relative he had was a maiden aunt who died about five years ago.  And before you ask, she was living on social security.” 
 
    “Thanks, Emmy.” 
 
    “This came in while you were gone,” she continued as she handed Cammie a piece of paper.  “That’s Lucy Perez’s phone number.  Only it’s now Lucy Ortiz.  She got married seven years ago and is living in Orlando, Florida.” 
 
    A few moments later, Cammie and Rick were seated in her office, listening on speaker phone as the call was picked up. 
 
    “Hello,” came a young, pleasant sounding voice. 
 
    “Is this Lucy Ortiz?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Yes it is.  Who is this?”  
 
    “This is Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth from the Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department.” 
 
    “Hey, Lucy.  I don’t know if you remember me, but this is Rick Belleveau.” 
 
    “Rick!” Lucy exclaimed.  “Of course I remember you!  How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine.  I’m now Deputy here in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Oh that’s fantastic.  You always wanted to be a police officer.” 
 
    “Did you ever open up another bakery?” 
 
    “No time. I’ve got three rambunctious boys that don’t give me time to even think.” She laughed as she said this. 
 
    “Lucy,” Cammie replied, “we’re calling because we found skeletal remains in the woods that we believe belong to George Peabody.  We need to ask you a few questions about what happened between the two of you.” 
 
    There was a small gasp on the other side of the phone.  “I’m so sorry to hear he’s dead.  How did it happen?” 
 
    “We believe he was murdered,” Cammie responded. 
 
    “Oh my.  How awful.” 
 
    “Luce,” Rick replied.  “We want to ask you about your troubles with the IRS George was responsible for.” 
 
    “I closed that part of my life ages ago.” 
 
    “We know, but it might help our investigation.” 
 
    There was a long pause, followed by a soft sigh. “You know most of what happened, Rick.  George made some mistakes on my business tax return, and I ended up owing the government a lot of money.” 
 
    “About how much are we talking?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “$10,000.” 
 
    “Is it true he asked you not to tell anyone about what happened?” 
 
    “That’s correct.  He apologized over and over, telling me how awful he felt.  He swore to make it up to me.  He was terrified that if word got out about the errors, it would ruin his reputation and his chances of becoming mayor.”  
 
    “When was the last time you saw George?” 
 
    “It was the day of the election.  He and Mayor Barnes were doing last minute campaigning and he came into my bakery.  He said he was sorry one more time, swore he was going to make it up to me, asked me for his vote and left.  I never saw him again.” 
 
    “Is it true you had to declare bankruptcy and close down the bakery?” 
 
     “Is that what people are saying? Oh, boy. I’m afraid they’re wrong, sheriff.  I closed the bakery because my mother was diagnosed with cancer.  I moved down to Orlando to take care of her.  After she passed, I met Emilio, fell in love and decided to make Orlando my home.” 
 
    “Were you able to pay off the IRS lien?” 
 
    “I did.  And that’s a strange little story in itself.  It was right after I heard through the grapevine that George had left Twin Ponds to move to Bangor.  I went to the Emporium to pick up my mail and Lars gave me a package.  There was no postage or return address on it.  It just had my name handwritten on the front.  He told me George had left it for me right after the election with the instructions that he wasn’t to give it to me until George left Twin Ponds.  Imagine my surprise when I got home, opened it and found $10,000 in cash.” 
 
    “Cash?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “There was no note?” 
 
    “No. Just the cash.  If Lars hadn’t told me it was George who’d left it, I never would have known it was from him.  I used it to pay off the IRS and I’ve never had any issues with them since.” 
 
    “And you never heard from George again?” 
 
    “Nope. Never.” 
 
    “If you hold on, Rick will take a statement from you. In the meantime, if there’s anything else you remember from those days that might help in our investigation, don’t hesitate to call us.” 
 
    As Rick left to take Lucy’s statement, Cammie sat in her office, deep in thought.  When he came back almost forty minutes later, she didn’t hear his step. 
 
    “Yo, earth to Cammie,” he said as he waved his hand in front of her face. 
 
    She looked across the desk at him. “Sorry.  Just thinking about what Lucy said. Specifically, about the cash George gave her.” 
 
    “What about it?” He asked as he sat down opposite her. 
 
    “Where did George get $10,000 from?  According to the bank statements, he and Margo barely had a pot to piss in.  We haven’t found any additional bank accounts where George could have been stashing cash away.  And we now know he was addicted to online gambling.” 
 
    “Maybe Margo gave him the dough to give to Lucy.  She might have feared that if his reputation was ruined, it would reflect on her.” 
 
    “I thought of that and went through the bank statements.  But there are no withdrawals around that time period for $10,000.  In fact, there are no withdrawals at all from her bank account.  Now we’re faced with two questions. Where did George get that money, and how is Margo paying her bills?” 
 
    “Could be ol’ Deep Pockets Barnes is taking care of all her expenses.” He shook his head. “Man, I’ve gotta find me a sugar mamma like that.  As for George, what I can’t figure out is why he would even pay Lucy back. He was leaving town anyway, so why should he care if word got around what happened?  And I hate to say this, but Lucy is Hispanic.  We know how George felt about minorities.” 
 
    “I’ve been mulling that over.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She looked across the desk at him and smiled.  “And I’m not quite ready to share my thoughts on it yet.” 
 
    Rick sighed.  “You know I hate when you do that.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “I’m not doing it on purpose.  At least not this time.  I’m still kicking it around in my head.  Believe me, I’ll be sure to let you know when I get all the pieces to fit.” 
 
    “You know, since it’s plain to see how well Bill has been taking care of Margo over the years, could be he gave his bodacious beauty the cash, who in turn gave it to George, who then gave it to Lucy,” Rick mused.  “No matter how you look at it, it would have looked bad if people found out what George had done to Lars and Lucy.  With him leaving town, that bad feeling would have fallen on Margo.” 
 
    “Very true. Which is why I’m going to walk across the street right now and talk to Lars.”  She got up from her desk.  “Bodacious beauty?” she chuckled as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “She’s gotta be doing something to keep that man’s wallet working overtime.” 
 
    An image flashed through Cammie’s mind which caused her to grimace.  “Eeewwww,” she muttered under her breath as she left the office. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lars Landry’s Grocery Emporium was located across the street from HQ.  As usual, Cammie found the large, ginger haired man behind the counter, his eyes glued to his small TV where he watched countless reruns of Law and Order.  His devotion to the show made him believe he was a law enforcement expert. To prove his understanding of all things criminal, he was the first and so far the only business owner to install a burglar alarm in his store.  Thankfully, he’d finally learned the code, saving the town from having to hear the incessant clanging of the alarm as he fumbled to remember how to turn it off.  It also saved Cammie from having to run over there every morning to turn the alarm off for him.   
 
    “Hey, Lars.  How’s it going?” she asked as she came up to the counter.  He held a large finger up, paused the TV, then turned to her.   
 
    “This is one of my favorite episodes.  It’s from season one and it’s where Stone--” 
 
    “I’m here to ask you some questions about George Peabody.” 
 
    Lars’ eyes widened.  He immediately turned the TV off and turned his full attention to Cammie.  She saw how excited he was to actually be part of a police investigation and hoped he’d answer her questions honestly, without embellishment. 
 
    “Specifically, I need to know about the mistake George made on your tax return that had you owing money to the IRS.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that.” 
 
    “How much did you owe?” 
 
    “About $5,000.” 
 
    “What was your reaction when you found out what he’d done?” 
 
    “Well, of course I was pretty upset.  I’ve never had any problems with the IRS and I sure as hell didn’t want to start having them now.  In fact, I was so sore at him, I thought about suing him.  That is, after I spread the word around about what a lousy CPA he was.  Would have been real easy, what with me running the post office and everybody stopping in here to grab their mail or some groceries.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    He shook his massive head.  “Nope. Didn’t need to in the end.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because George paid me back.” 
 
    “When did he give you the money?” 
 
    “It was the day after the election.  He came in and left two packages – one for Lucy Perez who used to own the bakery up the street and one for me.  He made me promise I wouldn’t give the package to Lucy after he’d left Twin Ponds.  As for my package, he said he was moving to Bangor in two weeks and asked me not to open it until after he’d gone.” Lars winked at her.  “Of course I didn’t.  By that time, I wasn’t exactly trusting George much.  I waited until he left the Emporium before opening it.  To say I was flabbergasted doesn’t even begin to describe my feelings.  I sure never expected him to make it up to me.  But he did.  It kinda gave me back my faith in humanity.” 
 
    “Was that the last time you saw George?”   
 
    “I saw him around town, but that was the last time we spoke.” 
 
    “He didn’t leave you an address where he could be reached?” 
 
    “No. Just told me the election proved to him that it was time for him to start fresh somewhere else.” 
 
    “You didn’t wonder why he didn’t take Margo?” 
 
    “Rumor was she was shacking up with the mayor, so it made perfect sense to me why he’d want to vamoose out of Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “How did he seem to you the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “Happy.  As if he knew he was doing the right thing and couldn’t wait to get started.” 
 
    “You’ve been very helpful, Lars. Thank you.”  
 
    She turned to leave when he asked, “So do you have any persons of interest yet?  Besides Bill of course.” 
 
    Cammie paused.  The Emporium came in a close second to Zee’s as gossip central.  She was curious to hear what was being said on this side of the street.  
 
    “What are you hearing about Bill?” 
 
    “That he’s probably guilty.  He had the perfect motive, you know.  George tried his best to destroy Bill’s reputation.  He tried to convince people that Bill was using town funds for his personal use.  I think the worst was when he started spreading rumors that Bill was using his family money to construct a brothel out on Eagle Road.” 
 
    Cammie frowned. “Eagle Road, Eagle Road…” she murmured, trying to bring the name to mind. 
 
    “That’s where Bill built the Masonic Lodge.” 
 
    Cammie guffawed.  “And George was trying to convince people that was going to be a brothel?” 
 
    Lars shrugged.  “You know how people are.  They’ll do anything to get what they want.” 
 
    “And George wanted to be mayor.” 
 
    “Big time.” 
 
    “Do you think people believed that rumor about the brothel?” 
 
    “Nah.  But I think many folks were ready for a change.  The brothel story was just an excuse to jump on George’s bandwagon.” 
 
     “Lars, do you remember any talk about George’s dislike of minorities, specifically Native Americans?” 
 
    “Yeah.  George didn’t like anyone who wasn’t white.” 
 
    “And people were still ready to vote him in?” she asked, already guessing at the answer. 
 
    “We didn’t know about it.  He kept that part of himself under wraps.  It wasn’t until after he left town that the stories started to come out.  How he’d tried to cheat some of the Natives out of their land, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Do you remember which Natives these were?” 
 
    “Not really.  There were no specific names.  Then of course you’ve got Bill and Margo regularly climbing the Mount Everest of love.” 
 
    She glanced at him.  “You’ve been talking to Rick again?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Heard it in a movie.” 
 
    “What are people saying about their trysts?” Lars gave her a perplexed look.  She rolled her eyes. “About their climbs up the Mount Everest of love?” 
 
    “It’s no secret they’ve been together for years. In fact, a bunch of people think they were together even before the election, which is why Margo wouldn’t stop working on those committees with Bill. What better way to get rid of your rival, both in the political and love arena, than to murder him and dump his body in the woods?” 
 
    “But George was leaving anyway,” Cammie said.  “Why kill him?” 
 
    “Why not? There was already bad blood between them.”  He pointed to the TV. “This is a classic case of what they call a crime of passion. George and Bill probably had it out and George lost. Or maybe it was premeditated.  Either way, Bill wasn’t about to let George get away with almost ruining his reputation.”   
 
    “Well, it’s still an ongoing investigation.  But if you hear anything you think I should know, call me immediately.” 
 
    “Will do, sheriff.” 
 
      
 
    While Cammie was across the street interviewing Lars, Rick pulled his chair over to Emmy’s desk. 
 
    “I need your advice, Em.” 
 
    Her heart soared.  The trip out to the forest may have been a letdown, but the fact that he was asking for her advice made her feel there was still hope they could bring this friendship up another notch.  She immediately turned away from her computer and gave him her full attention. 
 
    “How do you get someone to do something they don’t want to do?” 
 
    She almost snorted out loud.  Considering she’d been wanting to get Rick to kiss her for three years, she considered herself the perfect person to answer such a question. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You have to promise me you won’t say anything.  Not until I work this whole thing out.” 
 
    “Of course you can trust me.” 
 
    He slowly told her what the problem was.  When he was done, she sat back in her chair. 
 
    “You’re screwed,” she finally said. 
 
      
 
    That evening, Doc, Cammie and Jace were just finishing up another of Doc’s fabulous meals – this time, parmesan crusted halibut with roasted baby potatoes and grilled asparagus.  It was going to take another month before Cammie and Jace could move back to their renovated cabin.  Part of her couldn’t wait for the two of them to begin a new life in a cabin they’d redesigned themselves. Surrounded by the forest and the pond she loved so much, she longed for the serene cocoon they’d create for themselves. However, there was another part that worried about Doc. She knew how much he’d miss them.  Rather than be burdened by their presence, she saw how much he enjoyed preparing meals for them and leading their evening conversations. Although he would never admit it, he was lonely. She and Jace filled a void in his life, giving him that warm human companionship that was sorely lacking.  Once this case was over, she promised herself to try and find him his very own Jace. 
 
    “This afternoon, we received news that the dental records match those from the skull,” she explained, “so we now know, definitively, that the bones belong to George Peabody.  As for Steepman, we’re still awaiting the results of the fiber analysis found on the back of his lounge chair. The laptop didn’t yield anything useful. Just a slew of more porn sites that had even the most hardened men at the crime lab rinsing their eyes out with disinfecting eye drops. Other than that, there’s not much to go on.  There are too many tire tracks on that road to pinpoint if one of them was used by the murderer.  It hasn’t rained in a while so it’s impossible to pick up any shoe prints around the lounge chair.”  She turned to Jace.  “I’m sure you serviced his car.  Do you remember off the top of your head if he put a lot of mileage on his Toyota?” 
 
    “I can tell you he didn’t.  The only reason I remember is that he’s one of the few townspeople who didn’t put more than 1000 miles a year on his car.  I know because I always have to check the mileage when I do the car inspections.” 
 
    “That’s not a lot of miles.  I do that in about a week.” 
 
    “He didn’t go anywhere.  Probably just drove from his house to the Grocery Emporium and back.  Not to mention the ladies he liked to visit at least once a month.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Jeez, that’s depressing.  No wonder he peeped into women’s windows.  That was the only life he had.  That, his porn and surfing the internet, looking for all that expensive stuff he bought.” 
 
    “How did he buy that stuff anyway?” Jace asked. “Did he use a credit card? You can’t use cash over the internet.” 
 
    “Emmy tracked down the credit card to probably the closest thing Steepman had to a friend.  They used to be neighbors years ago and stayed in touch.  Steepman set up a system where he told his friend what he wanted and the friend ordered it using his own credit card. When it came in, the two met at a designated spot to do the exchange.  Steepman picked up his merchandise and his friend walked away with cash, plus a 10% bonus for his trouble.” 
 
    “Wow.  He was really being careful about not having the purchases traced back to him.” 
 
    “He had to be.  How could he explain the ability to afford all that pricey stuff?  He certainly wasn’t legitimately earning the money to pay for it.” 
 
    Jace frowned.  “His friend didn’t think this was all a bit weird?” 
 
    “According to his statement, Steepman’s odd behavior goes way back. He didn’t think what they were doing was illegal and he enjoyed the extra cash.”  
 
    “What about anyone in town having access to the sux?” Doc asked. 
 
    “We’ve got 650 people living in and around Twin Ponds, not to mention another 400 scattered throughout Clarke County,” Cammie explained.  “With my small staff, it’s going to take forever to do background checks on everyone.  I sent a request to Cary Medical in Houlton to see if they have any records of anyone from our county ever working at their facility who may have had access to the sux, but that came up empty.” 
 
    Jace reached out and rested his hand on hers.  “You’re like the Canadian Mounties, babe.  You always get your man.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    Doc looked at her over the rim of his wineglass.  “So where do you think Reginald was getting all that money?” 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?  He was blackmailing someone.” 
 
    Before she could elaborate, Cammie’s cell phone rang.  Seeing it was Rick, she picked up. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you to come down to HQ.” 
 
    His serious tone made her sit up. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain.  Just trust me on this.  Come on down right now.” 
 
    “What was that about?” Doc asked when he saw the puzzled look on her face.   
 
    “Rick asked me to get down to HQ right now, but didn’t explain why.” 
 
    “He may be an irresponsible boyfriend, but he’s a good officer,” Doc replied.  “I think you better get yourself down there ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to waste time changing back into her uniform, Cammie showed up at HQ wearing what she’d changed into before sitting down to dinner with Doc and Jace - a pair of sky blue capris, sandals and a white tank top.  Not knowing what to expect, she was surprised to see Rick sitting in her office. Next to him was a tall, lanky man, dressed in scuffed up jeans and a navy blue T-shirt that had the Red Sox logo on it.   
 
    His hair was jet black like Rick’s though shorter, and his face carried the strong features of Native American ancestry.  She saw right away he was anxious.  He sat straight up in the chair with both his hands curled into rigid fists against his knees.  Beneath the chair, one of his legs nervously twitched up and down. 
 
    “Cam, this is my cousin, Jim Newton.” 
 
    Rick came from a large, extended family, so she wasn’t surprised she hadn’t met this particular cousin before. 
 
    “How are you, Jim?” 
 
    He grunted in response. 
 
    “I had you come down here because Jim has something to say about George Peabody.  Go on, Jim.  You can trust Cammie.” 
 
    Jim looked as though he wished he were anywhere but there.  He threw Rick an angry look, which the deputy ignored.   
 
    Cammie pulled up her chair and sat opposite Jim.  “There’s nothing to be nervous about, Jim.  Just tell me what you know about George.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get into trouble,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I told you, you won’t get into trouble,” Rick assured him.  “It was ten years ago. Just tell the sheriff what you told me.” 
 
    Jim licked his lips several times.  “I – um – I was out hunting,” he began. 
 
    Cammie wondered if his nervousness stemmed from the fact that he was probably hunting out of season.  Not wanting to interrupt him to see if her hunch was right, she remained silent as he continued his story.   
 
    “I was on the lookout for moose.  I’d heard the elders talking about this Grandfather Tree that was supposed to help with wishes if you brought it an offering. I hadn’t had any luck tracking anything, so I figured I had nothing to lose. I got to the tree, left a few cigarettes as a gift, and went over near the meadow to see if any moose showed up. Instead, I fell asleep. I probably would have slept there the whole night except that I heard a car door slam.  The sound woke me up.” 
 
    “Do you remember what time that was?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I couldn’t believe I’d fallen asleep and was worried over what the wife, then my fiancée, was going to say when I turned up late. Especially when I looked at my watch and saw it was 10 pm.”  
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Like I said I heard a car door slam. My first thought was that it was the game warden who’d figured out what I was doing.  I was about to hightail it out of there when I saw a man walk into the meadow where Rick says you found the skeleton.  He caught my attention because he was wearing a suit and tie.” 
 
    “Did you recognize him?” 
 
    Jim nodded.  “It was dark.  But he lit up a cigarette. When he did I saw his face and knew it was George Peabody.” 
 
    “What happened next?” 
 
    Jim hesitated.  Rick gave him a gentle nudge in the shoulder.  “Go on, Jimmy.  Tell her.” 
 
    “My first thought was to get out of there.  I didn’t need him causing me any problems.  But I’d heard the stories around town about how much he hated Native Americans.  Seeing as he was in the woods late at night, wearing a suit, I knew he was up to something.  So I decided to stick around and see if I was right. A few moments later, I heard another car pull up.” 
 
    “Could you see who it was?” 
 
    “The person never got out of the car.  George went over and spoke to whoever it was through the open car window. 
 
    “Did you hear what was said?” 
 
    “They were talking low.  I couldn’t quite make out all the words.  But I did hear the guy in the car say something like, ‘get out of town as soon as possible.’” 
 
    “So it was definitely a male in the second vehicle?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “Can you recall the date this happened?” 
 
    Jim’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember.  “I think it was a few days before Peabody left Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “Naomi - that’s my wife – it was her birthday around that time.  I’d wanted to surprise her with some moose steaks, so it must have been around April 14th or so.” 
 
    Cammie felt a twinge in her gut that wouldn’t let go. Taking a chance, she leaned forward until she was almost nose to nose with Jim.  “You know exactly who was in that car, don’t you?” 
 
    “I said I’m not sure,” Jim stammered nervously. 
 
    She refused to back down.  “I think you do know. And you’re afraid to tell me.”  Jim hung his head, refusing to meet her eyes.  “Then tell me who you think it was.” 
 
    “I won’t swear on it.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    Jim took his time answering.  “I don’t want any trouble,” he repeated. 
 
    Rick placed his hand on his cousin’s shoulder.  “Jimmy, you’ve been upset ever since the skeleton was identified as George Peabody.  Now’s the time to get it off your chest once and for all.” 
 
    Jim looked to the right and left.  Then, knowing he’d never get out of that office unless he told them what he knew, he sighed.  “I swear, I’m not entirely sure who it was.  But I--I think it was Mayor Bill Barnes.” 
 
    Cammie was not surprised.  The mayor had been hiding something ever since the discovery of the skeleton and he would continue to do so until he was exposed.  She sat back in the chair. 
 
    “How long did they speak?”| 
 
    “Not long at all. Five minutes tops. The mayor left, then Peabody got into his car and followed him out.  I waited until I was sure they were gone before I took off.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jim.  I know how difficult this was for you.” 
 
    “He’s the mayor.  I don’t want or need any hassles.” 
 
    “As you said, you can’t positively identify him.  But I’ll still need you to make a witness statement.” 
 
    “I’ll do that now and close up when I’m done,” Rick said.  “See you in the morning.”  As Jim got up, Rick bent over Cammie and whispered, “Nice threads.”  He then escorted his cousin out of her office. 
 
    Letting herself out the back door, Cammie got into the Explorer and slowly pulled out of the parking lot.  Her first impulse was to drive straight to Bill’s house and confront him.  But it was late. And he wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    It was better to wait until morning when she’d be more rested to take on what was sure to be a blustery, overdramatic performance of denials and threats. 
 
    She might have reconsidered her decision if she’d known what the next few hours would bring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Cammie a long time to fall asleep as her mind whirled around the conversation she’d had with Jim.  When she finally drifted off, it was close to midnight.  She was therefore not very happy when Doc burst into hers and Jace’s bedroom at 1:30 am, abruptly awakening them both. 
 
    “What the hell--” She grumbled angrily as both she and Jace sat up in bed. 
 
    “I just received a phone call from Margo.  She’s at Bill’s house and she’s hysterical.  He had some kind of accident.” 
 
    Cammie’s anger and exhaustion instantly disappeared as she jumped out of bed.  “Is it serious?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Give me two minutes to throw on some clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the Navigator.” 
 
    As Doc left, Cammie dove into the closet where she shed her pajamas and threw on a pair of jeans and polo shirt. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Jace said as he slipped into jeans and a T-shirt.  “With all the negative talk about Bill these days, God knows what happened to him.” 
 
    She nodded, not having time to argue.  They flew downstairs and found the Navigator idling in front of the porch.  Doc looked questioningly at Jace. 
 
    “We might need back-up,” Jace said as he climbed into the back. 
 
    “For what?’ he asked, gunning the Navigator down his driveway. 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “You’ve been hanging around Sherlock too long.” 
 
    Bill didn’t live too far from Doc.  His imposing Greek Revival style home sat on a hill offering a spectacular view of Waban Pond.  The lamps that lined the winding driveway were on and the interior of the house was ablaze with light as Doc screeched to a stop before the front door.  They all spilled out of the vehicle and rushed up the porch stairs.  Rather than knocking, they pushed open the door and entered. 
 
