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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth slowly approached the corpse. 
 
     “Jesus Christ,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    He was lying on the bed, his hands near his body, looking as though he were asleep. She withdrew a pen from her pocket and gently moved the expensively tailored jacket to one side.  The bullet hole near his heart told her what had occurred. 
 
    But not everything. 
 
    Emotion welled up as a thousand thoughts ran through her head, all of them much too painful to be dealt with at that moment. A momentary panic set in as she struggled to pull back all the strands of memories and feelings and the worst feeling of all – the finality of death, while maintaining her professional façade.   
 
    With over ten years in law enforcement, she’d seen far too many casualties of violence.  In a moment of stark clarity, she realized she’d foolishly allowed herself the fantasy of believing that she’d finally found a place where she wouldn’t have to face the horrors of what people were capable of doing to each other. But it had followed her even here. And swallowed up the one person who had almost destroyed her and if she wasn’t careful, would do so again. 
 
    Even in death. 
 
    She shook off the pall of the past and took in the scene with a practiced eye, all the while wondering how this could have happened.  Who would want to kill him?  He was a hero to this small town.  A legend to the world.  People practically genuflected when he walked past.  All that he had done – and hadn’t done - to this town was forgiven when he’d hit icon status. 
 
    Or was it?  Had she forgiven him?   
 
    It didn’t matter.  Not right now, anyway.  What mattered was that he’d brought a darkness back with him.  Or, she recognized with a sudden chill, had resurrected one that had lain dormant all these years, patiently waiting for that moment when he’d come back. 
 
    Well, he had come back. And released the monster that was murder. It was now up to her to deal with the aftermath, a task made doubly difficult by her relationship with the victim.  
 
    And with the murderer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    One Week Before 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie nervously bit her lower lip.  She stared out the windshield of her Ford Explorer and cursed for the hundredth time her decision to run for County Sheriff.  It didn’t matter that she’d won with ninety percent of the popular vote.  Or that she’d been able to keep the peace in this remote part of northwestern Maine where, surrounded by wilderness on all sides, the majority of her duties involved drunk drivers and week-end warriors who went out into the forest or the two ponds the town was named after and ended up lost or half drowned.   
 
    What mattered right here, right now was her inability to get out of her Explorer and interview the victim.  
 
    She shifted in her seat, looking out at the light snowfall starting to build up on the hood of her vehicle, and continued to bite her lower lip. 
 
    During her years as a police officer in Seattle, then as a private investigator in Boston, she’d faced down the worst society could conjure up. She’d been shot at, punched at, almost run over in the line of duty.  She’d twice been awarded the Medal of Honor for risking her life to rescue fellow officers wounded during gang crossfire.   
 
    So why was she sitting here, slowly losing feeling in her fingers and toes, because she didn’t have the guts to interview an eighty-nine year old woman? Who, standing five feet next to her own height of 5 ft. 8 inches, she towered over?  Who was half blind? And weighed all of ninety pounds?  
 
    Because no matter how small or scrawny the package, hate is scary.  And the victim absolutely, positively hates you. 
 
    “We’ve been sitting here for ten minutes,” her deputy Rick Belleveau replied. “I’ve lost circulation in my toes.  My nose is turning white with frostbite. If any other body part gets frostbitten, I’m personally suing you.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out the right words to say that won’t set Cora off.” 
 
    Not too bad a lie. But one look at Rick’s face and she knew he wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Just hearing hello from you is enough to set her off.” 
 
    For the past two weeks, tiny Clarke County and its largest town of Twin Ponds, had been subjected to a strange rash of burglaries.  Instead of snowmobiles, cars or computers disappearing, the thief was making off with birdfeeders.   
 
    Old, paint-chipped, birdshit-encrusted birdfeeders. 
 
    If this were happening in an urban setting, the thefts would be shoved to the bottom of the pile, behind murders, rapes and assaults.  However, in this small spot of civilization in the midst of dense, majestic wilderness, the burglary of bird feeders was big news.  Nestled near the Canadian border, winters in Twin Ponds were long and harsh. It bred self-reliant, independent people with stern exteriors and soft hearts who took their bird feeding very seriously. 
 
    Her past law enforcement career notwithstanding, these thefts were turning into the first real test of Cammie’s abilities as the only female elected sheriff of Clarke County. If she couldn’t solve the burglaries of some decrepit birdfeeders, what was going to happen when a real crime took place? 
 
    Cora Cameron was the latest victim. In a town that had its fair share of eccentrics, Cora stood out. She lived with ten other elderly couples in a small trailer park ten miles west of Twin Ponds. Their tiny community lay at the foot of Crow Mountain, a craggy outcrop of granite that legend claimed was where the real witches of Salem, Massachusetts fled to escape the witch trials centuries before.   
 
    Even if the stories weren’t true, there was something unnerving about Crow Mountain. The area was dark and forbidding, the black denseness of the forest adding to its notorious reputation. When Cammie was a teenager, she and a group of friends climbed to the top to see if, as the old-timers claimed, the spirits of those witches returned every Halloween to perform a Samhain ritual. She never forgot the strange noises, or the way the trees seemed to whisper and groan all around them, reaching out with their skeletal-like branches to snatch away a careless teenager. Nor could she shake the unmistakable feeling they were being watched. As if they were prey ready to be devoured.  It was too much.  They all lost their nerve and ran out of the forest as fast as they could.  The memory of that night was still enough to make her shudder, and it made her question why anyone in their right mind would want to live in its shadow.  
 
    Although she never produced any proof to back up her story, Cora was convinced she was descended from one of the original witches. It wasn’t unusual to see her wandering up and down Main Street, uttering incantations and prophesies on the end of the world.    
 
    The townspeople considered her harmless, addled perhaps by too many years spent alone in cold, frigid winters that blanketed this northernmost county. Yet that harmlessness could suddenly turn violent whenever she caught a glimpse of Cammie.  Just the sight of the sheriff going about her business would produce an explosion of screeched gibberish while lobbing bundles of feathers, pine cones and who knew what else at the hapless officer.  Cammie quickly learned to avoid Cora at all costs. Yet here she was, at the crazy woman’s doorstep, reluctant to climb out of the rapidly freezing SUV. 
 
    The gangbangers and drug dealers she’d once dealt with looked tame compared to Cora. 
 
    Seated next to her, Rick tapped his boots against the floor in a continuing effort to keep warm.  As a man in whose blood ran a mix of Native American and French Canadian ancestry, he’d grown up with the folklore and superstitions of both races.  He respected Cora’s other worldly abilities, and on the drive over had already intoned an Abenaki prayer of protection over Cammie.   
 
    Twice. 
 
    “Look, I’ll do the talking,” he said as he blew on his gloved hands. “She likes me.” 
 
    “Every woman over the age of two likes you.” 
 
    Following Rick’s love life was a task only someone who loved to torture themselves with convoluted puzzles would take on. He had a new woman every week and although Cammie had long ago stopped trying to keep up with his paramours, she did constantly marvel at how he was able to jump from one relationship to another without incurring the wrath of the ladies he’d left behind.  It had to be more than charm or sexual prowess that kept his social calendar full and drama free.   
 
    As if reading her mind, Rick grinned.  “What can I say?  I’m part French and I look like my Native ancestors. That’s a pretty powerful combination.”  He tilted his head back and, to emphasize his point, ran his slender fingers through his shoulder length raven black hair that he kept tied back in a ponytail whenever he was on duty. 
 
    Cammie rolled her eyes.  “If you remember, I didn’t ask you to come along.”  
 
    “I had to. How else was I going to do that protection prayer on you?”  She threw him a look.  He shrugged.  “Just trying to save your soul from wandering in the wilderness for all eternity.” 
 
    “Despite Cora’s feelings towards me, this is part of an ongoing investigation. If you want to be helpful, just take notes while I interview her.”    
 
    “What if she throws a curse at you?” 
 
    It was Cammie’s turn to shrug as she climbed out of the Explorer.  “I expect you to do what any ambitious deputy would do. Throw yourself over me and take on the curse.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m ambitious?” 
 
    The snow crunched under their boots as Cammie and Rick slowly squeezed their way over a tiny, shoveled out path only a stick figure could fit on.  Poking up here and there through the snow were the old woman’s version of garden decor - frozen pinwheels, rusted pentagrams and other undecipherable shapes and symbols.   
 
    The miniscule trailer’s original color was impossible to tell beneath the green and brown mold that had grown up on its exterior over the years. Hanging on the doorframe were bird feathers tied in bundles, half rotted plastic vines and what looked like little tuffs of fur bound in red yarn. Everyone considered these symbols of Cora’s power. 
 
    Cammie knew about rituals, about those people with a special gift who could communicate with the Other Side. One of her dearest friends, Paul Langevin, was a shaman. Living across Mkazawi Pond from her own cabin, he’d saved her sanity countless times when she was younger. She saw his crystals, his feathers, his pouches with healing stones and herbs and understood their power. 
 
    Cora’s symbols, on the other hand, smacked of insanity and a need to be something she wasn’t. Or at least Cammie thought so, though she was careful to keep these opinions to herself.  Just in case. 
 
    They’d just reached the halfway mark on the path when the door to the trailer abruptly swung open and the five foot bag of bones stood in all her terrifying glory. She wore an oversized navy blue parka that came down to her scrawny knees. In her gloved hand she waved a cane, sending the curlers tightly wound in her iron grey hair bobbing back and forth furiously. She glared at Cammie for a long moment before snapping, “About time you arrived.  I called over an hour ago.  What’s so important that you can’t come out here when a tax paying citizen needs help?” 
 
    Cammie opened her mouth to respond only to find herself cut off when Rick forced himself next to her on the narrow path, almost knocking her into the snow.  
 
    “I apologize for the delay, Miss Cameron. The roads were pretty slick and we wanted to make sure we got here in one piece so we could offer you any and all assistance to get your birdfeeder back.” 
 
    Cammie narrowed her hazel eyes at him and suppressed the urge to kick him in the shins.  She stubbornly turned back to Cora, determined to take back control of this interview when her jaw dropped in disbelief. Was she hallucinating? Had Rick spiked her morning coffee with something stronger than half and half? Was it possible the old battle axe was actually smiling? 
 
    “My mother gave me that feeder. She and I painted it together when I was a youngster.  Means a lot to me.” 
 
    “We totally understand,” Rick continued, his voice dripping with charm. “We’re going to do our best to get it back for you.  Now if you could tell us where the birdfeeder was located, that would be a big help.” 
 
    Cora raised her cane and pointed to a rusted iron hanger that stood near the entrance to her trailer.  It was leaning precariously close to the ground.  Dangling from it was a hook, the last remains of the missing birdfeeder.  Below the hook lay a small circular trench that had been carefully shoveled out.   
 
    “Did you dig around the hanger?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Of course I did. Wanted to make sure it didn’t fall during the storm last night.” 
 
    If there was any chance of finding a clue, the storm and Cora’s digging had destroyed it. Still, Cammie and Rick poked around, hoping the thief might have dropped something or left a trail of bird seed pointing the direction he had come in.  However, to neither’s surprise, they found nothing. Not so much as an errant sunflower seed. 
 
    “When did you discover the feeder gone?” Rick asked as he whipped out his notebook and pen and started jotting down her responses. 
 
    “I check on it every morning. These poor birds get hungry, especially when it snows, and I wanted to make sure they had enough food.” 
 
    “And the last time you saw it was…?” 
 
    “Last night around ten. Come to think of it, I thought I heard something outside. Like a thud. But when I looked out the window, the wind and snow were blowing so hard, you could barely see your hand in front of your face.  But I did see my feeder.”  She grumbled under her breath.  “I’ll bet you that thud was the thief.  I’m going to have to put a spell on him. Make sure something falls off to teach him never to touch my things again.” 
 
    Rick and Cammie politely ignored her threats. If anything was going to fall off, it would be Cora’s curlers hanging for dear life on her thin brittle hair.  
 
    The deputy finished writing up Cora’s words, then closed the notebook and shoved it into his parka’s breast pocket.   
 
    “We’ll interview your neighbors.  Maybe they saw something that might help us discover who’s doing this. As soon as we find out anything, we’ll immediately let you know.” 
 
    Turning back towards the Explorer, Cammie was overcome with a ridiculous need to assert her authority.  It was bad enough to be seen running away from Cora on Main Street.  But this was an official investigation. Her investigation. She didn’t appreciate having her position as sheriff usurped by a junior officer, even if that junior officer was only trying to avoid a mini-Armageddon. She plastered her professional smile on her face and turned back to Cora.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss Cameron.  We’ll get your birdfeeder back.” 
 
    Rick stopped dead in his tracks and glared at Cammie.   
 
    “You have a death wish?” he hissed under his breath. That just egged Cammie on. Throwing caution to the wind, she continued smiling her jaw aching smile.  “If there’s ever anything else you need, don’t hesitate to call us.” 
 
    Rick hung his head and groaned. The air around them suddenly grew silent. The shadows from the surrounding forest scudded forward, waiting, anticipating. The winds died down in tense expectation.   
 
    The response wasn’t long in coming. 
 
    Cora raised her arm and pointed a long, arthritic finger at Cammie. 
 
    “Expect your past to collide with your present,” she intoned in a fierce voice.  “All that you hold dear will disintegrate and you will be left alone, with nothing, with no one. Blood and death will trail your footsteps. Heed my words, Camilla Farnsworth and prepare to be swallowed up by the darkness!  So mote it be!” 
 
    With a dramatic swirl of her parka, Cora turned and entered her trailer, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Cammie stood in the icy snow in stunned silence. On the other side of the Explorer she heard Rick click his tongue. 
 
    “You’re in deep shit now,” he announced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a long day. Made longer by Cora’s pronouncement which Cammie, no matter how hard she tried, could not dislodge from her brain as it ran round and round like a maniacal, out-of-control carousel.   
 
    Sitting in her office, surrounded by flip charts and a large eraser board filled with scribbled lists concerning what she and her staff had nicknamed “the Birdman” thefts, she tried to remain focused on the task at hand. But it was no use. She sat back in her chair with a frustrated thud.   
 
    Glancing at the clock, she saw it was six pm.  With Rick gone on a hot date, and their receptionist/dispatcher Emmy Madachuck off to her knitting klatch, Cammie was left alone in an empty office with Cora’s angry words staring her in the face.  
 
    Twin Ponds’ police station was located mid-way down Main Street, a wide thoroughfare in which the majority of small businesses and shops were located.  Cammie’s office, a glass walled square that was large enough to hold a desk, a file cabinet, two guest chairs and a small couch was located near the back of the station, down a short corridor. Next to Cammie was an even smaller conference/interro-gation room.  Beyond that was a bathroom.  The corridor then turned right towards the back door and left towards two jail cells.  At the entrance to the station was a counter, behind which Emmy and Rick had their desks and where the most important piece of equipment was located – the coffee machine.   
 
    Because Clarke County was the smallest county in Maine, and violent crime was practically non-existent, the sheriff’s office was not manned twenty-four/seven.  Everyone knew Cammie and Rick’s cell phone number and could dial them in an emergency.  Only during bad weather, when icy blizzards blew down from Canada once or twice a year would Cammie and Rick spend the night at the station, ready to provide assistance to anyone who was crazy enough to venture out into the deadly storms.  In a true emergency, Cammie also had a group of temporary deputies she could call upon, as well as police officers from the neighboring and much larger Aroostook County. 
 
    However, on this night, the only emergency was the one raging in Cammie’s mind.  With the ticking of a nearby clock and the twinkling of the small orange lights from the Thanksgiving tree Emmy had put up to keep her company, she sat back in her chair and idly tapped her pencil against her desk. Why was she letting that old nutjob get to her? It was obvious the woman was not dealing with a full deck.  
 
    Since childhood, she could remember Cora insisting they were all about to be destroyed by a falling meteorite.  When that didn’t happen, Cora then swore they were about to be abducted by aliens. Still waiting on that one. When she announced in the middle of Main Street that she’d discovered who really killed John F. Kennedy, everyone nodded and continued walking. So what was it about this particular prediction that had Cammie so rattled?   
 
    She once again saw the hatred in Cora’s eyes and heard the venom in her voice as she uttered her vicious words. Against her will, a shiver went through her as the tapping of the pencil increased. 
 
    Cammie had been hated before; who couldn’t go through life without having at least one person dislike you?  With Cora though, it bordered on irrational. And the hatred had only started since Cammie’s return to Twin Ponds the year before. The sheriff couldn’t be in the same room 
 
    Tap, tap, tap 
 
    Couldn’t be on the same city block  
 
    Tap, tap, tap 
 
    without Cora going off. 
 
    What had she done to make that crazy old woman despise her so much?   
 
    She rested her head against the back of her chair and sighed. It was a waste of time trying to figure Cora out. She’d have better luck figuring out who was getting their jollies stealing bird feeders off people’s lawns. 
 
    She tossed her pencil aside and gently rubbed the ache that was beginning to throb in her temples.  She should just call it a day, go home, and climb into the tub with the latest New York Times bestselling murder mystery. If she was lucky, the answer to the birdfeeder thefts would present itself between page 5 and a scrub with her favorite jasmine vanilla shower gel. 
 
    She cleared her desk and started the arduous task of throwing on all three of her heavy woolen sweaters.  A little over a year had passed since coming back to the town of her birth and her body was still screaming against the outrageously cold temperatures.  Hopefully the day was coming soon when she wouldn’t spend the winter resembling a waddling, well fed tick.   
 
    She jammed her furry bomber hat on her head and was just reaching for her parka when the phone on her desk rang.  She hesitated picking it up.  What if it was a report of another birdfeeder missing?  Maybe she could sneak away and pretend the phone wasn’t ringing.  Maybe she could pretend to be the answering machine and announce in a toneless voice that she’d gone to Florida.  Maybe…. 
 
    Her strong sense of duty however, won out and she grabbed the receiver.  “Sheriff Farnsworth speaking.” 
 
     “Hey, what do you say you meet me at Zee’s in five minutes?” 
 
    A warm tickle ran through her stomach as Jace’s low voice filled her ear. 
 
    “Boy, is it great to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Tough day, huh?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. I was so busy today I skipped lunch. I’m jonesing for one of Zee’s cheeseburgers and a tall cold one. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    At the mention of food, Cammie’s stomach started to growl.  She quickly accepted and hung up.   
 
    She shut off the lights, leaving the twinkles blinking on and off on Emmy’s Thanksgiving Tree. Before meeting Emmy, she’d never heard of a Thanksgiving Tree, or a Halloween tree or an Easter Tree or a list of other holidays their twenty-two year old dispatcher insisted on celebrating by putting up a tree in its honor.  Nor did she imagine that these little plastic trees came in all sorts of colors – orange for Halloween/Thanksgiving, green for Christmas, pink for Easter, white for Valentine’s Day and so on.  Yet, watching Emmy lovingly hang each ornament and drape the strings of twinkle lights, Cammie realized how much she’d come to enjoy these little trees.  They were warm and sweet and a reminder that there was the possibility of light in a world that sometimes felt so dark.   
 
    Not to mention that it always alerted her to an upcoming holiday. 
 
    With the office lights off, she paused to watch the orange lights reflect against the tiny pumpkins, turkeys, cornucopias and pilgrims dangling from its plastic orange branches.  For the first time that day, she smiled. And Cora’s words finally started to slip away into the corners where the light didn’t reach. 
 
    She let herself out into the cold frigid air, locking the door behind her and started down the short block towards Zee’s.   
 
    Short for Zevon’s Bar and Grille, Zee’s was the gathering place for good food and reliable gossip.  On any given night, half the town of Twin Ponds could be found inside its warm, cozy walls.  
 
    Bruce Zevon, the proud owner, was a dead ringer for Santa Claus, with a full white beard and a belly that shook like a bowlful of jelly.  He took great pride in knowing everything that happened in and around Clarke County.  It was said that if Zee didn’t know about it, it didn’t happen. He also loved to cook, whipping up mouthwatering hamburgers one minute, before serving an exquisite goat cheese and arugula flatbread pizza the next.   
 
    A light snow was falling and the main thoroughfare that ran down the center of Twin Ponds was silent as her boots crunched along the sidewalk.  The air was crisp and cold and she unconsciously burrowed deeper into her parka. 
 
    Although it was early November, the lampposts that ran up and down Main Street were already decorated with evergreen bows and bells and large white Christmas lights.  Every year, several old timers complained that it was too early for Christmas decorations. They insisted that they were supposed to go up the day after Thanksgiving.  But Cammie was always happy to see them.  Just like Emmy’s holiday trees, the sight of the wreaths and lights never failed to lift her spirits.  It also kindled a wish, deep down inside that she never shared or would share with anyone.  She knew it was silly really, yet each year when the decorations went up, a small piece of her hoped and prayed that this holiday season would be just like the ones she grew up watching in the movies of the 30s and 40s. The snow would be falling, the sleighs would be filled with presents and it truly would be a time of peace on earth and goodwill towards men.  Bing Crosby would walk down Main Street singing ‘White Christmas’ while Edmund Gwenn would magically appear, dressed up as Kris Kringle, giving Zee a run for his money. She chuckled at the thought of Edmund Gwenn and Zee fighting it out, mano a mano, for title of Best Santa Claus.  Of course each year she was disappointed that it never turned out the way she imagined, but there was always the possibility that next year, the world and her imagination would get it right. 
 
    Walking beneath the halo of wreaths, Christmas lights and street lamps banished all traces of Cora, replacing them with warm feelings towards Jace and his uncanny ability to sense whenever she was having a bad day.   
 
    Jason Northcott, known to everyone as Jace, was Twin Ponds’ mechanic extraordinaire. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t fix and the long line of machines and cars outside the garage where he worked was a testament to his skills. However, what Jace was really known throughout the county for was his hockey skills.  He was captain of the town hockey team, the Night Hawks, a collection of dedicated players that ranged from high schoolers to baby boomers.  In a town that loved their hockey, he was a hero. A humble, sweet natured hero who turned into a phenom on the ice.  He and Cammie had been living together for almost a year now, a fact that still left her amazed.  
 
    In a life so far filled with disillusionment and sorrow and mistrust of the opposite sex, Cammie had been unprepared for the instant attraction she felt for the town jock. Or to discover his attraction to her.  It was more than just his extraordinary good looks.  Or his eyes that were an unusually deep blue, or his long dark brown bangs that had a habit of falling shyly over his eyes. It was also more than his low and melodious voice that sang a deep, sensuous tune.  If she had to put words to it, it was a sense of safety that hung about Jace – a warm harbor in a cold world.  A lack of pretense or artificiality.  A man who wasn’t afraid of his emotions. 
 
    It terrified her.    
 
    And continually drew her in.  Despite the protests, the evasions.  The constant lies she told herself that this was temporary, based on convenience. The illusion it could never work because he was seven years younger than she was and so many other untruths, she’d lost track of them.  One day she’d wake up and he’d be the ogre that all men eventually turned into.  Or a complete stranger that left one aghast and appalled.   
 
    She couldn’t quite remember when he moved into her tiny cabin on Mkazawi Pond, the smaller and more remote of the two ponds the town was named after.  It seemed as though she awoke one morning and he was as part of the place as her favorite afghan or her late father’s fishing poles still hanging over the large picture window.   
 
    Now almost a year later, she realized how much effort she’d wasted denying her feelings for Jace.  The part of herself that resisted was eroding away, the ghosts of her past finally fading and evaporating as her breath in the quiet night air.   
 
    The neon lights from Zee’s establishment sent multi-colored shadows onto the mounds of shoveled snow that lay by the front door.  She heard the muffled sounds of music and laughter seeping through the brickwork and stopped for a moment, enjoying the hush of the gently falling snow and the comfort of what awaited her behind the doors to Zee’s.  
 
    It wasn’t just Jace.  It was a sense of belonging, of walking through that door and knowing everyone who was there.  Of being greeted and respected and feeling a part of something bigger than herself. 
 
    A place where everybody knows your name. 
 
    Ironic that she would find all of that in the one town on earth she’d once sworn never to step foot in again.  
 
    Cammie smiled at the unpredictability of life.  And was happy that it had led her back to here.   
 
    She grabbed the door and swung it open. Then stopped.  A sudden chill ran down her back that had nothing to do with the frigid temperature.  She slowly turned around, expecting to find someone standing behind her.  But there was nothing but the snow falling against her parka.  
 
    The hairs stood up on the back of her neck, her instincts on high alert. She’d long ago learned to trust those instincts; it had saved her life countless times.   
 
    She scanned the parking lot across the street. She was being watched.  She knew it.  She could feel it.  For a moment, she felt the ridiculous impulse to run.  Fast. Anywhere.  Just away from here. 
 
    There were a handful of cars parked under the street lamps, some owned by people sitting inside of Zee’s, some by a group of women she could see getting their hair done in Wanda Simm’s beauty salon nestled to the left of the lot.  The lights from the lamps shone down on the cars, giving her a shadowy view through the windshields.  She was tempted to walk across and peer into each car, to shake off the icy fingers of whatever or whoever was watching her.  But she was cold.  And hungry.  And eager to forget the day.  If there was someone out there looking for her, they were going to have to wait.   
 
    Or come into Zee’s and find her. 
 
    With one last backward glance, she threw open the door and slipped inside. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forensics had come, done their job and gone. Outwardly, she’d remained coolly professional.  To look at her, no one would know how devastated she was. Or the voice inside her screaming that none of this could be happening. Nor did she ever betray the pain at seeing the technicians’ faces as they catalogued the evidence.  This was a slam dunk as far as they were concerned.  The fact that they’d hurried along with their work made that all too clear. Murderer found near the victim with the weapon under his body, gun residue on his dominant hand and blood on his shirt.  Open and shut.  Easy as pie. All she had to do was make the arrest and it was over. 
 
    If only all their cases were this easy. 
 
    Doc Westerfield had arrived, officially pronounced the victim dead, concurred with her estimated time of death, done one more examination, then departed with the body to conduct the autopsy.   
 
    She was alone in the room now.  Someone had mercifully turned the heat down and the room was no longer stiflingly hot. The body was gone, the forensics team was gone.  The bedroom was empty. Except her.  And her thoughts. 
 
    There were things about the crime scene that didn’t make sense.  Things she should have seen that weren’t there. She felt the weight and responsibility of the upcoming investigation fall heavily onto her shoulders. Ready to crush her if she allowed it. 
 
    The doubt monster raised its ugly head, taunting her, accusing her of being unable to do what she needed to do. Telling her she was too emotionally involved to carry out an objective investigation. 
 
    Perhaps it was true. She could call the nearest town of Houlton and ask for help.  She could step back and allow them to take over. 
 
    But even as she thought this, she knew it would never happen.  Experience was key here.  And she had it.  She would see this through.  No matter where it led. 
 
    She looked around the bedroom, at the walls that cried out for new paint.  At the small full size bed with the chipped pine headboard and the bare box spring, the mattress and sheets having been taken away by forensics.   Before she could stop herself, she saw herself at sixteen years of age, lying on that bed with the victim.  He’d been seventeen.  So handsome, so virile. And with a cockiness that only intensified throughout the years.  Even then, he’d been sure he was going to make something of his life.  The difference all those years ago was that she’d been a part of it all. Part of the dreams.  Part of his future.  Part of his life. 
 
    Or had she?  Had she simply, in her youthful naiveté and love for him, blinded herself? Had she believed something that wasn’t true and never had been true, except in her imagination? 
 
    It hurt too much to think about.  She yanked herself back to the present and deliberately turned her back on the bed where so much had happened, so much had been spoken of, so much had been planned. 
 
    All lies. 
 
    There was pain in the past.  And unfortunately, in the next room, there was pain in the present.  A pain so great it threatened to crush her. Intermingled with a mind numbing fear. 
 
    Had she done it again? After swearing she’d never fall into that trap again, had she once more blindly trusted? Thinking a situation was a certain way when, in truth, it was the complete opposite? 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted when she heard a soft footfall behind her. She looked up to find Rick in the doorway. 
 
    “Are you ready to interview –?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied tersely. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    The mouthwatering aroma of hamburgers and steaks and the welcome heat from the flames crackling in the enormous stone fireplace enveloped Cammie as she entered Zee’s Bar and Grille.  As usual, the place was packed.  An old Kinks song was blasting from the old fashioned jukebox that still held ancient 45 records.   
 
    A few couples were dancing near the entrance, while the rest were either seated at the long, highly polished mahogany bar that ran along the back of the restaurant, or squeezed into booths and tables. To the right of the bar was the entrance to a smaller room where two pool tables were set up. A wide shelf ran along the perimeter of the poolroom, allowing spectators and players to set down their drinks while seated on stools to watch the games in process.  In the main dining room, on walls of dark, rich wood hung scenic pictures and paintings of Maine. Suspended over each booth was a Tiffany-style lamp, giving Zee’s establishment a homey and convivial ambiance.  
 
    Shaking off the cold and melting snowflakes clinging to her hat and parka, Cammie scanned the crowds and saw Jace standing in one of the back booths waving his arm at her. 
 
    At the sight of him, her unease evaporated. She made her way towards him, returning called out greetings and waving to several people. 
 
    “Hey babe,” Jace said as he gathered her into his arms and gave her a tight, affectionate hug.  She expected to smell the familiar mixed odors of machine oil and gasoline that always managed to seep through the protective overalls he wore over his clothes. Instead, his blue flannel shirt held the spicy aroma of his favorite cologne. His jeans were the ones they’d bought together a few months ago on a week-end trip they’d taken to see his parents in the seaside town of Calais.  Glancing up, she noticed the ends of his hair were damp.    
 
    “You spill oil all over yourself?” she asked as she slid into the booth opposite him and removed her hat and parka, balling them up next to her. Seeing that he’d already ordered her a beer, she took a long sip. 
 
    “No.  Why you ask?” 
 
    “Looks like you went home to shower.” 
 
    Jace grinned as he leaned his elbows on the table and took her hands in his. 
 
    “Can’t a guy look his best for his girl?” 
 
    She guffawed.  “You’re sounding like a 1960’s surfer movie.” 
 
    “Maybe this will explain.” 
 
    He let go of her hand and as she popped a few kernels of popcorn from a bowl Zee kept on every table, she noticed him pushing a box at her.  A long, narrow velvet box that looked suspiciously like a jewelry box.   
 
    “What is that?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    Jace grinned from ear to ear.  “Open it.” 
 
    “It’s not my birthday. And we already celebrated my election as sheriff last year.”   
 
    “Open the box and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    She gazed at him for a long moment, trying to read his thoughts.   
 
    “Will you stop trying to be Sherlock Holmes and just open the damned box?” Jace laughed. 
 
    She did as he asked and caught her breath. Nestled inside was a half moon pendant hanging on a sterling silver chain. The pendant was decorated with delicate shimmering crystals that caught the light of the overhead lamp, sending a rainbow of colors against the dark velvet interior of the box. 
 
    “I know how much you like to watch the way the light of the full moon shimmers on the pond at night.  Those crystals look just like the moonlight, don’t they?” He leaned over the booth and kissed her on the mouth.  “Happy one-year anniversary.” 
 
    Cammie was speechless. And embarrassed. Caught up with the Birdman thefts, she’d overlooked the fact that one year ago, she and Jace had met.  Right here at Zee’s. Over a game of pool. This was one holiday Emmy didn’t have a tree for.  And she’d forgotten. 
 
     “Oh crap…” she muttered. 
 
    He held up his hand.  “I know you’ve been busy with that mess over the birdfeeders.  I don’t need any gifts.  You’re my gift.” 
 
    “I should have remembered.” 
 
    “Do you at least remember the first meal you ever cooked for me?” 
 
    Despite herself, she chuckled. It was during the first weeks of December. She’d grown comfortable enough with the idea of spending time with Jace in a more intimate setting other than Zee’s poolroom. 
 
      A full moon hung suspended in the sky that night. When Cammie and Jace stood on the porch of her small cabin, they watched its reflection illuminate the pines and oaks that surrounded her property.  She’d tried to make him a simple meal of baked potatoes and steak, but never having mastered the art of cooking, she’d almost burned down her cabin.  It was still a topic of conversation at the Twin Ponds fire department.   
 
    After the firemen left, they’d laughed at her culinary skills.  Standing in the darkened kitchen, she’d noticed a stray moonbeam dancing across his face, leading towards her bedroom.  It promised a path of possibilities and second chances, of physical and spiritual release.    
 
    In the tiny cabin, on the shores of a frozen lake, they retreated from the world and began the process of discovering each other. Slowly, hesitantly, then passionately, they started down that path of possibilities together.  When they were done, they came to the decision that if any cooking was to be done in Cammie’s cabin, it would be safer for Jace to do it.  
 
    “How could I forget?” she responded. “To paraphrase Claude Rains in Casablanca, ‘It was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.’” 
 
    “More than a friendship, I hope.” 
 
    She caressed his fingers. “Yes.  Definitely more than a friendship.” 
 
    Cammie abruptly ducked her head as a rush of emotions suddenly loomed up and threatened to choke her. Tears unexpectedly welled up in her eyes.  His gesture was so typical of Jace, remembering the moon that night and on subsequent nights. She felt horrible for having forgotten.   
 
    “This is the most beautiful gift I’ve ever gotten,” she managed to say. 
 
    “The best thing I ever did was walk into Zee’s a year ago and talk you into playing a round of pool with me. I didn’t even care that you beat the pants off me.” He took her hands in his and gave them an affectionate squeeze. “This has been the happiest year of my life,” he whispered.   
 
    “Me too,” she mumbled.   
 
    She stared down at the pendant, its sparkling lights refracting through the blur of her tears. Deep down in the depths of her being, she felt something she’d last felt when she was five years old.  A half buried memory rushed up – of awakening to the sounds of a Beatles tune playing. Of sneaking downstairs, knowing even at that age that to make a sound would ruin something magical, something she’d remember for the rest of her life. 
 
    Sitting on the bottom step, she’d peered through the banister into the living room where, to her amazement, she watched her mother and father dancing slowly together. Her mother’s head burrowed against her father’s chest.  His chin resting upon her mother’s red burnished curls.  Happy, peaceful, existing only for each other.   
 
    In that moment, watching something that would never repeat again, she’d felt secure and safe in a way she didn’t think she’d ever feel again.  Until she met Jace.   
 
    She looked across the table at him, his handsome face distorted through the curtain of tears.  A warmth filled her belly, a knowing that the gloominess that had enveloped her life was lifting and disappearing. 
 
    And this man, who loved her despite her baggage, who believed in her and trusted her, had given her back that feeling. That gift that surpassed all others.  Throughout the past year, on those nights when he’d slowly peeled off her clothes, he’d also been peeling away her shadows.  Allowing a speck of light to penetrate all those dark corners in her soul that she kept locked away.  It took this night to make her realize that. 
 
    She took the pendant out of the box and slipped it over her head until it nestled against her breastbone. The silver chain felt cold against her skin as the pendant continued to catch the light of the overhead lamp. She cleared her throat and furiously blinked back the tears.  Once she felt in control of her emotions, she lifted her head and gazed into his eyes.  
 
    “I appreciate this gift and I will always wear it.  But I don’t need a gift from you to tell me that you love me. You show me every day when you cook me dinner, or bring me lunch at the office.  Or hold me at night.  Or,” she leaned in and brushed his lips with hers, “remember our first year anniversary. This too has been the happiest year of my life.  I realize now how selfish I’ve been. Whatever happened in the past is in the past.  You’ve helped me let it all go. I want you to know that with all my heart I –“ 
 
    The front door of Zee’s blew open, bringing a sudden hush to the noise filling the busy restaurant. The abrupt silence that followed caught Cammie’s attention, momentarily disrupting her heartfelt speech.   
 
    “What is it?  Finish what you were going to say,” Jace prompted, squeezing her hands tighter as if he could wring out the words he’d been waiting a year to hear.  He’d hoped, prayed that she’d finally find the courage to say what he longed to hear her say.  And finally, here it was.  In this crowded restaurant that suddenly seemed empty except for the two of them.  He unconsciously shifted his weight to the edge of his seat. 
 
    Cammie gathered her thoughts and turned back to Jace.  There was so much to say and she wasn’t sure words existed that could express the depths of her emotions.  But she was going to try. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, only to close it again when someone slid into the booth next to her. She turned to find Rick reaching into their bowl of popcorn and popping a few kernels into his mouth.  She frowned. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you had a hot date.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It turned colder than a winter nor’easter.” He jerked his head in the direction of the entrance. “You guys see who just walked in?”  
 
     “Excuse me, but we’re having a private moment here,” Jace replied testily, clearly irritated at the interruption and hoping Rick of all people would get the hint and disappear. 
 
    “You can have your private moment later. Trust me on this and check out who’s at the door.  I guarantee, it’s gonna knock your socks off.” 
 
    He lifted his finger and pointed across the restaurant. Knowing Rick wouldn’t leave until they looked, both turned.  
 
    Cammie gasped and unconsciously clamped down on Jace’s fingers until he winced.  
 
    Is this what her instincts had been trying to warn her about outside?  She should have listened and run as far away as she possibly could.  Maybe she could still run. She shifted her weight but Rick was in the way.  It was too late.  She was trapped. 
 
    Unable to tear her eyes away from the front door, a maddening thought occurred to Cammie. 
 
    For once in that crazy old witch’s life, one of Cora’s damned predictions had actually come true.   
 
    Fuck!   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jace caught his breath as he surreptitiously extracted his sore fingers from Cammie’s death grip.  “Is that who I think it is?” he asked, his eyes glued to the front of the restaurant. 
 
    “I told you it would knock your socks off.  Can you believe it?”  
 
    Cammie didn’t want to believe it. She couldn’t believe it. The small amount of beer she’d drunk lay sour in the pit of her stomach.  If she opened her mouth, she’d vomit, not only the beer, but years of pain and disappointment and disillusionment.  She resisted the frantic need to bolt under the table and hide. It took all her efforts to remain seated.   
 
    Eli Kelley, known the world over as ‘The Puckmeister’, slowly entered the restaurant, smiling the electrifying smile that had graced more than a hundred magazine covers during his brilliant career as an NHL star.   
 
    A crowd materialized around him, gasping at the unexpected sight, before slipping into a fawning, nervous twitter.  Men who had grown up with Eli now crowded around him, slapping him on the back and shaking his hand. Women just watched in wonder, drooling at the sight of the handsome, still virile ex-athlete. He raised his arms in the gesture of a pope blessing his adoring flock of worshipers and before Cammie could stop herself, she croaked, “My God, he is the Anti-Christ.” 
 
    “What do you think the dude’s doing here?” Rick asked, his attention riveted on Eli. “We’re not having any kind of hockey torney, are we?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Jace answered. “Maybe he’s here for an interview.  You know, one of those ‘this is where it all started’ type of stories.”  
 
    “A bit late for that, isn’t it?  Didn’t he retire two years ago?  I read his knees gave out like Bobby Orr’s.” Rick shrugged to himself.  “Maybe it’s a slow sports news week and someone came up with the idea of getting Eli’s old team together. That would be something, huh?  Jasper Brooke, Sully O’Callahan, Cammie--”  Rick abruptly clamped his mouth shut as he sheepishly glanced at her. “Uh, then again, maybe he’s just here for a vacation.” 
 
    “Cammie doesn’t care,” Jace said as he playfully reached over and nudged Cammie’s shoulder. “It’s been sixteen years. That’s all over and done with.”   
 
    “Fifteen…” she mumbled, wondering if the slamming of her heart against her ribcage indicated she was about to have a heart attack. 
 
    If only. 
 
    Jace turned his attention back to Eli and watched as he ate up the adulation from the townspeople surrounding him.  “Can’t believe he’s really here. I grew up worshipping him.  No one in the NHL had a slap shot like his. Goalies actually ducked when they saw it coming.  Knowing he grew up right here in Twin Ponds made it all the more special.” 
 
    Caught up in the excitement of a sports celebrity in their midst, the two failed to notice Cammie’s silence.  Or the pasty white skin where the color had drained from her face.   
 
    She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  Unable to look away, her eyes were fixated on the man drawing closer to their table. 
 
    He was still a fine looking man despite the years.  His blonde hair, now flecked with grey at the temples, lay curled around his ears and along the nape of his neck.  After removing his knee length camel hair coat, she saw he was wearing a light blue cashmere sweater that highlighted his Paul Newman-like electric blue eyes. Before she could stop herself, her eyes went directly to Eli’s left brow where a scar puckered against his eyebrow. The sight of it gave her grim satisfaction. 
 
    She’d put it there. 
 
    He was thinner than she remembered, though encased in the tightest blue jeans she’d ever seen, he still looked good. Damned good.   
 
    So far he hadn’t noticed her. She glanced around the booth, wondering if she could get past Rick and slip out the back door without being seen.   
 
    She tried to move, but found to her dismay that she couldn’t.  An avalanche of memories crashed over her, suffocating her with a mixture of poignancy and unrelenting anguish.  She’d been so sure tonight that she was ready to move on with her life.  That she’d healed her scars and could finally open herself up fully to another human being.  The sight of Eli made her realize what a fool she’d been.  The wounds of what he’d done to her fifteen years before were still raw, still seeping - all the hurt, the betrayal, the indifference, crashing against a time of innocence, when she thought she and Eli could take on anything and everything. 
 
    Except each other. 
 
    Goddamn it.  Cora had been right.  Her past had collided with her present in a way she never would have dreamed possible.  And it was making her physically sick. 
 
    I can’t bear this, she thought frantically as she felt bowed by the roller coaster of emotions. I can’t stay here and watch myself fall apart. I can’t humiliate myself.  I’m out of control.  Damn you, Eli!  Why the fuck did you have to come back --  
 
    “Cammie Farnsworth!  Is that really you?” 
 
    Oh Christ…   
 
    It was zero point. She had to escape or risk coming apart at the seams.  Not caring how ridiculous she looked, Cammie gave Rick a hard shove.   
 
    “What the hell--?” he complained as she literally punched his arm to get him to move. 
 
    It was a waste of time.  By the time it dawned on Rick that she wanted to get out of the booth, Eli had descended upon them.   
 
    “Mind if I sit there?’ he asked Rick. 
 
    No! Cammie screamed, but no words came out of her mouth.  She silently cursed Rick as he slid out of the booth and sat next to Jace while Eli took his place.  In the next moment, she found her left cheek plastered against Eli’s sweater, a pair of strong arms wrapped around her shoulders.  “Woman, you look fantastic!” Eli exclaimed as he squeezed her tighter. 
 
    A tangy mixture of sandalwood, patchouli, and other spicy scents she couldn’t identify assailed her nostrils. Whatever cologne he was wearing smelled expensive, a fact that tugged at her. Despite the years, he hadn’t changed.  He still had to have the best, no matter the cost.  Time fell away and she was sixteen again, marveling at how perfectly her cheek fit against Eli’s hard, muscular chest, feeling his arms around her, knowing no one could touch her as long as she stayed in those arms… 
 
    She brought herself up abruptly and pushed away from his embrace.   
 
    “If you hold me any tighter, you’ll cut off my circulation,” she said matter-of-factly, proud that her voice didn’t betray the mess roiling inside.  
 
    “Sorry sweetheart, but you always did bring out the grizzly bear in me.” 
 
    Cammie lowered her eyes, not sure what emotions were visible there. Hatred? Yes. Loathing, definitely.  Anguish for what might have been…? 
 
    She resisted the urge to tear at her hair if only to dislodge the disconcerting thoughts.  Eli shifted his weight, realizing he was sitting on a parka.  He pulled it out and handed it to Rick.   
 
    “Sorry for sitting on your parka.” 
 
    “That’s hers,” Rick pointed out. 
 
    Eli noticed the Sheriff’s Department patch on the sleeve and turned in amazement to face Cammie, noticing her light tan uniform for the first time.   
 
    “You a deputy?”  
 
    “Sheriff, actually.” 
 
    He tipped his head back and laughed. “No shit! I’d better watch myself then or you’ll just have to cuff me, eh?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrow in a lascivious manner. Then he did the unexpected.  He lowered his head and firmly planted his lips against hers, catching her completely off guard.   
 
    Embarrassment washed over her. And a searing anger. He was as arrogant as ever. Taking whatever he wanted.   
 
    The restaurant grew silent as everyone’s eyes were on them. Those old enough to remember knew there was bad blood between Cammie and Eli. Those too young certainly knew about Cammie and Jace’s relationship.  With a collective breath, they leaned forward, waiting to see what would happen.   
 
    Cammie knew exactly what was about to happen.  She formed a fist and was about to drive it into Eli’s crotch when a quiet voice broke the moment.  
 
    “Let her go, Mr. Kelley.” The voice was polite, but the steely undertone was unmistakable.  Eli reluctantly released her and turned to see Jace gazing at him.  A fierce protest welled up in Cammie’s throat, but quickly died when she saw the expression on Jace’s face. In the twelve months they’d lived together, she thought she’d seen all his moods.  But this was new.  His eyes were as icy as a January morning.   
 
    And just as deadly.   
 
    Inexplicably, it sent shivers down her spine. 
 
    “If you’re looking for an autograph, I’m a bit busy right now,” Eli quipped as he leaned in towards Cammie again. Jace’s hand shot out and caught Eli in the chest, halting him instantly.  Eli stared down in amazement at the hand planted squarely in his chest. 
 
    “I don’t think she wants you to kiss her again,” Jace replied in that same frigidly polite tone of voice.   
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Cammie saw people leaning in until their noses were almost touching the floor. Their thoughts were obvious. Was their current hockey star going to get into a scrum with their past hockey star?   The thought was too good to be true. 
 
    Anxious to avoid the public spectacle, she took Eli’s hand and firmly removed it and his arm from her shoulders. 
 
     “Eli, this is my deputy, Rick Belleveau.  And this is my boyfriend, Jason Northcott.  Jace, Rick, this is Eli Kelley.” She was being facetious; everyone knew who Eli was.  But the humor was lost in the surge of testosterone bouncing back and forth between Jace and Eli.   
 
    Eli curled his eyebrow sardonically as he looked Jace up and down.  “Boyfriend, huh? What are you?  Nineteen?  Twenty?” 
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m twenty-seven.” 
 
    A grin tugged at the corners of Eli’s mouth and the sight of it sent a wave of indignation through Cammie. Steeling herself for the sarcastic remark that was sure to follow, they were interrupted by a high pitched feminine squeal ripping through the tense air. 
 
    “Oh my God!  It is you!  I was over at Wanda’s when I heard you were down here.”  
 
    Cammie rolled her eyes in disgust as Carolyn Haskell teetered towards them on her five inch spike heeled snow boots. Wearing a pair of skintight black ski pants that accentuated her tiny size four body, while keeping her pink fur trimmed ski jacket unzipped just enough to show off her ample cleavage, the blonde bombshell threw Cammie a hateful look before latching onto Eli’s arm and literally pulling him out of the booth. She coquettishly tilted her heavily made-up face while offering him a wide sensual blood red-lipsticked smile.    
 
    “You remember me, don’t you Eli?  Lord, I remember you.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t remember her?” Rick whispered under his breath.  “She was always trying to get into Eli’s pants.  By the looks of it, she still is.” 
 
    Carolyn wrapped her arms around Eli and shoved her Double D breasts into his chest.  Eli kept his arms to his side, his ice blue eyes squarely on Cammie.   
 
    “Good to see you again, Carolyn. You’re looking fantastic.  Finally got rid of all that weight, eh?” 
 
    Carolyn’s expression faltered for a moment before, by sheer willpower, she pulled it back into place.  “My, my, don’t you look just good enough to eat?” she replied, pointedly ignoring his remark.  She pulled back and ran her tongue over her glossy lips.  
 
    “Why don’t you find us a booth and I’ll be right over as soon as I’m done here.” 
 
    Carolyn’s face lit up at the thought of spending time in Eli’s company.  With a smugly triumphant glance in Cammie’s direction, she teetered off on her high heels, her fanny wriggling back and forth provocatively.   
 
    While this was happening, Jace unceremoniously pushed Rick out of the booth. Brushing past Eli, he grabbed Cammie’s hand and literally hoisted her out of her seat.  He threw his arm around her and pulled her tightly against him.  “We should get home,” he announced loudly.    
 
    Cammie bristled at Jace’s uncharacteristic macho maneuver.  She was beginning to feel like a hockey puck between these two powerful men and she didn’t like it. 
 
    Eli swept his gaze over the two of them and smiled again.  “We’ll catch up some other time, sugar. Good-night Cam.  Deputy Rick.” He paused and let his gaze linger on Jace.  “Good night, Junior.” 
 
    “Listen, asshole—“ Jace began as he surged towards Eli.  
 
     Cammie quickly inserted herself between the two men. “Any fighting and I arrest you both.  Got that?” 
 
    Eli and Jace seethed at each other, but thankfully remained where they were. Rick quickly retrieved Cammie’s parka and handed it to her. 
 
     “Come on Jace,” she replied as she took his arm.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jace hesitated long enough to give Eli one last glare. Then he grabbed his parka and barged out of the restaurant. Without a backward glance, Cammie followed him out. 
 
    The ride home was silent as Jace stared out the passenger window. So much for, as Rick would have eloquently put it, ‘a horizontal anniversary celebration.’  A sullen anger poured off him, leaving Cammie troubled and struggling with a darkness that had appeared out of nowhere and was now slowly enveloping her and Jace.  What frightened her was not that Eli had brought this darkness.  What terrified her was the thought that the appearance of Eli had awakened a blackness that had always been inside of Jace.  Only she hadn’t known it. 
 
    Until now.  
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie entered the second bedroom and sat down facing the bed.  Rick took the seat next to her and removed a small recorder from his pocket.  He held it in his hand and turned it on.  
 
    She slowly and deliberately gathered her churning emotions and shoved them deep into a compartment that wouldn’t be opened until she was alone.  Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to look at the man lying on the bed in front of her, his arm flung over his brow.  When he shifted, she involuntarily winced when she saw the swollen and bruised skin around his right eye and cheek, and the broken lip that was twice its normal size. 
 
     “Do you know where you are?” she asked.  
 
    “Kelley’s place,” he mumbled.  “Or so everybody’s been telling me.” 
 
    “Do you know how you got here?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No clue.” 
 
    He struggled to sit up.  Placing his feet on the floor, he shook his head a few times as if to clear it, then squinted up at Cammie, then to Rick and back again. 
 
    “You mind telling me what’s going on?  I have a vague memory of some dude doing something to my hands, then some other dude fiddling with my shirt.  Unfortunately I kept passing out.”  Once more, he shook his head from side to side, his disheveled hair falling into his eyes.  “God, I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.”   
 
    Rick looked over to Cammie.  She was the senior officer.  It was up to her to tell him.  Although her face remained professionally neutral, he thought he detected a flash of something in her eyes, a momentary look of anguish and pain before the curtain once more fell over her emotions. He had to hand it to her. He certainly wouldn’t be as composed as she was.  Shit, despite his training, he’d be a total mess. 
 
    For a moment, he had the profound feeling of gratitude that she was leading this investigation, not him.  Then he too blinked it away in a rush of guilt and remorse.   
 
     “Eli was murdered early this morning between 3 and 6 am,” she replied, her voice low yet her words reverberating throughout the silence of the small bedroom.  “We found you passed out on the floor in his bedroom, near his corpse, with blood on your shirt and a 38 revolver under your body.” 
 
    She watched as he jerked his head up and stared at her in disbelief.  Then confusion.  Then panic.   
 
    Then slowly and inexorably, the panic turned into a deep, searing crackling anger that turned Jace’s face red with fury. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie pushed open the door to Zee’s and shivered with delight as the blessed heat and comforting smells of burning wood from the fireplace washed over her. 
 
    It was the only thing that felt good that day. 
 
    She’d spent the night staring at Jace’s back, frustrated and worried over his continued silence.  It cloaked him like an impenetrable cocoon and she had no idea what to do about it.  
 
    The truth was she wasn’t good at this part of relationships.  For years, she’d never stuck around long enough to work through the nuances and challenges that always arose when you had two people trying to maneuver their way through their differences to make something work. Any hint of conflict or disagreement, and she was gone.  
 
    This time, however, she wanted to stick around. She wanted to make this work. She wanted to find the right words that would reassure Jace and make him understand that he was better than Eli in so many ways.  There was no reason to be jealous. 
 
    But she knew that wasn’t quite true. 
 
    In Twin Ponds, Jace was king.  He was a great mechanic, a great hockey player, a great human being – things that meant a lot in this part of the world. 
 
    But Eli was king of the world.  He’d won the Stanley Cup twice, both times scoring the series winning goal. He’d dated some of the most beautiful women in Hollywood.  He was on magazine covers and television commercials. He’d be talked about for years; he was already in the elite pantheon of sports superstars. 
 
    How could anyone compete with that? 
 
    Not knowing how to unravel emotions and give voice to feelings that were so deep and heartfelt, she’d ended up throwing her arm around Jace and holding his hand, hoping against hope that come morning, he’d be the same, loveable, easygoing man she knew. 
 
    Instead, when she finally awoke after a fitful sleep, she found him and his truck gone, an indication, as if she needed one, that he hadn’t gotten over his funk, since they usually commuted into town together.  When she drove into Twin Ponds, she swung by the garage and spied him with his head already under a car hood.  An hour and a half earlier than usual. 
 
    She sighed. Eli had barely been back twenty four hours and he was already screwing up her life.   
 
    Again. 
 
    Cammie spent a quiet morning locked in her office, avoiding Emmy and the questions she knew the starstruck young woman was eager to ask about her past relationship with Eli. She ignored Rick and the line of people suddenly realizing they had business in the sheriff’s office. She tried to concentrate on the Birdman, but with people gawking at her through the glass walls of her office, she was beginning to feel like a zoo exhibit.   
 
    Throw me enough sardines and I’ll perform and tell you all about what went down fifteen years ago with Eli.  Bark! Bark! 
 
    She hated sardines.  And she wasn’t about to open a chapter of her life that deserved to be put away on a dusty shelf and forgotten about. 
 
    At eleven o’clock, she finally grew tired of the gawking. Grabbing her parka, she slipped out the back door. She needed to talk to someone and there was only one person she could unburden herself with. 
 
    Zee was drying glasses when Cammie entered the deserted restaurant and plopped herself down at the bar in front of him.  The place was still with the low sounds of classical music playing over a small radio Zee kept propped up on the shelf behind him in stark contrast to the loud rock music that usually filled the establishment at night.  He took one look at the deep circles under her eyes and her disheveled auburn hair and without a word, grabbed a shot glass, poured some scotch into it and shoved it under her nose. 
 
    “What’s that for?” she asked. 
 
    “Tell me you don’t need a drink.” 
 
    “It’s eleven in the morning.” 
 
    “And there’s snow outside.  So what?  Drink it. It’ll grow hair on your chest.” 
 
    “That’s probably the best thing that could happen to me all day.” 
 
    She threw back the drink and shuddered as it scorched a path down her throat. 
 
    Zee was right.  It was exactly what she needed.  
 
    The rotund restaurateur was one of two people who knew the truth of what happened between Cammie and Eli all those years before.  It was the biggest scandal to hit Twin Ponds, yet despite his reputation as Gossip Central, Zee treasured loyalty and discretion.  He’d never given away any details, maintaining a stoic silence when asked.  And he’d been asked, over and over during the years.   
 
    Grateful and touched by his faithfulness, Cammie used him as a touching stone for whatever was going on in her life, knowing his advice was always well thought out.   
 
    “Noticed Jace was at work earlier than usual,” he said casually as he continued wiping the glasses. Cammie grunted in response. “Can’t be easy competing with the Second Coming.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything about why the bastard’s back?” she asked. 
 
    He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “Can’t say that I have. What I can tell you is that he’s staying at his mother’s old house.” 
 
    Cammie lifted her brows in surprise. “I thought that place was sold off years ago.” 
 
    “Nope. When Mrs. Kelley died, she left it to Eli. He’s been renting it out ever since.  And –“ he abruptly fell silent.   
 
    Cammie looked up at him.  “What?” she prompted. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “Tell me, Zee.  He’s been renting it out ever since and--?” 
 
    “Not sure you’re going to want to hear this.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Alright. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. The rent he’s been charging all these years, which hasn’t been much to begin with, has all been donated to the cancer society.  I’m sure you remember when Mrs. K got cancer. You and Eli were just starting high school.  It took that poor woman years to die.” He shook his head sadly.  “I wouldn’t have wished that slow, painful death on my worst enemy.” 
 
    Cammie cringed. “Lovely. Now he’s vying for the Mother Teresa award of the year to hang next to his two Stanley Cup rings.”   
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    She slumped back in her chair. “It doesn’t make sense. Why come back after all this time?  He’s never given Twin Ponds a thought since he left. He’s never even mentioned Twin Ponds in all the interviews he’s ever done.” 
 
    “How do you know?  You read them all?” 
 
    Cammie felt her face grow warm. “Well, I might have skimmed one or two.”  She saw the look on his face and threw her hands up.  “Okay, okay, so I read them. How could I help it?  Every time I turned around, his ugly mug was on some magazine cover. It was impossible to avoid the man.” 
 
    Zee harrumphed as he bent to neatly stack the glasses under the bar.  “How do you know he didn’t come back for the same reasons you did?” 
 
    “I had no choice, remember? Dad died and I had to sell his property.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.  You fixed up the old cabin, made whatever peace you had to make with the past, and now you’re sheriff.” 
 
    “Exactly. I made my peace with the past. Which included finally burying that mess between Eli and I.  Now the jerk reappears out of nowhere and resurrects it in full living color.  I had to slip out the back door of headquarters to avoid the curiosity seekers, not to mention Rick and Emmy who are chomping at the bit to ask me questions about my past with the Anti-Christ.” 
 
    Zee straightened and started polishing the counter. “It will die down again. Just wait it out.” He picked up the bottle of scotch and poured her another shot. “Look, Cam, maybe Eli had the same epiphany you did. Despite all the miles you two put between yourselves and Twin Ponds, you ended up back here. Your people have been here for generations, just as his has. This land gets into your essence, becomes an integral part of who and what you are. That’s why you came back. Not because your father died, but because the woods and the ponds were calling to you.  And after ignoring it as best you could, you found you couldn’t any longer. ” 
 
    “Since when did you become the philosopher?” she joked.   
 
    “Tell me that what I’m saying isn’t true.”   
 
    She considered Zee’s words, then nodded. “Okay, okay, you’re right. About me, anyway. But my gut is telling me Eli’s up to something.  There’s more here than meets the eye.  The only way the woods and ponds would call to him was if they were decorated with awards and dollar signs and beautiful women.  You need a soul to have epiphanies.  He doesn’t have one.”  
 
    “Instead of spinning your wheels, why don’t you just ask him?” 
 
    Something in Zee’s tone caught her attention.  She looked up, saw that he was looking over her shoulder and groaned. 
 
    “Don’t tell me.” 
 
    “Good morning, sweet cheeks!” 
 
    She angrily whirled around. “I’m Sheriff Farnsworth, not sweet cheeks.” 
 
    Eli threw his hands up in the air. “Still cranky in the morning, I see.” He spied the full glass of scotch sitting on the counter in front of her. “You taking up where your old man left off?” 
 
    She eyed him up and down. Wearing the knee length tan camel hair coat from the night before, under which he wore a forest green sweater and the same tight jeans that left nothing to the imagination, he looked incredibly handsome.  
 
    Resting her eyes on his face, she noticed a weariness in his expression, as if he hadn’t slept. A twinge of the old attraction unexpectedly flared up in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    Taking her completely by surprise, it shook her to her core. Ruthlessly clamping down on the unwelcome emotion, she turned her back on him, afraid he’d see something in her face. “Fuck off, Kelley,” she muttered. 
 
    To her surprise, Eli laughed. “She’s just a picture of northern Maine hospitality, isn’t she, Zee? By the way, the place looks fabulous. Brings back a ton of memories.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eli.  
 
    “How about a coffee?  You want one, Cam?” He looked pointedly at the scotch still resting in front of her. 
 
    Unnerved, but damned if she’d show it, she pushed the glass away.  
 
    “I don’t.”  She swung off the stool.  “Gotta go. You know how it is. A sheriff’s work is never done.” 
 
    She started to leave, but he quickly blocked her exit. “I specifically came looking for you.  I was hoping we could talk.” 
 
    “We just did.” She tried again to side step him and again he blocked her. 
 
    “Don’t be so damned difficult.  All I’m asking for is five minutes.  Is that so hard?”  
 
    “I’m sure you two can swap stories about why you came back to Twin Ponds,” Zee piped up as he put two steaming cups of coffee on the counter. 
 
    Cammie swung around and glared at him.  He shrugged in return. 
 
    “We can sit in the back where we won’t be disturbed.”  Eli grabbed the two mugs and walked towards the booth where she and Jace had sat the night before.  She glowered at Zee again as he lifted his hands and shooed her towards the booth. 
 
    She could make a run for it. The front door of the restaurant wasn’t that far away and she could be outside before anyone could catch her.  But she was stubborn.  And reluctant to admit she couldn’t handle any situation – including this one. She’d be damned if she allowed whatever emotions she was feeling to drive her from Zee’s. 
 
    With a self-imposed challenge staring her in the face, she turned and slid into the booth opposite Eli.  She watched as he took two sugar packets and carefully placed them side by side on the table in front of him, making sure the edges lined up perfectly. She frowned at his meticulousness, but said nothing.  
 
     “It’s amazing,” he replied softly as he took one of the packets, broke it open, sprinkled the contents into his coffee, then replaced it on the table with another. “I’ve been away for fifteen years and the place hasn’t changed one bit.” He chuckled.  “I even saw Fred Miller still driving around in his beat-up Honda Civic. That thing was a wreck when we were in high school.  Can’t believe it’s still running.” 
 
    She almost told him Jace was responsible, but swallowed the words.  No sense bringing up that particular topic of conversation. 
 
    She folded her arms tightly across her chest and watched him continually lining up the sugar packets, fighting against the irrational urge to grab them and throw them across the restaurant.  
 
    “So, you’re the elected sheriff. How long you been wearing the badge?” 
 
    “A little over a year now.” 
 
    “Impressive. You look good with a gun.”  He glanced at her to see her reaction to his joke. Her stony reaction checked him. He leaned forward in his seat.  Cammie leaned back. 
 
    “I was hoping I could talk you into taking me on a tour of our old haunts.  Talk over old times.” 
 
    “There is nothing to talk about.  And I’m sure Carolyn would be more than happy to be your tour guide." 
 
    Eli clicked his tongue.  "She was a pain in the ass fifteen years ago.  Obviously, she’s not as physically as big of a pain, but still a pain." 
 
    Cammie raised an eyebrow.  "Harsh, aren't we?  It takes a lot of willpower to lose as much weight as she has. She's remade herself.  She’s now a well-respected insurance agent." 
 
    "Who still hasn't forgiven you for stealing me away from her." 
 
    Cammie stiffened. "I never stole you away from anyone. You pursued me." 
 
    He chuckled. "I know. But in Carolyn World, you’re the villain and she’s the damsel in distress.  Besides," he added, the corners of his mouth lifting into his patented charismatic smile, “she could never understand what a sucker I was for tall redheads with gorgeous hazel eyes.  Still am." 
 
    “If you think your smile is going to charm me, it isn’t going to work.  In fact, it hasn’t worked since the night you left Twin Ponds.”  
 
    Eli met her gaze, then suddenly threw his head back and laughed.  She noticed his startlingly white teeth and harrumphed.   
 
    Probably has them bleached.  
 
    “Hey, you can’t fault a guy for trying. So, what have you been up to all these years?  Do you still play hockey? You were one terrific hockey player.” 
 
    An unexpected flash of grief coursed through Cammie. She hadn't picked up a hockey stick in a long time.  Not since the night --   
 
    Her mind instantly veered away from the unpleasant memory.  She took a deep steadying breath and gave him a direct look. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This. You appearing after ignoring us for fifteen years. You suddenly wanting to get to know me.  What are you up to? And,” she added in a testy voice, “what’s with the sugar packets?  You’ve been lining them up ever since we sat down.  You develop OCD in your old age?” 
 
    Eli looked down at the packets in surprise, then shrugged.  “It’s all about precision, cupcake. I’ve spent my entire professional life working on precision.  It’s what got me to the top. Hard habit to break.  As to your other question, I’m not up to anything.  Can’t a man return to his hometown when he wants to?  You did, didn’t you?  And since when is it against the law to look up the woman who once meant so much to him?” 
 
    She guffawed. “Oh please, Eli. The only person who ever meant anything to you was you.” 
 
    Eli started to say something, then thought better of it. Instead, he glanced down at his hands.  “Okay.  So I was a shit.  That’s what I’d like to talk to you about.  There’s a lot of unresolved issues between us that I’d like to clear up.” 
 
    “You’re too late.  I have no interest in rehashing what happened.  You did what you did and no explanation will change that." 
 
     "I'd still like a chance to--" 
 
    "To what?" she asked, exasperated. "To clear your own conscience? To make yourself feel good?" She shook her head in disgust.  "I hate to break this to you, but I haven't spent all these years pining away for you.  I moved on.  I have a very happy life here." 
 
    "Oh yeah," he sneered   "Shacking up with Junior." 
 
    Her eyes flashed a warning.  "Do not go there." 
 
    "It's comforting to know you're still hot for hockey players.  I hear he's pretty good.  Even if he is cradle material."    
 
    She started to react when she caught herself. Eli had always been good at goading her.  As skillful as a surgeon, he’d mined her psyche with his scalpel, looking for those buttons he could push whenever the urge hit him. Some of those buttons she’d worked hard removing.  Some, unfortunately, were still there.  But for once she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of provoking her.  She sat back and recrossed her arms over her chest. “You’re really doing a great job of convincing me to clear up our unresolved issues.”  
 
    Eli stared at her for a moment, then broke into a chuckle.  “Okay, that was a low blow. I apologize.” He sat back and took a sip of coffee.  “Let’s start all over again. What did you do after you left Twin Ponds?  I really want to know.”   
 
     “You can look up my bio on the internet.” 
 
    “You’re really not going to make this easy, are you?” 
 
    “I told you Eli, what happened between us is ancient history.  Ranks up there with Caesar crossing the Rubicon. The Greeks fighting the Persians. It’s so long ago, nobody cares. I have no need or desire to rehash it all again to ease whatever sense you have of right and wrong.” 
 
    “Then tell me about Harlan.” 
 
    She jerked her head up, her hazel eyes crackling with anger.  “No.” 
 
    The word reverberated between them. They stared at each other across the table, the tension growing between them.  
 
    Eli watched her face harden, but not before a flicker of pain so deep and unrelenting glimmered in her eyes before she blinked it away.  His own reaction startled him.  Up until that moment, he’d been going through the motions. Trying to talk to Cammie about their past was something he felt he should do. Like most other things in his life, he’d done things he felt he should do because it was expected of him, without any true compassion or emotion behind it. But now, seeing the anguish she tried to hide, the selfishness and self-absorption that made up who he was suddenly became ugly and distasteful. He saw and understood for the first time what his actions had wrought. For the first time in his life, he genuinely felt horrible for what he’d done.   
 
    It left him shaken. Struggling with emotions he didn’t even know he had, he tried to reach out and find a gap in her armor he could penetrate.  
 
    “You know, Cam,” he replied in a soft voice that surprised the both of them.  “You’re lucky life turned out for you the way it did.” 
 
    She snorted.  “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “No, I mean it.”  He searched desperately for words that could describe feelings he’d never given voice to, feelings he’d never acknowledged until that moment.  “Sure, I had the fame, the glory, the money. But the truth is, when you have those things, people stop caring about you.  All they care about is the money. You try to help them out, but they don’t quit.  They don’t get up on their own two feet.  They keep coming back and coming back and asking for more and more. Fans, so-called friends, sportswriters, you name it.  They always want a piece of you. You never would have done that. Despite whatever else you could say about our relationship, you never would have seen me as just a bank account, or someone to use for your own interests.” 
 