    To the right of the entranceway was a staircase that led upstairs.  Before them was a huge open concept living room that looked out over the pond.  Dressed in a blue robe over a set of silk pajamas, Bill was lying on the floor, moaning and writhing in pain.  Near him was an overturned glass coffee table. Margo, also dressed in a nightgown and robe, was kneeling next to him, trying her best to calm him down. 
 
    “Oh my God, my back,” Bill yelled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “What happened?” Doc asked as he bent down to examine the mayor. 
 
    “I was attacked, god damn it!” 
 
    “Attacked?” Cammie gasped.  
 
    “Jace, help me get him onto the couch,” Doc ordered. 
 
    Getting a 300 pound man in excruciating pain up off the floor was not easy.  It didn’t help that every time they tried to move him, Bill screamed in agony.  Finally, after what seemed like hours, Jace, Doc and Cammie finally maneuvered him up onto the couch.  While Doc ordered Margo to get a glass of water to give Bill a powerful muscle relaxant, Cammie tried to find out what happened. 
 
    “Who attacked you?” she asked. 
 
    “I was awakened by someone banging on the front door. I came downstairs and when I opened the door, I was verbally assaulted by one of our fine citizens.  I backed up, trying my best to calm them down.  When I reached the couch, they gave me a hard shove that toppled me over.  I hit the coffee table as I went down.  They must have realized they’d gone too far because they immediately took off.”   
 
    Cammie took out her revolver.  “I’ll check the perimeter.  They may still be here.” 
 
    He waved his hand at her.  “They’re gone.  I heard them drive away.” 
 
    “I need to make sure.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She ignored Bill’s demands that she remain in the living room.  Going outside, she grabbed a flashlight from the Navigator’s glove compartment and did a careful sweep of the front and back yards.  She then walked up and down the driveway, trying to see if there were fresh tire tracks.  When she was done, she re-entered the house where she found Bill resting comfortably on the couch with a pillow behind his head and beneath his enormous legs. 
 
    “I gave him a muscle relaxant.  He should be out in a few minutes,” Doc said as she came up.  She looked down at Bill. 
 
    “Who did this to you?  You say ‘they’ so was it more than two people?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?  You were physically assaulted!” 
 
    He gave her a stern look.  “I said it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Do you at least know why you were attacked?” He waved his hand at her.  “Is it because you’re being accused of murdering George?” 
 
    Margo gasped as Bill glared at Cammie.  “Do we really need to do this now?  I’m very tired and I don’t need you badgering me or upsetting Margo.” 
 
    Cammie looked over to Margo, who stood with her arms tightly held against her chest.  “Do you want to tell me who did this?” 
 
    She looked away and shook her head.  “I was upstairs asleep.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear the banging on the door?” 
 
    “I – I took a sleeping pill.  I haven’t been sleeping well ever since you showed me the picture of George.  I only awoke when I heard Bill screaming out in pain.” 
 
    Doc stepped away from Bill’s side and pulled at Cammie’s sleeve.  “I’ll be by later this morning to check up on you.  In the meantime, we’ll be off.” 
 
    Cammie shook Doc off.  “I’ll get one of my deputies to keep watch on your house.” 
 
    “No need to do that.” 
 
    “Bill, for God’s sakes, don’t be so stubborn.  You could have been seriously injured, or worse.” 
 
    He was now becoming noticeably drowsy.  “Let it go Cammie.  I’m sure it won’t happen again.” 
 
    She saw there was no point in arguing with him further.  “Margo, if you hear anything, even so much as a chipmunk on the walkway, call me right away.” 
 
    “I will.  Thank you all for coming.  I’m so sorry we woke you up.” 
 
    After making sure the door was locked behind them, the three trudged wearily to Doc’s Navigator and climbed in. 
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” Jace wisecracked as he yawned. 
 
    “Did you find any defensive marks or anything else on Bill that would indicate he was attacked?” Cammie asked Doc. 
 
    “I was only able to do a cursory examination, but no, I didn’t find anything.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Margo honestly didn’t hear anything?  Really?” 
 
    “She did say she took a sleeping pill,” Jace reminded her. 
 
    “That had to be the atomic bomb of sleeping pills if she didn’t hear the yelling and screaming from downstairs,” she retorted. 
 
    “Calm down, Cammie,” Doc remonstrated.  “You’re just cranky because you were awakened out of a dead sleep.” 
 
    “No, I’m cranky because I hate to be awakened out of a dead sleep by a situation I find highly suspicious.” 
 
    “You don’t believe the mayor was attacked?” Jace asked as he leaned his head against the car window and closed his eyes. 
 
    “I’m not saying…I don’t think…” She raked her hand through her hair. “I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “Feelings have been running high in town over the possibility that Bill murdered George,” Doc explained.  “I’m sure he doesn’t want to add any more fuel to the fire.  Can’t say I blame him.” 
 
    “He may not be so lucky next time.” 
 
    “Now that you’re aware of what happened, I’m sure there won’t be a next time.  My advice is to let it go. At least for tonight.” 
 
    She uttered a long sigh.  “I guess you guys are right.” 
 
    “Wow, she must really be tired,” Jace joked.  “She’s actually admitting we’re right.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning Cammie sat in her office, pretending to study the victim board that now included Reginald Steepman and the attack on Bill.  What she was actually doing was fighting hard not to fall asleep.   
 
    It had taken her forever to fall asleep after their escapade with Bill.  By the time she drifted off, the alarm trilled annoyingly in her ears.  Both she and Jace stared at each in bloodshot, exhausted gazes before tossing the alarm clock across the room, and falling back onto the pillows to snooze for another hour.   
 
    However, as much as she would have liked to spend the rest of the morning in bed, she knew she had to get to work. In fact, after showering and changing into her uniform, she was determined to visit Bill and try to get him to tell her the names of the persons who’d attacked him.   
 
    Over a quick breakfast of scrambled eggs and toast, Doc warned her Bill would probably be loopy if he’d taken the powerful muscle relaxants he’d left for him.   
 
    “I’ll be swinging by after lunch to check on him.  I’ll let you know if he’s up to seeing anyone.” 
 
    But Cammie, being Cammie, stopped off at Bill’s house anyway on her way into HQ.  There, she was met by a resolute Margo who told her Bill was asleep and not to be disturbed.   
 
    She’s starting to resemble a damned Rottweiler, she thought in frustration as she climbed back into the Explorer.  Now she sat in her office, staring bleary eyed at photos of the skeleton, George’s facial reconstruction, Reginald Steepman smiling back at her (and still looking creepy doing it), Margo, and Bill with the words scribbled in black marker, “Attacked at Home” with the date and time. 
 
    “Looks like you and Jace had a wild, jungle-love kind of night,” Rick said as he entered her office and placed a cup of coffee in front of her, joining the other two cups she’d already consumed.   “I hope you did me proud.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to begin to hear what you mean by a jungle-love kind of night,” she yawned.  
 
    He chuckled while she filled him in on what had occurred.  When she was done, his teasing was gone, replaced by a look of concern. 
 
    “That’s not good.  Who the hell attacks the mayor in his own home?  Especially when there’s not one shred of evidence that he’s guilty?” 
 
    “When emotions are concerned, people lose all perspective,” Cammie said as she took a long sip of coffee in an effort to wake up. 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
    Rick looked to the board and saw that she’d scribbled ‘April 14, 2007’ under the photo of Peabody’s skeleton.  “Jimmy’s statement is in the file.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
     “So has your psychic radar told you what the meeting was about?” 
 
    “Psychic ability has nothing to do with it.  Remember what Jim said he heard the driver of the second car tell George?” 
 
    “Something like ‘get out of town.” 
 
    “Exactly.  I think your cousin was right.  I think it was Bill who met George that night to warn him to get out of town.”  
 
    “That still doesn’t tell us when and who killed him though.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that there is absolutely no trace of George after he supposedly left Twin Ponds? You said yourself you couldn’t find him in Bangor or anywhere in the State of Maine.” 
 
    Rick sat back in his chair.  “You said before you didn’t think he’d left Twin Ponds.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Looks like I’m not the only one with psychic radar.  I’m hoping once Bill is coherent again, he’ll be able to provide that little detail, or at least finally come clean over what really happened between him and George Peabody.  In the meantime, take a drive over to the Townsends and see where they were last night.” 
 
    Every town, no matter how small, always seems to have that one family who are born to make trouble.  In the case of Twin Ponds, it was the Townsend family.  Old man Townsend and his three grown sons were weaned on hating authority, and reveled in being the town agitators.  Whenever there was a drunken brawl or vandalism to property, they were usually in the middle of it.  They were also not shy about voicing their political beliefs. She knew from past experience they weren’t exactly on Bill’s Christmas card list. And he definitely wasn’t on theirs. She didn’t doubt that if they truly believed Bill was guilty of murdering George, they would take matters into their own hands.   
 
    “Take Tom with you.  For some reason, they like him.” 
 
    “That’s because before he decided to become a deputy, he used to do a bit of rabble-rousing with them.” 
 
    “So did you,” she pointed out. 
 
    He grinned.  “My bad boy past.  Women love that.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I haven’t figured out yet what women don’t love about you.” 
 
      
 
    Before the morning was over, everyone in town was talking about the attack on Bill Barnes.  Opinions drastically changed.  Where they were once howling for his blood, they were now rallying around him, aghast that someone would have the audacity to assault him in his own home. 
 
    “I can’t keep up with demand,” Mac told Cammie when he sat down to get a statement from her regarding the attack on Bill. “My little newspaper is not only flying off the shelf, my server almost crashed with all the internet hits it’s getting.” 
 
    “It isn’t every day the mayor of our little town goes from pariah to saint in less than twenty-four hours,” she replied. 
 
    “Any leads yet?” 
 
    “Officially, we’re working on it.  Unofficially, I’m waiting for Bill to recover a bit before I interview him for more details.  As you can imagine, he wasn’t quite coherent when we went over there last night.” 
 
    “I have to tell you, Cam, people are scared.  And angry.  They don’t like the idea of someone, even one of their own, assaulting our mayor.” 
 
    “I don’t either.  But without a physical description, it’s hard to say who’s responsible.” 
 
    “We can pretty much guess, can’t we?” he asked, a slight smile on his face. 
 
    “All I can say is that all avenues are being undertaken even as we speak.” 
 
    At that moment, Rick stuck his head in.  “Can I speak with you?” 
 
    “Sure. Excuse me, Mac.” 
 
    They stepped out into the hallway.  “It wasn’t the Townsends. They went hunting with Wally Lyons and a group of his friends yesterday and spent the night camped out on Koasek Ridge. At 4:30 this morning, they were all eating breakfast. They got in a bit more hunting before they all headed home around 9:30 am.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rick.”  She started to turn away when she looked back over her shoulder at him.  “How did they take your questioning?” 
 
    “Oh you know.  The usual insults about The Man picking on them, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “Well, The Man wouldn’t pick on them if they weren’t such pains in the ass.” 
 
    She returned to her office and finished up her interview with Mac.  
 
    “I promise that as soon as I find out something, I’ll make sure you get the scoop.  In the meantime, if you can write whatever you have to write to calm down the townspeople, I would really appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    By the time Mac left, it was close to six PM.  She was in the process of closing down her computer when her phone rang. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth,” she answered. 
 
    “Sheriff, this is Aidan Gilmour down at the Crime Lab.  We found something that I thought you’d want to know about.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good night, Cam,” Rick called out as he poked his head into her office.  He paused when he saw the look of intense concentration on her face as she held the phone to her ear.  Instinct told him to wait by the doorway.   
 
    “Have you sent me the photos?” She listened for a moment before replying, “I understand.  I don’t care about that.  I need to see those ASAP.”  She swung around to her computer and started punching up the department email.  “Yep, I got them.  Thanks Aidan.” 
 
    As she hung up, Rick entered her office.  “What’s up?” 
 
    “That was the lab.  When they examined the wallet found at the crime scene, they found a photograph hidden between the leather flaps.” 
 
    She pulled up the photos and blew them up on her screen.  The first was a picture of the wallet with a slit where the stitching had begun to wear.   
 
    “Will you look at that?” Cammie said as they looked at what was basically a secret compartment.  The next photo showed what was discovered within the hidden space. 
 
    It was a color photograph that was torn and badly deteriorated.  They could just make out the figures of a man and a woman standing next to each other.  Although the faces had been destroyed by time and the elements, they were still able to make out the lower part of the photo where the man clearly had his arm around the woman’s shoulder. 
 
    “Who do you think they are?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Does that look like a grey suit the man is wearing?”  Rick nodded.  “In fact, don’t you think it resembles the suit that was found on the skeleton?” 
 
    “You think that’s George?” 
 
    “That would be my guess. The wallet was discovered near the possible murder weapon, which wasn’t too far from where George was found.  This time 2 plus 2 may actually equal four.” 
 
    “So if that’s George, the woman must be Margo.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  Doc said George was almost 5 ft. 10 inches tall.  Margo’s my height which makes her about 5 ft. 8 inches.  Look at the position of his arm.  It’s downwards.  If I was to make an educated guess, I’d say this woman is about 5 ft. 6 inches tall.  And look again at the clothing.  He’s dressed up in a nice suit, but she’s got on jeans and a tight red t-shirt.  Have you ever seen Margo wearing jeans and a tight T-shirt of any color?” 
 
    Rick laughed.  “I think Margo would rather die first than be caught wearing jeans and a tight t-shirt.” 
 
    “And unless she’s had breast reduction surgery, this woman is amply built.” 
 
    “Who do you think she is?” 
 
    “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?  Not only who is she, but why did George feel the need to unstitch his wallet, slide this photo inside and then have it re-stitched?” 
 
    “Looks like our victim may have been tomcatting around behind Margo’s back.” 
 
    “He wasn’t tomcatting.  Whoever this woman is or was seems to have meant a great deal to him.  Look at the effort he made to hide her photo in his wallet.  It’s as if he wanted her near him, but he couldn’t be obvious about it.”  She sat back in her chair with a thoughtful look on her face.  “I wonder if Margo found out, and that’s the real reason Bill told him to get out of town by sundown.” 
 
    “Kinda hypocritical of him.  I mean, if the rumors were true, he was already reaching nirvana with Margo.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever just call it making love?” she asked in an exasperated voice. 
 
    He thought about it.  “Nope,” he replied. 
 
    She sighed, then continued.  “You know Bill.  He can find justification for everything he does.”  They looked through the rest of the photos, but there was nothing more to see.  “Aidan said the lab is going to try their best to see what they could do to enhance these photos.  They found bits of the original photograph stuck to the inside of the flap.” 
 
    “Those guys can perform magic these days,” Rick said.  “If anybody can make those faces appear, it will be them.” 
 
    Cammie leaned over her computer screen once again and stared at the photo. “I sure hope so.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning she stopped by Bill’s house, hoping once more to see him. To her surprise, she saw his driveway filled with cars.  It was so packed, she had no choice but to park on the street and walk up towards his home. At first terrified they were there to accuse him of George’s murder, she was astonished to discover they were there instead to show their support and concern for their mayor.  
 
    Bombarded with questions and demands that she immediately arrest whoever was responsible for attacking Bill, she prayed that Margo would let her in the front door.  Despite her assurances that all was being done to discover and apprehend the persons who assaulted Bill, she had a feeling they didn’t quite believe her.  Thankfully Margo already had the door open and she was able to slip inside.  
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed when she saw the foyer completely filled with flowers and balloons. 
 
    “I can’t get over the outpouring of love for Bill,” Margo said.  “His refrigerator is overflowing with food and, as you can see, we are up to our ears in flowers and get well cards.” 
 
    “Is he awake?  I really need to get a description of the people who attacked him.” 
 
    “His back injury has been so painful, he’s still heavily sedated.  I’ll call you as soon as he’s able to see you.” 
 
    “As I’m sure you heard from the crowd outside, townspeople are clamoring to have his attackers arrested.  I can’t do anything until I speak with him.” 
 
    “I understand, Sheriff.  Really, I do. But my hands are tied.” 
 
    Cammie felt she was being stonewalled, which made no sense.  Unless… 
 
    She took out her phone and flipped to the photo sent by the lab. “This photo was found in the wallet we recovered near the crime scene.  We think the wallet belonged to George.  I was hoping you could identify the people in the photo.” 
 
    She showed Margo the picture.   
 
    “The faces are gone,” she said. 
 
    “Well, ten years of rain, snow and sun will do that.  However, I was hoping you might recognize the clothing the couple are wearing.  Did George own a suit like that?” 
 
    Margo studied the photo.  “I’m not sure.  I think he did.” 
 
    “And you have no idea who the woman in the photo might be?” 
 
    She gave it a cursory look.  “I’m sorry, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Take a good look at it.  Maybe it was a family friend?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No one I know would wear clothing like that.  I’m sorry, Sheriff.” 
 
    When Cammie stepped outside, she was once again besieged by the townspeople. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “I hope you catch the bastards who did this!” 
 
    “What is this town coming to?” 
 
    “When are you going to do your job and arrest someone?” 
 
    Cammie held her hands up.  “Margo says Bill is doing fine.  He injured his back and is taking muscle relaxants.  As soon as he is coherent, we’ll get to the bottom of what happened.” 
 
    “Do you know who did this?” 
 
    She didn’t dare tell them that she didn’t have a clue.  Instead she plastered a smile on her face.  “This is an ongoing investigation. But you can all rest assured we are doing everything in our power to capture the perpetrators and to ensure this never happens again, not only to Bill, but to all Twin Ponders.” 
 
    Jeez, she was now sounding like the consummate politician.   
 
    After stopping to answer more questions, Cammie finally made it back to the Explorer.  As she drove off, she thought about Margo’s demeanor.  She’d been willing to study the man in the photo.  But she’d barely glanced at the woman.  Did that mean she knew exactly who the woman was?  Did she know George was having an affair?  Is that why Bill told him to leave town? 
 
    Or was there a darker reason? 
 
      
 
    For the next few days, Cammie tried to see Bill, but she was thwarted each time by The Rottweiler as she was beginning to call Margo.  She tried to enlist Doc’s help, but there wasn’t much he could do. 
 
    “Sometimes it takes up to a week for a patient’s back to begin to heal.  Just bide your time.  It’s not as if he’s going anywhere.” 
 
    “People are demanding I make an arrest.  The longer I do nothing, the worse it’s going to get.” 
 
    Doc shrugged. “I’m sorry they’re being unreasonable, but there’s nothing that can be done.  As long as he’s in extreme pain, I must do all I can to make him comfortable.” 
 
    Cammie knew he was right.  But with two murders and an assault hanging over her head, she had to do something and fast.   
 
    “Say Rick, did Margo ever come in to identify the clothing found at the crime scene?” she asked the next morning. 
 
    “You know, I don’t think she did.” 
 
    “The lab sent photos.  Why don’t you call and ask her to come down to HQ and identify them?” 
 
    He gave her a suspicious look.  “We already ID’ed the skeleton as George Peabody.” 
 
    “But we still don’t know who the man in the photo is.  And the suit found in the forest looks a lot like the suit in the picture.” 
 
    “You know she’s going to use Bill as an excuse why she can’t come down.” 
 
    “That’s where your charm will come in.  That and the threat that if she can’t drive down here, that must mean Bill is awake.  And if Bill is awake, I can finally interview him.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Good thinking.  I’ll call her right now.” 
 
    While Rick went to make the phone call, she slipped out of HQ.  For the first time in weeks, the weather had turned, and it was now raining.  Unfortunately, instead of cooling down the temperatures, it was so humid she felt her hair turning into one huge frizz ball.  She normally didn’t wear her police hat, but this was an emergency.  She shoved it down over her unruly hair and hurried to the Explorer.  
 
    She slowly made her way towards Bill’s.  Just as she’d hoped, she saw Margo pull out of the driveway, and head off to HQ in the opposite direction.  Rather than park in the driveway, she instead parked down the street.  Thankfully the rain had slowed to a light drizzle as she cut through a patch of woods that brought her around his property and into his backyard.    
 
    The wet weather had kept the landscapers away, so she was able to cut across the yard and come up onto his expansive back porch.  Just as she’d hoped, the back slider was unlocked and she was able to slip inside. 
 
    Shaking off the rain from her hat and uniform, she headed towards the stairs where she quietly made her way up the carpeted steps.  She didn’t know which was Bill’s bedroom, but she guessed it had to be at the end of the hallway.  There were two doors there; each room giving him a stunning view of Waban Pond.   
 
    As she drew closer, she heard the sound of his voice coming from the door on the right.  
 
    “I told you, I’m doing my best to move construction along, but the sheriff won’t allow it just yet.  No, there is nothing I can do.  She’s very stubborn and too conscientious about her job for her own good.  Sometimes I wonder if I made a mistake encouraging her to run for sheriff.  Life would have been a helluva lot easier with a more compliant police officer in charge.” 
 
    Cammie almost snickered out loud as she heard these words.  He was more correct than even he knew. 
 
    She slowly opened the door a crack and watched as Bill, still dressed in a bathrobe and pajamas, paced back and forth in front of the French doors that opened out to a large balcony overlooking the pond.  Although the day was grey and rainy, the view was still breathtaking.  
 
    Preoccupied with his phone call, he didn’t notice Cammie slip into the bedroom, close the door behind her and lean up against the doorjamb with her arms crossed against her chest.   
 
    “My hands are tied.”  There was a pause.  “Believe me, if I thought it would work, I would have tried it already.  But Farnsworth is oblivious to threats. It makes her dig her heels in deeper.  She is one hard headed, uncooperative bitch--” 
 
    Bill turned and saw her standing there.  She raised her hand and waved.  His face turned a deep crimson.  “I’ve got to go.  I’ll call you back.”  He shoved his cell into his robe pocket. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve made a miraculous recovery,” she said in mock seriousness.  “One more feather in Doctor Westerfield’s cap.” 
 
    “Now Cammie, I can explain.” 
 
     “No need.  Last November, I was in your position, remember?  Everybody hated my guts when Eli Kelley was murdered.”  Bill physically relaxed.  “I have to hand it to you though.  It never occurred to me to pretend I was attacked so people would feel sorry for me.  Nor did I ever think to play it up even more by faking a back injury.  Next time, think of something else.  You almost broke my back when I had to help hoist your ass up onto the couch.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I didn’t know what to do.  I was actually being called a murderer.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    He gave her a dark look.  “Of course I’m not.” 
 
    “I have a witness statement that puts you in those woods, meeting up with George a day or two before he left town.” 
 
    Bill’s jaw dropped.  “That—that’s impossible!  I was not there!  It’s another one of our townspeople trying to pin this on me!” 
 
    “This witness overheard your conversation in which you warned him to get out of town.” 
 
    “I’ll sue the bastard who told you such a lie!” 
 
    Cammie decided to improvise to see if she could shake him.  “They also saw you hand over a bundle of money in exchange for George leaving.” At this piece of information, Bill fell back onto the edge of the bed. “We know you’ve been making monthly deposits to Margo’s bank account, starting almost a year before George even left town.” 
 
    “I knew I should have convinced Eliot Hamilton to run for sheriff instead of you.” 
 
    She snorted.  “Eliot is 75 years old.  And partly deaf.  And has to use a walker to get around.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Sorry, but you’re stuck with me for another 2-1/2 years.” 
 
    “Kill me now,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You’re going to have to talk to me at some point.  Or to a grand jury.  Imagine what the townspeople will think of you then.” 
 
    “You’re despicable,” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m just doing my job – the job you talked me into running for.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving here until you answer my questions, starting with the meeting you had with George that night in the forest.” 
 
    Bill remained silent for several minutes.  Cammie patiently waited. While she did, she looked about the bedroom, noticing the huge king sized bed and expensively carved oak furniture.  Even though Margo shared this room with him, it was still very masculine.  Very much a reflection of the type of man Bill believed – or wanted to believe – he was.  Rich, powerful, authoritative. 
 
     “Alright,” he finally spat out.  “I did meet George that night in the woods.” 
 
    “Do you remember the date of that meeting?” 
 
    “April 14, 2007. It was the day I handed out awards at the high school for scholastic achievement.” 
 
    “Did you ask him for the meeting or vice versa?” 
 
    “He asked me to meet him out there.”  This surprised Cammie, but she remained silent.  “He called my office and told me he had a proposition.  If I paid him $50,000, he would never return to Twin Ponds.  Nor would he tell everyone about my relationship with Margo.  I had to be there by 10 pm or he’d spill the beans.” 
 
    “So you drove out there and paid him the money in cash?” 
 
    Bill nodded.  “Although his marriage with Margo had long been over, I couldn’t have him telling people about our affair. It would have ruined me. And her. It was worth $50,000 to get him out of Twin Ponds once and for all.” 
 
    “Why were you paying Margo an allowance?” 
 
    “Because George was addicted to gambling.  He’d already wiped out the inheritance she’d gotten from her parents, and was spending money as soon as he earned it. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s why he married her – to get his filthy mitts on her money.  She tried her best to keep a good face on about the state of her finances.  I want you to know she’s a very proud woman and never asked for one penny. It was my decision alone to help her out.” 
 
    “How much was that inheritance from her parents?” 
 
    “I believe it was $750,000.” 
 
    “She tell you that?”  He nodded.  “Did you ever see George again after that night?” 
 
    “Thankfully, no.  It was Margo who informed me he’d left.” 
 
    “Did you know about the IRS trouble Lars Landry and Lucy Perez were having because of George?” 
 
    “Margo told me.” 
 
    “What was your reaction?” 
 
    “I was horrified for Lucy and Lars.  But I was glad too.  I thought, finally the people of Twin Ponds will discover what a swindler and cheat George Peabody really is.” 
 
    “You know, he paid Lars and Lucy back every penny they owed the government.”  She shared the stories the two had told her about how and when they’d received the money. 
 
    Bill frowned. “Impossible.  George cared only about George.  Besides, where would he have gotten the money?” 
 
    “We’re still trying to track that down. Did Margo know of your meeting?” 
 
    “No.  I didn’t want her to know that her marriage was worth a paltry $50,000.” 
 
    “Do you know where she was that night?” 
 
    “Home, I suppose.” 
 
    “When did your relationship with Margo begin?  And don’t tell me it was after George left town.” 
 
    He hesitated.  “Neither she or I are responsible for George’s death.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked you.” 
 
    He hemmed and hawed, but seeing the determined look on her face, he saw that no amount of bluster was going to keep her from getting a response.  “It was about a year before the election.” 
 
    “Did George know about the affair?” 
 
    “We were very discreet, at least in the beginning, so I doubt he did.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’s what prompted him to run for mayor?” 
 
    He looked up at her in astonishment, and she knew the thought had never occurred to him. She pushed off from the doorjamb where she’d been leaning and said, “As you can see Bill, we usually end up uncovering what we need.  You lying and obfuscating this investigation isn’t helping you any.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to bluster, then quickly shut it.  Instead, he asked, “You’re not going to tell people what you found here today, are you?” 
 
    “Only if you can figure out a way to let people know you weren’t attacked.  They’re ready to tear me apart for not making an arrest yet.” 
 
    He grimaced.  “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Put out a statement saying you were on heavy medication for a back injury and hallucinated about being attacked. Or make up whatever you need to.  Just make sure that whatever you write calms people down and gets them off my back.” 
 
    “I’ll start work on a statement right now.”  She opened the door and was about to step out when Bill asked, “What’s with the hat? It makes you look like you’re wearing a Halloween costume.” 
 
    The drizzle had turned back to downpours when Cammie left the house.  By the time she reached the Explorer, she was sopping wet.  Rather than be upset, she was thankful for the rain.  She was certain no one had seen her leaving Bill’s house.  She wanted to keep it that way.  There was no telling what conclusions people would reach if she was seen leaving his house just before he released a statement saying he hadn’t been attacked.  The townspeople would probably think she’d threatened him in some way to retract his accusation because she was unable to find the perpetrator. 
 
    She started the Explorer and drove on to Doc’s to change into a dry uniform. 
 
    When she walked into HQ an hour later, she saw Emmy was alone. 
 
    “Where’s Rick?” 
 
    “He went out to Janey Ferguson’s.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me Dottie Hanson’s dog got into her yard again.”  Emmy nodded.  “Well, if there’s anybody who can charm Janey into not going ballistic, it’s Rick.” 
 
    “It’s not really Mrs. Hanson’s fault, you know,” she said as Cammie poured herself a cup of coffee.  
 
    “Why not?  It is her dog.” 
 
    “I know.  But Mom says that Mrs. Hanson has been – well – she’s been forgetting a lot of stuff lately. She thinks she may be showing early signs of dementia. I bet she doesn’t even know Augustus is going over to Mrs. Ferguson’s house.” 
 
    Cammie  grinned.  “Augustus?” 
 
    Emmy laughed.  “She’s always loved anything that has to do with Ancient Rome and its emperors.  I guess she gave the dog a powerful name to make up for the fact that he’s so tiny.” 
 
    “When he returns, could you tell him to stop by my office?  I want to know how the clothing ID with Margo went.” 
 
    Cammie stepped into her office and sat down.  Her eyes went immediately to the victim board.  There were several ideas running through her head – nothing concrete quite yet, but a picture was starting to emerge.  A few pieces were falling into place, though the jigsaw puzzle was far from being finished.   
 
    She stood up, went over to the board and was about to start jotting down these ideas when she glanced at the incomplete photo found in the wallet that she’d tacked up.  Something about it caught her attention.  Hurrying to her desk, she took out a magnifying glass and went back to the photo where she studied it carefully. 
 
    She was still studying it when she heard a step behind her. 
 
    “Emmy said you wanted to see me.  Holy crap! No offense boss, but your hair looks like you put your finger in a socket.  You could give Bozo the Clown a run for his money.” 
 
    “I’m going to pretend you never said that.  In the meantime, come over here.” 
 
    He came over and stood next to her.  As he did so, she heard a strange sound.  She glanced over to him. 
 
    “You’re squeaking,” she said. 
 
    “Um, well, it’s not me.” 
 
    She looked down and saw the tiniest rust colored fur ball she’d ever seen in her life sitting in Rick’s hand.  “Sheriff Farnsworth, meet Augustus.  Augustus, this is Sheriff Farnsworth.”  He bent down over the dog and whispered, “You definitely want to get on her good side.” 
 
    The poor little thing was whimpering.  And shaking. And looking slightly malnourished.  “So this is the ogre that’s been terrorizing Janey Ferguson?” she asked. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “And you have him, because?” 
 
    “Look at him, Cam.  The little tyke is hungry.  I just sent Emmy over to the Emporium to pick up some dog food.  Between you and me, Dottie’s not all there anymore.  I couldn’t leave him and have her accidentally starve him.  Or let him out in the middle of the night.  He wouldn’t last a minute.  It would be like shaking a McNugget in front of a hungry hawk or coyote.” 
 
    “You did the right thing.”  She petted him and he licked her hand.  “He is adorable.”  She handed Rick the magnifying glass.  “Look at the right hand portion of the photo where it’s torn and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Rick plopped the dog in Cammie’s hands and studied where she pointed.  She held Augustus up to her chest, lightly stroking him under his chin until he began to relax. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  There’s something there, but I can’t quite make out what it is.” 
 
    “I think I know what it is.”  He looked at her with a puzzled look on his face.  “It looks like fingers.  And by the position and size, I’d guess they belong to a young boy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick bent over and studied it again.  “Holy cow.  You’re right,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “We know the woman isn’t Margo.  Is that her little boy?  Is that hers and George’s little boy?” 
 
    Rick’s eyes widened.  “Whoa. That points the investigation into a whole ‘nother direction.” 
 
    “Of course, it could just be a friend or acquaintance that happened to have a son.” She leaned forward and wrote ‘Child?’ next to the photo.  Then, still holding onto Augustus, who had fallen asleep in her hand, she sat back down at her desk while Rick sat opposite her. 
 
    “How did the ID go with Margo?” 
 
    “She once again said she couldn’t state positively that it was George’s grey suit, but she does remember him having one.” 
 
    “Same thing she told me.” 
 
    She then told Rick about her visit to Bill.  When she finished, he burst out laughing. 
 
    “Only Bill would come up with such a harebrained scheme.” 
 
    “It worked.  Everybody loves him again.” 
 
    “Yeah, but everybody hates you.” 
 
    “Hopefully his statement will clear that up.” 
 
    At that moment, Emmy poked her head in.  In her hand, she held a small dog bowl filled with food.  “He’s asleep in your hands,” she grinned.  “He really likes you.” 
 
    “Despite what some people think, I’m not really the anti-Christ.  Here, why don’t you take him and see if he’ll eat anything.” 
 
    Emmy did and as soon as she put Augustus down in front of the bowl, he gobbled it up. 
 
    “I can’t take him back,” Rick said.  “That little guy needs a loving home.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Cammie replied.  “If it weren’t for Doc and Jace, I’d be facing malnutrition.” 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Emmy spoke up.  “Although she won’t admit it, I know Mom gets lonely during the day while I’m working.   Augie will be perfect company for her. And on those days she goes to her church meetings…”  She gave Cammie a hopeful look. 
 
    “As long as he doesn’t have any accidents in the office or gets underfoot, I don’t see why he can’t come here once in a while.” 
 
    “Oh thank you, Sheriff!”  Emmy picked up the dog and hugged him.  “What do you think of that, Augie?  You’re going to be our mascot!”   
 
    “Four pounds of killer canine,” Rick joked.  “He’ll certainly keep the criminals out of Twin Ponds.” 
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Cammie and her staff were just finishing lunch when a call came in from Forensics. 
 
    “Hey Colin, what do you have for me?” she said as she put the call on speaker for the staff to hear. 
 
    “I got good news and bad news.” 
 
    “Give me the bad first.” 
 
    “Fingerprint analysis turned up nothing in Steepman’s house or car.  Nor were there any foreign fibers in the vehicle.  However, we were able to identify the hairs found on the back of his lounge chair.” 
 
    “Great.  What are they?” 
 
    “They belong to a cat.” 
 
    “A cat?” 
 
    “A white cat to be exact.  Did the victim like cats?” 
 
    “Not sure.  But I know someone who does.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Cammie and Rick were standing on Bill’s front porch.  Thankfully the rain had stopped, though the sun was now making them feel as though they were wallowing in a sauna.  Rick rang the doorbell and a few moments later, Margo opened the door. 
 
    “I told you before, Sheriff, the Mayor is still not up to receiving guests.” 
 
    “I know all about his charade,” she said.  “Don’t worry.  Neither Rick nor I will tell anyone.  Besides, it’s you we came to see.  We need to ask you a question.” Margo gave a sigh of impatience, but let them in.  “That white cat I saw in your house the other day.  Is that yours?” 
 
    “No.  I believe I told you, it belongs to a neighbor.” 
 
    “Which neighbor is that?” 
 
    “You met her.  Sally Nichols.” 
 
    “That’s right.  Does the cat always hang around your house?” 
 
    “Not always.  Pookie comes and goes as she pleases.” 
 
    “Margo, where were you last Tuesday at around 4 pm?” 
 
    She looked startled at the question.  “I was at work, of course.  I’m in the middle of planning the civic awards dinner.  As you know, that’s one of our biggest events of the year.” 
 
    “Is there anyone who can verify that you were at your desk?” 
 
    “I was on the phone all afternoon.  If someone came by, I didn’t see them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Margo.” 
 
    “By the way Sheriff, if I were you, I’d make an appointment with Wanda as soon as you can.  Maybe she can do something about your hair.”  Before Cammie could answer, Margo shut the door in her face. 
 
    “She really is a Rottweiler,” Cammie snarled under her breath. 
 
    “She’s a what?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    As they walked towards the Explorer, Rick looked at her.  “What’s all this about a white cat?” 
 
    “When I went to question Margo, there was a huge white cat in her living room.  Who’s to say she didn’t get cat hair on her clothing that was then left on the back of Steepman’s lounge chair when she bent over and injected him with the sux?” 
 
    “And what would her motive be to offing Steeper the Peeper?” 
 
    “He obviously got the money from somewhere to buy all those toys.” 
 
    Rick’s jaw dropped. “He was blackmailing someone!” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And that somebody had to have deep pockets for Steepman to afford all that stuff.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “There are only three people in town who could afford that kind of stuff.  We can rule Doc out because he wasn’t here when everything went down between George and his killer.  The other two are holed up in that big house we just visited.” 
 
    Cammie threw Rick a proud smile.  “You’ll be walking in my shoes some day.” 
 
    Rick shivered.  “Hell, no.  I’m not up to that kind of responsibility.  I’m like Cora.  Heavy is the head that wears the crown.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. “Since when do you read Shakespeare?” 
 
    They reached the Explorer.  “I don’t. I read that in a fortune cookie.  Always thought it was pretty cool.” 
 
      
 
    They found Sally Nichols kneeling in her front yard. She was surrounded by several pots of chrysanthemums and she was in the middle of planting them.   
 
    “Hello Sally,” Cammie greeted. 
 
    She peeled off her gardening gloves and stood up.  “My, you’ve got your deputy with you.  This looks serious.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m here to ask about your cat, Pookie.” 
 
    “Pookie?  Did she hurt anyone?  Oh God, please don’t tell me someone ran her over.” 
 
    “No, I was just wondering how often you let her out.” 
 
    “She insists on going out every day.  I know how dangerous it is to let cats out, what with predators and all, but if I don’t, she’ll drive me crazy meowing and scratching at the door.” 
 
    “Do you know where she goes when you let her out?” 
 
    Sally laughed.  “She does love Margo’s place, though for the life of me, I don’t know why.  Margo isn’t exactly a cat person.  But she puts up with Pookie.” 
 
    “Where were you last Tuesday at around 4 pm?” 
 
    Her cheeriness instantly disappeared.  “What is this all about?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say right now.  But we would appreciate it if you’d answer the question.” 
 
    “I was at the nursery, picking up these mums you see.  Today is the first day I’ve had to get them into the ground. Marianna had such a wide variety of colors, I couldn’t resist.  They’ll look so beautiful when they bloom in the fall.” 
 
    “Tell me, what kind of a neighbor is Margo?” 
 
    Sally tilted her head as she thought about the question.  “She’s alright, I suppose.” 
 
    “Not as friendly as you I would think,” Cammie said. 
 
    The woman laughed.  “She can be a bit standoffish sometimes.  But if you can’t depend on your neighbors, who can you depend on?” 
 
    “Is she dependable?” 
 
    Sally looked startled.  “You know, I’m not really sure.” 
 
    Driving down the street, Rick turned to Cammie.  “Okay, that was kind of weird.” 
 
    “Not really.  When I went to interview Margo a few days ago, she made a remark concerning fences making the best neighbors.  I get the sense Sally is one of those neighbors who is as annoying as her cat.  In other words, she’s constantly going over Margo’s and can’t seem to take the hint that her neighborly visits are not appreciated.  Or wanted.” 
 
    They went to the nursery where her alibi was confirmed. 
 
    “If Pookie heads all over town, anyone could have picked up cat hair on them,” Rick said as they pulled away. 
 
    “Let’s check with Dr. Logan.  Pookie may not be the only white cat in town.” 
 
      
 
    There turned out to be fifteen white cats in Twin Ponds, two of which lived near Steepman’s house.  When Cammie and Rick visited the owners, they discovered that one of the cats never went out, while the other roamed outside during the day.   
 
    “That cat could have made Steepman’s lounge chair its home when he wasn’t around,” Cammie replied as she sat in the Explorer, discouraged by their findings. 
 
    “So it’s back to square one, huh?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.   
 
    They were both dejected when they got back to the office.  Cammie noticed that Emmy had taken one of the towels from the bathroom and created a little bed for Augie under her desk.  He was asleep and she was shocked by the noise coming from him. 
 
    “Is that Augie snoring?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Pretty loud, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Jeez.  He sounds like a freight train.” 
 
    “You guys don’t look too happy.” 
 
    Rick told her how their morning had gone.  When he was done, she pointed towards her steno pad. 
 
    “Maybe this will cheer you up a bit.  I managed to finish the background check on Margo.   When her parents died, they left her close to $4 million.” 
 
     “That’s not what Bill told me,” Cammie replied. “He said her parents left her only $750,000 which George apparently blew through.”  
 
    “Why would Bill lie?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t Bill who was lying.”  She turned back to Emmy.  “What else do you have?” 
 
    “Mr. Peabody didn’t go through her inheritance.  And he certainly didn’t go through what she received from her first husband.” 
 
    Cammie jerked her head up. “First husband? She never told us she had a first husband.” 
 
    “She married Avery Brooks in 2001.  He was the CFO of a Fortune 500 company.  His salary and bonus were well in the 7 figures.” 
 
    Cammie whistled.  “She must have cleaned up in the divorce.” 
 
    “Oh, they didn’t get divorced.  Mr. Brooks died in a hunting accident.  He and a few of his colleagues were crossbow hunting for elk out in Montana when the accident occurred.  The newspaper accounts say it wasn’t clear what exactly happened, but according to Margo--” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Cammie said.  “Margo was there?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “She was part of the hunting party that was made up of two other men, herself and her husband.  The group sighted an elk and split up in order to corner it.  One of the men eventually bagged it.  It wasn’t until they returned to camp that they realized Mr. Brooks wasn’t with them.  They did a search and found him dead with an arrow through his throat.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Cammie muttered. 
 
    “There was an investigation, but it was inconclusive.  They finally ruled it an accidental death.”    
 
    They all looked at each other.  “Are you all thinking what I’m thinking?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “What are the chances?” Rick asked.  “One husband dies with an arrow in his throat while the other is bludgeoned to death.  She’s either got the worse luck imaginable, or we’ve got ourselves a black widow.” 
 
    “How much did she inherit from husband number one?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “About $10 million.” 
 
    “So she goes from marrying a CFO to marrying a high school math teacher?” Rick asked. “Talk about a comedown.” 
 
    Cammie absently tapped the edge of Emmy’s desk with her index finger.  “There were no children? No one else who would have inherited anything?” 
 
    “It was a first marriage for both Margo and Mr. Brooks.  They didn’t have any kids.  Margo herself was an only child.  Mr. Brooks had a sister who died of cancer a year before he was killed.” 
 
    “So in total, between her parents and her first husband, Margo inherited $14 million.  What happened to all that money that she needed Bill to make monthly deposits to her account?  Unless…”  Cammie stopped drumming the desk as a dismal thought occurred to her.  “Emmy, first thing tomorrow, I need you to see if you can find any other bank accounts for Margo.  Maybe she has one under her previous married name.  Can you also track down the lead investigator on Avery’s death?” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Rick asked. 
 
    “I don’t like what I’m thinking.  And I’m really hoping I’m wrong.  But if I’m not, Margo has been conning Bill to the tune of over $1 million by making him believe George spent all her money. You saw that joint bank account. To anyone who didn’t know about any of her inheritances, it looked as though she and George were just squeaking by.” 
 
    “Why would she do something like that?  I thought she and Mayor Barnes were in love,” Emmy replied. 
 
    “She may be in love, but it’s not with Bill.  It’s with his wallet.” 
 
    “Whew, is he going to be pissed when he realizes he was thinking with the wrong head when it comes to Margo,” Rick replied. 
 
    Cammie glanced at Rick.  “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “This doesn’t exactly show her in the best light,” Emmy admitted.  “But how does this fit in with what happened to Mr. Peabody?” 
 
    “One, it establishes Margo to be a liar.  Two, it shows a pattern of greedy behavior.  We know she hid what Bill was giving her in a separate bank account under her maiden name. What if it was Margo who put that arrow into husband number 1 in order to get her hands on his money?  Getting away with that murder gave her the courage to do it to husband number 2 when he turned out to have an addiction to gambling. Or when she discovered there were two people being unfaithful in that marriage.” 
 
    “Where’s the proof?” Rick asked. 
 
    “One step at a time.  First, let’s see if the lovely Margo Peabody collects bank accounts like Doc collects verbal put-downs.” 
 
    At that moment, little Augie awoke and crawled out of his bed.  He stretched, gave an adorable little yawn, then went over to Cammie’s boot and peed on it. 
 
    “I think our mascot just christened you,” Rick said before bursting out in laughter while Emmy gasped in horror. 
 
    “Lovely,” Cammie muttered under her breath. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Cammie swung by Judge Drury’s house where she obtained the warrant to get into Steepman’s safety deposit box.  She called Rick and asked him to meet her at the bank where they met with the bank manager, Mr. Jenkins. 
 
    Small, and thin, with a balding head and a high pitched voice, Mr. Walter Jenkins looked every inch as though he’d been weaned on bank statements.  He looked up when Cammie and Rick walked into his office. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Sheriff?” he said. 
 
    She handed him the warrant.  “We need you to open Reginald Steepman’s safety deposit box.” 
 
    Although Jenkins gave off the air of a serious, professional financier, in reality, he lived for gossip like most people in Twin Ponds.  His eyes brightened at the thought of some scandal having to do with the town pervert, which he quickly blinked away when he saw Cammie staring at him. 
 
    “I was very sorry to hear about his unfortunate death.”  Cammie and Rick remained silent and he inwardly cursed that neither one of them was going to tell him anything.  He sniffed.  “You have the key, I assume?” 
 
    “We do not.” 
 
    “I’ll have to get our maintenance man to drill open the box.” 
 
    “We’ll wait.” 
 
    He tried to assert his authority by staring her down.  It didn’t work.  She coolly met his look.  Feeling uncomfortable under her unremitting gaze, he had no choice but to pick up the phone and call maintenance. 
 
    A few minutes later they were in the basement of the bank where the safety deposit boxes were located.   
 
    “Hey Sheriff, hey Rick,” Willie, the maintenance man, greeted as he shuffled in with his drill.  He was sixty-five years old and so thin, Cammie often wondered how he managed to move, much less walk with his tool belt on, which looked as though it weighed more than he did. 
 
    “Hey, Will,” Cammie answered.  “How’s the wife?” 
 
    “Good.  She’s off in New Hampshire visiting her sister.  Always leaves me a ton of food.”  He patted his scrawny stomach.  “Gotta be careful I don’t pack on the pounds.” 
 
    Cammie quietly kicked Rick before he could say anything. 
 
    He got to work and in no time drilled through the lock.  “There you go,” he said. 
 
    Jenkins took the box and handed it to Cammie.  He then walked them to a room where there was a desk and four chairs. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” he asked, hoping that as the bank manager, they’d ask him to stay. 
 
    “No thanks.  We’ll let you know when we’re done here.” 
 
    He waited a moment longer, just in case they changed their minds. 
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    His shoulders slumped slightly as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    “He’s really gotta get a life,” Rick said when they were alone. 
 
    They both looked down at the box.  “If this contains porn, I swear I’m going to personally go over to the Crypt and spit on Steepman’s corpse,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “Maybe it contains the answer to how he was able to afford all that stuff.” 
 
    “Here goes nothing.”  Cammie stepped forward and positioned the box so they could both look inside at the same time.  Taking a deep breath, and praying it didn’t contain porn, she flipped back the lid.  They both bent over and peered inside. 
 
    “Shit,” Rick replied. 
 
    “Shit,” Cammie repeated. 
 
    They looked at each other, then back at the box. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would Steeper the Peeper keep an empty safety deposit box?” Rick exclaimed angrily. 
 
    “Hmmmm.” 
 
    He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.  “I always get nervous when you say ‘hmmm.’” 
 