    The restaurant grew silent.  The soft classical music playing in the background faded away as Cammie squirmed in her seat, ill at ease with the unexpected turn in their conversation.  She’d learned long ago not to trust Eli and despite his apparent sincerity, she couldn’t let down her guard.  She couldn’t, wouldn’t allow herself to be that vulnerable again.  Yet his sudden somberness and his strange words that made no sense left her uneasy.  This was a side of him she’d never seen before.  Was it real? Or was it as fake as their whole relationship seemed to have been?  Thankfully she was saved from trying to answer that when a voice boomed across the empty bar. 
 
     “O beauty, till now I never knew thee!”    
 
    Eli jumped slightly at the unexpected intrusion. “What the hell was that?”   
 
     “That’s Dancing Harry.”   
 
    Grateful for the interruption, she turned in her seat.  A wizened old man, his thin white hair askew, his clothes two sizes too big, his shoulders drooping under the weight of whatever took place in his muddled mind, slowly exited the pool room and made his way towards their booth.  Behind him, he dragged a broom in his palsied hands.   
 
    “What the hell is a Dancing Harry?” 
 
    “He showed up in town about eight months ago. No one knows anything about him.  I’m not sure he even knows or remembers much about himself.  The locals call him Dancing Harry because he does this funny little hopping dance whenever he gets excited.  He’s harmless.”   
 
    Dancing Harry reached their table and offered Cammie an elegant bow. “I arise from dreams of thee/ In the first sweet sleep of night/When the winds are breathing low/And the stars are shining bright.”  
 
    “That’s sweet, Harry. Let me finish up here and I’ll buy you a coke before I leave.”  
 
    “I can refuse you nothing, my dear lady.”  He turned and shuffled away.  
 
    The appearance of the old man broke the strange mood Eli had lapsed into. He now sat back in his seat, a sarcastic grin Cammie recognized all too well tugging at his mouth.  “I can see you’ve lost none of your sex appeal.  The bum has it for you. Badly.  Let me guess.  You got him a job and a place to live, right?”  When she didn’t answer, he shook his head. “Despite the years, you’re still playing guardian angel to lost animals and neglected people.  Payback in this case is a vagrant spouting nonsense to you who can barely hold onto the broom. Probably has the DTs from all the alcohol he’s consumed over the years.”   
 
    “He’s not a vagrant, Eli, nor does he have the DTs.  Not that you care, but he suffers from Parkinson’s and his ‘nonsense’, as you so eloquently put it, is poetry.” She glanced back at Harry. “He’s someone who couldn’t cope with life.  Something along the way broke him.  He finds relief in beautiful words.”  Her eyes flashed anger as she turned back to Eli.  “Not everyone has your capabilities of rising to the top.”  
 
    “For Chrissakes--!” Eli’s protest was cut short when Dancing Harry suddenly hurried back to their table.  He came to a halt before Eli and pointed a shaking finger at him.  
 
    “I know you!” he shouted.  
 
    “No shit, Sherlock.  Everyone knows me.”   
 
    “Assume a virtue, if you have it not.”  
 
    Eli exploded.  “Get your broom and get the hell out of my—“  
 
    Cammie leapt out of the booth and blocked Harry from Eli’s view.  “Honestly, Eli.  He’s just a harmless old man.”  She draped her arm around Harry’s shoulder.  “Come on, Harry.  Let’s buy you that coke.”  
 
    “Hey, what about our conversation?” Eli demanded, suddenly wanting, needing to get through to her. 
 
    She turned and gave him a long look.  “Whatever you want to say should have been said fifteen years ago.  It’s too late, Eli.  It’s not going to change the past and it’s certainly not going to change the future.  Just let it go.” 
 
    The heat of Eli’s anger and disappointment hit her squarely in the back as she led Harry to the bar. To her surprise she felt calm.   
 
     “Get Harry a coke, will you, Zee?”  
 
    “Did you get your answer?” 
 
    Cammie realized that she hadn’t. To her delight, she found she didn’t care.  It was so freeing, she allowed herself a smile.  
 
    “I did never know so full a voice issue from so empty a heart,” Harry replied, glancing back over his shoulder at a still smoldering Eli, “but the saying is true.  The empty vessel makes the greatest sound”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
     
 
    In small towns, news travels faster than the speed of light.  It is its lifeblood. Within an hour of Cammie’s meeting with Eli, it was all over Twin Ponds. And, as typically happens, it was embellished and added to until it barely resembled the tense meeting it really had been.  
 
    It was lunchtime and Jace had his head buried beneath the hood of Mrs. Nation’s ancient Corolla.  She had a habit of waiting until every liquid in the engine and brake system dried up before delivering it to Jace to make right.   
 
    So far that day, he’d been able to keep fairly busy, with only the occasional flare-up of temper when the memory of Eli kissing Cammie would unexpectedly raise its ugly head and torture him. In those moments, it took all he had not to fling the wrench across the garage. 
 
    He was tired, irritated and wanting nothing more than to track Kelley down and have it out.  While part of him relished the thought of burying his fist into that pretty boy face, part of him knew how ridiculous he was being. 
 
    He also knew Cammie would never stand for it.   
 
    She was the sheriff in a town where gossip was as necessary to its inhabitants as air to breathe or food to eat. To have her current boyfriend duking it out with her prior boyfriend would make her a spectacle.  An object of ridicule or worse.  Pity.  He could just imagine how she’d react to that. 
 
    Somehow, someway, he was going to have to swallow his anger and frustration and get on with it.  At least he could console himself with the irrefutable fact that it was him in Cammie’s bed every night.  And despite Rick inconveniently interrupting their moment last night, he’d bet every last dollar he had that he was also – finally – in her heart.  He’d seen it in her eyes.  Heard it in her voice.   
 
    He’d waited a long time for this.  Funny how he needed to hear her utter those three little words. In the past, it had never seemed important.  Three words that were so easily said, but not so easily felt.   But this relationship was different. He couldn’t begin to understand what it was about that stubborn, hard headed woman that attracted him more than any other woman he’d ever been with.  Yes, he’d been with more attractive women; he’d been with more pliant women.  He’d had fleeting relationships; he’d had deep relationships.  In fact, just before he met Cammie, he’d been seriously considering moving to Calais to be near his parents, who had left Twin Ponds to live by the ocean. But that cold November evening a year before, when she’d walked into Zee’s, he knew his life was never going to be the same again. The five foot eight inch woman with the messy auburn hair and the large hazel eyes had immediately caught his attention.  Their gazes met and before he knew what he was doing, he’d offered her a seat.  And a beer.  And a game of pool.   
 
    It was more than her looks though. Or her intelligence. Or the warmth and compassion that lay beneath the veneer of toughness and indifference. There was that intangible about Cammie that kept him coming back to her.  Maybe it just all came down to the fact that they worked.  Despite the odds, their relationship worked.  And he meant to keep it working. 
 
    So shove that up your fancy NHL ass, Kelley. 
 
    With that comforting thought, he turned back to Mrs. Nation’s Corolla. 
 
    Engrossed in trying to flush out the engine oil that now resembled packed sludge, Jace heard the bell go off above his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw an old Ford Escape creak up to the gas pumps. The new kid, Nathaniel Tucker jumped off his stool from inside the office and ambled outside.  He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but he showed up every day, pumped gas and considered himself lucky to be working alongside his hockey hero, Jace Northcott.  
 
    The door between the garage and the office was open and Jace heard Nathaniel and what sounded like a young female talking as the young man rang up the sale.   
 
    He smiled.  Knowing Nathaniel, he was probably trying to flirt with whoever the girl was.  He’d flirt with a tree stump if he thought he’d get a response.  
 
    With the radio turned to an 80’s station, he found himself humming along to a B52’s song.  He started to turn his attention back to the oil that wouldn’t budge when he heard the girl mention Cammie by name.  In the next breath, he heard her mention Eli.  
 
    His good humor instantly evaporated, the humming frozen in his throat. Moving as unobtrusively as he could, he kept his head under the hood as he eased closer to the door.   
 
    “Yeah, the Sheriff and Eli were sitting in the back of Zee’s – you know the booth all the way in the back.  The make-out booth I always call it.”  She giggled. 
 
    “They probably wanted their privacy,” Nathaniel commented. 
 
    “I’ll bet they did. I heard they were real lovey-dovey. Holding hands, the whole nine yards.” 
 
    “No way.  The sheriff is spoken for, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Since when does that matter?  She and Jace aren’t married, are they?  Besides, I heard that Eli Kelley was the love of her life. She probably still has it bad for him.  I know I would if I were in her shoes.  God, he’s so handsome.  Even if he is kinda ancient.  Do you know he dated Julia Roberts and Charlize Theron and…” 
 
    Nathaniel shushed the girl, probably realizing – finally - that Jace might overhear their conversation. They lowered their voices, but it was too late.  
 
    Jace seethed. He looked down at the wrench he held fisted in his hand, seeing instead the image of Cammie and Eli sitting in the booth. Laughing. Smiling. Looking into each other’s eyes.  Holding hands.  Kissing. 
 
    He couldn’t breathe past the pain in his chest, the nausea welling up in his stomach. He wanted to hit something.  Badly. He heard Nathaniel finishing up the conversation beyond the office door.  Terrified that if the hapless teenager came into the garage, he’d take out his fury on him, he stomped to the bathroom and slammed the door behind him. 
 
    He placed shaking hands on either side of the sink and forced himself to take a long deep breath.  
 
    Get a grip, man.  You have no right to be pissed.  Cammie’s a grown woman.  She and Eli go way back.  Even though he hurt her a long time ago, she’s obviously over it. They were probably just catching up on old times.  It doesn’t mean anything.  Let it go. 
 
    But he couldn’t. 
 
    Jace didn’t know the whole story behind Cammie’s relationship with Eli and its explosive destruction.  Nor its more violent aftermath with a man named Harlan Barrow.  She’d never talked about it and he hadn’t asked. But it wasn't hard to figure out. 
 
    He remembered the first night he'd traced his fingertip over a fine lined scar on Cammie’s hip soon after he’d moved into her cabin.  They’d finished making love; she was on her side and he was slowly and lovingly caressing her hot skin.  He’d started to ask what it was from, but she’d quickly changed the subject.  But not before he’d felt her stiffen, as if his touch had triggered a peek through the door she always kept tightly closed.  He’d never asked again.  But as if to make up for it being on her warm, loving body, he kissed the scar. And would kiss it whenever he could. 
 
    He replayed last night at Zee’s. What tore him apart was looking across the table at Eli and recognizing the look in his eyes.  It was the same look he had when he looked at Cammie. It was the look of a man in love. No matter the years, the man still had it for Cammie. Big time.  
 
    Jace knew Cammie loved him. Even if she hadn’t come right out and said it yet, he knew she did. He knew she also loved her job, loved Twin Ponds. Loved the crazy eccentrics that made up this town perched in the middle of the wilderness. 
 
    For now, came the unbidden fear that rested deep in his heart. 
 
    She’d travelled throughout the United States. She’d been places, done things. How long would she be content with a grease monkey and hockey jock?  How long before she grew bored with a job where her most pressing case was the theft of stupid bird feeders?  Before Eli showed up, she may never have grown restless. But his appearance changed everything. His presence offered the possibility of another life out there, a life away from the endless snow and cold in the winters, the muds in spring, the summers that lasted only two to three months.  With Kelley’s glamour and celebrity and money, he could whisk her away into a world that, in Twin Ponds, only existed on the internet, and TV and those fancy travel and society magazines.  
 
    How could he compete with that? 
 
    He lifted his head and stared at his reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “I can’t make you stay, Cammie,” he whispered aloud to himself.  “But I can make it damned hard.  And I can make sure Eli doesn’t win this.  You want a fight, Kelley?  You’re going to get one.  You have no idea what I’m capable of.” 
 
        
 
   


  
 


 
    
  
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
     “You think I did this,” Jace replied incredulously. “You actually believe I killed Kelley.” 
 
    Cammie forced herself to meet his eye. “You tell me,” she answered.  
 
    Jace fisted his hands and pounded them against his thigh.  “I don’t fucking believe this.” 
 
    “Bro, listen,” Rick spoke up.  “We don’t want to believe you did this.  But right now, it doesn’t look good.  Just answer the questions so we can then find the real person who offed Eli.” 
 
    Cammie watched as Jace rubbed his stubbled chin with his fist.    Would he refuse to answer? Would he force her to do the one thing she wasn’t ready to do? 
 
     The silence lengthened and grew tenser.  The ball in her stomach grew tighter. Her frustration choked her. Just as she was about to give up, he uttered a low sigh.  
 
    “I was at Zee’s,” he began slowly.  He glanced at her from beneath his bangs. “I was really angry at you. Once again you let that bastard get between us.” 
 
    Cammie felt Rick’s questioning gaze on her, but she refused to acknowledge it.  She didn’t want to break eye contact with Jace.  She kept her face neutral as he continued.  “I went into the pool room and found some of the guys playing a round. They started buying me beers.”  
 
    “Do you remember who was there?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Joey, Hank, Scottie and Matt.  They’d been playing some pick-up hockey and stopped off at Zee’s for a bite and a brew.  They were in the middle of a game of 9-ball.  Scottie was having a hard time with it. Kept messing up the order of the balls.” 
 
    As well known in town as Jace, it would be easy to verify if the young hockey players were at Zee’s the night before. 
 
     “When did Carolyn show up?” she asked quietly. 
 
    His dark blue eyes flickered to her before looking away. He paused and she wondered if he was going to deny it. Then he let out a long sigh. “I’m not sure of the time. Could have been one hour after you left. Could have been two.  No clue.” 
 
    Another question to ask his teammates. 
 
    “What happened when she showed up?” 
 
    “What do you think?” he suddenly snarled.  
 
    Cammie remained calm in the heat of his anger.  She knew he was embarrassed. She knew Rick was embarrassed. Hell, she was embarrassed.  But these were questions she had to ask. And as the lead investigating officer, she was going to ask them. So she shut everything out and continued.  
 
    “I need you to answer the question, Jace.” 
 
    “You really want to hear it?”  When she didn’t respond, he threw his hands up in the air.  “Okay. She saw that I was upset.  That I was lonely. That I’d been abandoned by the woman who was supposed to love me so she could be at another man’s side.  She wanted to comfort me.  I’m sure I don’t have to spell out how she was going to do that comforting.”  His eyes snapped at her.  “Or do I?” 
 
    “Dude—“ Rick spoke up. 
 
    Jace turned on the deputy. “What’s the point of all this? You both think I did it. Even those forensic guys think I did it. I could see it in their faces.” 
 
    “Did you do it?”   
 
    It was as though the air had been sucked out of the room. Both Jace and Rick turned their heads and stared at Cammie. “I think that’s a legitimate question.” 
 
    Jace leaned forward until they were nose to nose.  She smelled the vomit on him, the lingering aroma of stale beer and sweat.  When he opened his mouth, his breath was sour.  She refused to flinch.  “I did not kill Eli Kelley.  I have no idea how I ended up here or how the gun ended up under me, or how that blood ended up on my shirt. But I didn’t kill him. Yeah, I didn’t like him. Yeah, I even hated him.  But not enough to take his life.  You of all people should know that.  Or did he turn your head around so much that you've conveniently forgotten who I am and what we have? Or should I say had?” 
 
    “Yo, calm down,” Rick broke in, leaning forward and gently pushing Jace back.  “Do you remember what happened after you left Zee’s with Carolyn?” 
 
    Jace shook his head.  “It’s all a jumble.” 
 
    “Then do you remember how you got those bruises on your face?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about now?” 
 
    Without a word, Cammie got up and left the room.  A moment later she returned with a hand mirror she’d seen in the bathroom earlier that day.  She handed it to him and he caught his breath when he saw his battered image. 
 
    “Oh no,” he moaned. 
 
    He dropped the mirror on the bed and for a moment, it looked as though he was going to cry. Then, just as quickly as his despair had appeared, it was replaced by a rage so profound and intense, he started to shake.  
 
    He abruptly jumped to his feet and pointed a trembling finger at Cammie. 
 
    “You did this to me.” 
 
    “Calm down, Jace.  You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “I’m not? You’re so concerned with trying to find out what I did last night.  Why don’t you tell me what you did last night?  Huh?  My memory may be screwed up, but I do remember that you were here last night.  In fact, you were one of the last people to see Kelley alive.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jace was sick. And upset. It was becoming increasingly difficult to pretend everything was okay.  
 
    He and Cammie were sitting in Zee's, sharing their second beer after a long, busy day. He’d barely raised his head from beneath countless car hoods while Cammie dealt with yet another bird feeder theft.  Ordinarily he loved this time together; both unwinding after a hectic day, telling each other what they’d been up to since saying goodbye to each other that morning.  Yet tonight there was something different about Cammie. She was by nature circumspect about public displays of affection, especially since being elected sheriff.  She took her position and responsibilities seriously and didn’t feel comfortable draping herself over Jace in public.   
 
    She saved that for the privacy of their cabin. 
 
    Tonight, however, she was holding hands with him. Caressing his cheek. Dancing especially close, her arms thrown tightly around his neck.   
 
    This was worse than he thought.  
 
    Two nights before, while helping him prepare dinner, she’d told him about her meeting with Eli.  In exactly seven words.  “I ran into Eli at Zee’s today.” That was it. No explanation, no details. He’d waited for more.  But there was none. Instead, she’d changed the subject and he’d not pursued it, a decision he’d been kicking himself over ever since.  Her nonchalance certainly didn’t jibe with what he’d been hearing around town – the loving reunion. The inordinate amount of time they’d spent in the booth together.  Jealousy blinded him to the reality of small town gossip.  Ninety percent was exaggeration.  In an isolated town like Twin Ponds where winter lasted eight months, people thrived on any juicy bit of news they could grab onto to pass the time, especially if it was about a person in authority.   
 
    Cammie’s situation was made all that more interesting by the mysterious circumstances surrounding her breakup with Eli. What people didn’t know, they made up. And this was just too good to ignore.  
 
    Which left Jace reeling with apprehension. Was she now making up for her tender reunion with Eli by showing her affectionate side in public?  Was her behavior rooted in guilt?  Was she trying to be nice to him so that when the ax fell it wouldn’t hurt him so much? What frightened him more was that she hadn’t brought up the subject of how she felt about him.  Ever since the arrival of Eli, she hadn’t broached it again. He didn’t know what to do. Or think. So he sat and seethed and worried that his world, as he'd known it, was crumbling and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    For the past few days, Cammie noticed Jace sliding into an ever more morose mood. Not sure what to do, she fretted and worried and finally hoped that showering him with love and affection would reassure him there was nothing to worry about. She’d thought many times of finishing the conversation they’d started before Eli showed up.  But she hesitated, concerned that he’d think she was telling him she loved him only because Eli was back in town. Throwing him a bone to calm him down. That was not how she wanted to do this.  However, as the days passed and he withdrew more into himself, she knew she had to risk it. Tonight, she’d tell him how much she loved him.  She had it all planned, right down to the smallest detail.  She’d only said “I love you” once in her life.  And it had almost broken her.  Now, after fifteen years, she was ready to say it again.  She wanted the moment to be right.  To be perfect. 
 
    She prayed he’d take the words in the spirit they were meant.  
 
    “At Last” by Etta James came on the jukebox.  As usual, whenever this song came on, the dance floor filled with amorous couples.  Cammie immediately grabbed Jace’s hand and they squeezed into a small empty space near the bar. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close to her. 
 
    The scent of his cologne filled her nostrils, sending a thrill of desire in the pit of her stomach.   
 
    “You know Jace,” she whispered in his ear, “when I came back to Twin Ponds, I had no intention of staying. I was going to sell Dad’s cabin and go back to Boston.  But there were two things that made me change my mind. One was the unexpected peace I found waking up and looking out over Mkazawi Pond morning after morning. It suddenly made me realize why Dad chose that place and why he wouldn’t leave it.  For the first time, I understood his need to be there.  After the mess with him and Mom, that cabin became his healing place.  I never expected that it would become mine as well.  Somehow, I feel closer to him there than I ever did when he was alive.” 
 
    “And the second reason you stayed?” Jace asked, pulling her away from him and looking into her eyes. She met his gaze and a wide, contented smile played across her lips. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    She gently traced a line along his jawline with her fingernail.  “It’s been a tough, bumpy journey for me.  I completely shut down, I admit that now.  Everyone says Mom died of a stroke. But the truth is, she died of a broken heart. That was the last thing I wanted for myself.  I was determined I wasn’t going to go through what she went through.  Loving someone that much scared the crap out of me. But I didn’t count on meeting you.” She leaned up and kissed him on the mouth. “Knowing you were at the end of my long, crazy road has made it all worthwhile.” 
 
    They held on to each other, Etta’s voice enveloping them in deep, sensual tones. Jace held her tightly, afraid to let her go, afraid of what lay outside beyond them. His worry, his distress lifted off his shoulders. Whatever Cammie may be, she was not emotionally disingenuous. He knew her words came from her heart. She never could have said them if Eli had claim to even a small part. No. Her heart was his. 
 
    And it made him feel safe. 
 
    They clung to each other, enjoying the touch, the feel of their bodies moving slowly to the music. As soon as the song ended, Cammie was going to suggest they go home. There, she’d finish their conversation. Alone, with only the waters of Mkazawi surrounding them, she would finally and completely open her heart and soul to Jace.  Tonight was going to be a new beginning.               
 
    “Thank God, I found you.  I need your help.” 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 
    Cammie refused to turn around. She wanted, needed to hold on to this moment. It had been too long in coming. She burrowed deeper against Jace’s chest. 
 
    “It’ll have to wait. Now go away,” she replied, her voice muffled against Jace’s flannel shirt. 
 
    Eli reached out and grabbed her upper arm. “It can’t wait!” he exclaimed. 
 
    His voice was desperate and ragged.   
 
    “Let her go.” 
 
    Dear God. Cammie instantly turned around and pressed her back against Jace, making herself a barrier between the two men.  
 
    “I’ll handle this,” she said, trying to head off potential trouble. 
 
    “Yeah Junior, this is police business.” 
 
    Jace’s face flushed an angry red. Reaching over Cammie’s shoulder, he gave Eli a hard shove in the chest. “My name is not Junior, asshole.” 
 
    “Enough!” Cammie ordered, the authority in her voice stopping both men. 
 
    “I really need to talk to you. It’s important,” Eli said. 
 
    Cammie searched his face. Searched his ice blue eyes. Saw the fear there that could not be manufactured. She immediately knew something was very wrong.   
 
    “We’ll talk outside,” she responded tersely. 
 
    Eli nodded and made his way towards the front door. When he was gone, she turned to Jace.  As expected, his own eyes were blazing. 
 
    “What the fuck, Cammie?” he exploded before she had a chance to utter a word. “You know he just wants to get you alone. Police business, my ass.” 
 
    “Jace, I have to listen to what he has to say.” 
 
    “No you don’t. Right now, you’re off duty. You’re not Sheriff Farnsworth. You’re Cammie and you’re on a date with the man you love.” 
 
    He glared at her, daring her to contradict his words. She should agree, she knew that. But she held onto the desire to tell him in her own way. In the privacy of their cabin. Not here, with him glowering at her and people staring all around them. And certainly not with the specter of Eli standing between them. She forced herself to calmly meet his gaze. 
 
    “Unfortunately Jace, I’m always on duty. You know that. It’s the nature of the job.  Why don’t you go back to our table and let me do what I’m paid to do?” 
 
    “Then I’m going with you.” 
 
    He started towards their booth to grab their parkas. She put her hand on his chest, stopping him mid-stride.  
 
    “I think it’s better if you stay here.” He scowled. “Jace,” she continued, pitching her voice so only he could hear her. “You better than anyone understands how important it is that I perform my duties efficiently and professionally.  How do you think it’s going to look to everyone here if I have my boyfriend escort me to do a routine questioning of a potential victim? I’m already on the hot seat with these bird feeder thefts. Please don’t make it any more difficult for me.” 
 
    For a moment she thought he would stubbornly refuse. She held her breath. To her relief, he gave a terse nod and slid back into their booth.  She leaned in and kissed his hard, angry lips.  “I’ll be back in five minutes.” 
 
    She grabbed her parka and snaked her way through the dancing couples, ignoring the curious looks as she went. Opening the door, she was hit in the face with a blast of frigid air. Her eyes immediately watered against the cold. Wiping them against her gloves, she shivered and inwardly cursed Eli for dragging her away from the warmth of the restaurant and, more importantly, the warmth of Jace’s arms.   
 
    She scanned the street with a mind to pop back inside and forget Eli, but two things stopped her. One, her damned integrity at doing her job to the best of her ability and two, seeing Eli’s Black Lincoln Navigator parked across the street, idling at the curb.  He lowered his window and waved at her.  With no choice, she burrowed into her parka and navigated through the narrow opening in the piles of snow at the corner of the street. She hurried across and slid inside the luxurious vehicle.    
 
    The aroma of rich leather mixed with that universal new car smell made her inwardly sigh.  She ran her fingers over the dark interior and suddenly realized that her butt was warm and toasty. 
 
    “Heated seats?” she asked. 
 
    “Only the best,” Eli smiled. 
 
    This time she sighed aloud. This was the type of vehicle she could only dream about. In the past, she’d been lucky enough to own cars that actually ran.  Her Explorer came with the job and Jace’s truck was held together by his prodigious talent and, as she liked to joke, industrial strength chewing gum.   
 
    “How much does something like this go for?” she couldn’t help asking. 
 
    “More than anyone in this town could afford.” 
 
    She bristled, his snobbish tone snapping her out of her dreamy state.  “I haven’t got much time, so what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’ve been getting threatening notes ever since I got back to Twin Ponds.”  He gave her a direct look.  “I think someone wants me dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    With great effort, she bit back a retort and instead asked, “Do you have these notes with you?” 
 
    Eli shook his head. “I’ve been stashing them in a shoebox.  They’re at home.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to bring them?” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “Stop being so suspicious. I was so spooked by the last note, my only thought was to track you down and tell you about them.” 
 
    “Just how many exactly have you gotten?” 
 
    “Five. Two the day after I arrived. Two yesterday and one today.” 
 
    “Where did you find them?” 
 
    “They were tucked in the handle on the slider door. That is, except for the last note. That one was sitting right on my kitchen counter.  Creeped me out to think someone had actually entered my home.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?” 
 
    He shrugged. “At first I didn’t take it seriously. I was always getting all kinds of crazy notes when I played. Fans get way too emotionally involved, especially when a team loses. But tonight’s note was different. Not only was it in my house, but it was the first one to made a direct threat.” 
 
    Cammie studied his face, calling on her instincts to tell her if he was lying.  Eli calmly raised his eyes and met hers. “I’m not screwing with you, Cammie. I’m serious.” 
 
    He was. She could see it. And feel it. She slowly let out her breath.  “I’ll get the Explorer and follow you over.” 
 
    “I can drive you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not a good idea.” 
 
    He smiled mirthlessly. “That’s right. I’d end up having two people wanting me dead.”  
 
    Cammie frowned. “Jace would never hurt you.  He’s just--”  Her words trailed off. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  If I had a woman like you, I’d fight for her too.” 
 
    Cammie rolled her eyes, hating the syrupy statement that she knew was untrue. She quickly opened the door and stepped out.  Before she shut the door, she looked at him. “I’ll meet you in the parking lot behind HQ.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here and drive you over.  It’s too cold to walk.” 
 
    “Eli, for God’s sakes –“ 
 
    “Cammie, you’ve been shivering ever since you got into the Navigator. Stop being so damned hardheaded and let me at least drive you to your truck.  I’m sure Junior could understand that.”  
 
    “If you continue to call him Junior, you’ll have three people wanting you dead.” 
 
    Before he could respond, she slammed the door and hurried across the street into Zee’s.   
 
    Inside, she found Jace downing a bottle of beer. She quickly took in the two empties already there, not including the two they’d shared that evening.  What the hell?  She’d only been gone five minutes! 
 
    Her stomach unconsciously clenched. Jace wasn’t much of a drinker. Two beers were his limit. In a place where alcoholism was widespread in hopes it would make the long winters more bearable, Jace was an anomaly. It had been one of his attractions for her.  Memories, all of them bad, raced through her mind. Her father’s drunken silences, Harlan’s alcohol fueled rages. All the warm and loving feelings she’d felt earlier that night instantly evaporated. 
 
    “You’re goin’ to his house, aren’t you?” he said accusatorily, his expression glassy, his words slurring. 
 
    She sighed. “Yes, I’m going over there.”   
 
    Torment filled his eyes. She took a deep breath and leaned over him, wondering if her words would penetrate his beer soaked brain. “He’s been getting threatening notes.  I need to go check it out. I’ll be back in an hour, tops.”  
 
    “Why didn’t he bring them here?” 
 
    “He was so frightened, he came straight to town looking for me.”  He harrumphed, clearly indicating how little he believed her statement.  She rested her hand on his arm. “Jace, try to understand. What if these notes are real?  What if something happened to him?” 
 
    He slowly turned until his bloodshot eyes met hers. “And that would be a bad thing?” He angrily ran his fingers through his hair, leaving his bangs askew.  Cammie resisted the urge to pat them down.  “He’s luring you over there, you know.  Can’t you see that he’s still in love with you?” 
 
    “Eli has been and will always be in love with Eli.”  
 
    “Send Rick. He can go get these notes.” He reached over and covered her hand with his. “We can then finish what we started.” 
 
    She knew what he was referring to. And she wanted to. So very much.  But she couldn’t. 
 
     “I’m the sheriff, not Rick.  It’s my responsibility.” 
 
    He angrily shook his head as he snatched his hand away.  “Cammie, people here don’t give a shit that you’re a woman.  They all know you’re a good sheriff.  The only person you’re so busy trying to prove it to is yourself. When are you going to stop fighting a battle that you won a long time ago?” 
 
    Cammie was stunned. And speechless. Not knowing what to say, she slowly straightened. As she withdrew her hand from his arm, he suddenly grabbed her fingers and held on tightly. 
 
    “So you go and do what you have to do and prove to yourself once more that you’re a good sheriff. That you’re only doing your job. That this is what you were elected to do.” He abruptly let go of her hand and rose unsteadily to his feet. “But just know one thing. I’m not waiting here all night for you. You said one hour. Okay, one hour.  I’ll even give you an additional fifteen minutes. But anything after that, all bets are off.”  He grabbed his parka and flung it over his shoulder.  “I’m going to play pool.” 
 
    He turned his back to her and walked erratically towards the back room. 
 
    A slew of emotions flooded Cammie. Astonishment at his words, anger at his belligerently macho attitude and fear that what he’d said might actually be true. With a heavy heart, she plastered a neutral look on her face and slowly made her through the dancing couples, past the increasingly questioning glances and out into the frigidly cold night. 
 
      
 
    Cammie remained silent as Eli drove her to her vehicle. Eli, sensing her mood, wisely kept silent as well. Reaching the Explorer, she hopped out of the Navigator, ran into her truck and was soon following Eli out of town, trying her best not to hear Jace’s accusations playing over and over in her head.  It was a losing battle. 
 
      
 
    Carolyn Haskell felt the darkness she thought she’d long ago left behind rise up, slowly creeping over her flat stomach, her double D breasts, her hard toned limbs, until it reached her heart. There, it turned foul and fetid until the rage it evoked choked her.   
 
    In a moment of lucid clarity, she realized she’d never completely killed off the fat, pimply faced Carolyn of her teenaged years. That disgusting creature had lurked just beneath the surface, hiding in the shadows, always ready to spring forward and take the new Carolyn Haskell by surprise. Now that the old Carolyn had the new Carolyn by the throat, it wasn’t going to let go that easily. It whispered in her ears, reminding her of all the insults she’d suffered when she was younger.  All the broken dreams, the endless nights of bitter loneliness. What the voice of the old Carolyn couldn’t tell her was that many of those memories were of her own making. She’d stood apart from her classmates because she’d chosen to. She was lonely because she’d imposed it on herself.  She’d licked her wounds of martyrdom, all the while planning for the day when she’d be able to enact her revenge on all the slights she’d built up in her head.   
 
    Because she was unable or unwilling to see the large role she’d played in her own unhappiness, she had to find the scapegoat – the one person she could pile her anger, her rage, her self-loathing on. That person outside herself whom she could blame for everything bad – large and small – that had happened in her life.   
 
    All roads led to Cammie Farnsworth.  Even during the years when Cammie lived away from Twin Ponds, the hatred continued, festering unseen in Carolyn’s heart. When she’d suddenly returned and worse, when she’d been elected sheriff, the hatred resurfaced, ready at a moment’s notice to boil over. Today, it had finally been released in all its ferocity. 
 
    The good student, the excellent hockey player, the confident girl who’d risen above her own trials and tribulations mocked Carolyn.  Just as she always had. But things were different now.  Carolyn was no longer the helpless, fat teenager who couldn’t get out of her own way.  No, it was time to finally bury fat Carolyn.  Put her out of her misery and send her into oblivion.  The only way she was going to do that was to send Cammie Farnsworth into that same hole. Bury the both of them together, throw the dirt on them, tamp it down and walk away, no longer encumbered by either. 
 
      
 
    Jace had no clue what time it was. Had one hour passed? Two?  Maybe even three? Somewhere in his alcoholic haze, he vaguely remembered giving Cammie some sort of time limit on how long he’d wait for her.  But that seemed so long ago.  Where was he anyway?   
 
    He looked about and found himself perched on one of the stools, idly watching a group of his hockey teammates play pool. Squinting his eyes, he realized he was still at Zee’s.   
 
    Glancing down, he saw what looked like a forest of empty beer bottles in front of him. There was also what looked suspiciously like a martini glass. He leaned closer to it and sniffed at the rim. Oh yeah.  His buddies had bought him an Apple-tini. Or was it a Chocolate-tini?  He couldn’t remember.  All he knew was that it was some sort of tini, whatever that was.  He did remember how smoothly it had gone down.  In no time at all, his head was swimming, his eyes were unfocused and he was finding it increasingly difficult not to slide off the stool onto the floor.   
 
    Slowly, bits and pieces of the evening began resurrecting themselves. Dancing with Cammie. Holding her in his arms.  Picturing all the erotic things he was going to do to her once they got home.  Hearing – finally – ‘I love you’ coming from her lips. 
 
    All up in smoke when that prick Kelley showed up.  
 
    Hard to believe he’d actually once admired Eli, wanting to be just like him on the ice.  How many hours had he spent – wasted – on the freezing ice, in plunging temperatures, practicing his slap shot so he could be the next Eli Kelley? 
 
    He guffawed bitterly at the memory.  What an asshole he was. 
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. The truth was, he’d lost as soon as Eli walked into Zee’s a few nights ago and spied his ex-girlfriend. Now that ex-girlfriend, the woman he happened to be in love with, was off in the night with the Puckmeister.  Doing her job.  Proving to everyone what a good sheriff she was, while he sat here on his ass, alone, getting pathetically drunk.   
 
    Christ.  Could he be an even bigger idiot? 
 
    “Hey honey, you look like you’re in bad need of company.” 
 
    He swung his head around and saw a large pair of perfectly round breasts squeezed into a pink angora sweater staring him in the face. 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
      
 
    Cammie was halfway to Eli’s when her radio went off.   
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth here,” she answered. 
 
    “It’s Emmy.  We just got a report in of a three-snowmobile pile up over on Berk’s Bluff. No fatalities, but the drivers are seriously injured. Rick is on his way over there now. We also got a two car accident out near the intersection of Mason and Brookfield. No injuries, but I could hear the drivers yelling and cursing at each other.  Doesn’t sound good. Over.” 
 
    “I’ll handle the two-car. Call Doc and tell him to get over to Berk’s Bluff.  Then notify Mark there’s a probable airlift to Cary Medical.  Over.” 
 
    Because of Twin Ponds’ relatively small size, the largest hospital was over two hours away in Houlton. Although Doc was an excellent doctor, there were times when more was called for.  Mark Nelsson was a local who’d learned how to fly helicopters during the Gulf War and spent twenty additional years flying rescue missions for the Coast Guard. He now supplemented his income as a wilderness guide by continuing to act as a rescue pilot, a much needed commodity in the dense forests that surrounded Twin Ponds. If the accident was as bad as Emmy indicated, Mark would need to fly the victims to Cary Medical as soon as possible.  And unfortunately listen to Doc bitch the whole way back and forth.  Great doctor, lousy flier.  
 
    Cammie frowned as she hung up the radio.  Damn, this was going to make a long night even longer.  She reluctantly put on her flashing lights and signaled Eli to stop.  Bracing herself against the cold, she dashed out of her Explorer and jogged over to the Navigator. 
 
    “I just got a call on a fender bender.  There are no fatalities, but if I don’t get there, the drivers may end up killing each other. I’ll get to your place as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “It will be easier to handle without you there. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or so.” 
 
    She could tell Eli was reluctant to leave her. What was it lately that men were suddenly deciding they needed to go and protect her, as if she couldn’t do her --  Cammie abruptly veered her mind away as echoes of Jace’s words came back to haunt her. 
 
    “Just go home, Eli.  I’ll be there as soon as I’m done,” she replied, her lips already growing numb with cold. 
 
    “And if my murderer is waiting for me?” Cammie sighed with frustration. Eli took note and waved his hand at her. “Never mind.  I’ll find something to defend myself with.  Go do what you have to do.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and hurried back to her vehicle.  Turning on the siren, she pulled a U-turn and sped away in the opposite direction.  With one hand on the steering wheel, she punched the speed dial button for Jace’s cell and waited for him to pick up. 
 
      
 
    Through the alcoholic fog that refused to lift, Jace felt the tingling touch of someone tracing a line over the back of his hand.  He glanced down and saw it belonged to a long, fire red fingernail.  He didn’t need to look further to see who was leaning up against him, suffocating his nostrils with the aroma of musky perfume.  
 
     “Hello Carolyn,” he managed to say past a tongue that was suddenly too thick for his mouth.  
 
    Carolyn glanced at the empty beer bottles and martini glass in front of Jace and inwardly smiled.  She leaned against Jace and placing her hand on his upper thigh, gave it an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    “What do you say we get out of here and go someplace quiet?” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Jace felt the pressure of her breasts against his arm and the heat of her hand near his crotch.  A small voice told him to push her away and keep pushing until she disappeared. But the warning went unheeded as images of Cammie and Eli frolicked before his blurred vision. If Cammie could go off with the fucking Puckmeister, he could go off with Carolyn.  Fair was fair. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” he said before hiccupping in her face. 
 
    She bit back the sigh of disgust, forcing her features to remain seductively alluring. So the town jock was a cheap drunk. She could live with that. Just as she could live with the incredibly good luck in finding Jace so susceptible. A quote she’d once read in one of her romance novels came to mind.  Revenge is best served cold. 
 
    How right they were. 
 
    “Come home with me and find out.”   
 
    She wondered if he’d refuse. Just as she was calculating how many more beers she’d need to ply him with before she could bend him to her will, he leaned over and grabbed her hand.   “Let’s go.” 
 
    He jumped off the stool and collided with her, almost knocking them both to the floor.  She instantly threw her arm around his waist to steady him.   
 
    “Take it easy, hot shot.  You don’t want to kill us,” she laughed. 
 
    As she leaned him up against a nearby table, she felt a presence at her elbow. Turning, she saw the concerned face of one of his teammates. 
 
    “Hey, Jace, why don’t you let us take you home?” he asked, warily eying Carolyn. 
 
    “I’m fine, Hank.” 
 
    “It’s no problem, really.  We’re done here and –“ 
 
    Jace suddenly reached out with his arm and threw it around Carolyn’s shoulder, pulling her roughly to him. “I’m busy. You too blind to see that?” 
 
    Although Hank was built like a tank and actually had the nickname ‘Hank the Tank’, his respect for his team captain outweighed the fact that he could easily take Jace on drunk or sober.  He put his hands up and backed off. 
 
    “Whatever, bro,” he replied. 
 
    “Come on, Carolyn. We got things to do.” He gave her an unsteady wink. Carolyn wiggled out of his iron grip and proceeded to get his parka on him. Just as she was zipping it up, she heard his cell phone vibrating in his pocket. She glanced at him, but he appeared oblivious to it.  She surreptitiously eased it out of his pocket and peeked at the screen.  It was Cammie.  She promptly turned the phone off, dropped it back into his pocket and together they left the poolroom. 
 
      
 
    Cammie listened as Jace’s cell rang several times before being bounced into voicemail.  Thinking he might not have heard the phone over the loud music in Zee’s, she speed dialed again. This time the call went immediately into voicemail.  She was about to dial Zee and ask him to fetch Jace to the phone when it occurred to her that Jace was, in all likelihood, deliberately ignoring her phone call.  He was probably still angry and had turned off his phone in a childish attempt to punish her for going over to Eli’s.   
 
    “Well, screw you too,” she fumed as she jammed her phone into her pocket and gunned the Explorer towards the accident scene.   
 
      
 
    Ninety minutes later, an angry Eli climbed back into his Navigator and headed towards town. Cammie had said one hour. What the hell could be taking her so long? It was a simple fender bender. It shouldn’t be taking this much time to sort the whole thing out.   
 
    There was only one reason she hadn’t shown up yet. And that reason was the insipid boy toy she’d been stupid enough to involve herself with. She’d probably gone back to Zee’s to soothe the brat’s fragile ego. Christ, what was she thinking?  Had she really been that lonely to shack up with that punk ass kid? 
 
    He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. No matter the reason, he wasn’t going to allow Junior to screw up his plans. Not with Cammie.  And definitely not tonight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Cammie fought to maintain her composure.  She wouldn’t lose control. Not here. Not in front of Jace and certainly not in front of Rick. 
 
    She felt their eyes on her. Jace’s accusatory; Rick’s quiet and non-judgmental.   
 
    What to say?   
 
    Jace was right. She had left him at Zee’s so she could come here last night.  She probably had been, with the exception of the murderer, the last person to see Eli alive. 
 
    There were good, valid reasons for that. And she would do it all again if she had to. 
 
    No, that wasn’t quite true. There was something she would have changed. Something that, in her explanation to Rick earlier that morning of what had occurred between her and Eli the night before, she’d deliberately left out. 
 
    It was a little piece of information no one would know of unless she chose to bring it up. An impossibility. Because she knew if she took that memory out and looked at it, it would add more sorrow to the burden she already carried.   
 
    She slowly stood up and raised her eyes until they met Jace’s.  She looked into his gaze that sparked with resentment.  Who was this man?  She thought she’d known him in all his moods.  She’d shared her bed, her body for almost a year. Yet he stood before her now, a complete stranger. 
 
    He must be thinking the same of her. 
 
    She waited a moment before opening her mouth to answer his question. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was close to midnight when Cammie finally pulled into Eli’s driveway and parked behind his Navigator. She turned the Explorer off and wearily leaned her head back against the seat.  She closed her eyes and heaved a heavy sigh. God, she was exhausted. It wasn’t the accident that had sapped her energy. It was pulling apart, then mediating between the two men as they argued over who had run what stop sign.  She’d finally calmed the situation down, and to her relief, the men decided not to press charges against each other.  By the looks of the dents, she knew Jace could easily repair the damage. Now all that remained was to retrieve the threatening notes, go to Zee’s, pick up Jace and pretend everything was hunky dory. 
 
    A no-brainer. 
 
    If only, Cammie thought as she looked through the windshield at the small white ranch house surrounded by piles of plowed snow.  For a moment her troubling thoughts faded as long ago memories took their place.   
 
    She’d once considered this small house a second home. It seemed another lifetime that she’d let herself in the back door as if she were just another family member arriving after a day of school and hockey practice.  Mrs. Kelley would be in the kitchen, finishing up a batch of her mouthwatering chocolate chip cookies, its aroma deliciously coating the house. The ranch had been full of life then, its secrets carefully ignored and unacknowledged beneath the forced picture of a happy family. 
 
    Just as in her own home. 
 
    Maybe that was what had really drawn Cammie and Eli together all those years ago. It wasn’t the shared love of hockey. Or because he was handsome and she was cute. It was the necessity of leading a double life. Of pretending that their families were the embodiment of the well-adjusted television sitcom household where problems could be talked about and solved in a half hour. It was exhausting keeping up the pretense. The only time they could relax and be honest was with each other.   
 
    Or so Cammie once believed. 
 
    She’d driven past the house a thousand times, but never really looked at it.  She knew it would only bring up unhappy memories that no longer had a place in her life.  However, sitting in the Explorer, she now studied the structure, noticing the peeling paint and the crooked shutters with gaping holes where the slats had fallen out.   
 
    Poking through the layer of snow, she could see the uneven shrub branches, begging to be neatly trimmed. There was a lingering sadness, as if the house realized its best days were long gone, its memories disappearing forever as its inhabitants fell away. 
 
    Cammie shook her head furiously to dislodge the increasingly morose thoughts. There was work to do. The quicker she got it done, the quicker she could deal with what awaited her back at Zee’s.   
 
    She reached into her back seat and grabbed a pair of latex gloves from a box she kept on the seat, her camera and her small fingerprinting kit, shoving them into the deep recesses of her parka’s pockets. Although she considered it a long shot, it wouldn’t hurt to send the notes down to the Crime Lab in Augusta for finger print analysis.   
 
    She took a deep breath to gear herself mentally for whatever lay behind Eli’s door and stepped out of her Explorer. Instantly, she felt a tickling down the back of her neck, sending her into an involuntary shiver.  Eli’s was one of the last houses on this particular stretch of road, cut off from its nearby neighbors by a grove of pine trees. She could not shake the uneasiness snaking through her insides.  Was it the fear she’d heard in Eli’s voice that warned her she was about to encounter something she didn’t want to encounter? Or was it Jace’s warning that she was being played for a fool? Whatever it was, she squared her shoulders and started down a shoveled walkway when she paused. From habit, she’d scanned the driveway and noticed several tire treads in haphazard patterns. As if many cars and trucks had driven up, turned, then backed out onto the main road.   
 
    Glancing down at the walkway, she saw what looked like dozens of boot and shoe prints leading all around the house. She frowned.  Removing her camera from her pocket, she took numerous pictures of both driveway and walkway. She then followed the prints around the back where the slider was located. As long as she could remember, everyone entered the Kelley house through the back slider. And, as was typical in most small towns, it was always unlocked.   
 
    As she turned the corner, her purpose in following the footprints was forgotten as she saw what looked like a dark bundle on the tiny back deck. The deck light was dim and she drew closer to see what it was. Bending down, she instantly recoiled. It was the carcass of a mangled animal, though it was so battered, she couldn’t tell what it was. Once again she felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck.  Up until that point, she’d wondered about the seriousness of the threats.  But seeing the remains of this animal caused her to go on high alert.  She looked out over the darkened yard, seeing nothing but the outline of the tool shed that lay several feet from the door. With so many footprints in the yard, it would be impossible to discern which belonged to the person who’d left the nasty little gift. 
 
    Despite her uneasiness, the sight of the ramshackle toolshed caused a memory to flash in her mind’s eye of a night fifteen years before. To an incident that happened in front of that shed. To the night her innocence withered and died. A night with recriminating words and furious temper which ended when she picked up a shovel and swung it at Eli, putting the scar that still remained over his eyebrow.   
 
    She shook her head and the memory evaporated. In its place was worry.  If this animal was mangled beyond recognition, what condition was Eli in? She quickly took a picture of the carcass. Then she withdrew her gun.  
 
    Carefully stepping over the carcass, she quietly let herself into the kitchen. The first thing that struck her was how hot it was.  She sniffed the air to see if any odor of blood or worse hit her.   
 
    All that greeted her was the sugary smell of an air freshener plugged into a wall socket.  She scanned the room, surprised at how little the kitchen had changed since she’d last been here. The throw rugs were worn and faded, their corners torn and unraveled. The cabinets were the old white metal contraptions that were in style in the 1950s and the edges of the linoleum countertop were peeling. The stove and refrigerator looked to be at least twenty-five years old, smeared with the stains and dents of countless families who had inhabited this place since Mrs. Kelley’s death ten years ago.   
 
    Mrs. Kelley would be turning over in her grave if she could see how neglected her home had become.  She’d always been a meticulous housekeeper.  That was one of the reasons Cammie loved coming over here. As her own mother sank into the depression that would eventually kill her, she let everything go.  The first on the list was the housekeeping. 
 
    Starting towards the corridor that would take her to the bedrooms, she heard footsteps approaching. Cammie aimed her gun. “This is Sheriff Farnsworth.  Identify yourself!” she called out. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Eli bellowed when he rounded the corner and saw the gun pointed at him. He took a step back and clutched his chest.  “Are you crazy?  You just about gave me a heart attack.” 
 
    “Are you alone?” Cammie asked tersely. 
 
    “Of course I’m alone.  Has Twin Ponds changed so much that you enter someone’s house with a gun aimed and ready to shoot?” 
 
    Cammie holstered her gun. For the first time she noticed what Eli was wearing. He’d changed out of his jeans and sweater and was wearing an obviously expensive gray suit over a crisply starched silver colored shirt and deep purple tie.  Jace’s warning came roaring back at her.  She shook it off. 
 
    “Did you see what’s out on your back porch?” 
 
    Eli shook his head.  “Don’t tell me it’s another note.” 
 
    She beckoned and pointed to the bloody mess. Eli took one look and blanched. 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “I take it that wasn’t there when you got home.” 
 
    “Hell no.” He looked up at her, his eyes wide with fear.  “Whoever is doing this was here while I was in the house.” 
 
    Before she could stop herself, she reached out and patted his sleeve.  “At least they didn’t come inside.” 
 
    “Thanks for the consolation.” 
 
    Hoping to distract him from his growing anxiety, she pointed at his suit.  “You off on a hot date with Carolyn?”  
 
    Eli’s mood instantly changed.  “The woman’s a slut,” he retorted contemptuously. “Come on into the living room. I’ve got the box there.” 
 
    Astonished by his reaction, she nevertheless followed him down the corridor. Entering the living room, she was once again catapulted back to a time when the unique aroma of burnt wood and gardenia air freshener was as familiar to her as the smells of her own home.   
 
    The carpet was the mousy brown she remembered. On the mantel piece above the wood burning stove were pictures of Eli growing up.  In an instant she knew he had deliberately placed them there, especially when she saw a silver frame that contained a photograph of Eli and herself standing side by side, dressed in their hockey uniforms.  They had their hockey sticks raised in the air and were both grinning at the camera, their faces full of youthful joy and happiness. It was a night she would never forget. Their first championship, followed by the first time they made love. Their faces said it all.  Right now we can take on the world and win.  
 
    Next to the frame was a tall, silver trophy with the figure of a hockey player taking a slapshot. She didn’t need to read the small brass plaque to know what it said. 
 
      
 
    Most Outstanding Player 
 
    Eli Kelley 
 
    1992-1993 Season 
 
      
 
    Seeing it together with the photograph hit her unexpectedly hard.  Eli had won it their last season playing together on the Night Hawks.  The season he’d been recruited by the NHL scout. The season he’d shown that dark facet of his personality that he’d kept carefully hidden. She always believed she deserved the trophy more than he did. She’d been the best right wing the Night Hawks ever had. And that last season she’d been at her peak.  
 
    Once again she felt the unrelenting crush of emotional pain.   
 
    Five minutes, Cammie.  Just five minutes.  Then you can get out of here and put those memories back behind closed doors where they belong. 
 
    She turned her back to the mantel.   
 
    “I noticed a lot of tire marks and footprints around your house,” she said in an effort to gather herself under control. 
 
    “Ever since I got back, people have been pestering me for autographs and photos with their kids.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Part of the lifestyle.” 
 
    “You do know one of those people could have left these notes.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here. If anyone can figure out who’s doing it, you can.”  He saw her look and smiled. “I went online and read your bio. Two Medals of Honor.  Not bad, sweetheart. Not bad at all.”  He reached behind the lamp that sat on the nearest end table and produced a shoe box. “The notes are all in there.” 
 
    As he handed her the box, she caught sight of his right hand. The knuckles were bruised and swollen.   
 
    “What happened to your hand?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “This have anything to do with the notes?” 
 
    “Not if you consider accidentally slamming the door on my hand suspicious behavior.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes and bore into his. She knew he was lying, but it was obvious he wasn’t going to say anything more. She had no choice but to drop it.  For now. 
 
    Cammie took the box and hesitantly sat down on the couch. At one time the cushions had been a vibrant rust color. Now it was faded to a dirty brown. The old childhood taunt of catching cooties rang out in her ears and it took all her effort not to jump up off the couch and look at the notes standing up.   
 
     “Were you getting any kind of threatening notes before you arrived in Twin Ponds?” 
 
    Eli sat down next to her. Too close for her taste. She instantly scooted over. 
 
    “No.  I started finding those the day after I arrived.” 
 
    “Did they show up any particular time of day?” 
 
    “Well, obviously when I wasn’t home.” 
 
     “And they were always shoved in the back door?” 
 
    “Yes. Except for the last one. As I told you earlier, I found that one on the kitchen counter.” 
 
    “Whoever it is must have been watching you and saw that you used the back door to enter and exit your house. If they’d placed the notes in the front door, you may never have noticed them.” 
 
    “It’s unnerving to think someone’s been spying on me. Or placing dead animals on my doorstep when I’m taking a shower.” 
 
    “How long would you be gone when you left the house?” 
 
    Eli tilted his head. “Depended. Sometimes I was gone an hour.  Sometimes I was gone all day. You saw the prints outside yourself.  When it got too crazy, I’d take off. If I was being watched, he or she had plenty of time to put the notes on the back door.” 
 
     “Since your arrival back in Twin Ponds, have you pissed off anybody?” 
 
    “Besides you and Junior, you mean?” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking of any cuckolded husbands who might want your head on a platter.” 
 
    “I’ve only been back four days. Cut me some slack.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Has anybody else handled these notes besides you?” 
 
    “Just me and the weirdo sending them as far as I know.”   
 
    Cammie dug into her pocket and withdrew the latex gloves. As she snapped them on, Eli let out a low whistle. “Whoa.  Kinky.” 
 
    “Yup. All crime scene investigators get their rocks off wearing these.”   
 
    Eli shifted his weight towards her and she once again scooted over only to find herself jammed up tight against the arm of the couch. To forestall any further attempts at coziness, she quickly placed the box between them.   
 
    Lifting the top, she found the five notes neatly stacked one top of one another. She unfolded the first. It was an eight by ten lined piece of paper that had obviously been ripped out of a school composition notebook. The words were cut from newspapers, yet despite the differing heights to some of the letters, the writer had taken great care to line each one up evenly before gluing them to the page. For an instant she was reminded of Eli’s meticulous lining up of the sugar packets at Zee’s. Once again Jace’s warning that this was a set-up rang in her ears. With mounting suspicion, she read the notes.  The first was a simple greeting welcoming Eli back to Twin Ponds. The second congratulated him on his NHL career.  The third however took on a more menacing tone.                
 
    Have you come back to the scene of your crime? 
 
    The fourth read:  No deed ever goes unpunished. 
 
    The fifth sent shivers down her spine. Payback time is here.  Better late than never. Get ready to say hello to Hell. 
 
    “Well? What do you think?” Eli asked as he watched Cammie replace the notes, close the box and slowly peel off the latex gloves. 
 
    Cammie didn’t know what to think.  It was entirely possible that Eli had created the notes himself in order to lure her out here and get her attention. The animal carcass was the icing on the cake to convince her he was in danger. She turned to him and carefully watched his face as she spoke.   
 
    “My first guess is that whoever wrote these was around when the scout came to see you play.” 
 
    He snorted.  “That’s half the town.” 
 
     “It’s someone who knew what you did that night.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    She waited. And watched for any perceptible hint of recognition.  That one moment when he realized he’d been discovered. That she’d figured out he was behind all of this. What she saw instead of relief.  But relief at what? 
 
     “Let’s have some coffee.” 
 
    He abruptly stood up and left the room, leaving Cammie alone.  Now that she had the notes, she should leave.  God knows, she wanted to get out of there before Rod Serling and the theme from the Twilight Zone made an appearance. She’d gotten what she came for. And there was still Jace to deal with. That is, if he was still at Zee’s.   
 
    Shoving the box under her arm, she got up and walked down the corridor into the kitchen.    
 
    She found Eli fiddling with the coffee machine.   
 
    “Don’t bother, Eli. It’s been a long day and I’m tired. I’ll do a check of the perimeter, take a few more pictures, get your fingerprints for elimination purposes, then I’ve really got to go. If you want, I’ll call the Timberwolf Lodge and book you a room for the night.  I’ll get the animal taken care of in the morning.”   
 
    She started towards the door when his next words made her screech to a halt. “It was Coach who told you, wasn’t it?”  She whirled around and stared at him in disbelief.  “Had to be,” he continued.  “He was the only one who knew the whole story.” He chuckled as he unconsciously traced a line over the scar above his eyebrow. “I knew you had a temper, but I’d never seen it in all its glory until the night you took that shovel to me. I was actually terrified that you knew everything.  But as time went on, I realized you only had bits and pieces.”  He shrugged. “I should have known the old man would break.  He never could keep a secret.” 
 
    Cammie was appalled. Despite her resolve to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible, anger threatened to choke her. The years of trying to get past what he’d done came crashing down around her.  Especially in light of his cavalier attitude. “You have no idea what you did, do you?” she whispered. 
 
    “Actually I’ve got a pretty good idea.  For the past few days, I’ve been talking to people. They told me about Coach. About you.”  He slowly approached her. “I’m so sorry, Cammie.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him.  “A little late for that, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Better late than never.”  
 
    She shook her head. “That doesn’t wash. There’s no way I’m going to believe that after fifteen years, you suddenly woke up one morning and thought, “Oh my God, I do give a shit about Cammie Farnsworth and Twin Ponds and Coach McIntyre. Puh-lease.”    
 
    He smiled ruefully.  “Actually, something like that did happen.  Look, I admit that for thirteen of those fifteen years, I was consumed with my career.  All I did was eat, breath and live hockey. When my knees finally gave out and I had to retire, I found myself with a lot of time on my hands. I got to thinking. A lot.  About Coach.  About Twin Ponds.  About you.” 
 
    As he spoke, he slowly moved towards her. Cammie instinctively moved away.   
 
    “Do you know what I did yesterday?” he said. “I took a stroll down by Waban Pond and watched the kids play hockey.  It brought back all kinds of memories. Remember how much fun we used to have? We couldn’t wait to get out of school so we could lace up and bang the puck around. We’d play until our hands were so frozen we couldn’t hold our sticks anymore. But we kept playing because we loved it.”  He shook his head as if in amazement. “We played for the sheer love of the game.”  
 
    We played because it was our escape from the real world, she almost said. Of distant fathers and disillusioned mothers who tried their best, but didn’t understand.    
 
    “We were happy then, weren’t we?” he continued. “We had everything ahead of us. Nothing could keep us down. The world was ours.  All we had to do was grab it.” 
 
    “Which you did. With both hands. And with no backward glance to us.  To me.” 
 
    To her horror, she saw tears pooling in Eli’s eyes. Whether they were real or not, it was too much. She felt the cords wrapped around her emotions slipping out of her control.   
 
    As he moved towards her, she backed up until she collided against the wall. She had nowhere to run and watched helplessly as he placed his hands on her arms.   
 
    “I’m so, so sorry for all the pain I caused you. Believe me Cam, if I could go back and change everything, I would.” His grip tightened.  “There are some things that don’t change though. Life bounced us both around, but all roads led back to Twin Ponds. To here. To this moment. To you and me.” He pulled her to him.  “I love you, Cammie.  I never stopped loving you.” 
 
    He bent down and kissed her.  
 
    Cammie couldn’t think. Couldn’t catch her breath. With Eli’s lips pressed against hers, she was frozen in time. Back to when they were seventeen and his kiss promised delights and pleasures she’d never found anywhere else until. . . 
 
    Jace! 
 
    Cammie roughly broke away, the box of notes flying from her hands and littering the floor. “I won’t do this. I won’t fall for your bullshit again.” 
 
    She pushed him aside and raced down the corridor. With shaking hands, she managed to fling open the front door and run towards the Explorer. Behind her, she heard Eli yelling at her to stop. But that was the last thing she wanted to do. It had been a mistake to stay. Instead of clearing the air, it had only complicated things.   
 
    She clambered into the Explorer, locked the doors and desperately tried to stop her hand from shaking enough to stick the key in the ignition.   
 
    “Cammie! Stop!” Eli yelled as he came up to her window and began pounding on it with his fists. “Don’t go! I promise I won’t touch you again!  Just don’t go!” 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, she finally got the key into the ignition and slammed the vehicle into reverse. Eli jumped back and she had the sense of him slipping on the icy walkway as she fishtailed her way out of the driveway and onto the main road.  She didn’t dare look into the rearview mirror, but she knew he’d run out onto the road, still yelling at her to come back. 
 
    Instead, she smashed down on the gas and willed herself to stop shaking. 
 
    A light snow was falling, its hush surrounding the speeding Explorer.  She tried to keep her mind on the increasingly slippery road, but it proved impossible. Eli’s words, his soft touch, his electrifying kiss kept replaying themselves over and over again until she wanted to scream.   
 
    “God damn you, Eli,” she muttered aloud as hot tears stung her eyes. 
 
    She suddenly slammed on the brakes, sending the Explorer sliding across the road. She barely managed to avoid going into a snow bank as she twisted the steering wheel back and forth until the SUV finally shuddered to a stop. 
 
    Her heart thundered and her hands quivered as she realized how close she’d come to smashing up the Explorer.   
 
    She sat still, catching her breath, forcing her body to relax.  Looking out through the windshield at the shadows of the surrounding forest, she noticed green lights playing against the snow illuminated in her headlights. She glanced up and saw, to her surprise, the northern lights filtering in the sky.  Not as common a sight in Maine as it was in Alaska, there were occasions when the northern skies lit up with the vivid pinks, greens and yellows of the aurora borealis.   
 
    The sight of the lights triggered another memory. Of two teenagers huddled together on a snowy night, braving the eeriness of Crow Mountain to watch the show above them. Making plans for a future that would never materialize.   
 
    Was that why he had come back to Twin Ponds? To apologize to her?  No. She wasn’t that much of an egotist to fully accept that. But something had changed him.  Deeply.  Profoundly. He’d never begged for anything in his life, yet he’d begged her to stay.  His need had been so stark, so naked that just the memory of it threatened to crush the breath from her lungs. What made her misery worse was the realization that despite all that happened between them, all the baggage that still existed, deep within the recesses of her soul, there were still remnants of the love she’d borne him so long ago. God help her, but she couldn’t run away from that reality anymore. They may have been tangled and chewed up and way too complicated to try and unravel, but they were there. Deep in her being. Where they would remain.  The truth was, Eli belonged to her past. Jace was her present and her future. 
 
    She turned towards Twin Ponds, suddenly desperate to see Jace.  To hold him. To feel that everything was going to be alright. 
 
    But it wasn’t. When she walked into Zee’s, she found the rotund man alone in the restaurant. Waiting for her. With a glass of scotch.  He handed it to her, made her drink it before telling her about Jace.  And Carolyn. And apologized. Twice. For being so busy he hadn’t noticed they were leaving until it was too late. But she didn’t hear him.  She heard nothing except Jace and Carolyn in the same sentence. And somewhere inside, a piece of her shriveled and died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Good morning to you too.” 
 
    It was the next morning and Rick and Cammie were on their way to Eli’s house to retrieve the notes. And, in Cammie’s guilty conscience, to make sure he was okay.   
 
    Looking back, she realized she should have secured Eli’s safety before dashing out into the night. There was no excuse for her unprofessionalism, despite what happened between them.  As it was, she’d given Rick the bare facts from the evening before, making sure to leave out all the emotional sturm and drang. She was especially careful to omit any reference to Jace and Carolyn.  It would get around town soon enough. 
 
    She’d spent what was left of the night sitting in front of her cabin's picture window, watching the snow fall. She felt hollowed out, as if all her insides had been scrapped away and replaced with a nothingness that seemed endless. She tried not to watch the clock, but as the hands drew closer to 4 am, 5 am, 6 am and there was still no sign of Jace, the emptiness fell in on itself, leaving her numb. 
 
    She finally roused herself when she realized she’d left the notes at Eli’s.  Crap. She was going to have to get them, but she’d be damned if she went there alone. She was in no state to deal with Eli. Especially after that kiss. So she recruited Rick to accompany her with the excuse that she wanted a report on the accident up on Berk’s Bluff. 
 
    She did a good show of listening. Rick was an excellent deputy who knew exactly what needed to be done. While he filled her in on the accident’s details, she geared herself to see Eli again. Not only because of the emotional drama of the night before, but because of Jace. He’d betrayed her so deeply, she wasn’t sure how she’d react to Eli.  It was safer to have Rick along. 
 
    Nearing Eli’s house, Cammie slowed down the Explorer as both she and Rick stared open mouthed out the front windshield. 
 
    “What the hell? Isn’t that Carolyn Haskell’s new Dodge Durango?  Damn, that woman doesn’t let the grass grow under her feet,” Rick remarked in a voice that was almost admiring.               
 
    Cammie pursed her lips. Jesus, was Carolyn that insatiable? Or was Jace too drunk and she decided to sate her desires with Eli? 
 
    Was Eli’s display of remorse just another one of his pretenses?   Since he couldn’t coerce Cammie into his bed, had he turned back to Carolyn? 
 
    The white Durango was parked sideways across the driveway behind Eli’s Navigator. It looked as though she’d driven up in a hurry, hit a snowbank, slid across the driveway and left the vehicle where it stopped.  With the driver door wide open. 
 
    In the midst of Cammie’s turmoil, a memory resurrected itself.  Suddenly her insides went cold as she recalled the bruises on Eli’s knuckles. 
 
    What if Carolyn wasn’t driving the Durango?  What if--? 
 
    Eli.  Jace.   
 
    Dear God.  
 
    Gripping the steering wheel to keep her hands from trembling, she pulled into the driveway and turned off the Explorer.   
 
    “I’ve got to make a quick phone call. Why don’t you go in and I’ll be right there?” 
 
    She waited until Rick was well away from the Explorer before flipping open her cell phone. She hit the automatic dial button to Jace’s cell. It immediately went to voice mail. She then tried the garage. 
 
    “Sorry Sheriff, but I haven’t seen him this morning,” Nathaniel answered.  “Do you want me to tell him you called?” 
 
    She mumbled something unintelligible and hung up. Now she really felt as though she wanted to throw up. 
 
    Eli.  Jace. 
 
    Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. 
 
    She pushed the horrifying fear away and forced herself to assume the professional face of Sheriff Farnsworth. It was the only way she was going to get through whatever lay behind Eli’s front door.   
 
    Climbing out of her vehicle, she immediately noticed that Eli’s Navigator was parked exactly where she’d seen it last night.  Although there was snow on it from the light snowfall of the night before, it was still possible he’d gone out after she’d left.  However, once she bent down and studied the tire treads, she realized that unless Eli had meticulously parked the vehicle back over his original tire tracks, he hadn’t left the house. Nor could he have left after Carolyn’s arrival without crashing into her Durango parked inches from his bumper. 
 
    She saw Rick emerge from the backyard and head towards her. 
 
    “Hey, didn’t you say there was a dead animal on Eli’s back step?” Cammie nodded.  “It’s not there now.  Bet you a coyote took it.” 
 
    Thank God she’d thought to take a picture of it. 
 
     “By the way,” Rick continued as he came up to her. “All the doors are locked. Guess Eli’s been away from Twin Ponds so long, he’s forgotten that no one locks their doors around here.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head as once again her insides contracted.  “His slider was unlocked last night when I got here.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  She looked at Rick.  “But I don’t like it.” 
 
    She jogged up to the front door and began banging on it.  “Eli, it’s Sheriff Farnsworth.  Open the door.” 
 
    “I already rang the doorbell and pounded on the back slider,” Rick pointed out.  
 
    “You don’t happen to have Eli’s phone number, do you?” 
 
    He shook his head.  Cammie debated her next action, then hurried to the Explorer’s back door.  Flinging it open, she withdrew two pairs of latex gloves and a small box that she kept shoved under the front seat.  She started to turn away when her gut screamed to grab a couple of evidence bags.  Her head said no, her instincts said yes.   
 
    Instincts won.  She shoved them into her pocket and turned to find Rick at her elbow. 
 