    Cammie closed the box and opened the door.  Jenkins, who’d been leaning against the door, almost fell inside.   
 
    “I was just – er – I wanted to make sure you didn’t need--” he stammered, red faced at being caught eavesdropping. 
 
    “How did Mr. Steepman pay for this box?” She swiftly interrupted him. 
 
    “He wrote out a check every year.  In fact, he always paid well before the due date.” 
 
    “How long did he have it?” 
 
    “He rented it nine years ago.” 
 
    “Do you have the exact date when he rented it?” 
 
    Jenkins nodded. “When you called, I looked at his file.  He rented it July 30th, 2008.” 
 
    “How often did he check out his box?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Never?” Both Cammie and Rick asked simultaneously. 
 
    “That’s correct.  We have no record of him coming in to check out his box.” 
 
    As she and Rick climbed the stairs, the bank manager was on their heels.  “Is there anything wrong?  I can assure you, there were no irregularities.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  Everything is fine.” 
 
    “Will you be needing the box again?  I can certainly keep it for you--” 
 
    “No, we’re done with it.”  She fixed Jenkins with a stern look. “I’m sure I can count on your discretion.  We simply needed to make sure Mr. Steepman had no paperwork that might point to relatives or next of kin that should be notified of his death.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course.  I perfectly understand.  It was terribly sad, him dying of a heart attack.” Despite his attempts to appear nonchalant, his twitching eyebrow gave him away.  Cammie affected a somber look. 
 
    “Death is always sad, Mr. Jenkins.” 
 
    Stepping out into the hot sun, Rick smiled at her.  “Smooth, Sheriff.  Very smooth.” 
 
    “That’s my motto.  Nip it in the bud whenever I can.” 
 
    They walked down the street towards HQ.  “Steeper the Peeper was crazier than I thought,” Rick replied.  “Imagine, spending that money to rent a safety deposit box only to keep it empty.” 
 
    “Actually, it makes perfect sense.  I had a feeling about this, and today confirms my theory.” 
 
    He looked at her in frustration.  “You’re talking in riddles, you know.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “When we get back to the office, you’ll see the method to my madness.” 
 
      
 
    When they entered HQ, they found Emmy with her nose buried in her computer.   
 
    “Can you put the search for Margo’s bank account aside for a moment and pull up the background information on Steepman?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Emmy’s fingers flew over the keys.  A moment later, she turned to the sheriff.  “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “What date did he have the accident that ended his house painting career?” 
 
    She scrolled through the pages.  “May 30th, 2008.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” 
 
    “So what’s this theory you’ve been working on?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Think about it.  Steepman has his accident May 30th.  Two months later, he rents a safety deposit box that he doesn’t use for the next nine years.” 
 
    “Really?” Emmy asked. 
 
    “Add to that the fact that his house looked like it was something out of Architectural Digest and it only points to one conclusion.”  She looked at her staff, who stared back at her in bewilderment.  “You and I just talked about this, Rick.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, right.  He was blackmailing someone.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Are you saying he knew who murdered George Peabody?” Rick asked. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Wow,” Emmy murmured.  “That puts another spin on his death.” 
 
    “And in the manner of his death,” Cammie added.  “I bet he used the safety deposit box as a ruse to make the person he was blackmailing think he had something on him or her. Keeping it in a bank made sure his victim couldn’t get to it.” 
 
    “So let me see if I understand this,” Rick replied.  “George gets whacked ten years ago.  Someway, somehow, a year later, Steepman finds out the identity of the whacker.  He manages to blackmail him or her for a whole boatload of money.  Then, the bones are dug up, and we all find out George never rode off into the sunset to begin a new life in Bangor.”  Suddenly, Rick snapped his fingers.  “Whoa, I just thought of something.  I’ll bet Steeper got greedy.  The killer had to be panicking once the bones came to light.  He decided to ask for more money to keep his mouth shut.  Only he never imagined his greediness would sign his death warrant.” 
 
    “You get to keep your job for another year,” Cammie quipped. 
 
    “No wonder he was killed the way he was,” Emmy replied, her eyes wide with horror.  “Whoever he was blackmailing really wanted to make him suffer.” 
 
    “Shit, if someone was blackmailing me for nine years, I’d want them to suffer too,” Rick admitted. 
 
    Cammie began to slowly pace back and forth. “Our investigation needs to shift gears.  We need to dig deeper into what happened nine years ago. Emmy, contact that guy who was using his credit card to buy that stuff for Steepman. Maybe he can give us more detail on what Steepman was up to back in 2008.  Rick, go back and talk to Steepman’s neighbors again.  Jog their memories.  Our little perv was cannier than I gave him credit for. He didn’t make any phone calls from his landline, and he had someone else buy his stuff for him.  However, nine years is a long time.  A mistake could have been made.  One of the neighbors might have seen something that they’ve either forgotten or don’t think is important.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Cammie walked back to her office and began to write her hypothesis on the victim board.  She was just finishing up when Emmy came in. 
 
    “Sheriff, I found something I think you’re going to like.” 
 
    Cammie turned and faced her.  “I’m all ears.” 
 
    ‘You were right.  Mrs. Peabody did have a third bank account.  This one was under her first married name - Mrs. Margo Brooks. And guess what?  There’s $11 million in it.  I was also able to find the sheriff who investigated Mr. Brooks’ death.  His name is Lloyd Palmer.  He’s retired now, but here is his phone number.” She was surprised when Cammie didn’t look pleased.  Instead, her expression darkened.  “Is everything okay?  I thought you’d be happy with what I found.” 
 
    “Oh I am, Emmy.  You did a terrific job as usual.  I’m just thinking about Bill and what he’s going to think when he finds out about Margo’s stashed millions.” 
 
    “Oh,” the young woman murmured. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that right now.”  She held up the phone number Emmy had just given her.  “I’ll give Sheriff Palmer a call now.  When I’m done, I’d like you to call Margo and ask her to come down here.” 
 
    Cammie shut the door to her office, picked up the phone and dialed.  The call was immediately picked up. 
 
    “Hello,” answered a low, rumbling voice with a pleasant western twang. 
 
    “Is this Sheriff Lloyd Palmer?” 
 
    “I was.  Who is this?” 
 
    Cammie introduced herself and gave him a rundown of why she was calling. 
 
    “Believe me, Sheriff, I tried my best to find any evidence to prove it was a homicide,” Lloyd replied, “but I just couldn’t find it. Now, I’ve investigated dozens of hunting accidents in my time and sometimes a hunting accident is just a hunting accident.  This one, however…I don’t know.  If he was murdered, his killer did an excellent job covering their tracks.” 
 
    “Sounds like your gut was telling you it wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    “It don’t matter what my gut says if I can’t find the proof to back up my suspicions.  To be honest with you, Sheriff Farnsworth, there was something about the whole scene that didn’t sit right with me, but I just couldn’t find the smoking gun.”  He sighed.  “Every law enforcement career has that one case that gets in your soul and doesn’t let go.  This one is mine.  Now that I’m retired, I’ve gone over it and over it, but I still can’t figure out what I missed.  If I did miss anything.” 
 
    “What was your impression of Mrs. Brooks?” 
 
    “To be honest, I found her to be a bit of a cold fish.  Oh, she had the proper reaction when I showed up at the campsite, you know, crying and grief stricken.  But I have to say, it was a very controlled crying, if that makes sense. She wasn’t one of those women who fell apart at the thought of losing their spouse.  In fact, it was her behavior that got my gut going.” 
 
    “Why? What did she do?” 
 
    “How many people do you know who can tell you precisely and up to the second where they were and what they were doing at any given time?” 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair.  “I see what you mean.” 
 
    “And now you’re telling me she may have murdered husband number two?” 
 
    “Like you, I can’t find the smoking gun yet.” 
 
    “Well, good luck on that.  If she is some kind of black widow serial killer, she needs to be put away before some other poor guy falls into her web.” 
 
    “What about the other two men who were part of the hunting party?” 
 
    “We checked them out thoroughly.  As you know, when a case like this comes up, you always start with who had the most to gain by the victim’s murder.” 
 
    “And they obviously had nothing to gain?” 
 
    “They were wealthier than Mr. Brooks, and they’d been business associates and friends since the 1980’s.  There was only one person who benefited from his death and that was the woman who inherited his hefty estate – Mrs. Margo Brooks.” 
 
    This was exactly what Cammie had been thinking.  After thanking Lloyd for his time, she hung up.  She then asked Emmy to call Margo. 
 
      
 
    Forty five minutes later, an angry Margo arrived at HQ. 
 
    “As I told you earlier, I’m very busy arranging the civics award banquet.  It’s in two weeks and I really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “It won’t take long.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you keep asking me all these questions.” 
 
    Cammie gave her a direct look.  “Because we’re trying to find out who murdered your husband.” 
 
    That shut Margo up, through it didn’t mollify her anger. They walked into the conference/interrogation room where they sat down opposite each other at the long table.  Cammie took the file Emmy had given her and opened it up in front of her. 
 
    “As part of standard operating procedure, I am required to inform you that this interview is being recorded.”  Margo suspiciously looked about and finally saw the camera in the top corner of the ceiling.  “I just wanted to clarify a few things,” Cammie said as she looked through the papers in the file.  “You said in an earlier interview that due to George’s gambling addiction, you were in financial straits. That’s why Bill was quietly helping you out by depositing money into your bank account every month.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “How much did you inherit upon the death of your parents?”  Margo stared at her in surprise. “Didn’t you tell Bill it was $750,000?”   
 
    She remained silent. 
 
    Cammie withdrew a piece of paper and placed it in front of Margo.  “Do you want to explain that to me?” Margo looked down at the paper, and the color drained from her face.  “That’s yet another bank account you have, this one under your former married name of Margo Brooks.”  When she saw Margo wasn’t going to respond, she continued.  “According to the probate records, you inherited $4 million from your parents, and $10 million from Avery’s estate.  So why did you tell Bill you’d only inherited $750,000 from your parents, an inheritance you claim George blew through in no time at all?” 
 
    Although Margo fought to keep her features still, Cammie noticed her jaw muscle tighten.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied in a tight voice. 
 
    “Bill believes you inherited $750,000, not $4 million.” 
 
    “If that’s what he told you, he was mistaken.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened the day Avery died.” 
 
    “Why are you asking me about Avery?” 
 
    “Please answer the question.” 
 
    Margo grew noticeably uneasy. She continuously curled and uncurled her hair behind her left ear.  “Every year Avery took his colleagues out on an elk hunt in Montana.  He requested that I accompany the group to act as hostess.” 
 
    “Did you hunt as well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were you any good at it?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I was a fair shot.” 
 
    “What about crossbow hunting?” 
 
    This time she went still.  “It wasn’t my favorite,” she replied evenly. 
 
    “What happened the day Avery died?” 
 
    “There were four of us stalking a buck.  It went into a dense forest and we decided to separate to see if we could flush it out.” 
 
    “Did you shoot your crossbow?” 
 
    “We all did.”   
 
    “How do you know if you were all separated?” 
 
    “Because that’s what the other men said.  Honestly Sheriff, the authorities investigated this thoroughly. It was ruled an accidental death.  The forest was thick.  Even with the orange camouflage we all wore, it was still hard to see.  Why are you making me relive a day that is still terribly painful?” 
 
    “Did George enjoy woodworking?” 
 
    Margo was momentarily nonplussed at the sudden change in direction.  It took her a moment to answer.  “Yes, he did.” 
 
    Cammie took out the photo from her file.  It was a close-up of the sledgehammer handle found in the forest.  “Do you recognize this design?” 
 
    The woman studied the photo.  “I do.  For George’s 45th birthday, I ordered a set of custom made woodworking tools that had that design on the handles.” 
 
    “Do you still own those tools?” 
 
    “God, no.  After George left, I gave them to Mayor Barnes.” 
 
    “Do you recall exactly when you gave them to Bill?” 
 
    “If you’re looking for a specific date and time, I can’t help you.  I just remember that it was soon after George left Twin Ponds that I decided to clean out his workshop.  I had no need for all those tools, so I asked Mayor Barnes if he wanted them.  He did and I gave him the whole lot.” 
 
    “So you were pretty sure George wasn’t coming back?” Margo blinked in surprise, realizing what she’d just said.  Cammie continued.  “Do you recall where you were on April 14, 2007?” 
 
    “That was ten years ago!  How in heaven’s name would I remember where I was on any particular day?” 
 
    “That was the night your husband called Bill and demanded $50,000 in exchange for leaving town and never returning.  And for keeping mum about your relationship with the mayor. Did you know about that meeting?” 
 
    “I most certainly did not.” 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair.  “You know Margo, there’s one thing I just don’t understand, no matter how many times I look at it.  I’m hoping you can help me out.”  Margo instantly stiffened.  “You came from a wealthy family. You grew up with money and travelled in those rarified circles of the rich, so I get why you married someone like Avery Brooks.  I even get why you became involved with Bill Barnes.  What I don’t get though, is why you’d involve yourself, much less marry a high school math teacher?” 
 
    Margo stared at Cammie for a long moment, then unexpectedly smiled.  “Because I fell in love.” 
 
    Cammie instantly knew she was lying.  Disgusted at how she’d tricked Bill, and tired of her nonsense, she snapped, “Did you kill George Peabody?”  Margo’s jaw dropped.  “You obviously like money. I’ll bet you were expecting to see the investment you’d made in George’s business flow back to you. Instead, he was gambling away everything he earned. That is, except for the money he was using on the woman he was having an affair with.  Is that why you killed him, Margo? Let’s face it.  You’d gotten away with murdering Avery, and all you wanted from him was his money. George however was cheating on you. And it looked as though he’d only married you for your money. So you decided to get rid of him as well.  You’d done it before.  You could do it again.” 
 
    Margo stared at her in dumbfounded astonishment.  Then, in one swift movement, she stood up.  “I want to speak to an attorney.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie drove up the long driveway to Bill’s house. She got out of her vehicle and stood for a moment looking out over Waban Pond before going up to the front door and ringing the doorbell.  A few moments later, Bill answered. 
 
    “I have a few questions I need you to answer,” she said. 
 
    They went into the living room where she produced the same picture with the design on the sledgehammer handle that she’d shown to Margo that morning.  “Do you recognize this?” she asked. 
 
    He took the photo and looked at it.  “Yes.  It’s similar to a set of woodworking tools Margo gave me after George left Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “When you took the set, did you notice any tools missing?” 
 
    “I knew the set Margo had purchased for him. and I noticed the sledgehammer was missing, but I chalked it up to George being careless with his tools.” 
 
    “Do you still have these tools?” 
 
    “They’re in my workshop.” 
 
    “Can I see them?” 
 
    “What is this all about?” 
 
    “Just let me see them.” 
 
    He sighed, then led her down to the basement where he had a large, fully equipped workshop. The walls were filled with all sorts of tools, meticulously hung up, as well as metal cabinets that contained all sizes of nails and screws.  There was a large table saw, drill press, wood lathe and countless other pieces of equipment that left her in awe. 
 
    “If Jace were to see all of this, he’d think he’d died and gone to heaven.” 
 
    “My father and I used to make furniture together when I was young.  It was one of my most pleasant memories growing up.  Unfortunately, I don’t have the time or inclination anymore, so feel free to tell Jace that he’s welcome to come over anytime.  Someone should make use of all this.” 
 
    He led her over to where various woodworking tools and hammers were neatly hung in a row along the wall.  “This is the set Margo gave me,” he pointed.   
 
    Her heart skipped a beat when she noticed the exact same designs on the tools that were on the photograph. 
 
    “Do you recall exactly when she gave you these tools?” 
 
    Bill was about to reply when comprehension suddenly spread all over his face.  “Dear God,” he whispered.  “The missing sledgehammer is the murder weapon, isn’t it?” 
 
    She didn’t respond.  But she didn’t need to. 
 
    Bill sat back on one of the workbenches.  “I suppose it won’t do me any good to tell you that she gave me those tools about two weeks after George left Twin Ponds.” 
 
    “You didn’t think it suspicious that she was giving away all his things so soon after his departure?  As if she knew he was never coming back?” 
 
    He obviously hadn’t because his face paled at her words.  “I refuse to believe she had anything to do with his death,” he finally said.  “Margo is the most honest, trustworthy woman I know.” 
 
    If you only knew. 
 
    Because Bill was still a viable suspect, she decided to keep the truth about Margo’s net worth quiet for now. However, seeing how much he trusted and loved a woman who had so shamelessly betrayed him, Cammie felt herself overcome with a deep sense of pity for him.   
 
    A heaviness enveloped her that followed her all the way back to the office.  It didn’t help that as she approached HQ from the Main Street entrance, she noticed someone had taped, on the building’s red brick exterior, a picture of a tiny cute toy poodle on the town emblem, between the depiction of the two ponds and a tree. 
 
    Obviously word had gotten around town that Augie was the Sheriff’s Department mascot. 
 
    “Great,” she muttered aloud to herself as she tore down the picture, stuffed it into her pocket and entered HQ.  Emmy was on the phone, so she offered a desultory wave, walked back to her office, sat in her chair and stared at the victim board.  Unfortunately, all she could think about was how devastated Bill was going to be when he found out the truth about Margo.   
 
    Her relationship with Bill had always been filled with ups and downs.  He might even be a murderer. Still, it didn’t dissipate the sorrow that shrouded her.  Despite his faults, it was easy to see that he was truly in love with Margo.  A love that had probably never been reciprocated.  A love that never would have happened if he hadn’t been rich.  Or mayor. 
 
    Taking out her cell, she called Jace. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up, babe?” 
 
    “It’s close to five o’clock.  I’m ready to call it a day.” 
 
    “You okay?  You sound – I don’t know.” 
 
    “Depressed? Discouraged? Disgusted? Take your pick.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” Jace said. “I’m ready to go when you are.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a few.”  She hung up and found Rick at her door.  She half listened to him confirming what they’d all suspected – if anyone had visited Steepman, they’d done so completely under the radar.   
 
    “Any luck cracking the black widow?” Rick asked as he watched Cammie shut down her computer for the night. 
 
    “If you’re talking about Margo, she’s lawyering up.” 
 
    “With all her millions, I’m sure she’ll get the best of the best.  What about Bill?” 
 
    She shared with him the events of her afternoon.  “I’m going to ask Judge Drury to grant me a search warrant for both Margo and Bill’s homes.” 
 
    “Bill is going to have a fit.” She made a face.  “So that’s why you didn’t tell him about Margo’s millions?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been ruled out as a suspect. I have to be careful about what I can and cannot share with him.” 
 
    He noticed her dejected mood.  “You can’t let it get you down, Cam.  You weren’t the one who got those two together.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s still not going to be easy seeing his reaction when he realizes how well she’s snookered him all these years.” 
 
    She let herself out the back door, climbed into the Explorer, picked up Jace and was soon heading out of town towards Doc’s. Jace noticed her quiet, downcast mood. Respecting her silence, he reached out, took her hand and held it tightly all the way to Doc’s.  He knew once they arrived, she’d open up and tell them what had her so down.  Which is exactly what she did. 
 
    After halfheartedly eating a filet mignon and baked potato dinner, she shared the events of the day with them. 
 
    “Bill Barnes may be a pompous, know it all, but even he doesn’t deserve to find out he’s been used as a personal piggy bank all these years,” Doc replied as he took a sip of wine. 
 
    “Does this mean you don’t think he’s guilty of killing George Peabody?” Jace asked. 
 
    Cammie shook her head. “He’s not off the list, even though my gut says that if it’s between him and Margo, Margo wins hands down.” 
 
    “Are you basing that on what she did to Bill?” Doc questioned. 
 
    “No. I’ve been thinking about the way Steepman died. I’m not sure I picture Bill injecting sux into the victim’s neck.” 
 
    “People are driven to do uncharacteristic things when they’re desperate,” Doc reminded her. 
 
    “As for Margo, there’s just something about her.  Besides the fact that she’s a fantastic liar.  And an incredibly greedy bitch.”  Cammie absently folded and unfolded her napkin.  “There’s an underlying current to her.  What she shows to the world is not who she really is.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all guilty of that to some extent?” Doc asked. 
 
    “Why?  Are you not really gay?” Cammie teased. 
 
    “This from a woman whose mascot is a tiny toy poodle.  You do know how ridiculous that looks.” 
 
    She sighed.  “Yeah, I know.  If it was a German Shepherd, a Doberman, or even a Mastiff, I could live with it.  But a miniature toy poodle isn’t exactly the stuff of nightmares.” 
 
    “Unless you’re an insect.  Though I believe there are insects bigger than that dog of yours.” 
 
    “Well, Augustus technically isn’t my dog.” 
 
    Doc cocked an eyebrow.  “Augustus?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Makes him sound tough, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Doc chuckled.  “Have you reached any conclusions on how Steepman’s killer came to have the sux in their possession?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we’ve hit a dead end there.” 
 
    Seeing the gloomy look return to her face, Jace put his hand over hers. “Tell you what.  Put the case aside for tonight and chill out.  We’ll watch a movie.  If you don’t think about it, an answer may come to you.” 
 
    “I say that’s an excellent suggestion,” Doc replied as he stood up from the table.  “I have some paperwork to finish up in my study, so the living room and television are all yours.” 
 
    After clearing the dining room table and washing the dishes, Cammie and Jace retired to the living room while Doc disappeared into his study.  A moment later they heard the sounds of Maria Callas singing Puccini’s Tosca. 
 
    “Quick, turn the TV on!” Cammie shrieked, as Jace dove for the remote. 
 
    Neither were fans of opera, and they were just able to drown out the CD as Jace flipped through the channels.  They finally settled on an old 1930s movie starring Bela Lugosi as a mad scientist. 
 
    They cuddled up on the couch and listened to Bela’s distinctive accent competing with the crystal sounds of Maria Callas. 
 
    The movie wasn’t all that captivating.  In the interest of keeping Cammie’s mind occupied, Jace began to nibble on her neck.  He then moved to her ear.  She laughed and started to give herself over to the delicious feelings, knowing this was exactly what she needed to forget about Bill, Margo, George and Steepman.  Just as Jace bent down to kiss her on the mouth, her gaze rested on the TV.  There she watched Bela, working in his laboratory, transferring liquids from one test tube to another.  Suddenly, a thought clicked into place and she abruptly sat up. 
 
    “Holy shit!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Not exactly the reaction I was hoping for,” Jace muttered morosely. 
 
    She jumped off the couch and hurried to Doc’s study where she knocked on the door.  Before he could answer, she barged in. 
 
    She found him at his desk, wearing his pink bunny slippers, going through a stack of files piled in front of him. 
 
    “Doc, I think I may have figured out where the sux came from.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought you said you already checked with Dr. Logan, and he told you his supply of sux was accounted for,” Doc said as he and Cammie stood outside the veterinary clinic. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “So why did you drag me over here?  Maria was just getting to my favorite aria.” 
 
    “Because Bela Lugosi told me to.” 
 
    He gave her a sharp look.  At that moment, the door opened. 
 
    Dr. Kyle Logan was a tall, distinguished gentleman with grey hair and a friendly, open manner. He lived in a large house behind his veterinary practice, and was surprised when Cammie called to tell him she was coming over. 
 
    “You have me intrigued, Sheriff,” he said as he stepped aside and let Cammie and Doc inside the now closed clinic.  “As I told you earlier, my vials of sux are all accounted for.” 
 
    “I know that.  Tell me, when was the last time you had to use sux?” 
 
    “Two months ago when I had to intubate a horse.” 
 
    “Did you use the entire vial?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “Do you still have it?” 
 
    Logan looked at her for a long moment.  “What exactly are you getting at?” 
 
    “Is it possible that the sux was taken out of the vial and replaced with something else?” 
 
    He frowned.  “Just why are you so concerned about my supply of sux?” 
 