    “You know, Cam, maybe Carolyn and Eli are doing the horizontal.  They may have locked the doors so no one would interrupt.  I mean, if I was Eli and I was doing the deed with Carolyn and I heard you banging on the door, I’d hide under the bed and wait for you to go away.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He gave her the kind of look one would give someone who’s slow.  Or a complete idiot.  “Because you’re the only person in Twin Ponds who hasn’t realized he’s still in love with you.” 
 
    The deep hollowness once more crushed her heart. She quickly shook the pain off.  
 
    “I don’t care if he’s sleeping with every woman in Twin Ponds.  Something about this whole scene just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Are you basing that on your police instincts?  Or your woman’s instincts?” Cammie scowled at him and he quickly backed away.  “Okay, okay, I shouldn’t have said that.  If you say this whole situation stinks, then it does.” He glanced back at the house. “How are we going to get in?” 
 
    “Watch me and find out.” 
 
    Trudging through the snow towards the front door, she was filled with doubt.  Maybe Rick was right.  Maybe Carolyn was in there after all.  Maybe they were doing the horizontal, or the deed, or one of a thousand descriptions for intercourse that Rick had at his verbal disposal.  Maybe she was completely over-reacting.  Maybe Jace was at one of his teammate’s houses, sleeping off all the beers he’d drunk the night before.  There were a dozen maybes. 
 
    Then again, maybe her gut was right. 
 
    Only one way to find out.  
 
    She knelt down in front of the door, and placed the black case on the ground. She popped it open and took out what looked like a thin crochet hook.  Slowly and carefully, she inserted it into the lock. 
 
    “Whoa!” Rick exclaimed as he leaned over her shoulder. “You’re picking the lock. That rocks. Where’d you learn to do that?” 
 
    “I used to dog sit for a guy in Revere. In exchange for watching his Boston Terrier Otis, he gave me lessons in lock picking. Turns out he was the best lock picker in the Northeast corridor.” 
 
    Two twists of her wrist and the door swung open.  She carefully put the pick back in the box and shoved it into her parka pocket.   
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t touch anything. I don’t know what’s going on, but we can’t take a chance that we’ll contaminate potential evidence.”  She swung open the door and she and Rick entered.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Rick exclaimed.  “Eli missing his expensive saunas?  This place is hotter than the Sahara Desert.” 
 
    The house was eerily silent.  Over the years Cammie had learned that silence had many nuances to it. Some to hide within.  Some to cover up. Some to kill.  This silence felt – well – too silent.  There was an expectancy about it that set Cammie’s instincts screaming. 
 
    “Eli!” she called out as they stepped into the living room. No response.  Her eyes went involuntarily to the mantelpiece. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she muttered. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    She went up the mantel and stared at the spaces where, the night before, the Night Hawks Trophy and the picture of she and Eli had stood.   
 
    They were gone. 
 
    This wasn’t good.   
 
    She poked about the living room, looking in every nook and cranny. But the trophy and picture were nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Eli!  Carolyn! It’s Sheriff Farnsworth and Deputy Belleveau!” she called out. Once again they were met with a wall of silence.  With all senses on alert, Cammie withdrew her revolver.  Rick’s eyes widened, but her demeanor made him think twice about questioning her actions.  Instead, he too slowly withdrew his revolver and followed her as she slowly and steadily made her way down the corridor towards the kitchen where she’d last seen the notes.  
 
    They cautiously entered the first bedroom which had once belonged to Eli’s parents.  It was empty except for a full size bed and an old scratched up dresser.  It looked as though it hadn’t been lived in for a long while. 
 
    Which left one more bedroom.   
 
    She took a deep breath and started towards it when a low moan broke the silence. Cammie and Rick exchanged looks, then, with weapons still drawn, hurried into the bedroom. 
 
    Cammie’s knees almost buckled. 
 
    “Crap,” she heard Rick murmur from somewhere behind her. 
 
    There was another moan.  Low, painful.  
 
    Beyond the moaning was a body.  It was lying on the bed, still, peaceful. And looking very much dead. 
 
    “Oh God, my head.” 
 
    “Rick, see to him while I secure the rest of the house. And no matter what you do, don’t touch anything.” 
 
    Cammie quickly went into the bathroom and kitchen, her stomach falling when she saw no signs of the shoebox that contained the threatening notes. After scouring the rest of the small ranch, she hurried back to the bedroom. 
 
    Taking everything in with a practiced eye, she shoved her revolver into her holster and knelt down beside Jace.  He was lying on his side, still dressed in his parka. She turned his head towards her and swallowed a gasp when she saw purpling bruises on his cheek, his bottom lip split open and a bulbous slit where his right eye was.  
 
    She sucked in her breath as she recalled the bruises on Eli’s knuckles.   
 
    “Jesus,” she whispered under her breath. She helped him sit up, her eyes widening when she saw a 38 revolver resting on the rug underneath where he’d been laying.  Before she could ask him about it, he turned away and vomited onto the carpet. 
 
    “Aw shit,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Put these on immediately,” Cammie shouted to Rick as she tossed a set of latex gloves at him while slipping on her own pair.   
 
    Jumping up, she jogged into the kitchen.  Sliding open the drawers, she found a ball of rubber bands. On her way out, she tore the paper towel roll from its dispenser on the wall and hurried back to Jace.  She gingerly took the gun and placed it in one of the evidence bags. With the other two bags, she placed them over both his hands, holding each in place with the rubber band.   
 
    She made a mental note that Jace’s hands bore no traces of bruising.  If the marks on his face were a result from a fight with Eli, the altercation must have occurred after Jace became drunk. She’d never known him to pick a fight.  But he’d never backed down from one either.  Could this clash with Eli have triggered a retaliatory rage in the young mechanic? 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice hoarse and barely intelligible as he tried to speak past his swollen mouth. 
 
    She didn’t answer.  Instead, she ripped off a paper towel from the roll and tenderly wiped the vomit from his chin and mouth. He winced when she tried to maneuver around the split in his lip.  When she was done, she felt Rick came up beside her.  Looking up, she wondered if she was going to have to clean him up as well. His face looked green and his jaw was clenched as if he were fighting against throwing up.  He jerked his head towards the body. 
 
    “It’s Eli, Cam.  He’s dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know why I left with Eli last night.  I explained it to you.” 
 
    Jace’s breath came out in short, angry bursts.  He was unsteady on his feet, still hung over from the night before. It didn’t stop him, however, from narrowing his good eye at her and sneering, “Oh yeah.  Something about threatening notes. Tell me, did you actually find those?” 
 
    “Jace, this is not the time –“ 
 
    A harsh snort.  “Just as I thought. A ploy to get you out here. To get into your pants –“ 
 
    “Enough!” Cammie snapped, her own anger overtaking her.  “I’m not going to get into this with you. We have a much more serious situation here and you’re right in the damned middle of it!” 
 
    Crap.  She hadn’t meant to lose her temper.  Things were spiraling out of control – the one thing she couldn’t afford to happen. She clamped down on her emotions, and took a deep, steadying breath.   
 
    “Rick is going to take you home and stay with you until I get there.” 
 
    “And then what?  We do this all again?  Fuck that.  Just arrest me now.”  
 
    “Push me and I will.” 
 
    They glared at each other, both at an impasse until Rick intervened.   
 
    “Come on, bro,” he replied, putting his hand on Jace’s arm.  “The sheriff knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    Jace started to say something, then changed his mind.  He turned his back on her, grabbed his parka and stumbled out of the room. 
 
    “Stay with him and don’t let him out of your sight,” Cammie ordered. 
 
    Rick frowned. “You honestly think Jace would make a run for it?  Shit Cammie, he can barely walk, much less try to escape.” 
 
    “Rick, this entire investigation is going to be under a microscope.  I need to make sure we cross every 't' and dot every 'i'.  Neither one of us can afford any screw-ups.  No, I don’t think Jace would run, but –“ 
 
    “I know, I know.  Cross every ‘t’ and dot every ‘i’”. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going over to Doc’s to get the autopsy results.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She met Rick’s gaze. “We’ll see,” she answered shortly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nearly nine o’clock in the evening by the time Cammie arrived at Doc’s. In her career in law enforcement, she’d been to her share of autopsies. However, this was one autopsy she opted out of.  Her feelings about Eli were in enough of a tangled mess without having to witness the slicing up of his body.    
 
    All the way to Doc’s, self-doubt threatened to suffocate her. This was a perfect example of a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation.  If she arrested Jace, she’d be crucified.  If she didn’t arrest him, she’d be crucified.   
 
    Then there was the matter of Eli’s death. Twin Ponds’ number one son was dead. People around here had always lived through him.  He’d made something of his life. He was a success, beyond what any of them could ever have imagined for themselves. Part of the fantasy they’d created around Eli was the inability to acknowledge his apathy towards his home town.  When he joined the NHL, he not only turned his back on Cammie, he’d also turned his back on every person who’d ever cheered him on in Twin Ponds. Who had ever believed in him. 
 
    But he was dead now.  All that would be forgotten.  What mattered was that someone had taken his life. Cruelly and ruthlessly. The irony was the mystery of that death was now being investigated by a woman whose past with the victim was shrouded in time and secrecy. To add insult to injury, this woman couldn’t even solve the mystery of bird feeder thefts.  Would she really be able to solve this?  
 
    No matter which way she looked at it, she was screwed.   
 
    Cammie took a deep breath.  And pushed aside all these distressing thoughts as she climbed out of her vehicle.  She was tired, dispirited and ready to get this day over with. She climbed up the wide steps to Doc’s enormous, custom built log cabin and rang the doorbell. 
 
    Dr. Samuel Westerfield, known as Doc to the inhabitants of Twin Ponds, was an anomaly in this remote corner of Maine’s backwoods.  Born into a blue-blooded Boston family, he’d met Cammie one night in Boston’s posh Beacon Hill neighborhood when, during her days as a private investigator, she’d rescued him from a mugging. At the time she’d believed she was rescuing a woman. The victim seemed more upset at a tear in her stunning Stella McCartney black lace, full skirted dress than in the fact she’d been attacked. It wasn’t until Cammie frightened the mugger away and helped the woman up from the pavement where she’d been knocked down that she discovered she was a he.  From this inauspicious beginning, they struck up a close friendship.     
 
    Doc introduced her to a world she’d only read about in novels or seen on Masterpiece Theatre. It was a world of sitting rooms and plush Beacon Hill townhouses, and a front row seat at the Boston Symphony’s opening night. It was a world of clipped accents and perfectly preserved bodies. It was a world, Cammie noticed with astonishment, where everyone looked eerily the same – women with perfectly coiffed blonde hair and pearl necklaces and men wearing their standard uniform of blue blazers and khaki trousers.  It was the WASP version of the Stepford wives. 
 
    When she told Doc of her father’s death and her need to return to Maine to tie up some loose ends pertaining to his estate, she was surprised at his announcement that he was coming with her.  No matter how hard she tried to talk him out of it, he insisted.  He was tired of the condemnation of his Brahmin family.   
 
    Despite four marriages, all done to please his forbidding parents, he could no longer deny his homosexuality or his penchant for dressing in women’s clothing after a hard day tending to the sick at Boston’s prodigious Brighams & Women’s Hospital.  He hoped that in the remote corner of Maine, he’d be left alone to live his life the way he chose to.   
 
    As it turned out, his arrival in Twin Ponds was a godsend.  With his vast medical training, he was quickly appointed coroner, working under the auspices of the Chief Medical Examiner’s Office in Augusta. He also became the quintessential country doctor. Sharp and forthright, he was dedicated to his patients.  The women in particular loved him. His bedside manner included expert medical care mingled with excellent fashion tips picked up over the years during his forays to the fashion runways in Paris, Milan and New York.  
 
    Despite their divergent backgrounds, he and Cammie made an excellent team. They respected each other’s abilities and Cammie knew she could always count on him for an erudite and intelligent opinion on anything.  It wasn’t unusual for her to stop by and discuss her latest case, whether it was a simple traffic accident, a near drowning, or in recent weeks, the disappearance of bird feeders. 
 
    Doc lived on Twin Ponds’ other lake, named Waban after the Abenaki word for water. Although he’d left his aristocratic existence behind, he couldn’t rid himself of his taste for the finest things in life.  He’d had his large log cabin built with the best materials. It had a wide wraparound porch, while inside it boasted three opulent bedrooms, a fireplace made of river stone and furniture that wrapped itself around you like a warm, cushy blanket.   
 
    On the walls were original works of art and, strategically placed here and there, magnificent pieces of abstract sculpture.  Downstairs in the basement was his work area where he performed his autopsies and where his medical offices were located.  He’d had a large freezer built, not only to keep the autopsies stored, but to keep the bodies of those people who died during the harsh winters until spring time when the ground thawed enough to bury them. People began to call his work area the ‘Crypt’ and the name stuck.                 
 
    After a few moments of waiting in the frigid night air, the door swung open and she gratefully entered.  Doc wore a white lab coat over his round 5 ft. 6 inch frame.  On his feet, he wore a pair of pink fluffy slippers that reminded Cammie of her grandmother.  His thin ginger colored hair was standing up on all ends, a sign that he’d been deep in thought. He regarded her with his large green owlish eyes over his wire-rimmed glasses as she slipped out of her parka.   
 
     “You look worse than my cadavers,” he said in his crisp John F. Kennedy-esque accent.  “Come in while I pour you a stiff drink.”  
 
    “Technically I’m still on duty.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes.  “As if anyone in this wilderness would care.  Well, I at least am dying for some caffeine, excuse the pun.”  
 
    Cammie followed Doc through the living room to the back of the house where the kitchen was.  A fire was roaring in the fireplace and once again she felt slightly intimidated as she passed through his beautifully hand hewn living room filled with antique furniture, expensive artwork and plush Moroccan rugs.  She glanced longingly at the soft inviting recliner situated near the heat. Exhaustion washed over her. The adrenalin she’d been running on was just about tapped out and it took all her effort to keep her mind focused.    
 
    They entered his sparkling kitchen with the imported Italian tile floors and the latest in kitchen gadgetry.  He was already brewing a pot in his black Bunn coffee maker and opening the shelves, he withdrew two, oversized black mugs. 
 
    “I hope you like Ethiopian blend.  It’s exquisite.” 
 
    “Does it taste anything like Nescafe instant?” 
 
    Doc shook his head.  “I know you do that to goad me.” He poured out the coffee, handed her the cup and they sat down at his rectangular imported teak dining table in chairs that felt like marshmallows.  He took a sip, closed his eyes and moaned in pleasure.   
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked, quietly studying her. 
 
    She started to offer the customary ‘I’m okay’, but she couldn’t.  Not with Doc.  She heaved a heavy sigh.  “It’s a complete clusterfuck, if you really want to know.” 
 
    Doc nodded. “You always have such an incandescent way of expressing yourself. But in this case, I’d say you’re being overly generous.  So, do you want the bad news or the bad news?” 
 
    “If you’re going to tell me Eli’s dead, I think I’ve got that covered.” 
 
    “I always knew you were smart.” He took another sip of his coffee.  “Preliminaries first. Eli was killed by a bullet wound through the chest, which I’m sure your background in law enforcement led you to establish that fact when you first arrived on the scene. I’ve recovered the bullet and bagged it for shipment down to Augusta.  I’m not much of an expert on bullet types, preferring to sail rather than shoot, but it certainly appeared to be that of a 38 caliber.  By the angle of the shot, I’d say he was lying down when the suspect shot him at point blank range through the heart.” 
 
    “So the killer stood directly over him and shot him.” 
 
    “I would say so.” 
 
    “There were no defensive wounds anywhere on his body?” 
 
    “With the exception of the bruising on his knuckles, which by the way, correspond nicely to the bruises on your significant other’s face, I found none.” 
 
    She shook her head to dislodge exhausted cobwebs. “Wait. Let me get this straight. Are you telling me that someone managed to get Eli to lie down on the bed, then shot him point blank without Eli putting up any kind of a fight? That’s crazy! There’s no way Eli wouldn’t have defended himself.  And I can’t see Jace--” Her words trailed off. 
 
    “—drunk and disoriented as he was, standing over anybody,” Doc finished for her. “In the state he was in, he couldn’t shoot a moose standing two feet away, much less subdue a six foot two inch man and shoot him in the chest.”   
 
    She gave him a weary smile. “You must be psychic.” 
 
    He waved his hand at her.  “If I was, I wouldn’t have married wife number three.” He paused as he took another sip of his coffee.  “However, my dear, there were those bruises on Jason’s face.” 
 
    Doc was the only person in Twin Ponds who insisted on calling Jace by his given name. It always sounded odd to Cammie’s ears.  Like someone calling her by her given name Camilla, which she hated, rather than Cammie, which she preferred. 
 
    “When I saw Eli last night, the bruises were already on his hand, so obviously whatever happened between those two took place earlier in the evening. Besides, even if I hadn’t spotted his knuckles, it’s impossible the fight would have taken place in Eli’s house. Nothing was disturbed or smashed. If those two had gotten into a scrum at the house, believe me, nothing would have been left standing. I’ve seen both Jace and Eli throw a mean punch on the ice.”   
 
    “A punch thrown during a sporting event hardly measures up to a punch thrown in the throes of a response fueled by jealousy.” 
 
    Cammie frowned. “So you’ve been listening to the gossip mongers.” 
 
    Doc shrugged. “When you’re buried in snow over half the godforsaken year, there are only two things to do. Gossip and fornicate.  Unfortunately, no strapping lumber jack has made his way down my driveway yet.” 
 
     “Have you finished the autopsy?”  She was careful not to use Eli’s name.  If she could keep the autopsy impersonal, it would help keep the emotional breakdown at bay.  
 
    “Just before you arrived.” 
 
    “And you still think he was killed between 3 and 6 am?”   
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She took a sip of coffee and tried to hide her grimace.  She was a coffee-in-my-milk type of drinker and the Ethiopian blend was much too strong for her taste.  But with a half hour ride home, not to mention Jace and Rick at the end of it, she needed to stay awake.  So she girded herself and took another sip.   
 
    “From the first minute I entered the bedroom, I was suspicious about the lack of blood. There was practically none under his body, nor was there any blood splatter on the walls or rug. What do you make of that?” 
 
     Doc blinked his owlish eyes at her. “I was wondering when you were going to bring that up.  Interesting little tidbit, don’t you think?”  Doc sat back in his chair and absently stroked his chin.  “The obvious answer would be that he was shot elsewhere, then brought back to his house and gently laid upon his bed where he expired shortly afterwards.  That would explain the small amount of blood found on the bedclothes, as well as the lack of blood splatter.”   
 
    Cammie nodded. 
 
    “Very good, Sheriff Farnsworth. Don’t ever let anyone tell you you’re a lousy cop. However I’m going to have to burst your bubble.  The pattern of lividity indicates that he died where you found him.” 
 
    “Damn,” Cammie muttered. “So how do we explain no blood splatter on the walls, and negligible amounts under the body?  That bedspread should have been saturated. ” She told Doc, in brief terms about her visit to Eli's the night before.  "He was wearing the suit when I arrived." 
 
    "Exquisite suit," Doc mused.  "Armani." 
 
    "Well, I doubt very much he would have put on an Armani suit to show me the notes. He must have had other plans for the evening.  Unfortunately, the notes, the hockey trophy, a photograph of Eli and I when we were teenagers, and the animal carcass lying on his back step are all missing.  Except for the carcass, it's just my word that they ever existed." 
 
    "It's odd that the trophy and photo are missing, I'll grant you that.  The animal could have been taken by predators.  But as to the notes, why didn’t you take them with you when you left Eli’s house last night?  Isn’t that what you went over there to do in the first place?” 
 
    Cammie averted her face. Doc leaned in. “Off the record, Cammie.” 
 
    She looked up into his owlish eyes.  “It has nothing to do with any of this.  Let’s just say I left the house in a hurry and left them behind.” 
 
    She felt his eyes boring into her.  She wasn’t ready to talk about the kiss, about Eli begging her to stay. It was still too fresh. Right now, she had no time for emotion.  She took a sip of coffee to stall for time, then swiftly changed the subject. 
 
     “There were too many tire marks in his driveway to single out any one vehicle. He’d told me he was getting constant visits from fans.  However, from what I could see, it didn’t look like his Navigator had been moved from the time I arrived last night until this morning.  So whoever he was meeting must have come to him.  Maybe they got into an argument and this person shot him.” 
 
    Doc studied her a moment longer, then let it go. Until she was ready to tell him the whole story, he would respect her privacy.  Instead, he considered her statement, then shook his head. “Don’t forget.  Eli wasn’t moved after he was shot.” 
 
    “Okay. Maybe this person was a woman. Maybe they went into his bedroom to do the horizontal.  He laid down on the bed and she shot him.”  
 
    Doc’s mouth twitched.  “The horizontal?” 
 
    Cammie groaned.  “God, I’ve been hanging around Rick too long.” 
 
     “How plausible do you think that is?” he asked as he got up and poured himself another cup of coffee. She waved him off when he tried to refill her cup.  She needed to stay awake, not have hair sprout on her chest.   
 
    “At this point, anything’s possible.” 
 
    “How does Jason figure into all this? Besides the fact that it was no secret around town that he was jealous of Eli, nor the fact the two obviously had some sort of altercation.”  
 
    “You think Jace went over there to have it out with Eli because of the fight?” 
 
    “Possibly. That and the one thing that links the two of them together.”  Doc lifted a finger and pointed it at Cammie.  “You.” 
 
    She gave Doc a brief explanation of Jace’s whereabouts the night before.  When she was done, she saw Doc’s eyes widen with surprise. 
 
    “My goodness, sweetheart.  You’ve got yourself a regular Peyton Place here.” 
 
    She snorted. “I just can’t see Jace writing those notes to Eli.  That’s not his style. Nor would he have taken the Night Hawks Championship Trophy.  He’s got a closet full of those things.  And he certainly wouldn’t have taken the picture of Eli and I. If anything, he would have ripped it up and left the pieces on the living room floor.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the animal.” 
 
    “Jace has had major arguments with his Dad because he refuses to hunt. He hates any kind of cruelty or needless slaughter of animals.  He can’t even bear to look at road kill.”   
 
    “Does he own a gun?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head. “Just an old rifle his father insisted on giving him.  I’m the one who keeps it handy in case predators get too close to the cabin.” 
 
    “Does he even know how to shoot?” 
 
    “Up here, you’re practically born with a gun in your hand.” 
 
    “So where did he get the 38?” Doc asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She paused, trying to fit all the pieces together.  “We know Jace left Zee’s with Carolyn. I’ll talk to his friends who were there with him to nail down the approximate time of their departure. When I arrived at Eli’s close to midnight, he already had the bruises on his knuckles. For argument’s sake, let’s say Jace and Carolyn left Zee’s around nine, nine thirty. There’s a fight with Eli.  Because Jace is so drunk, Eli is able to beat him up pretty badly. He and Carolyn go to her house.  Maybe she tries to clean him up.  Maybe other things happen.” 
 
    “You would know best about that.”  Doc leaned over the table.  “Is Jason able to perform after he’s had a few?” 
 
    As uncomfortable as the question was, Cammie had no choice but to consider it. “To tell you the truth, I’ve never seen him as drunk as he was last night. When the Night Hawks won the championship last year, he did get a good buzz on.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She glanced at him from beneath her brow. “Let’s just say the spirit was willing to celebrate, but the body couldn’t quite get there.” 
 
    “Alright then. He and Carolyn go to her house.  Because of his level of inebriation, he is a disappointment.  What then?” 
 
    Cammie thought hard for a moment. Then she brightened.  “Carolyn’s hated me since high school. She had this enormous crush on Eli and always hoped he’d ask her out.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he?  If my inclinations went that way, I wouldn’t hesitate asking her to dinner.”   
 
    “You know Carolyn as she is now. However, in high school, she weighed close to two hundred and fifty pounds. And her face was one huge pimple.” 
 
    Doc cringed.  “Ouch.” 
 
    “It didn’t help that she was just as bitchy. She had a chip on her shoulder that wouldn’t allow any of us to get close to her.  I know how cruel kids can be, especially with an overweight girl. But a lot of us felt sorry for her and tried to include her in things.  She always turned us away.” 
 
    “It’s possible she thought you were setting her up for some kind of humiliation.” 
 
    “We weren’t, though I’m sure she’ll never believe that.  Anyway, I ended up dating Eli. She’s probably been waiting all her life to get back at me for that. When she saw Jace drunk as a skunk, she saw her opportunity and went for it. When Jace couldn’t do anything except snore in her bed, she drove over to Eli’s.” A memory fell into place and she suddenly sat up. “The night Eli died, I teased him about the suit he was wearing. I asked him if he had a hot date with Carolyn.  He called her a slut.” 
 
    “And that’s news?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. He said it with a disgust I’ve never heard before. Yeah, she was always a pain in the ass, but he was never that insulting towards her. I had the impression that he felt sorry for her.  Who’s to say she didn’t go over there, somehow lure him into the bedroom and when he was in a vulnerable position, shoot him?  That at least would explain the lack of defensive wounds on his body.” 
 
    “How does Jason figure into all this?” he asked a second time. 
 
    “Carolyn’s not stupid. She’s going to need a fall guy. Somehow she gets him into her car. Maybe she lied to him and told him she was taking him home. He passes out. She can then do whatever she wants with him and he wouldn’t know a thing. Maybe she staged it so Jace would look like the murderer.” 
 
    The more she thought about it, the more plausible it became.  Excitement started to flow into her and the weariness quickly ebbed away.  It took Doc’s practicality to bring her back to earth. 
 
    “You honestly think Carolyn would have the strength to haul an intoxicated six foot three inch, two hundred and twenty five pound man in and out of a vehicle?” 
 
    “She must have done it at Zee’s.” 
 
    “He was still coherent at Zee’s.  If he hadn’t passed out by the time they arrived at Eli’s, do you think he would have been so drunk that he wouldn’t have realized what she was doing?” 
 
    She reluctantly shook her head.  “I guess not.” 
 
    “And if Eli truly felt Carolyn was a slut, I doubt he would have gone anywhere with her, much less allow her into his bedroom.” 
 
    “Damn,” she muttered.  
 
    Leaning forward, she covered her face with her hands. “What a mess.  Not only do I have the pressure of trying to solve Twin Ponds’ golden boy’s murder, but I may have to arrest Twin Pond’s current favorite son on suspicion of that murder.  Meanwhile I have to walk on egg shells so no one thinks I’m biased because the perp just happens to be my live-in boyfriend.” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine it getting any worse than it already is.” 
 
    Doc cleared his throat.  She glanced up at him and saw something in his eyes that made her sit up. Before she could ask what was wrong, he looked at her and asked, “What exactly happened between you and Eli Kelley all those years ago?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve never fully resolved it. I could see it in your face when I asked what happened between the two of you last night. Cammie, if you have any chance of not destroying yourself emotionally as this case progresses, you need to let it out.” 
 
    “Is that a professional opinion?” 
 
    “As your physician, it is. As one of your dearest friends who, despite his thorny exterior, does care about you, it is as well.” 
 
    Cammie idly played with the coffee cup as she thought it over.  Maybe Doc was right.  She thought she’d healed it all, but the past few days had shown that what she’d done instead was throw the oozing mass of seeping emotions into a hole and cover it with a thin, porous lid that could no longer hold the contents.  Perhaps another set of eyes could make sense of what she no longer could. 
 
    She took a halting breath and slowly began to release the roiling mess one baby step at a time.  “As you and everyone in Twin Ponds knows, Eli and I were once involved. We went through school together, but it wasn’t until we began playing hockey for the Night Hawks in our sophomore year of high school that we became close.”  
 
    “You too were a whirling dervish on the ice?” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s the part you forgot. There are three things to do during the winters here. Gossip, fornicate and play hockey. I got to be pretty good. In fact, Eli and I became the team’s top players. We spent hours talking about what we were going to do with our talent.  We wanted to do more with it than just spend the rest of our lives playing for the Night Hawks.”   
 
    There was a faraway look in her eyes as she skipped back through the years to one special night she knew she would never forget. “It was our senior year and we’d just won the division title. We’d been after it for three years and finally clinched it. Everybody in town went wild.  You can imagine the celebration.  I think it went on for days. Right in the middle of the festivities, Eli pulled me aside and proposed two things.  One was the idea of opening up a hockey camp.” 
 
    “And the other?”  Doc asked, finding himself drawn into the story. 
 
    “To get married as soon as we’d graduated.”  She lowered her head as her voice caught. “He didn’t have any money for an engagement ring, so he slipped the top off a soda can onto my ring finger.”  
 
    God, she hadn’t thought about that in years. She fought against the rising sentiments, and with great effort continued in a hushed voice.  “Heading into the championships, we found out an NHL scout was coming to check us out.  Or rather, check Eli out.” 
 
    “And that screwed up your plans.” 
 
    “Big time.  I wasn’t so foolish to think I had a chance to play in the NHL no matter how well I played here on local ice. Still, I wanted an opportunity to prove to the scout that I was good.  If I could at least do that, I could parlay it into the hockey camp and get more girls involved. I was already a bit of a role model throughout Clarke County and I wanted so much to pass my love of the game onto them.  However, when the big night came, I suddenly found myself benched.  Coach McIntyre never offered any explanation.  He decided to bench his number one player just like that.” 
 
    Cammie closed her eyes and saw herself sitting on the bench, engulfed in humiliation and rage, as she watched the inferior players on her team skate past her, getting that one-in-a-million chance to play before an NHL scout. She watched them miss shots she could have made in her sleep. The old feelings of shame and anger clenched at her stomach and she found herself taking in deep breaths of air to dissipate the still enflamed emotions. 
 
    “I was so stupid, you know? So trusting. I never suspected in a million years that Eli had anything to do with my benching. He was very sympathetic, telling me how he’d gone to bat for me, but couldn’t understand why Coach was being so unreasonable. He even told me that if he got the NHL contract, he was taking me with him. I completely fell for it.”  She noticed her hands were shaking and she clasped them together.  “As you know, he did get the contract.  He was going to start with the Philadelphia Flyers. Each time I asked him about us, he kept reassuring me that I was going with him. It was the signing agent who was supposed to be working on getting my plane ticket. On the night before he left, I ran into the agent down at Zee’s and asked him about my ticket.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  He looked at you as though you had two heads.” 
 
    “Pretty much. It was then I realized I’d been duped. There never was a ticket.  I was so furious, I drove to Eli’s house and had it out with him in the backyard. He continued to lie, swearing up and down that the agent was working on my travel plans.  That I was going with him.  That he’d never ever dream of leaving me behind. He was so insincere, I wanted to throw up. Instead, I picked up a shovel and brained him across the forehead.” 
 
    Despite himself, Doc laughed.  “So that’s the scar on his eyebrow.  What I would have paid to see that.” 
 
     “It wasn’t until Eli was long gone that Coach finally broke down and told me the whole sordid story.  About the deal Eli had made with him the night the agent came to see us play.  Eli knew that without me on the ice, he’d have the agent’s undivided attention. In exchange for benching me, he promised to take Coach with him when he made it to the NHL.” 
 
    “Which of course he didn’t.” 
 
    Cammie nodded. “Once Eli left Twin Ponds, it was as though we’d never existed.” 
 
    “What happened to this Coach McIntyre?” 
 
    “When he realized how beautifully Eli had played him, he started drinking.  It got worse after--”  She abruptly stopped. 
 
    “It’s alright, Cammie.  I know about Harlan.” 
 
    Cammie sighed.  “Part of all the gossip, no doubt.” 
 
    “It’s a compelling story.” 
 
    Doc watched her eyes go opaque, as though she’d stepped back in time to a moment in her life she would rather forget.  And with what he’d heard around town, he didn’t blame her. Having had his share of painful, regrettable moments, he felt deep compassion for her. 
 
    “So whatever happened to this hockey camp?” he gently asked. 
 
    His words brought Cammie back. She glanced at him and shrugged. “It went nowhere. When Eli left, he not only turned his back on all of us, he also turned his back on the camp. Thanks to his having me benched on the biggest night in the history of the Night Hawks, I was completely discredited.” 
 
     “But you were an excellent hockey player.” 
 
    She gave a cheerless smile. “That didn’t mean squat when the impression everyone had was that Coach McIntyre and my teammates had no confidence in me.  Who wants to be taught by someone like that?  So Eli went off to the NHL and Coach and I sank into a drunken stupor.  When he saw what Harlan--” She paused for a long moment.  “— what the effects of what he’d done, not only to me but to him as well, his drinking got worse.  He couldn’t deal with the guilt and the realization that he’d been played so easily by Eli.  His wife left him. The school finally had no choice but to fire him. Everything went down the tubes. After he confessed why he’d benched me, he disappeared.  God only knows what happened to him.  Or if he’s even still alive.” 
 
    “Where were your parents in all of this?” 
 
    Cammie waved her hand, batting away Doc’s words.  However, her gesture was enough for him to understand. And refrain from going down that path. 
 
    She leaned forward and rubbed her tired eyes with the palms of her hands. “It’s funny how you think you’ve finally got your life straightened out and all your scars healed, or at least put away so they don’t bother you so much anymore. Then bang. Something happens and you realize it’s all been one big lie. That in fact, you’re still as screwed up as you ever were. It’s just that you’ve become a better actor than even you thought possible.  I really thought --” 
 
    As Cammie spoke, she looked over to Doc. There was a strange look in his eyes, a look he quickly tried to cover up when he noticed her looking at him. He started to get up from the table. With her instincts screaming, she reached out and grabbed his wrist. 
 
    “What is it, Doc?  There’s something you’re not telling me.”  There was a long, silent pause. “Doc, if this information has anything to do with my case, you need to tell me.  Now.” 
 
    She felt his reluctance. Her heart crashed against her ribcage.  Whatever it was he didn’t want to tell her, she knew it wasn’t good.   
 
    “I think it’s best if we wait for the lab results,” he finally said. 
 
     “Tell me now,” she countered. 
 
    They stared at each other before Doc broke eye contact first. He pulled his hand through his hair, then heaved a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Mind you, I will need confirmation from toxicology.” 
 
    To her surprise, Doc rested his hand over hers where she still held onto his wrist. He was not a demonstrative man, preferring logic to emotion. This gesture frightened Cammie more than anything she’d encountered so far.  She unconsciously held her breath as he patted her hand.   
 
    “My dear, Eli was in the advanced stages of liver cancer. By the looks of it, I’d say he had about three to six months left to live. He had enough oxycodone in his system to stop an army.  It is my professional opinion that Eli Kelley was close to death when he was shot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back when Cammie worked as a private investigator in Boston, one of her more unpleasant jobs was to track down and photograph cheating husbands and wives.  It paid well and if there was one thing she needed at the time to keep her fledging business afloat was money.  But she hated it and always came away feeling dirty, as if the uncovering of sordid secrets left her covered in its seediness.     
 
    One night she was caught by a wayward husband and his girlfriend, who didn’t take kindly to being spied on.  While Cammie tried to keep her camera from being wrestled away by the husband, the girlfriend, a tough redhead from Charlestown, sucker punched Cammie in the stomach.  She went down in a hail of choking pain and it took her almost a week to fully recover. 
 
    Sitting in Doc’s pristine kitchen, she felt as though she’d been sucker punched again.   
 
    “I wasn’t sure I should tell you without corroboration from the lab.” 
 
    She shook her head numbly, her thoughts lost in a maelstrom of shock, pain and guilt. Especially guilt. It took her a long moment to gather herself together enough to speak.  “No…no.  I’m glad you told me. It saves me racking my brains trying to figure out why there wasn’t much blood at the scene, or why he didn’t put up a fight.”  Without thinking, she curled her fingers around the now cold cup of coffee as if it were a life jacket.   “Did he--” She had to force the words out.  “Do you think he tried to commit suicide?” 
 
    “Again, it’s all conjecture.  But I’d say so.” 
 
    A fleeting thought ran through Cammie’s mind and disappeared just as she reached for it. It was important. She knew that. Once again, it took a few moments for her to grab onto the thought and drag it back into her consciousness.  “Where’s the bottle?” 
 
    “Pardon me?” Doc asked quizzically. 
 
    “I don’t recall forensics finding any medicine bottles,” she replied slowly, mentally going through the day, recalling the techs collecting evidence and bagging it. “If he did overdose on the oxy, we should have found a bottle.  It doesn’t make sense that he’d swallow the pills, then care enough to get out of bed, go down the corridor into the kitchen or the bathroom and throw the bottle out.”  She shook her head quietly to herself.  “Maybe they did find something in the wastepaper baskets and neglected to tell me. I’ll have to call tomorrow.” She paused and once again forced herself to speak. “If he hadn’t been shot, how long do you think it would have been before he died?” 
 
    “Five to ten minutes, if that.” 
 
    “Is that why the house was so hot?  I’ve been trying to figure out why he had the heat on so high.” 
 
    Doc nodded. “Cancer patients, especially those who have been through chemo, feel temperatures more acutely than we do, especially the cold.  What to you and me felt like a sauna was probably just comfortable for him.” 
 
    “No wonder he looked so thin,” she said more to herself than to Doc.   
 
    She slowly let out her breath, grateful for the numbing effect Doc’s words were having on her emotions. When the flood gates opened, she wanted to be anywhere but here. “Jesus. Who would shoot a man who was nearly dead?” 
 
    “Someone who was full of rage. Who wasn’t thinking clearly.  Who wanted to destroy him.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched.  Was Jace capable of that kind of rage?  Of that kind of blind hatred?   
 
    Eli’s behavior the night he died suddenly made sense. He knew he was dying and wanted, needed, to make up for his past behavior.  But she wouldn’t listen. She thought it was just one more of his damned head games. She remembered his face in her rearview mirror as she drove away.  
 
    A ball of tears formed in her throat. It was all she could do to keep from giving into the raw pain that clawed away at her fortitude. 
 
    Her face must have shown her struggles. Doc leaned over and patted her shoulder.   
 
    “Don’t you dare feel guilty,” he whispered gently. “You had no way of knowing Eli was dying. After the story you’ve just told me, you treated him better than most people would have.”   
 
    “His mother died such a long, lingering horrendous death from cancer. He never would have wanted to suffer the way she did.”  She shook her head from side to side, furiously blinking back the tears that were demanding to be shed. She took a long, shuddering breath and dug her nails into her palms in an effort to keep from crying. 
 
    “Cammie, listen to me. You can’t beat yourself up.  Eli had plenty of opportunities to tell you about his illness. The fact that he didn’t tells me he wanted to spare you.” 
 
    But Cammie knew better. She’d seen it in Eli’s eyes. She’d felt it in his kiss. He’d wanted to spend his last hours with her, but she’d spurned him.   
 
    How was she going to be able to live with that? 
 
    As if reading her mind, Doc replied, “You cannot let this destroy you. You’ve got to keep your wits about you. Regardless of what happened last night, Jason is going to need your expertise, your experience to solve this. Whether he’s innocent or guilty, the sooner this is wrapped up, the better it will be for this town.  I’ll prescribe you some sleeping pills to help get you through the next several nights.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I’m so tired right now, I don’t think I’ll have any trouble falling asleep.” 
 
    But she was wrong.   
 
    Driving along the silent roads that wound their way through the dense white shrouded forest, her thoughts careened back and forth between Jace and Eli.  Yet they always settled on the last memory she had of Eli – of him running out of the house, yelling at her to stop. He’d known what he was going to do.  He’d known that by morning he’d be dead. He’d wanted to make it right by her. That was why he’d come back to Twin Ponds.  He’d wanted to make amends to the people he cared about – to the woman he’d once loved and still loved.  It had taken staring at his own mortality to finally make him change.  
 
    Yet, she’d been so wrapped up in the Eli who had once been that she hadn’t been able to see who Eli had become.   
 
    What was it going to take to make her finally heal her ghosts?  To have the scabs once and for all disappear? 
 
    When she pulled into her driveway, she saw Rick’s truck parked next to Jace’s.  The lights were out inside the cabin and everything was bathed in murky shadows. She quietly let herself in and found her deputy laid out on the couch fast asleep, tucked up in the old afghan she usually kept on the back of her dad’s recliner. She tiptoed across the floor and peeked into the bedroom to find Jace spread horizontally across the bed.  Between the two men, their synchronized snoring was loud and hardly melodious.  
 
    “Lovely,” she muttered under her breath. Maybe she should have taken Doc up on the sleeping pills.   
 
    The clock over the oven read nearly 2 am and the fire had died down to embers in the wood stove, sending a chill throughout the small room.  She thought to wake Rick and send him home to his own bed, but he looked so peaceful, she was loath to disturb him.  The next few weeks were going to be difficult. He might as well catch up on whatever sleep he could before all hell broke loose. As for her, her only option was to try and lay down on her father’s beat-up recliner. The arms were worn and there were holes where the ratty brown fabric had torn and unraveled. She’d been meaning to replace the chair for over a year, but somehow she could never bring herself to do it.  It was silly to think she’d be throwing a piece of her father away, but she had to admit, that was partly why the threadbare old thing was still in its place of honor near the stove.   
 
    She quietly opened the stove and shoved another log into it. In a few moments, she had a toasty fire going.  She washed her face in the sink, then turned back to the chair. Without the blanket, she had no choice but to throw her parka over herself as she settled down and waited for sleep for overtake her. But it was no use. Now that the nightmarish day was over, she found she couldn’t relax her mind.   
 
    Determined not to torture herself any further over Eli, she instead concentrated on the crime scene, trying to put pieces together that would make sense. Could Carolyn have set Jace up? Did something happen between her and Eli that would push her to do something so horrible as to shoot a man who was near death?  Could Jace, drunk and angry as he was, have taken out his rage on a man who could not defend himself? Had the physical altercation with Eli pushed him beyond his limits?               
 
    What about the oxycodone bottle? Who would care if the bottle was found?  The only reason for it to be missing was to cover up the fact that he’d been murdered. But that was ridiculous. Anyone with half a brain would conclude that the gunshot to the chest was proof enough that he’d been killed. She could make a plausible argument that Carolyn might have taken the bottle. Maybe she’d touched it and was anxious to hide possible fingerprints. Or maybe she’d shown up, found him already close to death, and in a pique of anger, grabbed the bottle, threw it away, then taken out her continued fury by shooting him.  It was also entirely possible that she took the picture of Eli and Cammie. She’s always been jealous of Cammie and that would fit with her vindictive personality.  But the trophy?  Why would Carolyn care about a hockey trophy of all things?  As far as Cammie knew, Carolyn hated hockey.  Nor would she have known how much that trophy had once meant to Cammie. She’d never voiced her opinion that she deserved it more than Eli.   
 
    What of Jace?  If he was going to cover his tracks, it wasn’t very bright to collapse in the room with his victim with the possible murder weapon under his body. In his drunken state, it was a miracle he’d been able to get there in the first place, much less have the presence of mind to hide an empty pill bottle, or discard a photo and a hockey trophy.  Despite the overwhelming evidence, she just couldn’t see Jace pulling the trigger. 
 
    Then again, was she letting her feelings for Jace cloud her judgment, causing her to grasp at anybody, as long as it wasn’t him? 
 
    In frustration, she stood up from the chair and crossed into the kitchen, which in her tiny cabin was literally two steps away.  Maybe a cup of tea would make her sleepy. She tried her best to keep silent, but one look at Rick and she realized she didn’t have to bother. By the sounds of his snoring, he was out cold and would be for quite a while.   
 
    Searching through the cabinets, she found a nice soothing chamomile tea.  She grabbed a mug, popped water and the teabag in it and started to put it in the microwave when she heard a light footfall behind her. 
 
    “You’re home late.” 
 
    Despite herself, she stiffened.  “Yeah, there were some things I had to do.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look good for me, does it?” 
 
    She slowly turned around to face Jace and her heart crumbled into a thousand infinitesimal pieces.  His stubbled face was haggard and his beautiful voice was hoarse and ragged.  His eyes were hollowed out, making the bruises on his face appear more obscene.  She wanted to go to him, to take him in her arms, but she didn’t move. She couldn’t.  Somewhere deep inside, her position as sheriff reasserted itself.  All she could do was stand there and watch as he ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    “Rick filled me in on the details,” he continued.  He slowly raised his deep blue eyes, now bloodshot with exhaustion and pain until they met hers. “I know it doesn’t mean anything, but I swear to you, I didn’t kill Eli.  And I didn’t sleep with Carolyn.”               
 
    “You went to her house,” Cammie blurted out before she could stop herself. 
 
    “I was furious.  I hated the idea of you going over to Kelley’s.” 
 
    “So you decided to get revenge. Of all people, did it have to be Carolyn you picked to get back at me with?” 
 
    “Shit, Cammie, I didn’t pick--”  He stopped himself abruptly, then heaved a heavy sigh. “Okay, I admit.  It wasn’t my greatest hour.  But you have to understand, it wasn’t you I didn’t trust. It was him. I could feel it in my gut that he had an ulterior motive for getting you out there.” 
 
    Cammie lowered her eyes. She didn’t want Jace to see how right he was. There had been an ulterior motive. One that felt sour in her mouth every time she thought about it. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to remember what happened after I left Zee’s, but it’s all jumbled. I can’t make sense of it.”  He forced himself to look at her. “You believe me, don’t you?  Despite how I felt about Kelley, you know I could never…would never…”  He drew closer and placed his hands on her arms.  “I said some hateful things to you earlier today.  I’m sorry, Cammie. I was upset and distraught.  I love you. More than you can ever know. I also know you have to do your job. But somewhere inside, you’ve got to know that I’m not capable of doing something like this, despite what you found at Eli’s house.  You’ve got to believe that.  You’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    The question hung in the air between them. She couldn’t answer.  There were no words. She couldn’t meet his eyes. In her heart, she wanted to believe he was innocent. But she honestly didn’t know.  And it killed her. 
 
    Finally Jace let his hands fall to his side. “You’re going to arrest me, aren’t you?” he said flatly. 
 
    “Not until I get the results back from forensics.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he muttered, his voice cracking, which only made her own heart shatter further.  He thrust his wrists out towards her. 
 
    “You might as well get it over with,” he replied sharply. 
 
    “Jace, it’s late. We don’t need to do this now—“ 
 
    “Fucking do it now!” he shouted.  
 
    Cammie blinked in stunned surprise. He’d never raised his voice to her before.  It brought back a powerful memory – of Harlan bellowing and coming at her – that her knees suddenly felt weak. “We already have bars up between us,” Jace continued savagely. “Let’s just make it official.”  
 
    “Jace—“ 
 
    “If you don’t arrest me right now, I’ll wake up Rick and have him do it.” He narrowed his eyes at her as she continued to hesitate.  “Don’t you get it? I don’t want to spend another minute in this cabin with you.  I don’t want to see you looking at me, judging me, trying to figure out how I murdered Kelley. So my choice comes down to getting the fuck out of here, which would make me a fugitive, or have you do your job.  And we know how much you need to prove how well you do your job.” 
 
    So much for his apology. His words, dripping with anger and sarcasm were razor sharp and aimed at her throat. Cammie took a deep breath, debated her options, then reached around for her cuffs.  
 
     “Alright Jace. You’re under arrest for the murder of Eli Kelley.  You have the right to remain silent…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment Cammie didn’t know where she was.  The low hum of the heat kicking on and the dim lights told her she wasn’t home.  She slowly sat up and realized she was lying on the small couch in her office.  It took her another moment to realize her hand was wrapped tightly around the small moon pendant Jace had given her. It seemed like centuries ago that he’d given her the black velvet box, his eyes wide with love and tenderness. The memory of his arrest fell on her like a ton of bricks and she had to force herself to breath past the pain welling up in her chest.   
 
    She let go of the pendant and felt the warm metal dangle down between her breasts.  Her body still felt tired, but her mind was racing.  The burden of what lay ahead crashed down all around her. Was she up to it? Could she conduct an objective, thorough investigation?  Could she prove Jace didn’t kill Eli?   
 
    A tiny voice echoed in the back of her mind. What if he was guilty?  What if he was so drunk, he’d blindly struck out, not realizing he was killing a man who was already half dead?  What if the alcohol he’d consumed aggravated his jealousy?  Fueled the anger he must be feeling that Eli had so easily beaten him up, causing him to act irrationally?  He wouldn’t be the first human being who’d succumbed to his darker side while under the influence.   
 
    She ran her hands through her tangled mess of curls and slid her legs over the side of the couch.  Looking at her watch, she saw it was just about five in the morning.  Through her office door and down the corridor Jace was locked up in one of the two cells. The drive over had been silent and uncomfortable, and it had taken all of Cammie’s fortitude to get through the booking process without screaming in frustration. Jace remained quietly hostile as he allowed Cammie to fingerprint and photograph him. When she said good-night to him, he’d turned his back to her. 
 
    Now with only three hours sleep under her belt, she knew she’d never make it through the day without a double dose of coffee. On second thought, a triple dose. 
 
    She slowly got to her feet and clicked her tongue in disgust when she looked down at the wrinkled mess that was her uniform.  Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to install the couch, a shower in the bathroom and a closet where she and Rick kept an extra change of uniform for those storm driven nights when they manned the front desk.   
 
    She went to her desk and withdrew a small bag where she kept her make-up and a change of underwear and made her way to the bathroom where she took a hot refreshing shower.   
 
    As the warm water revived her, she mentally ran down a list of to-dos for that day. First on the list was tracking down Eli’s doctor to confirm Doc’s findings regarding the cancer, closely followed by a visit to Carolyn. If anyone held the key to what happened to Eli and Jace’s part in it, it would be her. After that, she would talk to Jace’s friends and pinpoint the time he and Carolyn left Zee’s.  She’d then talk to Eli’s neighbors to see if they’d heard or seen anything.  She’d assign Emmy the task of trying to track down the owner of the murder weapon. She knew Jace didn’t own a revolver.  So whose was it?  Rick would handle getting the arrest warrant from Judge Drury. 
 
     Once in her unwrinkled uniform, with a dash of make-up and a comb through her unruly hair, she felt almost human again. All she needed was that triple dose of caffeine to get her going. 
 
    She quickly peeked into the cell and saw that Jace was fast asleep, a low snoring vibrating throughout the empty corridor. Careful not to wake him, she set about turning on the lights and getting the coffee machine going. While waiting for the coffee to perk, she once again went through her mental to-do list, knowing how crucial it was to try and gather as much information as she could before all hell broke loose in Twin Ponds. She wasn’t under any illusion that this was going to be an easy investigation.  She’d be under intense pressure to solve the murder of Eli and, as she listened to the coffee machine gurgle and steam, she knew she’d be under her own pressure to do all she could to prove that Jace wasn’t the murderer.  The dilemma lay in the persistent voice of doubt that refused to relinquish its hold. 
 
    Dear God, what if Jace was guilty? 
 
    She sighed. Until the forensic results came back, she’d operate under the conviction that despite all the evidence to the contrary, there was a possibility Jace was innocent. How, she didn’t know yet. But she’d do all in her power to find out. 
 
    Finally, the coffee was done. She reached for the pot and was pouring it when a loud, incessant banging on the front door of headquarters caused her to jump, spilling coffee all over the counter. 
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered as she dithered between cleaning up the mess or opening the door. She glanced at the clock. It was five minutes to six. Who could be bothering them at such an early hour? She looked through the glass door, but whoever was out there was dressed in Twin Ponds’ de rigueur winter outfit - a heavy parka, its fur trimmed hood up over the head and a scarf wrapped around the lower part of the face to keep out the subzero temperatures.  It could be any one of a hundred people standing on the threshold. 
 
    She raced around the counter and unlocked the door. Before she could open it, the door abruptly swung out, almost knocking her down.  She jumped back in time to see Bill Barnes stomp into the foyer. 
 
    Bill was mayor of Twin Ponds and, as Cammie firmly believed, had held that position since dinosaurs walked the earth. There wasn’t a time she couldn’t remember when Bill wasn’t mayor. It was Bill who had convinced her to run for sheriff, a feather he wore proudly in his cap because of her past law enforcement experience. This morning however, Bill looked anything but pleased. 
 
    He pulled the scarf down and ripped back his hood, leaving his white hair standing in all directions, as if he’d stuck his finger in a light socket. Seeing his round face, already florid by nature, the color of a ripe tomato, made her think he had.   
 
    “Are you out of your goddamned mind?” he exploded, sticking a finger in Cammie’s face. “Has the cold finally gotten to you and shriveled your brain cells?” 
 
    Cammie calmly stared down at the sausage like finger poised inches from her nose.   
 
    “Good morning to you too, Bill. What brings you out so early on this cold, crisp morning?” 
 
    Her calm attitude infuriated him more. Against her will, Cammie found herself backing up as Bill came at her, his finger jabbing dangerously close to her eye socket. 
 
    “Is it true that you’ve arrested Jace?” he barked at her, his spittle settling on her uniform. 
 
    Cammie stood there, nonplussed. She knew how quickly news travelled throughout the town. She’d barely spent her first night with Jace before everyone knew they were an item.  But she’d arrested Jace a mere four hours before. The mayor had to have set a record for finding out so fast. If Bill knew, within the hour everyone in Twin Ponds would know.  Damn it, she’d hoped to have a little more time to sort out the mystery of Eli’s death without the eyes of the county on her. 
 
     “As a matter of fact, I did.  He’s in the back asleep –“ 
 
    “Are you insane?” Bill screeched again. “You’ve got to let him out. Now!” 
 
    By this time, Bill had backed her up against one of the filing cabinets.  With no place else to go and her temper growing as he continued to barrage her, she tried one more time to hang onto her civility. 
 
    “And why do I need to release him?” 
 
    Bill stared at her incredulously. “Don’t you know what Friday night is?”   
 
    She scoured her brain. With everything that had been going on the last few days, she was lucky she remembered that today was Tuesday.  Before she could respond, he provided the answer. 
 
    “Friday night is the game against the Snow Owls. Need I remind you what a crucial game this is?” 
 
    The Snow Owls were the Night Hawks’ hated rivals. They’d been battling it out for the championships ever since Cammie was a player.  The last time they’d played, one of their goons had seriously injured one of the Night Hawks’ players. Friday night was payback time. 
 
    “We need Jace. We’ll never win without him.” 
 
    Now it was Cammie’s turn to stare at Bill incredulously.   
 
    “You’re asking me to release a potential murder suspect so he can play in a hockey game?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Look, I commend you on doing a good job. I watch those cop shows on TV.  I know you’ve only got 48 hours to catch a suspect. But don’t you think this is going a bit too far?  Christ, aren’t you two engaged or something?  Believe me, no one will think the worst of you if you admit you acted a bit hastily and let him go.” 
 
    Cammie’s tenuous hold on her temper fell away. She stood up to her five foot eight inch frame, towering over Bill by almost two inches. This time, it was her finger doing the jabbing while Bill backed up. 
 
    “I am a trained police officer. I resent your implications. I arrested Jace because the evidence was overwhelming, not because I wanted to look good. I was hired to do a job and I’m doing it. As far as I’m concerned, until I find evidence to the contrary, Jace is going to remain behind bars. The only way I can let him out is if Judge Drury grants him bail and he’s able to post it.” 
 
    Bill’s face brightened.  “I’ll post it!  However much it is!” 
 
    “You’ll have to take that up with the judge.  Now if you’ll excuse me--” 
 
    Bill sputtered.  He wasn’t accustomed to not getting his way and he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “I—I’ll have your badge!” he threatened. 
 
    “When this investigation is over, I’ll hand deliver it to you in a box with a red bow.” 
 
    “But the game--!” he pleaded. 
 
    Cammie glared at him.  “If you’re so concerned over the damned game Friday night, you take to the ice.  But Jace is going nowhere.  Not until the court releases him.  Until then--” She jabbed his chest with each word for emphasis – “Do. Not. Get.  In.  My. Way!” 
 
    By this time she’d backed Bill to the front door. He tried to stare her down, but she wasn’t budging. She crossed her arms across her chest and stared defiantly back.  Finally, conceding he wasn’t going to win this, he pulled himself up and jammed the hood on his head. 
 
    “You haven’t heard the last of this. Jace!” he called out. “I’m going to hire you the very best lawyer money can buy. You’ll be out of there within 24 hours.” He looked back at her. “If I were you, I’d think carefully about what you’re doing. By the time everybody finds out you’ve arrested Jace, you won’t even be able to stand for dog catcher.”   
 
    “We don’t have a dog catcher.” 
 
    “Then I’ll make sure you’re not the first!” 
 
    With every ounce of dignity, Bill glared at her one more time, then spun on his heel and stomped out of headquarters. Cammie slammed the door behind him and locked it. Shaking with anger and indignation, she walked back towards the coffee machine, deciding she was going to need a quadruple dose to get through the day.   
 
    Bill had always been her biggest supporter; as much as she hated to admit it, his tirade had left her shaken.  If he was this upset, there was no telling how the townspeople would react once they found out about Jace’s arrest.  Dog catcher notwithstanding, she’d be lucky if she could keep living in Twin Ponds, much less Clarke County. Much less in the State of Maine. 
 
    She started to clean up the spilled coffee, but the confrontation with Bill weighed heavily on her mind. Tossing the saturated paper towels in the garbage, she leaned her palms on the table and lowered her head.  Once again, she was assailed with doubts.  Was she capable of discovering what happened to Eli?  Because of her relationship with both the victim and the suspect, was she in over her head on this one?  Should she just turn it over to the authorities over in Houlton and wash her hands of it?  She’d never been a quitter. But maybe this was one occasion when she should concede that this was an investigation she shouldn’t participate in. 
 
    Her pensive mood was abruptly shattered when the whooping of a strident alarm echoed throughout the office. 
 
    “Really?” she moaned aloud, knowing very well where the alarm was coming from and who it belonged to. 
 
    Standing across the street from the Sheriff’s Department in a brick building that was over a hundred years old was Lars Landry’s Grocery Emporium. It was a fancy name for a tiny store with four aisles that sold screws and caulking next to cereal and potato chips. If Zee’s was Gossip Central, the Emporium ran a close second as a place where people gathered to exchange news, especially since the back of the Emporium also served as the town’s post office.   
 
    Lars Landry was a big bear of a man, with a black beard and dark brown hair. He sat behind the counter, his attention glued to a small television he kept next to the register.  He lived for crime shows, both fictionalized and reality, and now considered himself an expert in the area of criminal justice.   
 
    His obsession led him to be the first and only person in Clarke County to install an expensive burglar alarm system in his store. The citizens were at first intrigued by the touch pad near the back door as Lars calmly and proudly showed how it worked to everyone who asked.  The fact that he had the code scotch taped near the register, in Cammie’s mind, defeated the purpose of having the system installed in the first place.  However, interest soon soured when the quiet streets of Main Street were jarred at least once a week by the loud, incessant noise of the alarm being tripped off by Lars as he fumbled to type in the correct sequence of numbers. It didn’t help that half the time, panicked by the deafening whooping, he forgot his own code.  It took Cammie and her staff to hurry over and type in the code themselves before the town could settle down to a blessed silence. 
 
    This morning however, he was in earlier than usual. If Cammie didn’t get over there, the alarm could be ringing for hours. With a headache beginning to build behind her eyes, she threw on her parka, unlocked the front door and jogged across the street.  Climbing over a snow mound, she hurried down the alley way that separated the Emporium from Betsy’s Bakery, until she was standing in the back of the store.  There, she found Lars muttering under his breath as he tried to remember the number.  
 
    “Ah, thank God you’re here,” he sighed with relief as he stepped aside and allowed her to punch the number in. 
 
    “What are you doing here at six in the morning?” she asked as the ringing mercifully came to a halt. 
 
    “Got an emergency shipment coming in. Ordered extra vanilla fudge ice-cream for you too.”   
 
    Being a Twin Ponds native and experiencing its long, seemingly never ending winters, Lars made it a point of knowing everyone’s comfort food, making sure he had it on hand when those moments of crisis occurred. It was said around town that he’d averted many a violent argument by selling the participants a bag of jelly beans or chocolate bars to calm their tempers. For Cammie, it was vanilla fudge ice cream. 
 
    “What with Eli’s demise and Jace bein’ arrested and all, there’s gonna be lots of people lookin’ to ease their convictions with their favorite goodies. If I don’t have ‘em, could be trouble. You got enough on your plate without people going off the deep end cos I don’t have their favorite potato chip, y’know what I’m saying?” 
 
    She swallowed hard as she followed him into the store. It was getting downright supernatural how everyone already knew and were discussing Eli’s death and Jace’s arrest. 
 
     “What – um – what exactly are people saying?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    Lars turned on the lights, then settled his bulk behind the register and immediately put on the television. “It depends on who you ask.  Now, some people think Eli brought it on himself. Got all famous.  Who knows who he pissed off, y’know?  It ain’t like Twin Ponds is inaccessible.  Anybody with an ax to grind against him wouldn’t find it too difficult to get here.  Then there’s those who think he was just at the wrong place at the wrong time. Then, you got those people who--”  He reddened slightly. Cammie crossed her arms and met his embarrassed gaze. 
 
    “You might as well tell me, Lars.” 
 
    “Well, you know how people like to talk. They’re still trying to figure out that mess with you and Eli.  They know there was bad blood between you two for many years.  Some people think that maybe you lost your temper and – well – you know –“ 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow.  “These people think I killed Eli?” 
 
    “One of those crimes of passion. Happens more than you think.  Then there are those people who know how Jace felt about Eli. I mean, Kelley didn’t make it easy.  Coming in here all huffy and puffy, acting like he owned the place.”  He shook his massive head.  “I’d hate to be in your shoes, Sheriff and that’s a fact. Imagine, having your boyfriend suspected of murdering your ex-boyfriend.  And then having to arrest him. Can’t be easy. Must have been some mighty incriminating evidence you found.  You know, probable cause and all that.” 
 
     “So what do you think happened?” he continued, trying his very best to be casual about the question, though Cammie knew he couldn’t wait to hear her answer and share it with his shoppers. 
 
    “I’m just starting the investigation,” she answered truthfully.  “But I can tell you that I’m going to be thorough and professional and live up to my oath as sheriff, no matter what the end result turns out to be.”  She leaned forward. “You got all that?” He nodded vigorously.  “Good. Now I’m expecting you to set people straight.  It’s going to be hard enough to get to the truth of what happened without people jumping to all kinds of wrong conclusions.” 
 
    “You can count on me, Cammie.  It’s the least I can do for all the times you’ve bailed me out with the alarm system.” 
 
    She turned to leave and almost crashed into Mrs. Nation.  The tiny Abenaki woman, seeing the lights on, had come in through the unlocked back door. In height, she came up to Cammie’s chest.  On that particular morning, she looked like a miniature Eskimo with her small round face enclosed by a fur trimmed parka and heavy snow boots on.   
 
    A look of deep seated anger marred Mrs. Nation’s normally placid face. Before Cammie could ask her what was wrong, the woman pointed her finger at her.  “How could you suspect that dear sweet boy of doing such a horrible thing?” she yelled at Cammie. “And him loving you as much as he does!  What the hell is the matter with you?  Have you no decency?” Cammie sputtered as she backed away from the unexpected attack. “You can’t accuse a man of murder just because he tom-catted on you with another woman.  Or was it you that tom catted on him with Mr. Bigshot Hockey star?” 
 
    “Jace Northcott would never do that,” came another female voice from behind Mrs. Nation.  “Not unless the sheriff drove him to it and she probably did, sleeping with Eli Kelley and now covering it up by blaming his death on that poor boy. After all, she was at Kelley’s place the night he died!  How do we know she didn’t kill him?” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” This time it was a male voice. “I’ve seen what Northcott can do on the ice.  He’s lethal when he’s mad.  He’s had it in for Eli ever since the man came back to Twin Ponds.  The sheriff did the right thing. We pay her to keep us safe, especially from cold blooded murderers!” 
 
    Cammie couldn’t believe what was happening. The whole town seemed to be descending on her, as more and more people crowded into the tiny store, vociferously voicing their opinions. It wasn’t long before they were turning on each other, each side convinced they were right. Cammie tried to calm things down, but her presence only appeared to make the situation worse. Just when she thought she’d have to withdraw her weapon and shoot her way out of the Emporium, Lars came to the rescue.  She felt a huge paw on the arm of her parka and in the next instant, found herself being shuttled out of the Emporium as quickly as Lars’s bulk could carry her.  Without a word, he literally threw her out into the back alley. 
 
    “Run!” he mouthed before he slammed the door shut in her face. 
 
    She stood there in the freezing morning air, stunned. Then did exactly as he instructed.   
 
    She ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few hours were a nightmare. Just as she’d dreaded, everyone in the county knew of Eli’s death and Jace’s possible complicity. Headquarters soon became overrun with townspeople; most clamoring for the release of Jace; a tiny minority congratulating her on catching the murderer so quickly.  As expected, scuffles broke out.  It was a repeat of what had happened at Landry’s store, only on a larger scale.   
 
    Cammie quickly called in her three reserve deputies and it took all their efforts to keep a tenuous peace.  She ordered that anyone who did not have police business to leave the premises at once. Thirty minutes later, headquarters was quiet. To make sure she didn’t have the situation repeat itself, she rotated the deputies standing guard at the front door. Only those with a legitimate reason to enter the police station were allowed in.   
 
    Now that order had been restored, she quietly broke the news to Rick and Emmy about Eli’s suicide, swearing them to secrecy.  As far as she was concerned, this was one piece of news that did not have to be reported or exploited.  She then asked Emmy to track down Eli’s doctor.  It took the intrepid dispatcher less than ten minutes to get him on the phone.   
 
    It turned out Dr. Hugo Weiss was one of the top oncologists at UCLA Medical Center in Los Angeles. In a hurried, brisk tone, he confirmed Doc’s diagnosis of Stage 4 liver cancer.  He also confirmed the prescription of oxycodone that he’d given Eli a week prior to his arrival at Twin Ponds.  Cammie was careful not to mention the suicide.  When she told him of Eli’s murder, the doctor remained silent for a long moment, then uttered a sigh. 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that. Mr. Kelley was a compassionate human being. After he was diagnosed, he spent many an afternoon in the children’s wing of the cancer center, cheering them up, signing autographs, etc.  He deserved to die with dignity.” 
 
    As Cammie hung up, she felt the pang of regret and grief start to bubble up.  Once again she was struck by how little she knew about that side of Eli’s personality. As far as she knew, he’d never shown any particular compassion for anyone, especially children.  God, was she next going to hear he’d opened up a shelter for abandoned animals? 
 
    She roughly pushed the thought aside and next dialed the Forensics lab to see if the techies had found such a bottle.  To her surprise, they told her they’d found the bottle in Eli’s backyard. They were analyzing it now for fingerprints, but weren’t hopeful since it had lain in the snow for hours.  When she asked about the serial number on the weapon, she was dismayed to find it had been filed off. 
 
    Deep in thought, she hung up.  A moment later, Rick poked his head in her office. 
 
    “Has it gotten any better out there?” she asked. 
 
    “Not with Jace in prison and the big game on Friday.” 
 
     “I can’t believe they want me to bend the rules because of a stupid hockey game.” 
 
    “It’s not just the game.” She looked up at him and noticed the sheepish expression on his face.  “Some of the people out there are convinced you’re framing Jace to cover up your affair with Eli.”   
 
    She raised her hand.  “Heard all that already at the Emporium this morning.” 
 
     “Emmy and I have been trying our best to convince them how wrong they are, but the Hawks are undefeated so far this season and no one is ready to admit that their captain might be a killer.” 
 
     “They want to blame me for Eli’s murder because they don’t want to break the Hawks winning streak?”  She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, Jace has been scoring most of the game winning goals.” 
 
    She scowled at him.  “Lovely,” she muttered. 
 
    “You played the game, Cammie.  You remember how important it was and still is for this town, especially against the Snow Owls.” 
 
    She did remember.  She also remembered how sweet it was every time they won against their rivals. 
 
    “Anyway, that’s not why I came in here. The press is outside.  They want a statement.” 
 
    Cammie glanced at her watch.  Nine am.  Not bad.  They’d picked up the scent pretty quickly. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” 
 
    “Local papers for now. The big guns haven’t arrived yet.” 
 
      Cammie cringed.  It was only a matter of time before the network and large newspapers besieged Twin Ponds. The murder of a famous sports celebrity was too irresistible.     
 
    “Tell them I went to Florida.” 
 
    Rick chuckled.  “Do you want to at least talk to Mac?” 
 
    Mac was Douglas MacMunn. He was editor and writer of the Twin Ponds Gazette, a small newspaper that was more advertisements than news.   
 
    In the days when she played for the Night Hawks, he’d been overly generous in his praise of her talents, and was a major factor in pushing for her election as Sheriff.  The murder of Eli and the arrest of Jace could catapult his tiny paper into the big leagues.   
 
    After mulling it over, she realized there was no way around this.  As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t ignore the newspapers.  Especially Mac.   
 
    “Tell the press I’ll be out in five minutes with a statement.  Get Mac’s cell number for me.” 
 
    When Rick was gone, Cammie hastily scribbled something on a piece of paper.  When she was done, she stood up, smoothed down her hair and uniform and grabbed her parka.  Walking down the corridor, past Emmy and Rick’s desks, she paused at the counter and blinked in surprise at the large crowd of people who had gathered on the sidewalk outside headquarters. 
 
    “Holy shit, half the town is out there,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Probably more by now,” Rick replied.  He went up to her and handed her a piece of paper.  “Mac’s number.  He said to give him a few minutes to get to a private place before you call.”  
 
    Cammie nodded.  Then took a deep breath.  “If they start tearing me apart, call out the National Guard,” she said before she took a step forward and opened the door. 
 
    As soon as she stepped outside, she was blinded by flashes from what seemed to be a thousand cameras.  Questions were shouted at her, microphones were shoved in her face and epithets and praises mingled together to make one huge wall of sound.   
 
    She waited a few moments to gather herself before raising her hands for silence. It took an additional few moments for people to quiet down.  She withdrew the piece of paper from her pocket where she’d scribbled the statement and began to read. 
 
    “Yesterday morning at approximately eight am, the body of Eli Kelley was found in his home.  He had been shot through the chest and was pronounced dead at the scene. A suspect has been arrested, but the Clarke County Sheriff’s Department is still looking at persons of interest in what is yet an ongoing investigation. We have no further comment at this time. If anyone has information pertaining to this investigation, we ask that they immediately call the Sheriff’s Office.” 
 
    She rattled off the phone number. Just as she finished speaking, she was instantly bombarded with questions shouted at her from all directions.  It felt like a circus spiraling out of control.  She turned and quickly re-entered headquarters, making sure to lock the door behind her. 
 
    “They’re like animals out there!” she replied. 
 
    “It’s a good story,” Rick shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing like this has ever happened in Twin Ponds,” Emmy concurred. 
 
    “And I hope to God it doesn’t ever happen again,” Cammie grumbled as she took off her parka and barricaded herself back in her office.  She waited five minutes, then called Mac.   
 
     “MacMunn here,” came the gruff greeting.   
 
    “Mac, it’s Cammie.” 
 
    “Nice statement, Sheriff.  Quick and to the point.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You know that half the people outside your office want your blood and the other half want to marry you.  The half that want your blood think you finally got your revenge against whatever it was that happened between you and Eli years ago and you’re using Jace to cover it up.  The other half thinks you’re doing a great job under the circumstances.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Any comment on what I just said?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that the first part of your statement is total bullshit and the second part is nice to hear?” 
 
    She heard Mac chuckle on the other end.  “Then what can you tell me?”  
 
    Cammie paused.  “Unfortunately, I don’t have anything to add to my statement.  This is an ongoing investigation, as you know--”  
 
    “Just throw me a bone,” he interrupted.  “Anything.  The truth is, readership has been slipping.  I was just at the point where I was going to have to close my baby down after twenty years. This story will resurrect the old girl.” 
 
    Cammie inwardly groaned. She couldn’t compromise the investigation, but she couldn’t let Mac down either.  She thought quickly, then said, “Okay, here’s your scoop.  Tell your readers it came from an anonymous source. Tell them it came from Mars.  I don’t care.  Just make sure it doesn’t get traced back to my office.  Okay?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Before the murder, Eli received a threatening note.  Don’t ask me what it said, because I can’t tell you.  But that should help you a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll say it does.  Any comment on the arrest of Jace?” 
 
    “No.”    
 
    Mac laughed.  “Oh well, you can’t blame me for trying.  Just one more question and I’ll let you go. Can you at least once and for all clear up the mystery of what happened between you and Eli all those years ago?  I’m sure that can’t prejudice the case.” 
 
    “Right now, I don’t know what can help or hinder the case.” 
 
    “When this is all over, promise me an exclusive, will ya?” 
 
    “Sure, Mac.” 
 
    “Great.  I know you’re going to get to the bottom of all this.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  She paused, then added.  “I’m sure I don’t need to ask that, in the midst of your digging, if you find out anything on Eli that I should know about…” 
 
    “No problem, Cam.” 
 
    With the crowd outside headquarters still clamoring for more news, Cammie knew it was time to leave.  She needed to track down Carolyn, find Jace’s friends who were at Zee’s the night of the murder, then talk to both Eli and Carolyn’s neighbors.  That should keep her away from the office and the bloodthirsty crowd for most of the day.   
 
    She was just about to sneak out of her office and slip out the back door when Rick appeared once more at her door.  She immediately noticed him limp across her office before sitting down in the nearest chair. 
 
    “Don’t tell me someone attacked you out there?” she asked incredulously, frightened that it had gotten so bad outside.   
 
    “No.  It’s your lousy couch.  I woke up with a screaming back which has only gotten worse thanks to those idiots out there.  Promise me when this is over, you’ll get over to Houlton and buy a new couch.  If you can’t afford it, I’ll lend you the money myself.”  He winced as he leaned forward and tried to stretch. 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Carolyn, then interview the guys who saw Jace at Zee’s the other night.”  
 
    “You can save the trip to Carolyn’s.  She’s outside and she’s fit to be tied.  She filed a missing vehicle report yesterday and is demanding we do something about it.” 
 
    Despite the fact that Twin Ponds was crying out for her blood, for the first time that day, Cammie smiled. Rick gulped. Her smile reminded him of the Grinch when he realizes he’s about to screw up Christmas for the Whos down in Whoville.  He could swear he saw the ends of her smile curl up menacingly. 
 
    “Listen, maybe I better deal with Carolyn,” he quickly added.  
 
    “Oh no.  I think you should send her right in here.  In fact, I’d love to talk to Carolyn.” 
 
    Rick’s face grew more alarmed.  “Cammie, don’t do anything rash.  I insist you give me your weapon.” 
 
    “Fat chance.” 
 
    “Then I’m staying here while you interview her. Even with this lousy back, I can still tackle you if I have to.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Carolyn came barreling into Cammie’s office, followed by a limping Rick, who closed the door after himself.  She was dressed in a sleek black coat with a fur collar that reached down to below her knees.  She wore stockings and boots with a small heel.  The office was soon filled with the aroma of her musky perfume. 
 
    “Where the hell is my SUV?” 
 
    Cammie sat calmly in her chair, her arms crossed against her chest.  “What do you think happened to it?” 
 
    She didn’t think Carolyn’s face could get any redder, but it managed to turn a darker shade of crimson.  “How the fuck should I know?  I reported it missing yesterday.  Your receptionist called this morning and told me I should come in to see you so we could discuss it.  I’m late for an appointment and I need my SUV.  Right now! I’m not about to conduct my business from the back of Elmer’s crappy cab that always smells like cooked cabbage. So where is it?” 
 
    Cammie leaned over and scribbled something on a piece of paper.  She then handed it to Carolyn. 
 
    “What’s this?” the woman asked suspiciously as she took it. 
 
    “That’s the phone number to the Forensics Lab.  Your SUV has been impounded as part of a murder investigation.  They should be able to tell you what month you’ll be able to get it back.” 
 
    “What month?” Carolyn screeched.   
 
    Cammie shrugged and absently tapped her fingernail against her chin.  “Mmmm, let’s see.  It’s November now. With any luck, you might be able to get it back by early next year.  Hopefully by that time, it will still have seats.  Maybe even tires.” 
 
    Carolyn swayed and abruptly sat down on the chair on the other side of Cammie’s desk.  She glared at the sheriff. 
 
    “You’re doing this to get back at me for Jace.” 
 
    Cammie grinned and Rick felt a shiver run down his back.  Damn, but that woman had the chilliest smile he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Believe me, Carolyn, if I was going to do something to get back at you, it wouldn’t involve your SUV.  However, now that we’re on the subject, suppose you tell me what happened after you and Jace left Zee’s the other night?” 
 
    Carolyn opened her red lipsticked mouth, then quickly shut it.  She hugged her Coach bag close to her chest. 
 
    “I don’t have to answer any of your questions.” 
 
    “That’s right. You don’t.  But your refusal is making you look awfully suspicious. Especially since it was your SUV found at the murder scene.” 
 
    “I didn’t drive it there. Your idiot boyfriend stole it. Good thing you already have him in prison or I’d bring charges against him for auto theft.” 
 
    Rick quickly looked to Cammie to see her reaction to Carolyn’s words.  To his relief, her face was neutral and her hand was resting on the desk, well away from her holster. 
 
    “What happened to make you think Jace stole it?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes impatiently.  “Mmmm.  Let’s see.  Coming out of the bathroom and finding both Jace and my vehicle gone was a big clue.  I called him several times on his cell, but he didn’t answer.  I figured he’d bring it back the next day, when he’d sobered up.  Instead, the asshole goes out and kills somebody using my brand new SUV.  I hope to God he didn’t get any blood stains on my leather upholstery.” 
 
    Appalled at Carolyn’s cruel insensitivity, Rick looked again at Cammie. Although the Sheriff’s face remained passive, he detected a slight tightening of her mouth. He straightened, ready to throw himself at Cammie if she went for Carolyn. 
 
    Although she would have liked nothing better than to wrap her hands around Carolyn’s throat, Cammie kept her temper. She continued to impassively look at the petite woman sitting in front of her. 
 
    “So, if you knew Jace took your SUV, why did you file a missing vehicle report?” 
 
    “I wanted it made clear that I wasn’t driving, in case he hit something.  Or somebody.” 
 
    “Tell me, Carolyn.  Do you own a 38 revolver?”  
 
    Carolyn blinked in astonishment at the abrupt change in subject.  In an instant, she was out of her chair.  “I didn’t kill Eli!” she shrieked. 
 
    “I didn’t say you did.  However, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask that question.  And I’m sure you want Eli’s murder solved.”   
 
    Carolyn tossed back her blonde hair.  “Seems to me you already solved it. I guess you just never know what goes on in a person’s head, no matter how long you’ve lived with them.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow and stared provocatively at Cammie.  The sheriff calmly met her gaze. 
 
    “Or for that matter, a person you’ve known since high school.” 
 
    Carolyn flushed a deep red.  Before she could go off a second time, Cammie gestured to Rick.  “Would you mind getting Carolyn a cup of water?  I’m sure this questioning is making her thirsty.”  He gave her a puzzled look, wondering if she’d make a move against Carolyn once he was out of the office. Yet there was something in her tone that made him do as she asked.  A moment later, he was back with the cup.  “Now take a sip and calm yourself down.  I’m not accusing you of anything.”  Carolyn remained suspicious, but perched herself on the edge of the chair and took a sip of water.  “I’m just trying to get a timeline for Monday night.  If you know what time you and Jace left Zee’s, or what time Jace took your SUV, tell us.  It would be helpful.” Once again the smile crossed Cammie’s face.  “And appreciated.” 
 
    Carolyn looked from Cammie to Rick and back again.  She then pursed her lips.  “I know you, Farnsworth.  I’m not taken in by your Oh-So-Nice attitude.  You’re going to try and get me to say something incriminating so you can save your boyfriend’s ass and pin this whole thing on me.  I’m not saying another word until I speak to my lawyer.”  She crumbled the paper cup and threw it into a nearby wastepaper basket before stomping towards the door. Rick was leaning against it and was subjected to a withering look.  He looked over to Cammie who nodded.  Carolyn unceremoniously pushed him out of the way and grabbed the door knob.  She swung open the door, paused, then looked back over her shoulder at Cammie. 
 
    “All this time I thought Northcott was a stud.  Just goes to show looks can be deceiving.” 
 
    She then stormed out, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “That is one undeniable skank,” Rick replied. “If she ever said anything like that about me –“ 
 
    “After eight beers and a martini, I doubt you’d be a stud.” 
 
    The deputy opened his mouth, then quickly closed it.   He limped over and sat down opposite Cammie. 
 
    “Well, that went well, didn’t it?” she said as she swerved her chair towards him. 
 
    “You are joking, right?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m not.” 
 
    “She insults Jace’s manhood, and cares more about her lousy SUV than the fact he’s in prison, and you think it went well?  Man, I must have landed in an alternative universe.” 
 
    “If she had nothing to hide, she would have answered my questions. They were pretty straightforward, especially the one regarding whether she owns a 38 or not.” 
 
    “Yeah, she did manage to avoid that one. But there’s nothing straightforward about the way she feels about you.  Or the way she thinks you feel about her.” 
 
    “True, but it’s obvious she knows more than she’s willing to say.  But we’ll get our answers one way or another.”   
 
    She reached into her desk and withdrew an evidence bag.  She then reached into the wastepaper basket and carefully flipped the crumpled paper cup into the bag.  
 
    Rick watched her, a grin breaking across his face. “You are cunning, Sheriff Farnsworth.  Very cunning.” 
 
    “Send this down to Forensics ASAP.”  She sat back in her chair.  “We’ll see if DNA will tell us what Carolyn Haskell wouldn’t.  Would you also try and find out if Carolyn ever applied for a permit to carry a handgun?” 
 
    Maine didn’t require permits to purchase or register handguns, so this was their best shot at finding out, short of getting Carolyn to admit it herself, whether she owned a 38 or not. 
 
    Cammie stood up and started towards the door.   
 
    “Where are you going?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Since Carolyn isn’t talking, maybe her neighbors saw something last night.  I also need to talk to Eli’s neighbors and still track down Scottie, Hank and the rest of the guys who were at Zee’s the other night.” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head.  “I need you to get the arrest warrant from Judge Drury.” 
 
    “But the townspeople –“ 
 
    “Are going to say and do whatever they please whether you’re with me or not.  I can take care of myself.  Believe me, I’ve faced worse.  Now get that sample delivered to the lab and go find Judge Drury.  And would you ask Emmy to come in here?” 
 
    A few moments later the plump, young woman was standing in Cammie’s office.  Today she was wearing deep purple corduroys, a purple and white sweater and, as usual, her matching purple ribbon in her long light brown hair.  Cammie often wondered whether she had a closet full of ribbons to match every outfit. 
 
    At twenty-two, Emmy had a mature way about her that left people surprised when they discovered her true age.  Responsible, diligent and smart, she also had an unexpected gift that was going to come in very handy in the present circumstances.  Ever since Rick had forgotten his PIN number for his bank account and Emmy had been able, within five minutes, to retrieve it for him, Cammie knew she had a talented hacker on her team.  This project was going to make Emmy’s day.  It may not have been the most ethical way of going about what she needed to know, but time was of the essence here.  If she was going to crack this case, she’d use any means possible. 
 
    “First, I want to commend you for thinking ahead and asking Carolyn to come down to see me.  It saved me a trip.”  Emmy beamed as Cammie continued.  “I need you to do a background check on Eli.  I want to know if any large sums of money were withdrawn from his bank account, every investment he ever made, the status of his life before he came back to Twin Ponds, his cell phone records going back at least six months, his last will and testament.  I also want to know everything you can dig up on the people who rented his mother’s place.  Basically, I want to know who would benefit by killing him.  I’ll also need Carolyn Haskell’s phone and credit card records.  I don’t want to know how you get whatever info can’t be gotten through the regular channels, nor do I want you to leave any traces of your presence behind.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sheriff,” Emmy answered confidently.   
 
    Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she hurried back to her desk.  This was her first murder investigation and she wasn’t about to let the sheriff down.   
 
    She’d never had a boss like Cammie before.  From the first, she’d been treated like a member of the team, not just a receptionist.  She’d work twenty-four hours if she had to.  But she’d get what Cammie needed. 
 
    Cammie grabbed her parka and headed out the back door. Passing by Rick in the corridor, he reached out and touched Cammie’s arm.  “Be careful out there.” 
 
    “I’m invincible.  I’ve got my bulletproof underwear on.”   
 
    Emerging into the parking lot, she looked right and left and breathed a sigh of relief that no one had yet thought to stake out the back door. Apparently, the crowds were too busy howling for her blood in front of headquarters.   She sprinted to her vehicle, got in and was soon roaring down side roads, making sure to avoid Main Street and attract attention to herself. The last thing she wanted was to be followed by a pack of reporters when she was trying to question potential witnesses. 
 
    Carolyn lived on the outskirts of town in a cluster of homes that bordered the high school.  The majority of the houses were old, quaint Victorians with small porches and steps that led up to the front door.  With Thanksgiving only weeks away, many of the homes were already decorated with wreaths made of fall foliage leaves and snow covered pumpkins left over from Halloween still adorning the front steps.  The houses were situated on small lots so the possibility of one of the neighbors hearing Carolyn’s SUV in the middle of the night was good. 
 
    Unfortunately, those neighbors who were still awake couldn’t agree on a time they heard Carolyn’s SUV fire up.  That is, if they heard it at all.  Some thought it was two am, others thought it was four.  But at least those that did hear something concurred that a vehicle did drive away from Carolyn’s house sometime during the night of Eli’s murder.  The question was, who was driving?   
 
    Her next stop was the elderly couple who lived on the other side of the pine tree grove from Eli’s house.  To her dismay, the house was shut up.  Talking to their closest neighbors who were about a quarter of a mile away, she discovered the couple had gone off to Bangor that morning for the birth of their first grandchild.  They would be gone for a week. 
 
    She double-checked Eli’s house and saw the police tape still wrapped around the entrances.  There were footprints in the snow, but they all stopped short of the front and back doors. 
 
    The shadows were growing long, and the sun was almost set when she wearily trudged back to the Explorer.  She’d wasted the afternoon and had nothing to show for her efforts, except a collection of foul looks, contradicting stories, and in the case of hockey enthusiast eighty-five year old Horace Cloutier, the finger.  She turned on the Explorer and set the heat to full blast.  Then sat with her arms crossed and looked out over the snow covered forest. 
 
    This was not good.  With little to go on and the townspeople up in arms, she wondered once again if she should take herself off the case.  It was going to be hard enough trying to solve this thing without the rancor and hatred of Twin Ponds dogging her every step.  She reached for her cell and started to punch in the autodial to Rick when she stopped. 
 
    No. Damn it, she was not giving up. She didn’t care if Eli had slept with someone the night he died.  She didn’t care that she was hated because she’d arrested Jace three days before one of the biggest games in the Night Hawks’ schedule. She did care that Jace had gone off with Carolyn, but not enough to taint the investigation. She was the only one in Twin Ponds who had the experience and know-how to get this thing done and done correctly.  Rick was an excellent officer, but the only cases he’d dealt with so far in the three years he’d been deputy involved car crashes, drunken teenagers and the occasional spousal abuse when the parties had too much to drink and had gone at each other.  He’d never investigated a murder.  There hadn’t been a murder in Twin Ponds in fifty years and the last one had been solved almost immediately when the logger had stumbled in from the woods with the ax in his hand still covered with the victim’s brains.   
 
    As for Russell, Tom and Dave, her part-time deputies, their most perplexing cases had to do with a stolen snow mobile and handling crowd control every June 15 when Twin Ponds held a parade to celebrate its founding in 1865. 
 
    Short of calling in help from Houlton, which she was loathe to do, she had no choice. They were good officers, but they didn’t know Twin Ponds the way she did.  She knew these people, she knew what made them tick.  She knew their quirks, their likes, dislikes.  She knew – 
 
    You thought you knew Jace. 
 
    Cammie felt her stomach clench.   
 
    She glanced out the window of the Explorer and remembered a saying her father would use occasionally, telling her in one of his rare lucid moments, that he’d picked it up in Vietnam. 
 
    Hope for the best, but expect the worst. 
 
    She’d never really understood, nor at the time wanted to.  It was enough that he’d spoken to her.  But now, his words made sense.  Too much sense.   
 
      
 
    The worst wasn’t long in coming.  Just as she swung the Explorer around and was headed towards Waban Pond, her cell phone rang. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth here.” 
 
    “How could you do it?  I thought you were in love with Jace.” 
 
    Cammie groaned.  It was Jace’s father. 
 
    “Mr. Northcott--” 
 
    “You’re a disgrace, do you know that?  People have been calling us all day, telling us the disgusting details of you and that Eli fella.  I’m calling the governor and having you suspended.” 
 
    “What you are hearing are lies, Mr. Northcott--” 
 
    “That’s what I expect someone like you to say.  I knew Jace never should have gotten involved with you.  Not only are you too old for him, but from what I’ve been hearing, you have a sleazy past that finally caught up with you. You’ve broken that boy’s heart and now you’re ruining his life to cover up your sordid--” 
 
    Cammie abruptly flipped shut the phone. She’d always known the Northcotts weren’t too crazy about their only son becoming involved with her, but she hadn’t expected this type of attack. She was hurt, angry and ready to punch something. And filled with a fierce determination that, come hell or high water, she was going to solve this damned murder. It was with these emotions that she set about tracking down Jace’s teammates. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Night Hawks’ locker room was a fancy word for what was essentially an oversized tool shed located on the shore of Waban Pond. The huge klieg lights were on, illuminating the ice, and she could hear the thawk of the puck and the gliding of skates as many of the players were already out on the ice honing their skills to beat down their rivals.   
 
    Everyone except Jace – a fact that was plainly evident when she knocked on the door and came face to face with Scottie Johnston.  He was dressed in his hockey uniform and was holding his formidable hockey stick in front of him like a weapon. 
 
    “Hey Scottie, I was hoping I could talk to you about the other night when you were at Zee’s.” 
 
    Standing six feet two and a half inches, he towered over Cammie.  His stiff demeanor, surly attitude and fierce glare told Cammie this wasn’t going to be easy. But she’d learned long ago to ignore intimidation, especially from hockey players.  And with the day she’d had and the phone call she’d just received, she was actually spoiling for a fight.  She looked up and met his dark gaze. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to believe it, but I’m trying my best to find any information that will prove Jace is innocent.  Do you, Hank, Matt or Joey want to help with that?”   
 
    “If you think he’s so innocent, why’d you arrest him?” 
 
    “I had no choice.” 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    “All the evidence is pointing to him right now.  If I didn’t arrest him, people would say I was playing favorites and I’d lose all credibility.  If I lose credibility, I’ll never solve this thing.”  She leaned closer and added, “If I thought it was an open and shut case, I wouldn’t be here now, would I?” 
 
    She could see the wheels turning in his head and swiftly took advantage of his indecision.  “It would really help if you and the guys could tell me what happened at Zee’s the other night.” 
 
    Scottie said nothing.  Instead, he turned and re-entered the locker room, slamming the door behind him.  Cammie waited in the snow, jumping up and down in an effort not to freeze to death.  She didn’t know if Scottie was going to come out again and she was growing impatient.  As well as increasingly cold.  Three sweaters and two pairs of socks weren’t getting the job done. She cursed under her frigid breath and was about to pound on the door when it opened. 
 
    “We got a few minutes,” Scottie growled before stepping back inside.  Cammie quickly followed.    
 
    The smell of sweaty socks hit her immediately, catapulting her back in time.  She hadn’t been in this locker room since Eli’s departure for the NHL and was surprised to see it hadn’t changed at all.  There were cubby holes for each individual player’s equipment, with long benches circling the room. The partition at the far end of the room that had been put up for her years back was still there. Two females were on the current roster, a fact she quietly took pride in.    
 
    As much as she once considered Eli’s house a second home, this had been her true home. The hours sitting in here, joking with the guys, enjoying the feeling of belonging.  The hours practicing on the ice, sharing the nights they’d won, the nights they’d lost.  It forged deep ties with each player – deeper sometimes than those with their own families. Cammie understood their anger towards her. She’d arrested not only one of their team members, but their captain.  In their eyes, she was no better than dirt. 
 
    Scottie, Hank, Joey and Matt were sitting on the bench opposite the door. Each was glaring defiantly at her; Scottie balling and unballing his fist, Hank smacking his stick against the floor. They were large men; their uniforms making them look even bigger. And more menacing.  It suddenly occurred to her that she’d placed herself in a very vulnerable position by stepping into this locker room with four intimidating men who wanted nothing more than to pound her to a pulp.  They could do anything and it was certain no one would come to her aid.  She shook off the frightening thought.  She had to show them she was not afraid. Any hint of fear and she was done for. She therefore fell back on her game face – the one that had helped her since her own days on the ice. She forced herself to draw closer to them. 
 
    “I need you to tell me what you saw Monday night at Zee’s.” 
 
    “Lots of beer bottles, lots of billiard balls and lots of women,” Matt quipped sarcastically. The others laughed. 
 
    “Look guys, I know how you feel.  I was once a part of this place.” 
 
    Hank spit and it landed near her boot.  “Bullshit, Sheriff.  You lost your place with us when you put Jace in a cell.” 
 
    She looked to Scottie.  “I guess you didn’t tell them what we spoke about outside.” 
 
    His brown eyes glowered.  “I did.  This is their response.” 
 
    Cammie inwardly fumed.  She’d already struck zero today.  She’d be damned if she walked away from these guys with nothing. 
 
    “Okay, you guys want to hate me? Take a number with the rest of this town.  But will you at least help Jace?” 
 
    “Through you?” Matt asked sardonically. 
 
    She went up to him and stuck her finger in his face. “Yeah, asshole, through me. I’m the only one in this godforsaken town that has the background and experience to unravel this fucking mess.  Now are you going to waste more time showing me how tough you are, or are you going to answer my goddamn question?” 
 
    She took a step back and waited.  The guys looked at each other.  Then, as the silent agreement passed between them, Matt turned to her. 
 
    “Alright, Sheriff.  We’ll answer your question. But we’re doing this for Jace and Jace only.  Got that?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “We got to Zee’s around seven. We must have playing pool for about an hour before Jace showed up. He looked pissed off so we bought him some beers to cheer him up.” 
 
    “How long was he drinking with you?” 
 
    “About two hours, I think. We were finishing up 9-ball when Carolyn Haskell showed up.” Matt looked at Cammie and offered her a cruel smile.  “She was draped over him like a blanket.  From where I was standing, looked like she grabbed the family jewels, if you know what I mean.”  He chuckled. 
 
    Cammie coolly ignored his remark. “Before Carolyn showed up, did Jace say anything?  Maybe give you a reason why he was angry?” 
 
    Scottie spoke up.  “He didn’t, but then again, he didn’t need to.  Everyone was talking about how you stranded him there and took off with Kelley.” 
 
    “As usual, people fucked up the details,” Cammie replied drily. 
 
    “How about you tell us the details?” Scottie challenged.  “After all, with you being a former Night Hawker, we are like family.” 
 
    It was said sarcastically.  Yet Cammie considered it.  She rested her boot against the bench and leaned in. 
 
    “The details, guys, are simple.  Eli was receiving threatening notes, the last one enough to frighten him.  He told me about it and as sheriff I had a duty to investigate. I went to check out his story just as I would anyone who came to me with the same concern.  If I’d abandoned Jace like the story goes, I doubt he would have still been waiting at Zee’s two hours after I left.” She looked into each of the player’s eyes, daring them to contradict her.  To her satisfaction, they looked away first.  “How long after Carolyn showed up did they leave?” 
 
     “Ten minutes top,” Scottie grumbled. 
 
    Cammie did a quick calculation.  “So he and Carolyn left Zee’s around tenish?”  They nodded.  “Do you know anything about the bruises Jace got on his face?” 
 
    They looked at each other in surprise. “What bruises?” Hank asked. 
 
    “Somebody had a go at him.” 
 
    “You know who?” 
 
    She looked at each one of their faces.  “We think it was Eli.”  The four sat in stunned silence.  “He was so drunk, he didn’t stand a chance defending himself.”  The implications of what she was saying sank in. 
 
    “Shit,” Hank whispered under his breath. 
 
    “Yeah.  Listen, if there’s anything you remember about that night that you haven’t told me, please call me right away.” 
 
    She started to turn away when Hank’s words caused her to stop.  “I tried to stop him from going with Carolyn, but he basically told me to fuck off.” 
 
    Cammie looked back at him.  “Thank you,” she responded. 
 
      
 
    On the way home, Cammie held her breath.  She didn’t know who or what she’d find staked out on her doorstep.  Two nights with little sleep had caught up to her, and she didn’t think she had any more energy to deal with disgruntled neighbors or reporters. 
 
    The road to her cabin was unmarked and when she pulled into the driveway, she saw the property was deserted.  
 
    It wasn’t until she removed her parka and sweaters and stood in the middle of the living room that the silence of the cabin hit her. It wasn’t the first time Jace hadn’t been there; he’d been away on road trips with the team before. But despite his absences, there was the knowledge that he’d always be back.  Now there was a permanency to the silence that unnerved her. As if his ghost had seeped into every log, every piece of furniture and was mocking her.  Telling her that this was one time when he wouldn’t be returning. 
 
    “Jeez,” she whispered under her breath.   
 
    She glanced around and her heart sank. There on the coffee table was Jace’s fur hat.  Over by the end table was his extra pair of gloves.   Looking through the open door of the bedroom, she saw his hockey equipment piled in the corner.   
 
    This was worse than she ever could have imagined. 
 
    “Get a grip,” she admonished herself.  “You lived alone for years before Jace showed up. You didn’t need him in your life. You wanted him in your life. There’s a big difference.  There’s every possibility that he’s not guilty.  Remember that.” 
 
    Shit, she was now talking aloud to herself.  She clicked her tongue and started towards the kitchen. Even this felt strange.  No matter what time she came home, Jace always had a meal waiting for her.  Now she was going to have to risk burning down her cabin if she ever planned to eat again. 
 
    Unless she ate cereal.  That was simple.  And safer. 
 
    Changing into a pair of jeans and oversize sweater, she was soon sitting in the recliner with a roaring fire in the stove, finishing up her bowl of corn flakes.  It hadn’t exactly hit the spot, but at least it was something.  She was going to have to raid Emmy’s stash of Twinkies tomorrow, or else sneak into Zee’s to grab a bite. 
 
    She washed the dish, sat back down in the recliner and stared at the increasingly silent room. It had been over a year since she’d been alone. Despite her earlier remonstration that she didn’t need Jace in her life, she had to admit that if there was one night she could have used the feel of his strong arms around her, it was tonight.  But he hated her right now.  Hell, everybody hated her right now. 
 
    She flipped through the channels on the tiny nineteen inch TV, browsed her meager bookshelf, even looked into her knitting basket that, to her chagrin was growing cobwebs, but she couldn’t find anything to pass the time.  Or forget about the case, which ruminated around her brain whether she wanted it to or not. 
 
    When the knock came on the door, she literally jumped up, happy to have something to do. It wasn’t until she was almost to the door that she realized it could be a reporter. Or a townsperson ready to shoot her. But the cabin was so damned quiet, she’d risk it.  She swung open the door and bit back a gasp. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, but we were told we’d find Sheriff Farnsworth here.” 
 
    Cammie stared at the elegant couple on her doorstep and wondered what yacht they’d fallen off of.  
 
    The man was dressed in a camel hair coat similar to the one Eli had owned.  He stood a little over six feet tall, with slicked back black hair that was beginning to show strands of grey. Cammie guessed him to be in his early 40’s.  His gloves were of the finest leather and his cologne was musky and rich.   
 
    The woman standing beside him appeared to be much younger; Cammie put her at about twenty-five.  She was dressed in a full length white fur coat with a matching fur hat on her coiffed white blonde hair.  Her face was carefully made up and when she held up her gloved hand, the diamonds on her various bracelets caught the light and almost blinded Cammie with their sparkle. 
 
    “I’m Sheriff Farnsworth,” she replied warily. 
 
    “Good Lord, so you’re Cammie!” the man exclaimed. Before Cammie knew what was happening, she found herself engulfed in his arms. “Eli never stopped speaking about you. You’re every bit as lovely as he described.”  At this, the man’s voice suddenly broke and Cammie found herself holding a weeping man. 
 
    “Do you mind if we step inside?  It’s awfully cold out here.” 
 
    Cammie winced. The woman’s voice was high pitched, with a thick New York accent.  
 
    “Oh, isn’t this place just darling!” she exclaimed, the last word sounding like ‘dawling’. “Very rustic. Very cozy. Very--” She hesitated for a moment. “Maine-ish.” 
 
    Cammie suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. Instead, she frantically looked around for a place to park the still sobbing man in her arms. An icy wind was blowing.  If she didn’t close the door soon, she’d turn blue from the cold. The woman must have sensed her discomfort, because she turned back and patted the man on the back. 
 
    “Please honey bunny, get hold of yourself.  You’re going to scare the sheriff.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re right.”  He straightened himself.  “I am sorry.  I just can’t believe – Eli--”  
 
    Afraid he was going to start bawling again all over her sweater, Cammie quickly disentangled herself from his grasp and gratefully shut the door.  
 
    “You were a friend of Eli’s?” she asked, rubbing her arms in an effort to get warm.  
 
    “Oh, aren’t we just too gauche? We didn’t introduce ourselves.”  The woman took a step forward and extended her slender gloved hand.  “I’m Audella Tyler. This is my husband Lehane. He was Eli’s agent and long-time friend.  We were in Chicago when we heard the terrible news on the ESP network.” Cammie thought she’d meant to say ESPN, but couldn’t be sure.  “We caught the first flight out we could find. We would have been here sooner, but the snowy roads were slippery.  It took us forever to find Twin Lakes.” 
 
    “Twin Ponds,” Cammie replied automatically. Audella raised a puzzled eyebrow, then nodded.   
 
    “Yeah.  Twin Ponds.  And your place was impossible to find.  We must have driven past your road a dozen times.”  She leaned over and whispered, “I think somebody stole your street sign.” 
 
    Cammie thought it a waste of time to explain there were no street signs outside of downtown Twin Ponds.  
 
    “Do you know what happened?” Lehane asked, finally getting himself under control.  “Have you caught the bastard who did this?” 
 
    “We’re following up on some very promising leads,” Cammie replied carefully.  She bade them to sit down and noticed the look of discomfort on Audella’s face as she sat on the lumpy couch.  She inwardly sighed. Rick was right. She really was going to have to replace that sofa. 
 
    “Eli and I were very close,” Lehane replied.  “It’s still difficult to believe that he’s gone.” 
 
    “Are you up to a few questions?  It would be extremely helpful to the investigation.” 
 
    Lehane and Audella nodded.  “We’ll do whatever it takes to help find whoever did this.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I record the interview?” 
 
    They both shook their heads. Cammie retrieved a small voice activated recorder from the inside pocket of her parka and put it on the coffee table between them. She then removed a stack of hockey magazines that were piled on the only other chair in the room and put it opposite the couple.  She sat down, turned on the recorder, tagged the time, date and who the participants were, then began her questioning. 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke to Eli?” 
 
    “Last week. Thursday I think.” 
 
    “Oh no, sweetheart,” Audella piped up.  “It was Wednesday.  We were watching that reality show about housewives from Beverly Hills and Eli interrupted us.” She looked to Cammie.  “I just love that show.  The clothes they wear are to die for.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Cammie responded.  She turned to Lehane.  “Do you recall what the conversation was about?” 
 
    “He told me he was on his way back here. He was looking forward to it and was hoping that you’d be here.” 
 
    “Me?”  
 
    “You are the Cammie Farnsworth who used to play hockey with Eli back when you were in high school, aren’t you?” 
 
    Audella squealed.  “Oh my!  You played hockey too?” 
 
    Cammie felt the whoosh of emotion fly through her.  She cleared her throat and tried to regain her composure. 
 
    “How would you describe his state of mind?” 
 
    Lehane thought for a moment.  “Upbeat, I’d have to say.  Hopeful.  He really wanted to see you again.  Tie up some loose ends, he said.” 
 
    Cammie inwardly moaned as Audella turned an interested eye to her. “Say Sheriff, were you and Eli high school sweethearts or something?” 
 
    “We were teammates,” Cammie said a little too sharply.  “When you say tie up loose ends, is there any particular reason he would have wished to do so?” 
 
    Cammie watched as Lehane’s expression turned wary, then sad.  She knew what he was going to say before he said it, but she waited for him to speak.  
 
    “Um, there is a reason, but Eli was very careful to keep it private.” 
 
    “You can tell me, Mr. Tyler,” she offered sympathetically. 
 
    He hesitated, then sighed.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore.  You see, Eli had terminal cancer.  He didn’t want anyone to know.  If there was one thing he hated more than anything, it was pity.  That and the relentless invasion of privacy the paparazzi are particularly skilled at.” He glanced at her, waiting to see her reaction. Cammie kept her face neutral as she gave a short nod. 
 
    “His illness was discovered during the autopsy.” 
 
    “So you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “It was a terrible blow to him. To all of us, really. He vowed to fight it and he did, as bravely as he could.  But in the end…”  Cammie thought he was going to cry again. Instead, he straightened his shoulders and gave her a cheerless smile.  “That’s why he came here.  He wanted to tie things up from his past.” 
 
    Both Lehane and Audella gave her an expectant look, as if she could tell them what Eli would not. Instead, she swiftly changed the subject. 
 
    “Was he involved with anyone at the time of his return to Twin Ponds?” 
 
    To her surprise, Lehane laughed.  “If you mean for more than a week, I’d have to say no.  This is a case where the rags were right.  Eli cut quite a swath through the ladies from one end of the U.S. to the other. I always had the feeling he was looking for something he couldn’t quite find.  Something I think he regretted letting go of a long time ago and was hoping to recapture with someone else.” 
 
    Dear God. 
 
    Cammie quickly interjected.  “So there wasn’t any one woman in particular he was seeing?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What about a male friend?” 
 
    “Eli was kind of funny that way.  Don’t get me wrong. Eli was a party animal. He loved to have people around him.  But as far as I know he never really opened up to them.  I think I’m the only one he ever spoke to about his past.” 
 
    “Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt Eli?” Both Lehane and Audella frowned.  “The day after his arrival, he began to receive threatening notes.” 
 
    The two exchanged surprised looks, piquing Cammie’s interest. 
 
    “Darling, didn’t the same thing happen a few years back?” Audella asked. 
 
    Lehane thought for a moment, then shook his head.  “It can’t be the same person.” 
 
    “Anything might be important,” Cammie prompted.   
 
    “It was the year before Eli retired.  He missed an easy slapshot and blew the team’s chances of advancing into the finals for the Stanley Cup.  The press was unmerciful.  Soon afterwards, he started receiving threatening notes.” 
 
    “Do you recall what they said?” 
 
    “The usual stuff.  He was a loser and deserved to die. He was overpaid.  He was washed up.  I’m sure you understand – you don’t mind if I call you Cammie, do you?  I feel as if I know you.”  Cammie nodded.  “People take the play-offs very seriously.  Eli isn’t the first and he won’t be the last athlete who receives threatening notes when the team fails to advance.  He became the scapegoat for every fan’s disappointment.” 
 
    “Did you ever discover who’d sent them?” 
 
    Lehane shook his head.  “We had the police and FBI check it out, but after a week or so, the notes stopped arriving.” 
 
    “Those notes wouldn’t still be around, would they?” 
 
    “We gave them to the authorities.  If you really think they might be important, I’ll get on the phone tomorrow and see if I can track them down.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and withdrew her wallet. Taking out her business card, she handed it to Lehane.    
 
    “Here are my office and fax numbers, as well as my email address.  I’d appreciate it if you could get the officer or agent’s name and phone number and call me with it.  I’d like to ask them some additional questions regarding their investigation.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.”  He opened his coat and Cammie saw that it was lined in satin.  He withdrew his own business card and handed it to her.  “That’s my cell.  Audella and I are staying at a small inn just outside of town.” 
 
    “What an adorable place,” Audella replied.  The way she said it, Cammie knew she meant to say, what an adorable place in the middle of nowhere. Imagine, a nice clean establishment in the Maine wilderness with running water and working toilets. 
 
    “I was so shocked when the innkeeper opened his mouth and an English accent popped out!” Audella laughed.   
 
    “Since you were so close to Eli, do you know of anyone who would benefit from his death?  You know, someone who might inherit his estate, that sort of thing?”  Cammie was surprised to see a puzzled look cross over Lehane’s face before quickly disappearing.  “Is there something I should know?” she pressed. 
 
    Lehane shook his head and smiled a dazzling white smile that was very reminiscent of Eli’s.   
 
    “No, I’m sure there’s no one who would benefit from his death.  At least no one I’m aware of.  Any more questions?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head and turned off the recorder.   
 
    “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    Lehane stood up and took Cammie’s hand in both of his.  “It really is a pleasure to finally meet you. Eli always spoke so highly of you.  We came, not only to help in any way we can, but to make sure his last wishes were carried out.” 
 
    “Last wishes?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Eli told me there’s a pond here called Waban?” 
 
    “Yes there is.” 
 
    “He said that’s where he learned how to play hockey.  He wanted his ashes to be strewn over the ice.” 
 
    It took all of Cammie’s fortitude not to break down.  She clamped down fiercely on the tears that were forming as Lehane gave her hand an affectionate squeeze.  “If there’s anything you need, or any way we can be of help, don’t hesitate to call us any time of the day or night.”   
 
    “Likewise.  We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    She escorted them to the door, nonplused when Audella suddenly leaned over and kissed her on both cheeks.  “Too-da-loo,” she sang as she and Lehane disappeared into the night. 
 
    She closed the door and leaned on it.  “Wow,” she replied aloud.  If that was what a hot-shot sports agent looked and sounded like, maybe it was better the way her life had turned out. 
 
    She returned to her recliner and leaned over towards the stove in an effort to get warm.  She deliberately pushed aside Lehane’s description of Eli’s last wishes.  She couldn’t go there.  Not yet.  Instead, she sat back and stared at the room again, its silence creeping back in and enveloping everything in its path. 
 
    “Lovely,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie made herself sleep in her bed, refusing to acknowledge how empty it felt without Jace. She fell into a fitful sleep and was chagrined to discover upon awakening that she was gripping his pillow to her face, his faint scent filling her nostrils.   
 
    “For God’s sakes!” she yelled aloud, throwing the pillow against the far wall. In a fury, she ripped off the sheets and pillowcases and threw them in her washing machine. She then swept through the cabin, taking everything that belonged to Jace and throwing it all into a garbage bag which she then shoved into the back of her closet.  She started to go for his hockey equipment, but caught herself. She remembered her own equipment and knew it was blasphemous to touch someone else’s gear.  So she did the next best thing.  She threw a blanket over his stuff. 
 
    Having exorcised his physical presence, she was determined to exorcise his ghostly presence as well, no matter how long it took. 
 
    She showered, threw on her uniform and grabbed a bowl of cereal.  She ate it half-heartedly, knowing that if she didn’t at least change brands, she was soon going to turn into a soggy corn flake.   
 
    Reaching headquarters, she managed to sneak in the back door, and barricade herself in her office.  A few moments later, Rick popped his head in. 
 
    “The good news is that the townspeople aren’t outside today screaming for your blood.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” she asked despite herself. 
 
    “The bad news is that there are more reporters outside screaming for your blood.” 
 
    “How many?” she asked. 
 
    “Last count about fifteen.” 
 
    “Fifteen?” she gasped.   
 
    “Yeah. They’re starting to arrive from the rest of New England.  I’m guessing that by this afternoon, we’ll be hosting the entire eastern seaboard.  By tomorrow, Chicago and Los Angeles should be joining the party.” 
 
    Cammie groaned. 
 
    “Maybe we should give them another statement,” Rick suggested hopefully. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t have anything to add to what I said yesterday, which was basically nothing to begin with.”  She leaned her elbow on her desk and tapped her fingernail against her chin.  “I suppose I could give Forensics a call and promise them my firstborn if they’ll give this case high priority, considering who the victim is.” 
 
    Rick smiled.  “You planning on having kids someday?” 
 
    “At this point, it obviously won’t be with anyone within a hundred mile radius.” 
 
    “Or a hockey fan.” 
 
    She made a face, then handed him her recorder.  “On your way out, will you ask Emmy to transcribe this?” She filled Rick in on Lehane and Audella’s visit.  When she was done, he whistled. 
 
    “Hey, do you think there’s a possibility that crazy fan might have offed Eli?” 
 
    “Before yesterday, I wouldn’t have thought so. But after seeing how the townspeople are ready to rip me apart, I’d say there’s a big possibility this guy crossed the line.” 
 
    After Rick left, she picked up the phone to dial Forensics.  She was halfway through dialing when she heard a knock on her door.  Expecting to find Rick, she was surprised to find Lehane Tyler waving at her through the glass.  She put down the receiver and gestured for him to enter.   
 
    “Looks like the paparazzi have arrived. When the press gets a scent, it’s like a pack of wolves hunting its prey.  Some of the big guns from the networks are out there.” He smiled and for a moment, Cammie was reminded of the wolves he’d just mentioned. “Any possibility of a major snowstorm?  I’d love to see them freeze their asses off.” 
 
    “I would think as a sports agent, you and the press would have some kind of decent relationship.” 
 
    “It’s like having an uneasy alliance with the devil. Yeah, sometimes I had to use them for the benefit of my clients.  But this is a man’s death. I despise them picking over his bones and fighting for the scraps.”  
 
    He spat out the words and Cammie was thankful she’d never had to face him across a negotiating table. Then, just as quickly as he succumbed to his anger, he shook it off.   
 
    “Do you have a minute?  I’d like to add to our conversation of last night.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He took off his camel hair coat and hung it up on the coat rack next to Cammie’s parka and collection of sweaters.  He was dressed in an Italian knit sweater and black jeans that showed off his trim figure.  Around his throat, he wore a white cashmere scarf. His cologne smelled familiar and it took her a few moments to recognize it as the same brand Eli had used.  He sat down opposite Cammie and absently ran a finger down the sharp crease in his jeans.   
 
    Who puts a crease in their jeans?  
 
    “I’m curious about the brand of cologne you’re wearing,” she said. 
 
    Lehane smiled. “It’s Clive Christian No. 1. It sells for about $2,350 a bottle.” 
 
    Cammie’s jaw dropped. “What could they possibly put into a cologne that would cost so much?” 
 
    Lehane chuckled. “Professional sports are like any other high profile career.  It’s not only how you play out in the field, it’s how you look off the field.  In my case, it’s all about presentation.” 
 
    She nodded. It made sense. Lehane’s deals involved millions of dollars.  He needed to look the part of the high priced agent in order to command respect from the team owners and other agents.   
 
    “Would you care for a cup of coffee? My receptionist Emmy makes a mean cup.” 
 
    “No thank you. Our innkeeper fed us very well this morning, including an endless supply of java.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Tudor is a very conscientious host.” 
 
    Lehane chuckled. “So that really is his name. I thought he was joking when he introduced himself as Tudor Montgomery. How appropriate for an Englishman to be named Tudor. Any idea how he ended up here?” 
 
     “I can’t say for sure. When I came back to Twin Ponds last year, he’d already been running the inn for at least five years.  All I know for sure is that he once trod the boards in London as a Shakespearean actor.” 
 
    “So that explains the décor and the name.” 
 
    Tudor had named his establishment the Shakespeare in the Woods Inn. The outside was a replica of Shakespeare’s birthplace in Stratford-Upon-Avon. Within its pseudo-medieval timbers, he’d decorated each of the rooms in the theme of a particular Shakespeare play. 
 
    “Which room did he put you in?” 
 
    “I believe The Tempest.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s his most popular.” 
 
    Cammie remembered seeing it once and she’d never forgotten the beauty of the room.  She wasn’t sure what the Tempest was about, but one look at the design told her it had something to do with magic.  The ceiling was painted a dark blue, with gold stars sprinkled about, giving it the appearance of a bright, starry sky.   
 
    In the four corners of the room, the artist had painted what looked like three dimensional vibrant yellow folds of a robe.  On each side of the folds was a wand.  The lamps on either side of the king size bed looked like huge crystal balls and a winged angel was carved on the elaborate foot and headboards, with the name Ariel etched above each carving. To the left of the door was an antique four-drawer dresser with a twelve inch ceramic statue of a wizard on top of it.  He wore a black robe decorated with yellow half moons and suns and he had a carved flowing white beard that reached down to his waist.  His left hand was extended in the air.  In his palm, he held a sky blue colored ball.  All in all, it looked like a bedroom Merlin would have been right at home in.  Now it was occupied by a sports agent and his vacuous trophy wife. 
 
    “I should probably get the recorder before we start,” Cammie said as she started to rise from her chair. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like what I have to say off the record.” 
 
    “Any particular reason why?” 
 
    “I think you’ll understand when I done.” 
 
    Cammie slowly sat back down and waited for him to begin.  
 
    “First, I’d like to apologize for dropping in on you so unexpectedly last night. I can only imagine what you’re going through, even if you are the investigating officer.  I’ve been hearing around town that you arrested your boyfriend for Eli’s murder.” 
 
    “I did, but we’re still looking at persons of interest.” 
 
    “Understandable. Secondly, I’m sorry for losing my composure the way I did.” 
 
    “You were his friend.” 
 
    “We were like brothers. I still can’t believe--” He stopped and Cammie saw his eyes fill up again. To hide his discomfort, he dug into his pocket and withdrew a piece of paper.  “I managed to get the name of the investigating officer that you asked for last night.  That’s his cell.  I told him to expect a call from you.” 
 
    “Does he still have the notes?” 
 
    “He’s pretty sure they’re still in the files.  He said he’d take a look first thing this morning.” 
 
    Cammie put the piece of paper in her desk.  “I appreciate that, Mr. Tyler.” 
 
    “Lehane, please.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  “Eli told me all about you and him. He said you were one helluva hockey player.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “You don’t play anymore?” 
 
    That familiar ache filled her heart. “Don’t have much time these days.” 
 
    “You know, Eli loved the fame. He loved the adulation. He especially loved the women.”  Lehane smiled to himself.  “But there was always one constant in his life.  Through all the ups and downs, through the wins and the losses, the pain of injuries and just facing the fact that he was getting too old for the game, he always had his love for you. Knowing him, he probably didn’t tell you that. But I want you to know.  I think he would have wanted you to know too.” 
 
    Cammie unconsciously squirmed in her chair. She was now grateful that Lehane asked her not to use the recorder. Last night’s conversation had been difficult enough without adding this to the mix.  But at least she now knew Eli’s declaration hadn’t been a crock after all.   
 
    Yippee. 
 
    She paused for a moment, then looked up to meet Lehane’s gaze.  “Did Eli ever talk to you about taking his own life?” 
 
    Lehane jerked his head up and stared at her.  “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you is strictly confidential.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “The coroner believes that Eli tried to commit suicide. He was close to death when he was shot.” 
 
    Lehane fell back in his chair, his face draining of color.  “Dear God…”   
 
    For a moment Cammie thought he was going to be sick.  She started to reach for her small wastepaper basket when the next sound made her jump out of her chair. 
 
    Lehane was bent over, his face chalk white, gasping for air.  His hands were clawing at his chest. 
 
    Jesus!  He’s having a heart attack. 
 
    She started to run to him when he pointed to his coat. “Pills.  Inside pocket.  Hurry,” he gasped.  In two strides she was at the coat rack and digging through his coat pocket. Her fingers closed around a prescription bottle.  Pulling it out, she somehow managed to pop the top despite shaking hands.  Lehane grabbed the bottle, sending white pills flying everywhere. While he popped two into his mouth, Cammie shoved her half empty mug of coffee at him, which he drank to down the pills.  She squatted next to his chair, grateful to see, after a few tense moments, color slowly returning to his face. 
 
    “Do you need me to call the doctor?” 
 
    “No.  I should be fine in a few moments.”  He looked up at her, shamefaced.  “I have a bad ticker. I need pills to regulate my heartbeat.   What you just told me was too much of a shock…” 
 
    He rested his head back against the chair and closed his eyes while Cammie quickly scooped up the pills that had spilled on the floor.   
 
    “Maybe I should drive you back to the Inn.  We can have someone return your car later.” 
 
    Lehane waved his hand at her.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll be fine.  In a few minutes, I’ll be able to dance a two-step.  Honest.” 
 
    He still looked sick, his head beaded with perspiration. But his breathing had normalized.   
 
    “I’d like to have a memorial service before the cremation.  Do you have any idea when we can claim the--” He stopped short.   
 
    Still watching him carefully, Cammie leaned back against her desk.  “I’ll ask the coroner and get back to you.”  Lehane stood up a little unsteadily.   “Are you sure you’re alright?” she asked.  
 
    He waved his hand at her.  “I’m fine.  I’d better get back to the inn.  Audella doesn’t like to be alone.  Especially in a place where there are no department stores.  At least up here I don’t have to worry about her blowing through her monthly allowance.  Again.”  He started to leave, then turned back to her. “I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t let Audella know about my little attack here.  She worries so much about me.  And what with Eli’s untimely death…” 
 
    “I won’t say anything.” 
 
    He smiled at her.  After throwing his coat on, he waved to her, then left. 
 
    Cammie sat back at her desk and heaved a long, heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    After being told by Forensics they hoped to have preliminary results of their findings within the next few days, Cammie next called the detective who had investigated the threats against Eli.  His name was Henry Lansing and, just as Lehane had said, he was expecting her call, picking up his cell on the second ring. 
 
    “I don’t envy you,” he said, his low baritone chuckling into her ear.  “It’s never easy taking on a large profile case.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I’ll fax you the notes, but I wouldn’t waste too much time on them.  We investigated the joker who sent them.  A wannabe hockey player who ended up with four kids and a house in the burbs he can barely afford.  Lived his dream through Kelley.  Harmless schlub.” 
 
    “And there was no one else with an axe to grind who might follow him out to Maine?”  
 
    “Not to our knowledge and believe me, we did a thorough investigation.  We didn’t want the shit hitting the fan if we allowed one of our sports heroes to buy the farm on our watch.  To put your mind at rest, I’ll check it out, but I wouldn’t pin my hopes on having this guy be the perp.” 
 
    Cammie had an inkling this would be a dead end, but a small part of her had clung to the hope that this could veer the investigation away from Jace. She thanked him, gave him the number of their fax machine and hung up.  A few minutes later, she was looking at faxed copies of the notes.  They were written in a backwards slant, looking nothing like the meticulously cut out letters on the notes Eli had received since arriving at Twin Ponds.  It occurred to her that the writer of the notes may have deliberately cut out letters because his handwriting was recognizable. Writing that Cammie, at first sight, would have identified.  Which pointed to a local.  Which, unfortunately, pointed to Jace. 
 
    Not the result she was looking for. 
 
    Sighing, she glanced at the clock and saw it was ten thirty in the morning.  If she was smart, she’d go to Zee’s and grab a quick bite to eat before the lunch crowd came in and massacred her.  It was either that or steal one of Emmy’s Twinkies. 
 
    She called Zee and told him to keep his back door unlocked.  She then managed to make it out of the station unseen and stay off Main Street, sliding into Zee’s back door five minutes later. 
 
      
 
    For the first time that day, there was a lull at headquarters.  None of the townspeople had shown up or called, and the reporters were huddled outside on the sidewalk acting civilized for once.  Although he always made it a point to stay out of people’s business, Rick was drawn to go out back and check on Jace. 
 
    He’d witnessed the cold reception Cammie received that morning when she’d tried to say good morning.  Jace had remained angrily silent, lying on the cot with his back to her.  Part of Rick understood the young man’s feelings.  He knew how much Jace loved Cammie and it must be tough being arrested by the woman you loved.  But as a police officer, he was trained to see the bigger picture.  Unfortunately, Jace looked guilty as hell right now, no matter how Cammie or the town felt about him.  
 
    He made his way down the corridor and saw the breakfast he’d brought in for Jace still lying on the floor untouched. To all appearances, Jace hadn’t moved from that morning.  He was still lying on the cot with his back to the bars. 
 
    “Hey bro, you should have told me you weren’t going to eat that omelet.  I would have traded you the stale bagel I got stuck with this morning.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Rick leaned up against the bars. “I know this is none of my business, but she had no choice.” 
 
    Silence.  For a moment Rick thought the young man was going to ignore him as well.  Just as he was ready to give up, Jace shifted in the cot. 
 
    “You’re right.  It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “I’ll just say one more thing, then shut up.  Cammie is the best chance you’ve got to prove your innocence.  Nobody in this town or in the surrounding towns has the experience she has.  If anybody can find out what really happened, it’s her.” 
 
    “You’re wasting your breath, Belleveau.  She’s convinced I’m a murderer.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, bro. She’s out there right now trying to find anything that will prove you didn’t do it.” 
 
    It was a white lie.  He knew she was probably stuffing her face at Zee’s.  But he knew Cammie. He knew she wasn’t going to rest until she made all the pieces fit.  And right now, Jace was a piece that didn’t fit. 
 
    He waited once more for Jace to respond.  But as the silence grew and deepened, he knew Jace had slumped back into his surly depression.  He shrugged and turned away.  Well, at least he couldn’t say he hadn’t tried. 
 
    And there really was no point in letting a good omelet go to waste. 
 
      
 
    Cammie sat at the bar stool furthest away from the picture window and watched as Zee slid a shot glass full of scotch in front of her. 
 
    “Is this your answer for every dilemma?” she asked. 
 
    “Hasn’t hurt yet, has it? Now that you’re Typhoid Mary, you’re lucky I didn’t make it a double.” 
 
    She eyed the glass for a moment, but it was only ten thirty in the morning.  She pushed it aside, but not too far.  Just in case. 
 
    “Any chance I can get a burger?” 
 
    “Tired of living on corn flakes, eh?” 
 
    “Jesus, is everything in my life an open book?” 
 
    Zee shrugged. “Compared to everyone else’s life around here, you’re a regular Christopher Columbus. You’ve gone out and explored the four corners of the world. Get used to it.” 
 
    “I can live with Christopher Columbus.  It’s being called Benedict Arnold that bothers me.” 
 
    Zee lifted a playful eyebrow. “That’s not what I’ve heard you being called.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know.” However a moment later, she glanced at him from beneath her brow.  “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’d take an armed guard wherever I go.  Especially if Jace doesn’t play in tomorrow night’s game.” 
 
    “That’s not up to me.” 
 
    “That’s not what people think.” 
 
    Cammie let out a frustrated breath. “What was I supposed to do?  If it had been anybody else we’d found at the scene with that kind of evidence, the people would be up in arms if I didn’t arrest them right away.” 
 
    “But that ‘anybody else’ probably wouldn’t be someone you’d been sleeping with.  Or whose exploits on the ice mean so much to this town.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you believe the rumors that I set Jace up to cover up this alleged affair I was having with Eli?” 
 
    Zee looked up from polishing the glasses. “Cammie, if I thought that, you wouldn’t be sitting here.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, closed it, then shrugged.  “Thank you for believing me.” 
 
    “I know you’re a damned good police officer.  You wouldn’t have arrested Jace without probable cause.”  He leaned over the bar.  “Tell me though.  Do you honestly believe Jace did it?” 
 
    She took a moment to answer. “The evidence is so overwhelming.” 
 
    “You’re not answering my question.” 
 
    She forced herself to meet his gaze.  “I don’t want to believe he did it.  Which is why I’m doing my best to find evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    Zee gave a short nod.  “That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    He set about making her a burger, padding it with extra meat so she wouldn’t have to face another bowl of cereal any time soon.  After loading it with tomatoes, lettuce, mushrooms, two slices of cheese and a generous portion of sweet potato fries, he placed the plate in front of her.  Her eyes lit up with both delight and hunger. 
 
    “I hope the day never comes when you turn your back on me,” she said between mouthfuls of tasty burger. 
 
    Knowing that a half empty box of corn flakes was waiting for her at home, she took her time with the burger, savoring every bite.  Just as she was about to pop the last bit into her mouth, she heard a set of footsteps coming towards her from the back of Zee’s.   
 
    “You’re a regular escape artist, you know that?”  
 
    She looked up to see a short man clad in a dark blue parka walking towards her.  He was busy removing his gloves and had shoved his hood back, revealing a balding head with wisps of grey hair carefully combed across its pale expanse. His round, pockmarked face reminded her of a rat’s, his eyes made larger by the coke bottle wire rimmed glasses he wore. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to see you since yesterday.” 
 
    Before he could approach any closer, Zee, in a quick elegant step that belied his bulk, planted himself directly in the man’s path. 
 
    “You’re on private property,” he said, his voice low, but his intention clear. 
 
    “I thought this was a public establishment.” 
 
    “I decide who comes in here.  And you’re not on my VIP list.” 
 
    “Jeez, give me a break.  I’m just trying to do my job.  You might have heard of me. I’m Eddie Paltrow, sportswriter for the Chicago Telegraph. I’ve been covering Eli Kelley since he played for the Blackhawks ten years ago.  Pleased to meet you, sheriff.”  He tried to get his outstretched hand past Zee, but the burly restaurateur expertly blocked him. 
 
    “We’re not open yet, so I suggest you leave right now.” 
 
    “I just want a few words with the sheriff.  Is it true you were once involved with the victim?  Is it true you’re now involved with the murderer?  Isn’t that pushing the bounds of objectivity?”  
 
    He was cut short when Zee bodily picked him up and started towards the back door.  “Hey, you can’t do that!  I’ll have you up on assault charges!” 
 
    “Only if you have a witness and as far as I’m concerned, I don’t see anybody else in this restaurant.” 
 
    Cammie listened as Paltrow continued ranting and raving.  Then the noise abruptly ceased. A few moments later, she saw Zee returning. 
 
    “You throw him in the dumpster?” she asked as she calmly finished her sweet potato fries. 
 
    “There’s usually where garbage belongs.  It’s my fault he got in.  I should have locked the back door after you.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, he’s only asking what every reporter is asking.  As much as I loathe the idea, I’m going to have to give a press conference or else they’ll be camped out on my cabin doorstep.” 
 
    “Don’t assume they’re not already.”  He took his customary place behind the bar and resumed polishing the glasses.  “You know Cam, my office has a couch, as well as a bathroom with a shower.  If things get too hairy, you’re more than welcome to shack up out back until things blow over.” 
 
    She looked up at Zee and smiled for the first time that day.  “Thanks Zee.  I really appreciate that.”  She stood up.  “How much for the burger?” 
 
    “It’s on the house. You’re going to need your strength during the next few days, and corn flakes just aren’t going to cut it.”  She zipped up her parka and turned to leave. “Damn, I almost forgot. I don’t know if this is helpful, but Wanda’s been acting a bit funny lately.” 
 
    “How do you mean funny?” 
 
    “Hard to put into words.  But she’s just not herself. She stayed open late the night Eli was killed.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I saw the lights on with my own eyes.” 
 
    Wanda Simms owned the beauty shop across the street from Zee’s, and next to the parking lot where Zee’s customers usually parked.  No matter the occasion, it was well known throughout town that Wanda always closed up at 6:00 pm sharp. Her six year old daughter was looked after by an elderly neighbor who called her sister in Boston every night promptly at 6:30. Unwilling to talk on the phone with a rambunctious child running about the house, she insisted Wanda pick her child up before placing the long distance phone call.  The fact that Wanda had stayed late was worth looking into. 
 
    “Thanks Zee. I’ll go talk to her. If anything else comes up, no matter how trivial--”  
 
    “You’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    Cammie was halfway to the door when her cell phone rang.  When she dug it out of her pocket, she saw that it was Rick. 
 
    “Hey Cam, you might want to get back to the office.  Jace wants to see you.  Seems he’s starting to remember some things about the other night.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s still a bit jumbled, but some of it is starting to make a bit more sense.” 
 
    He and Cammie were walking towards the conference/interro-gation room a few steps from his cell. She paused outside the door and turned to him. 
 
    “Although by law I don’t need to tell you this, whatever you say in this room will be both videotaped and tape recorded.”  
 
    He raked his hands through his hair, a gesture Cammie knew he did whenever he was uncomfortable.  Or upset.  Or angry. 
 
    “Look, this is awkward enough for me as it is.  Do we really have to record everything?” 
 
    “Jace, the whole town knows you left Zee’s with Carolyn. I have to be very careful here.  I can’t be accused of any impropriety. Not if I’m going to prove you innocent.” 
 
    He glanced at her from beneath his bangs. So Rick hadn’t been yanking his chain after all.  He paused for a long moment, swore under his breath, then gave a sharp nod.  Cammie stepped aside to let him enter first.  He started, then stopped and looked at her. 
 
    “Thanks for telling me about the equipment.” 
 
    She said nothing, but gave him a small smile. 
 
    They sat down across from each other at the oblong table.  Cammie pressed a button under the desk, glanced up and saw the red light on, indicating the video camera was running. 
 
    “You have been read your Miranda rights, is that true?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes it is.” 
 
    “And you are making this statement out of your free will?” 
 
    “Yes I am.” 
 
    “Alright.  Tell me what you remember about the night Eli Kelley was murdered,” she began. 
 
    “I remember leaving Zee’s with Carolyn,” he began slowly.  “We went to her house and right into the bedroom.  I lay down on the bed and must have fallen asleep. The next thing I know, I’m awake and – um--”   He paused, his face turning a deep shade of crimson. 
 
    “It’s alright, Jace.  Just tell me the facts.” 
 
    He nodded, but refused to look her in the eye.  “I – uh – I woke up and found my jeans and shirt were off.”   
 
    It took every fiber of Cammie’s being not to visibly react to the words she was hearing.   
 
    “You don’t remember taking them off?” she forced herself to ask. 
 
    “No.  To be honest, I don’t think I did.  I think Carolyn did.” 
 
    Although it was painful to hear, it also presented a glimmer of hope.  If Carolyn undressed Jace and he didn’t realize it, it was entirely possible someone could have dragged him into Eli’s bedroom and set him up to look like the murderer. 
 
    “At first I didn’t know where I was, but I knew I wasn’t home.  The place felt different; it even smelled different. Like a place drenched in cheap perfume.” 
 
    Oh, she liked that. 
 
    “I wondered where you were.  Then I heard someone singing.  And I instantly knew it wasn’t you.” 
 
    “How?” she couldn’t help asking. 
 
    Jace glanced at her from beneath his brow and smiled.  “Because you can sing.” 
 
    She guffawed, then gestured to Jace to continue.  “Anyway, once I realized it wasn’t you, I remembered where you were.  I was filled with – I don’t know. Anxiety.  Panic.  I knew I had to get to Eli’s place as soon as I could.  In fact, I almost killed myself getting my jeans on.  When I put on my shirt, I was in such a hurry I threw the damned thing on inside out.  I know because I couldn’t button it and when I went outside, my stomach just about got frostbitten.  But I didn’t care.  I just knew I had to rescue you from Eli.”  He looked up to see the puzzled look on her face.  “I know, I know, it’s stupid.  I’m very aware you can take care of yourself.  But it wasn’t you I didn’t trust.  It was him. I just knew Kelley was up to something.  So, with my shirt hanging open and my parka half on, I grabbed a set of keys I found on the night stand and got the hell out of there. I must have really torn out of her place because I lost that necklace you gave me.  I looked around the cabin, but it’s gone.” 
 
    The necklace he was referring to was one Cammie had given him the year before when the Night Hawks had won their first championship trophy in three years.  She’d gone specifically to Bangor to pick up the silver pendant of two crossed hockey sticks.  She’d given it to Jace on the night of the parade through Twin Ponds and he hadn’t taken it off since. She felt a pang to think he’d lost it in Carolyn’s bed of all places. 
 
    “Besides the keys, did you take anything else from Carolyn’s night table?” 
 
    He looked at her.  “Like a gun?” 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded.  “Yes, like a gun. The 38 we found obviously came from somewhere.” 
 
    “I don’t remember the gun. You know as well as I do the only weapon I’ve ever shot is Dad’s hunting rifle.  And I only shot that to shut him up when he asked me for the billionth time to go out hunting with him.”  
 
    “How would you rate your expertise with a firearm?” 
 
    He glanced at her, perplexed by the question before shrugging.  “I suppose I could shoot a bear or a moose that was about to attack, but compared to most people in this town, I’d have to say I’m pretty pathetic.”  
 