    Cammie hesitated.  “What I’m about to tell you is of a highly confidential nature and could compromise a homicide investigation if it gets out.” 
 
    Logan raised a concerned eyebrow. “If you suspect sux from my office was used in a murder, then I insist you tell me the details.  I will be discreet.” 
 
    “We believe the sux was used to murder Reginald Steepman.” 
 
    Logan sucked in his breath.  “But I heard he died of a heart attack!”  Cammie’s face told him he was wrong. 
 
    “As far as we know, you’re the only person in Clarke County who has access to sux.  Now we’re not accusing you or your staff of any wrongdoing,” she quickly added as Logan began to protest.  “But the thought occurred to me that the sux in the opened vial could have been substituted for another similar looking liquid so it wouldn’t be missed.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s possible.  I keep that medication locked up. I’m the only one who has the key.” 
 
    “Could you please indulge me?  Doc has the equipment back at the Crypt to check the contents of the opened vial.” 
 
    “Do it, Kyle, or there’ll be no living with her,” Doc said. 
 
    Logan shrugged.  “I think you’re wrong.” 
 
    “I may be.  But we won’t know until you look.” 
 
    The vet reluctantly went into his lab and up to a white, glass paneled cabinet.  Taking out his key chain, he unlocked the cabinet and withdrew a vial.  He handed it to Doc, then locked up the cabinet again.  “I insist on accompanying you,” he said. 
 
    “By all means,” Doc replied. 
 
    Logan followed the Explorer back to Doc’s house.  They trooped into Doc’s lab and waited while he put the contents of the vial through various tests.  Logan glanced about the Crypt and saw the skeleton still laid out on the table. 
 
    “So that’s George Peabody,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Cammie concurred.  “Doc is releasing the remains tomorrow to his widow. Did you know him?” 
 
    “Not personally. I tend to know people who own pets or livestock.  But I do recall the election between him and Mayor Barnes.  It was one for the history books.” 
 
    “I heard it was acrimonious.” 
 
    “Two opposing sides saying whatever needed to be said in order to win.  Not much difference from what goes on in Washington.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Who did you vote for?” 
 
    “Actually I didn’t.  I had a mare with a difficult birth, and I didn’t get done until long after the polls closed.  But Barnes has done well by Twin Ponds.  I can’t complain about his leadership.” 
 
    They were interrupted when Doc called Logan over.  “Take a look at that,” he said, pointing to his computer. 
 
    Logan bent over and read the screen.  He involuntarily took a step back.  “My God,” he whispered. 
 
    “You were right, Cammie,” Doc said.  “The vial contains water.” 
 
    “But how is that possible?” Logan asked rhetorically.  “No one is allowed in our lab without authorization.” 
 
    “I’ll need to interview your staff,” Cammie told Logan. 
 
    “I can tell you right now they are not killers.  Nor would they have any reason to murder Mr. Steepman.  As far as I know, they don’t even know him.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I’ll still need to interview them.  And I would prefer that you keep this information under your hat for now.” 
 
    Shaken by the discovery, Logan took his leave.  When he was gone, Doc gave Cammie an admiring look. 
 
    “An excellent hypothesis that turned out to be true.” 
 
    “It doesn’t tell me who substituted the sux, but at least we now know where it came from.” 
 
    “Do you honestly think Logan’s staff is responsible?” 
 
    “I won’t know until I interview them, but his receptionist is right out of high school, his two vet technicians grew up outside of Clarke County, and the new vet he hired six months ago came up from New Hampshire.  As far as I know, they don’t have any ties to either George Peabody or Steepman.  So do I think they killed Steepman? No. But perhaps they were responsible for getting the sux into the murderer’s hands.” 
 
    “Illegal sale of drugs?” 
 
    “You got it. As usual, one question gets answered while forty more pop up.” 
 
    Doc clasped her on the shoulder.  “I’m sure you’ll get your answers for your additional forty questions.” 
 
    “I hope so.  Now to get upstairs and finish up what Jace started.” 
 
    “Do I want to know what that was?” he asked, his eyes twinkling mischievously. 
 
    “No you do not.  Good night.” 
 
    “I’d say the same to you, but why be redundant?” 
 
      
 
    As Cammie suspected, Logan’s staff reiterated what the vet had already told her.  Only he had the key to the medicine cabinet, and it was only through him that the meds could be accessed.  She was careful not to mention that the sux had been substituted; so far the manner of Steepman’s death had not leaked out. She meant to keep it that way.  Instead, she said some medicine had been stolen and she was investigating whether it had come from the clinic.  They were all emphatic that, unless Logan himself unlocked the cabinet, no one had access to it.  They were also emphatic that he was very meticulous about making sure the cabinet was locked at all times. 
 
    Yet someone had gotten in there and knew enough to exchange the sux with water.  Why go through all the trouble?  Why not just take a vial and be done with it?  
 
    Cammie asked Emmy and Rick to do a background check on Logan’s staff, but nothing came up that would make her suspect they’d been responsible for either taking the sux, selling the sux, or injecting Steepman with it.   
 
    Her frustration was amplified when Emmy informed her that the man who’d used his credit card to buy Steepman’s items was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “His neighbors said they saw him packing up his car a few days after we spoke to him.  They figured he was going away on vacation.” 
 
    “Humph,” Rick snorted.  “He probably got cold feet thinking that maybe what he’d thought was legal maybe wasn’t so legal after all.” 
 
    She decided to put this case down for now and go back to George Peabody.  She assembled her staff in her office and stood in front of the victim board. 
 
    “Okay, we know Bill met George on April 14, 2007 in the woods where his skeleton was eventually found.  We don’t know if he was killed that night, but I suspect he was definitely murdered before the date he told everyone he was leaving Twin Ponds. Why do I think that? Because Rick found absolutely no trace of him, either in Bangor, or anywhere else for that matter.” 
 
    “What do you suppose was in Bangor for him?” Rick asked. 
 
    Cammie pointed to the deteriorated photo. “Her. Margo said he made several trips to Bangor over the years.  I don’t think he went there for business.  I think he went there for her.  He was very careful about hiding the photo in his wallet.  Why go through all that trouble if she didn’t mean a great deal to him?”  She looked back at the board.  “There’s also something else that’s been bothering me. It seems these stories about him being a racist surfaced after he supposedly left Twin Ponds.  Yet those who knew them best were shocked when I mentioned it to them. They swore they’d never seen that behavior in him.  And as Rick pointed out, if he was such a racist, why would he pay Lucy Perez, a Hispanic woman, anything?” 
 
    “Because he was afraid she’d ruin his reputation?” Emmy asked. 
 
    “He was leaving Twin Ponds anyway, so why would he care?” 
 
    “What is your point?” Rick questioned. 
 
    “I’m wondering if the racist stories were planted after he was killed to make sure no one would miss George Peabody.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Rick gasped. 
 
    “That was the theory I was working on that I wouldn’t share with you. Not until I’d figured it out. You said yourself, you only heard the stories. You didn’t actually witness any racist behavior on his part.  That’s been pretty much what I’ve heard from everyone I interviewed.  No one saw or heard anything.  They only heard about it.  And they only heard about it after he left town.” 
 
    At that moment, Cammie’s cell phone rang.  She picked it up and listened. “Great.  I’ll be right over.” She hung up and turned to her staff.  “That was Colin.  He and his team are just arriving at Margo’s.”  She went over to her desk and, taking a piece of paper off it, handed it to Rick.  “Part of his team are also at Bill’s.  Here’s the search warrant for his place.” 
 
    “You’re making me go to Bill’s?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  He won’t shoot the messenger.  He’ll just call me and tear me apart.” 
 
    “And threaten to take your badge away,” Emmy smiled. 
 
    “And threaten to take my badge away.  Again.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Rick said as he took the paper and shoved it in his pocket.  “He can be merciless when he wants to be.” 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, it was Margo who was merciless.  Despite a search warrant, she ranted and raved, making herself as disagreeable as possible.  Even a warning from her attorney that there was nothing to be done but to allow the search to take place did not calm her down.  If anything, it made her even more obstreperous. 
 
    “You are an insult to that badge,” Margo railed at Cammie for the hundredth time.  “You’ll arrest anyone, including an innocent woman, just to get this over this and preserve your precious reputation.  But what about mine? You care nothing for that, do you?  I swear I will sue you and see you ruined before I’m done.” 
 
    Rather than engage in what would inevitably be a fruitless discussion, Cammie chose to ignore her.  Which only enflamed Margo even more. 
 
    She’d asked Margo to remain in the living room while the team went through the rest of the house. Knowing she would only disrupt the search, Cammie opted to stay with her, a decision that she quickly grew to regret. For over an hour, Margo continued to harangue and insult her until finally the sheriff lost her patience. 
 
    “If you’re so innocent Margo, then you have nothing to hide, do you?  And if you have nothing to hide, then these people will find nothing.  And if they find nothing, it’s one step closer to proving you had nothing to do with your husband’s death.” 
 
    The Forensics team looked up in surprise as silence abruptly fell over the house. 
 
    Cammie and Margo stood, staring defiantly at each other.  Thankfully, Margo didn’t continue the tirade.  Instead, she sat down on the couch, crossed her arms tightly across her chest and stared at the empty fireplace.  Cammie was about to sit opposite her when she heard a light knock on the glass doors.  Looking up, she saw Colin beckoning to her. 
 
    “I need you to see this,” he whispered to Cammie when she came out into the hallway. 
 
    “Hold on a sec.”  She turned back to Margo. “I’m going to need you to remain in this room.” 
 
    There was no response.  Hoping she would obey her orders, Cammie followed Colin out to what had once been George’s workshop.  
 
    “By the way, we found a jar with some herbs, vinegar and dried owl poop under Steepman’s lounge car,” he said as they entered the workshop.  “You really want that in the report? And what the hell was it all about anyway?” 
 
    “That, Colin, is some very powerful mojo, especially the owl poop.  You never mess with owl poop.” 
 
    He gave her a suspicious look.  “Riiiigghhhtt.” 
 
    The shelves and workbench George had built into the wall were still there, though now, instead of containing woodworking tools, there were now bins filled with Christmas decorations, boxes of used books and old family photo albums.  The floor was covered with a thin, light tan commercial rug that looked as though it had been there for years. 
 
    He pointed to a spot around and beneath the table.  “We found what looks like drops of dried blood on the rug underneath this workbench.  After we cut the spots out, we sprayed the entire area with luminol.  The results were positive.  It was once saturated with blood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been an eventful day.  Although nothing was found at Bill’s home, the discovery of the blood in George’s old workshop, as well as the sledgehammer that had once belonged to him, were reinforcing Cammie’s belief that he’d never made it out of Twin Ponds.   
 
    “I think he and Margo were in his workshop having an argument.  Maybe it was about Bill.  Maybe it was about his gambling.  Maybe it was about that woman in the photograph.  Whatever it was about, it was enough to enrage Margo so much that she grabbed the closest tool, which happened to be that sledgehammer and smashed him over the head with it.” 
 
    Cammie was standing in front of the victim board while Rick and Emmy looked on. 
 
    “That may be true, but can you honestly see Margo picking up his body, putting it in her car, driving all the way out to the woods, digging a four foot grave and then dumping him in it?” Rick asked.   
 
    “You’d be surprised at what people are capable of if they’re desperate or frightened enough,” Cammie concluded.  “Besides, Margo isn’t exactly petite.  I’m sure she could have done it.” 
 
    “Or with a little help from Bill,” Rick suggested. 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “It would certainly explain why she let Mayor Barnes have the tools so soon after Mr. Peabody supposedly left Twin Ponds,” Emmy said. 
 
    “Exactly.  If he’d left, Margo had no way of knowing if he would change his mind and want to come back to her.  Even if she wanted nothing to do with him, she certainly moved quickly to make his workshop hers.” 
 
    “And, it would explain how Mr. Steepman was able to afford all those things,” Emmy continued.  “Mrs. Peabody could certainly afford to pay him whatever he was asking.  And they lived close enough to each other that it would have been easy for them to meet without anyone knowing.” 
 
    Cammie smiled encouragingly at Emmy.  “Brilliant!” 
 
    “But how would Margo have gotten hold of Dr. Logan’s sux?” Rick asked.  “She doesn’t own a pet so she’d have no reason to go to his clinic.” 
 
    She was about to answer when her cell phone went off.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Lars Landry. 
 
    “Hey, Lars, what’s up?” she answered. 
 
    “This may not mean anything, but I was just watching an episode of Law and Order where the perp buys a disposable phone that can’t be traced by the police.” 
 
    “And?” she prompted. 
 
    “Well, it got me thinking.  Right before you found George Peabody’s bones, I decided to order a few for the store.  They sort of caught my fancy and I decided to try them out.” 
 
    “And?” she asked again. 
 
    “I only sold one.  I made the sale the day after the remains were identified.  This episode reminded me of that. I know everyone is saying he died of a heart attack but I thought you should know that I sold it to Steeper the Peeper.” 
 
    Cammie jerked her head up.  “You did?” 
 
    “Uh huh.  Now like I said, it may not mean anything, but like Law and Order always says, you never know what may or may not be important during an investigation.” 
 
    “They’re right.  Thank you!” 
 
    She hung up.  As she did so, a memory came up.  “We’ll finish this discussion later,” she said as she practically ran from her office. 
 
    “I know she’s a good officer and all,” Rick said as they heard the back door slam.  “But sometimes our sheriff is just plain weird.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Cammie was sitting in Cora’s trailer.  She was staring at a small round table under the window that held several framed photos of all shapes and sizes.  What held her attention was that, instead of displaying pictures of people, each contained a photo of a tombstone.  She knew she shouldn’t ask, but damn if her curiosity didn’t scream to be satisfied.  She waited until Cora sat down with a cup of tea in her hand before she pointed to the pictures and asked, “Ummmm, can I ask you what those are?”  
 
    “Sure.  Those are pictures of my relatives.” 
 
    Cammie frowned.  “Your relatives?” 
 
    “That’s right.” She pointed a thin, gnarled finger at the nearest photo.  “That there is my Uncle Frasier.  He died of a stroke back in 1977.  At least that’s what the family says.  I think he died slipping the salami to the little chickie he had on the side.  That one over there is my Auntie Cherisse.  She had six husbands.  Outlived every one of them.”  She winked at Cammie.  “I get my sex appeal from her.  And that’s my cousin Timmy.  The gravestone is tiny because he was supposedly not well endowed in the --” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” Cammie swiftly interrupted.  “I came by to ask you to clarify something you said regarding Steepman’s death.” 
 
    Cora shook her head sadly.  “He may have been a perv, but at least he had good taste.” She ran her hand over her body to emphasize her point. 
 
    “Yeah,” the sheriff said slowly.  “You stated that when you went over to his house to bury your – er – charms, you heard him talking on the phone.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You are hard of hearing even with your hearing aids in,” Cammie replied. “Are you sure it was him on the phone?  Could it have been his TV you heard?” 
 
    “Well, let me put it this way.  I heard him say, ‘I’ll go to that bitch sheriff if you don’t come through.’  As soon as I heard him say that, I knew he had to be talking about you.”  Cammie’s eyes widened.  “You are the only sheriff around here, aren’t you?” 
 
    She cleared her throat in embarrassment.  “Is that all you heard?” 
 
    “Look, I wasn’t there to eavesdrop.  I was on a mission.  And I was afraid that if I didn’t hurry, he’d come out and catch me.” 
 
    Cammie stood up.  “Thanks, Cora.” 
 
    “I hope you catch whoever offed the little perv.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow.  “Why do you think someone offed him?” 
 
    Cora smiled broadly.  “I may have retired, but it doesn’t mean I’m still not connected. We witches have our ways.” 
 
    Cammie thought it best not to respond.   
 
      
 
    Arriving at HQ, she went up to her deputy’s desk and asked, “I know it’s the end of the day, but what do you say we take a trip over to Steepman’s house?” 
 
    “Wasn’t one trip through his porn collection enough?” 
 
    “My brain cells are still recovering.  However, I think we need to examine every nook and cranny of that place.”  She shared the conversation she’d had with Lars and Cora.  “It’s obvious Steepman was talking to George’s killer. Nothing showed up in his phone records, so he must have been using the disposable cell Lars told me about.  Where it is? And where is his safety deposit box key? I think he had a hidey hole and I intend to find it.” 
 
    “I hate to think what else he might have had in there.” 
 
    “If it’s really bad, I think I might be able to stretch the budget to cover psychological counseling for us.” 
 
    Rick stood up and followed her out the door.  “Don’t joke.  God knows what else that little nutjob was into.” 
 
      
 
    Arriving at Steepman’s house, they saw the police tape was still up.  They broke it away from the door, unlocked it and stepped inside. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Rick exclaimed. 
 
    The living room was in complete shambles. Pillows have been torn open, the couch was ripped apart and the flat screen TV was lying on the floor in pieces.  Rick stood mournfully over what was left of it. 
 
    “I think I’m going to cry,” he whimpered. 
 
    Cammie came over and patted his shoulder.  “Looks like I wasn’t the only one to think he had a hidey hole. We’ll have to get Forensics over and see if whoever did this left any prints.  Let’s check out the rest of the house.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could bear it if the home theatre in his bedroom was destroyed.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, while Cammie scoured the living room, she heard a pitiful wail coming from upstairs. 
 
    Believing Rick had been traumatized enough, she asked him to check the kitchen and basement while she took over the upstairs. 
 
    An hour later, they were back outside, empty-handed.  “Do you want me to get someone to play taps over the remains of Steepman’s electronics?” she asked as they sat on the back step. 
 
    “Joke if you must, but those items were the best of the best.  It’s a sacrilege that someone would destroy them the way they did.” 
 
    Cammie turned her face so Rick wouldn’t see her laughing.  Once she got herself under control, she stood up and pointed to a broken basement window.  “At least we know how they got in.  You’ll feel better once we talk to the neighbors.  Maybe they heard something.” 
 
    Rick stood up.  “Yeah, like the breaking of my heart.” 
 
      
 
    They interviewed the neighbors and as they’d feared, no one heard or saw anything.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Rick groused as they climbed back into the Explorer.  “If we’d only done this sooner, we might have found Steepman’s cell phone. And saved that beautiful TV and home theatre from the grave.” 
 
    “All isn’t lost.  It shows the killer is desperate.  And desperation leads to mistakes.” 
 
    Cammie started to drive down the road when she suddenly came to an abrupt stop in front of Mrs. Hatcher’s home.  “I’ll be right back,” she told Rick as she hopped out of the Explorer. 
 
    “We already talked to her. Twice!” Rick called out, but she was already at the front door.  She knocked and waited a few moments for the elderly woman to open the door. 
 
    “I just talked to your deputy,” she complained when she looked up at Cammie. 
 
    “I know.  I just have a few more things to ask you.  It won’t take long.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” she sighed as she allowed Cammie to come in.  They went into the living room where they sat down.  The old woman took the remote and muted the sound on the TV. 
 
    “Mrs. Hatcher, I need you to be very honest with me,” she said, her voice pitched low but serious enough that she hoped the woman would take notice.  “I appreciate you taking the time to speak to Deputy Belleveau and myself, but you know, I’ve been a police officer for over ten years and I know when someone isn’t being completely truthful with me.”  A look of fear flashed through Mrs. Hatcher’s eyes. “I really need you to tell me everything.  I promise nothing is going to happen to you.  No one is going to hurt you.  But we need your cooperation.” 
 
    Mrs. Hatcher looked down at her arthritic hands.  “I – I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about, Sheriff.” 
 
    Cammie leaned forward.  “I think you do.”  She stood up and went over to the picture window that overlooked the road.  She saw Rick in the Explorer, giving her a quizzical look.  But what she was looking for was in a zipped container behind the potted plant.  She took it out and brought it over to Mrs. Hatcher. 
 
    “How often do you use these binoculars to look out the window?” she asked. 
 
    The old woman blushed.  “I use those for birds.” 
 
    “I’m sure when you’ve been looking at the birds, you’ve probably seen other things, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I--” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mrs. Hatcher.  You’re a woman who lives alone.  I’m sure you need to make sure the street is safe – that no one who shouldn’t be here is lurking about.  It makes perfect sense that you would keep an eye out, not only for yourself, but for your neighbors as well.” 
 
    Her strategy seemed to be working.  Mrs. Hatcher’s look of fear disappeared and she actually looked proud at the thought that her snooping may actually be keeping everyone safe.  “So who did you see show up at Mr. Steepman’s house?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure.” 
 
    “Then take a guess.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t swear to it on a Bible, but I did see Mayor Barnes drive up to Mr. Steepman’s home.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “He’d come by every few months.  He wouldn’t be in there very long, maybe ten, fifteen minutes, then he’d leave.” 
 
    “When was the last time he showed up?” 
 
    Mrs. Hatcher met Cammie’s eye.  “It was the afternoon poor Mr. Steepman had his heart attack.” 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you recall how long Mayor Barnes has been visiting Mr. Steepman?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s been years.”  She paused, then continued.  “I’m not going to get into any trouble, am I?” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “I would hate to cause trouble for poor Mayor Barnes.  He’s been such a good mayor and with people saying he’s responsible for George Peabody’s murder...” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder why he went to see Mr. Steepman?” 
 
    “I’m sure it was to tell him to stop peeping into people’s windows.” 
 
    “Did Steepman ever peep through your window or slider?” 
 
    “No, thank goodness.” 
 
    Cammie stood up and replaced the binoculars on the window frame.  “Is that the only person you ever saw visiting Mr. Steepman?” She nodded.  “Thank you, Mrs. Hatcher.  You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    Cammie let herself out.  When she got back into the Explorer, she told Rick what she’d discovered. 
 
    “How did you know Mrs. Hatcher knew something?” 
 
    “I suppose I could impress you with my incredible deductive abilities, but the truth is I saw her looking out her window with the binoculars as we drove past her house. Every neighborhood has a Mrs. Hatcher.”  
 
    Rick glanced at her.  “So what’s your thinking?  Is Bill responsible for Steeper the Peeper’s murder?” 
 
    “If Steepman was blackmailing Margo and he found out about it…” She let her words hang for a moment.  “I just need to figure out what connection, if any, there is between Margo and Steepman.” 
 
    She unexpectedly received her answer a few days later.  She’d barely walked into HQ before Emmy was waving a piece of paper at her.  “I found something that I think you might find interesting.”  She followed Cammie into her office where she put the piece of paper down on the sheriff’s desk. 
 
    “This is a complaint Mrs. Peabody filed with our previous sheriff.  It was about a month after she and Mr. Peabody moved to Twin Ponds.  According to this, she hired Mr. Steepman to paint the small shed in the backyard where they kept their lawn mower and gardening tools.” 
 
    “I thought Steepman was on disability for a back injury,” Cammie said. 
 
    Emmy shrugged.  “Maybe he was feeling better?” 
 
    Cammie guffawed.  “Or maybe it was just another sign of his dishonesty. So what happened?” 
 
    “She said she thought the work was shoddy.  He said she complained about the color, even though she picked it.  Anyway, she refused to pay him.  They had words which resulted in him running over her azalea and rose bushes.  She claims he tried to run her over.  He naturally denied it.  In the end, Sheriff Bannon convinced her not to press charges.” 
 
    “Great job, Em!” Cammie said as she looked over the report.  “Jessie still lives up on Harcourt Road, right?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I’m off to pick his brain about this.” 
 
    “His memory is kinda like Dottie Hanson’s,” she warned her. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s just his short term memory that’s on the blink.” 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Jessie Bannon had been sheriff when Cammie was growing up.  She remembered the overweight, red faced man as a kindly if slightly befuddled law enforcement officer who was only elected sheriff because there was no one else who wanted the job.  His experience rested on his five years serving as security at the bank.  Everyone knew that if there had ever been a robbery, Jessie would have been the first to drop dead of a heart attack.  But for twenty five years he managed to keep Twin Ponds safe.  When she was elected sheriff, she worried about stepping on his toes, but he graciously made it clear he had no hard feelings.  He’d been ready to retire years before and when she showed up, he considered it a blessing. 
 
    He now lived in a log cabin near Highway 4, the road that connected Twin Ponds to the outside world.  Widowed years before, he spent his time fly fishing during the summers and ice fishing in the winters. 
 
    When Cammie drove up, she found him sitting on his small front porch, with a dozen tackle boxes open in front of him. 
 
    “Hey Jessie, how are you?” she greeted as she climbed out of the Explorer. 
 
    “Well, what a surprise,” Jessie greeted.  “You tracking down an outlaw in my woods?” 
 
    “Nothing that dramatic.  Actually came by to pick your brain about an incident that happened about twelve years ago.” 
 
    Jessie, who had only grown bigger since leaving the sheriff’s department, moved one of the tackle boxes off a chair and pointed to it.  “Sit yourself down.  I go through my bait once a year to see what I’m going to keep, and what I’m going to toss.  Nine times out of ten, I keep more than I should.”  Cammie sat down next to him.  “Can I get you some iced tea?  It’s a scorcher today.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Heard about George Peabody.  Everybody thought he’d left Twin Ponds after losing the election.  Never figured he was decomposing right outside of town.” 
 
    “It was a surprise, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Always seemed like a good man.  Pleasant. Never had a bad word to say about anyone. A bit opinionated, but none of us are perfect.” 
 
    Cammie cocked an eyebrow.  “I’ve heard he was a bit of a racist.” 
 
    It was Jessie’s turn to cock an eyebrow.  “You don’t say?  News to me.” 
 
    “I’m actually here to ask you about his wife, Margo.” 
 
    Jessie grunted.  “Now she was what the kids these days call a high maintenance type of woman.  Lord, but she was moody.  You never knew which side of the bed she’d gotten up on until she either jumped down your throat, or was as nice as molasses.” 
 
    “Had a lot of interaction with her, did you?” 
 
    “Had no choice.  I’m sure Bill is still having those quarterly information sharing meetings as he used to call them.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “He still does.” 
 
    “Sometimes it was easy peasy seeing him.  Other times, it was like trying to break into Fort Knox.  I think she enjoyed the power of having me wait until she was ready to let me in to see Bill.” 
 
    “Do you remember this incident?”  She took out the report Emmy had found and showed it to Jessie.  He read it slowly and methodically before handing it back to her.   
 
    “That was just one of many complaints I had from her over the years.  It got worse when she started – um – working with Barnes.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Yeah, the whole town knows about her – um – working with Barnes.”  They laughed.   
 
    “Don’t know what Bill saw in her.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “He was lonely.” 
 
    Jessie looked about.  “Yeah, I know what that’s like.” 
 
    “So what happened between her and Steepman?” 
 
    Jessie sat back in his chair and took a sip of his iced tea.  “She hired Steepman to paint the gardening shed in her backyard.  She picked a color that, according to her, had to match the color of the main house.  As if anyone would see it, or care.  As you saw in the report, when Steepman finished, she was upset it wasn’t the correct color. He was willing to repaint it any color she wanted, but it was going to cost her extra.  That’s where the kerfuffle started.  She refused to pay, he refused to work.  At first it was a war of words.  Until the day he went over there and demanded to be paid for the work he’d done.  She refused and it escalated.  According to Steepman, he got so mad, he backed up his truck over her rose bushes.” 
 
    “She claims he tried to run her over.” 
 
    Jessie chuckled.  “Between you and me, can’t say I blame him if he really did try.  Imagine, saying it was his fault when she was the one who chose and bought the paint.  She was ready to haul him to small claims court.  I managed to talk her out of it by appealing to her overly inflated ego.”   
 
    “How did it all turn out?” 
 
    “She ended up paying him three-quarters of what she owed him and he replanted the bushes.” 
 
    “Did she have any more altercations with Steepman?” 
 
    “They steered clear of each other after that.  Better for them.  Better for the town.” 
 
    “Tell me, Jessie, if you had to guess, who do you think killed George Peabody?” 
 
    He thought long and hard about her question.  The day was hot and growing hot.  Just as she thought she’d faint if she waited any longer, she was about to take her leave when he said, “The only two people who had an issue with George were Bill and Margo.  Bill because of the election, and the fact that he was canoodling with George’s wife, and Margo because she found someone better, someone more powerful who looked better on her arm than George ever did.” 
 
    “Thanks Jessie.” She stood up to leave. 
 
    “Cammie, do you mind if I ask why you’re looking at that incident.  I heard Steepman died of a heart attack.”  She gave him a look that said it all.  “Ah.  Well, can’t say I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I knew his little hobby was going to bite him in the butt one day.  Just never thought it would actually kill him.” 
 
    “We’re trying to keep his manner of death under wraps for now.” 
 
    “Totally understand.  Good luck.”  He looked up at her and smiled.  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but with the deaths we’d had lately, starting with Eli Kelley, I’m glad you’re sheriff and not me.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” she smiled back. 
 
    She headed back to her vehicle and was thinking about Jessie’s words as she pulled out of the driveway.  Halfway down the road, a thought occurred to her that made her turn around and head in the opposite direction. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she arrived at Sally Nichols’ house.  Running up the walkway, she rang the doorbell. 
 
    “Sheriff, how are you?” Sally asked as she answered the door. 
 
    “I’m fine.  I was hoping you could answer a question for me regarding Pookie.” 
 
    “Pookie?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes.  When I was at Margo’s house a few weeks ago, I noticed Pookie had her right leg shaved.  What happened to her?” 
 
    “She needed to have some dental work done.  She’d broken a tooth and Dr. Logan recommended we pull it before it infected her gums.  Animals aren’t like people.  They’re not going to sit still while you poke around in their mouths.  She had to be put under anesthesia, so Dr. Logan shaved her leg in order to insert the IV tube.  I was on pins and needles the whole time.” 
 
    “So it was you who brought her in for the procedure?” 
 
    “I wanted to, but I was called into work for an emergency meeting.  Margo was nice enough to take her in for me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Before Sally could ask her why she was asking such questions, Cammie got back into her vehicle and drove over to Dr. Logan’s.  She was shown into his office a few moments later. 
 
    “Margo Peabody brought Pookie in for a dental procedure last month, is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember.  Pookie ended up sinking her teeth into my vet tech’s arm.”  
 
    “Is there any way Margo could have had access to your medicine cabinet?” 
 
    “I don’t see how.” 
 
    “Can you show me the examination room she was in?” 
 
    Logan showed her into one of the small rooms.  There was a door with a small window on each end.  One window looked out to the reception area while the other looked into the lab. “Can you recall what kind of day it was?  Was it busy? Quiet?” 
 
    “Let me pull up that day on the calendar.”  He went over to the computer and in a few moments, he was looking at the list of appointments for the day.  “I honestly don’t see how she could have…” His voice trailed off as he stared at the computer.  “Oh my,” he muttered under his breath.   
 
    “What happened?” Cammie pressed. 
 
    “Mrs. Peabody had some questions regarding the procedure, so we asked her to wait in the examination room.  I was about to go in when we had two emergencies.  Mrs. Patterson’s son brought in the family dog who had been hit by a car, while Mr. O’Reilly’s beagle arrived with a muzzle full of porcupine quills.  It was so chaotic, we had to ask the delivery man to come back the next day.” 
 
    “So no one was overseeing the cabinet.” 
 
    He looked at Cammie.  “We were all trying to save those dogs’ lives.” 
 
    “Could you have gotten the medication you needed for the dogs out of the cabinet and perhaps left it unlocked during all that commotion?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe Mrs. Peabody capable of doing such a thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    Her next stop was Bill’s house. It had taken her a few days to reach a point where she could speak to him without going for his jugular.  As it was, he wasn’t exactly happy to see her when he answered the door. 
 
    “What do you want now?” He asked sharply. 
 
    “You’ve been withholding a great deal of information since this investigation started.  It needs to stop, or I’ll have no choice but to arrest you for obstruction of justice.  Which is actually what I should do anyway.” 
 
    “Just what the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Cammie pushed past him into his foyer.  “Is there anything you want to tell me about Reginald Steepman?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Then let me refresh your memory.  You were seen visiting him every few months.  Jeez Bill, you were seen visiting him on the day he died!   What was that all about? Were you paying him a monthly stipend like you were Margo?” 
 
    “Why in heaven’s name would I pay that little pervert any money?” 
 
    “Because he may have been blackmailing you.  Because maybe he saw something in the woods that went beyond your meeting with George.  Because maybe he saw you killing George.” 
 
    Bill’s face turned purple with rage.  “How many times do I have to tell you that I did not kill George Peabody!” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you tell me you were seeing Steepman?” 
 
    “Because I see a lot of people.  Do you want me to provide you a list?” 
 
    “Only if anybody on that list has died recently!”  Maybe she should have waited another week to get her emotions under control.  She took a deep breath and just barely managed to calm down. Somewhat. “Why Steepman?” 
 
    “I thought I could convince him to stop peering into women’s windows.  This is a peaceful, safe, family oriented town.  The last thing I needed was hearing complaints about him peeking into windows.  I realize now he needed psychiatric help.  But at the time, I thought I could convince him to stop.  And he would.  For a few months anyway.” He heaved a heavy sigh.  “I should have gone to Jessie, then to you.  But, I don’t know.  I felt more sorry for him than anything else.  I convinced myself that if I continued to speak with him, he’d eventually stop.”  He looked at her.  “Why are you asking me about Steepman?  And what do you mean about him blackmailing me?” His eyes suddenly snapped open. “Jesus, he didn’t die of a heart attack, did he?  He was murdered because he saw who killed George!” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say,” she replied. 
 
    “Good Lord, the murderer is still around,” he cried out in a panicked voice. “He’s still at large here in Twin Ponds!” 
 
    “Don’t get hysterical.” 
 
    “What if this person murders someone else?  We’ll have complete chaos.” 
 
    “Will you calm down?” 
 
    “You’ve got to find George’s killer as soon as possible.  We can’t let this go on.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time? Twiddling my thumbs?” She snapped angrily.  “Look,” she said in a barely controlled voice. “I’m tired of you not being completely honest with me.  The more you withhold, the harder you’re making my job of finding the killer.  And the longer it’s taking to make an arrest.” 
 
    His hands were visibly shaking as he raked them through his hair.  “Yes, yes, you’re right. I should have told you about Steepman. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Didn’t you think it odd that his house was full of such expensive items?” 
 
    Bill shook his head.  “I just assumed he’d gotten a large settlement for his back injury.” 
 
    “Did he ever talk to you about that injury?” 
 
    “He was very closed mouthed about it.  He mentioned in passing one day that he’d gotten hurt on the job.  He never mentioned it again and I didn’t ask.  I didn’t want us to get sidetracked from the reason I was there – to convince him to stop peeping in women’s windows.”  He sighed.  “I shouldn’t have wasted my time.  What I should have done was get him into counseling.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    To her surprise, he grabbed her hands.  “You’ve got to do whatever you can to catch this killer.  This town has been through enough.  We don’t need another serial killer roaming our streets.” 
 
    “Then is there anything else you need to tell me?” 
 
    For a moment, she saw a look of uncertainty in his eyes.  As if he was trying to decide whether he should say something more.  Unfortunately, the look disappeared as he let go of her hands. 
 
    “There isn’t.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Again there was a slight hesitation.  “I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    By the time Cammie left Bill’s, she was fuming over what she saw as his refusal to come clean with her. She just knew there was something he was withholding, some piece of information he couldn’t share.  If she were smart, she’d turn around and arrest his fat ass. 
 
    But she held back.   
 
    Was it because she had no concrete proof he’d murdered George? Everything she had was circumstantial. Yes, he’d met the victim in the woods – the same woods where what was left of George was discovered.  But without the exact date of death, she couldn’t say if George had died that night, the next night or a month later. 
 
    Or was she reluctant to arrest Bill because if she was wrong, and he was innocent, it would destroy the life she’d built for herself in Twin Ponds? 
 
    That was a question she didn’t want to answer.  Because if it was true, then she was a coward and, as Margo had railed at her, not fit to wear the uniform.  The law was supposed to be the great equalizer.  And just because Bill was the mayor, it didn’t make him exempt from the law. 
 
    So just why was she holding back? 
 
    Before she could analyze it further, the radio went off in the Explorer.  She quickly picked it up. 
 
    “What’s up, Emmy?” 
 
    “Sheriff, you better get over to Jim Newton’s place.  He’s been attacked.”   
 
    “I’m on my way.  Call Doc and let him know.” 
 
    “I already did.” 
 
    She raced to the Newton home with her siren blaring.  When she arrived, she saw that Rick was already there.  He was sitting on the front stoop of the modest two story clapboard house.  Next to him was his cousin Jim. He was bent over slightly with a cold compress pressed against the back of his head. 
 
    She got of her vehicle and hurried over to the two men. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Jim’s eyes were closed as if he were in deep pain.  “I was in the middle of feeding the pigs when I was hit from behind.” 
 
    “Did you see who attacked you?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I – I’m not entirely sure.  But I think it was Margo Peabody.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie was out near the pig enclosure when Doc and Rick approached. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Doc said.  “And thankfully you’re up wind.” 
 
    “How is he?” she asked as she watched the dozen or so large, round pigs squealing and grunting as they ran around the sty. 
 
    “He received a pretty bad blow to the head that required stitches.  And he’s going to have a helluva headache for a few days.  I gave him something for the pain.  His wife is with him now.” 
 
    “You nailed it Cam, when you said the killer was getting desperate,” Rick replied.  “Margo must have been crazy to think she could get away with this.” 
 
    Cammie held out an evidence bag she’d been holding in her hand.  “I found this near the pig sty.” 
 
    The two men looked at it.  “Jeez, Margo has a thing for sledgehammers, doesn’t she?” Rick retorted. 
 
    “No fancy scroll work on this one. Looks like your average run of the mill sledgehammer.  You can see there’s blood on it.  I’ll send it down to the lab, but I don’t think it’s farfetched to conclude this is what she used to smash Jim over the head with.”  Cammie tore her eyes away from the pigs and looked about her.  “Why though?  Why would she attack Jim and expose herself?” 
 
    “You know there are no secrets in Twin Ponds,” Rick answered.  “She must have seen or heard about Jim coming to HQ.   She panicked and decided to shut him up for good.” 
 
    Cammie remained silent.  Her gut was trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t quite grasp what it was.  As the group walked towards their respective vehicles, she had no choice but to let it go.  Hopefully the answer would present itself once she stopped trying so hard to figure it out.   
 
    Reaching the Explorer, she turned to her deputy.  “Rick, follow me out.  We’re going to pay a visit to Margo Peabody.” 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at her house, they found her in the backyard, weeding her flower garden. 
 
    “I’m not speaking to you without my lawyer present,” she said when she saw Cammie and Rick walking down the brick pathway towards her. 
 
    “I just have one question for you. Where were you this afternoon at 12:30 pm?” 
 
    “I was right here working in the garden.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone who can verify you were here?” 
 
    “Of course,” she answered sarcastically. “I always invite the neighbors over to watch me weed.” 
 
    “Margo, you’re under arrest for assault.” 
 
    “And who am I supposed to have assaulted?” 
 
    “James Newton.” 
 
    To both Cammie and Rick’s surprise, she threw her head back and laughed.  “Whatever works, isn’t that right, Sheriff?” 
 
    She remained calm as she was read her rights, handcuffed and put into the back of the Explorer.  Cammie and Rick tried to engage her in conversation, but she kept her gaze out the window, a chillingly enigmatic smile on her face.  After being fingerprinted and booked, she called her attorney before falling back into a cocoon of bemused silence.   
 
    As expected, the news of the arrest spread like wildfire throughout Clarke County.  It was bolstered when the results of the DNA came in a few days later. 
 
    The blood drops found on the carpet and floor in what had once been George’s workshop matched his DNA. Cammie added the charge of first degree murder to the assault charge.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have enough evidence to charge her with Steepman’s murder, but at least Margo would pay for killing her husband and attempting to kill Jim. 
 
    Everyone was happy about the arrest.  Everyone that is, except Bill. 
 
    An hour after the second charges were filed, she was unceremoniously summoned to his office.  She knew this moment would come, but even as she grabbed one of her files and walked down the street towards the town offices, she wished she could put it off.  To the next day, or the next week, or indefinitely.  But she knew that was impossible.  She supposed it was better to just get it over with.  She only hoped she had the stomach to witness the aftermath.  
 
    When she arrived, she was surprised to find Cheryle Mahoney sitting at Margo’s desk. A quiet, mousy woman in her late twenties, she’d helped Cammie out in her last investigation. 
 
    “Cheryle, what are you doing here?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Mayor Barnes offered me the job of his assistant.  Today’s my first day.” 
 
    “I thought you liked working at the high school.” 
 
    “I loved my job.  I just hated my boss.  She was way too much maintenance.” 
 
    Cammie was about to point out that Bill was the poster boy of high maintenance, but decided to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “It’s already much more interesting than my last job.” 
 
    Cammie leaned over.  “A word of advice.  As long as you keep Bill looking good, you’ll have a job for life.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks Sheriff!” 
 
     “Bill asked me to see him.” 
 
    She picked up the phone.  “Mayor, Sheriff Farnsworth is here to see you.”  She nodded, then hung up.  “You can go in.” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t sure what she’d find when she walked into his massive office, but finding him on a treadmill wasn’t it.  He was walking at a brisk pace, his face beet red, his face beaded with perspiration.  He’d changed out of his suit and tie, and was wearing a pair of baggy shorts and tank top.  Seeing his massive, hairy legs and man boobs peeking out from the tank top made Cammie thankful she wasn’t going to be eating any time soon. 
 
    “I admire your resolve, Bill, but have you checked with Doc to make sure you should be doing such strenuous exercise?” 
 
    “What does Doc know?” he panted heavily. 
 
    “He’s a doctor.  He kinda knows about these things.  Say, how long have you been at this?” 
 
    Bill looked at his watch.  “Three minutes.” 
 
    Oh, Jeez. 
 
    He already looked as though he was about to have a heart attack. 
 
    “What do you say you take a short break while you tell me why you wanted to see me?” 
 
    He stopped the treadmill and wiped his face with a nearby towel.  Gingerly stepping off, he sat down behind his desk.   
 
    “I want to know your reasons for arresting Margo.” 
 
    “Because we have enough evidence to show she murdered George. And she used the same modus operandi to smash in Jim Newton’s head.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “That’s impossible.  As I told you earlier, she is the most trustworthy woman I’ve ever known.” 
 
    Easily guessing why he’d asked to see her, she came prepared.  Taking a deep breath, she told him about Margo’s bank accounts and the reality of her net worth.   
 
    “I don’t believe you!” he thundered.  “She would never lie to me.” 
 
    She took the file she’d been holding and opened it up in front of him.  “These are her bank statements under her previous name of Margo Brooks,” she said.  He sat there, staring at them, unable to comprehend the truth.  Finally, he put the papers down, and sat back in his chair, staring off into space.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Bill,” she said. 
 
    At first he said nothing.  Then he took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    “I knew about her first husband, though I had no idea he was a CFO of a Fortune 500 company.  She never talked about her past.  I assumed there were things that were just too painful.”  He paused as he looked down at his hands.  “I suppose I should have known she had an ulterior motive.  What woman would willingly be with a 300 pound blowhard like me?  It’s not as if I’m the mayor of a major metropolitan city.  I look after approximately 1,000 people who are crazy enough to make a life in the middle of the Maine wilderness.”  She didn’t know what to say since she’d thought the same thing herself.   
 
    “Are you going to be alright?” she asked. 
 
    He turned his head and forced a smile on his face.  “Of course.  I’m a politician, aren’t I?” 
 
    Bill suddenly leaned over and opened up one of his desk drawers.  He withdrew a file of his own and slid it towards her. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s the reason George decided to leave Twin Ponds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before you go crazy, I refrained from giving this to you earlier because I truly believed Margo was innocent. The information in that file would only hurt her.” 
 
    “Are you telling me I have grounds to arrest you for obstructing my investigation?  Again?” 
 
    Instead of getting upset, he hung his head.  “You do what you think best.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected that answer. “What does the file say?” 
 
    “As I said to you earlier, I did meet with George that night in the forest. I did give him $50,000 in exchange for his promise that he wouldn’t return to Twin Ponds.  I’m sure it won’t surprise you when I say that I didn’t trust him.  If he could so easily get that money from me, what could I expect in the future?  Was he always going to be coming back, asking for a handout, using my relationship with Margo as leverage?  So I hired a private investigator. What you have in front of you is his report. To summarize, it turned out George was planning to move to Bangor, just as he’d told everyone.  However, what he didn’t tell us was that he wasn’t going there to start a new job.  He was going there to take up a new life with his other family.” 
 
    So Cammie had been right about the woman in the photo. 
 
    “For six years, before and after they moved to Twin Ponds, he’d been telling Margo he was travelling to Bangor on business.  What he was actually doing was spending time with a woman he’d met by the name of Sheila Moynihan. At the time their relationship started, she had a ten year old son.  The father had abandoned the family so George treated him as though he were his own.” 
 
    “George was planning on leaving family number 1 to live the rest of his life with family number 2?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “What happened to Sheila?” 
 
    “I don’t know. After I discovered what I needed, I dismissed the investigator.  I was planning on using this to discredit him if he ever decided to come back and ask for more money.” 
 
    “Did Margo know about Sheila?” 
 
    He nodded.  “After my meeting with George, I showed her that report.”  He smiled mirthlessly.  “That’s why she gave me his tools and converted his workshop into a storage shed for herself.  She was so hurt at his betrayal that she wanted nothing more to do with him.” 
 
    “So now you’re telling me you think Margo is responsible for his death?” 
 
    “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” he replied. 
 
     “And you were seriously going to withhold this from me?” she asked, her eyes snapping with anger. 
 
    He wearily rubbed his eyes.  “I was stupid.  Not only about that, but about everything.  I thought I knew her.  I thought she – she loved me. Jesus, what a fool I’ve been.” 
 
    Cammie’s irritation oozed out of her as she saw the depression settling onto his shoulders.  
 
    “I’m going to need to speak with Judge Drury about this.  You willfully withheld vital information from a murder investigation.” 
 
    “As I said, you do what you need to do.” 
 
    She took the file and let herself out of his office.  When she got back to her Explorer, she opened up the file and went through it.  There were a few photos, but they were of poor quality.  However, there was one picture that caught her eye.  It was the side view of a blonde woman.  Her features were blurry, but it was the clothes she was wearing that made Cammie sit up.  She  
 
    had on jeans and a tight red t-shirt, an exact match to the outfit of the woman in the photo George had kept hidden in his wallet.  
 
    When she got back to her office, she sat down and stared at the victim board.  She hadn’t had time to take it down.  Looking at all her theories and connections she’d been carefully plotting over the last few months, part of her was proud at how accurate she’d been.  Unfortunately, the other part was consumed with sadness – sadness for the unnecessary deaths of George and Steepman, the unnecessary assault on Jim and a deep compassion for Bill, mingled with irritation over his irresponsible act.   
 
    No investigation ended all tied up in a red ribbon - the loss of a loved one, the trauma of violent death, the painful process of trying to pick up the pieces of a life that would never be the same and somehow, someway, carrying on into what some considered an interminable future filled with days, months and years of emptiness. It all took its toll, leaving a quiet desperation in its wake. 
 
    She lowered her head and rubbed her temples with her fingertips.  She could easily foresee such a future for Bill.  Because of his position and wealth, there would be other women eagerly waiting to take Margo’s place.  And maybe he’d let one or two into his life.  But he would never let them into his hear nor would he ever completely trust again.  He would always be expecting the inevitable stab in the back. 
 