     “Do you recall taking Carolyn’s SUV?” 
 
    “I just remember getting into the first vehicle I found and having the key fit the ignition.  I have a vague memory of driving the roads to Kelley’s.  They were slippery and I had a hard time keeping the SUV on the road.” 
 
    “And once you got to Eli’s?” 
 
    Jace closed his eyes, his brow furrowed as he concentrated.  Then he sadly shook his head.  “I don’t remember anything after pulling into his driveway, except sitting in Carolyn’s SUV and realizing that you were already gone, since your Explorer wasn’t there. I did have the idea of heading out to our cabin, but I must have passed out again because I’ve been trying to remember what happened next, but I can’t.  It’s a complete blank.” 
 
    “Any idea what time this might have been?” 
 
    “Obviously after you left.  But I can’t give you a specific time.” 
 
    “Do you remember how you got the bruises on your face?” 
 
    He shook his head again.    
 
    “That’s all you remember?” 
 
    “For now, anyway.  Hopefully that was helpful.”  
 
    She didn’t have the heart to tell him that his words may have incriminated him even further.  The glimmer of hope she’d felt before dimmed.  By his own admission, he’d been racing to save her.  In his inebriated state of mind, saving her could mean anything. When he arrived and found her gone and Eli inert on the bed, he might have shot him out of anger.   
 
    Cammie covered her distress with a smile.  “You did fine.  If you remembered this much, maybe more will come to you in the new few days.”    
 
    She turned off the video and tape recorder.  “Is there anything you need?” she asked. 
 
    “A file hidden in a cake would be nice,” he said. 
 
    Cammie blinked.  At least he hadn’t told her to fuck off.  Not yet anyway. 
 
    “I’ll get Emmy on it right away.” 
 
    She walked him back to his cell. After locking him in, she returned to her office where a moment later, Rick quietly entered.   
 
    “He remember anything helpful?” 
 
    “You can watch the video yourself and give the recorder to Emmy to transcribe.” 
 
    “By the tone of your voice, I can tell it wasn’t what you’d hoped for.”  She shook her head.  “While you were out, Mayor Barnes came by.  Seems he got Jace a high priced attorney out of Augusta.  Mark is flying him in tonight.  He’ll be able to meet with Jace before the arraignment tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “First thing in the morning, right?” 
 
    Rick smiled.  “Of course.” 
 
    Cammie shook her head in amazement.  The fact that Barnes was using Mark as his personal errand boy showed how serious the mayor was about making sure Jace played in tomorrow night’s game.  So was insuring the arraignment was first thing in the morning so Jace would have the rest of the day to practice. 
 
    “The mayor also told Jace he could stay with him until the trial.” 
 
    Cammie hid her surprise. She hadn’t thought about where Jace would stay once he got out of prison. She supposed Barnes’ house was just as good a place as any. 
 
    So why did it bother her so much? 
 
     
 
    With Rick and Emmy acting as a diversion, Cammie was able to slip out of headquarters again and make her way over to Wanda’s Hair Salon without being seen by the reporters. She took the long way around Main Street, climbing over snow mounds and a chain link fence, then scooting between parked cars before she got to Wanda’s.  A part of her knew this was overkill, but Jace’s life was on the line.  The last thing she needed was to be dogged by pesky reporters.   
 
    Sliding in the front door, she was grateful to see only one customer in Wanda’s.  Seventy-five year old Mrs. Rooney was under the dryer, flipping through a magazine.  She looked up, saw Cammie and pointed towards the back of the salon.  Cammie smiled in thanks, grateful Mrs. Rooney hadn’t thrown a curler at her, then walked towards the storage room where she found Wanda sitting in a chair surrounded by half opened boxes of hair color, mousse and other sundry items.  However, rather than unpacking the items and stacking them, Wanda was staring off into space, deep in thought.  She was a tall, thin woman, with thick waves of black hair and bright green eyes. She wore a navy blue smock over her jeans and yellow turtleneck.  At first she didn’t see Cammie until the sheriff gently knocked on the door frame.   
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed, dropping the clip board she’d held on her lap.  Bending down quickly to pick it up, Cammie immediately noted the dark smudges under her eyes.  It looked as though she hadn’t slept in days.  When she stood up, she smiled nervously at Cammie. 
 
    “Is it time for your appointment already?” 
 
    “No.  I’m not due for another two weeks.  Actually, I was hoping you and I could sit and talk for a few minutes.” 
 
    A look of panic flashed through Wanda’s eyes.  Then to Cammie astonishment, she burst into tears. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what to do. I should have come to you before this, but I was so scared.” 
 
    She buried her face in her hands and rocked back and forth.  Cammie remained where she was, allowing Wanda to release all the pent up emotions she’d obviously been holding in for quite a while.  She knew Wanda to be a strong woman who hid the pain of her divorce, and the difficulties of being a single mother with a business to run behind a smile that never faltered.  Having been guilty of using the same smile to hide her own demons, she waited in silence for the tears to finally subside.   
 
    After five minutes of intense weeping, Wanda finally pulled herself together. She wiped her eyes, taking her tears and mascara with her, then loudly blew her nose on a tissue she produced from her smock.  Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve just got to check on Mrs. Rooney’s hair.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Cammie was content to wait. At least here she wasn’t being besieged by reporters or angry townspeople.  Her intuition told her that whatever Wanda had to say, it was going to be important.  She’d wait all day if she had to. 
 
    Luckily she didn’t need to. 
 
    By the time Wanda came back with two cups of hot cocoa, her calm serenity was back in place.  The two women sat in the storeroom, sipping their cocoa. 
 
    “It seems you know why I’m here,” Cammie began. 
 
    Wanda nodded.  “I’m glad you came by.  It’s been such a burden.” 
 
    “Suppose you tell me what happened.” 
 
    Wanda took a long sip of the cocoa, then cleared her throat.  “I was closing up shop at my regular hour when I realized I’d misplaced my car keys.  By the time I found them, it was almost a quarter after six.  I was frantic as you can imagine.  Fran Martin is adamant that I pick up Zoey precisely at six. I called her and explained the situation. She wasn’t too happy, I can tell you that.  I had to promise her a free perm.  Anyway, I was outside and locking up when I heard a commotion coming from the parking lot next to my shop.  At first I thought it was just kids, but then I heard a woman scream.  I rushed over to look and that’s when--” She stopped to collect herself as tears threatened to overwhelm her again.  She fought against them, and in a voice thick with emotion, she blurted out, “—that’s when I saw Eli Kelley beating up poor Jace.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what it was about?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Wanda shook her head.  “Eli was cursing up a storm.  He was calling Jace all sorts of terrible names.” 
 
    “What did Jace say?” 
 
    “That’s the terrible part, Cammie. The poor boy wasn’t saying anything.  He looked like a rag doll while Eli punched him around. I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t putting up more of a fight.  I’ve seen him out on the ice.  He can be so fierce.  But that night, he just let Eli use him like his own personal punching bag. Finally Carolyn threw herself in the middle of the two of them and screamed at Eli to stop.” 
 
    “Carolyn as in Carolyn Haskell?” 
 
    Wanda nodded.  “After she stopped the fight, she and Eli got into a shouting match.  Eli called her a whore, and she called him--” Wanda hesitated. 
 
    “It’s alright, Wanda.  Just tell me what Carolyn said.” 
 
    Wanda took a deep breath.  When she spoke, it was in a whisper.  “She accused Eli of being your bitch. I thought he was going to hit her.  Instead, she pushed him so hard in the chest, he fell against his truck.  She then began to rant and rave at him.  It made absolutely no sense.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to recall anything she might have said, do you?” 
 
     “It was mostly four letter words. Eli just stood there, staring at her.  Then she suddenly attacked him.” 
 
    “Attacked him?” Cammie questioned.  “In what way?” 
 
    “One minute she was standing there, screaming at him. The next minute she’d hurled herself at him, trying to scratch his face with her nails. He pushed her so hard, she fell to the ground.  Then he got into his truck and drove away like a madman. Carolyn actually picked up a piece of ice and threw it at his truck, but he was already gone.  She helped Jace up, put him in her SUV and took off as well.” 
 
      She looked at Cammie with haunted, red rimmed eyes.  “I didn’t know what to do! I was so shocked. I’ve never seen anything so – so violent before.  Or heard such terrible language!  When I was told Eli had been murdered and that you’d arrested Jace--” She closed her eyes, willing herself not to cry.  When she opened them, she was once more in control.  “I know I should have come to you before with this.  I’ve been sick and unable to sleep.  I can’t believe Jace could ever hurt anyone, much less kill them, even after what I saw.  You have to understand, Cammie, I’ve watched that boy grow up.  He’s just not capable of it. Maybe…maybe that’s why I was afraid to come forward.  I just didn’t want to add to the suspicions.” 
 
    “You’re sure you didn’t see Jace fight back?” 
 
    “Right in the beginning, he tried to take a swing, but it was as though he were drunk or something.  He was so unsteady on his feet.  It was easy for Eli to sidestep his punch.” 
 
    Cammie held her breath as she asked the next question.  “Do you remember what Eli was saying to Jace?  What he was yelling?” 
 
    Wanda glanced at her from beneath her lashes and Cammie instantly knew.  But she had to be sure.  “It’s alright, Wanda.  You can tell me.” 
 
    “He said, ‘So this is how you treat Cammie?  By going behind her back and sleeping with Carolyn?’ That’s when Jace tried to punch him.  But he was no match for Eli. After Carolyn broke up the fight, Eli yelled, ‘Do that again, you little fuck, and no one will be able to save you.” She took a deep, shuddering breath.  “I waited until everyone was gone before I left.  I was so upset, I got halfway to Fran’s house before I had to pull over and throw up.”  She looked up at Cammie, her eyes wide with guilt. “I was going to tell you, Cammie, I really was.  I just – I don’t--” 
 
    Cammie knew why.  And her encouraging smile told Wanda that she knew. She leaned over and patted the woman on the back.  “I’m going to need you to come over to the station and make an official statement.  Do you think you can handle that?” 
 
    Wanda hesitated, then nodded.  “Cammie, do you really think Jace would do such a thing? I mean, when I saw him, he could barely stand.  Half the time, he didn’t even look conscious.” 
 
    Now it was Cammie’s turn to hesitate.  She paused, then looked at Wanda.  “I’m doing everything I can to piece together what happened that night.  Your story has been extremely helpful.” 
 
    Wanda smiled in relief. Cammie made her way out of the backroom and out through the salon. She waved to Mrs. Rooney before letting herself out through the backdoor.   
 
    Making her way towards HQ, she carefully went over Wanda’s conversation. Thankfully, she now had collaboration to what happened between Jace and Eli. The few words Wanda had overheard made it clear why Eli felt compelled to beat up Jace.  She shook her head to herself as she climbed back over the chain link fence.  It seemed every time she uncovered new information, it all pointed back to Jace.  Any prosecutor could make the reasonable connection that after being attacked by Eli, Jace, in a pique of anger and jealousy, had gone to his house and shot him. It wouldn’t matter if he was drunk or not. It wouldn’t even matter if he was semi-conscious or not.  If Doc was right, and Cammie had no reason to believe he wasn’t, Eli hadn’t been in any kind of position to put up a fight.  Not that time. 
 
    However, Wanda had provided her with a fact that she mulled over as she carefully made her way through the backstreets.  If all roads seemed to end up at Jace, it was Carolyn who also seemed to be in the middle of it all. That was worth another visit to the elusive Ms. Haskell.  Even if she’d already lawyered up, he wasn’t going to be sitting in her living room when Cammie showed up.   
 
    She got to her Explorer, cranked on the music and tore out of the parking lot. 
 
    The skies were gray and she could smell snow in the air.  The forecast called for flurries, but she could tell they were going to be in for another storm.   
 
    In this remote corner of Maine, the people of Clarke County developed a kind of snow radar as part of their DNA make-up.  They knew when it was going to storm much better than the forecasters did.   And they were more accurate than the forecasters as well. Cammie knew they were going to be hit with a major snowstorm before the day was out.  
 
     For once, she looked forward to the impending storm.  Not even an intrepid journalist would risk frostbite parked outside HQ or her house in a raging snowstorm. 
 
    As she maneuvered the Explorer over the snow covered roads, she felt an excitement she hadn’t felt since this whole mess started.  She knew Carolyn held the key to what happened.  She also knew Carolyn had a temper.  What had Eli done to set off that temper?  If Wanda’s memory was correct, there didn’t seem to be any reason for Carolyn to throw herself at Eli with the intention of hurting him.  He hadn’t said anything except the obvious. Jace had been planning to sleep with Carolyn behind her back.  So what had triggered the insurance agent’s attack on Eli? Had something happened earlier in the day that culminated in her assaulting him?  The more Cammie thought about it, the more she began to suspect that Carolyn could very well have set Jace up.  Whatever happened between her and Eli could be enough of a reason for her to seek revenge.  And once the revenge had been taken, she’d had the perfect fall guy in a drunk and incoherent Jace.   
 
    There was no vehicle in Carolyn’s driveway when Cammie pulled up.  She rang the doorbell, called Carolyn’s home phone, but there was no answer.  Guessing she was still at work, Cammie debated whether she should confront her there, then decided against it. She had Wanda’s words, but no proof.  Not yet.  The only thing to do was to come back later when she knew Carolyn would be home.  She’d confront her then.  Just the two of them. 
 
    All throughout high school, and since her return to Twin Ponds, she’d never given Carolyn much thought. She’d been busy with the drama in her own life and hadn’t cared one way or the other about Carolyn, or about the way the woman felt about her.  But now, as she climbed back into the Explorer and headed towards town, she began to feel an intense dislike coupled with a feeling deep down inside that she’d like nothing better than to smash the woman’s face in.  Of course she wouldn’t do that. She was a professional police officer.  But she couldn’t deny the pleasure she would take in knocking the bitch off her six inch heels.  Especially if she’d killed Eli and dragged Jace into her murderous maelstrom. 
 
    She made one more stop before heading back to the office.  By the time she arrived at HQ, the sky was darkening, temperatures had plummeted and snow was beginning to fall at a steady clip.  To her relief, the reporters were gone.  Still, just in case, she used the back door.   
 
    She was in the process of taking off her parka when Emmy appeared at her office door, closely followed by Rick.  By the eager look on their faces, Cammie knew she’d found something. 
 
    “I’m not finished going through everything.  It’s going to take me at least another day,” Emmy began as soon as they were all seated in Cammie’s office.  “But I did find something that I thought you’d want to know about. By the time Mr. Kelley retired, he was finishing up a five year contract worth over $30 million.” 
 
    Cammie sat back in her chair with a thud.  
 
    “But according to his financial records, he only had about $5 million left in his bank account when he died.” 
 
    “That’s quite a reduction.  Any idea why?” 
 
    Emmy shifted uncomfortably in her chair.  Cammie noticed and gave her an encouraging smile.  “Let me guess.  Sex, drugs and rock and roll.” 
 
    Emmy let out a relieved sigh.  “Pretty much.  That and the medical payments his insurance didn’t cover. However, there are some payments I’m still trying to track down.”  She looked down at her steno pad.  “There’s no rhyme or reason to them. Sometimes they were for $50,000, some for $100,000.  And they weren’t paid at any set time.  The last one, which was made about a month before he died, was for $450,000.” 
 
    Cammie threw Rick a look. “Blackmail?” They both asked simultaneously. 
 
    Emmy shrugged.  “He was making payments to a company called Helios Inc.  When I looked into Helios, it just exists on paper.  Yet, it’s owned by another company and that company is owned by another.”   
 
    Rick leaned forward in his chair.  “Maybe it was done to dodge taxes.” 
 
    “Or maybe it was done to make sure that the identity of the person who was getting the money wouldn’t be discovered.”   
 
    “Why kill him?” Rick continued.  “With Eli dead, the money would stop.” 
 
    “Knowing he was going to die soon, maybe Eli decided to stop paying this person.  Person gets pissed and comes after him.”   
 
    “Mmmm.  Sounds reasonable.” 
 
    Cammie gave Emmy an appreciative look. “That’s great work, Emmy.” 
 
    Emmy beamed at the compliment.  “The cell phone company is sending us copies of Mr. Kelley’s cell and landline activity.  They’re fedexing the material so it should get here by tomorrow morning.  Or at least when the snowstorm finally ends.” 
 
    She flipped through her notes.  “As for the people who rented Mr. Kelley’s house, there’s nothing unusual about them.  The last tenant was a family of four.  They were there for six years before moving last May to Portland.  They paid their rent on time and didn’t cause anyone any problems.  I also checked on Ms. Haskell’s financial records and credit card payments.  There’s no charge on any of her credit cards for a gun.  Nor did she ever apply for a license to carry.” 
 
    “Maybe she paid cash,” Rick suggested. 
 
    Cammie nodded.  “Concentrate on the money movement in Eli’s account. That may be the break we’ve been waiting for. Now go home, both of you.  This storm is only going to intensify and I don’t need either of you getting into an accident.” 
 
    After they’d gone, Cammie picked up the phone and dialed Doc.  After four rings, he picked up. 
 
    “Doc here,” he answered crisply. 
 
    Cammie chuckled.  “You know, someday you may get a phone call from someone you don’t know.” 
 
    “If they don’t know they’re dialing a doctor’s office, they need more than medical attention.  Now what can I do for you?” 
 
    “How soon before you can release Eli’s body?” 
 
    Under other circumstances, Cammie knew he would come back with a smart ass remark.  But knowing the background, he behaved himself. 
 
    “I’ve completed all the tests.” 
 
    “Eli’s agent wants to arrange a memorial service before the body is cremated.  His name is Lehane Tyler.” 
 
    “Ah.  Send his favorite client home with style.” 
 
    “According to Tyler, Eli’s last wishes were that his ashes be strewn over Waban Pond.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s fitting.  That’s where he got his start, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    Cammie hesitated, then sighed.  She caught him up on everything that had been going on, finishing with Emmy’s recent discovery. 
 
    “That’s promising,” Doc concurred.  “I can’t tell you how many people I grew up with who are expert at hiding money trails.  If Emmy hits the proverbial brick wall, have her call me. I have some accountant friends who are masters at breaking these financial puzzles.” 
 
    She thanked him and hung up.   
 
    Moving through the empty office, she glanced out the front window and saw that the snow was accumulating quickly.  The wind had picked up, its mournful howl disrupting the quiet of her surroundings.  Her internal weather radar had been correct - this was the beginnings of a blizzard. And Twin Ponds’ number one snow plow operator was sitting in a cell. 
 
    She chewed her fingernail for a moment. If this was Seattle or Boston or New York, she could never do what she was contemplating.  But this was Twin Ponds, a secluded town nestled in the middle of the Maine wilderness. People depended on Jace to plow them out.  In many cases, it was a matter of life and death.  In the past, it wasn’t unusual for Cammie to go along with him. While he plowed, she checked in on the townspeople, especially the elderly, to make sure they were fine, or had what they needed to survive the storms.   Despite the upside down feeling of the last few days, she couldn’t in good conscience allow anyone to get hurt or possibly die because he was in jail. 
 
    Yet, deep down, there was another reason – a justification for letting him out of his cell. In the midst of driving snow and long nights, they’d always found an intimacy together, seated side by side in the noisy snowplow.  It was hard to talk over the roar of the engine, but with their arms touching, watching the beauty of the snow swirl around them, they were cocooned, surrounded by warmth and a quiet peace between them.  She longed to recapture those moments where it seemed they were the only ones awake in a world of snow and wind.  
 
    As she made her way to the cells, she wasn’t naïve enough to think this time wouldn’t be different.  She was lucky if he’d talk to her.  But she at least felt compelled to give him the opportunity to do one of the things he did best. 
 
    When she reached his cell, she saw Jace sitting on the cot as if waiting for her. He hadn’t shaved and although his face looked thinner, the bristle on his jaw and cheek gave him an incredibly sexy appearance.   
 
    “That wind’s really howling,” he said as its noise filtered in through the walls. 
 
    “Yeah.  The weatherman got this one wrong.” 
 
    “Sounds like a blizzard.” 
 
    “Pretty much.”  She rested her shoulder against the bars.  “How do you feel about going out there and doing some plowing?” 
 
    An eyebrow went up and Cammie held her breath, waiting for a sarcastic remark to follow.  To her surprise, he shrugged. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind,” he said. He then looked down at himself.  “Guess these jeans and shirt will just have to keep me warm.” 
 
    It was the same jeans and shirt he’d been wearing since the arrest. 
 
    “I took the precaution of stopping off at the house and getting you your snow gear.” 
 
    “So you knew I’d say yes.” 
 
    It was Cammie’s turn to shrug.  “I’ll have to come with you,” she warned, then waited again.  And again, she was surprised. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Although careful not to show it, she felt his eagerness to get out of the cell.  She handed him his snow gear, hoping that all those hours cooped up in the snowplow together would at least remove the barrier that still existed between them.  Or at least wear it down a little. 
 
      
 
    They’d finished plowing Main Street and were on their way to the smaller communities that lay behind the main thoroughfare. At first Jace remained barricaded behind a wall of silence that matched the wall of snow outside the windshield. Cammie longed to break through, to recapture that intimacy they’d always shared in this cab.  But it was no use.  She had no words, nothing she could do or say that could puncture the tenseness between them.  The situation wasn’t helped by the fact that as soon as he’d climbed into his seat, he’d flipped on the radio, filling the cab with loud, pulsating music that soon had Cammie biting her tongue to keep from screaming in frustration.   
 
    Jace couldn’t admit how much the music was irritating him.  With the noise of the plow and the noise of the radio, he was getting a headache.  But the alternative was worse.  He couldn’t bear the idea of having nothing fill up the space between himself and Cammie. 
 
    He sighed.  This woman sitting next to him, this woman a few weeks ago he would have died for, was a complete stranger to him. How was that possible?  Had she duped him somehow?  Had he been so blind with love that he didn’t realize how secretive and untrustworthy she was? 
 
    He certainly realized it now. 
 
    Maybe she really was trying to prove him innocent.  But then again, maybe she wasn’t.  In the past, he thought he could have easily predicted her behavior. However, now he just wasn’t sure anymore.  And that is what hurt. 
 
    The betrayal he felt was so deep, it seeped acid into his soul.  It was becoming impossible to continue to sit next to her.  If he was any other type of person, he’d open the door and toss her outside into the blizzard.   
 
    But he couldn’t.  Just as he couldn’t have killed Eli.   
 
    She just couldn’t see that. Fuck, she couldn’t even trust him enough to do a job he could do in his sleep. 
 
    He’d once read how close the emotions of love and hate truly were.  The worse thing to feel was apathy. Because at that point, you honestly didn’t care one way or the other.  What was he feeling?  Was it hate?  Was it apathy?  He wasn’t sure.  All he knew was that the love he’d once felt for her lay shriveled and dying.  A hole the size of the Grand Canyon lay open in his chest and he had no idea how to fill it.  How to close it. 
 
    So he sat, trying his best to ignore her, all the while feeling her presence, her essence, her body jostling next to him.                 
 
    They were almost an hour into it when she decided it was the time to talk. Leaning forward, she turned down the radio before turning to face him. 
 
    “I found out how you got the bruises on your face,” she replied, wanting to speak softly, but having to shout over the roar of the plow. 
 
    He said nothing, so she continued on.  “Apparently you and Eli got into it in the parking lot across from Zee’s. Carolyn was there as well.” 
 
    Silence.  Then a sigh.  “I figured as much.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    A lopsided smile twitched at the corners of his mouth.  “No one else in town would dare give me such a pounding.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything about it?” 
 
    She saw his jaw clench slightly.  “Bits and pieces. He told me I wasn’t good enough for you, or words to that affect. I remember going for him, but obviously I didn’t come out the winner. I do remember something else as well.” 
 
    She tried to remain patient as he swung into one of the driveways and started clearing it.  Before he could continue the conversation, the front door to the house opened, and old Mr. Wilson stuck his head out. 
 
    “Who’s out there plowing my driveway?” he yelled. 
 
    Jace stopped the truck and rolled down the window.  “It’s alright, Mr. Wilson.  It’s me, Jace.” 
 
    The seventy year old stared at him in surprise.  “That crazy sheriff let you out?” 
 
    This time Cammie stuck her head out.  “I did. You need anything?  Looks like this is going to be a bad one.” 
 
    Rather than be embarrassed by his remark, Wilson shook his head.  “Glad to see you got some sense to you after all.” 
 
    He turned and slammed the door after him.   
 
    “Well…” she muttered to herself as she rolled up the window.  She looked over to Jace and saw that he was fighting to keep in the laughter.  She frowned. 
 
    “You were telling me you’d remembered something else?” she prompted, anxious to avoid any remarks about Wilson’s statement. 
 
    Jace cleared his throat.  “Yeah.  I remember stopping twice on my way to Eli’s. Once to take a leak and the other to throw up.  After throwing up, I got back into Carolyn’s SUV. I have a memory of colors swirling around me.” 
 
    “There was an aurora borealis that night,” Cammie said. 
 
    “Ah. That explains it. Anyway, I think I fell asleep for a little while. When I woke up, I managed to get to Eli’s.  Then I think I fell asleep again.” 
 
    “You don’t remember going into the house?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I’ve tried and tried, but after falling asleep a second time in the SUV, I draw a complete blank.” 
 
    At least his statement confirmed Wanda’s version of what happened that night.   
 
    “Looks like my attorney isn’t going to make it to Twin Ponds tonight,” Jace mused aloud.  “No way Mark Nelsson is going to fly in this weather.” 
 
    Cammie felt his disappointment.  It meant he was going to have to spend more time in the cell.   
 
    “Guess I won’t be playing in tomorrow night’s game after all.” 
 
    She automatically raised her hand to offer comfort, but checked herself. His curtain of impenetrability had descended again and this time she had nothing to offer.  It was one thing to let him out to plow, it was quite another to let him out to play in a hockey game. With nothing to say, she turned her attention back out to the snow, slowly feeling its icy coldness filling up the cab and the space between them. 
 
      
 
    By dawn, the storm had settled down to an intermediate snowfall.  To the resilient New England Yankees in Twin Ponds, this was considered a light snow, and the streets were soon filled with people going about their business, thanks to Jace and a handful of other snow plow operators who had spent the night opening up the streets and roads. 
 
    Emmy came in early with a tray of her delicious homemade raisin chocolate chip cookies.  She knew Cammie was having a hard time of it and wanted to do something nice for the sheriff.  She was also eager to do something to tweak Rick’s interest.  She’d harbored a secret crush on the deputy almost from the first moment she’d begun working at the sheriff’s department. Rick was oblivious to her feelings; he looked at her more as a kid sister.  But Emmy held out hope in the way young people do that if she continued to ply him with goodies, he’d realize what a catch she was and drop all his womanizing to concentrate solely on her.  She thought to improve her chances by wearing a soft green sweater, black pants and the obligatory green ribbon in her long hair.  It was her favorite outfit and she hoped Rick would suddenly realize how pretty she looked in it.  The cookies were her back-up plan. 
 
    After getting the coffee started and laying out the cookies, she sat down at her computer. Soon her fingers were flying over the keys.  Engrossed in her work, she barely noticed when Rick came in.  His oohing and aahing over the cookies finally broke through her concentration. Her heart swelled when he complimented her on her artistry with desserts.   
 
    “Emmy, you are the Michelangelo of cookie creations.” 
 
    She blushed.   
 
    He sat down in the chair next to her desk and flicked crumbs off the front of his uniform.  “I think Cammie is going to be in a little late today,” he said between bitefuls of his fourth cookie. 
 
    “Something happen last night?” she asked, looking up from the screen and taking in his handsome face and long black hair that she’d give anything to run her fingers through.  Looking at his mouth, she had to restrain herself from wiping a piece of chocolate chip from his upper lip.   
 
    “Maybe,” he answered. He leaned over in a conspiratorial way even though there was no one to overhear. Her heart hammered against her chest to have him so close. If she shifted her weight, her cheek would be resting against his.  She inwardly sighed. Would a fifth cookie inspire him to kiss her? 
 
    “Guess who was out plowing last night until the wee hours of the morning?” 
 
    Emmy thought for a moment before dropping her jaw in shock. 
 
    “No!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Yep,” Rick countered. “Now I’m not saying Cammie did me proud or anything.  But they were together for a long time.  And the most important thing is that they didn’t kill each other.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re back together?” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “I’m not sure they ever broke up.  I mean, yeah, the dude is a little pissed.  Can’t really blame him, y’know?  His main squeeze throwing him in the hoosegow can make any guy just a little ticked.  But the fact that she let him out to plow shows that she at least believes he’s innocent.  Shit, if she thought he really was a murderer, we’d still be under six feet of snow.”    
 
    Emmy considered his words and realized he had a point.  Before she could savor his nearness to her, he abruptly got up and returned to his desk. With a sad little shake of her head, she turned back to tracking down whatever she could on Eli’s will.  However, she came upon something else quite by chance that drew all her attention.  She was immediately on it like a bloodhound on a scent. Another hour flew by.  When the last piece finally fell into place after what seemed like endless searching, she sat back in her chair and let out a triumphant shriek.  
 
    “Rick!  Hurry, come here!” 
 
    He crossed back to her desk and leaned in behind her.  Once again her heart did a dance as she smelled his cologne and luxuriated in his hand resting on her shoulder. 
 
    “Look what I found,” she said proudly. Rick read for a few minutes, then let out a whistle. 
 
    “Yowza,” he murmured. 
 
    “Wait until the sheriff sees this!  If last night didn’t make her day, this will!” 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie rolled over onto her back and stared at the ceiling.  She’d gotten a total of two and a half hours sleep.  Her body was exhausted, but her mind was acting as if it was jacked up on gallons of caffeine. 
 
    She ached in a way she hadn’t ached since she was eighteen.  It was an ache that festered deep down inside – the kind that couldn’t be relieved with a pill or a drink.  It was an ache that she’d spent the last year denying and that was now staring her in the face. 
 
    It was pissing her off. 
 
    Sitting next to Jace for all those hours had been wonderful. And tortuous. And so many other emotions that were so jumbled up in her belly, she’d never disentangle them. So far, she’d been able to hold onto the mask of investigating police officer. Remote, logical and intrepid.  But lying here last night, alone in a bed that suddenly felt too big, the mask slipped and she was bare. There was no one to pretend to, including herself.    
 
    In the privacy of her cabin, she was forced to admit that she was lonely and worried and doubtful and all those wretched little thoughts that cut away at her confidence that always looked so insurmountable in the darkness. She missed Jace so much it actually hurt. And now that he wasn’t going to be able to make the arraignment, he was going to miss playing the hockey game, which meant she’d have to deal with the Wrath of Bill Barnes. 
 
    She sighed and turned her face towards the window. There were still snowflakes falling, though nothing to compare with the previous night’s blizzard.  Time to get up, shower, change into her uniform, slide the mask back on and secure it tightly so it wouldn’t slip in the light of day. 
 
      
 
    By the time Cammie walked into headquarters almost an hour later, Emmy was ready to burst.  She literally dragged the sheriff into the interrogation room and sat smiling at her. A moment later, Rick entered.  The two of them sat side by side smiling at Cammie. 
 
    “You’re staring at me,” she said, her eyes darting back and forth suspiciously between the two. “I haven’t had my coffee yet and you’re staring at me.” 
 
    “You’re gonna forget about your coffee in a minute, trust me on this,” Rick chirped in excitement.   
 
    “The last time you asked me to trust you on anything, Eli Kelley walked into Zee’s and screwed up my life.” 
 
    “Okay, forget about that one. This time, however, trust me.”  He nudged Emmy with his elbow.  “Go on, Em. Tell the sheriff what you found.” 
 
    Emmy opened up the manila folder she’d placed in front of her and removed the top sheet.  She slid it along the table towards Cammie. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked as she looked down at what looked like a newspaper article. 
 
    “Read it.” 
 
    Cammie scanned the lines. 
 
      
 
    “Last night, Eli Kelley showed once again that he doesn’t deserve to be on the same ice that once hosted the talents of Gretzky, Orr, Lafleur, Hull. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. He’s a phony pure and simple.  He’s more concerned with Hollywood than he is with the NHL.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the article was more of the same.  Emmy slid four more articles at her and they too showed a hostility towards Eli that Cammie had never seen before.  She whistled under her breath. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a bit much, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I was able to pull up articles from the time Eli first turned pro.  In the beginning, the writer liked Mr. Kelley. He praised him, even calling him the next Wayne Gretzky.  But six years later, the articles completely changed. I looked up Eli’s career. He had the usual ups and downs, but nothing that would cause this writer’s vicious attacks on him.” 
 
    Cammie looked back to the copies lying in front of her.  “I’ve read articles by sportswriters who took a player to task for performing badly in a particular game. But these are personal. I’m surprised his newspaper let him write this stuff.” 
 
    Rick shrugged. “It sold papers. People love a personal feud, especially when it’s played out in the public eye.” 
 
    Cammie looked to the byline and frowned. “Eddie Paltrow.  Where have I heard that name before?” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve read his columns in the past,” Rick pointed out. 
 
    “I definitely would have remembered these,” she responded, slowly shaking his head.  “No, there’s something about that name.” 
 
    Emmy slid another piece of paper towards her, her face bright with anticipation.  “Maybe this will help.” 
 
    It was a photo.  As soon as Cammie saw it, she caught her breath. 
 
    “That’s the guy who tried to ambush me in Zee’s yesterday!” she exclaimed as Eddie’s picture smiled back at her.  She quickly filled the two in on what had occurred in Zee’s the day before. 
 
    “He’s been hanging around outside with the rest of the reporters.  In fact, he’s been one of the most aggressive in trying to get in here and see you.” 
 
    Emmy leaned forward, her eyes sparkling.  Cammie looked up and saw her expression.   
 
    “You got something else, don’t you?” 
 
    “The best part, sheriff. I had a hunch about him and you always tell me to follow my hunches. I checked airline schedules, car rentals, even Amtrak.”  Her smile broadened.  “Mr. Paltrow was booked on a flight from Chicago to Bangor November 3rd.” 
 
    Cammie’s smile matched Emmy’s.  “That’s two days before Eli died.” 
 
    “Exactly. I know he made it to Bangor because I found his car reservation.  He picked up a Toyota Camry at 2:30 pm on the 3rd.” 
 
    “Emmy, you’re a genius.  I’m sure I don’t have to ask if you know where he’s staying right now.”  The young woman smiled.  “Give him a call and tell him I’d like to see him.  Don’t tell him what it’s for.  Let him think it’s for an interview. In the meantime, I’ve got a little homework to do.” 
 
    Cammie rubbed her hands together. For the first time since discovering Eli’s body, she was filled with hope again.   
 
    This may turn out to be a great day after all. 
 
      
 
    The lure of an interview with the elusive sheriff worked better than they expected.  Paltrow was at headquarters barely ten minutes after Emmy phoned.  The young receptionist seated him in the interrogation room, served him coffee and left just as Cammie entered the room.  In her hand she held the manila envelope that contained the copies of Paltrow’s articles. She closed the door behind her and took a seat opposite Paltrow. His strands of hair were once again combed carefully across his balding head, and he still resembled a rat.   
 
    “I have to admit, I was surprised by your secretary’s phone call,” he started as he laid out a tape recorder and a small pad of paper in front of him. 
 
    “Just wanted to show that Twin Ponds really is a friendly town.” 
 
    “Does your bodyguard know that?” 
 
    Cammie glanced at Paltrow’s recorder and saw it wasn’t on. She laughed.  “It’s been a crazy couple of days as you can expect.  Zee was simply being protective of my privacy.” 
 
    “Tell him next time you see him that I didn’t appreciate picking stale lettuce from my parka.  It was brand new and it took me forever to get the stains out.” 
 
    Rat-like and vain too. Her conclusion was confirmed when he took out a small mirror, a comb and carefully fixed his hair.  When he was done, he put everything back into his pockets and took a sip of coffee. 
 
    “Mmmm.  That’s surprisingly good.” 
 
    “We may be in the middle of nowhere, Mr. Paltrow, but we’re not uncivilized.” 
 
    That sounded like news to him. He took another long sip, then flipped open his notebook. “I hope you don’t mind if I record our interview.  It helps when I’m writing everything up.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, if you don’t mind me recording our session while I ask you a couple of questions.”  She pointed up at the video recorder in the corner of the ceiling.  
 
    Paltrow’s face creased into suspicion.  She expected any moment to have him sniff the air like a rodent. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” he demanded. 
 
    “Nothing major. When I’m done, you can ask me whatever you want.” 
 
    He fell silent for a moment.  “So.  Tit for tat.” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    He thought it over for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders.  “Sure. Why not? I can’t imagine what you’d want to ask me about anyway.” Cammie pressed the record button under the table and the red light on the recorder immediately came on. 
 
    “Would you state your full name please?” 
 
    “Edward Ralph Paltrow.” 
 
    “What is your occupation, Mr. Paltrow?” 
 
    “I’m a sportswriter for the Chicago Telegraph.” 
 
    “How long have you worked there?” 
 
    “Twenty-one years.” 
 
     “Of all the sports you cover, which would you say is your favorite?” 
 
    “Oh, no problem.  Hockey for sure.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Well, in the old days, you didn’t have to know how to skate.  All you needed to know how to do was knock someone down on the ice.  It’s evolved, though. Yeah, you still have the goon element, though it’s nothing like it used to be. Now, some of those guys out there are like artists on ice.  The way they handle the puck, the way they glide across the surface. I swear, sometimes, it’s like watching a ballet.” He winked at her. “A ballet, that is, with blood and fights.”  He paused.  “I heard you were once a pretty good hockey player yourself.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “Then you know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    She did. And he was right. There were moments, when she connected with the puck and was gliding up ice with her teammates around her, that it felt like a ballet.  With blood and fights. 
 
    She slid the manila folder across the table towards him.  “Did you write these articles?” 
 
    He opened up the folder and scanned through the pages.  He closed the folder and slid it back towards her. 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s what I do.  I’m a sportswriter, remember?” 
 
    “I noticed that, unlike most if not all of your other articles, you were particularly savage in your coverage of Eli.” 
 
    He shrugged again.  “He was a lousy player.” 
 
    “As a sportswriter, you must be aware that Eli Kelley won many of the most prodigious awards in the NHL.  He won the Conn Smythe and Art Ross three times, and of course, the Stanley Cup.  Twice.” 
 
    Paltrow shifted in his seat.  “He was lucky.” 
 
    “Lucky?” 
 
    “He had excellent players around him.  Talented teammates always make another player shine.” 
 
    “Would you say the same for Wayne Gretzky?” 
 
    “Shit, you can’t compare the two. Gretzky was magic on ice.  Kelley was just a punk hustler who got lucky.” He leaned in and sneered at her.  “You of all people should know that.” 
 
    Cammie refused to take the bait. She continued her questioning calmly and professionally.  She reached for her second manila folder and slid it towards him. 
 
    “It’s interesting you say that.  Because in these articles, all written before 2006, you actually compared Eli to Gretzky.  More than once.” 
 
    She noticed that Paltrow refused to open the folder as he had the other.   
 
    “What happened in 2006 to alter your opinion of him, Mr. Paltrow?  It couldn’t just have been his playing.  He made it all the way to the playoffs despite being…”  She paused as she opened the first folder and took out of the articles and began to read from it, ‘more concerned with Hollywood than with the NHL.’  That’s quite a jump in opinion, Mr. Paltrow.” 
 
    By now his coke glasses were fixed intently on her. “I see what your game is.  You’re trying to free your boyfriend and you’re fishing for another suspect.”   
 
    “Actually, I’m just curious about the sudden change in your opinion of Eli. I have to ask these questions of everyone, otherwise I wouldn’t be doing my job.” 
 
    “Look, I wasn’t even around when Eli was murdered.” 
 
    “Where were you on November 3rd?” 
 
    “I was in Boston covering the Hawks/Bruins game.” 
 
    “That game was Saturday night, two days before Eli was killed.” 
 
    “I stayed an extra day to cover the Celtics.” 
 
    “But the Celtics weren’t playing the Chicago Bulls. They were playing the Los Angeles Lakers.  Do you cover the Lakers too?” 
 
    He calmly met her gaze.  “I’m a fan.” 
 
    “Mmmm.  I wonder you didn’t get in trouble with your bosses.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Cammie leaned forward slightly. “I would have thought they’d want you to cover the Bulls that night in Florida, especially when they managed to come back from a twenty point deficit in the fourth quarter and blow away the Miami Heat, who were favored to win.” 
 
    His rat eyes narrowed.  “You seem to know your sports, don’t you, Sheriff?” 
 
    She grinned.  “I’m a fan.” 
 
    That and the quick homework she’d done before he arrived. 
 
    “So Mr. Paltrow, are you telling me that you spent the night of November 3rd in Boston watching the Celtics and Lakers play?” 
 
    There was a very slight hesitation that could easily have been missed.  But Cammie saw it.  And smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d still have your ticket stub on you, would you?” 
 
    Paltrow took another sip of his coffee. “I was a guest of the management,” he replied smoothly. 
 
    “Perks of the job, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, you might say that.” 
 
    “Funny.  I looked in the Telegraph and I didn’t see your article on the Hawks/Bruins game. Or even a write-up on the Celtics/Lakers game. Your bosses must be very accommodating to send you halfway across the country to cover a game that you don’t write about.  In fact, a game you didn’t even attend since on November 3rd, you were booked on a flight to Bangor.” 
 
    Paltrow abruptly pushed back from the table and stood up, knocking the coffee over and spilling it near the folder with the positive articles about Eli.  Reacting quickly, she managed to snatch it away just in time. 
 
    “I don’t have to answer any more of your questions, Sheriff.  I know my rights.  I suggest you look elsewhere for a scapegoat.” 
 
    He gathered his recorder and pad and shoved them into his pocket, but not before Cammie noticed how badly his hands were shaking.  He stomped out of the room, leaving Cammie pensive.  A few moments later, both Rick and Emmy entered. 
 
    “Brother, did you piss him off!”  Rick exclaimed.  “He flew out of here like a bat out of hell!” 
 
    “I really rattled him with the flight information. I think I may know who can help me sort it out.” 
 
    She started towards her office to make a phone call, when Rick stopped her. 
 
    “We just got word that Jace is going to be arraigned this afternoon at two o’clock. Mark is on his way with the attorney even as we speak.” 
 
    Cammie sighed. “I’m not surprised. Barnes would have taken a dog sled to Augusta to make sure the attorney gets here in time to get Jace out for tonight’s game.” 
 
    “You’re not going tonight, right?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.”  
 
    “As soon as you make up your mind, let me know. I’ll need time to set up the snipers if you go.” 
 
    Cammie stopped short in the corridor and swung around to face him. “Snipers?” she asked incredulously.  
 
    “With the way Twin Ponds is feeling about you, you’re going to need extra protection. In order to do that, I need a heads up so I can get everything organized.”  He turned to Emmy.  “Your cousin Oren and his friend Hutch Lansing are pretty good with rifles, aren’t they?  You think they’d do it?” 
 
    “I could ask.” 
 
    Cammie threw her arms up in horror.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa!  Are you crazy? There’s no way I’m going to allow you to put men with loaded rifles in an open crowd!” 
 
    “We need to keep you safe. And if you insist on going into a group of hostiles—“ 
 
    She moaned. “You’ve been watching war movies again, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Look, we don’t need another Custer’s Last Stand here, you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “Okay, okay. I won’t go to the game tonight. Therefore, under no circumstances are you to put armed men anywhere.  Got that?” 
 
    Rick sighed in relief.  “As long as you stay away, the town will be safe.” 
 
    “Lovely,” she muttered under her breath, as she continued down the corridor. 
 
    Reaching her office, she closed the door, rummaged through her desk until she found what she was looking for, then grabbed her phone.  She dialed the number and waited.   
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lehane answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth here.  I spoke to the coroner and he’s ready to release the body.”   
 
    “Wonderful. Audella and I have already started planning the service.  Knowing Eli as well as I did, I’m keeping it small and simple.  The fact that you’ll be there will be enough to make him smile from whenever he is.” 
 
    Hopefully whenever he was didn’t involve intense heat and suntan lotion.  “Do you have a minute?  I have a question for you.” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about Eddie Paltrow?” 
 
    There was a silence, then a low, disgusted expletive. “I was wondering when that hyena would circle the carcass.” 
 
    “I take it he’s not one of your favorite people.” 
 
    “He’s scum, pure and simple. A disgrace to the newspaper business. He takes his position as sportswriter to wage his own personal wars.  I’m assuming you’ve met him, otherwise you wouldn’t be asking about him.” 
 
    “Yes I did.  I was wondering if you could tell me what happened to make him hate Eli so much.” 
 
    There was a long pause.  Just as Cammie was about to repeat her question, Lehane spoke in a muffled voice, as though he were trying very hard not to be heard.  “Tell you what. I can be in your office in about thirty minutes.  We’ll talk then.” 
 
    Before she could respond, he hung up.  She stared at her phone for a moment. What could he possibly tell her in person that he couldn’t tell her over the phone? Or that he obviously didn’t want Audella to overhear? 
 
      
 
    Lehane arrived with five minutes to spare.  Cammie watched as he shut her office door behind him, and sat down in front of her desk.  There was a furtive air about him which piqued her curiosity even more. 
 
    “I – er – I assume that what I’m about to tell you won’t go any further than this office.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t affect my case, yes you can assume that.  But if what you’re about to tell me is relevant to the investigation –“ 
 
    He waved his hand at her and chewed his lip for a moment.  Then, he sat back with a sigh. 
 
    “As long as Audella doesn’t get wind of this, I guess it’s okay.  I just don’t want to hurt her.” 
 
    “How would Paltrow’s articles about Eli hurt Audella?” Cammie asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s a little more complicated that you might think.  Can I borrow your computer?” 
 
    Cammie nodded and moved out of her chair. Lehane sat in it, swiveled around to her computer and was soon pulling up the website of one of the major news stations in Chicago.  At that moment, there was a knock on the door.  Cammie turned to see Rick stick his head in. 
 
    “Jace’s lawyer is here.” 
 
    “Would you take him into the interrogation room? Offer him coffee. He’ll probably need it after his early morning flight with Mark. Then bring Jace out.”  
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Cammie turned back to see that Lehane had pulled up a page with a row of photographs of good looking men and women.  They were professionally posed, with coiffed hair and impeccable make-up.  Scanning the fine print under their photos, she saw they were the newscasters for the station. Lehane pointed to the last picture in the row. 
 
    “Meet Mrs. Eddie Paltrow.” 
 
    Cammie leaned over his shoulder and was shocked at what she saw.  Having met Paltrow, she expected to see a small, nondescript woman, mousy in appearance to match Paltrow’s rat-like features.  Instead, she found herself looking at a voluptuous young woman with a mountain of strawberry blonde hair and big, bright grey eyes.  Looking up at the top of the page, she saw this was Lucy Paltrow, the station’s meteorologist. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” she said. 
 
    “Hard to believe, I know. But Eddie’s a bit of a big shot in Chicago’s sports circles.  When they met, Lucy was doing the weather in some backwater town in southern Illinois.” 
 
    “So how does Eli fit into all this?” 
 
    Lehane stood up and gave Cammie back her seat.  He moved about the office and Cammie could tell he was reluctant to talk.  After a few moments, she decided to help him out. 
 
    “You slept with Lucy Paltrow, didn’t you?” 
 
    Rather than be angry, he appeared relieved.  He threw himself back down in his chair.  “Look, things happen, you know?  Especially when you’re on the road, whether as an agent or a sportswriter.  With a four hour drive between Podunk and Chicago, Lucy was lonely.  And with Audella in L.A., so was I.  As you can see, Lucy’s not hard to look at.” 
 
    “This still isn’t telling me about Eli’s connection to Paltrow.” 
 
    “Lucy and I got involved while Eli was playing for New York.  We met at a sports dinner while I was in town for negotiations involving another of my clients.  My visits to Chicago were few and far between and that suited me just fine. I’d fly in, conduct my business, spend some time with Lucy, then fly out.  Then Eli got traded to Chicago and things got a bit more complicated.  Actually a lot more complicated.  It wasn’t unusual for Eli, whatever woman he was with at the moment, Lucy, Eddie and I to hang out after games together.” 
 
    “Eddie was there too?” 
 
    Lehane nodded. “Of course. We didn’t want him suspecting that we were sleeping together. This went on for about six months.”  He paused. 
 
    “Then you got tired of her,” Cammie finished for him. 
 
    He shrugged.  “It was only meant to be temporary.  But Lucy took the break-up hard. She threatened to tell Eddie.  Eli told me he’d speak to her.  Calm her down.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he calmed her down,” Cammie muttered under her breath. 
 
    “They’d already been making eyes at each other.  For a woman as ambitious as Lucy, being on the arm of a sports hero trumps being on the arm of a sportswriter. Or a sports agent. To tell you the truth, when I found out about her and Eli, I was relieved. Although I did try to warn her about Eli.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “She was convinced she could get Eli to marry her.  But as we both know, Eli had no interest in getting married.  A commitment to him was staying with the same woman for four weeks.  Lucy lasted three.” 
 
    “All this occurred back in 2006?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Lehane looked at the ceiling for a moment, deep in concentration.  “Yeah, I’d say so.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Eddie already suspected something was going on when I was with Lucy. He must have put two and two together, only his four equaled Eli, not me.  He thought Lucy had been carrying on with Eli for quite a while.  He actually waited one night after a game and confronted Eli about it.  I heard from other players who were there that they had to pull Eddie off Eli.” 
 
    “Eddie physically attacked Eli?” she asked incredulously, remembering the small framed man. 
 
    “He tried to take a swing, but Eli easily sidestepped him. When Eli started laughing in his face, he tried again. That was when the other players grabbed Eddie and pulled him away.  Everyone knew Eli could do some serious damage with his fists.  But he kept his cool.  Just kept laughing while Eddie was dragged away. That hastened the ending of the relationship between Eli and Lucy that was doomed to end anyway.”   
 
    Cammie opened the folder and took out Eddie’s latest article.  She handed it to Lehane.  “Looks like Eddie never forgave Eli for sleeping with his wife.” 
 
    Lehane quickly scanned it.  “I’m not surprised. Eddie’s lucky he got Lucy to talk to him, much less marry him.  Never could see what she saw in that weasel, except as a way out of Podunk.  And Eddie was more than happy to oblige.”  He handed her back the article.  “You think Eddie had something to do with Eli’s murder?” 
 
    “Not sure yet.”  She sat back in her chair.  “How did Lucy take the break-up with Eli?” 
 
    “Lucy is not a stupid woman. I think she quickly figured out he wasn’t going to marry her. Finding out Eddie would risk getting the crap beaten out of him over her fed her already large ego. That and the terrific job Eddie got her at one of the top television stations in Chicago made everything okay between them.” 
 
    “Your information has been extremely helpful.” 
 
    Lehane stood up.  “Eddie’s got a temper. No one in their right mind would have tried to attack Eli if they weren’t blinded by rage.  He never forgave Eli for sleeping with Lucy.” He started to leave, then turned back to Cammie.  “I hope you won’t say anything to Audella about what I told you.  As I said, things happen.  Stupid things, most of the time.  But there’s no need to hurt her.” 
 
    “I may need you to make a statement regarding Eli’s relationship with Lucy. But I think we can leave the other buried where it belongs.” 
 
    Lehane broke out in a relieved smile.  “Thanks Sheriff.  If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know. By the way, is there anything special you’d like to add for Eli’s services, or perhaps say a few words?” 
 
    Cammie thought about it for a moment, then shook her head.  “No, I think it’s best if I stay in the background.” 
 
    “After services are over, I’ll make sure you get some private time with Eli. You can make your good-byes then.” 
 
    Cammie thanked him and he left.  She looked at the clock and saw that it was nearly twelve thirty. Jace’s arraignment was at two and with the information she now possessed regarding Eddie and Eli, she didn’t want to rush through a second interview with the sportswriter. Her first thought was to ask Emmy to run down to Zee’s and get her some lunch, but just as quickly as the thought occurred to her, she dismissed it.  She’d be damned if she’d allow herself to be intimidated by either the townspeople or the reporters, and not go out to buy herself a sandwich.  Just as she stood up to grab her parka, Rick stuck his head in her office. 
 
    “I’m going over to Zee’s to get Emmy and myself some lunch.  You want anything?” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “You sure that’s wise?”  Rick cringed when he saw her expression.  “Okay, okay, just asking.” 
 
    The prior night’s snowfall and the frigid temperatures kept the front of police headquarters clear of reporters.  Cammie and Rick were able to walk out the front door and down the sidewalk towards Zee’s without interference.  On the way she filled him in on her conversation with Lehane. 
 
    “So that now makes three suspects, Jace, Carolyn and this guy Paltrow. Which one do you think did it?” 
 
    Cammie’s breath vaporized around her face as she let out a breath.  “Right now, they all have a motive, though as the only outsider, Paltrow wouldn’t know about our habit of keeping our doors unlocked.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s right!” Rick exclaimed.  “Eli’s doors were all locked.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Would Carolyn have bothered to lock up?  Could Jace, in the inebriated condition he was in, make his way to both the front and back doors to lock them?  For what purpose?  As soon as I get the arraignment and another talk with Paltrow out of the way, I’m going to track down Carolyn and see what I can find out.” 
 
    “If it was Carolyn, it’s got to be jealousy.  She’s always hated you.  Not only did you get the guy she wanted back in high school, but looks like she couldn’t even get Jace to do the horizontal with her.  So much for her ultimate revenge against you.” 
 
    “But is that enough to shoot a dying man in the chest?” 
 
    Rick shrugged. “Could be. Think about it. Carolyn was a cow in high school. She was overweight, her hair was stringy, she had pimples and her personality sucked. And she was crazy about the hockey star who ended up with you.  So she took control.  She lost all that weight, got her hair colored and cut in the latest style, got rid of the pimples and basically reinvented herself as this incredibly foxy lady. Yet, despite all that, she still couldn’t get Eli cos he still had it bad for you.  When she tried to stab you in the back with your current squeeze, that blew up in her face as well. There’s a huge fight in the parking lot and Eli insults her some more. Then she comes home to find that even a drunk Jace doesn’t want to do it with her, so he takes off, taking her own car to boot to get back to you. That would be enough to piss anybody off.  With as fragile an ego as Carolyn has, that’s really got to hurt.  So she finds a helpless Eli and takes out all the anger and aggression she’s been holding in for fifteen years on him. And,” he added triumphantly, “she locked the doors to throw us off.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled. “You’re in the wrong line of business. You should have become a prosecuting attorney.”  
 
    Rick grinned at the unexpected compliment. 
 
    They were just reaching Zee’s when, out of nowhere, Cora planted herself in their path.  Before either could react, she extended her arm and pointed her finger in Cammie’s face.   
 
    “Hah!  Looks like my prediction was a doozy!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Get lost, Cora,” Rick grumbled.  Then his heart froze.  Shit.  Was she now going to curse him as well? 
 
    “Not until I tell the high and mighty sheriff here that there’s more bad luck coming her way.  Be careful it doesn’t kill you.  Surprises and pain, pain and surprises.  One will follow the other.” 
 
    She cackled, then shuffled away, leaving the sheriff and her deputy in stunned silence.  It was Rick who finally spoke first. 
 
    “That is one screwed up woman,” he replied, relieved she hadn’t thrown a curse at him, and feeling guilty because he was relieved. 
 
    “She thinks she’s the shit now because one of her predictions actually came true,” Cammie replied. 
 
    “Well, you better listen to her then,” Rick warned.  “She seems to be on a roll.” 
 
      
 
    The arraignment was ghastly. Not because its end result was anything other than what Cammie had expected.  As she’d surmised, Jace’s attorney was top notch.  In no time at all, Judge Drury granted the request to release Jace on bail, which Mayor Barnes promptly paid.  In less than ten minutes, Jace was back out on the street, on his way to the locker room.  He could get in a few hours of good practice before the game.   
 
    She’d even expected the large crowd of townspeople cheering his release alongside the crowd of reporters swarming him for a statement.  She watched as he waded through the crowds, refusing to say a word, his head down, avoiding eye contact, anxious to be away from the circus and out on the ice where he felt comfortable.  Where he wasn’t a murderer.  Or a suspect.   
 
    She held back and waited as a group of diehard fans followed him down the street, patting his back and declaring their undying love for him, while reporters shouted questions about his guilt and about his relationship with the woman who had arrested him. 
 
    What made the arraignment so painful was Jace’s reaction to Cammie. Or better said, non-reaction.  He’d retreated to his safe haven deep inside, refusing to talk to her, look at her, acknowledge her existence.  As far as he was concerned, the woman next to him was a complete stranger.  There was no need to expend energy on someone he didn’t even know. 
 
    She’d driven him the short distance to the courthouse and he’d remained non-communicative, despite her attempt at small talk.  Although it was standard procedure to handcuff a potential perp, she refused to do so. That would only have made the scene that much more difficult.  And uncomfortable. 
 
    She waited until the crowd dispersed, and the reporters had disappeared before leaving the courthouse, her hands shoved in her parka, her thoughts a million miles away. 
 
    She sat in the Explorer for a while, her chest hollow.  At first, she refused to acknowledge the little voice clamoring in the back of her mind.  But after fifteen minutes of staring out the window and seeing nothing but Jace’s face, she couldn’t run away from it anymore. 
 
    With two other viable suspects and the investigation still underway, even if she killed herself proving Jace’s innocence, in the end would he forgive her for arresting him?  Every time she saw him, he seemed caught in a riptide, drifting further and further away from her. She had no lifeline to throw him. Nothing. Except her determination to see this investigation through to the end. 
 
    Was it enough? 
 
     


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rather than head over to headquarters, Cammie drove straight to another small inn outside of Twin Ponds where the reporters were staying.  She hadn’t seen Paltrow among the throng of reporters at the courthouse and was wondering if, after their talk, he’d skipped town.   
 
    Where Tudor Montgomery’s theme for his inn was Shakespeare’s plays, Wally Lyon’s theme was the great Maine Wilderness.  Naming his place The Timberwolf Lodge, the décor was hunting, fishing and outdoor recreation.  Littering the walls were snowshoes, wild animal pelts and trophies, fishing poles, and the like.  His usual clientele were hunters, fishermen, hikers and wilderness enthusiasts. The ambiance was pure testosterone. That, and its closer location to Twin Ponds, made the reporters’ choice to make this their headquarters sensible. 
 
    Wally was a burly man, reminiscent of the trappers and loggers of old.  He was always dressed in a pair of jeans, suspenders and a flannel shirt, no matter the time of year.  His brown hair was thinning, but his full beard made up for the loss of hair on top. He had a booming voice, a friendly personality and a no-nonsense air about him.  He’d built up a business as innkeeper/hunting and fishing guide.  His inn was close to the Night Hawks’ locker room on Waban Pond, and during the summers, he rented out boats, and fishing gear. In the winter, he staked out a piece of the huge pond where fishermen could ice fish.  Behind the inn was the Maine wilderness. If he couldn’t guide a party, he always had a network of men and women who could. 
 
    He was also one of Cammie’s favorite people. She loved his stories, accepting the fact that, like most hunters and fishermen, it had been embellished and embroidered over the years.  Beneath his loud, gregarious personality, he had a heart of gold.  He was always there when help was needed, pitching in to plow when the worst of the storms hit, volunteering at the fire department and, most important of all, saving many visitors and tourists who went into the woods and became lost.   
 
    The inn was built with local oak logs, roughhewn and tightly packed to resemble a ski chalet. A large veranda went around the inn where, during the summers, the guests could sit in wooden rockers and look out over Waban Pond.   
 
    Climbing the steps, she entered the inn and found it quiet, except for the ticking of computer keys. The counter, made of a flat, highly polished piece of oak, stood at the entrance.  Behind it sat Wally’s wife Brenda, furiously typing away at her laptop. Short, pencil thin, with a quiet, shy voice, flyaway brown hair, and glasses that were forever slipping down her long nose, she was the complete opposite of the flamboyant Wally. 
 
    “Hi Brenda,” Cammie greeted, as she came up to the counter.  There were brochures everywhere advertising fishing and hunting trips, Twin Ponds’ and Wally’s main source of revenue during hunting and trapping season. 
 
    “Oh, Sheriff, how are you?”  
 
    Brenda was a nervous flutterer. Her hands fluttered, her voice fluttered, her head fluttered. Cammie wondered if being married to such a big, booming man whose personality could suck the air of the room would cause any woman to become a flutterer. 
 
    “I’m fine, Brenda.  How are you?” 
 
    “Oh, busy, busy, what with all these reporters staying here.”  Brenda leaned over the front desk towards Cammie and lowered her already barely audible voice. There was no one around to overhear them, but Cammie nevertheless bent over until their foreheads were almost touching. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about the troubles in town,” Brenda whispered as she nervously pushed her glasses up onto the bridge of her nose.  “I know you’re only doing your job despite what people are saying.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brenda.  You’re the first person to actually say that to me.” 
 
    “It’s true. I know you’ll find the real murderer.” She clicked her tongue.  “I never thought I’d ever live to see a murder committed right here in Twin Ponds.  Why, we live here so we don’t have to deal with that sort of thing.”  She pushed her glasses up again. 
 
    “Unfortunately, murder can happen anywhere. Tell me, do you have an Edward Paltrow staying here?” She provided a quick description and Brenda nodded. 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes.  I know who you’re referring to.  He’s that reporter from Chicago. Strange little man. Never walks anywhere.  He’s always running here, running there.  It’s exhausting just to watch him.”  She twittered nervously, as if she’d said too much, but felt the need to say it anyway.  “Yes, he is staying here.  In fact, I believe he and Wally are in the bar, even as we speak.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Cammie turned to leave when Brenda called her back.  She was fluttering more than usual.  Not once, but three times she anxiously pushed her glasses up. 
 
    “You don’t think he has anything to do with what happened to Eli, do you? Oh my, that would be terrible. A murderer staying at our inn!” 
 
    In an effort to stave off a possible panic attack on Brenda’s part, Cammie smiled reassuringly.   
 
    “I just want to ask him about Eli’s time in Chicago, that’s all.” 
 
    Brenda’s head went up and down.  “Oh yes.  That makes sense.  It must be someone from Eli’s past who did such a terrible thing to him.  I can’t imagine anyone from Twin Ponds committing such a heinous crime.” 
 
    Cammie gave her a quick nod and walked through the lobby, past the stone fireplace that Wally himself had constructed and into the bar, whose windows on one side of the long rectangular room looked out over snow covered Waban Pond, and the several sheds set up for ice fishing. 
 
    At the end of the bar sat Eddie. He had a half filled glass of beer in front of him. Behind the counter stood Wally, who, taking advantage of the opportunity, was regaling the reporter with one of his more colorful hunting stories. 
 
    “It took me a minute to realize that instead of me tracking the bear, the damned animal was tracking me!  I came upon my own tracks and wouldn’t you know, the beast’s paw prints were right next to mine.  He’d double backed on me.  Oh hey, sheriff!  Good to see you.” 
 
    “Hey Wally.  Hello Eddie.” 
 
    Eddie slowly turned and glared at Cammie.  She took the seat next to him. 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” Wally asked. 
 
    “A glass of water would be nice.” 
 
    “Coming right up.  I’ve been telling Eddie about the great outdoors up here in northern Maine. You’ll never find anything like it, I don’t care where you go. I’ve hunted Alaska, Bluegrass Country, the Rockies, and nothing compares to right here, isn’t that right, Sheriff?” 
 
    Cammie wasn’t a hunter and had no stomach for the sport.  Although she could be run out of town for doing so, she wasn’t above going quietly into the forest during hunting season and telling the deer and turkeys and moose to get the hell out of Dodge.  She wasn’t sure they understood her, but it did seem hunters never had much luck in the woods on her side of town.   
 
    “You’re the hunter, Wally,” she remarked diplomatically. 
 
    “And a damned good one, if I do say so myself.  Just look around at the walls to see if I’m lyin’.”  His roaring laughter rang throughout the silent inn as he placed the glass of water in front of Cammie.  “So what brings you out here today?  All them reporters are in town, except for old Eddie here.” 
 
    “It was Eddie I came to see actually.” 
 
    Wally looked from Eddie’s morose face to Cammie’s and back again.  Comprehension dawned on him and he gave her a quick jerk of his head. 
 
    “Well, it’s time for me to get my butt over to the computer in my office and start paying some of those bills.  Can’t keep putting off the inevitable.” 
 
    He turned and walked out of the bar, his heavy hiking boots clomping on the smooth wood.  When he was gone, Eddie took a long gulp of his beer. 
 
    “So you’re here to harass me some more?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not harassing you. I just have a couple more questions to ask.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want to answer them?” 
 
    Cammie shrugged.  “That’s your prerogative.  We can talk quietly in this beautiful, quiet setting, or you can answer them before a grand jury.  It’s up to you.” 
 
    “Christ, your boyfriend must be an incredible lay for you to try and pin this on someone else.” 
 
    A moment later Eddie was on the floor, his jaw bruised and swollen from the right cut Cammie had delivered.  She calmly sat back down on the barstool and looked down at him. 
 
    “You assaulted me!” Eddie screamed. 
 
    “You walked into a door. And if you ever say anything like that again, you’ll be walking into more doors. Understood?” 
 
    “Jesus H. Christ!  First that fat Santa at the restaurant and now you.  This isn’t the Wild West, you know!” 
 
      “No, this is the backwoods of Maine.  Now, I suggest you sit your sorry ass back down on this stool and answer my questions.” 
 
    Cammie knuckles were aching, but it was a good ache. Maybe later she’d regret it.  Then again, maybe not.   
 
    Eddie eyed her warily, but seeing that he was alone, and doubting anyone would come to his aid anyway, he quickly got up and regained his stool. He gingerly moved his jaw back and forth. 
 
    “You’re lucky you didn’t break my jaw.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t break your head,” Cammie snapped. “So tell me about Eli and your wife,” she began, beyond trying to gently segue into the subject. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling and mentally counted to five. She then fixed her gaze back onto the weasel’s face. 
 
    “Honestly, Eddie. Do you really want me to answer that?  Do you want me to describe the trysts? The ambition of Miss Weathergirl of East Bumfuck, Illinois who saw a chance to get into the big leagues and thought Eli was her ticket?” 
 
    “You’re talking about my wife, you know.” 
 
    “Who slept with Eli for what – 3 whole weeks?  At least you can feel good about the fact that was a record for Eli, so your wife must be something special.” 
 
    “Who you been talking to?” he demanded. 
 
    “Someone in the know.  So, why didn’t you divorce her?  Or her you?” 
 
    “Ever heard of love?” 
 
    Cammie snorted.  “Oh yeah, right.  Let me guess.  Love for you is a tall striking blonde on your arm that makes all the guys around you drool with envy. While love for her is you getting her a gig on daytime Chicago television. And they lived happily ever after. Yep. Sounds like true love to me.” 
 
    “For your information, Sheriff, we do love each other. People make mistakes in marriage. I forgave her for her transgression, a transgression that she regretted very much, by the way. We recommitted ourselves to our marriage, and it’s been wonderful ever since.” 
 
    Cammie decided to change tactics. “Tell me again when you arrived in Maine?” 
 
    He blinked at the sudden change, then shrugged.  “The day after the news hit of Kelley’s death. Just like every other reporter who’s here. It was tough getting a rental, I can tell you. We must have cleaned out Bangor’s car rental lots.” 
 
    Cammie dug into her pocket and withdrew a piece of paper.  She put it on the counter and slid it towards him. 
 
    “Do you care to tell me what this is all about then?” 
 
    Paltrow picked up the paper and scanned it.  Cammie watched him carefully.  She had to hand it to him.  His face remained neutral.  But she saw the telltale sign of nervousness as his jaw muscle moved up and down. 
 
    “Looks like flight info to me,” he said, pushing the paper back at her. 
 
    “And you don’t recognize it?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Should I?” 
 
    “Considering you were on that flight, which left Chicago on November 3rd at 9:40 in the morning and arrived in Bangor at two in the afternoon, I would think you might remember it.” 
 
    “You can’t prove I was on that flight!” he protested. 
 
    “No, but we can prove you rented a Toyota Camry at Bangor International at two twenty pm on the afternoon of November 3rd, which just happens to be two days before Eli died. Care to explain, Mr. Paltrow what you were doing here while you were also supposedly covering the Hawks/Bruins game?” 
 
    Paltrow licked his lips nervously.  “I don’t have to answer any of these questions, you know.  I can call my lawyer right now.” 
 
    “By all means, call him. But as I told you earlier, you can talk to me now, or we can do this in front of a grand jury.  This way is quiet.  The other way is very public.  And could be detrimental to your wife’s career if word got out she was sleeping around with a sports legend.  Kind of makes her sound like a groupie, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Paltrow gulped hard, then turned to his beer.  In the next instant, the beer was in Cammie’s face and Paltrow was fleeing the room.    
 
    Cammie immediately jumped from her stool, slipped on the spilt beer on the floor and went down.  She felt her ankle twist beneath her. 
 
    “Wally!  Brenda!  Stop him!” she cried out as she struggled to her feet. A shot of pain coursed through her ankle as she hobbled as quickly as she could out of the bar. By the time she got to the entrance, Brenda was staring in amazement out the front door. 
 
    “He ran out there, sheriff,” she replied, trying to be helpful. 
 
    Cammie didn’t stop. She hopped out the door and saw Paltrow sprinting across the parking lot.  “Halt!” she yelled, struggling to get down the front steps without landing on her face.   
 
    With Paltrow’s head start, he was able to reach the Toyota and scramble inside.  He smashed it into drive and gunned it out from his parking spot. Cammie hopped down the middle of the lane, a small part of her brain wondering if he would stop.  He wasn’t going to hit her, was he?  He couldn’t.  He wouldn’t.   
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    She flung herself into the nearest snow mound as Eddie sped past her.   
 
    “Son of a bitch!” she yelled in frustration.  A few moments later, she felt someone come up behind her. 
 
    “Jesus, Sheriff, are you okay?” 
 
    It was Wally. She pushed his hands away in frustration as she flailed about.  Finally, she managed to get to her feet. 
 
    “What happened?” the burly man asked as Cammie got her cell phone out and hit the speed dial. 
 
    “Paltrow took off on me while I was questioning him.” 
 
    “Now why he’d go and do a stupid thing like that?” 
 
    “Because maybe he has something to hide?”  She put weight down on her left foot and let go a string of epithets. Her ankle was throbbing.   
 
    “Help me towards my Explorer, will you Wally?” she asked.  He put his brawny arm around her waist and carried most of her weight as they hobbled towards her vehicle.   
 
    “Well, I’ve got his clothes and laptop.  If he wants them back, he’ll have to go through me,” Wally informed her. Just as they reached the Explorer, she reached Emmy on her cell. 
 
      “Emmy, put out an APB on Edward Paltrow. You have the information on the vehicle he’s driving and what he looks like.  He just took off from the Timberwolf Lodge, probably heading towards Route 4.”   
 
    She flipped shut her phone, and was about to climb into the Explorer when she noticed an incredulous Wally staring at her. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” she snarled in irritation. 
 
    He leaned over, sniffed at her parka and shook his head sadly.  “This case must be getting to you.  I’ve never known you to drink on duty.” 
 
      
 
    Although Jace and the other snowplow operators did a decent job clearing the roads after the snowstorm, a driver still needed to be cautious.  There were slippery spots and ice built up under the sheen of snow that still covered the roads. As Cammie raced down the road, she prayed there wouldn’t be another car headed in the opposite direction on the narrow road. With Paltow in an obvious panic, an accident wouldn’t be out of the question.   
 
    However, by the time she reached the wide intersection, she hadn’t seen any sign of Paltrow’s Toyota.  Taking a left led to Route 4 which would take Paltrow towards Houlton, and eventually Bangor.  A right led to Twin Ponds.  She took a left and continued down the road, angry at herself for allowing Paltrow to get away. The Explorer reeked of the odor of stale beer, and the ache in her hip where she hit the snow was beginning to match the painful throb in her ankle.   
 
    It wasn’t often Cammie put on her siren, but this was an emergency. With the blue light flashing, she saw the wondering looks of townspeople in their cars heading in the opposite direction.  By the time she got to Route 4, she still hadn’t seen him.  Nor had she seen any tire tracks telling her he’d pulled off the road into the woods.  Which made her wonder. Had he headed towards Twin Ponds instead?  He hadn’t had that much of a headstart. And with the speed with which she’d been driving, she would have certainly caught up to him by now if she’d been heading in the right direction.   
 
    She drove all through Twin Ponds and its surrounding neighborhoods, but it was as though Paltrow had vanished into thin air.  By the time she got back to HQ, she was angry, frustrated and in dire need of a painkiller for both her hip and ankle.  She managed to get out of the Explorer and hobble in through the back door.  There she met Rick. 
 
    “Shit, I knew it!  I just knew it. Someone took a poke at you,” he said as he noticed her limping towards her office. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped. “I just want to sit down and forget this day ever happened.” 
 
    As she passed by him, he sniffed at her jacket.  “Whoa, this case must really be getting to you.” 
 
    Her growl made him back off.   
 
    He followed her into her office, and watched as she plopped down in her chair, leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Taking off her gloves, she tossed them on her desk. 
 
    “That rotten, lousy, weasly son of a bitch tried to run me over,” she said in a voice that betrayed her frustration and anger. 
 
    “Was this before or after you hit him?” 
 
    Cammie opened one eye and saw Rick pointing to her swollen and discolored knuckles.  She quickly shoved her hand into her pocket. 
 
    “I accidentally slammed the door on them.” 
 
    Crap. That was the same excuse Eli had given her when she’d noticed his knuckles swollen and discolored.  She sighed, that familiar ache wrapping itself around her heart. 
 
    “This should cheer you up then.”  He sat himself down in the chair opposite Cammie. “After Emmy put out that APB you ordered, she went back to hunting on the computer.  And guess what she found?  A registration made out to one Edward Paltrow for a Beretta handgun, 38 caliber.” 
 
    Cammie immediately sat up.  “That’s –“ 
 
    Rick grinned.  “You got it.  The same caliber that killed Eli.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Rick asked, the concern plainly evident in his face. 
 
    “Definitely. Might as well put those hounds out there to good use.” 
 
    She’d placed a phone call to Mayor Barnes, then washed off the beer from her parka, covering up any lingering odor with some of Emmy’s light, flowery perfume.  She squared her shoulders, gritted her teeth against the pain in her ankle, and walked out the front door right into the horde of reporters.  Immediately questions were flung at her, cameras went off and it felt as though she’d stepped into a den of lions with a pork loin tied around her neck.  She waited for the first burst of insanity to subside before she lifted her arms and asked for silence.  It took a few minutes standing in the numbing cold before the reporters finally quieted down enough for her to begin speaking. 
 
    “A new person of interest has emerged in our investigation. I cannot disclose any details as of yet, but I can give you the name of the person we are seeking.” She waited for the suspense to build, then making sure she wasn’t smiling, announced, “If anyone has any information regarding Edward Paltrow, sportswriter for the Chicago Telegraph, including his whereabouts, we ask that you contact the Twin Ponds Sheriff’s Department immediately. We are offering a $5,000 reward for his apprehension.” 
 
    There was a stunned silence.  Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    “—Eddie Paltrow? Did he kill Eli Kelley?” 
 
    “—What do you have on Eddie?” 
 
    “—Is he your murderer?” 
 
    “—What about the man you arrested earlier?  Is he innocent?” 
 
    Once again Cammie held up her hand for silence.  “As I said earlier, I can’t give any more details, except for the fact that Mr. Paltrow had a history with the deceased and is wanted for further questioning. “ 
 
    “—Is he a suspect?” 
 
    “He is a person of interest right now. An All Points Bulletin has been issued to authorities throughout New England, the Canadian border and Illinois.  Again, if you or anyone has information regarding Mr. Paltrow and where he may be, we ask that you contact this office immediately.” She rattled off a phone number, then quickly ducked back into HQ.   
 
    Both Rick and Emmy stared at her in astonishment. Since Eli’s appearance almost a week before, they hadn’t seen her as radiant as she did at that moment.  With her back to the clamor outside the front door, she allowed herself a triumphant smile. 
 
    “That should give Eddie a run for his money,” she said as she stripped off her pungent smelling parka, and deposited it on the coat rack near Emmy.   
 
    “And Mayor Barnes too,” Rick quipped.  “Man, he must really love Jace to put up that kind of money for a reward.” 
 
    Cammie laughed.  “No, he just wants the murderer to be anyone but a Twin Ponder. With any luck, that cash will bring us Eddie on a silver platter.” 
 
      
 
    By the time Cammie got home that evening, the glow still hadn’t worn off from her short press conference. As she’d suspected, the press grabbed the tidbit about Eddie and ran with it.  Emmy monitored the internet, and all three relished what the press was able to dig up on Eddie Paltrow, including the sudden about face on the articles he wrote about Eli. So far they hadn’t found any concrete evidence of Eli’s affair with Lucy Paltrow, but it was beginning to be hinted at.  It was only a matter of time before Eddie got wind of the manhunt and turned himself in. He didn’t look the type who could survive in the wilderness for any length of time, especially in winter.  Hell, Cammie didn’t think she could survive in these woods, and she’d been born and raised here.  With $5,000 hanging in the balance, a great deal of money to every Twin Ponder, it was doubtful anyone would hide the hapless reporter.  That and their love for their fallen hero should ensure Eddie’s reappearance soon. 
 
    She stopped off at Doc’s where he’d taken a look at her ankle and told her she’d live. Thankfully, it was only a slight sprain. With a couple of painkillers he’d given her, she’d be fine in a day or two.   
 
    Despite the reward, she felt compelled to drive once more over to the Timberwolf Lodge, but Paltrow’s Camry was nowhere to be seen.  Nor did she catch sight of him as she again drove all over Twin Ponds. 
 
    It wasn’t until she was sitting by the stove with her foot propped up, cold packs on both her knuckles and ankle, and a warm cup of tea in her hands, that she began to feel that lonesome feeling again.  The glow wore off as she thought about the big game that was just starting. Since returning to Twin Ponds, she’d never missed any of the Night Hawks home games.  Once she took up with Jace, she even managed to attend a couple of their away games. It just didn’t feel right not being there tonight. 
 
    Even if Jace did hate her. 
 
    Even if the whole town hated her. 
 
    Her first impulse was to go to the game anyway, and screw anybody who didn’t like it.  Damn it, her actions that day should show people she was trying her best to solve this murder.  But one look at her bandaged ankle gave her pause. They’d been so busy monitoring the news on Paltrow, they’d neglected to monitor the mood of the townspeople.  Her appearance at the game might just start a mini-riot.  Her job was to stop them, not start them.  And how ridiculous would she look trying to hobble away on a bum ankle if a ruckus did explode? No, it was just as well she stay away. At least Rick was going to the game.  He’d promised to tell her the details. 
 
    She laid her head against the back of the chair and closed her eyes.  She may be missing the game, but she could take satisfaction that they finally had a person of interest who may actually be Eli’s murderer.  So much of Paltrow’s story didn’t add up. The lies regarding the flight to Bangor two days before the murder, the perfect motive, his suspicious behavior, his willingness to run Cammie over in order to escape, Lehane’s assertion that Eddie had a temper. The savage shooting of a man close to death certainly pointed to someone with an axe to grind against Eli.  She could easily picture Eddie standing over a helpless Eli and shooting him point blank, laughing while pulling the trigger. How he must have felt to obliterate the man who’d almost taken away the one thing that made him something in other men’s eyes. No matter how she looked at it, all the pieces were adding up to a very viable suspect.  Including the locking up of Eli’s home.   
 
    Only an outsider like Paltrow wouldn’t have known about the townspeople’s habit of leaving their doors unlocked.  Despite all the years Eli had been away, once he’d returned, he too left his doors unlocked. It was entirely feasible that once Paltrow shot Eli, he’d automatically locked the door before escaping into the night.  It was also entirely feasible that, as an admitted hockey fan, he’d taken the trophy, and the picture of Eli and Cammie in their hockey uniforms as his own personal trophies, much as serial killers removed something from their victims to relive their moment of death over and over again.   
 
    Then there was Carolyn.  She’d asked Rick to call Carolyn’s office to find out if they knew anything about her whereabouts.  He was told Carolyn was in Portland on a business trip and should have returned that morning. Although it sounded plausible, Cammie remained skeptical.  How convenient that this trip to Portland would come up at the moment she’s wanted for questioning in Eli’s murder. Well, sooner or later, she was going to have to come home.  And when she did, Cammie would be waiting. 
 
    Two persons of interest.  Two persons acting incredibly suspicious.   
 
     So she took her painkiller, and waited to sink into a blissful oblivion, with no more thoughts of hockey games, Jace, Twin Ponds or that bastard Paltrow. 
 
      
 
    Cammie may have agreed to forgo the hockey game, but she’d be damned if she didn’t go to Eli’s funeral.  It was set for next Tuesday evening, and it was all the townspeople were talking about.  That and the fact that the Night Hawks had won their game against the Snow Owls.  The next morning at work, Rick acted out the last two knuckle gnawing minutes of the third period.  With broad gesticulations and imitations of the players gliding up and down the ice, he recounted the evening.  
 
     “There were two minutes left on the clock and we were down by two.  I really thought we were done for. Then Hank took a feed from Scottie and managed to squeak one in past the Snow Owls goalie.  I thought the place was going to explode.  Now we had a minute and a half left. The score was tied.  Nobody wanted overtime.  We wanted this thing decided one way or another.  The seconds ticked down.  We were all on the edge of our seats.  Gawd, if we didn’t need a miracle.  Tempers were high on the ice, and there was a bit of a scrum near the penalty box.  Of course Jace was in the middle of it.  I still don’t know how he did it, but he managed to steal the puck from the Owls’ best player and there was a sudden breakaway.  I’m surprised you didn’t hear the screaming and yelling down at your cabin.  We all held our breaths. This was do or die with 58 seconds left on the clock.  And Jace is skating for all he’s worth.” Rick smiled. “Jeez, if he isn’t beautiful to watch.”  He then began to imitate Jace’s graceful glides, holding an invisible hockey stick in his hand, and moving an imaginary puck up and down Cammie’s office.  “Now it’s just him and the goalie. The goalie’s already rattled by letting in Hank’s shot.  Jace feints to the right, then the left, then to the right and he scores!  He fucking scores!  Everybody went insane!” 
 
    Rick fell to the chair in an exhaused heap.  “It was pure magic.”  
 
    Cammie listened, happy they’d won the game, happy Jace had scored the winning goal, and pissed she hadn’t been there to witness it. 
 
    Still, there was an unexpected bonus to the victory against the Snow Owls.   
 
     And the announcement regarding Paltrow, and the reward for information on his whereabouts. 
 
    To avoid the reporters who were now more ravenous than ever, Cammie decided to eat lunch early.  Thanks to Doc’s medication, the cold packs and the bandage wrapped tightly around her ankle, the throbbing had dwindled, and her knuckles didn’t resemble King Kong’s anymore.  She had Rick create a diversion outside and quietly slipped out the back door, using the by now familiar circuitous route to arrive at Zee’s.   
 
    There were a few people inside the restaurant.  To her surprise, she was greeted with the cordiality of old.  She plopped down on a stool in front of Zee, and stared at him in amazement.   
 
    “Are you kidding me?” she whispered to him. “We win against the Snow Owls and suddenly I’m no longer persona non grata?” 
 
    Zee nodded sagely as he polished the bar glasses.  “That and the fact that you have another suspect for Eli’s murder. That reward shows you’re serious.  Stroke of genius, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Still no word on Paltrow though.” 
 
    Zee shrugged.  “The point is, people are seeing you trying your best to come up with another scenario to explain what happened to Eli.  They appreciate your efforts.” 
 
    Cammie started to say something, then quickly shut her mouth.  Zee leaned over and rested his hand on hers.  “Jace will come round, you’ll see.” 
 
    She averted her eyes.  It scared her sometimes how well Zee knew her.  
 
    After ordering and polishing off her burger in record time, she paid the bill and was about to leave when she felt someone at her elbow.  Turning, she saw Mike Endicott.   
 
    Mike was the local attorney. He’d once worked in Boston as a corporate attorney, gotten burnt out by the long hours, and moved his wife and family to Twin Ponds in the hopes of finding a quieter, happier life.  He quickly became a jack of all trades type of attorney, handling small civil cases, estate planning and corporate filings for the myriad of small businesses in the area.  He was tall, with sandy hair, light brown eyes and in his mid-40s.  Down to earth and sociable, it was obvious he felt he’d made the right decision to relocate. Twin Ponds’ laconic lifestyle fit him perfectly. 
 
    “Good morning, Zee, Sheriff.  Emmy told me I’d find you here.  I was hoping I could have a word with you.” 
 
    Cammie’s eyebrow went up.  Since her move back to Twin Ponds, she’d only spoken to Mike to say hello. His request to talk to her aroused her curiosity.   
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Sure, sure.  Why don’t we go to my office where we can talk?” 
 
    She studied his face.  “What’s this all about, Mike?” 
 
    “I think it best if we wait until we get to the office.” 
 
    Instincts on full alert, Cammie hopped off the stool, threw on her parka and started towards the back of the restaurant.   
 
    “Hey, you’re going the wrong way,” Mike called out. 
 
    She jerked her head in the direction of HQ.  “I’m sure you’ve noticed the zoo outside the station. Unless you want to end up on the evening news, you’d better follow me.” 
 
    They went up and down back streets, ending up at the rear of Mike’s office, which was located a few doors down from HQ.   
 
    “This cloak and dagger stuff must be getting to you,” he replied as he took out a key and unlocked the back door with shivering hands. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    They entered into a small storage space where Mike’s secretary kept the office supplies neatly placed on shelving that took up two walls of the room.  There were also file cabinets and large bottles of water stored for the water bubbler located in the waiting room.  They exited the storage space, took a left and entered Mike’s tastefully decorated office.     
 
    There was a long credenza along the wall on which stood several photographs of Mike, his pretty wife Sarah and their three children.  Prints of various scenes depicting both the Boston and Maine harbors hung on the walls.  Against the far wall, next to a bookcase filled with law books, was a small round table with two chairs.  
 
    “Why don’t you sit here while I get the file?” 
 
    The file?  By now, Cammie was burning with impatience. She took off her parka and draped it over the chair, then watched as Mike went to his large oak desk and picked up a bulky manila folder.   
 
    They sat down opposite each other at the small round table.     
 
    “So what’s this all about?” she asked. 
 
    “Two days before Eli died, he came to see me. He wanted to change his will.” 
 
    Cammie’s mind raced through several scenarios all at once.  The will had been temporarily put on the back burner as Emmy worked on finding out more information about Eddie Paltrow. It had never occurred to her to check with Mike, believing that if Eli had left a will, it would have been drawn up by some high powered attorney in Los Angeles, or Chicago. Depending on what was bequeathed, and to whom, she’d finally find out who would benefit the most from his death.  She might even find out more about the mysterious Helios Inc. Eli had been pouring money into.  Hoping this was the break she’d been waiting for, she unconsciously leaned forward. 
 
    “I would have come to you sooner, but I needed to file certain papers with the probate court and make sure everything was up to snuff.” He suddenly took Cammie’s hand and shook it.  “Congratulations, Sheriff.” 
 
    She gave him a bewildered look.  “Huh?”  
 
    “I’m happy to tell you that Eli left you $500,000.” 
 
    Cammie stared at him in disbelief as her heart ground to a halt.  “Wha--?” was all she could manage. 
 
    “Eli was very adamant about this change.  He insisted that you get this money.” He opened the file and took out an envelope. “He wanted me to give you this.  I believe it’s a note he wrote you.”  He handed her the envelope, then let his hand rest on her arm. 
 
    “I know about the cancer.  He told me all about it.  You don’t have to worry.  I’ve kept that quiet.  Not even my wife knows.”  He shook his head.  “To think that someone would shoot a dying man.  That’s just despicable. I didn’t know him very well, but from what I saw, he was a decent human being.”  He ruffled the papers in the file.  “All I need from you are a couple of signatures and where you want that money deposited, once the will clears probate.” 
 
    Somehow, in the midst of her stunned numbness, she found her voice.  “Are there any other beneficiaries?” 
 
    “He left money to several cancer hospitals and, you’ll be happy to know, he left $75,000 to the Night Hawks for new equipment.  He told me about your days playing together, so I know you’ll appreciate his generous gesture.  Tell me, do you still bat the puck around?” 
 
    She ignored his question as she struggled to wrap her mind about the unexpected turn of events.  “You said he wanted to change his will.  Did he take anybody out?  Lower their inheritances?” 
 
    Mike shook his head.  “I know what you’re looking for, but you’re not going to find it here, I’m afraid.  The only change Eli made was including you in the will.” 
 
    Cammie sat back with a thud. She was surprised when she heard Mike chuckling.  “I have to say, Sheriff, you’re the first person I’ve ever met who looks depressed over the news they’ve just inherited half a million dollars.”  He paused, then added, “But I totally understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve heard the talk around town; all the crazy scenarios people are coming up with to explain Eli’s death, including the one regarding your need for revenge for whatever happened years ago between you and Eli.  Then there’s--” He left the sentence hang. 
 
    “My need to cover up my alleged affair with Eli by pinning it on Jace.” 
 
    Mike looked embarrassed. “So you’ve heard them too.” She nodded.  “This money isn’t going to help you with any of that, is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s going to make things a whole lot worse.” 
 
    Just when, thanks to her press conference of the day before, her reputation was resurrecting itself. 
 
    Crap. Crap.  Crap. 
 
    By the time Cammie left Mike’s office, her dismay had settled into a large lump in the pit of her stomach.  She stood outside in the cold alleyway, the weight of the news regarding the inheritance matching the weight of the envelope she had shoved into her pocket.  Although there were a thousand things to do back at her office, she needed time alone. To digest what had just taken place, but more importantly, to read the note Eli had left her.  She dreaded opening the envelope, but knew she had no choice. For better or worse, it contained Eli’s last words to her.  If she didn’t read them, the guilt would eat away at her.  There was also the blind hope that he might have written something that would help her discover his murderer. Whatever he wrote, she knew it would be emotional. Her office was not the place to break down.   
 
    In order to outsmart the reporters, she’d taken to parking her Explorer a block away behind an old, unused garbage dumpster.  She turned towards the vehicle, and was soon heading out of town.   
 
    The sun had finally broken through the grey clouds, its bright rays mocking the glum mood Cammie had fallen into.  Her mind replayed the scene in Mike’s office. A memory fell into place. Taking out her cell phone, she speed dialed a number.  A moment later Lehane picked up. 
 
    “Any particular reason you chose not to tell me I was one of Eli’s beneficiaries?” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end. “Eli told me he was thinking about it, but I didn’t know he’d gone through with it. I couldn’t very well tell you he was leaving you $100,000, then not have it happen.” 
 
    “Eli told you he was leaving me $100,000?” Cammie asked, the wheels quietly turning in her head. 
 
    “Yes.  Once again, it all came down to him tying up loose ends.  I hope you take his bequest in the manner in which it was offered.  He really did care about you, Cammie.  This may not have been the best way for him to show it, but it was all he had.”  
 
    Cammie hung up the phone and remained pensive as she tried to put as much distance between herself and Twin Ponds.  She didn’t know where she was going, but as if guided by an invisible hand, possibly even Eli’s, she found herself pulling off towards Waban Pond.  It was here where it had all started between her and Eli all those years ago.  Teenagers who’d already seen the underbelly of life, trying to lose themselves in a sport where the only thing they had to worry about was hitting a small black object into a net. 
 
    Across the ice, a group of teenagers were playing a game of pick up hockey. Their yells and whoops echoed over the pond as she backed the truck into a spot beneath a grove of tall pine trees.  With the engine idling and the heat on full blast, she took the envelope out of her pocket and stared down at it.  There was a sizeable lump in the corner of the envelope. She turned it over and over in her hand, gathering her courage to read whatever Eli had thought important to tell her.   
 
    After a few moments of fumbling with the envelope, she uttered an impatient sigh.  She could sit here all day and play with the damned thing, or just get it over with.  With a heavy heart, she tore open the envelope and withdrew a folded sheet of cream colored paper.  She then turned the envelope upside down and watched as two huge diamond encrusted rings fell into her lap.  She felt a catch in her throat as she slowly picked up the heavy rings and held them in her palm, marveling at the weight and opulence of Eli’s two Stanley Cup rings.  In the middle of each were the logos of the teams he’d played for when they’d won the Stanley Cup; the symbols covered in diamonds and precious gems. She whistled under her breath as she realized she could probably tear down her tiny log cabin and build a mansion on the price of just one of these rings. 
 
    She put them down on the passenger seat, and turned her attention to the sheet of paper.  She slowly unfolded it, instantly recognizing Eli’s scratchy handwriting that hadn’t changed much since they were in high school. She hesitated, wanting so much to just fold the note back up and never look at what it said.  But she couldn’t.  No matter what he’d written, she couldn’t turn her back on the last words of his she’d ever hear.   
 
    The surroundings, the distant hockey game, everything disappeared as she slowly began to read. 
 
      
 
    I have no excuse for what I did to you. Saying I was young and ambitious, or that I honestly didn’t know how much you suffered doesn’t cut it and I know that now.  If I could do it all over again, I would have taken you with me. Whenever I was interviewed, the question always came up why I’d never married. The assumption was that I enjoyed being a ladies man. The truth is, I never found a woman who could compete with you.  
 
      
 
    I remember when I first saw you. You were ten and building a snowman near the entrance to the school.  I think I fell in love with you then, Cam, and I never fell out of love with you.  As usual, I’m telling you too late and I’m not sure you’ll believe me anyway.  But I did love you, I do love you and I will always love you.  Money doesn’t begin to make up for the mess I caused, but maybe it will help ease your life a bit.  
 
      
 
    As for the rings, you deserve them more than I do.  Without that slap shot you helped me improve on, I never would have made it in the NHL.  Wear them knowing they’re rightfully yours.   
 
      
 
    She refolded the note and held it in her hand.  Instead of sorrow, an unexpected rage coursed through Cammie.  Before she knew what she was doing, she crumpled Eli’s note into a ball, and threw it into the back seat. She rolled down the window, grabbed the rings and was about to hurl them out into the snow when common sense took over.   
 
    Breathing heavily, she rolled the window back up and jammed the rings into her parka pocket. She then leaned her forehead against the steering wheel. 
 
    “You lousy, stinking, son of a bitch,” she muttered, as hot angry tears ran down her face.  “You fucking, fucking bastard.” 
 
    After days of trying to hold it together, she finally and mercifully allowed herself a good, hard cry. All the anger, the guilt, the disappointments she’d carried for so long seeped out of her soul and into the warm air of the Explorer.  Intermingled with her regrets over Eli was her sorrow over Jace. The two became one as the anguish over their behavior roared up and swamped her.  
 
    When she was done, she sat up and wiped the tears away with the sleeves of her parka.  She didn’t exactly feel better; the crying had left her hollowed out and empty. But the heaviness in her heart had dissipated, and she felt clear headed for the first time since receiving the unexpected news of her inheritance.   
 
    Christ, the inheritance. Eli must have been feeling especially guilty to give her an additional $400,000 without telling Lehane. What the hell was she going to do with all that money?  She knew he’d meant well leaving it to her, but she didn’t need it.  Or want it.  She liked her life the way it was. Money was only going to change it, and not for the better. Wealth had a habit of turning people into gross, greedy caricatures of themselves. She herself was ambivalent about the half a mil, but what about her friends and acquaintances?  Would they all suddenly be looking for a handout?   
 
    As for Twin Ponds itself, she could just hear the gossip mill revving up for another go round. Instead of murdering him as some sort of revenge for their past, she’d murdered him to get her hands on his money.   
 
    God, what a mess. 
 
    She looked out the windshield towards the hockey players and sighed. There was nothing left to do but keep moving forward.  People were going to say what they were going to say, regardless of whether it was the truth, or even remotely resembling the truth.  The best thing to do was to forget about the money for now and concentrate on finding Paltrow and Carolyn.   
 
    Having made that decision, she turned towards the back seat to retrieve the crumpled note. 
 
    And found herself staring at the missing Night Hawks trophy that had once adorned Eli’s mantel.   
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do with all that money?” 
 
    Cammie’s jaw dropped as she handed Rick the wrapped trophy to be sent down to Augusta for fingerprint analysis. 
 
    “This has to be a world record.  I only found out –“ she looked at her watch – “forty-five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Mike’s secretary is Emmy’s aunt, don’t you remember?  As soon as you got told, I guess she figured it was alright to spill the beans.” 
 
    Cammie rolled her eyes.  “That’s great.  This means that in an hour the whole of Twin Ponds will know.  And in two hours, they should be hearing about it in Portland.” 
 
    Rick shrugged.  “Hey, it isn’t every day a Maine sheriff inherits half a mil.  Maybe now you can buy a new couch and get rid of that piece of shit.  My back still aches.” 
 
    “That’s probably due more to your determination to do the horizontal anywhere and everywhere whenever the mood hits.”  
 
    Rick thought about it for a moment.  “Yeah, you’re probably right.  Doing it in a closet full of exercise equipment--” He stopped when he saw her look. “Hey, we were celebrating the Night Hawks win and her parents came home early--” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.  She was at least eighteen, right?” 
 
    “Of course. We celebrated her birthday just that morning.” 
 
     “Let’s get the trophy down to forensics ASAP.  In the meantime, I’m going home to change for the funeral tonight.  And don’t tell me I shouldn’t go.” 
 
    “Well, there is the matter of you inheriting all that money and people’s reaction to it—“ 
 
    Cammie clicked her tongue in disgust. “It will look worse if I don’t go.” 
 
    And, she added silently to herself.  I owe it to both Eli and myself to say a final good-bye. 
 
    “I’ll have your back.” Her saw her expression. “Okay, okay. No snipers.” 
 
    At that moment, the door to her office burst open and Emmy dashed inside.  She threw herself into Cammie’s arms, and buried her sobbing face in the sheriff’s shoulder. 
 
    “Please don’t leave us, Sheriff!  You can’t quit.  I won’t let you!  I won’t!” 
 
    Cammie looked down at her dispatcher in astonishment.  “Emmy, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re the best boss I’ve ever had.  You can’t quit,” she repeated through gulping tears. 
 
    “Who told you I was quitting?” 
 
    “You don’t have to work anymore. You’re – you’re rich!” 
 
    Cammie mentally counted to three, then gently took Emmy’s shoulders and pulled the young woman away from her.  “Emmy, look at me.”  Emmy raised her tear rimmed eyes until they met Cammie’s.  “I’m not quitting.” 
 
    “Honest?” she quivered. 
 
    “Honest.” 
 
    “But all that money Mr. Kelley left you--” 
 
    “Eli could have left me two million dollars, and it wouldn’t change anything. I have no intention of leaving my job. Not now, not ever.  Or at least,” she added, “until the people of Twin Ponds vote me out.” 
 
    “They won’t. You’ll solve this crime and everybody will love you again.  You’ll see.” 
 
    If only Cammie shared Emmy’s optimism. After calming the dispatcher down with more promises that she wasn’t going to quit, and after promising Rick the first thing she was going to buy when this was all over was a new couch, she started to leave when Emmy ran back to her office. 
 
    “These just came in.  They’re Eli and Carolyn’s phone records.” 
 
    Cammie scanned them, saw what she needed to see, made one more phone call, then hurriedly left to go home to change for the funeral. 
 
    Her insides felt heavy - with news of the inheritance, the changes that was going to bring, the reaction townspeople were going to have when they found out, the reaction Jace was going to have when he found out, the investigation itself and lastly, Eli’s last words to her.  All the emotion, all the drama, all the worries jumbled and coursed through her until she wanted nothing more than to turn the Explorer around and just keep driving until she disappeared into the sunset, never to be seen again. 
 
    She sighed.  That only happened in the movies. 
 
    Right now, she was far from being John Wayne, or Clint Eastwood.  Calamity Jane was more like it. 
 
    She leaned over to turn the radio on, hoping music could lift her spirits when her phone rang.  She picked it up and flipped it open. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth here.” 
 
     “Sheriff, this is Caleb Quinn from the Crime Lab.  I’ve got some forensic results you might be interested in.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn a dress, and her legs froze as the icy wind cut through her black stockings.  She’d read somewhere long ago that a woman’s wardrobe wasn’t complete without the essential little black dress. She’d bought hers back in Seattle and lugged it with her when she’d made the cross country trip back to Boston, then up to Maine. To her surprise and delight, it still fit. 
 
    As expected, the parking lot to the high school was packed.  Knowing the crowds Eli’s funeral was going to attract, Lehane had opted to have the services performed in the biggest building in Twin Ponds, the high school gymnasium.  Although Cammie got there early, she still had to park several streets away, and silently cursed the crowds as she carefully made her way over the icy sidewalks in her black pumps.  It didn’t help that her ankle was beginning to ache in the unaccustomed footwear.   
 
    Drawing closer, she was horrified to see at least three television crews interviewing various townspeople as they tried to enter.  Lehane had prudently stationed two burly bodyguards at the door who checked everyone’s identification.  No one who was not from Twin Ponds was allowed inside.  However, with reporters interfering with the process, the line was growing longer as mourners attempted to attend the services.   
 
    A wave of sadness swept through her as she saw Eli’s funeral being turned into a full blown media circus. Twin Ponds had never seen anything like this and was ill prepared to deal with the crush of people and media. She immediately got on her cell and called in reinforcements to deal with crowd control. 
 
    Soon she was coordinating her deputies to deal with traffic which was becoming worse as more people poured in to either attend the funeral or gawk at the reporters. She recognized some famous faces from network news, which only added to the insanity. 
 
    Worried that her appearance would inflame an already crazy situation, she called Lehane and got him to have one of the bodyguards smuggle her in through the side door. 
 
    Inside, it was wall to wall people. At the far end of the gym, Eli’s open casket was laid out atop a velvet green covered bier.  Near the head and foot of the casket, someone had placed a five foot candleholder that held a burning white candle.  Chairs were set up in neat rows, with a podium in front of the bier from which the minister would conduct the service.    
 
    There were vases of flowers surrounding the casket as well.  Cammie knew it must have cost the Tylers a great deal of money to fly in the flowers in the dead of winter, but at the same time, she was grateful for their gesture.  Despite the surroundings, with high school banners suspended from the ceiling, and the cavernous nature of the building, the Tylers had done their best to bring a dignified air to the funeral service. 
 
    Struggling to make her way towards the makeshift altar, she noticed the topics of conversation appeared to be evenly divided between the missing Paltrow and her sudden inheritance. She also noticed the attention to her seemed to be evenly divided as well.  Some people greeted her warmly, while others turned their back. 
 
    Yet here and there were pockets of other conversations.  Wriggling to get through a particularly tight band of people, she heard snippets of dialogue swirling around her.  The loudest was coming from a small group of women gathered to the right of the bier.  An unmistakably high pitched giggle caught her attention and she didn’t need to look over to know Audella was at the center of the group.  Drawing closer, she saw she was right.   
 
    Holding court in the midst of the slightly drab, subdued women, Audella was dressed in a gorgeous black velvet dress that clung to her curvaceous body.  Around the high collar was a necklace of dazzling diamonds that caught and shimmered in the light.  Her companions stood, awestruck as Audella jumped from subject to subject, answering their questions about her clothing and her jet set lifestyle, and quickly adding her opinion to strings of other conversations.  It was dizzying and as Cammie slid past them, wafts of a New York accent, mixed with strong Maine accents, drifted over her. 
 
    “--I bought this dress at a little boutique on Fifth Avenue.  They have the most beautiful things from all over the world!” 
 
    “--Didn’t you know that northern lights are portents of evil?  I told you so. And I was right. Poor Eli lost his life on the night those lights appeared.” 
 
     “--Those are lovely shoes, Mrs. Tyler.” 
 
    “--I thought they were quite beautiful.” 
 
     “--Did you get those shoes at the boutique where you bought your dress?” 
 
    “--Oh Lord no.  These are Jimmy Choos, you know.” 
 
    “--Jimmy who?” 
 
    “--Did you hear that Pat Vickery bagged himself a swamp donkey the other day down on the other side of Waban.” 
 
    “--A what?” 
 
    “--Sorry.  Swamp donkeys are what we call moose around here.” 
 
    Audella twittered.  “Everybody must be born with a gun up here!  I’ll bet you’re all good shots.” 
 
    “--That poor Mr. Tyler.  He’s really taking Eli’s death hard.” 
 
    At the sound of Lehane’s name, Cammie scoured the crowd for him.  Her heels and tall height allowed her to see over many of the mourners’ heads.  She soon spied him sitting in a dark corner near the casket.  Her heart went out to him when she saw him doubled over, his face covered by a handkerchief, his shoulders shaking with deep, emotional grief.  Cammie made her way to him and knelt down beside him. 
 
    “Is there anything I can get you?” she asked. 
 
    Lehane looked up and she was taken aback by how ashen and gaunt he looked.  His face was red and streaked with tears and she worried that he was on the brink of a break-down. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. Seeing him laid out like that…knowing what happened.  It’s just so final.  I never thought I’d end up having to bury my best friend, my brother--” He couldn’t finish as he once again broke down in sobs. 
 
    Cammie didn’t know what to say.  Death was never easy and she lacked the words, if any existed, that would bring comfort to Lehane.  She resorted to patting his knee in consolation.   
 
    Someone came up behind her and looking up, she saw it was Rick.  She stood up and immediately pulled him aside. 
 
    “Whoa, I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, being my boss and all, but you look foxy in a dress.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think.  Would you do me a favor and see if you can find Doc?  Lehane’s in a bad way. Maybe he can give the man something to calm him down.” 
 
    Rick glanced at the sobbing sports agent and shook his head.  “I’ve never seen anybody take a death so hard. I hope someone cries like that for me when it’s my turn to go.” 
 
    “I’m sure this place will be overflowing with all your conquests mourning your demise.” 
 
    After Rick left, Cammie pulled up a chair next to Lehane. Not sure what to do, she awkwardly draped her arm around the weeping man’s shoulder.  She tried to catch Audella’s eye to signal her over, but the woman was involved in describing, to her spellbound audience, a party she’d attended at Tom Cruise’s home in Telluride, and either didn’t see or ignored Cammie’s waves.   
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours, Doc materialized out of the crowd. Gratefully, she left the increasingly hysterical man to abler hands.   
 
    There was no one at the casket and she took the opportunity to pay her respects. Reaching the bier, she felt Rick come up behind her.  “Do you mind?  I’d like a private moment,” she replied sternly. 
 
    “Sorry, no can do. You’re a sitting duck standing up here all alone.” 
 
    “Rick, I appreciate your concern, but I doubt someone is going to whip out their Uzi and mow me down.” 
 
    Rick’s eyes scanned the crowd.  “You never know, Sheriff.  You just never know.” 
 
    Cammie suppressed a frustrated sigh.  Instead, she turned to her deputy and said, “Tell you what. Stand about three feet with your back to me and keep your eyes peeled.  That way if someone makes a move towards me, you’ll see them.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    She watched to make sure he didn’t take his gun out of his holster, then at long last turned her attention to Eli. 
 
    Except for the fact that he looked slightly shriveled, she had to admit the mortician had done a decent job.  He was dressed in a charcoal grey suit, with a light grey shirt and gold tie.  His blonde hair was neatly combed and it if weren’t for the prune-like wrinkles around his mouth and hands, he would have looked as though he were asleep.  Someone had thoughtfully placed a hockey puck in his folded hands, a fitting tribute to a man who’d become a legend shooting those things down ice. 
 
    Cammie tuned out the din of human conversation as she looked down at this man who had caused her so much grief both while he was alive and now that he was dead.  A multitude of emotions ran through her as she realized this would be the last time she’d look upon his face.   
 
    In a moment of sudden, unexpected clarity, a knowing came over her.  As if he were standing next to her and allowing her to see a piece of himself that he’d kept carefully hidden from everyone. An understanding of what had driven him, what his life had been about.  And why he’d felt compelled to take his own life.  It didn’t make many of the things he’d done right, but she knew now why he’d done them.  Unexpectedly, it was the same things that had once driven her. The need to prove she was more than what people saw. The need to show the world that she was worthy of their attention. For Eli, this need had been played out on the world stage.  For her, it had been played out in the back alleys of Seattle and the city streets of Boston. 
 
    Once he could no longer be the symbol of resiliency, determination and strength, he’d chosen to end the play.  Close the curtain and go out without a look backwards. 
 
    But he had looked back. At her.  At what he’d done to her. And had asked for absolution. 
 
    I forgive you, Eli.  I forgive you everything.  Because we were the same, you and I.  I just didn’t realize it until now. 
 
    She bit back the tears before glancing over her shoulder at Lehane.  She saw Audella had finally reached her husband and was whispering in his ear the words of comfort and solace that she herself could not articulate. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she watched the minister stride towards the podium, signaling that services were about to begin.  Lehane and Audella settled themselves into the front row.  Rick lightly touched her shoulder. 
 
    “There are some chairs next to the Tylers.” 
 
    “I’ll stand.” 
 
    “You sure?  It’s probably going to be a long service and with your ankle and all –“ 
 
    She shook her head.  “I know what I’m doing.  You sit.  I’ll stand.”  
 
    “Then I’ll stand too.” 
 
    Together the two leaned up against the far wall.  While Rick and the others turned their attention to the minister, Cammie kept her eyes surreptitiously focused on the front and back doors, hoping the person she was waiting for would make an appearance.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick was right. The service went on forever. He was also right about her ankle. Unaccustomed to standing, much less walking in heels, her ankle was turning into a throbbing miasma of pain and discomfort.  She had no choice but to suck it up and continue watching the doors.  She had a hunch the person she was waiting for would turn up.  It was simply a matter of when.  She also, through habit, scanned the crowd.  Despite having two viable suspects, it was always possible the murderer was sitting in that room; inserting themselves into the grieving process to avert attention.  She’d seen it before in Seattle, when the murderer turned up at the funeral of the woman he’d cold bloodedly strangled.  Distance did not change the more tragic aspects of humanity. Rage and anger sometimes boiled over into death and murder. It was just as possible here, in this small hamlet of civilization in a vast wilderness than it was in a crowded seaport city. She therefore carefully and covertly scrutinized each face for any telltale sign that would make her instincts scream out. 
 
    There were instances, however, when she put aside her vigilance and turned her attention to the minister.  In those moments, she was proud she held it together, unlike the sniffles and quiet weeping of many throughout the gymnasium.  The minister spoke of Eli’s many accomplishments, events everyone in that room knew as well, if not better, than their own children’s names.  Then a few of his old Night Hawks teammates got up to talk about those long ago days. Before the fame.  Before the awards. When he’d been just a high-schooler with big dreams, and the talent to back it up.  It was then that Cammie found her fortitude crumbling.  She’d been a part of every one of those memories.  Some funny, some poignant – all slices of her own life intermingled so closely with Eli’s.   
 
    As the men spoke, she felt the eyes of several townspeople stray to her. Did they feel sympathy towards her?  Grief? Anger?  She couldn’t tell.  And in the end, it didn’t really matter.   
 
    The minister then returned and read a statement from Lehane, who owing to his emotional state, was unable to read himself.  His words spoke of Eli’s prowess with the puck, the uncanny intuitiveness to always know what was happening every second he was on the ice.  
 
    It struck Cammie as sad that no one spoke of Eli’s humanity.  Not even his best friend Lehane thought to bring it up. They probably thought he hadn’t any.   
 
    But she knew better. 
 
    It didn’t matter that his humanity had been prompted by the cancer.  The fact was, he’d taken a hard look at himself and changed what needed to be changed.  It took courage to do that.  More courage than facing an opponent on the ice.  And he’d done it.  She knew now that somewhere inside, he had cared.  Deeply. 
 
    The tragedy of his life was that it had come too late. 
 
    Finally it was over.  The minister intoned one last prayer and the service came to an end.   
 
    “Do you want me to cover you on your way to your truck?” Rick asked. 
 
    “No. I’m going to stay here for awhile. I’d like to say a last, private good-bye to Eli.” 
 
    “I’ll go help with traffic control, then come back.” 
 
    “Rick, you don’t –“ 
 
    Rick held his hand up.  “Look, I know you think I’m being stupid.  But despite what everybody thinks, I know and Emmy knows and even most of this town knows that you’re the best sheriff we’ve ever had.  I’m not going to stand by and allow some nutbag to take out their frustrations on you.  So I’m going to wait for you just as you’d wait for me if the positions were reversed.”  He glared at her as if daring her to disagree.  “And if you don’t like that, you can fire me.” 
 
    Cammie met his determined stare.  And her heart warmed.  Then chilled.  The truth was, she didn’t want Rick here.  She didn’t want him to witness what she was going to do.  She realized how much his opinion of her meant.  And she would save it at all costs. 
 
    “I’ll give you a call when I’m ready to leave.  In the meantime, once everyone’s gone home, would you please stay in your truck until you hear from me? I don’t need you getting frostbite waiting out in the cold.” 
 
    “Will do.”   
 
    Cammie turned and watched as everyone quietly filed out.  From the open doorway came flashing lights and she knew the press had descended upon the departing mourners.  That was another reason for her to stay.  The last thing she wanted to do was face the media. 
 
    As the crowd thinned, she noticed Audella and Lehane still seated in their chairs.  She quietly approached the couple and nodded towards the door.  “I don’t think you want to face what’s out there.  Would you like me to have the minister slip you out the back door?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Audella replied. Lehane was silent, the sobbing subsiding halfway through the service.  Cammie glanced at him and noticed how numb he was, as though every ounce of emotion had been squeezed out of him, leaving only an empty husk in its wake. Once more she worried about his mental state.  And knowing about his heart, she worried about his physical state as well.   
 
    She called the minister over, explained the situation and together he and one of the bodyguards who’d been stationed in the back managed to get them away safely to their vehicle.  Cammie watched from the window of one of the back offices, part of her mind thinking about the investigation while the other part made sure they drove away without a posse of reporters trailing behind them. 
 
    At long last, she was alone. The silence of the building weighed down on her as she made her way towards the casket and, once more, stood in front of what was once a vibrant, living man. Memories swallowed her up – their first kiss, some of the more exciting games they’d played.  Even that wretched night when she’d brained him with the shovel.  That last night they’d been together.  The discovery of his body. They all came pouring forth. To her surprise, it no longer hurt so much to think about all those things.  There were still twinges here and there, but the suffocating pain was gone. It was replaced with a knowing that even if she’d stayed and heard him out the last night of his life, it wouldn’t have changed anything. Whoever wanted him dead would have simply waited for her to leave. Or, in a worst case scenario, taken her life as well.    
 
    She glanced up at the ceiling.  “I hope you’re having a good laugh over all this,” she whispered under her breath.   
 
    Time stood still as she remained standing by the casket, looking down at the face she’d once known so well, watching as the recollections of days long gone raced by like leaves on a river.  Words, a touch, a smile, a laugh – all these relived themselves in her mind’s eye.  Summers climbing Crow Mountain, winters flying across the ice, springs huddled in each other’s arms and falls getting ready for school.  They all demanded their moment and she gave her permission.  Before she knew it, a half hour had passed in the blink of an eye.  Much like life itself.   
 
    Disappointed, and a little surprised that her quarry hadn’t shown up, and worried that Rick was still waiting for her in the frigidly cold temperatures, she shook off the melancholy of memories and hurried back to where she’d thrown down her parka.   She took her cell phone out of her pocket and was in the middle of dialing Rick when she heard the front door of the gymnasium open.  Her first thought was that the reporters were sneaking in to take a last picture of Eli.  Unwilling to give them an added bonus of catching the grieving sheriff at his casket, she quickly ducked down behind the chairs.   
 
    She waited a few moments before peeking around the chair.  To her delight, she saw her instincts hadn’t been off after all. She watched the person she’d been waiting for all evening quietly slip down the aisle and approach the bier.   
 
    Cammie crept along the row of chairs and came up behind the lone mourner. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d see you here. You’ve been avoiding me.”   
 
    Carolyn Haskell, dressed in a long black coat with a fur collar and a matching hat angled perfectly on her blonde hair, jerked her head up and stared at Cammie.   
 
    “I have not,” the woman snapped.   
 
    “You haven’t been home for the past week.” 
 
    “I had business out of town.” 
 
    “We need to finish our conversation.” 
 
    Carolyn’s mouth tightened.  “I told you before.  I’m not talking to you without a lawyer.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and started down the aisle. 
 
    “That’s too bad because I just got a report from Forensics that tells me I have probable cause to arrest you for the murder of Eli Kelley.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or at least as an accessory to his murder.” 
 
    Carolyn abruptly stopped and whirled around to face Cammie.  The color was gone from her face.   
 
    “They found long blonde strands of hair in Eli’s bed that match your DNA.  That alone is enough to arrest you.” 
 
    “How did you get my--” She gasped as the realization hit her.  “You bitch!  You took it from the water cup you offered me when I came to your office!” Cammie shrugged, which infuriated Carolyn even more. “You unscrupulous, dishonest, piece of--”  
 
    “I wouldn’t go there if I were you.” 
 
    “Why not?  You’re doing everything you can to pin Eli’s murder on me!” 
 
    “I didn’t plant your hair in his bed.  You did that yourself.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him!” her screech echoed throughout the silent building. 
 
    “Then talk to me.  Tell me what happened that day.” 
 
    “Oh, so you can turn my words against me?  I know how much you hate me.” 
 
    Cammie sighed. “Carolyn, I don’t hate you.  In fact, I never started this thing between us. You’ve had a chip on your shoulder ever since grade school.  It’s time to let it go.”  Carolyn’s nostrils flared, but she remained silent. Cammie slowly approached Carolyn and stopped a few inches from her.  “We can go round and round on this, but at the end of the day, you’re going to have to talk to me.  The more you refuse, the worse it looks for you.” 
 
    She noticed Carolyn pensively biting her lip.  “I don’t know why I should trust you, especially after that stunt with the cup,” she muttered.   
 
     “You were being uncooperative.  I needed to find out what went down that night. Regardless of whether you believe me or not, I’m a professional, Carolyn.  I don’t allow personal feelings to get in the way of my job. And right now, my job is to unravel what happened in Eli’s house the night he was murdered.  The fact that forensics found your DNA in his bed is not looking good.  Just tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Like you would believe me.” 
 
    “I won’t know until you start talking.” 
 
    The two women stared each other down. Carolyn’s mind raced, trying her best to come up with the perfect excuse to get out of this.  But one look at the sheriff’s determined face, and knowing she wouldn’t think twice about arresting her if she refused, she let out a defeated sigh. With a dramatic flounce, she dropped down in the nearest chair with a frustrated thud.   
 
    Cammie inwardly smiled and quietly sat down next to her.  Carolyn carefully folded her gloved hands in her lap and stared straight ahead, her blue eyes focused on a spot above the podium where the school’s crimson and cream colored banner hung down above Eli’s body. 
 
     “It’s no secret I wanted Eli,” she started slowly.  “I’ve always wanted Eli. Ever since fourth grade.  But you know that.  I never stood a chance.  Not at 200 pounds and a face full of acne.  Even if I hadn’t had those things running against me, he was stuck on you. He obviously went for the butch type who could play hockey and hang out as one of the guys.  I was too feminine for that.” 
 
    Cammie ground her teeth at the obvious insult, but remained silent as Carolyn continued. 
 
    “When he came back to Twin Ponds, I thought I finally had a chance.  I’ve learned over the years not to wait for life to come to you.  You’ve got to grab it by the balls.  So I did.  This time I was going to win.  We had dinner a few times.  We talked about his career, the life he’d led since leaving Twin Ponds.” She chuckled sadly. “I now realize that all we did was talk about him. He never once asked me about my life. What I’d been doing. The bastard never even mentioned how much weight I’d lost, or how good I looked.  That should have clued me in.  But I still had those damned stars in my eyes.  I kept waiting for him to make a move.  I’d read all the magazines – I knew he was a ladies man.  But he wasn’t moving as quickly as I wanted, so I decided to take matters into my own hands.  I drove out to his house the day he died around lunchtime.  I figured we could indulge in some afternoon delight.  He wasn’t home, but that didn’t stop me.  I decided to surprise him.”  She paused for a long moment.  Just as Cammie wondered if she’d refuse to elaborate, she opened her mouth and spoke into the cool, quiet air.  
 
     “I got undressed, climbed into his bed and waited.”  She closed her eyes against the painful memory and took a breath.  She slowly let it out as she gripped her hands tighter. 
 
    “God, he was such a bastard,” she whispered under her breath.  
 
    “What happened?”  Cammie asked. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” she suddenly snarled.  “He walked in, saw me in his bed and blew a gasket. He totally humiliated me.  Told me he was still in love with you and ordered me out of his house. I barely had time to get my clothes together before he tossed me out into the snow.”  She looked at the coffin and suddenly yelled, “I’ve never been treated like that by anyone, you piece of shit!”   
 
    She covered her face with her hands, and it took a few moments for her to calm herself down.  Abruptly she tore her hands away and once again stared at the altar, her blue eyes snapping with anger. 
 
    “I wanted to get drunk. I wanted to completely obliterate what he’d done to me.  So I went to Zee’s.”  She paused, then continued in a quieter tone, “That’s when I saw Jace.  At that moment, I hated you so much.  All through high school, it was you and Eli.  Fifteen fucking years later, it was still you and Eli.  Seeing Jace sitting there alone and drunk gave me the perfect opportunity to finally get back at you.  To take something you had.  To make you feel the rejection I’d just been through.”  She sighed.  “I realize now how stupid I was.  It wasn’t your fault the guy still had it bad for you.  Christ, you suffered more than I ever did at the hands of Eli. But I wasn’t thinking clearly. All I wanted to do was to strike out at you and I would have used anyone to do it with.  Jace provided me that chance.”  
 
    “So you left Zee’s with Jace.  Do you recall what time that was?” 
 
    Carolyn nodded.  “I think it was around ten.  The guy was so plastered, I had trouble getting him to my car.  Of course Eli had to show up.  That’s when things went from bad to worse.  He saw us together and completely lost it.  He insulted me and insulted Jace.  By the way, even drunk, your guy is a gentleman. When Eli started calling me names, Jace tried to take a swing at him.”  She shuddered.  “The poor bastard didn’t stand a chance. Not as drunk as he was.  Eli started pounding on him. I had to throw myself in the middle to make him stop.” 
 
    For the first time since she’d begun talking, she turned and looked directly at Cammie.  “I regret that whole day.  I regret going to Eli’s house and I especially regret dragging Jace into my mess.  But I swear to you, I had nothing to do with killing Eli.  The last time I saw him was in the parking lot when he drove away.” 
 
    “What about Jace? What happened after you got him to your house?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to hear this?” 
 
    She didn’t.  But she had to.  So she nodded. 
 
    “I managed to get him into my bedroom where I took off his shirt and jeans and laid him down on my bed.  I then went to take a shower.  When I came out, he was gone, along with my SUV.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “What could I do?  I had no wheels, no way to chase him down.  I tried calling him several times on his cell, but there was no answer.  I figured he’d gone home to you.  I planned on calling him at the garage the next day to have him bring my SUV back.  But then of course I find out my vehicle’s been impounded because it’s part of a murder investigation.” 
 
    “So you never saw Jace again after you got out of the shower?” 
 
    “Get me a Bible and I’ll swear on it. I didn’t even know he’d gone until I got out of the bathroom and found him missing.  I was so pissed, I had to talk to somebody.  I ended up calling my cousin in New Hampshire.  She’s always been good at calming me down.” 
 
    “It never occurred to you he might have gone to Eli’s?” 
 
    Carolyn shrugged.  “No, why would it?  It was obvious he wanted you. He kept muttering your damned name the whole time we were together.”  She shook her head.  “Whatever it is you have, you should really have it bottled.  First Eli, then Jace.  Jeez.”  
 
    “What was your reaction when you found out Eli had been murdered?” 
 
    “I was shocked, of course.  He was so virile, so alive.  It was hard to believe he was gone.”  She jerked her head towards the bier.  “Even with him lying up there, it’s still hard to believe.” 
 
    “Are you sorry he’s gone?” 
 
    Carolyn’s sharp gaze took in Cammie’s face.  “About as sorry as you are.  Look, I know the guy’s dead.  But that doesn’t erase the fact that he was a self-centered, egotistical bastard who took what he wanted, regardless of the consequences.  You know that better than anyone.”  She sat back in her chair.  “So there you have it.  The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God.”  She smiled at her own witticism. 
 
    “So if what you’re telling me is true, why did you take off for a week?” 
 
    Carolyn heaved an impatient sigh.  “I told you already. I had a business trip to Portland.  The home office is thinking of expanding my territory and wanted to speak to me about it.” 
 
    “That took a full week?” 
 
    “Since I was down there, I decided to take a few days and treat myself to a trip to Boston.  I haven’t been down there in a while and wanted to do some shopping on Newbury Street.  My career is looking particularly good right now and I want to look the part.” 
 
    Apart from wearing Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation gown, Cammie couldn’t see how Carolyn could dress any sharper than she already did.   
 
    “You know we’ll need to check out your story.” 
 
    “Be my guest.”  She opened her handbag and took out a piece of paper.  “Here’s all the information.  The hotels, the car I rented.  I even have the receipts for the business suits I bought at Sak’s Fifth Avenue.” 
 
    Cammie took the paper and glanced down at it.  Her eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “You stayed at the Ritz Carlton?” 
 
    Carolyn grinned.  “Business has been very good this year.  After that fiasco with Eli, I needed and deserved to pamper myself.”  She reached out and to Cammie’s shock, patted the sheriff on the back of her hand.  “If what I hear is true, looks like you’ll be doing a lot of pampering yourself.  Imagine, half a mil for treating you like shit.  Not bad, Cammie.”  She abruptly withdrew her hand and stood up.  “Am I free to go now?” 
 
    “Just one more question.  Do you own a gun?” 
 
    A look of horror crossed over Carolyn’s face and she threw her hands up as if to ward off the terrifying thought.  “A gun?  Are you crazy?  I hate those damned things.  I wouldn’t go near one if you paid me.” 
 
    “Stay in town. If you have any other trips coming up, tell me about it, even if it’s to go to Augusta to get your nails done.” 
 
    “So I’m not exonerated?” 
 
    “Your DNA was found at the murder scene. I could arrest you right now on that alone.” 
 
    Carolyn forced herself to meet Cammie’s gaze.  “And will you?” 
 
    Cammie knew she wouldn’t.  Not yet anyway.  After receiving the phone records, she’d called Carolyn’s cousin to confirm their phone conversation the night of Eli’s murder. The two had been on Carolyn’s landline phone for several hours, up to and including Eli’s estimated time of death. Although it was very possible Carolyn could have simply called her cousin and taken her phone off the hook, Cammie’s instincts told her the woman was telling her the truth.   
 
    She’d also noticed on the phone records that Carolyn called her cousin at least once a week.  She suspected Carolyn did a lot of unburdening with her poor cousin – bitching about everything that had gone wrong with her life, and boasting when something wonderful happened.  Knowing her as she did, Carolyn struck her as the kind of person who always found something wrong; never content or happy, but constantly finding fault.  The chip on her shoulder, the chip that told her the world owed her because she’d once been fat and pimply was still there, hidden under the façade of a size 4 body, beautiful clothes and perfectly coiffed hair and make-up.  How exhausting.  Her cousin deserved a medal for listening to her. 
 
    Cammie had known all this, yet strung Carolyn along, needing to hear it in her own words.  
 
    She didn’t like herself at that moment.  She’d been deceitful and manipulative, understanding that was the only way she was going to get Carolyn to talk.   
 
    Maybe she was more like Eli than she’d thought. 
 
    “Not right now,” she finally answered. “But I’m serious about letting me know your whereabouts.  I want you near in case I need to ask you more questions.  You disappear again, it’s going to look very bad for you.” 
 
    Carolyn lifted an eyebrow.  “Don’t threaten me, Cammie,” she spat out in disdain before brushing past the sheriff and walking down the aisle, the sharp clicking of her heels reverberating throughout the empty building.  Just as she exited the door, one of the hearse drivers poked his head in. 
 
    “Don’t mean to disturb you, Sheriff, but we were wondering if it’s okay to take the body now.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.”   
 
    “Deputy Belleveau also wants to know if you’re ready to leave.” 
 
    “Tell him I’ll be right out.” 
 
    Alone again, Cammie went up to the casket, pressed her fingers to her lips, then placed them against Eli’s cold stiff mouth.   
 
    “Good-bye, Eli.  I sincerely hope you landed in a good place.” 
 
    Wrapping herself in her parka, she stepped out into the frigid night.  The reporters were long gone and the only activity involved the men loading Eli’s casket into the hearse to be taken for cremation.  Rick came up to her and jerked his head towards Carolyn’s car as she drove past. 
 
    “So Ms. Haskell decided to make an appearance after all.” 
 
    “Yes she did.” They turned and walked towards Rick’s idling truck.  As he drove the short distance towards her Explorer, she shared the details of her conversation with Carolyn, including the phone records backing up her story.   
 
    “No offense, Cam, but did you ever consider the possibility that she might have dialed her cousin and left the phone on a chair while she killed Eli and set up Jace?” 
 
    Cammie smiled, happy to see Rick’s investigative skills in action.  “Rick, Carolyn is what we call a professional victim. After the humiliation she suffered at Eli’s hands, she would have needed to spill her guts to someone. She needs sympathy as much as I need to get these damned shoes off.”  She glanced out the window.  “No, I believe her story.  She was too busy telling her cousin how much men suck to go out and actually hurt the men who had done her wrong.”  She dug into her parka pocket and withdrew the receipts Carolyn had given her.  “Just to be on the safe side though, can you check through these tomorrow and make sure they’re legit?” 
 
    “So we’re back to square one, huh?”  He sounded dejected. 
 
    “Not necessarily.  There’s still Eddie Paltrow.” 
 
    What hung in the air between them, and which remained unspoken, was the fact that Jace was still in the picture too.  
 
    Pulling up next to her vehicle, she opened the door and climbed out of his vehicle.  “Thank you for sticking around. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want me to follow you?” 
 
    “No.  Go home and get some sleep.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She got into the Explorer and quickly changed into her hiking boots.  Her feet sighed with relief as she pulled away from the curb and started down the street.   
 
    It had been a long evening. All she wanted to do was climb out of these clothes and collapse on her bed.   
 
    She turned off the main road and onto the rutted snow covered path that led down towards her cabin.  Tired as she was, it wasn’t until the last minute that something caught her attention and she slammed on the brakes.  Through the dense grove of pine trees that hugged the last turn before reaching her cabin, she saw a flood of lights illuminating the night sky. She quietly opened the Explorer’s door and climbed out.  Instead of continuing down the road, she entered the woods and slowly waddled through the thigh high snow, cringing as the icy cold flakes clung to her stockinged legs and scooted down the tops of her boots.  Reaching an opening through the trees where she could see her cabin, she unconsciously fisted her gloved hands.   
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered under her breath.   
 
    Surrounding her home were the three media trucks that had camped out at the gym, exhaust from their idling trucks polluting the crystalline air. She knew it was only a matter of time before they’d found out where she lived, but the sight of these people invading her refuge infuriated her. 
 
    Her first impulse was to stomp down there and order them off her property. But she quickly realized the futility of it. They wanted a story, and the sight of a ranting sheriff would give them exactly what they wanted.  She could just see them pointing their cameras at her, goading her into making a spectacle of herself.   Weary, with her ankle throbbing, and her legs wet and frozen, she couldn’t trust herself to keep calm. Instead, with a heavy heart, she hurried back to her Explorer and backed up until she was back on the main road.  She then picked up her cell, hit the automatic dial and waited.  
 
    Twenty-five minutes later, she was standing in front of Doc’s door.  He opened it, took one look at her parka, her soaking black stockings and rugged hiking boots and shook his head sadly. 
 
    “Good Lord, my darling, I hope you’re not trying to start a new fashion trend. Somehow I don’t think Vogue would approve of your couture du moose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie reluctantly rolled out of bed at dawn. Upon first awakening she thought she’d died and gone to heaven.  
 
    The bed was the most comfortable she had ever slept in. The sheets were of the finest and softest cotton.  Crisp, cool and utterly inviting.  The down filled duvet was so cozy and warm, she loathed the idea of slipping out from beneath them. Her experience in the shower clinched it.  With several jets caressing her body with hot water, she wondered if she could convince Doc to adopt her.  It wasn’t until she pulled on her black dress, the black stockings that now had several runs in them, and the hiking boots that she realized he’d never agree to it.  Her fashion sense was too much of an affront to Doc’s delicate sensibilities. 
 
    Last night, she’d been spared the worst of his acerbic tongue by the lateness of the hour.  However, knowing him as well as she did, she thought it best to sneak out at dawn to avoid the biting remarks he’d probably been saving up for breakfast.   
 
    Thank God she’d thought to replace the extra uniform and underwear she kept in her office. She wasn’t sure the media had left her property, and she wasn’t ready to find out.  Not dressed the way she was anyway.   
 
    By eight am, she was back on the road, properly dressed in her uniform, her black dress and stockings stashed in the back seat.  She’d spoken to Lehane shortly after leaving headquarters.  He was hoping to scatter Eli’s ashes over Waban Pond before he and Audella headed home.  With two hours to spare before that painful ceremony, Cammie decided to keep her mind off it by checking to see if Eli’s neighbors had returned from their trip to Bangor.  Rolling up the road, she was delighted to see their car parked in the driveway. 
 
    John and Lavinia Ellis were in their mid-70’s. They’d lived in Twin Ponds all their lives, raising five children.  In his younger days, John worked as a logger, then as old age crept in, settled into carpentry work. Lavinia helped with the bills by working as a seamstress and the occasional baker.  They were now retired, though they both did the odd job here and there just to keep busy. 
 
    Cammie was just getting out of her Explorer when the front door to the small, yet neatly kept ranch opened and John stood there.  He was tall, with a slight stoop, and the beginnings of a beer gut that hung over the top of his jeans and between the suspenders Cammie always remembered him wearing.  He had huge hands which he constantly used to pat down non-existent hair on his bald head. 
 
    “Welcome, Sheriff,” he greeted.  “I take it you’re here to talk about the bad business next door.” 
 
    “Yes I am, John.” 
 
    “Come right in.  Lavinia put on a fresh pot of coffee and she’s just taking fresh blueberry muffins out of the oven.  You’ll have some, a’ course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Not only was Lavinia known as an excellent seamstress, she was also renowned for her exquisitely mouth-watering desserts.  Even the normally cuisine fussy Doc was known to stop by and convince Lavinia to cook up a dozen of her muffins and cupcakes for him. 
 
    As Cammie entered the spotlessly clean home, the smells of baking filled the air.  Here and there she saw samples of Lavinia’s needlework in the reupholstered couch and chairs, and in various throw pillows that matched the furniture. 
 
    The kitchen was small and tucked in the back of the house.  There was a small round pine table and four chairs nestled in the corner that overlooked the back porch.  The walls were papered with little red apples against a yellow background.  Spread out on the table was the local newspaper which John quickly removed to make room for breakfast.   
 
    Lavinia Ellis was shorter than her husband by almost a foot.  She had on a pair of black slacks and a green turtleneck over which she wore an apron.  Her grey hair was pulled into a bun and she looked up from the oven with a smile as Cammie entered the immaculate kitchen.  
 
    “Morning, Sheriff,” Lavinia replied as she hurried to pour her a cup of coffee.  “Good to see you.” 
 
    “Good to see both of you.  How is your new grandchild?” 
 
    “Oh Lord, he’s such a beautiful baby. And big too! In the old days, he would have certainly become a lumberjack like his granddad.” 
 
    She placed the cup of steaming coffee in front of Cammie, followed by the creamer and a sugar bowl in the shape of a bull moose head, his large antlers serving as handles.    
 
    “I’m sorry we weren’t here to offer you any help,” John replied as he too poured himself a cup of coffee and sat opposite Cammie.  “But you know how it is.  Babies aren’t on a timetable.” 
 