    She knew because she’d once been that way herself. 
 
    Yet she’d taken a chance. She’d allowed herself to try one more time to open up her heart and soul that had been shut down for so long. Thankfully, she’d found a partner who understood and patiently waited for those doors within her to be unlocked. 
 
    She only hoped Bill would find that one special woman who would love him for himself. 
 
    “Another case put to bed.” 
 
    Cammie looked up and saw Rick standing in her doorway.  “I couldn’t have done it without you and Emmy,” she smiled. 
 
    “That’s what you pay us the big bucks for.”  He came in and sat down.  “Well, now that the black widow is behind bars, we can now concentrate on Logger-Palooza.  It’s going to be a blast this year!” 
 
      
 
    The third weekend of August was reserved for the one of the biggest events in Twin Ponds’ social calendar.  Logger-Palooza was begun in the dark days of the Great Depression as a way to get the townspeople’s minds off their troubles by honoring the men who had first settled in Twin Ponds in the mid-19th century.  It had grown steadily over the years until now the town was inundated with visitors from all over New England. Main Street closed down as vendors, street entertainers, food carts and artists took over.   
 
    The celebrations always started at noon-time on Saturday in front of the town offices with a speech by Bill Barnes. As soon as he was done, a parade, complete with floats, marching bands, clowns and jugglers wound its way down Main Street, where it ended at Foster Park.  The day was then spent watching the different exhibitions and friendly competitions – everything from log pitching, log sawing, log races, and axe throwing. Throughout it all, several bands rotated playing at the gazebo that sat in the middle of the park.  At 9 pm, everyone gathered at the bleachers in the baseball field to watch the spectacular display of fireworks light up the summer sky. 
 
    Cammie and her staff, which included her part-time deputies, were kept busy patrolling the various events, keeping an eye out to make sure no one had too much to drink and decided to disrupt what was a family oriented celebration. 
 
    Throughout the week leading up to Logger-Palooza, Cammie watched as banners and ribbons went up along the parade route, as well as the stores up and down Main Street. Vendors were already setting up their booths while the gazebo was decorated with paper cut outs of logging axes.   
 
    Not to be outdone, Emmy decorated her green holiday tree that sat in the window of HQ with miniature loggers, mules, axes and pine trees. 
 
    This year, for the first time, Jace was taking part in the parade, dressed as a 19th century logger. She was amused that he wouldn’t allow her to see his outfit, insisting on surprising her on the day of the parade. 
 
    As the day drew nearer, rumors began to surface that the weekend would be rainy, with thundershowers forecasted.  However, Bill’s new secretary Cheryle was smart enough to ask the local shaman Paul Langevin if the rumors were true. To everyone’s relief, he assured the townspeople the weather would be hot and sunny. 
 
    On Friday morning, Cammie strolled down Main Street, overseeing the last minute preparations.  She knew they’d be at it all day, marveling at the hustle and bustle that surrounded her.  Every year there were some vendors who panicked they wouldn’t be ready by the next morning, yet when Saturday rolled around, there they were, happily selling their wares to all the people who flocked to enjoy Logger-Palooza. 
 
    Now that George Peabody’s murderer had been caught, she was greeted with congratulations, waves and a general good feeling that a killer was no longer on the loose.  She too felt relaxed as she wound her way around the various vendor and food booths. 
 
    As she reached the bank, she looked across the street and came to an abrupt stop. The noises that had surrounded her moments ago disappeared as she stared, slack jawed.  Her heart began to hammer and her stomach clenched as a realization hit her so hard she thought she would throw up. 
 
    “No, it can’t be,” she whispered under her breath as bits and pieces of the George Peabody investigation swirled through her mind, mocking her for her arrogance and shortsightedness. 
 
    Immediately turning around, she fought not to break into a sprint as she reached HQ.  There, she shut herself up in her office, ordering Emmy and Rick not to disturb her, nor to allow anyone else to bother her.  The two looked at each other in bewilderment. 
 
    “As she always says, there’s a method to her madness,” Rick commented as he looked through the glass and saw Cammie on her computer while speaking on the phone at the same time.  “Guess we just gotta trust her.” 
 
    “I sure hope whatever is going on doesn’t have anything to do with Logger-Palooza,” Emmy responded with a hint of worry in her voice. 
 
    They knew enough not to intrude even as she worked straight through lunch.  With each passing hour, their concern deepened.  They’d never seen her so intent before as she continued to work both the computer and her phone. 
 
    It was near six o’clock when she finally emerged.  Emmy swallowed a gasp when she saw the drawn look on Cammie’s face. 
 
    “We need to talk,” the sheriff announced grimly as she stepped back into her office.  Rick and Emmy had no choice but to follow. 
 
      
 
    Just as Paul had predicted, Saturday dawned sunny and warm.  The sidewalks of Main Street were already busy, even though the festivities wouldn’t start for another couple of hours.  It was controlled madness as vendors, cooks, decorators and street performers hurried with last minute preparations. 
 
    Cammie arrived early and went straight to the coffee machine.  She hadn’t slept as she tossed and turned in both anger and frustration, all directed at herself. When Rick walked in, she saw the look of exhaustion on his face as well. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” he said as he came up to her.  “I should have realized.  I completely screwed up.”  He took off his badge and placed it on the counter in front of her.  “I totally understand if you need to sack me.” 
 
    “Please put that badge back on. I’m the one who’s at fault.  I’ve been up all night asking myself how I could have missed it.” 
 
    “I suppose that proves we’re only human.” 
 
    “We can play the blame game later.  For now, let’s get everything ready.” 
 
    At precisely nine am, the door to HQ opened. 
 
    “I’ll show you to the interrogation room,” Emmy replied as she walked towards the back of HQ.  She poked her head in and looked at Cammie and Rick.  “He’s here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emmy.” 
 
    She stepped aside and Jim Newton entered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming by, Jim,” Cammie replied in a light, friendly voice.   
 
    “I have to admit, I was a bit surprised when Rick called me last night and asked me stop by this morning.” 
 
    He was dressed in jeans and a dark green t-shirt, the large bandage still taped to the back of his head. 
 
    “How’s the head, bro?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Still getting headaches.  But with each passing day, it hurts less and less.”  He sat down opposite Rick and Cammie. “So what’s this all about?” 
 
    “We’re tying up some loose ends in the George Peabody murder investigation and just needed to ask you a few more questions to clarify a few things for us.  By law, I’m required to inform you that everything we say in this room is being recorded.” 
 
    “Why? It’s over, isn’t it? You already arrested his wife.” 
 
    “We did.  But we need to make sure the district attorney has what he needs to get a conviction.  You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh sure, yeah.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Cammie noticed Jim’s leg nervously jiggling up and down under his chair.  She calmly stood up and came around the table.  “Once again, I want to thank you for your information.  It actually helped us crack this case.”  Reaching him, she held out her hand to shake his.  He looked down at it for a long moment.  Just as she thought he was going to refuse, he slowly and reluctantly held out his left hand and awkwardly shook hers.  Despite the clumsiness, it was a hard, steady shake.   
 
    Cammie pointed to his right hand that was shoved into his jeans pocket.  “Rick told me you had an accident about eleven years ago.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Jim shrugged. “I slipped off a ladder and landed on some glass. I managed to slice through the ligaments in my hand and they shortened up.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I see?” 
 
    He slowly withdrew his hand and she saw that it was basically a claw. 
 
    “That must have been devastating.” 
 
    “I’ve learned to adjust.” 
 
    She returned to her chair and opened up the file in front of her.  “You once managed a house painting company out of Houlton, correct?” 
 
    Jim narrowed his eyes at her.  “What is this all about?” 
 
    “Like she said, we’re just tying up some loose ends. Boring, but necessary,” Rick replied, smiling congenially at him.               
 
    “What happened to the business?” she asked. 
 
    “The economy went tits up and the business went with it.  When people don’t have a lot of money, the last thing they’re going to want to do is hire someone to paint their house.” 
 
    “When did you close up shop?” 
 
    “About nine years ago, I think it was.” 
 
    “Is that when you turned to drugs?” 
 
    He jerked his head up and glared at her.  “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Margo is a very rich lady who has hired some very high priced attorneys.  They’re going to dig into the background of every witness in order to find anything they can to get her off.  We need to make sure the district attorney knows all of this so he isn’t blindsided.  You don’t want to be responsible for allowing a murderer to walk away scott free, do you?  Especially when she tried to kill you as well?” 
 
    This seemed to calm Jim down.  “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “You were arrested for drug possession shortly after the business failed, is that correct?” 
 
    “Yeah”. 
 
    “You got lucky, didn’t you? Since it was your first offense, they were pretty lenient.  A slap on the wrist and a fine.” 
 
    “Uh huh”. 
 
    She flipped through some papers in the file.  “You had an employee by the name of Reginald Steepman?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    His leg was jiggling harder now. 
 
    “What kind of employee was he?” 
 
    “He was a good worker. Always showed up on time.  Did the job without complaining, which is more than I can say for the rest of my crew.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “He was painting an eave on one of those 19th century Victorians.  Somehow he lost his grip and fell. Thank God he landed on soft grass and thank God he wasn’t killed.  He did sustain a back injury that pretty much ended his house painting career. Workman’s Comp had to come in and pick up the tab.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “Just before we closed the business.”  He looked at his watch.  “Listen, how much longer is this going to take?  I told Naomi and the kids we’d get to the parade route early so they could see the jugglers.  The kids just love the jugglers.” 
 
    “What do you do now for a living?” 
 
    “You know what I do.” 
 
    “I know, but we need you to state it for the record.” 
 
    “I deliver packages that come into the post office.  I also do deliveries for some of the businesses, like the flower shop, the small appliance store, places like that.” 
 
    Cammie withdrew a photograph from her file and laid it on the table in front of Jim. It was the woman in the tight red t-shirt that she’d gotten from Bill.  
 
    “Do you know who this woman is?” 
 
    He looked at the photo, then glanced up at her in surprise.  “How do you have a picture of her?” 
 
    “That’s your mother, isn’t it, Jim?” 
 
    He said nothing as he stared intently at her. 
 
    Cammie took the photo and placed it back inside the folder. 
 
    “Jim, I’m going to tell you a story.  Stop me any time if you think I’ve got it wrong.  About sixteen years ago, George Peabody started a relationship with your mother. Maybe it started out as one of those casual deals.  But somewhere along the line, they fell in love. You and your mom were living in Bangor and he became like a second father to you, something you’d been lacking since your own father walked out on you when you were a baby.  Unlike most dads, George only showed up every couple of months.  But when he did, it was like your birthday and Christmas all rolled into one.  You were probably curious where he went when he wasn’t with you and I’m sure you were told he was travelling on business.  Then ten years ago, he announced he was there to stay.  No more business trips. No more being away for months on end.   You must have been so excited.  Your surrogate dad was finally going to stay and you were going to have that picture perfect family you’d always dreamed of.  Only, it didn’t quite turn out that way, did it?  You somehow discovered that he hadn’t been travelling on business when he was away from you and your mom.  He was actually living another life entirely separate from the one he lived with you.  And part of that other life included a wife.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, right after making the announcement he was there to stay, he stole your mother’s entire savings - money she’d scrimped and sacrificed to earn so that, no matter what happened, there would always be a roof over your heads. It must have completely destroyed her to discover that the man she’d poured so much time and trust and love into was nothing but a damned criminal.  So you decided to teach him a lesson.  How am I doing so far?”  Jim’s face had grown dark and menacing as he silently regarded her.  “I’ll take that as a thumbs up.  You tracked down George and, what do you know? He lived in the same town as the girl you’d been dating, who just happened to be Rick’s cousin, Naomi.  It really must have enraged you when you saw the grand life George was living in that huge Victorian house over on Sunset, while you and your mother were holed up in a crummy, two bedroom apartment in Bangor.  Despite his wealth, he still had the audacity to rob your mom blind.  So this is what I think happened.  You waited until he was alone in his workshop.  Then you confronted him.  He must have told you about his meeting with Barnes since you were able to provide us with so many details. Did he tell you that, because of his guilt taking the money from your mother, he concocted a way to recoup that money from Bill? The sad part is that he was planning on paying back what he’d stolen with an additional $35,000 to boot. But by that point, you didn’t care. He’d lied to you for sixteen years.  He’d taken your dream of the perfect family and ripped it into a million pieces.  You were so furious over what you saw as his treachery, you knocked him to the ground.  While he was down, you grabbed a sledgehammer and drove it into his skull.  Did you set out to kill him, Jim? Or did you just want to scare him and it went too far? Whatever the reason, the deed was done. You washed up the blood as best you could, put his body into your truck and dumped it right where he’d had the meeting with Bill.  There must have been some sort of poetic justice picking that spot, eh?” 
 
    “However, you made a few mistakes when you tried to throw us off by pointing the finger at Bill and Margo.  Mistake number one. You told us you’d been out the night of April 14, 2007 hunting moose.  First of all, I doubt very much you can hold, much less shoot a weapon with your right hand disabled as it is.  Mistake number two.  According to your statement, you fell asleep after visiting the Grandfather Tree.  I checked the weather for that night and the following week.  You must have been back in Bangor during that time or else you would have remembered that during the dates in question, we had one of our freak snow storms.  The temperatures were in the single digits for almost six days.  If you’d fallen asleep the way you told us you did, you would have frozen to death. Mistake number three. You stated, and I quote ‘I’d heard the stories around town about how much he hated Native Americans’.  Now, that may not sound like much of a mistake, but we spoke to dozens of people about George Peabody and you’re the only one who said you’d heard the rumors of his racism before he left Twin Ponds.  Everyone heard the stories after he supposedly left.  That’s probably because it was you started those rumors, wasn’t it?  You wanted to make sure he was hated as much as you hated him.  And if his bones were somehow found, who would care about a racist bully like him anyway?  Mistake number four.  Why did you throw away the sledgehammer and wallet near the Grandfather Tree? Why didn’t you go deeper into the woods to dispose of the evidence?  Better yet, why didn’t you just bring them to Bangor and dispose of them there? We never would have found them in Bangor. Did you get lazy, Jim? Is that what happened?”  
 
    Cammie shook her head as she looked at him.  “If you’d only kept your mouth shut and not tried to get fancy by attempting to mislead us with your story of witnessing the meeting between Bill and George, we wouldn’t be sitting here right now.” 
 
    She saw his jaw tighten as his eyes bounced between her and Rick.   
 
    “You have no proof,” he seethed. 
 
    “I have enough to arrest you for the murder of George Peabody and Reginald Steepman.”  Jim’s eyes widened at the sound of Steepman’s name.  “That’s right, old Steeper the Peeper. You make monthly deliveries to the veterinary clinic, don’t you?  And because of your drug habit, you know your way around a needle.” 
 
    “And your mom was a nurse who worked in the emergency room, so she’d know all about sux,” Rick added. 
 
    “You were making a delivery at the clinic on the day they were dealing with two emergencies,” Cammie continued.  “You’d delivered supplies of sux in the past so you knew they had some on hand. You saw the medicine cabinet was left open, the office was in chaos and realized this was the perfect opportunity to finally get that son of a bitch blackmailer off your back once and for all.  I’m guessing you put the sux in an aspirin or water bottle you happened to have on you.”  Once again she shook her head.  “Just goes to show, you should never do drugs and spill your guts out to a guy who’s later going to use that information to blackmail you.” 
 
    Cammie saw the hate glowering in Jim’s eyes.   
 
    That hate is the last thing George and Steepman saw before you took their lives. 
 
    She shut the file and was about to stand up in order to cuff him when Jim suddenly shoved his chair backwards.  In one swift movement, he withdrew a knife he’d had strapped to his ankle and flung it at Rick. 
 
    He cried out as the knife struck him in the right shoulder blade, sending him tumbling out of his chair and onto the floor. 
 
    “Rick!” Cammie shouted.   
 
    She saw Jim racing for the door.  Torn between seeing to Rick and not wanting Jim to get away, she hesitated for a split second. 
 
    “Go after him,” Rick gasped.  “Quick.” 
 
    Withdrawing her revolver, she ran into the foyer where she found Emmy struggling to stand up from behind her desk. 
 
    “He pushed me and ran outside,” she said, pointing to the front door. 
 
    “Call Doc,” Cammie ordered.  “Rick’s been hurt.  Radio our other deputies and tell them Jim has escaped.” 
 
    Before Emmy could ask any questions, she holstered her gun and dashed outside.   
 
    The sidewalks were filling up with people eager to see the parade begin.  Her stomach clenched as everywhere she looked, she saw the potential for hostages if Jim grew desperate enough. Turning to her right, then to her left, she glimpsed Jim fighting his way towards Town Hall. 
 
    “He’s heading north towards the mayor’s office,” she informed Emmy, using the radio she had clipped to her uniform. 
 
    “I’ll get Tom and Dave over there.” 
 
    Trying not to panic the crowds, she swiftly and coolly made her way through the throngs until she reached a spot near the bank where there was a break in the swarms of people. There, she was able to sprint, her mind reeling with the terrifying possibility that he was heading straight towards Bill.  She saw his head bobbing through the mass of humanity as he roughly pushed people aside in a frantic attempt to escape. 
 
    “What’s going on, Sheriff?” 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Haha, is there a fire?” 
 
    She ignored all the shouts as she continued to jog down the center of the street.  As she drew closer to the town offices, she saw two of her part-time deputies emerge from the crowd. 
 
    “He’s right in front of us,” Cammie shouted.  “We need to encircle him.” 
 
    As the two officers headed up on opposite sides of the street, Cammie remained in the middle of the road.  She was just reaching the parking lot in front of the town offices when she heard the sickening sound of terrified screams.  A moment later, she was almost trampled as a stampede of panicked townspeople hurtled towards her. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she cried out as she swung this way and that, fighting to keep from being knocked down in the reckless evacuation. 
 
    Just as the last of the crowd raced past her, she broke into a run and finally reached the front of Town Hall. 
 
    Where her worst nightmare was waiting for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    A dais had been erected in front of the entrance where the town’s businessmen sat to watch Bill stride to the podium and give the speech that would officially open Logger-Palooza. 
 
    As Cammie skidded to a stop, her eyes took in everything at once.  On the ground near the dais, her deputy Tom Melbourne lay sprawled on the ground.  He wasn’t moving.  Dear God, was he dead? 
 
      It was still too early for the businessmen to assemble, but for the first time in his career as mayor, Bill had decided to show up early - a decision he was now regretting. 
 
    Jim stood atop the dais.  He had Bill in a chokehold in front of him, a revolver – no doubt Tom’s revolver – pointed at Bill’s temple. 
 
    “Put your gun down, sheriff, or the mayor dies.” 
 
     Bill was ashen as he tried to remain perfectly still. 
 
    “Jim, you don’t want to do this,” she replied in a calm voice as she slowly walked towards the dais. 
 
    “You were right about a lot of things, but there was one mistake you made. I can shoot a weapon.  And if you don’t put your gun down right now, I’m going to prove it to you.”  As if to emphasize his point, he pulled up on Bill’s throat, causing the big man to choke.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Deputy Dave Penney sneaking up towards the left of the dais. Suddenly Jim cried out, “You come one step closer, Penney and I blow his head off.”   Dave abruptly stopped. 
 
    “You’re never going to make it out of here alive,” Cammie warned as she continued moving ever closer to the dais.  
 
    “That may be so. But if you and your deputy don’t put down your weapons, I won’t be dying alone.” 
 
    By this time, Cammie was only a few feet from the dais.   
 
    “Let Bill go and we can come to some sort of arrangement.” 
 
    “What do you think I am? Stupid? You’re never going to let me walk out of here. Now, for the last time, put your weapons down or I pull the trigger.  Hey, I’ll be Twin Ponds’ version of Lee Harvey Oswald.”  He laughed, but there was no humor in his eyes.  Only deadly intention. 
 
    Cammie’s mind raced through a thousand possible scenarios that would save the mayor, but at the end, she was frustratingly helpless.  If either she or Dave made a sudden move, Bill was dead.  But if they gave up their weapons, she was certain Bill wouldn’t be the only one who would die. 
 
    “Okay, sheriff.  Time’s up.  His blood is on your hands.” 
 
    “No, wait!” she screamed. 
 
    The next few moments would go down in the annals of Twin Ponds.  
 
    As Cammie leapt onto the dais, she saw a flash of rust emerge from her right.  Jim abruptly shrieked in pain and let go of Bill.  Seizing the moment, the mayor had enough presence of mind to turn and shove Jim as hard as he could into the chairs, sending them both toppling over.  As Jim fell backwards, the gun flew out of his hand and landed on the grass behind the dais. 
 
    Cammie and Dave ran up to Jim with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Get it off me!” he yelled as he kicked at his ankle with his other foot. 
 
    “Stop moving!” she ordered angrily as she swooped down and grabbed Augie, who was still clamped onto Jim’s ankle.  Once she had the little dog securely under her arm, she turned to Jim. “You’re under arrest for the murder of George Peabody and Reginald Steepman, and for the attempted murder of William Barnes.” 
 
    Augie added his two cents with a proud bark. 
 
        
 
    It turned out Tom’s only injury was a mild concussion when Jim suddenly knocked him down and grabbed his revolver.  Cammie asked Dave to stay with his colleague until Doc arrived.  
 
    Bill offered to drive her and her handcuffed prisoner to HQ to avoid calling unwanted attention to themselves.  However, word had spread of the incident, and she was embarrassed to hear the townspeople cheering both her and Augie as they parted to let the car pass.   
 
    Bill remained silent throughout the short drive. He only spoke when he pulled up in front of HQ.  “I need to get back.” He turned in his seat and gave Jim a scornful look.  “No scumbag is going to ruin Logger-Palooza for the fine citizens of Twin Ponds.” 
 
    Cammie unceremoniously yanked Jim out of the car and escorted him inside the red brick building.  She was happy to see Rick sitting at his desk. Doc had finished bandaging him up and was now tying a sling around his neck to hold his arm in place.  Emmy ran up and took Augie from Cammie’s grasp. 
 
    “And to think I considered you family,” Rick growled as he struggled to stand up.  He approached Jim and suddenly spat in his face. Jim coolly met Rick’s hard gaze and responded with a cruel, sarcastic grin. 
 
    Cammie quickly hustled him into the back where he was booked and fingerprinted before being locked up in one of the cells.  She returned to the foyer just in time to find Doc gone.  A few moments later, Emmy’s mother burst in.  
 
    “Oh my God, you found him!” she wailed as she rushed forward and grabbed Augie from her daughter’s hands.  “I was on my way to hear the mayor give his speech when all these people started running past.  Somebody bumped into me and I lost my grip on Augie.  He jumped out of my arms and took off.  I’ve been so frantic that I’d never find him again.” She immediately started smothering the little dog with kisses. 
 
    “That little dog is a hero.”  Cammie swiftly recounted what happened. 
 
    “Looks like you’ll have to change your thinking about Augie,” Rick said, grimacing slightly against the pain as he sat back down at his desk.  “That little poochie saved the day.” 
 
    Cammie went up to the dog and added her own kiss to the top of his head.  “Yes you did.  You’ve definitely earned the title of mascot to this police station.” 
 
    “This is certainly a Logger-Palooza for the record books,” Rick smiled. 
 
    “And it isn’t over yet.” 
 
      
 
    After ordering Rick to go home and rest, Cammie climbed into her Explorer and drove a few blocks to the neat row of Victorian houses.  She walked up the pathway, past the profusion of flowers and rang the doorbell.  A few moments later the door opened. 
 
    “You’re under arrest for accessory to murder after the fact.  You have the right to remain silent…” 
 
    As Cammie recited her Miranda rights, Sally Nichols gasped, took a step backwards and fell onto the floor in a swoon. 
 