    “That’s perfectly understandable. You’re here now and that’s what counts.” 
 
    Lavinia glanced at Cammie before turning her attention back to her muffins, which she had just taken out of the oven. “We heard about Jace’s arrest.” She shook her head.  “Bad business all around.”  She expertly removed the muffins from the tin, swooped one onto a plate and placed it in front of Cammie.  “You can’t really believe that boy guilty,” she said softly. 
 
    “I don’t want to. That’s why anything you can remember about that night would be extremely helpful.” 
 
    “I don’t rightly know if there’s anything we can tell you,” John remarked. 
 
    Cammie bit into the hot muffin and almost groaned with pleasure.  Between sleeping in Doc’s luxurious bed and now eating these muffins, she wasn’t sure she could return to her cold, lonely bed and endless bowls of cornflakes.  With Doc out, maybe she could convince the Ellis’ to adopt her. 
 
    “Were you home the night Eli was killed?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” John answered.  “We’d gotten the call from Frank that Chrissy was in labor. What time was that, hon?” 
 
    “Oh, I think it was about seven,” Lavinia replied.  “The evening news was on, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right.  It was too late to start out for Bangor, so we decided to go first thing in the morning.  Lavinia packed our bags and we went to bed early.” 
 
    “Do you remember the time you went to bed?” 
 
    “It was about nine thirty because we’d just finished watching a program on puffins.” 
 
    Lavinia chuckled.  “I know it’s going to sound silly, but I just love puffins.  I remember when I was a teenager, I finally got to see one off Bar Harbor.  Oh, I’ll never forget how beautiful they were, with their colored beaks and sleek little bodies.” 
 
    Cammie finished the muffin with a deep sense of disappointment.  She wasn’t sure what she’d discover from the Ellis’, but she’d hoped it would be more than two senior citizens going to bed early.  Or sharing their love of puffins.  She hid her dismay as she sipped her coffee. 
 
    “So you saw or heard nothing coming from Eli’s house.” 
 
    John thought for a moment, then shook his head.  “Sorry, sheriff.  Wish we could help more.” 
 
    “Well, I had to ask.”  Cammie finished up the coffee and started to get up. 
 
    “There was that truck backfiring that woke us up.  Remember that, John?” 
 
    Cammie stopped and stared at John.  “Truck backfiring?”  
 
    It was Lavinia who answered. “Yes. John was asleep and I was just drifting off when we heard a truck backfiring. Woke him right up.  Didn’t it, John?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to remember what time that was, would you?” 
 
    Lavinia rested her hip against the counter and cocked her head slightly.  “Mmmm, let me see. I was reading a murder mystery my daughter in law sent me for my birthday. It was so engrossing, I couldn’t put the darned thing down, but since we had to travel to Bangor the next morning, I made myself stop.  Especially when I looked at the clock and saw it was nearly three in the morning.” 
 
    John looked at his wife.  “Three?  No wonder you were so sleepy in the car.” 
 
    Lavinia shrugged.  “It isn’t often I find a book I can really sink my teeth into. And this one is a doozy.  Takes place on Boston’s Beacon Hill.  I’ll lend it to you if you’d like, Sheriff.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” Cammie answered absently, her mind intent on the time line provided by Lavinia.  At three am, the elderly woman heard a truck backfiring that probably wasn’t a truck backfiring at all, but a gun firing.  That fit with Doc’s estimate of time of death. 
 
    “It took me a little while to fall asleep and I was finally drifting off when we heard it again.” 
 
    This time Cammie gaped at Lavinia.  “You heard a second truck backfiring?” 
 
    “Yes.  I was quite upset, I can tell you.  It took us both forever to fall asleep after that.” 
 
    “How long after the first sound did you hear the second?” 
 
    “About a half hour, I’d say.” 
 
    “Did you hear any vehicles outside at any time between the first and second sound?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I did hear a truck drive by.  It must have been about fifteen minutes after that that I heard it backfire again.” 
 
    Cammie’s heart was racing. “Have you ever heard a truck backfiring around here before that night?” she asked, trying to keep the elation out of her voice.  
 
    Lavinia and John exchanged surprised glances. “You know, I don’t think we have,” John replied.  “Not since Hugh Penser next door got his new Ford.  That old truck of his was one piece of –“ 
 
    “When did Hugh get his Ford?” 
 
    “Last year, wasn’t it, Livy?” 
 
    “Yes it was. Just before the Fourth of July. Remember him showing it to us at the barbeque?  Hugh and his wife always have us over for a Fourth of July barbeque, and he is so proud of that truck.  It isn’t really new. It’s only a few years old.  But thank goodness, it doesn’t backfire.” 
 
    John looked at Cammie and saw the expression on her face.  “Sheriff, you think those sounds were actually gun shots we heard?” 
 
    Lavinia gasped as Cammie tamped down her growing excitement.  “I’m not sure, John,” she answered evenly.  “But I wouldn’t rule it out.  Is there anything else you remember about that night?” 
 
    The couple looked at each other and shook their heads.  “As I said earlier, after the second sound, it took us awhile to fall asleep. It seemed as though we’d just fallen asleep when the alarm went off at six thirty.  We were on the road by seven.” 
 
    “You’ve been a big help, both of you.” 
 
     “Would you like to take another muffin for the road?” 
 
    Ordinarily Cammie would have refused.  Lavinia’s muffins were tasty, but fattening.  However, she was feeling so good, she nodded.  “I’d love to, Mrs. Ellis.  Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Cammie stooped under the police tape, and once more using her pick, let herself into Eli’s house. She stood on the threshold and quietly took the house in. No one had been inside since the night of the murder, and there was a melancholy feeling to the place, as if it would never again know joy and happiness. Cammie’s eyes darted to the empty mantelpiece, wondering again who could have taken the trophy.  If they’d left it on her backseat as a message, they’d forgotten to provide her with written instructions on how to figure it out. Nor did it explain what became of the photo of her and Eli.  
 
    She slowly approached Eli’s bedroom and paused in the doorway.  She slipped on a pair of latex gloves before entering. Slowly and diligently, she began searching the room.  Fifteen minutes into it, she still hadn’t found anything that would fit the scenario she’d come up after speaking with Lavinia and John Ellis.  She stood in the middle of the room and looked about her.  It was then that her eyes strayed to a painting that hung slightly crooked on the wall next to the bed.  It was an abstract painting of a sunset over Waban Lake, painted by a local artist that Mrs. Kelley had loved.  Cammie remembered her saving for months until she was finally able to buy it.  
 
    The emotional encounter with Eli, followed by the anguished discovery of his body and Jace’s possible complicity had so consumed her, she’d never noticed the painting hanging there. Now she stood staring at it, an elusive thought just on the fringes of her mind poking at her. Then it came to her. This painting had always hung in Mrs. Kelley’s bedroom.  In fact, she recalled Eli telling her countless times how much he and his father hated the bold splashes of orange and red - too garishly bright to represent the true beauty of a Maine sunset.  Yet here it was in Eli’s bedroom. Why would he place a painting he hated so much in a location he’d be forced to see it in day after day?  
 
    She shrugged.  It was always possible he’d done it for sentimental reasons.  Even though he disliked the painting, he knew his mother had loved it.  And he’d loved his mother. 
 
    It was also possible the renters had placed the painting in the bedroom. 
 
    Cammie started to turn away when she paused.  In her mind’s eye, she saw Eli lining up the packets of sugar in Zee’s the last day of his life. Precision, he’d said.  Precision is what got me to the top.  He was right.  Despite years denying it, she was ready to admit that he’d been one of the best hockey players ever to grace the ice. Whoever was responsible for placing the painting in his old bedroom, the least she could do it was straighten it as a homage to his artistry and precision.   
 
    She started towards it when a thought occurred to her that made her abruptly stop. Turning on her heel, she hurried out of the room and into Mrs. Kelley’s. She turned on the light and caught her breath.  There on the wall was the clear outline of where the painting had originally hung.  Now, it was still entirely possible that Eli or his old tenants had moved it.   
 
    Then again… 
 
    She strode back into Eli’s bedroom. Carefully stepping over the empty bedframe where the mattress and box spring had been taken away by Forensics, she lifted the slightly heavy painting from the wall. 
 
    “Bingo,” she whispered under her breath.   
 
    Leaning the painting against the footboard, she bent forward and carefully studied the neat round bullet hole embedded in the plaster.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie celebrated her discovery by devouring the blueberry muffin Mrs. Ellis had given her. On the way back to the office, she called Forensics and told them what she’d discovered. She next dialed Doc, careful not to reveal that the food in her mouth was one of Mrs. Ellis’ muffins. If Doc knew she hadn’t gotten one for him, she’d be thrown out of the bed from paradise and forced to face the media horde outside her home.   
 
    She phoned Rick and told him she was about to arrive at HQ.  He was waiting for her in the parking lot along with a crowd of reporters.  Questions were screamed at her, cameras and microphones were shoved in her face, and it took the combined efforts of both herself and Rick to make it inside HQ intact. Yet even being besieged by the unruly group didn’t dampen her good spirit.   
 
    “Sheriff, there’s a package on your desk from Augusta,” Emmy called out.   
 
    “Thanks Em.” 
 
    As they walked towards her office, she filled Rick in on the discussion with the Ellises, followed by her discovery of the bullet hole. 
 
    “Why didn’t Forensics find it?” he asked. 
 
    “Once they saw Jace with the murder weapon under his body, they thought it was an open and shut case. The positive results of the gun residue test on his hands clinched it. They pretty much rushed through the rest of that morning.  After my phone call this morning, they’re practically flying over to Eli’s house as fast as they can.” 
 
    “So what exactly does your discovery mean?”  
 
    “It means someone fired a bullet, then deliberately covered up the hole with Mrs. Kelley’s painting.”    
 
    “Do you think Jace could have done that?  He could barely walk when we found him,” Rick asked. 
 
     “Exactly.  He was lucky to put two thoughts together, much less think about covering up a bullet hole with a painting.  Which brings up the sounds of two shots going off a half hour apart.  If Jace showed up and fired one shot, why wait a half hour to shoot off a second shot?” 
 
     “He could have passed out,” Rick pointed out. 
 
    “True. But why shoot Eli again?  Did he shoot Eli, pass out, come to and not remembering he’d shot Eli, try a second shot only to have it go wild and lodge itself into the wall?” 
 
    “How good a shot is he?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I wouldn’t depend on him if we were being attacked by a rampaging bear or moose.  Or even a pissed off squirrel for that matter.” 
 
    Rick glanced at Cammie from beneath his brow.  “So what do you think?” 
 
    She remained silent for a long time, not speaking until they were inside her office. “I’d rather not say right now.  There’s still some pieces of the puzzle I’m trying to fit in.  But I’m close, Rick. I can feel it.” 
 
    Going straight to her desk, Cammie picked up the package and ripped it open.  Inside was a report of preliminary forensic findings, the toxicology analysis confirming Doc’s diagnosis of an oxycodone overdose, and a stack of crime scene photos.   
 
    She took the stack of photos and sat down.  “I’ll pass these on to you after I look at them.  Maybe you’ll see something I don’t and vice versa.” 
 
    It was difficult to see Eli’s body laid out on the bed again, but she forced herself to push emotion aside and look at the photos objectively.  She went through each, pausing at one taken of Jace when they were doing the gunshot residue test on his hands.  She started to hand it to Rick, but stopped and picked it up again. There was something about the picture that was calling her attention, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out what it was.   
 
    “Do you see anything unusual about this photo?” she asked. 
 
    Rick took it and studied the image.  “Jace looks depressed and confused, like he doesn’t know what the hell the guy is doing to his hands.”  He shook his head as he handed it back to Cammie.  “Sorry.  Looks pretty much what I’ve already seen.” 
 
    “Just put it aside.  I’ll go back to it after we’re done.” 
 
    Together they went through the stack, but nothing jumped out at her.  She then picked up the photo again and quietly went over it, inch by inch.  The technician’s face was in shadows as he conducted the gun residue test on, as Rick accurately described, a confused and depressed Jace. Seeing nothing about the technician that set her instincts on alert, she turned to Jace.  He was wearing his favorite red and black striped flannel shirt.  The left breast pocket was unbuttoned and the flap was creased so that it hung at an awkward position.     
 
    Cammie frowned.  What was in this picture that was screaming at her?  Something wasn’t right.  But she couldn’t figure it out.  And it was frustrating her.  She put the picture down. 
 
    “I need a break.  I’m going to get some coffee.  Want some?” 
 
    Rick shook his head and followed her out.  “No thanks.  Too much caffeine and I get the shakes.” 
 
    Cammie smiled.  “Hot date tonight?” 
 
    Rick returned her smile.  “Don’t I always?” 
 
     Reaching the coffee machine, she poured herself a hefty cup.  As she poured in the cream, Emmy approached. 
 
    “I’ve finished checking those receipts Rick gave me this morning.  Ms. Haskell was in Portland, and the Ritz Carlton in Boston on the days she claims,” she reported. 
 
    “Thank you Emmy.  Great job.”  
 
    Well, that officially exonerated Carolyn.  Which left Paltrow. 
 
    And maybe Jace. 
 
    She returned to her office and took a long sip of coffee.  She then sat down and picked up the picture of Jace again.   
 
    Her eyes darted back and forth, seeing his red shirt, the flap at an awkward angle. His eyes hollow, the bruises on his face ghastly.  Damn it, it was there in front of her.  She could feel it.  Why couldn’t she – 
 
    She sat up straight and stared at the photograph.   
 
    “Jesus Christ,” she exclaimed.   
 
    Emmy was bent over the computer, deep in concentration when Cammie ran up. 
 
    “Em, did you transcribe the conversation I had with Jace in the interrogation room last week?” 
 
    “Yes.  It’s right here.” 
 
    She reached into her desk and withdrew a file.  She opened it up and took out a stapled sheaf of papers.  Cammie flipped through them hurriedly, scanning the typed words.   
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed.  Rick, who was sitting at his desk across from Emmy’s, looked up and immediately came over when he saw the look on Cammie’s face. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    She handed Emmy the papers.  “Read this paragraph, both of you.” 
 
    Leaning over Emmy’s shoulders, he and the young woman read the paragraph Cammie indicated. 
 
    “So?” Rick asked. 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    Emmy glanced up at her.  “You want me to read this aloud?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She shrugged, then turned her attention back to the paper and began to read.   
 
      
 
    “I knew I had to get to Eli’s place as soon as I could.  In fact, I almost killed myself getting my jeans on.  When I put on my shirt, I was in such a hurry I threw the damned thing on inside out.  I know because I couldn’t button it and when I went outside, my stomach just about got frostbitten.  But I didn’t care.  I just knew I had to rescue you from Eli.”    
 
     
 
    “Okay, that’s enough.  Now look at this.” 
 
    Cammie triumphantly put the photo down in front of them.  Both inclined their heads and studied the picture. 
 
    “God, he really does look like shit,” Rick muttered under his breath. 
 
    “It’s not his face I’m concerned about. Keep studying the photo and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Emmy and Rick did as she asked. Suddenly, they both straightened and looked at her in shock.  She almost laughed out loud. 
 
    “Exactly!  Jace swears he put his shirt on inside out.  But here in the photo, it’s on correctly.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Rick asked. 
 
    Cammie’s eyes sparkled as she looked at her staff.  “I’m saying that someone definitely set Jace up.” 
 
    Rick cleared his throat.  “Um, I know how you feel about this whole thing, but I’m not sure –“ 
 
    Cammie held her hand up. “Why would Jace make such a statement like remembering he put his shirt on inside out if it wasn’t true?  He also stated that he lost the necklace I gave him last year – the one with the two crossed hockey sticks. Ever since I gave it to him he’s never taken the thing off.  Yet, now it’s missing.  Don’t you think it’s possible that whoever took his shirt off got the necklace caught in Jace’s clothing?” 
 
    Emmy nodded.  “That always happens to me.  That’s why I take my necklace off first before I undress.” 
 
    Rick shook his head.  “But why would someone take off Jace’s shirt?” 
 
    Cammie pointed to the bottom of the photo.  Just below Jace’s waist was a dark mark on his shirt.  “To smear what little there was of Eli’s blood on his shirt.  Then they put his shirt back on.  It would have been easy to do if he was passed out.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible,” Rick murmured. 
 
    “Who do you think did it?” Emmy asked. 
 
    Before Cammie could answer, the phone on Emmy’s desk rang.  She picked it up, listened for a few minutes, then handed the phone to Cammie.   
 
    “It’s Tudor Montgomery.  He needs to speak to you now.” 
 
    “Put him through to my office.” 
 
    A few moments later, Cammie’s phone rang and she picked up. 
 
    “Sheriff Farnsworth speaking.” 
 
    “Sheriff, thank God you’re there,” came the clipped British accented voice over the phone.  “I need you to come over as quickly as you can. “ There was a dramatic pause, then in a semi-hysterical voice, he blurted out, “There’s been another murder!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie had never been to England, but she’d seen enough photos of Shakespeare’s birthplace in Stratford-Upon-Avon to be amazed at how accurately Tudor had captured the look of the Bard’s home, right down to the gabled windows and half timbered exterior. It looked incongruous nestled in the middle of the Maine woods, but that was also part of its charm.  A visitor drove through a dense forest, turned a corner and suddenly stepped back to 16th century England.   
 
    Against the odds, The Shakespeare in the Woods Inn was a success story, with most rooms booked throughout the year. In April, when Tudor put on an extravaganza to celebrate the Bard’s birthday, rooms were booked months in advance. 
 
    “This place is freaky,” Rick commented as he and Cammie rushed out of the Explorer.  “I always feel like I have to start talking in thee’s and thou’s whenever I walk through the front door.” 
 
    “If we shadows have offended, think but this and all is mended.  That you have but slumbered here, while these visions did appear.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Cammie shook her head. “Never mind. I’ve been listening to Dancing Harry too much.” 
 
    As they reached the entrance, they were joined by Doc. 
 
    “No murders in fifty years, then two while you’re sheriff.  Maybe I should reconsider having you under my roof,” he remarked with an arched eyebrow as they hurried through the doors. 
 
    The other worldly atmosphere continued inside. A large walk-in fireplace took up the far wall of the sitting room located to the left of the entrance. Above them, wooden timbers adorned the ceiling.  To the right was the dining room where another large fireplace crackled and the lighting was low and muted.  In front of them was the check-in counter where Tudor was pacing in frustrated impatience.   
 
    “At last you have arrived!” he shouted in hammy overtones.  Cammie now knew why he’d left the stage.  He hadn’t retired. He’d been booted off for overacting. 
 
    Tudor was dressed in his usual tweeds, his reddish blonde hair carefully combed, his voice reminiscent of Sir Laurence Olivier’s rich, dramatic tones.  “Upstairs quick before that woman ruins me!” 
 
    Doc, Rick and Cammie followed him as he ran up the curving staircase to the second floor. Above them they could hear the unmistakable sounds of a woman screaming in horror and despair.   
 
    “Sounds like one of Tudor’s critics,” Doc mused as they bolted down the corridor and came to a halt before the Tempest Room. 
 
    Tudor gave one knock before dramatically flinging open the door.  Cammie was the first to enter.  Before she got past the threshold, an hysterical Audella launched her into the sheriff’s arms.   
 
    “Oh my God!  Oh my God!  He’s dead!  Lehane is dead!”   
 
    Acting quickly, Cammie handed the distraught woman to Rick and ran into the room, closely followed by Tudor and Doc. On the bed were two open suitcases. Clothes were flung about the room and drawers were half open. On the floor on the other side of the bed furthest away from the door was Lehane.  He was lying on his back, his face contorted in pain.  Cammie knelt down beside him and felt for a pulse.  There was none. 
 
    “This is terrible,” Tudor moaned.  “How am I ever going to live down a death in my inn?  And in the Tempest Room, no less!  This is my most popular room! Now if this had been the Hamlet room, I could use it as a selling point.  Just about everybody dies in that play--” 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” she warned Tudor as she stepped aside to let Doc take over.  “Is there a quiet place where I can talk to Audella?” 
 
    Tudor, his face grim and pasty, nodded.  He led her out into the corridor where they found Audella crying uncontrollably against Rick’s chest.  The deputy threw Cammie a helpless look, mixed with disgust as he saw his pristine uniform slowly being covered in snot.  Cammie came up and, putting her arm around Audella’s shoulders, gently pried her away from Rick. 
 
    “We’re going to find another room while Doc examines your husband.”  
 
    Audella shook her head from side to side.  “I can’t believe it.  He is dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “We don’t know that yet.  While Tudor gets you a cup of tea, we’ll just step in here, okay?”  
 
    Tudor held the door open to a room down the corridor.  Stepping inside, Cammie saw it was filled with fairies, and the ceramic head of a donkey on the dresser.  This was the only Shakespeare play she did know, and she easily recognized A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  She gently helped Audella down on the edge of the queen sized bed and sat down next to her.  
 
    “Audella, can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    She lifted her eyes and Cammie saw that her mascara was smudged, giving her a raccoon look. Rick grabbed a box of tissues from the bathroom, and after snatching a few to clean off his uniform, handed them to Audella. She hiccupped a few times, but finally managed to answer. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. Lehane had gone out for a few minutes while I finished packing. When he came back, he was all upset.  Before I could ask him what happened, he clutched his chest and started moaning in pain. I went to get his pills, but I couldn’t find them!  Oh God, he died because I couldn’t find his pills!” 
 
    She uttered a long, heart rendering sob. “I tore the room apart trying to find the bottle, but I couldn’t…  He fell to the floor and I didn’t know what to do and then – he – oh my God!”   
 
    She broke down again in hysterical tears as she covered her face with her hands. Cammie stood up and pulled Rick aside.  “You stay with her.  I’m going to see how Doc’s doing.  Hopefully he brought something to calm her down.”   
 
    She started to walk away when she felt Rick’s hand on her arm.  “Listen Cammie, when this is over with, I think we should pay a visit to my grandmother.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Seems anyone who was close to Eli Kelley is winding up dead.  If there’s a curse on him, Gran can make sure it doesn’t affect you.” 
 
    “Another protection prayer?” 
 
    “Not this time.  A full blown ceremony will have to do. This is some very powerful mojo. May have to call in some of the surrounding shamans.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    As she stepped back into the foyer, she wondered if perhaps Rick wasn’t too far off the mark.  Maybe there really was a curse.  How else to explain everything that had happened since Eli’s arrival in Twin Ponds?   
 
    She entered the Tempest Room to find Doc finishing up his exam.   
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “He’s dead, all right. I’ll have to get him up on the table, but it looks as though his heart just gave out. Doesn’t surprise me with all the stress he’s been under lately.”   
 
    “Audella said he’d gone out for a few minutes. When he returned he was visibly upset. When he started getting chest pains, she tried to find his pills, but couldn’t.” 
 
    “That explains the tornado that blew through here.”  
 
    “I wonder what could have upset him so much.” 
 
    “He’s a sports agent, isn’t he? Holding the financial future of sports figures in your hand can’t be easy. Maybe a negotiation fell through.  Or maybe the events of the last few days finally caught up to him.  Think about what the man has been through.  His best friend is murdered, he has to arrange the funeral and deal with the rabid press.  Then, of course, there’s facing the finality of death by spreading Eli’s ashes.”  Doc shook his head.  “That’s enough to kill a healthy man.”  
 
    “It’s strange Audella couldn’t find his pills.  He had a mild attack in my office a few days ago and he had the bottle right in his jacket pocket. You’d think a person with his condition would always keep them nearby.” 
 
    “The strain he’s been under could be responsible for him misplacing his medication.  As for Mrs. Tyler, she doesn’t look the type who could handle any type of stress, unless it’s getting to a sale in Neiman Marcus.” 
 
    “Aren’t we being catty?” 
 
    Doc shook his head.  “I once made the mistake of accidentally getting between a rack of Coach Bags on sale in Boston and a crowd of society ladies.”  He shivered.  “I’ll never make that blunder again.  Took five years off my life.”  He threw his equipment into his medical bag and started towards the door. “I’ll call the boys and get the van out here.  Then I’ll check on Mrs. Tyler.  You coming?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Doc shrugged and let himself out of the room. When she was alone, she did her own careful search of the room, turning up no trace of the vial of pills.  So far everything backed up Audella’s story.  The clothes were strewn about, and the drawers half open as if someone were frantically searching for something.  Peeking into the bathroom, she saw their toiletries tossed haphazardly about the marble vanity and sink.   
 
    She sighed deeply, suddenly feeling very tired.  And sad.  Despite a certain slickness, she’d liked Lehane.  Now he too was gone.  She looked down at his body, taking in the frozen grimace on his face and the look of surprise in his eyes, as if unable to believe that his life was ending in a Shakespearean inn in the middle of nowhere.   
 
    She glanced up and noticed for the first time a painting of a woman dressed in white on a hillside.  Her long hair was billowing in the wind and her arms were outstretched as if supplicating to the tempest that blew around her.  Underneath her were the words, “Hell is empty and all the devils are here.” 
 
    Cammie felt a shiver run through her. Was that what had happened to Twin Ponds? Was Hell empty and the streets of Twin Ponds inhabited by its devils?  
 
    She crossed to the window and looked out at the snow covered trees and neatly parked rows of cars in the inn’s parking lot.  When this was all over, maybe she would make that visit to Gran Belleveau.  The shadows surrounding her were growing deeper. She could feel them creeping up her legs and wrapping themselves around her torso.  If she didn’t do anything about them, they would end up suffocating her. 
 
    Hell is empty and all the devils are here. 
 
    Her morose thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a step behind her.  Turning, she saw Tudor enter the room. 
 
    “He really is dead, isn’t he?” he said, glancing rapidly at the body before averting his eyes. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” She paused.  “When you called HQ, you said it was murder.  What made you say that?” 
 
    “What else could it be? That awful, unkempt little man was responsible for this, I just know it.” 
 
    “What awful little man?” 
 
    Tudor waved his hands in the air.  “Oh, I don’t know his name.  But he created an unbelievable row with Mr. Tyler in the parking lot.  The whole inn could hear him screaming.  Then when he attacked Mr. Tyler --!” 
 
    Cammie felt her blood turn cold.  “Tudor, did this man resemble a rat?” 
 
    Tudor’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Why, now that you mention it, he did.” 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cammie called Emmy and ordered her to get the back-up deputies, all experienced outsdoors men, to fan out near the Shakespeare In the Woods Inn where Eddie Paltrow had last been seen 30 minutes before.  She and Rick were now seated in Tudor’s meticulously neat office behind the front counter.  While Rick took notes, Cammie questioned him about the events leading up to Lehane’s death. 
 
    “Tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    Tudor dramatically passed a trembling hand over his forehead, reminiscent of silent film actors.  Life had thwarted him by having him born too late to take advantage of an acting style that would have given Douglas Fairbanks or Rudolph Valentino a run for their money.   
 
    “It was right after lunch. I was at the front desk, awaiting an arrival of a bus filled with Japanese tourists. They’re booked for my Thanksgiving special.  Along with a traditional New England turkey dinner, they get a presentation of A Winter’s Tale.” 
 
    Cammie wondered how well Shakespeare translated into Japanese, but decided not to ask. 
 
    “Suddenly, I heard this ungodly screeching coming from the parking lot.  I ran to the back window and saw Mr. Tyler and Mr. Rat-Face embroiled in a ferocious argument.” 
 
    “Could you hear what they were saying?” 
 
    “Mr. Rat-Face was accusing Mr. Tyler of being a liar and a cheat.  ‘I’m in this mess because of you’, he screamed at him.” 
 
    “What was Lehane’s reaction to all of this?” 
 
    “He was visibly shaking.  Not from fear, but from rage.  His face was redder than a tomato.  I couldn’t hear his response, but whatever he said infuriated Mr. Rat-Face.  So much so that he actually attacked Mr. Tyler.”  Tudor jumped to his feet and reenacted the attack.  “He took his hands and physically shoved Mr. Tyler in the chest so hard, the poor man fell to the ground!”  He fell back in his chair in a dramatic swoon.  “Oh, it was absolutely horrible to witness. Thank God, my guests hadn’t arrived yet.  I can’t imagine what they would have thought to see this act of violence in a place that is advertised as quiet and peaceful!” 
 
    “What happened after Lehane fell to the ground?” 
 
    “Some articles fell out of his coat pocket. They looked like pens and a small notebook.  Mr. Rat-Face took those and threw them at Mr. Tyler, all the while continuing to scream at him.  I was so afraid he was going to hit Mr. Tyler again that I ran out without my coat and threatened to call you if he didn’t stop.  That seemed to frighten him.  He ran to his vehicle and drove off.  I assisted Mr. Tyler to his feet and helped him inside.” 
 
    “Did Lehane say anything to you?” 
 
    “He apologized for the unfortunate incident. Can you imagine?  He’s attacked by that odious man and he apologizes.  Shows you what a gracious fellow he was. I told him he was welcome to have a cocktail on the house to calm his nerves.  He shook his head, thanked me again and went upstairs.  Five minutes later, I hear his wife screaming.”  He waved his hand near his heart.  “There’s just so much drama a man can take.” 
 
    Cammie knew Tudor lived for drama. It was in his blood.  He needed drama the way she needed her three sweaters and two pairs of socks.  She and Rick exchanged knowing glances before turning her attention back to her questions. 
 
    “Can you show me where the incident took place?” 
 
    He nodded.  Bundling himself up in a stylish black ski jacket that made his lithe body appear slimmer, the three walked through the inn and out the back door to the parking lot.  Near the first row of cars Tudor stopped and pointed. “This is where it took place.  Look, there’s one of Mr. Tyler’s pens still on the ground.” 
 
    Cammie took out a tissue from her pocket and carefully enfolded the pen, placing it in her parka pocket.   
 
    “Do you know why Lehane came out here?” 
 
    “I remember seeing him descending the stairs while looking at his phone.  I can only assume he was on a phone call and stepped outside to get better reception. I’ve tried everything to strengthen Wi-Fi connection in the rooms, but signal is still strongest in the parking lot.  It’s one of the sacrifices for bringing my dream to the great outdoors.”   A loud roar echoed through the air, catching their attention.  “There’s the bus with my guests.  If you don’t need me any further, I must attend to them.” 
 
    “We’ll know where to find you if anything comes up,” Cammie responded.  Tudor turned and virtually flew off into the inn. 
 
    “Sounds like Eddie Paltrow has been busy,” Rick said as he watched Cammie carefully scour the ground and nearby snow mound. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “What do you think made him attack Tyler?” 
 
    Up to that point, Cammie had kept Lehane’s information regarding his affair with Eddie’s wife to herself, as he had requested.  The only person she’d told was Eddie himself.  And Eddie, in turn, had easily guessed the only person she could have gotten the information from was Lehane.   With his death, all bets were off.  She quickly shared the details with Rick. 
 
    “Whoa. No wonder he wrote those nasty articles in the paper about Eli.  And no wonder he got into it with Lehane.” 
 
    “See if you can find a medicine bottle. Lehane had a bad heart.  He needed to keep it regulated with pills.  Doc believes he had an attack in his room, possibly brought on by stress.” 
 
    “His encounter with Paltrow would certainly count as stressful,” Rick replied. 
 
    “Exactly.  When he had his attack, the pills were nowhere to be found. I’m thinking either Eddie took them when they fell out of Lehane’s pocket, or he threw them at him and they’re around here somewhere.” 
 
    Despite their exhaustive search, the pills did not turn up.  By now Cammie was frozen through, and her hands were stiffening up from the cold.  She was about to call it quits, when she spied a dark object lying underneath a nearby car.  Getting down on her hands and knees, she crawled under the car and, using another tissue from her pocket, grabbed it. To her delight, she saw it was a cellphone.  Believing it could very well be Lehane’s phone, she crawled back out and tried to power it up, but the cold had drained the battery.  
 
    “Damn,” she muttered. 
 
    “No problemo,” Rick replied as he took the tissue enwrapped phone.  “I’ve got a charger back at the office that should fit this baby.” 
 
    “Good.  It’s possible Eddie lured him outside by calling or texting him. The only way to find out for sure is getting his phone charged up.” Together the two walked towards the inn and towards merciful heat.  “Lehane told me Eddie had a temper.  He proved it by attacking Lehane.  Who’s to say he didn’t attack Eli, only with deadlier results?”   
 
    Rick shook his head in admiration. “Looks like you were right, Cammie.  We are getting close to solving this thing.  All we have to do is find Eddie.”  
 
    Upon entering the inn, they ran right into a large crowd of Japanese tourists, oohing and aahing over the interior of the inn while posing for endless photographs.  Fighting her way through the crowd, she finally managed to break through to the front desk where Tudor was expertly handling several guests. 
 
    “One last question,” she shouted over the cacophony of Japanese and broken English. 
 
    “Really Sheriff, I’d like to accommodate you, but as you can see--” 
 
    “Did you notice a medicine bottle fall out of Lehane’s pocket, or see his attacker throw a medicine bottle at him?” 
 
    Tudor thought for a moment, then shook his head.  “Sorry, Sheriff.  I didn’t.”  He immediately turned back to the crowd surging around the counter. “Yes, Mrs. Harahito, I made sure to tell the chef of your dietary restrictions.  No, Mr. Takanaka, we don’t have bears this time of the year. They’re hibernating. Oh dear, how do I explain hibernation in Japanese?” 
 
    Finding herself swamped by the seemingly endless crowd of tourists, Cammie fought back through the throng only to find Rick taking a picture of an elderly Japanese couple in front of the large fireplace.   Before she could reach him, her phone rang. 
 
    It was Tudor. 
 
    “Could you please have Dr. Westerfield remove the body through the back door?  I’ll never live it down if my guests see a body bag coming down the front stairs.” 
 
    He abruptly hung up.  
 
    By this time, another couple had appropriated Rick for picture taking.  Realizing he could be there for hours, she dashed up the stairs and informed Doc of Tudor’s request.  She then shared the results of both her questioning of Tudor and the discovery of what could be Lehane’s phone.   
 
    “That would make sense,” Doc concurred.  “Paltrow may not have known how vital those pills were to Lehane.  When he found out Tudor was threatening to call you, he could very well have shoved the pills in his pocket and taken off.” 
 
    “Well, at least we know he’s still in the vicinity,” Cammie said.  “I’ll show Audella the phone to make sure it’s Lehane, then get it back to HQ where we can charge it up.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to wait on Mrs. Tyler.  I gave her a sedative that should keep her unconscious until tomorrow.”  He shook his head. “I cannot imagine that woman living without Lehane’s guiding hand.  She was so fearful, so helpless. She kept going on and on about not having told him how much she loved him, how much she depended on him.  It was quite sad, really.” 
 
    Doc’s words hit Cammie unexpectedly hard.  After dragging Rick away from yet another couple who wanted him to take their picture, she realized, once again, how important it was to let people know how you felt because one day you could wake up and they’d be gone forever.  It seemed her life was full of moments like that.  Her last night with Eli, and her failure to notice that he had changed.  The past year with Jace and her inability to tell him how much she loved him.  Now Audella was facing the same guilt.  The same sadness. 
 
    Cammie felt for her and knew exactly what she was going through. 
 
    Turning onto Main Street, Rick pointed towards HQ.  “Hey look, the crowd of reporters is dwindling.”  
 
    It was true. She looked at the front of headquarters and saw that instead of the twenty or more reporters who were habitually camped out, the number had fallen to half. She knew that once the news of Lehane’s death hit, they’d be besieged again.  But for a moment, they could enjoy the respite. 
 
    “Have you noticed that since Eli’s death, we haven’t had any more bird feeder thefts?” 
 
    Cammie pulled into her parking spot and turned the Explorer off.  She looked at Rick. 
 
    “You’re right, we haven’t.” 
 
    “He or she has probably been so caught up in what’s been going on that they’ve forgotten about the darned things.” 
 
    “Let’s hope when things finally get back to normal, he or she will have forgotten about them all together.” 
 
    Yet as she walked towards the back door, she wondered if things would ever get back to normal.  It all hinged on finding Eddie Paltrow.  So far, she hadn’t heard back from her deputies that the sportswriter had been found, but she was hopeful.  If he’d made one appearance, it was only a matter of time before he made another.  He just didn’t look the type who could make it in the middle of a mall during the Christmas rush, much less the Maine wilderness during winter.    
 
    She reached her desk and picked up the crime scene photos.  She flipped through them once more, settling on the one where Jace was getting the gun residue test on his hands.  She studied his bruised and battered face, and the sadness in her heart plunged deeper.   
 
    Since the game with the Snow Owls, he’d kept a very low profile.  She’d driven by the garage a few times, but the growing number of cars needing his expertise told her he wasn’t there.  Word was he was still holed up at Mayor Barnes’ house.  Knowing how conscientious he was about his work, she could only guess what he was going through to make him neglect the garage.  
 
    She didn’t dare guess what he was thinking of her. 
 
    She ached to see him. Maybe it was stupid, but Lehane’s death and Doc’s words left her with the need to know Jace was okay.  To be near him again, damn whether he still hated her or not.  With her discovery of the photo showing his shirt on correctly, she finally had something she could offer him. A glimmer of hope in an increasingly dark situation. 
 
    She shoved the photo in her parka pocket and walked down the short corridor towards the outer office where Rick was filling Emmy in on Lehane’s demise.   
 
    “I’m going over to the mayor’s house.  I want to go over this photo with Jace.”  She met Rick and Emmy’s eyes.  “What?” 
 
    They remained looking at her.  She narrowed her eyes.  “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s not true.  I need to see him about this.”  She waved the photo in the air. 
 
    “Sure you do.  We’ll hold down the fort.” 
 
    She waited for a remark, a gesture, a look from her staff.  But there was none.   
 
    “Let me know when the phone we found is fully charged.”   
 
    Once she was gone, Rick turned to Emmy. 
 
    “That woman needs a major cleansing.” 
 
    “She won’t go, you know.” 
 
     “I’ll get her to Gran’s, even if I have to knock her out and drag her.  We don’t need anymore bad mojo gumming up the works any more than they already are.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d have your Gran concentrate all her powers on finding Mr. Paltrow.  I have a feeling his discovery will blow this case wide open.” 
 
      
 
    Mayor Barnes lived on the opposite end of Waban Lake from Doc.  He had a two story white clapboard house with a wraparound farmer’s porch nestled against a grove of white birch trees.  At this time of the day, Cammie knew he’d be in his office located two streets down from HQ.  Widowed for five years, there was no Mrs. Barnes to deal with, though the rumor around town was that Barnes and his secretary snuck off at least twice a week into the surrounding woods for a tryst.  Having been guilty of doing the same thing with Jace, Cammie prudently withheld judgment. 
 
    She drove up the long driveway, parked the Explorer and was about to walk up the shoveled front steps when she heard the sound of someone chopping wood coming from behind the house.  At almost three hundred pounds, there wasn’t much of a chance Barnes would be chopping much of anything.  
 
    She followed the path and saw Jace standing near the woodshed. Despite the cold, he wore jeans and a dark green flannel shirt that was rolled up to his elbows.  By the pile of kindling next to the chopping block, it looked as though he’d been at it for a long while.  His bangs were hanging down in his eyes, and his arms and face were glistening with sweat. The bruises on his face were healing, a mixture of yellows rather than the obscene blues and blacks.   
 
    A ball of emotion lodged in her throat.  For the second time in as many days, she experienced a physical pain at the thought of how much she missed him.  A sense of sadness and loss washed over her, made more poignant by the senseless death of Lehane.  What would she do if Jace were to die today?  Tomorrow?  
 
    In his eyes, was he already dead to her? 
 
    Tears stung her eyes which she angrily blinked away. This was definitely not the time to get overwrought. Tacking down her professional face, she walked towards him. 
 
    Engrossed in his task, he didn’t notice her until she was almost upon him.  
 
    “Hey there, Jace,” she replied, inwardly flinching at how awkward her greeting sounded.  He looked up, saw her, then brought the ax down, neatly cleaving the wood in half.  She involuntarily winced.  He grabbed another piece and put it on the block. 
 
    “Cammie…” he responded.   
 
    His face was expressionless, but she thought she saw something – an emotion she couldn’t quite define – flash in his dark blue eyes.   
 
    “Barnes keeping you busy, huh?” 
 
    “No.  I volunteered to do this.  Least I can do for all he’s done.” 
 
    Was there a reproach in there?  She wasn’t sure.  Better to ignore it and get to the point of her visit. 
 
    “Can you tell me again what happened at Carolyn’s when you realized you weren’t in your own bed?” 
 
    He glanced at her from beneath his wet bangs.  “You drove over here to ask me that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought you recorded our conversation.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “So the point of this is?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a second. I just need to know what happened.  Specifically what you did with your shirt.” 
 
    Jace scowled and once more brought the ax down with a cracking thud.  He then took out his handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his brow.  “I put it on.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    He uttered an irritated sigh.  “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re after instead of playing twenty questions?” 
 
     “You said you were in a hurry.  You threw on your jeans and your shirt. You made a specific reference to the way you put your shirt on.  I just want you to repeat what you told me in your jail cell.” 
 
    Jace was about to snap at her when he hesitated.  He knew she wouldn’t be here asking if it wasn’t important.  He therefore calmed himself down and cast his mind back.   
 
    Cammie remained silent as she watched Jace’s forehead wrinkle in concentration, trying hard not to hop from foot to foot to keep warm against the frigid temperatures.   
 
    Just as she was getting ready to say good-bye to her toes, Jace spoke up. “You’re talking about the fact that I put my shirt on inside out?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “I need to make sure that what you remember is what really happened.” 
 
    “Of course that’s what happened.  I told you, I almost got frostbite on my stomach.  I’m not likely to forget something like that.” 
 
    “And you don’t remember later putting your shirt on right side out?” 
 
    “I doubt it.  The last thing on my mind was whether my shirt was on correctly.” 
 
    She dug into her pocket and handed him the photograph.  He rested the ax against the stump, took it and stared down at his own image for a long moment.  “Now what am I supposed to be looking for?” 
 
    “This is one of the crime scene photos.  Look at yourself and tell me what you see.” 
 
    “Besides the fact that I look like shit?” 
 
    Cammie clamped down on her impatience. The interview was going downhill fast and she was rapidly regretting her decision to come.  Smacking him upside the head wasn’t going to help matters any either.  She mentally counted to three and forced a frozen smile on her face. 
 
    “Yes.  Besides the fact that you look like shit.  Just take a look at the photo.  If not for me, then for all the starving children in Africa.” 
 
    Jace shot her a look, but did as she asked.   
 
    Just as Cammie was getting ready to say good-bye to her nose and the tips of her fingers, his eyes popped open and he jerked his head up.  “My shirt’s on correctly.” 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t remember taking it off and putting it back on the right way?” 
 
    “As I said, the last thing on my mind that night was fixing my shirt.”  He paused.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “If you didn’t fix your shirt, who did?  And why?” 
 
    For the first time since her arrival, there was a subtle shift in his attitude. It wasn’t much, but a bit of his defensiveness and anger melted away.   
 
    “There isn’t anything else you remember about that night?  Especially after you arrived at Eli’s?” 
 
    “I’ve tried.  I’ve stayed up nights struggling to remember.  But after pulling into Eli’s driveway, there’s nothing.” 
 
    “So you don’t remember shooting the gun at all?” 
 
    “Wish I could.” He held out the photo and she took it.  Their fingers touched.  Despite her gloves, she felt a shock of electricity run up her arm.  And an explosion of desire somewhat lower.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw he felt it too.  They both instantly jerked their hands away. 
 
    “I heard about that reporter you’re looking for. No sign of him yet?” 
 
    He rattled off the words, trying to recover from the emotional reaction to her touch.  It had surprised him.  And overwhelmed him.  And left him feeling jarred and exposed.  His fingers tightened around the handle of the ax, suddenly wishing her gone.  He needed to go back to cutting wood where he could forget everything and everyone. 
 
    Especially her.  
 
    Cammie looked down at her boots, suddenly unable to meet his eye.  “Not yet.  But the mayor’s reward should help track him down.” 
 
    Silence.  Now it was getting extremely awkward.  Cammie scoured her brain for something to say, torn between wanting to run and wanting to stay. 
 
     “By the way, congratulations on your win against the Snow Owls,” she finally said. 
 
     He shrugged.  “Lucky shot.” 
 
    Why can’t she just leave?  What do I have to do to make her go away?  
 
    He picked up the ax. Cradled it in his hands.  Then brought it down on a piece of wood, splintering it loudly in two. 
 
    Cammie felt as though she’d been slapped in the face.  She’d have been stupid not to take the hint.   
 
    “Well,” she said, the anger and pain of his dismissal of her mingling together.  “I’d best be going.”  
 
    Her response was another resounding split of wood.  With her jaw clenched, she turned on her heel and walked away.   
 
    All the way back to the Explorer, she heard the echoes of his ax chopping into the wood.  By the time she reached her vehicle, she was shaking with anger.  And sorrow.  And the certainty that what she was hearing wasn’t so much the sounds of Jace chopping wood.  It was the death knell of their relationship. 
 
      
 
    She backed out of the driveway and gunned the Explorer towards town.  She didn’t stop until she got to Carolyn’s house.  In the perfect mood to punch something, she ran up the steps to the grey Victorian, rang the doorbell and impatiently waited for her nemesis to answer. 
 
     “What do you want now?” Carolyn asked in a surly voice when she saw who it was. 
 
    “I just have one question.”  Before Carolyn could reply, she swept past her into her foyer. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t walk in here like that.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    Cammie had never been inside Carolyn’s house before.  Before her were a set of stairs leading upstairs.  To her right was an archway that opened up into a sizeable living room. A fire was roaring in the fireplace.  On the coffee table in front of the black leather sofa was a book, opened face down and a half empty wine glass.   
 
    “Is that a good book you’re reading?” she asked. 
 
    “Is that your one question?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I don’t have to answer it.” 
 
    Cammie fixed her gaze on Carolyn.  The blonde tried to meet it, but its ferocity caused her to involuntarily take a step back.  “When you undressed Jace, how did you take off his shirt?” 
 
    Carolyn shook her head in amazement.  “You really are a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?  You really want to know how I undressed your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Actually I don’t. I wouldn’t be asking this question if I didn’t absolutely have to.” 
 
    Carolyn shrugged.  “Suit yourself. I unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off.” 
 
    “Do you remember if it was inside out when you were done?” 
 
    She thought for a moment, then shrugged again.  “He was completely out of it and as heavy as a cement block.  I had to lay him on his side and pull it off his arm.  First one, then the other.  So yeah, I suppose it could have been inside out.” She met Cammie’s gaze. “Satisfied now?” 
 
    “Yes I am.  Thanks.” 
 
    “Police work sure is weird,” she muttered as she opened the front door. 
 
    Cammie hurried to the Explorer and turned on the heat full blast.  She pulled out of the driveway, and headed towards Doc’s.  By the time she arrived, the sun had set and the air had turned arctic.  She entered the house and stopped on the threshold, overcome by the succulent smells of Doc’s cooking.  Except for Lavinia’s muffins, she realized she hadn’t eaten and she was ravenous.  Shedding her parka and two of her sweaters, she came into the kitchen and found the doctor fussing over the stove.  On the counter was an open bottle of white wine. 
 
    “Help yourself to the wine.  Dinner will be ready in about five minutes.” 
 
    “What are we having?  Smells fantastic.” 
 
    “Nothing too fancy.  I spent the afternoon finishing up Lehane’s autopsy.  I hope you like salmon.” 
 
    “Love it.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  It’s coated with a pomegranate glaze.  I also whipped up some shallot potatoes and asparagus with goat cheese.” 
 
    Cammie’s mouth watered.  A quick meal for her was cheese whiz on a cracker. 
 
    “What did you find out about Lehane’s death?” 
 
    “It was just as I suspected.  Without his medication to regulate his heartbeat, it gave out.”  
 
    While Doc put the finishing touches on his dinner, she filled him in on her discovery regarding Jace’s shirt. When she was done, Doc placed the plate of food in front of her.  They both remained silent as they ate, Cammie trying especially hard not to shovel the delectable food into her mouth.  She was now convinced that somehow, someway she was going to have to find a way to make Doc adopt her.  With the bed, the shower and his cooking, she couldn’t imagine herself going back to corn flakes. Or cheese whiz. 
 
    Or an empty bed. 
 
    Careful not to embarrass herself, she nixed the urge to lick the plate.  Once everything was in the dishwasher, she and Doc retired to the living room, he to his oversized recliner and pipe, Cammie on the plush, comfortable sofa.  A fire was roaring in the fireplace.  For the first time that day, she found herself shedding the tension and sadness brought on by that day’s events. 
 
    “You ate like you haven’t had a meal in weeks,” he quietly observed, the sweet aroma of cherry tobacco wafting through the room. 
 
    “I forgot to have lunch today.” 
 
    “You’re going to run yourself into the ground, you know.  And I just heard on the radio we’re in for a bad blizzard starting tomorrow morning.  You’ll be out straight.” 
 
    She laid her head back on the couch and closed her eyes.  “I’m close, Doc.  I can feel it.” 
 
    “Do you think this sportswriter Paltrow did it?” 
 
     “He’s looking damned good. He lies about attending the basketball game in Boston.  He lies about the day he arrived in Maine.  He owns a 38, the same caliber that killed Eli.  He takes off like a bat out of hell when I confront him about it.  He then attacks Lehane and may have contributed to his death by possibly taking his pills.” 
 
    “What about Jason?” Doc said softly. 
 
    A flash of emotion passed over Cammie’s face before she blinked it away.  But not before Doc caught it.  Studying her over his glasses, he noticed the thinness in her face and the dark smudges under her eyes.  He watched her take a long, deep breath of air and let it out slowly. 
 
    “I’m convinced he didn’t do it. But I can’t prove it. Not yet.  Hopefully, once we find Paltrow, this will all be wrapped up and we can get on with our lives.” 
 
    Doc knew she didn’t believe that. He knew she worried that nothing would ever be the same again.  He took a puff from his pipe, then leaned forward in his chair.   
 
    “Listen to me, Cammie.  I want you to promise me that when this is over, you’re going to take a vacation.  I don’t care where, but you’re going to go someplace warm for at least two weeks.” 
 
    She lifted her head and smiled at him.  “Now why would I want to do that?” 
 
    “Because you haven’t had time to mourn Eli, that’s why.  Nor the damage his death has caused to your relationship with Jason.  It’s going to hit you like a ton of bricks, and it would be better if you had your breakdown in another country.” He sat back and took another deep, thoughtful puff.  “I hear Belize is lovely this time of year.  Just the place to get away.  Chill. Unwind. Take scuba lessons.  Learn how to weave baskets with palm leaves. Do whatever you need to do to recover from what’s happened here.  Enjoy some of that money Eli left you.”  
 
    “God, the money…” 
 
    “After the story you told me, you earned it.  I’m serious, Cammie.  For your own sanity, listen to me and take that trip.” 
 
    She considered his words.  And saw the wisdom in them.   
 
    “I promise,” she murmured quietly. 
 
      
 
    She was in a dead sleep when the chirp of her cell phone woke her up.  Struggling to come awake, she noticed the room was still dark.  She grabbed the phone and looked at the time. 
 
    Five am. 
 
    She flipped open the phone.   
 
    “Sheriff  Farnsworth here.” 
 
    “Hey Cammie, it’s Rick.  Hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “No, I’m usually up dancing like a wild woman at five am.  By the way, what are you doing up at this hour?  Or did you never get to bed?  Never mind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Right on door number two.  On my way home, I decided to drop in at the office and see if the phone you found in the parking lot was charged up.” 
 
    Cammie instantly came awake.  “And?” 
 
    “You were right.  It was Lehane Tyler’s.  And you’re never going to believe who his last phone call was to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was six-thirty in the morning by the time Cammie left Doc’s place.  She looked up and saw the sky just beginning to lighten on the horizon, the air still and quiet. A storm was gathering itself, allowing this lull before it hit in all its ferocity.  Not only in the atmosphere, but in Cammie’s soul as well. 
 
    Climbing into the Explorer, she went over the conversation she’d had with Rick, followed by the one she’d had with Emmy.  Instead of feeling triumphant that she’d finally figured out the mystery of Eli’s death, it left her with a sense of disappointment.  Not at the recent events, but at herself.   
 
    Dear God, it’s been staring at me the whole time.  The whole damned time! How could I have been so blind? 
 
    With a sense of unease of what this day would bring, she put the Explorer into drive and slowly pulled out of the darkened driveway. 
 
      
 
    Cammie couldn’t believe her luck. There it was, parked as inconspicuously as possible. Scrambling out of the Explorer, she peeked inside its windows. When she tried the driver’s door, she found it unlocked. 
 
    What do you know? This is one door you didn’t lock. 
 
    She slid inside and poked around, checking the compartments and door pockets. With her gut screaming at her to check between the seats, she reached down with her long fingers, carefully prodding along the nooks and crannies in the underworld of the passenger seat.  Just as she was beginning to wonder if her instincts had failed her, she felt something cold and metallic brush against her knuckles.  It took a few moments of maneuvering, but she finally brought her hand up, the cold chain wrapped in her palm.   
 
    “Jesus,” she whispered under her breath as she looked down at the pendant and chain hanging from her hand. 
 
    It was Jace’s necklace. 
 
    She placed the necklace around her neck.  Bending over she was about to look back under the passenger seat when the driver’s door suddenly swung open.  She looked up in time to see a revolver shoved into her face.   
 
    “Get out slowly.  You make any sudden moves, it’s over.” 
 
    Quickly sizing up the situation, Cammie had no choice but to do as she was told.  “You eluded me for a quite a while,” she replied, trying to stall for time. 
 
    “Well, the chase is finally over and you lose. Now open the trunk.” 
 
     “There’s no point to this,” she replied calmly as she walked to the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “Oh I think there is.  Now open it before I end up doing something I really don’t want to do,” came the response.   
 
    The trunk was partway open when she felt a sudden shock of pain in the back of her head. Just before she lost consciousness, she heard words that chilled her to the bone. “Not yet anyway.” 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
      
 
    The snow was beginning to filter down, the light, fluffy snowflakes starting their tumble downwards. The delicacy of the flurries was deceiving.  Before long, these flakes would turn deadly, obliterating everything and everyone that dared stand in its path.  
 
    Cammie slowly opened her eyes, then quickly shut them as a tremendous wall of pain hit her head.  Bile rose up in her throat.  She took deep gulping breaths and the nausea gradually subsided, but her headache still ravaged against her temples.  For a moment, she didn’t know where she was. Then she realized she was lying down in the back of a moving vehicle.  When she tried to move, she realized her hands were tied behind her back.   
 
    She opened her eyes and blinked against the light of day before glancing at the driver. 
 
    “Did you really have to hit me so hard?” she asked testily. 
 
    Blue eyes looked back at her through the rear view mirror.  “Had to make sure you were out.  You’ve got one hard head, Sheriff.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” Cammie muttered.  She laid her head against the rough thin carpeting and once again took deep breaths as another wave of nausea hit her.  When it passed, she turned back towards the driver.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Nothing worse than a backseat driver. Don’t worry. Another couple of minutes and we’ll be there.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get away with this, Audella.” 
 
    Audella laughed.  “Oh, really?  I’ve already gotten away with two murders.  One more won’t matter.”   
 
    Her voice had changed.  The timber was lower.  She was no longer the dumb blonde with the high pitched, New York accent.  In her place was a cold-hearted, calculated killer. 
 
    “My deputy knows where I was going,” Cammie responded.  
 
    “Yeah, but we’re not there now, are we?” Audella shrugged.  “Just one more reason to disappear once I get rid of you.  Just when I was liking this town.  Not.”  She chuckled. 
 
    “How? You’re broke, remember?” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s how you figured things out.  I thought I’d covered my tracks pretty well.”  She clicked her tongue in mock disgust.  “Timing is everything, isn’t it Sheriff?  If you’d arrived just a wee bit later, I would have been out of here. By the time that ham actor realized I’d stiffed him on the bill, I could have been in New Hampshire.  Or Canada.  Anywhere but this godforsaken ice cube of a place.  But noooooo.  You have to be a fucking early riser and arrive just as I’m leaving.  Oh well.  C’est la vie.”  She chuckled.  “Indulge me, Sheriff.  How did you figure out it was me?  There has to be more than the fact Lehane and I are bankrupt to lead back to me.” 
 
    “Untie me and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Audella guffawed. “Yeah. Right.  Tell you what.  I have something you want and you have something I want.  Let’s do a trade.  You spill the beans on how you realized I was your murderer and I’ll spill the beans on my motive.  There always is a motive, isn’t there?” 
 
    Audella was enjoying this.  Cammie wasn’t.  But keeping silent wasn’t going to help her. By keeping Audella talking, there was always a chance she could find out something that would get her out of her predicament.  Infinitesimal chance.  But worth taking. 
 
    “I found out Eli was your husband’s last remaining client,” she replied, making sure not to mention she’d gotten this information from Emmy’s prodigious talent with a computer.  “Then I found out you guys are broke.  You’ve got bills up the wazoo; all your properties mortgaged up to the hilt.  It was the Chevrolet Equinox you were driving, however, that clinched it.” 
 
    “It’s a cute car.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.  But a couple who were so hung up on appearances would be driving a much flashier car.  I saw Eli’s Navigator with all the bells and whistles.  Bet you had one just like it.” 
 
    “An Escalade, actually.” 
 
    “It must have killed you showing up at Eli’s funeral, dressed to the nines and flashing all those diamonds, knowing that instead of a Mercedes or an Escalade, you were driving a Chevy.” 
 
    Preoccupied with Eli’s funeral and with interrogating Carolyn, Cammie hadn’t made the connection of seeing Lehane and Audella drive away from the funeral in an Equinox until her early morning phone calls with Rick and Emmy.  She’d lain in bed, stunned to see the pieces of the puzzle finally fall into place.   
 
    “Appearances are everything,” Audella replied drily. 
 
    “Apparently.  I’ll bet those diamonds you wore are fake too.  The ads are right.  Zirconium really looks like the real deal.” 
 
    “Especially to a bunch of backwood hicks like those women at the funeral,” Audella laughed scornfully. “I could have worn diamonds from a Cracker Jack box and they still would have been impressed.” 
 
    Cammie ignored her insults.  Instead, she said, “You screwed up on the northern lights.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Audella answered indignantly. 
 
    “At the funeral, I heard someone mention the northern lights being an omen of evil.  Then you said you thought they were nice.  At first I thought you were talking about your Jimmy Choos. But when everything came together in my head, I realized you were talking about the northern lights.” 
 
    “So what?  They are nice.” 
 
    “How often do you think we get the northern lights up here?” 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” 
 
    “For someone as careful as you, I’m surprised you didn’t take that into account. You see, we don’t get them that often.  The night they appeared was the same night Eli died.  Not the next day, when you and Lehane claimed you arrived in Twin Ponds.” 
 
    Audella thought about it for a moment, then lifted her shoulders.  “Faux pas.  My bad.” 
 
    “What really clinched it for me was Lehane’s death.  You know, if you hadn’t killed him, I never would have put two and two together.  But you had to get rid of him.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” she asked despite herself. 
 
    “The stroke of luck that allowed you to set up a drunk and unconscious Jace also allowed you to take advantage of the sudden appearance of Eddie Paltrow. We recovered Lehane’s phone. We know he was in the process of dialing my cell.  But he never got to complete it.  Instead of you inciting an argument that you knew would stress him out to the point where he’d have to take his pills, Eddie did it for you.  You knew Lehane’s history with Eddie.  So you hid the pills, hoping we would believe it was Eddie who took them.  When Lehane came back to your room, you withheld the pills from him.  You watched him die.  You then messed up the room to make it look like you’d been frantically searching for his medication.” 
 
    “Shit happens.” 
 
    “That’s why he was such a mess at the funeral.  He was more than grieving, wasn’t he?  He was racked with guilt. And just when he couldn’t take it anymore and was about to cave in, you decided to take matters into your own hands. ” 
 
    “For a sports agent, you’d think he’d have learned to handle stress better.  Tsk tsk.  As for Eddie, what can I say?  The schmuck is always getting into situations that are way over his head.” 
 
    “You’re giving him too much credit.  The fact is, you messed up on one little detail.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Tudor said Lehane and Eddie’s argument could be heard throughout the inn.  He heard it halfway across the lobby through a closed door.  Your room overlooks the spot where they fought.  Now if you had told me you’d heard the argument,that would have made more sense. But you denied hearing the argument. You denied knowing why Lehane was upset.”   
 
    “Mmmmm.  Guess I’ll have to pay more attention to details next time.” 
 
    “You didn’t take the sedatives Doc gave you, did you?” 
 
    “Who has time to be laid up in bed?  I’ve got things to do, places to go, people to meet.”  She looked pointedly into the rear view mirror at Cammie.  “Pain in the ass sheriffs to dispose of.” 
 
    “Okay, so I told you how I figured out it was you.  Now it’s your turn.  What made you shoot Eli? Was he turning off the money faucet?  Was that why you shot an already dying man?”  
 
    “Never let it be said that Audella Tyler didn’t honor a deal.”  She paused, gathering her thoughts.  “You, dear Sheriff, would know better than anyone the kind of damage Eli could inflict on a person’s life.”  She took a right turn and the tires skidded.  She turned the wheel a few times and managed to get the vehicle back on the road.  Cammie noticed the immediate change in terrain.  The car was bouncing up and down, taking her body and aching head with it. “Christ, I can’t wait to get away from this fucking weather and this endless wilderness.  Why would you ever want to stay here? With your looks and experience, you could live anywhere.  Now where were we?  Oh yes, you wanted to know why I shot a dying man.  I shot him because he deserved it.  It’s that simple.”  She started to laugh. 
 
    “That’s pretty cold, you know,” Cammie responded. 
 
    “Not really. You see, when I first met Lehane, he was loaded.  Anything I wanted, I got.  Jewels, furs, cars, vacations, fancy homes.  We even owned our own private jet. Not bad for an Italian girl from Brooklyn.  It was the only reason to marry a man almost twenty years older than I was.” 
 
    “I didn’t give a shit about the women. I knew about them, of course, but as long as the money kept pouring in, he could screw as many as he wanted.  Unfortunately, it was when Eli got him involved in drugs that everything went down the toilet.  Mr. Big Shot Hockey Player could handle all that.  That idiot husband of mine couldn’t.  All our money went up Lehane’s nose.  One by one his clients left him until there was only Kelley left. Then the asshole has to go and get cancer.  Which, by the way, I wasn’t the least sorry about.  It’s karma, if you ask me. If he hadn’t dragged Lehane with him into all his debauchery, we would have been golden.  Do you have any idea what it’s like to watch everything fall apart?  We lost the houses, the cars, the jet.  Eli owed us.  If it wasn’t for him, Lehane never would have gotten involved in all that.  I tried to get Lehane to talk to Eli.  Tell him about our situation.  He wouldn’t do it.  Too much pride.  So I did.  And what do you know?  Turns out Kelley had a conscience after all.” 
 
    “So you set up Helios Inc. to facilitate Eli’s payments?” 
 
    Audella looked in the rearview mirror and blinked in surprise.  “My, my, you are good.  Yes, I did.  I used to work for a high powered tax lawyer.  I know how these things work.  No taxes and best of all, Lehane could keep his pride.  He actually thought we were making money on some family investments.”  She guffawed.  “Eli kept paying and we were great for a few years.  Then out of the blue Eli calls and tells Lehane he’s going to end it.  Had some issue with the way his mother died.  He didn’t want to go out the same way.   
 
    “Lehane begged him not to do anything until we got there.  Kelley promised he’d do that. While Lehane made our plane reservations I called Kelley back. I had to know if he’d made any financial arrangements for us.  He told me to draw up some paperwork and he’d sign it.  But of course by the time we got there, he was too far gone.  The son of a bitch lied to me.” 
 
    Cammie remembered something Eli had said the day he died.  “People stop caring about you.  All they care about is the money.  You try to help them out, but they don’t quit.  They don’t get up on their own two feet.  They keep coming back and coming back and asking for more and more.” 
 
    She hadn’t understood what he’d meant at the time.  Now she did. 
 
    “I was so pissed that he’d left us high and dry that I completely lost it.  I grabbed my gun out of my bag and shot him.” She shook her head mournfully.  “That damned Italian temper of mine did me in again.  I’m really going to have to do something about it.  When I found out he left you half a million, I almost went after you.”  She laughed.  “But if I had, we wouldn’t be having this lovely conversation now, would we?” 
 
    “Did you throw Eli’s oxycodone bottle out into the snow?” 
 
    Audella nodded.  “Part of that temper I was telling you about.  It was either throw the bottle into the snow or tear the place apart in a snit to relieve my anger.  The bottle was lighter and easier.”  
 
    “How were you able to get to Maine so quickly?” 
 
    “Because we weren’t in Chicago, silly. We were in Boston.  Lehane was determined to sign a new phenom from Boston College.  Unfortunately, another agent got there first. The poor bastard just couldn’t catch a break, you know.”  
 
    “How does Jace figure into all this?” 
 
    “Now that is what I call divine timing.  After I shot Eli and while Lehane was having his meltdown, I heard a car pull into the driveway.  I peeked out the window and saw your boyfriend slumped over the steering wheel.  I watched him for five minutes; he didn’t move at all.  I went out there and saw that he was completely passed out. I practically had to threaten Lehane I’d shoot him too if he didn’t help me.  I had him drag your boyfriend inside, take off his shirt, smear it in Eli’s blood and put it back on.  Must be some pretty powerful drinks that Santa Claus fellow makes because through it all, your boy toy never came to once.  Just mumbled a lot.  By the way, I gotta tell you, that is one hunky piece of male meat. And he’s got it bad for you.  Kept repeating your name over and over again.  ” 
 
    “You put the gun in Jace’s hand and pulled the trigger yourself, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I watch those forensics shows on TV. I knew the techs would check for gunshot residue. I couldn’t very well go through all the trouble to set your boyfriend up, only to have it come out that he hadn’t shot the gun.” 
 
    “How did you get the 38 on the plane from Chicago to Boston?” 
 
    “I didn’t.  Let’s just say I have friends in the oddest places.”  She chuckled.  “Since we’re playing confessions here, I have to admit, I brought the gun in case Eli needed some persuading.” 
 
    It was Cammie’s turn to chuckle.  “Eli wouldn’t have given a shit about you shooting him.  He was committing suicide, remember?” 
 
    “Now you’re being obtuse, Sheriff. It doesn’t suit you.” She sighed.  “Guess I have to spell it out for you.  I know Eli wouldn’t have cared if I shot him. However, he would have cared if I shot Lehane.” 
 
    Despite herself, Cammie’s eyes widened in surprise. “God, you are beyond cold.” 
 
    “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.  Especially where my financial future is concerned.”   She paused as she took another turn, this time slower to avoid skidding.  “It worked to my advantage when that moron Paltrow showed up.  I knew how much he hated Eli.  Can’t blame him.  His wife is gorgeous – the bitch.” She laughed.  “And that other woman Eli was involved with? The insurance agent?  No wonder it took you so long to figure out it was me.  However, I have to say I’m impressed that you finally did.” 
 
    “If I was that good, I would have realized it was you all along.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because no one but an outsider with an eye to detail would have locked Eli’s front and back doors. Paltrow never struck me as a man with an eye to detail.” 
 
    Audella cocked her head.  “Well, what do you know about that?  Mmmmm.  Will definitely have to be more observant next time.” 
 
    “Then of course there’s Jace’s necklace.  I found it between your front seats.” 
 
    She heaved a dramatic sigh.  “Lehane never would listen to me.  I told him specifically to get rid of that necklace.  He shoved it in his pocket when it came off your boy toy’s neck along with his shirt.”  She shook her head.  “Men.  What will we ever do with them?” 
 
    “There’s just one last piece that doesn’t quite fit. Why did you take that picture of Eli and myself from the mantel piece along with the Night Hawks trophy?  And why would you send him threatening notes as soon as he got back to town?  Was that part of your plan to throw me off?” 
 
    “Actually, those would have been terrific ways to confuse you.  But alas, Sheriff, I have no clue what you’re talking about.  The last thing I would ever want or need is a hockey trophy.  And I can live without looking at a picture of Eli with anyone, much less with you.”  
 