      
 
    After locking up Sally, she’d just entered her office when Jace rushed in.  He went up to her and enveloped her in his arms.  “My God, I just heard what happened.  Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine.”  She pulled away and looked him up and down.  “That was the outfit you didn’t want to tell me about?” 
 
    Jace was dressed as a 19th century logger, with dark workpants, suspenders and a red bandana tied around his neck.  What had her astonished was that beneath the suspenders, he was bare chested. 
 
    He gave her a sheepish grin.  “Yeah.  The guys decided they were going to give the ladies an extra thrill during the parade this year.” 
 
    She raised an amused eyebrow.  “The ladies?” 
 
    “Well, in my case, one particular lady.”  He bent down and kissed her.  “Now that I know you’re okay, I’d better get back to my parade float. The mayor has decided to go forward with Logger-Palooza, despite what happened today.  And I hear he’s going to honor Augie by giving him a lifetime supply of free dog food for saving his life.” He nuzzled her ear. “Maybe later, you’ll let this big strong lumberjack escort you to the fireworks.” 
 
    She laughed as she brushed back his bangs with her fingertips. “Only if afterwards, you let me play with your ax.” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning at breakfast, she told an enthralled Doc and Jace what had led to Jim and Sally’s arrest. 
 
    “Sally Nichols is Jim’s mother. When her son murdered George and told her what he’d done, she felt compelled to move to Twin Ponds and change both her name and her looks.  With the $50,000 Jim took from George after he killed him, she was able to buy the Victorian next door to Margo.” 
 
    “Why?” Jace questioned. 
 
    “She needed to make sure Jim would never be suspected of George’s murder if the bones were ever found.  The only way to do that was to move here so she’d be able to act if anything came to light. She also wanted to keep an eye on Margo.” 
 
    “You can’t blame her for being curious about her lover’s wife, once she found out he had a wife,” Doc replied. 
 
    “I agree.  As part of the pretense, she needed to keep her distance from Jim and Naomi so no one would suspect they were related.  They worked out a plan where Jim was able to visit at least once or twice a month under the pretext of delivering packages to her home. Their charade was aided by the fact that Jim’s father is a full blooded Penobscot.” 
 
    “And he looks just like his dad,” Jace added.  She nodded. 
 
    “But how did you know Sally was Jim’s mother?” Doc questioned. 
 
    “Bill had a photograph taken of her ten years ago. She’s obviously dyed her hair and put on a ton of weight, but when I studied the photo carefully, I could just about make out the resemblance between Sally Nichols and the woman in the picture. My suspicions were confirmed by good old internet detective work.  And cashing in a few favors with the Bangor Police Department.” 
 
     “Doesn’t Jim have kids?” Jace asked.  She nodded.  “So she basically gave up being a part of, not only her son’s life, but her grandchildren’s lives in the interest of protecting him.  I don’t know if that’s admirable or sad.” 
 
    “How is Naomi taking the news?” Doc queried. 
 
    “Not well.  It must be shattering to discover that your husband of nine years is a murderer.  But Rick has a huge family.  They’ll help her and the kids get through this.” 
 
    “What about Margo?  She has to be upset that you wrongfully arrested her.” 
 
    Cammie sighed.  “She was released yesterday after we arrested Jim and Sally.  We had a good case against her, but we’ll just have to wait and see what she decides to do.”  
 
    “You suspected something was wrong when Jim reported the assault.  I saw it in your face when you were standing by the pig sty,” Doc replied. 
 
    She nodded.  “The area around the pig sty was wide open.  It would have been difficult for anyone to sneak up on him, no matter how busy he was.  I’m sure the pigs too would have let him know if someone was approaching.  You heard the racket when you and Rick came up to me.” 
 
    “So he basically injured himself and accused Margo of attacking him,” Doc said, shaking his head in amazement. 
 
    “He must have heard about Forensics being at her home.  He wanted to make sure that if they didn’t find anything, we’d still have cause to arrest her.”  She clicked her tongue in disgust.  “I can’t believe I missed the clues.  They were staring me in the face the whole time, but I was too fixated on proving Margo and/or Bill guilty.  I know better.  Or I should anyway.” 
 
    “What made you realize it was Jim?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I was checking on the vendors Friday when I saw Jim making some deliveries.  For the first time I saw his crippled hand. He’d been careful to keep it hidden in his pocket when we interviewed him the first time. And Rick didn’t think it important enough to bring it up.” 
 
    “An error I’m sure he’s kicking himself over,” Doc smiled. 
 
    “We’re both guilty of that.  As I watched him bringing in packages to the various stores, I suddenly remembered Dr. Logan telling me that the day they had those two emergencies, he’d had to send the delivery man home.  We have only one delivery man in Twin Ponds and that’s Jim. That confirmed he was at the clinic that day and had perfect access to the sux.  Once I pulled up the weather report and saw it had been too cold for Jim to have fallen asleep in the woods, I knew he’d lied to me.  I started going back over all the witness statements and realized that the white cat hair found on the back of Steepman’s chair had more than likely come from Pookie.  Her fur would have gotten onto Jim’s clothes when he visited his mother. My suspicions that his disability would have prevented him from holding a hunting rifle turned out to be wrong.  But it did point me in another direction.” 
 
    “One that allowed you to catch the real killer.”  Doc reached over and patted her hand.  “Don’t beat yourself up.  The important thing is that you finally figured it out and saved an innocent woman from going to prison.” 
 
    “That may be true, but there’s still another victim in this whole wretched situation.  And I can’t even imagine what he’s going through right now.” 
 
      
 
    The log rolling competition was the last event scheduled for Logger-Palooza and it was a crowd favorite. People flocked to watch the contestants, dressed in their 19th century loggers outfits, jump two at a time atop huge logs and roll them in the waters of Waban Pond.   
 
    Although this too was one of Cammie’s favorite events, one she rarely missed it, she opted instead to stroll along the upper end of Main Street later that morning. With the majority of the townspeople watching the log roll, the streets were fairly empty, giving her an opportunity to relax and enjoy the temperate weather. 
 
    The sizzling heat had disappeared and there was already a hint of cool autumn breezes in the air.  She stopped for a moment and took a deep, refreshing breath before letting it out slowly through her nose.  She was standing next to the bank and it was then that she noticed a familiar sticker plastered to the red brick.  Drawing closer, she saw the sticker still had the town logo depicting the two ponds with the tree in the center.  However, the tiny wimpy looking dog had been replaced with what looked like a poodle on steroids, complete with bared teeth, a ferocious expression on his face and a t-shirt that read ‘Sheriff Dept. Mascot.’ 
 
    Cammie threw her head back and burst out in delightful laughter. 
 
      
 
    While the sheriff was out making her rounds, Emmy was seated at her computer.  She wasn’t supposed to be working today, but she’d had a feeling Rick would be there.  Despite both Cammie and Doc’s orders that he stay home for a few days, he’d opted to come in, complaining that he’d be bored out of his mind if he stayed home.  He was now seated at his desk, flipping through some paperwork with his good hand. 
 
    Emmy, by nature, wasn’t a forceful woman.  She definitely wasn’t the ‘in-your-face’ type of person.  Studying the deputy who wore his arm in a sling and winced every time he moved, she debated long and hard over what she wanted to do.  Finally, a saying Cammie was fond of saying drifted through her mind. 
 
    Shoot, shit or dismount. 
 
    She took a deep breath, let it out, and stood up.   She strode over to Rick and tapped him on the shoulder.  When he turned around to see what she wanted, she grabbed his face, bent over and kissed him as hard as she could.  She then took a step back and waited. 
 
    “Emmy…” he said with a hint of regret in his voice. 
 
    Her heart was pounding furiously, but she forced herself not to give into her fear.  
 
    “I’ve had feelings for you ever since I started working here three years ago.  I know I’m not as pretty as all your girlfriends, and I’m definitely not as thin as they are.  But I’m smart, I’m loyal, and you’ll never have to wonder if I care about you or not.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then what is it, Rick? You took me to the Grandfather Tree so I wouldn’t miss out on seeing it.  You invited me to go to Mark’s party with you.  You risked your life to save mine a few months ago. Surely all of that means you must feel at least a little something for me.” 
 
    “I do!  It’s just that--” 
 
    “Just what?” 
 
    He rubbed his cheek with his hand.  “I – I--” She crossed her arms against her chest and stared down at him, which only seemed to make him more nervous.   “I don’t want to hurt you,” he finally muttered.   
 
    “Because you’re a serial dater who’s afraid you can’t commit to me?” 
 
    He looked at her in astonishment.  “Yeah, pretty much,” he admitted.  
 
    She bent down and kissed him again, more tenderly this time.  “I know exactly who and what you are.  If I’m willing to take a chance, maybe you should too.  Let me worry about getting hurt or not getting hurt.”  She straightened.  “I’m not here to change you.  Only you can change you.  But I think you’re afraid of commitment because you don’t want to give your heart and have someone walk away with it.  In fact, I’ll bet that’s what happened. And you’ve convinced yourself it’s going to happen again.  But I’m not that kind of woman.  So you think about what I said.  Like the sheriff always says, this is a situation where it’s time to shoot, shit or dismount.  I won’t wait forever, you know.” 
 
    She walked back to her desk, grabbed her purse and headed towards the front door.  “I’m off to see the log rolling competition.”  She stood there and gazed at him. 
 
    He looked into her eyes.  He saw her love for him reflected back at him.  He didn’t know what to say. 
 
    So he said nothing. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks after the arrest of Jim Newton and Sally Nichols, life in Twin Ponds returned to normal. Summer was winding down and the Labor Day week-end was just around the corner.  Everyone desperately held onto the last warm, sun-filled days before the chill of autumn turned into the harsh cold temperatures of winter. 
 
     In another week, Cammie and Jace would finally be moving back into their cabin on Mkazawi Pond.  The work was almost complete; all that was left was the installation of the new flooring.   
 
    As the day drew closer for their departure, she noticed a quiet sadness envelope Doc as he realized he’d be alone again.  Jace noticed it as well.  They agreed between themselves to arrange having dinner with him at least twice a week.  Not only would it ease his loneliness, it would allow them to continue to enjoy his superb culinary skills. 
 
    Lars Landry won the pool of when Cammie would solve the case, beating Jace by just a week. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she laughed when he told her.  “The reno didn’t cost as much as I thought it would.  We have more than enough to take that trip to Bar Harbor.” 
 
    Jace smiled as he slipped his arm around her waist.  “In that case, screw Bar Harbor.  Let’s go to the Caribbean.”   
 
    The rumor mill, which had died down upon the arrest of Jim and Sally, ramped up when it was discovered Margo had abruptly put her house on the market and left town without saying a word to anyone. Speculation wavered between the possibility that she’d met someone else, to the belief of some Twin Ponders that, despite Jim and Sally’s arrest, Margo was still somehow involved in her husband’s murder. They were convinced she’d left to avoid being arrested again. 
 
    Then there was Bill.  
 
    He hadn’t been seen in his office or around town since making his Logger-Palooza speech.   Strange stories began to spring up that he was giving up the mayoral seat to spend the rest of his days in a monastery to contemplate the life he’d almost lost.  Cheryle tried to reach him several times on the phone, but it was as though he’d dropped off the face of the earth.   
 
    Cammie stayed away, giving him the space she thought he needed to work through the traumas of Margo and a near assassination. However, when days turned into weeks and there was still no sign of him, she knew she had to intervene. 
 
    Once again, she cut through the woods and emerged into his back yard.  Unlike her last visit, the back door was locked.  However, she’d come prepared.  Whipping out her pick, she had the door unlocked in no time and was soon standing in his kitchen. She wrinkled her nose as the stench of rotten food assailed her nostrils.  Glancing at the sink, she saw it was piled high with unwashed dishes and decomposing remains of meals he obviously didn’t have the stomach to eat. 
 
    Concerned over the uncharacteristic sloppiness, she went through the downstairs.  There was no sign of him.   
 
    Taking the stairs two at a time, she peeked inside his bedroom.  Nothing.  Tamping down the growing panic, she opened the door to the study where she breathed a sigh of relief, followed by a sigh of pity. 
 
    Bill was lying on the couch, an empty bottle of Jack Daniels near his hand.  He wore a stained velour sweat suit and reeked of booze and body odor.  He hadn’t shaved in ages and his hair was plastered against his scalp.  He was asleep, the room filled with the sounds of his loud, gurgling snoring.  She knelt down beside him and gave his shoulder a hard shake. 
 
    “Bill, wake up.  Bill!” 
 
    He continued snoring.  Having no choice, she grabbed the water pitcher he kept on his desk, went into the bathroom where she filled it with ice cold water, came back and dumped it over his head.   
 
    “Jesus H. Christ!” he roared as he sputtered awake. 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure you were still alive,” she said as she took a step back. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” he muttered. 
 
    “Bill, I know it’s been difficult, but you’ve got to snap out of this.  The town needs you.” 
 
    “Fuck the town.  They had me condemned without any proof.” 
 
    Cammie pulled up a chair and sat down in front of him.  “I know.  I went through it myself, remember?  But I survived it and so will you.” 
 
    “What’s the point? They hate me.” 
 
    “No they don’t.  Everyone wants to see you back.” 
 
    “Why? So they can heckle me? Not only did they think I murdered George, but I was so gullible and stupid that I allowed his wife to completely screw me over.  That idiot should have just killed me and put me out of my misery.  I need a drink.” He tried to stand up, only to fall back against the couch. 
 
    “No you don’t. You need to pull yourself together and get back out there.  You’ve been exonerated.  No one believes you’re guilty anymore.  And you’re not the first person who’s been betrayed by love.” 
 
    “Yeah, but who else was betrayed to the tune of over $1 million?” 
 
    Somehow, he managed to roll himself up into an upright position. 
 
    “Bill, you can’t let this defeat you.  You can’t let Margo defeat you. You’re stronger than that.” 
 
    He pushed his hand through his unwashed hair.  “I want to believe you.  I just don’t know anymore.  I don’t know which way is up or down.  Who to trust.  I used to think I was the master of my destiny, but it’s all a crock of shit in the end.”  He raised his head and gave her a bloodshot, bleary-eyed look.  “I’m a fake, Cammie.  It took me almost dying to realize I’m just a fat, lousy, insecure little man who thought that being mayor of this piss ant town would make people respect me.  It would make me respect me.”  He guffawed.  “I acted like I was the mayor of New York City or Los Angeles.  What a damned fool I was.  I’ve been acting like the dictator of a postage stamp country that no one’s ever heard of or gives two shits about.  Who the hell did I really think I was?” 
 
    Cammie reached out and put her hand on his shoulder.  “You’re the multi-elected mayor of a town of good people who do respect you, Bill.  We may not be New York or Los Angeles, but we’re a community that cares and looks out for each other.  You’ve kept us safe and you’ve kept us strong.  We couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “That’s because they see what I want them to see.  If they knew who I really was, they’d run me out of office.  Shit, they’d run me out of town.” 
 
    “Bill, you’re being too hard on yourself.” 
 
    “Am I? Am I?” he screamed at her, his fists balled against his knees.  “I’m a murderer, do you know that?  Oh, I didn’t pull the trigger or provide the pills, but I might as well have.” 
 
    Cammie went still.  “What do you mean, Bill?” 
 
    “You were right when you suspected that little pervert of blackmailing me.  He extorted money out of me for nine long years.  I tried to help him out by giving him a job painting my home and he stabbed me in the back, the ungrateful bastard.” 
 
    “What did he do?” she whispered, her heart hammering in her ears. 
 
    “He went through my desk and found out the truth about my late wife, Trudy.  He threatened to tell the town.  I had no choice but to pay him $5,000 a month.” 
 
    Cammie cast her mind back to Trudy Barnes – a small, proud woman who had always been pleasant and friendly and highly supportive of Bill’s political career. As far as she and Twin Ponds knew, Trudy had died of a massive stroke.  She’d always suspected his deep loneliness at her loss is what drove him into Margo’s arms. 
 
    $5,000 was a lot of money.  His confession explained how Steepman was able to afford all those gadgets.  She’d had a feeling they hadn’t all come from Jim. Yet what could be worth that much that Bill would allow himself to be blackmailed?  
 
    Cammie knew she couldn’t leave until she found out. 
 
    “I remember Trudy,” she replied slowly. “She was a remarkable woman.” 
 
    “She was.  She didn’t deserve what I did to her.  I’ve spent years telling myself it wasn’t my fault.  But it was.  And I can’t run away from it anymore.”  He looked at Cammie with tears in his eyes.  “My ego killed her, Cammie.  My need to be the biggest shot in Clarke County.  I convinced myself that when women wanted me, it was me they wanted, not the fact that I was mayor.  Their attention fed my ego.  For the first time in my life, I felt like I was somebody. Of course they all meant nothing.  It was a quick fix.  Then it was on to another woman. But Trudy saw it differently.  When she found out – my God, I’ll never forget the look on her face.  It was as though I’d shattered her completely.  And I had.  I tried to explain, but she said nothing.  It was her silence that was the most heartbreaking.  She locked herself in the bathroom.” He barked out a harsh laugh. “I actually had the nerve to get mad at her because she refused to comprehend why I’d done what I had.  Can you imagine that?  I left that night because I didn’t want to deal with it. With what I considered her lack of understanding.  When I returned the next morning, the door was still locked.  I became worried and broke it down. I found her laid out on the bathroom floor.  She’d taken an overdose of sleeping pills.  I still couldn’t admit what I’d driven her to so I hushed it up and put about the story that she’d died of a stroke.” Tears rolled down his face as he suddenly grabbed Cammie’s hands.  “You see what I am now? A man not worthy to be mayor, not worthy of even being alive after what I did to her.”  He let go of her hands and wiped the tears from his face.  “Margo was my karma.  She shattered me the way I shattered Trudy.  But unlike my wife, I don’t have the guts to overdose on pills.  And I don’t have the balls to finish what Jim Newton started.  It’s easier to drink myself to death and be done with it.” 
 
    Cammie didn’t know what to say.  She would never have guessed the reason behind Steepman’s steep extortion. She was completely stunned. And filled with pity for the man weeping before her.  She reached over and took one of his hands in hers. 
 
    “None of us are perfect, Bill.  We all have things we wish we could have done over.  What you did to Trudy was terrible, but you didn’t force those pills down her throat.  It was her choice to swallow them.  Instead of taking her life, she could have done what millions of spouses who have been cheated on have done.  She could have left you and sued you for everything you own.” 
 
    “But if I hadn’t screwed around on her--” 
 
    “I have no right to judge you.  Nor to forgive you.  Only you can forgive yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” he whispered. 
 
    “Maybe you can’t.  Not right now.  Maybe not ever.  But what you can do is pick yourself up and get back out there.  You weren’t killed that day on the dais.  For whatever reason, the powers that be spared your life. Take that life now and live it the very best way you can. That’s what Trudy would have expected of you.”  He looked up at her as she stood up.  “I remember a woman who was intensely proud of you being mayor.  She knew this wasn’t New York or Los Angeles or any other metropolitan city.  But that didn’t matter to her.  Trudy knew you were the best man for the job because you care about this town and every person in it.  You always have and you always will.”   
 
    “What difference does it make? People are going to find out how I withheld information to protect Margo. When you arrest me--” 
 
    “There isn’t going to be an arrest.”  Bill swung his massive head and blinked at her. “I spoke to Judge Drury and it was decided that you saved the town when you pushed Jim into the chairs.  Your quick thinking kept him from shooting anyone else, including Dave and myself. You’ll have to pay a fine, but as far as we’re concerned, no one needs to know about the other.”  She walked to the door and opened it.  “Now you can sit there and continue feeling sorry for yourself, or you can clean yourself up and go into work tomorrow and do Trudy proud.” 
 
    Turning on her heel, she left. 
 
    It wasn’t until she was outside that she let out the breath she’d been holding.  She wasn’t sure he’d heard her words, but hopefully somewhere inside, he’d realize that even if he was a fake in his own eyes, to Twin Ponds, he was a mayor who cared.  And that’s what was important. 
 
      
 
    Cammie had just dropped Jace off at the garage the next morning and was headed towards HQ when her cell rang.  Looking at the display, she saw it was Bill. 
 
    “Come down to my office when you get a chance,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Well, at least he’d gone to work.  That was a good start. 
 
    She found Cheryle waiting for her. 
 
    “He’s expecting you,” she smiled.  
 
    Cammie entered his office and was pleased to find a very different man than the one she’d seen the day before.  He was dressed in a beautifully tailored dark blue suit with a crisp white shirt, and a blue and silver tie.  His hair was neatly combed, he was clean-shaven and the air was filled with his aromatic cologne.   
 
    “Thank you for coming in so quickly,” he said as he came around the table and stood in front of her.  To her surprise, he took her hand and shook it.  “I’m grateful for your visit yesterday.  I called you here because I want to repay you somehow.” 
 
    “I can’t really think of anything I need.  A lifetime supply of dog food will certainly help Emmy and Mrs. Madachuck with Augie. And I’ve told Jace about your woodworking shop.  You should be expecting a visit from him in the near future.  As for me--” Cammie started to refuse when she paused.  “Actually, there is something I’d like you to do for me. Are you still going through with the construction of the hotel?” 
 
    He gave her a panicked look.  “Don’t tell me you’re going to ask me to stop work on it?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.  What I am going to ask, however, is that you change the plans somehow so you leave a particular tree alone.” 
 
    “You mean the Grandfather Tree?” She looked at him in surprise.  He chuckled.  “There isn’t anything in Twin Ponds that I don’t know about, including that revered tree.  Don’t worry, changes to the plans have been made.  That part of the forest will remain untouched.  You see, I can be sensitive sometimes.” 
 
    Cammie smiled broadly.  “Thank you, Bill.” 
 
    “No,” he replied, his tone serious.  “Thank you.  As much as I may regret admitting this to you, I owe you my life.”  He turned towards his desk when he abruptly turned back.  “Of course it goes without saying that what I told you yesterday…well…” 
 
    Cammie walked towards the door.  “I have no clue what you’re talking about,” she said over her shoulder as she let herself out. 
 
    Bill stood in the middle of his office.  A smile slowly tugged at the corners of his mouth.  “Maybe persuading her to run for sheriff wasn’t such a bad idea after all.” 
 
    He carefully fastened on the mask of the powerful, omnipotent politician he needed the world to see. Then, rubbing his hands together gleefully, he turned back to his desk and to the job he knew he couldn’t live without - being the best mayor ever elected to look after Twin Ponds.  
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for taking another journey to Twin Ponds.  I hope you enjoyed the trip. 
 
    I’m happy to announce that I FINALLY have a website.  You can now subscribe to my email list on the home page. By doing so, you’ll find out when a new Twin Ponds book is about to be released.  I’ll also be announcing giveaways and the occasional free book downloads. 
 
    Which brings me to why I haven’t included a preview of the new Twin Ponds book.  I’m going to do something a little different this time around. 
 
    I’m planning on offering a prequel – that is, a novella that will bring you into Cammie’s life before she left Boston to head up to Twin Ponds to settle her father’s estate.  You’ll be there on the memorable night she saved Doc from the mugger.  You’ll also get to know Sean Carney a little bit more.  He really does have his finger on the pulse on everything that happens in Boston, both legally and illegally.   
 
    This novella will be offered as a free download.  It’s my way of thanking you all for your support of my little mystery series. If you subscribe to my email list, you’ll be among the first to take advantage of this freebie.  
 
    I promise you I won’t spam you, or send you endless emails about what I’m up to.  You can find that information on my Facebook page https://m.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/ 
 
     I too subscribe to some of my favorite authors, and to be honest, life is too hectic to sit down and read all their emails about what they did on their summer vacation.   
 
    I won’t do that to you.   
 
    The website is:  https://www.btlordwriter.com 
 
    The photographs are by my very talented sister-in-law.  They capture the essence of Twin Ponds, don’t you think? 
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