    Audella cruised to a stop. She climbed out of the car, walked around and opened the hatch.  She pointed her revolver at Cammie.  “Time to get out.” 
 
    “It will be tough with my hands tied.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage.” 
 
    “And if I don’t move?” 
 
    Audella lifted her shoulders.  “I’ll just shoot you here.  It’s a rental.  Makes no difference to me.” 
 
    Cammie looked into her face and knew she meant every word.  She had no choice but to struggle out of the car. When she got clear of the vehicle, she noticed two things.  The snow and winds were picking up.  And Audella couldn’t have picked a better spot to kill her.  They were on a back road that had been shut down in the fall for repairs when heavy rains washed out part of the lane.  Early snows prevented the crews from completing their work, leaving the road closed until spring.  In every direction was dense forest and complete desolation.   Rick would never find her out here.  Shit, not even God would find her out here. 
 
    “I found this spot when I was driving around one day.  I thought to myself I’d hate to be stuck out here.”  She laughed as she closed the hatch.  She then pointed the gun towards the woods. 
 
    “Start walking, girlfriend.” 
 
    “Audella, think about what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I have thought about it. I don’t believe in loose ends, and unfortunately, Sheriff, you’re a major loose end.” 
 
    “You’ll be tracked down, Audella.  You won’t escape.” 
 
    Audella fixed her blue eyes on Cammie and gave her a chilling smile.  “It isn’t me who should be worrying about not escaping.  Now get moving.” 
 
    The road disappeared behind them as the two women moved into the forest.  The snow was up to Cammie’s thighs. With her hands tied behind her back, struggling not to fall into the deep drifts was taking a tremendous toll on her strength.  It didn’t help that the winds were increasing, as was the snowfall.  The edge of the blizzard was here.   
 
    Her mind worked furiously, trying to come up with ways to save herself.  Unfortunately, she kept drawing a terrifying blank.  She had no choice but to move deeper into the woods, trying to stay optimistic, but knowing if she didn’t come up with an idea soon, she was a dead woman. 
 
    She scanned the ground, trying to find a spot where she could get some leverage. To her left was an area beneath a particularly large tree where the snow didn’t look that deep. She headed that way. Just before she reached the spot, she deliberately tripped and fell.    
 
    “Get up,” Audella ordered behind her. 
 
    “I can’t.  I just don’t have the strength.” 
 
    “I said, get up!” 
 
    Cammie feigned struggling to get to her feet.  Just as she’d hoped, Audella, frustrated at the delay, bent down to grab her.  As she did so, Cammie suddenly rammed her forehead into Audella’s chin. The blonde woman shrieked as she fell backwards. Cammie swallowed a groan as another burst of pain exploded in her temples.   
 
    Jumping to her feet, she ran towards Audella, determined to kick the gun out of the woman’s hand.  Despite the blood running from the corner of her mouth where she’d bitten her lip, Audella quickly brought her gun up.  And fired. 
 
    Cammie screamed as the bullet rammed into her shoulder.  She went down on her knees in agony. 
 
    “You bitch!” Audella seethed.  
 
    She stomped through the snow and put the barrel of the gun against Cammie’s forehead.  She cocked the trigger.  Cammie closed her eyes.  This was it.  She’d failed.  She was going to die.  She held her breath. 
 
    Nothing happened. Instead, Audella kicked out and caught Cammie in the shoulder where she’d been shot.  Cammie screamed out a second time as she went down, her face and cheeks colliding with the cold snow. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to make this easy for you.  As much as I’d like to shoot your damned head off, I’m not going to do it.  Instead, Sheriff Farnsworth, I’m going to leave you out here to freeze as you bleed to death.  We’re far enough in the woods that no one will find you.  And if, by some miracle, you make it out to the road, you’ll still freeze or bleed out.  The road is closed for repairs.  Won’t be opened again until spring.  Maybe by that time, someone will find your body.  If, that is, the animals leave anything to be found.  Too-da-loo, Sheriff.  It’s been real.”  
 
    She swung her leg and planted one more kick in the small of Cammie’s back.  A third scream of pain echoed in the woods, followed by the sound of raucous laughter.   
 
    Soon Cammie was alone.  She felt a wetness in her gloved hands and knew it was the blood seeping from her wound and saturating her parka sleeve.  This wasn’t good.  Blood was going to attract animals.  And with her hands tied behind her back and her strength ebbing away, she was in no position to put up much of a fight.  
 
    Trees wavered in and out of the corners of her eyes.  The coldness of the snow bit into her cheeks, its iciness helping to keep her from slipping into unconsciousness. She struggled to sit up.  After many stops and starts, she finally sat up on her knees, only to have her head spin so badly, she thought she’d throw up.  Her limbs were shaking badly and she knew she was going into shock.  She tried to stand, but couldn’t.  She kneeled in the snow and against the driving pain in her temples, shook her head in an effort to clear it.   
 
    “You can do this,” she said aloud.  “You’ve got to do this.” 
 
    She dug deep inside and, using the tree as leverage, managed to find enough strength to climb to her feet.  Disoriented and dizzy she started to walk, not realizing she was heading deeper into the forest.   
 
    Minutes felt like hours as she forced herself to keep going.  She didn’t want to face it, but somewhere deep inside, she knew it was a losing battle. 
 
    She fell again. 
 
    The winds were howling now, threatening to bury her where she fell. 
 
    She struggled to stand, wanting so much to simply close her eyes and let the storm take her. She was close enough already. A few more moments and she’d cross the line into the other side and be done with it all. 
 
    She was frozen through, her gloves sodden, her face and lips numb with cold, her parka’s dark color hidden beneath a shroud of frost.  The icy temperatures had faded the pain in her shoulder to a soft throbbing. The cold, however, could not stop the blood from the gunshot wound desecrating the pure whiteness of the fallen snow.  
 
    She gritted her teeth, willing her legs to lift her. Damn it, she wasn’t ready to die. Not just yet. Not until she caught the person who’d done this to her. After that, she didn’t care.  
 
    The fierce urge for revenge filled her with enough strength to lift her exhausted body and shuffle through the ever-deepening snow. First her right foot, then her left.  
 
    Keep going. Keep moving. Think about the gun you’ll hold in your hand. Think about pulling the trigger and the exquisite moment when you see the bullet open a huge, beautifully gaping hole between those fucking blue eyes. Hold that thought. That’s what’s going to save you. 
 
    It doesn’t matter that you’re so disoriented, you have no clue where you are. Just keep moving. You move, you live. You stop, you die.  
 
    Simple as that. 
 
    She sang this mantra under her frigid breath. It kept her going for another five minutes.  
 
    Then she lost her footing for a third time, sliding down a small hill buried beneath a blanket of white desolation. She cried out in pain, her mouth and nostrils filling with snow as she fell on her wounded shoulder. 
 
    Frustrated tears froze on her cheeks. She had nothing left to lift herself with.  Her strength was gone.               
 
    Crap, she really was going to die out here. 
 
    She rolled onto her back and watched the cascade of snow fall down all around her. She’d survived gang warfare, serial killers, sadists and rapists.  She’d packed one hundred years into thirty-four. How ironic that her fate would be to die, quietly and alone, in the middle of a forest that she’d loved, then hated, then grown to love again. 
 
    Her bitter laughter joined with the raging winds and snow that blew down and slowly obliterated her existence. 
 
    Her last conscious thought was of Jace.  Of what they’d had.  Of what she’d lost. 
 
    “I love you, Jace,” she whispered as the wind ripped the words from her lips and hurled them into the violent blizzard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    A low humming broke through the blackness in Cammie’s mind as she slowly regained consciousness. Does God sing, she thought absently to herself as she struggled upwards through the darkness.  A moment later she wondered, does God know he’s off key?  It took an additional five minutes to realize she wasn’t dead.  Or at least she didn’t think so. At first, she couldn’t quite remember what had happened, yet as pain flared up at the edges of her consciousness, it came flooding back.  She’d been cold-bloodedly shot. And left to die in the wilderness.  By Audella Tyler.  Who was turning into a serial killer of ice cold proportions.   
 
    But where was she?  And who was humming? 
 
    She opened her eyes.  The last thing she remembered seeing was the blanket of snowflakes clinging to her face and body.  Now she was looking at a ceiling.  In bad need of a paint job.  Glancing down, she saw she was tucked into a warm, twin size bed. She lifted the threadbare blanket and immediately noticed she was wearing a man’s shirt.  It was loose and floppy and lay pooled around her waist.   Under the rough fabric, she felt the pull of a bandage on her shoulder where Audella had shot her. 
 
    She quickly scanned the small square room. Panic bubbled up when her eyes rested on the wall opposite where she lay.  In neat rows from floor to ceiling, old yellowed photographs of herself and Eli when they played for the Night Hawks adorned every inch of plaster.  Her heart hammered in her ears as she took in images of her younger self staring back at her. 
 
    Dear God, where am I?  Did I somehow land in the Twilight Zone? 
 
    Swiveling her head, she saw a closet next to the bed.  The door was open and jammed inside haphazardly were dozens of birdfeeders.  
 
    It took a moment for the sight of the birdfeeders to sink in.  When it did, she shot up in bed and groaned aloud as a wave of pain hit her.  Oh no!  Somehow she’d landed in the house of the Birdman!   
 
    She didn’t know how or why, but one thing was certain.  She had to get the hell out of there.  She started to scramble out of bed, but the abruptness of her movements brought on nausea.  And a flare of fiercely painful throbbing in her head and wounded shoulder.     
 
    She breathed in deeply, forcing herself to keep calm.  When the nausea passed, she managed to get to her feet.  The room immediately spun in dizzying circles.  Determined not to fall, she reached out and grabbed the edge of an old beat up dresser.  Once again she shook her head back and forth in an effort to clear it.   
 
    After a few moments, she felt the dizziness fall away.  She moved her hand and heard a crash as something fell.  She looked and saw she’d brushed up against a picture frame on the dresser that had fallen over.  Without thinking, she picked it up.  Looked at it.  And gasped as panic once more threatened to overwhelm her.   
 
    The picture of her and Eli that had once adorned Eli’s mantelpiece stared back at her.  Next to it was an all-too-familiar shoebox.  With trembling fingers, she removed the lid of the box and glanced inside.  She felt her knees go weak. 
 
    It was the shoebox Eli had stashed the threatening notes in.  They were still there, organized in a way similar to the way she’d placed them before they fell to the floor in what felt like a million years ago. 
 
    She was in a nightmare she couldn’t escape from.   
 
    Her despair was cut short when she heard the humming grow louder. Someone was approaching.  She looked around for a weapon, finally settling on one of the bird houses.  It wasn’t much, but it was better than standing there empty handed. 
 
    The door opened and a man stepped inside.  In his shaking hands, he held a bowl of soup.  He saw her standing with the bird house in her hand and smiled.   
 
    Cammie audibly gasped as the bird feeder fell from her fingers and clattered to the floor. 
 
    “It can’t be,” she croaked. 
 
    “Ah, I see you’re awake.  That’s good.  I brought you some much needed nourishment.” 
 
    She watched incredulous as Dancing Harry sat on the edge of the bed with a bowl of chicken soup shaking in his palsied hands. 
 
    “It’s a good thing I was tramping through the woods when I was.  Now I know what you’re thinking.  Why would anyone be walking in the woods during a blizzard?  I’m not ashamed to admit that I love ‘em. I love walking in ‘em, I love experiencing their fury.  Just think, if there hadn’t been a blizzard, I never would have been out there. And if I hadn’t been out there, I never would have heard the gunshot.  And if I hadn’t heard the gunshot, I never would have investigated and found you.  It was providence, my dear Camilla.  Sheer providence.  And I may add, it was also providence that you love packing yourself in several layers of sweaters.  All that heavy wool kept the bullet from doing too much damage to your shoulder.” 
 
    There was something about the way he said her name that jogged an old, forgotten memory.  She stared at him, fighting to get it back.  It was the first time he’d spoken to her without rhyme, without poetry.  In his normal voice, a familiarity grabbed at her, shaking her, begging her to remember.  Her eyes darted to the photos on the walls, drawn to one in particular.  She squinted her eyes to get a better look at it.  She looked at the photo, then to the old man’s face, then back to the yellowed picture.  When the realization finally dawned, it hit her hard.  She caught her breath as she slipped down onto the bed. 
 
    “It can’t be,” she repeated in a whisper.  “It’s impossible. You’re dead.”  
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not. Maybe I am. Maybe I’ve lost my mind and this is all a crazy dream.”  He leaned over and pinched the back of her hand.  “Ow! What the hell--” she yelped. 
 
    “If you feel that, you’re not dead and you’re not dreaming.” 
 
    “But I must be.  You’re not – you can’t possibly be--” 
 
    The man looked at her and grinned.  Cammie’s eyes unexpectedly welled up. 
 
    “You are, aren’t you?” she whispered past the growing lump in her throat.  “You’re—you’re Coach McIntyre,” she whispered.  
 
    “I was once.  Now I’m just Dancing Harry.” 
 
    “But how? Why? What happened to you? You just -- disappeared.”  She almost said, you’ve shrunk, you’ve changed so completely you look nothing like the man in that picture.  She bit back the words at the last moment.  However she knew he knew what she’d meant to say.  A sadness flashed in his eyes before falling back behind his curtain of eccentric madness. 
 
    “Nothing can we call our own but death, as the Bard once said.”  He glanced at her and sighed.  “It’s a long, familiar story involving alcohol and other unpleasantries that does no good to remember or to recount.  Suffice to say that you’re right. Coach McIntyre is dead.  He died the night he sat out his best player because the lure of fame and money was much more important to him than integrity.  He’s better off dead. Although I am but a shadow, it is a shadow that has left its demons behind.  Now eat this.  Don’t want the soup to get cold.” 
 
    It was too surreal.  She stared at him, trying to find remnants of the man she’d once known.  But except for an inflection in his voice when he’d said her name, his face was so changed, so beaten down, it was a miracle she’d recognized him at all.  
 
    As if in a daze, Cammie took the soup and automatically began to eat.  It was surprisingly good and exactly what she needed. Warmth flooded her limbs and she felt a little stronger when they were done. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “About two hours.  You’re lucky the bullet went right through your arm.  I bandaged it as best I could, but I’d go see Doc when the storm blows over.” 
 
    “I don’t have time.  I have to catch a murderer.”   
 
    “So it wasn’t Jace after all.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t.” She managed to get out of bed, leaning back against the mattress as another bout of dizziness threatened to overtake her.   
 
    “Maybe you should lie back down and have your deputy go after – who it is, by the way?” 
 
    “Audella Tyler.” She looked at Harry, her eyes glinting with hatred.  “She and I have a score to settle.” 
 
    “You’ll be lucky she doesn’t finish the job with the shape you’re in.” 
 
    Unwilling to argue with him, she swiftly changed the subject.  She shook off the dizziness and pointed to the closet. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    Harry shrugged.  “Had nothing else better to do.” 
 
    “Put them all back after the storm blows over and we’ll forget it ever happened.  Can you do that?” 
 
    “For you, anything.” 
 
    “Why did you put the trophy in my truck?” 
 
    “I always felt you deserved it more than Eli.” 
 
    “Did you also send Eli the notes?” 
 
    Dancing Harry nodded. 
 
    “Why would you do something like that?” 
 
    “He was like a cock who thought the sun had risen to hear him crow.” 
 
    “Shelley?” 
 
    “Nope.  George Eliot.” 
 
    “And the carcass of the animal?” 
 
    “You like that?  I thought it was a great touch.  Found it on the side of the road.  Decided to scare the bejesus out of him, the arrogant windbag.  A’ course, it’s too bad he died.  He may have been full of himself, but he didn’t deserve to get shot.” 
 
    Cammie looked at this broken man.  She wanted to tell him he was wrong. Yes, Eli had once been arrogant.  But he’d changed.  He wasn’t the same man who’d tricked the both of them all those years ago.  But she knew it would do no good.  Eli had given Coach McIntyre the tools to kill himself.  And he had.  Now only Dancing Harry was left.  Perhaps it was better that way. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t steal anything from anyone or send nasty notes. And definitely no more animal carcasses.”  She saw the look on his face.  “It’s important.  I have enough things on my plate.” 
 
    He hesitated, then nodded.  “I promise. No more stealing.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Okay, okay. No more notes or dead animals either.” 
 
    “I need to borrow your truck.” 
 
    “I’ll drive you.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “It’s dangerous out there.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous anywhere.” He stood up and approached her.  “I owe you too much, Camilla. Allow me to at least drive you to wherever you need to go.” 
 
    She saw he needed to do this. So she agreed.  “Only if you promise me you’ll stay at Tudor’s inn until the blizzard dies down.” 
 
    “How could I turn down an offer to spend an afternoon surrounded by the world’s greatest writer?” 
 
    The snow was piling up on the road, making it difficult for Harry to maneuver his beat-up old truck through the blowing snowdrifts.  Cammie sat in the passenger seat, her white knuckled hands gripping the dashboard.  Part of her mind was on the road while part of her mind was on Audella. 
 
    The blood on her parka was still damp and every time she moved her shoulder, she had to bite back a yelp of pain.  The gun in her holster was gone, but her cell phone, which she’d kept in the pocket of her snowsuit was still there.  As soon as they reached a spot where she was able to get a signal, she immediately called Rick.   
 
    “I’ve been trying to call you for the last hour,” he said as his voice echoed and came in and out from the bad reception due to the storm.  
 
    “I ran into our murderer.” She quickly filled him in on her conversation with Audella.  “Put out an APB on her.  She’s probably going to try and make it to the Houlton airport, though no one in their right mind is going to take off in this weather.  She’s armed and dangerous.  I’m on my way now towards Route 4.  Call for back-up and get out there ASAP as well.” 
 
    “You sound weird, Sheriff.  Are you alright?” 
 
    Cammie realized she’d been speaking through gritted teeth.  She let out her breath. “I’m fine,” she lied, not wanting to worry her deputy.  “After you do all that, would you make one more call for me?  Call Jace and tell him what I just told you.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end.  “Are you sure you wouldn’t want to make that call yourself?” 
 
    “There’s no time.  I don’t want him to wait any longer with this hanging over his head.” 
 
    “Will do.  Be careful, Cam.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    After what seemed like hours, they finally pulled into the Shakespeare In the Woods parking lot.   
 
    “Now you’re going to stay at the Inn, right?” 
 
    “I am.”  He reached out a palsied hand and laid it on Cammie’s arm.  “You take care, Camilla.  The person that shot you means business.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  And thank you again for saving my life.  I owe you.” 
 
    His face grew melancholy.  “No,” he whispered.  “I owe you.” 
 
    The wind was howling now, and almost knocked her over as she jumped out of Harry’s truck and into her own.  The first thing she did was turn on the ignition, put the wipers on the highest setting and turn the heat on full blast.  The second thing she did was grope under the seat and remove the loaded 9mm Ruger she always kept taped to the underside.  The third thing she did was recite a silent prayer that she’d find Audella.  Then she put the truck into four wheel drive and drove down the increasingly hazardous road.   
 
      
 
    The blizzard was intensifying, with visibility steadily growing worse.  She had to slow down several times or risk sliding off the road.  Frustration and impatience ate away at her, and it was all she could do not to take a gamble and increase her speed.  The only satisfaction she had was knowing that if she couldn’t drive fast, neither could Audella.  Nor was the Equinox equipped to make it in these conditions.  She was sure she’d find Audella.  It was only a matter of when.  So she bit down on her exasperation and concentrated on the rapidly disappearing road.  
 
    For the next half hour, Cammie struggled against the fire in her shoulder, and the exhaustion that washed over her.  It was growing increasingly difficult to keep the Explorer on the road.  Not only was the accumulating snow making it hard to drive, but the gusts of wind buffeting against the vehicle threatened to push her into a snow bank.  Straining her eyes to see through the whiteout earned her a headache to match the relentless pain in her shoulder.  It took her full attention to keep going, draining the last reserves of energy she had. Yet, the thought that, if not for Harry’s strange penchant for walking in blizzards, she’d be dead right now or close to it, kept her going, just as it had in the woods.  She wanted nothing more than to see the look of shock on Audella’s face when she arrested her. 
 
    Through the white curtain of snow, Cammie suddenly saw a pair of red tail lights pop out in front of her.  Without thinking, she swerved the Explorer, sending it fishtailing across the icy road.   
 
    “Shit!” she bellowed as she struggled to get the Explorer back under control, her arm flaring in agonizing pain.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone waving their arms frantically at her before they disappeared behind the swirling snow.  
 
    After a few more harrowing turns, Cammie finally got her vehicle back under control and brought it to a stop across the road.  Her heart was racing, her hands were shaking, and she silently offered up a prayer of thanks for not crashing, or worse, flipping the vehicle over. 
 
     A knock on the passenger side window caught her attention.  She turned and found herself staring into Audella’s eyes.  Shock overcame both women – Cammie to find the woman she’d been pursuing and Audella to find Cammie still alive.   
 
    Audella acted first.  She took a step back, whipped out her gun and shot out the window.  Cammie dove across the front seat, fragments of glass raining over her. Scrambling, she took out her own gun and pointed it at the blown out window, firing off a shot.  She then quickly opened up the driver door and tumbled out into the storm, the wind ripping her bomber hat from her head.  Using the Explorer as cover, she planted herself against the vehicle and aimed her pistol into a wall of snow blowing sideways across the road that eliminated any sight of her quarry.   
 
    “It’s no use, Audella!” she yelled out. “Every police officer in Maine is looking for you right now!  Give yourself up before we both freeze to death out here.” 
 
    Not sure if she could be heard through the screaming gales, she had her answer when a shot crackled through the storm and whizzed past her.   
 
    Cammie returned fire.   
 
    “Damn it!” she muttered in frustration as the snow continued to hide any sign of Audella.  Beneath her parka, she felt a stickiness and knew the wound was bleeding through the bandage.   
 
    She quickly reasoned she had two options.  Although Audella and the Equinox couldn’t be more than fifteen feet away, she saw nothing but white.  She could take advantage of the non-existent visibility and get into the woods where she could come up behind Audella.  Or stay put and wait for Rick.  Which, in the condition she was in, was out of the question.  She had no clue how far out he was and couldn’t risk losing consciousness by the time he did arrive.  
 
    If he arrived. 
 
    It was now or never.  If she didn’t double around, she was certain Audella would.   
 
    Or could already be moving towards her.   
 
    Summoning the last of her strength, Cammie started towards the front end of the hood.  Just as she was about to dash off into the trees, another shot rang out.  This one hit the front windshield, shattering it into the wind.  She felt shards of glass hit her face and she fell to the ground, droplets of blood smearing the snow beneath her. 
 
    She cursed under her breath as dizziness and pain threatened to overtake her.   
 
    Crap.  Audella was moving in on her from the front.  This woman was worse than the Terminator.   
 
    Knowing she had to do something, she braced her left arm against the hood and returned fire. 
 
    And paid for it. 
 
    Blood was now dripping onto her fingers, saturating her gloves and making it difficult to hold onto her gun. Her whole body was trembling badly. Terrified she was going into shock, Cammie forced herself past the excruciating pain. Reversing her direction, she made her way, as quickly as she could through the rising snow drifts, towards the back of the Explorer.   
 
    Somehow she was going to have to take back the initiative. But how?  She could neither see nor hear anything except the howling of the winds as it continued to tear across the road.  Yet, if she was hampered by the weather, so was Audella.  Her only hope lay in using the snow and wind as a shield until they either crashed into each other or reinforcements showed up. 
 
    Cammie’s hands were shaking as she slowly made her way around the Explorer.  Dots began to appear in her line of vision and she had a momentary panic attack. She couldn’t faint now. If she did, she was dead. 
 
    She turned her face into the wind, hoping the needle-like ice pellets would revive her.  It stung badly as they hit the scratches on her face, but it did the trick. The dizziness passed. Suddenly, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.  She immediately dropped and rolled, swallowing the yelp of pain as she put weight on her shoulder.  Cammie fired, only to be greeted a moment later with what sounded like laughter. 
 
    Hysteria bubbled up Cammie’s throat.  She couldn’t see a thing, she was slowly losing consciousness, and it was becoming harder to hold onto her pistol.   
 
    Could her situation get any worse? 
 
    Gritting her teeth against the tortuous pain, Cammie struggled to her feet, hampered by weakness and the deepening of the snow.  She looked about, suddenly disoriented by the wall of whiteness.  She felt a flash of fear course down her spine.  She knew how easy it was not to recognize familiar landmarks in a snowstorm.  A few years ago, a man had frozen to death just steps from his front door, completely confused by a passing blizzard.   
 
    Terror settled in as she realized she didn’t know where the hell Audella’s car was.  Was it to her left?  Her right?  
 
    Cammie clamped down on the rising panic.  She couldn’t stand here forever. Not with psycho killer after her.  With no other options, she turned to her right.  By now the wind had intensified and it was becoming extremely difficult to walk as it blew against her, causing her to stumble about as if she were drunk.  She kept at it, however and almost cried out in joy when she crashed into the Equinox’s back passenger door. She could just make out the hood buried in a deep snow drift.  Just as she’d surmised, Audella had lost control of the car, smashing it into the snowbank.   
 
    The driver door window suddenly exploded.  Cammie jumped and fell back backwards into the snow.   
 
    Her fall saved her life as another bullet ripped through the door right where she’d been standing.   
 
    How the hell is she seeing me when I can’t even see my hand in front of my face? 
 
    Now was obviously not the time to figure it out. She quickly crawled on all fours towards the back and around the other side of the Equinox, where she once more vigorously shook her head to clear the dots that continually impaired her vision. 
 
    Audella had to be shooting blindly.  If she couldn’t see a damned thing, she doubted Audella could either. Maybe if she created distractions, Audella would keep shooting and run out of bullets.  Yeah, but then what? In the state she was in, she wouldn’t win a battle against a kitten.  To top it all off, she could no longer feel her hands or feet.   
 
    Lovely. 
 
    Cammie felt a surge of anger.  For the sake of greed, this woman had murdered two men, ripped apart the only relationship she’d ever had that actually worked, and left her for dead.  There was no way in hell she was going to let the bitch win.   
 
    Come what may, she was taking Audella down. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Cammie fought past the pain and lightheadedness.  Hoisting herself up against the back of the Equinox, she dug her right elbow into her waist to steady her arm enough to shoot, then stepping out into the storm, fired to the right, center, then to the left.   
 
    She paused. All she heard was the howling of the wind beating against her face.  Then, an imperceptible feeling came over her, as if someone were tracing a line down the nape of her neck.  The hairs stood up as she caught her breath. 
 
    Dear God, she’s behind me. 
 
    Without thinking, she pivoted on her heel and fired into the wind, first right, then center, then left. 
 
    She thought she heard a cry, but it was impossible to tell through the roar of the snow gusts.  She peered through the blanket of white and caught sight of a patch of blue on the ground before it was swallowed up in the blizzard. 
 
    Audella had been wearing a blue snow jacket. 
 
    Cammie needed to investigate.  She needed to know if she’d shot Audella.  She needed to know if the bitch was finally dead.  With only one bullet left in her Ruger, she had to make it count if need be. 
 
    Forcing herself forward, she felt to her knees.  But she continued, clawing her way over every hard packed snowflake, inch by inch, dragging herself along. She ignored the gales, the ice numbing her face and mouth. She pushed herself onward until just beyond, the blue patch in the snow reappeared.  
 
    This time she saw a fur trimmed hood.  And a body.  Lying inert.  Still.  Slowly vanishing beneath a blanket of white.   
 
    Seeing that, the adrenalin rush that had kept Cammie going, disappeared.  The trembling and weakness returned with a vengeance, leaving her unable to go on. She knew she should get back to her vehicle.  There was a chance she could survive until help came if only she could get back into the Explorer.  Or even Audella’s Equinox.  But she had nothing left. 
 
    She fell upon her back, the snow pelting her frozen face.  The dots dancing before her eyes grew larger until they merged together to form a curtain of black.  Just before she lost consciousness, her last thought again was of Jace.   
 
    He’s safe now.  At least I’ve done that for him.  
 
    In the midst of the blowing eddies of snow, a serene peace came over her.  She’d done her job.  It was time to rest.  She needed to rest so badly. 
 
      


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the day before Thanksgiving. Doc was a whirlwind of activity, getting the pies baked, preparing his secret recipe for the turkey stuffing, getting the birds dressed so he could pop them into his twin ovens at dawn.  He was hosting a celebratory dinner for 20 people and he was leaving nothing to chance. 
 
    “He looks like the Tasmanian devil from the Bugs Bunny cartoons,” Rick remarked as he watched the doctor make his tenth trip to the pantry, located on the other side of the stove.   “Now that I think about it, they’re actually the same height, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh.  It hurts when I laugh,” Cammie answered, shifting her weight on the couch where she lay, bundled up under a cashmere blanket.  Just the feel of its softness against her skin made her almost faint with pleasure. 
 
    A week had passed since the shooting. She’d found out through Doc that Rick found her unconscious in the snow.   
 
    “If he’d gotten there any later, he would have found a dead, bloodied popsicle that once looked like you.” 
 
    Rick called in the scene to the State Police, then quickly bundled Cammie into the back of his truck.  Battling the blizzard, he’d barely made it to Doc’s, where she was immediately taken into surgery.   
 
    As Doc worked to clean out her wound and save her toes, fingers and face from frostbite, the weather grew worse, shutting everything down. It wasn’t until 24 hours later that the Staties were able to make it out to the scene of the shooting.  It took another two hours to find the frozen body of Audella beneath the snow.  From what they could piece together, it appeared one of Cammie’s shots had gone into Audella’s thigh, ripping the femoral artery.  Disoriented by the snow and bleeding out from the wound, she’d succumbed quickly to the elements.   
 
    When Cammie was told, she felt strangely empty.  It was ironic that Audella would die in the same manner she’d planned for Cammie.  She thought she would feel good about solving the case and, more importantly, ridding the world of a serial killer.  The whole of Twin Ponds certainly felt good about what she’d done.  Since she’d regained consciousness, she’d heard nothing but her praises sung.  In fact, Doc’s Thanksgiving dinner was a tribute to her and what she’d accomplished. Yet when she thought back to what had been lost – robbing Eli of his last few moments of peace on this earth, Lehane’s life, her relationship with Jace -- heck, her relationship with the town, she couldn’t seem to summon up much enthusiasm.  So she did the next best thing.  She kept her mouth shut, and allowed the townspeople to celebrate in whatever manner they saw fit.   
 
    There was a bright side to all of this. Knowing she could never cope on her own in her tiny cabin, Doc insisted she stay with him during her recovery.  At the prospect of sleeping in the bed from paradise, and showering in the bathroom from heaven, it was a no brainer.   
 
    With not much to do but lay on the couch in a state of bliss brought on by painkillers, she thought back to Dancing Harry/Coach McIntyre.  She recalled their last conversation, and decided that Harry was right.  The man who had once been Coach was dead and he deserved to stay buried.  She resolved to tell no one he was responsible for saving her life.  Nor did she tell Doc, when he asked, who had dressed her wound.  That, and the secret of who Harry had once been, would stay hidden.  
 
    Within a few days after the shooting, Rick stopped by to tell her that the bird feeders were reappearing on people’s front steps. 
 
    “Whoever it was must have heard how you handled Audella and decided not to take any chances.” 
 
    She smiled, but said nothing. She did respond, however, when Rick gave her his next piece of news.   
 
    “Jake Matheson found Eddie Paltrow.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Where?” she asked. 
 
    “He was hiding out in an old abandoned cabin near Berk’s Bluff.  The roof caved in on that place years ago. What with the blizzard and all, it’s a miracle he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Have you seen him?” 
 
    “I stopped off to question him, but he’s in bad shape. He was suffering from hypothermia and frostbite.  Mark airlifted him to Carey Medical.  Doctors say I should be able to question him in a couple of days.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.”  
 
    Rick lifted an eyebrow.  “Uh, are you up for that?” 
 
    “Although this case is technically closed, for my own sake, I need to clear up a few things with Eddie.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Cammie looked at Rick and smiled warmly. “I know you can, Rick.  However, this is something I’d like to be present for.  Only then can I finally put this case to bed.” 
 
    Throughout the rest of that week, a steady stream of well-wishers dropped off gifts for her – Lars brought her favorite ice cream, Mrs. Nation knitted her a shawl, and the Ellis’ made sure to bring enough mouthwatering blueberry muffins that made even the caustic doctor light up with glee.  Mayor Barnes dropped by, ecstatic in his praise for her while conveniently forgetting his vow to fire her. 
 
    Amazing what exonerating the Night Hawks captain will do to a person. 
 
    Jace also made an appearance. She was woozy from the painkillers, but the Percocet wasn’t enough to bridge the awkwardness between them as Jace sat by her bedside. They chitchatted about nothing, both careful to avoid the enormous white elephant that stood between them.  When he finally left, it was both relieving and heart wrenching.  
 
    After Jace, the most painful visit was from Tudor.  He’d stopped by, sheepishly holding a box. 
 
    “I honestly didn’t know what to do with this.  I thought you should rightfully have it,” he said as he placed the large cardboard box on the coffee table in front of where Cammie lay. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He hemmed and hawed. Finally, he blurted out, “They’re Eli Kelley’s ashes. I found them in the Tylers’ room after – well, you know – after everything.” 
 
    Cammie stared at the cardboard box. She’d conveniently forgotten about the plan she and Lehane had of spreading Eli’s ashes over Waban Lake.  Now Lehane was gone.  And she was – she didn’t know what she was.  But she certainly wasn’t quite ready to do this. 
 
    “Um, thanks Tudor.  You did the right thing.” 
 
    After Tudor left, Doc wandered into the room.  When she told him what was in the cardboard box, he quickly whisked it out of her sight.  “There will be plenty of time to take care of this,” he replied tersely.   
 
    For once she was grateful for his mothering ways. 
 
    Yet it was a surprise visit from Cora that truly left Cammie flabbergasted. 
 
    One late afternoon, as the sun filtered in through the windows, throwing a warm, golden glow throughout the living room, Cammie lay on the couch, listening to Doc singing to his favorite opera as he worked in the kitchen.  She hated opera, but she loved listening to Doc sing.  He had a surprisingly strong voice – another little secret from his past that he never shared with anyone.  Just as he was lulling her to sleep with a beautiful rendition of Nessun Dorma, a knock came on the door. Doc hustled to answer it, soon returning to the couch with a pensive look on his face. 
 
    “It’s Cora.  She insists on seeing you.” 
 
    Cammie blinked in surprise.  “Cora? Dear God, I hope she’s not going to make any more predications.  That last one was enough to last me two lifetimes.” 
 
    “I think you should save her visit for another day.  Preferably in the next century.” 
 
    Cammie chuckled as she sat up.  “Heck, no. She must have something important to say to come all the way over here.” 
 
    Doc eyed her.  “Are you sure you’re up to a visit from the Wicked Witch of the West?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In that case, ignore any screams you might hear. She’s not getting near you until I’ve frisked her.  I’m not about to lose you to any germs associated with those feathers or bundles of God knows what she’s always carrying around with her.” 
 
    Cora must have passed inspection because a few moments later, she hobbled into the living room, her cane banging against the polished wood floors. 
 
    “My, my, now ain’t this the cat’s meow,” she said as she looked at the giant river stone fireplace, and the plush furniture and rugs.  “A girl can quickly get used to this, gunshot wound or no gunshot wound.” 
 
    “Would you like me to stay?” Doc asked, eying the woman suspiciously. 
 
    “I came to talk to the sheriff here,” Cora snapped. “Not you.  Besides, from what I hear, you got quite a lot of preparin’ to do for your big Thanksgiving shindig.”  She imperiously waved her hand at Doc. 
 
    The doctor’s face reddened. He wasn’t accustomed to being ordered about, especially in his own home.  Before he could respond, Cammie quickly interjected. 
 
    “That’s okay, Doc.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He hesitated, gave Cora one last glare in an attempt to reassert his dominion over his home, then left the room. 
 
    Cora ignored him.  She plopped her rail thin body, encased in an oversized parka, in Doc’s chair and leaned on her cane.  She stared at Cammie intently, silently assessing her.   
 
    Cammie forced herself to meet Cora’s gaze. Mentally, despite the drugs, she prepared herself for whatever was about to come out of the old woman’s mouth. After what seemed like an eternity, the old woman finally sat back with a sharp nod of her head.   
 
     “I like you now,” she said, emphasizing her words with another sharp nod of her head.  Cammie almost did a double take.  She’d been expecting Cora to tell her aliens were about to abduct her.  Or that her cabin was inhabited by the ghosts of Thanksgiving turkeys past.  Telling Cammie she liked her was the very last thing she’d ever expected to hear. 
 
    “Because I almost got killed?” Cammie couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Nah.  Because you’re true to yourself now.  You got in touch with your soul.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” Cammie admitted. 
 
    Her grin grew wider.  “You will.” 
 
    It wasn’t until the next day, after the Thanksgiving meal had been consumed, after she’d been toasted and re-toasted until she was ready to scream, that she finally realized what Cora had been trying to tell her.    
 
    Doc had placed her opposite Jace. Despite the merriment and celebration, the awkwardness between them was still palatable, if only to themselves.  They’d not shared a word except ‘hello’, ‘good-bye’ and ‘how are you’ before being caught up with the other guests. 
 
    After dinner, Jace hadn’t stayed long.  He’d spent the evening casting glances her way, so she was a little surprised when, right after dessert, he made his quiet good-byes to Doc and slipped out of the house. 
 
    Soon after, exhausted by the day’s events, and so full from Doc’s excellent meal that she was afraid she’d burst, she’d made her own farewells and waddled up the stairs to her room.  She took a painkiller and waited to be transported to la-la land.  Just before she fell asleep, she made a decision she hadn’t thought herself capable of making.  Not with her checkered history with men.  Yet, once the decision was made, she felt good about it.   
 
    Stretching out over the expensive Egyptian cotton sheets, Cora’s words drifted back to her. In a moment of complete clarity, she finally understood what the old woman had been trying to tell her.  It brought a smile to her face and she gently fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    A week later, after being flown by Mark Nelsson in his DeHavilland Beaver, Cammie and Rick walked into the hospital room and found Eddie lying on the bed, hooked up to an intravenous drip.  Jake Matheson hadn’t been exaggerating.  Eddie looked horrible.  His oversized hospital gown made him look as though he’d shrunk.  His face was gaunt, he’d lost weight and there was a white patch on the tip of his nose where frostbite had started to set in.  A surge of pity ran through her as she sat down in the chair next to the bed while Rick leaned against the door.   
 
    Paltrow glanced at her and grimaced.  “Christ.  It’s you.  This is all your fault, you know,” he whined in a voice broken by too much snow and cold and fear. 
 
    “Actually, it’s your fault.  You shouldn’t have run away.” 
 
    “You were going to arrest me.” 
 
    “At that moment, I wasn’t. I was just asking you questions.  However, if I had arrested you, you would have been in a warm cell with three meals a day instead of freezing you ass off in the middle of the wilderness where you almost died.” 
 
    He grunted non-committedly.  “I should sue you.  It was that stupid reward you put out on me that forced me into those godforsaken woods.  Every fucking Tom, Dick and Harry was searching for me.” 
 
    “You still managed to get to Lehane.” 
 
    “He was a bastard.  He had no right to tell you about Lucy.  I’m sorry he’s dead, but I’m not sorry he was a loudmouth.”  He looked at her sling.  “So it’s true, huh?  Tyler’s crazy wife shot you.” 
 
    “Yes she did.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Never saw that coming.  She was one helluva actress, I can tell you that. She really had me believing she was a complete air-head.” 
 
    “The doctors say you’ll be fine,” she said, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Yeah. That lumberjack or hunter or whatever the hell he was found me in the nick of time.”  
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    He looked down at the sheets for a moment, then back up at her.  “Hey, I’m sorry I tried to run you over that day at the Timberwolf.  I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
 
    Cammie’s suspicions kicked in.  His abrupt change from anger to contriteness didn’t ring true.  She put it aside for the moment as she leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    “You know why I’m here.”   
 
    He nodded. “What difference does it make now? You caught the killer.  I’m not a suspect anymore.” 
 
    “That’s true.  But I’m curious about a few things that I’d like to tie up.  Do you feel like answering them?” 
 
    For a moment she thought he would refuse. She knew he didn’t need to answer anything.  The murderer had been caught.  Paltrow was exonerated.  Yet she and Rick were here because, like Audella, she didn’t like to leave any loose ends.  Once she had those loose ends tied up, she could, once and for all, close this case.  And thankfully never open it again. 
 
    Once again her instincts hummed as she watched the display of emotions dance across his face. Defiance, refusal, then reluctant submission. 
 
    “Fire away,” he replied.  
 
    “Why did you lie about being in Boston to watch the Celtics play when you were, in fact, already in Maine?” 
 
    He fell into a silence that stretched into what seemed like hours.  In the background, the din of a busy hospital filtered through the door, accompanied by the occasional sound of the loudspeaker calling for a doctor or nurse. Cammie sat back in her chair and patiently waited.  Paltrow would answer, she had no doubts about that.  He was easier to read than a children’s book.   
 
    Rick however, wasn’t so patient.  He was worried about Cammie.  Her face was pale, and he knew she was in pain, despite the medication.  She shouldn’t have made this trip, but if there thing he’d learned about his boss - she was one stubborn woman.  He wanted to get Paltrow to give her what she wanted so he could get her back to Doc’s.  His irritation at the whole situation, and especially at was one Paltrow, bubbled over.  
 
    “Hey dude, you said you’d cooperate,” Rick said, a little too sharply.  
 
    “Alright, alright. This isn’t easy for me, okay?” He took a deep breath.  “When my wife cheated on me, it was devastating.  You have no idea what that does to a person.  Especially when I found out she was cheating with the great Eli Kelley. I had to get away. I had to think and figure out what I wanted to do.  A friend of mine owns a fishing cabin near Gouldsboro, Maine.  He’s been after me for years to come out and visit.  So I did.” 
 
    “This was while Eli was seeing your wife?” Cammie asked. 
 
    Paltrow nodded.  “Yeah. While I was there, I met a woman. She was my buddy’s neighbor and recently divorced. One thing led to another. I thought it was the perfect way to get back at Lucy.  If she could screw around with Kelley, I could screw around with Maxine.  The problem is that Maxine isn’t the kind of woman you just mess around with and forget.  She’s kind and sweet and understanding.” 
 
    “And you love her,” Cammie finished. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I do.  When Lucy and I got back together, I thought to end it with Maxine.  But I couldn’t.  There’s something about her.  She’s everything Lucy isn’t.” 
 
    “Then why do you stay with Lucy?” 
 
    “You see what Lucy looks like?  She’s a knockout.  I know she’s only with me because of who I am.  But when I see the other guys looking at me when I’m with her…” he shook his head.  “Maxine doesn’t give a shit about whether I’m a famous sportswriter, or whether I’m on a first name basis with some of the greats in professional sports.  She loves me for me.  About twice a year I fly out to see her.  We spend a week together, then I head home.  In fact, if it wasn’t for Eli’s death, I’d probably still be with her. We were planning a trip to Canada when I got word about the murder.”  He gave her a self-conscious glance.  “That’s the God’s honest truth, Sheriff.  I didn’t want to say anything because I don’t want Lucy to find out.  Not after the stink and the guilt trip I put her through when I found out about Eli.  Nor do I want to drag Maxine into this mess.  She doesn’t deserve that.” 
 
    Cammie looked at him. And knew he wasn’t lying.  She slowly nodded.  “Thank you, Eddie.  What you’ve just told us will stay in this room.”   
 
    She slowly stood up, dismayed to discover how exhausted this little jaunt had made her. She pushed it aside long enough to give Paltrow a stern look.   “I don’t care what you write about Eli, but I will not see my name mentioned anywhere in your book.  The most I will accept is the phrase ‘investigating officer’ and that’s it. Any hint of who I am, or what I look like, and I’ll personally get on a plane to Chicago and tell your wife everything.  Are we clear?” 
 
    His eyes widened and he paled even more than he already was.  “How did you know I was planning to write a book on Eli?” 
 
    She hadn’t.  She’d taken a guess, knowing there could be only one reason he’d suddenly become so cooperative. 
 
    “You’re a writer,” she answered shortly.  “So, do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Sure, sure.  Say Sheriff, can you get that big gorilla at the Timberwolf Inn to send me my computer?  I’ve got all kinds of ideas and angles for my book.  One of them is to build up Eli’s rags to riches story.  People love that sort of thing. Small town boy makes good. Even have a title for it. ‘Murder on Ice’.  Catchy, eh?  Hey, maybe you can tell me what Eli was like as a kid. You know, background stuff.” 
 
    She eyed him steadily.  “Don’t push it, Paltrow.” 
 
    They left Eddie’s room. Outside in the corridor, Rick offered Cammie his arm.  Her first instinct was to refuse.  But too much had happened over the last few weeks.  She’d discovered she wasn’t an island unto herself.  The walls she’d built up that made her believe she had to be impregnable with everyone were falling. 
 
    And she didn’t care. 
 
    “You’re an excellent deputy,” she said as she gratefully took Rick’s arm.  She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and saw him beaming.   
 
    Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?   
 
    That left one more person she needed to allow through the demolished barriers in her heart.    
 
    The next morning, she awoke with a sense of purpose and renewal.  She took her time showering and dressing, careful not to tax what little strength and energy she had.  She folded her fingers around the two necklaces she wore about her neck - one with the two crossed hockey sticks, and the other with the shimmering crescent moon, and smiled.  It was going to be a good day.  She could feel it. 
 
    However, there was still the matter of convincing Doc to allow her to borrow his truck.  Her Explorer was in the shop having the windows replaced that Audella had shot out.  Over his protests, she promised to take her time and drive slow. 
 
    “I need to do this, Doc.” 
 
    He saw her determined eye, and reluctantly handed over the keys. 
 
    Despite how easily she tired these days, Cammie relished the drive.  Even the awkwardness of steering with one arm in a sling didn’t dampen her enthusiasm for being outside. The trees looked beautiful in the sunlight, shimmering with white blankets of pristine snow, and she breathed a long sigh that spoke of freedom and new beginnings.  She stopped off at the garage, only to be told Jace had gone on an errand.  
 
    It didn’t take her long to figure out where he was.   
 
    When she pulled down her driveway, she saw that her instincts were right.  There was Jace’s truck parked in its usual spot.  A fierce love arose in her chest and she could barely wait to park the truck before she was out and through the front door. 
 
    “Jace!” she called out. 
 
    A moment later he came out of the bedroom. He looked surprised at the sight of her. 
 
    “Should you be up?” he asked.  He glanced out the picture window at Doc’s truck.  “Should you be driving?” 
 
    “As much as I love being at Doc’s, I’m going stir crazy.  I’m not used to sitting around doing nothing.”  
 
    “You’re not doing nothing.  You’re recuperating from a gunshot wound.” 
 
    She grinned.  The worry in his voice was evident.  It felt so good to hear his concern.  In the past, she would have made a joke. Deflect his love and anxiety over her.  But not anymore.  Today was the start of the new Cammie.  The new, openly demonstrative, openly caring Cammie.  Her past had damaged her.  She’d been like Quasimodo in The Hunchback of Notre Dame, dragging her baggage behind her like a hump on her back.  Jace had given her the chance to be whole again.  To allow someone inside that wouldn’t continue the destruction but would, instead, assist in the repairs.  As she’d done with Rick, it was time to let Jace know how she felt.  To finally let the light in. 
 
     She started towards him, her right arm outstretched, her heart wide with longing.  She gathered him to her and embraced him warmly.  She smelled his scent.  Felt his soft hair brush against her cheek.   
 
    Felt how stiff and unresponsive he was.   
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    With her heart hammering in her chest, she refused to release him.  If she continued to hold him, she could continue to hold onto her illusion that all would be well.  She’d finally tell him what he’d waited a year to hear.  And it would all be okay.  The past few weeks would disappear and it would be-- 
 
    He pulled away and her illusion cracked and shattered into a thousand pieces.  Against her will, she looked over his shoulder, into what had once been their bedroom.  In the doorway stood a suitcase, and a duffel bag with his hockey equipment.  She took a step back and questioningly met his eyes.  He looked away. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” he murmured.   
 
    “Better,” she answered in a voice that sounded too wooden to be hers.  “Doc says with physical therapy, it should get back to normal.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    His bangs fell into his eyes.   
 
    Wait!  Maybe there’s still a chance.  Maybe if I empty my heart to him, this can all be reversed.  I can still save us.  I can recoup what we had.  
 
    “Jace, there’s something I –“ 
 
    He shook his head.  “Don’t say anything, Cammie.” 
 
    No.  No.  No.  Listen to me! 
 
    “But I need to.  I want to.” 
 
    He shook his head again. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.  I know you had to do your job.  I know what it looked like when you found me at Eli’s house.  I know how hard you worked to try and find anything that would prove my innocence.  Jesus, you even got yourself shot in the process.  I get all that.  But,” he sighed deeply.  “I don’t know.  The fact that, for one second, you really believed me capable of murder is something I can’t get past.  I’ve tried.  I really have. But I can’t.  And I feel like a shit because I can’t.” 
 
    Her emotions were at a standstill.  Her love, her desire, her hopes oozed out of her and pooled onto the floor around her feet.  She felt nothing.  She was in a dream that was real and tangible, even though it all felt unreal and intangible. 
 
    Her eyes strayed back to the suitcase. 
 
    “Where will you stay?”  She asked in that same deadened voice. 
 
    “The mayor says I can stay with him until I find a place.” 
 
    She had no response. All the words she’d planned to say lay withered and dry in her throat.  Jace grabbed his suitcase and hockey equipment and walked past her. 
 
    “I’m sorry about all this.  I really am,” he said as he paused at the door.   
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    She remained silent. 
 
    He let himself out the door.  She heard his truck fire up, heard the crunching of his tires against the snow.  Then he was gone. 
 
    Alone in the sudden oppressively silent cabin, she opened her hand and watched as his necklace slipped through her fingers onto the floor.  She took off the necklace he’d given her and smiled mirthlessly as she noticed a missing crystal at the base of the crescent moon.   
 
    How appropriate. 
 
    She too let this fall to the floor.   
 
    The door she’d tentatively opened slammed shut, its locks forged by bitterness and anger. 
 
    She’d been stupid to try.  Here was a perfect example of why she so mistrusted love.  It was too easy to say those three little words.  To feel in the moment.  At the same time, it was so easily discarded.  As if it hadn’t ever really existed. Just a trick to be conjured up when necessary, then put back into the magician’s box when done. 
 
    She believed Jace had loved her.  Or had convinced himself he had.  Yet, for all his declarations, he’d so easily tossed it aside.  Over one moment when she’d believed him guilty. 
 
    For Chrissakes, Jace, with all the evidence, your own mother would have thought you guilty. 
 
    He’d done more than trampled underfoot what they’d had.  He’d taken that small window inside Cammie’s heart and barricaded it once more.  No more light would shine through it.  Oh no.  She was never, ever going to go through this again.  The aftermath just wasn’t worth it. 
 
    As if in a trance, Cammie crossed to the tiny kitchen and opened the cabinet above the refrigerator.   
 
    When she’d inherited the cabin from her father, she’d searched every cubbyhole and dust ridden corner, finding a surprising number of bottles of scotch and whisky stashed away, as if he’d been hoarding for an apocalypse that he didn’t live to see.  She’d thrown them all out.  Except the bottle of single malt scotch she now took down.  Why she kept it, she didn’t know.  Maybe it was for the same reasons she kept his threadbare recliner.  Or his fishing poles above the window. Or his dog eared copy of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. 
 
    God knows, there weren’t any good memories associated with his things.  All she could recall were his impenetrable walls of drunken silence, his complete withdrawal from the world.  From her mother.  From her.  All those nights she’d spent crying because she didn’t understand.  
 
    She understood now. 
 
    Dispensing with a glass, she opened the bottle and took a long hard swig.  And coughed as the scotch scorched a path down her throat. 
 
    Walking over to the picture window, she stared out over the frozen pond, feeling its cold and frozen surface seep into her soul. 
 
    “Here’s to you, Dad,” she whispered before taking another swallow of the smooth, numbing liquid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    T H E    E N D 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for taking this trip to Twin Ponds.  Good reviews are so important to us independent writers, so please stop by Amazon and let me know what you think. 
 
    You can find me on Facebook at  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/BTLordWriter/ 
 
    And my website: www.btlordwriter.com 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already done so, sign up for my newsletter through my website and download my free novella “Murder To Die For”.  I had so much fun writing it and I hope you enjoy it.  It features Cammie and the gang in a standalone story. I promise not to bombard you with emails – just notices on upcoming releases and giveaways to thank you for supporting me and my series. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, here’s a preview of the second book in the Twin Ponds Murder Mystery Series – Murder by Misadventure. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Murder by Misadventure  
 
    *** 
 
    Book 2 in the Twin Ponds 
 
    Murder Mystery Series 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    February 
 
     
 
    First this ingredient.  Then another.  Hmmm. Not too much of this and a pinch of that. Everything had to be right.  It was vital that everything be just right. 
 
    Next came the book. Things had to be done in their proper order. It was carefully opened and a puff of air that spoke of death and decay filled the kitchen. The book was old. Its pages bore witness to the generations it had been in existence, the handwriting faded in places and almost illegible.  But the power it contained was still potent. 
 
    Still deadly.   
 
    A finger ran down the various words – some easy to pronounce, others difficult. But it didn’t matter.  
 
    Laughter filled the room as a harmless rhyme was recited.  
 
      
 
    Double double toil and trouble. 
 
    Fire burn and caldron bubble. 
 
    I will say what needs to be. 
 
    What is your life worth to me? 
 
      
 
    In a tiny, one room cabin, tucked in the woods on the shore of Mkazawi Pond, Paul Langevin abruptly awoke from a sound sleep.  It had been another busy day and he’d gone to bed early, falling asleep almost immediately. 
 
    He now stared at the ceiling, orienting himself, a brief question in his mind. 
 
    What had awakened him? 
 
    The air was chilly. Glancing over at the small Franklin stove across from his bed, he saw a collection of dying embers glowing through the glass front. He was reluctant to get up from beneath his warm blankets, his body heat creating a cozy spot. But something tugged at him – urging him to arise – pushing him towards his back door. 
 
    Paul was a bearish man, standing tall and straight despite his 70 years. However, as much as he tried not to admit it, age was starting to catch up to him. In the past, he could have easily sprung from his bed. But now, aches and pains in his joints and back accompanied him as he threw back the heavy covers that were a collection of patched over quilts accumulated over the years.  Slowly and painfully, he hoisted himself to his feet and shivered as he stretched out the kinks in his muscles before padding over to the coat rack he kept near the front door. He threw on his boots and long wooly coat, then turned, took a few steps across the small cabin and opened the back door. 
 
    A blast of frigid night air hit him hard as it careened across the pond and seemed to aim itself right at him. 
 
    I’m getting too old for this, he thought, at the same time knowing he wouldn’t ignore the inner voice that drove him to venture out of his warm bed and into the icy night. 
 
    He stepped out onto a small wooden deck and took a long, deep breath. Opening his senses, he felt rather than observed the wild life around his cabin. In the tree behind his home, he felt the heartbeat of an owl. Near the pile of logs he kept in a tiny shed next to the cabin, he felt the pulse of a fox. He looked up at the sky, never tiring, despite his age, to be awed by the brilliant canopy of stars and constellations that blinked back at him. 
 
    He let out his breath, its vapor dancing before him. He looked out over the frozen pond, the light from the perfectly round, full moon painting shadows of the tall pines onto the thick layers of ice. 
 
    He waited. Patiently. With no thoughts of past or future.  Soaking up the energies of the moment. 
 
    After a while, he shrugged. Maybe he was getting too old. Maybe it was a simple dream that had awakened him. Nothing more. 
 
    With his snug, cozy bed calling out to him, he started to turn back towards the door.  A strong gust of wind suddenly blew across the pond. This time, it deliberately threw itself against his face and chest. He involuntarily took a step back, momentarily stunned at the ferocity of the air. He’d felt the wind many times over the years, but this was different. There was fear in this wind. With the fear came a warning. He scanned the horizon, reaching out slowly and tentatively with his senses. Burrowing into dark cubby holes, beneath the snows, beneath the leaves covered by thick blankets of white, around the trees and up into their black finger-like limbs. 
 
    Abruptly, a knowing exploded into his conscious mind. He sucked in his breath. 
 
    This is not good. 
 
    Horror shot through him – a dread he had not felt in years. It gurgled up from the pit of his stomach and washed over him, sending violent tremors throughout his body that had nothing to do with the chilly temperatures. 
 
    With a cry, he stepped back into the cabin and slammed the door behind him. He leaned against the wood, trying to catch his ragged breath.  He closed his eyes, not wanting to acknowledge what was out there. He attempted to veer his mind away, fill it with a list of things he had to do in the morning. He chanted a song under his breath.  But through it all, the knowing would not go away.  It seized him and held on, unwilling to relinquish its hold on his mind and his soul. 
 
    This is definitely not good. 
 
      
 
     
 
    Emmy Madachuck was beginning to lose feeling in her toes. She wiggled her feet in her boots, but it was no use. She was going to have to make a move, or risk freezing to death in the front seat of her Jeep. What a ridiculous sight that would be.  Frozen within a few feet of a warm house. 
 
    She glanced out the window towards the bright lights that beckoned.  A light snow was beginning to fall, but then, at this time of year in this remote town in Maine’s northwestern corner, it was always snowing.  And consistently cold, with below zero temperatures. It wasn’t unusual to freeze to death if someone wasn’t careful. 
 
    Emmy, however, was one of those people who were overly careful in everything she did.  Freezing to death a few yards from warmth was not of those situations she would ever fall victim to. 
 
    However, it didn’t preclude Twin Ponds’ police receptionist/ 
 
    dispatcher from considering the real possibility of turning around and driving home. She could pretend she was sick. Or pretend she’d taken a nap and overslept. She could pretend a host of things to keep her from getting out of her vehicle. But they’d know. Whether it was by her guilty look – she just wasn’t any good at lying no matter how hard she tried – or by an innocuous gesture, they’d know. 
 
    They always knew. 
 
    She couldn’t face that. 
 
    What was once fun and entertaining and informative now filled her with doubt. If only she hadn’t done what she’d done, she could continue coming here. She could continue belonging.  But ever since the other day, the doubt monster had started to rear its ugly head. The weird part was that she was getting what she wanted.  Only now, she didn’t want it anymore.  Not this way. 
 
    You’re being a complete idiot.  Even if it’s not really real, you can still enjoy it. And why not? I’m not hurting anyone, am I? 
 
    Was she though?  She didn’t know anymore.  If she was another sort of person, she wouldn’t care. But she did. A lot. Which made the guilt that much more corrosive.   
 
    She hated when she got this way.  If nothing else, she should be awed that after what she’d done, the changes had been almost miraculous. She couldn’t believe it at first. Even after pinching herself a dozen times, it had happened.  So just be cool with it, and forget the guilt and doubt. It was all going to go away soon anyway.  No one would ever know.  
 
    She unconsciously squeezed the small baggie she held in her coat pocket and grimaced.   
 
    Had it been worth it?   
 
    Yes!   
 
    And no. 
 
    Oh dear, here she went again. Vacillating.  God, how she hated when she got this way. 
 
    Glancing at her round face in the rearview mirror, she thought she saw see a tinge of blue on the tip of her nose. Her dark brown eyes widened as she peered at her reflection. Oh no!  She was getting frostbite. Great.  That’s all she needed. 
 
    Well, as the sheriff always said, it was time to shoot, shit or dismount. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, she opened the Jeep door and stepped out into the frigid night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the other side of town, Sheriff Cammie Farnsworth pushed the puck back and forth between the hockey stick, skating easily over the frozen ice of Waban Pond.  She eyed the empty goal net and set up her shot. She aimed, raised her hockey stick and – 
 
    Missed. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “Damn it!” she shouted, hearing it reverberate back to her over the huge pond. 
 
    She sighed with frustration as she watched the puck careen across the ice towards shore, mocking her as she once more missed the net.  For the fifth time. 
 
    What was it going to take to score a goal? If she stood any closer, she’d be inside the lousy net. 
 
    She unconsciously moved her left arm in a small circle, still feeling a bit of stiffness in the muscle.  
 
    Three months had passed since she’d been shot in the shoulder during the apprehension of a murderer. Thankfully, her habit of wearing multiple heavy sweaters under her parka in an effort to keep warm kept the bullet from doing extensive damage.   
 
    The last murder in tiny Clarke County, Maine had been fifty years before. As the county’s first female sheriff, the pressure had been on to solve the homicide. Especially since the victim was a man who’d meant so much to the townspeople.  She’d solved it, earning herself a gunshot wound and the respect of the county. She was still recuperating from the physical injury. 
 
    She wasn’t sure she’d recovered from the emotional injuries yet. 
 
    Still in a funk over how everything had played out, Cammie threw herself into the often excruciatingly painful physical therapy route to keep her mind and body occupied, and away from thoughts she didn’t wish to have. Her hard work and determination gave her back mobility in her arm, though it still wasn’t quite where she wanted it to be. Playing hockey to boost her depressingly almost non-existent stamina was Doc Westerfield’s idea.   
 
    Samuel Westerfield, known officially as ‘Doc’, was a true blue blooded Boston Brahmin, right down to his John F. Kennedy-esque accent. Standing at 5 ft 6 in, with thinning ginger hair, large round glasses and owl-like eyes, he and Cammie had met in Boston’s tony Beacon Hill section when she’d been a private investigator, and he a victim of a mugging. At the time of the assault, he’d been wearing a stunning Stella McCartney black lace evening dress with matching heels.  Unwilling to risk a tear in the gown, he hadn’t put up much of a resistance, which allowed Cammie, who’d been tailing a cheating husband, to step in and rescue him. From this inauspicious beginning, a close friendship was formed. 
 
    When Cammie received word of her father’s death, and the need to settle his estate, she’d reluctantly made the decision to return to the place of her birth. She’d left Twin Ponds, the largest town in Clarke County, fifteen years before under less than ideal circumstances. The thought of coming back to all those painful memories made her queasy. To her relief, Doc decided to accompany her, hoping time away from Boston would ease his family’s constant condemnation of his alternative lifestyle. 
 
    To her surprise, she found an unexpected peace in her father’s old two room cabin on Mkazawi Pond, and a sense of closeness to a man she’d never been able to connect with in life.  The unanticipated open arm welcome the townspeople had to her return also helped heal any outstanding wounds she still carried.   
 
    Doc too found peace in Twin Ponds. The townspeople didn’t care he was gay, nor did they care that his favorite way to relax in the evenings was to don women’s clothing and his comfy bunny slippers. Many of the female residents found it appealing when, in the short time it took him to become county coroner and town doctor, they discovered he dispensed excellent medical care with insightful fashion tips.  
 
    Urged on by Doc, Cammie decided to keep her father’s cabin. She’d barely moved in before Twin Ponds’ mayor tracked her down and asked that she run for county sheriff.  The old sheriff, who at best guess was at least a hundred and twenty years old, (or so Cammie believed), was finally retiring.  Mayor Barnes knew Cammie’s past law enforcement experience in Seattle would be a coup for the small town. It was certainly more experience than any of their previous sheriffs ever had.  And after dealing with the worst a big city could offer, Cammie was tempted to take a job where the most unpleasant offences had to do with drunk and disorderly conduct or getting lost in the dense forests that surrounded Twin Ponds.  
 
    Now here she was, trying her best to recover from both the physical and emotional wounds of the shooting.  As usual, Doc was there for her.  After repairing the damage to her shoulder, he’d offered to put her up until she was able to function on her own.  For Cammie, accepting his offer was a complete no brainer. Not only did he live in a custom made, luxuriously comfortable log cabin on the shores of Waban Pond, but he was an excellent cook.  Cammie was not. Compared with her diet of corn flakes, saltines and cheese whiz, and the slightly lumpy mattress in her cabin, she would have been certifiable to turn him down.  The additional appeal of the bed from paradise and the shower from heaven cinched the deal. 
 
    Throughout the weeks of her recovery, she was kept apprised of what was going on around town through the daily phone calls and visits of her deputy, Rick Belleveau.  Half Native American and half French Canadian, Rick was doing an excellent job of running the police department in her absence.  Already depressed over the aftermath of the shooting, and the struggle to gain back her strength, the fact that her presence at HQ seemed superfluous wasn’t helping her any in the emotional department.   
 
    During one of his visits, while regaling her with the gossip that was the lifeblood of Twin Ponds, he inadvertently let some information slip that only added to her depression. Too proud to show how much it affected her, she managed to fool him into thinking she was fine. However, as soon as she closed the door behind him, she fell into a dark, morose mood. Attuned to her mental state, Doc thought whacking a puck around would help ease her growing malaise and save his priceless artwork if she ever decided to go postal. 
 
    Once upon a time, in a lifetime that seemed as remote as the moon, Cammie had been a phenom on the ice. In an area where most kids were born holding a hockey stick, she’d played right wing with the local team, the Night Hawks. She was so fast, no one could touch her. But that was fifteen years ago.   
 
    She’d been great, no doubt about that.  If she didn’t pick up a hockey stick, she could still pretend she was great.  She could still hold on to the glory of her past. With everything she’d been through lately, why add a further dose of reality into the mix?  
 
    But Doc had inherited a healthy portion of the New England Yankee stubbornness that ran through his lineage. Once he set his mind on something, he didn’t give up.   
 
    Ever.   
 
    Astutely understanding the roots of her growing misery and listlessness, he tried everything from promising to cook Cammie her favorite meals, to buying top of the line hockey equipment for her.  When these enticements failed to rouse her, he had no choice but to play dirty. 
 
    He threatened to throw her out of his home.   
 
    As expected, the thought of returning to her small rustic cabin on the other side of town and face what she was not yet ready to face finally got her out onto the ice.   
 
    Now here she was, two weeks into trying to get her rhythm back, and she still hadn’t scored a goal. Not one crummy, stinking goal. Not even close.  At this point, she stood the same chance of scoring a goal as winning the Miss America Pageant.  If there was any consolation to the nightly frustration fest, it was that she at least remembered how to skate.   
 
    She took a deep lungful of cold night air and slowly let it out through her nose, watching it vaporize and swirl away in wispy furls in the glare of the halogen lights Doc had set up on shore that lit up enough of the pond to actually hold a game.  If she was so inclined.  Which she was not.    
 
    She looked back to the empty goalie net and sighed.  Maybe she was expecting too much from herself.  Fifteen years was a long time to be away from any sport. It was logical that everything would feel awkward; the style and finesse of old completely gone. Yet just as she’d once braved frigid temperatures to practice night after night, she wasn’t going to allow her rustiness to defeat her.  Nor could she deny that if she didn’t get her ass moving in any kind of physical activity, it was soon going to be bigger than the sectional couch in Doc’s living room.  Her once athletically lean 5 ft 8 inch body was growing out in directions that were horrifying.  Doc’s gourmet cooking was hard to turn down, but it was leaving her looking like the huge, gelatinous creature in the old 1950’s Steve McQueen movie, The Blob.     
 
    She glanced at her shadow reflected on the ice, and noted how even her silhouette looked like a huge pimple on the surface of the ice. 
 
    “Ugh,” she groused aloud as she began to skate in a tight circle.   
 
    You can do this. Just give yourself time. You suffered a gunshot wound, for pity’s sake. You really think it’s all going to come back to you so soon? Honestly, Cammie -- 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    Jerked out of her reverie by the sharp sound, she watched the puck bounce away from her stick. She scanned the darkness where the halogen light didn’t reach. At first, all she saw were shadows. Then a figure detached itself from the gloom and skated towards her.  Her heart skidded to a stop when she recognized who it was.   
 
    “Hey,” he greeted. 
 
    It was Jace Northcott. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It had been almost three months since she’d last seen him. Twelve weeks to bury the pain of their break-up. Too many nights swearing she wouldn’t cry, even as she did cry.  The murder investigation that had led to her being shot did more than tear a hole in her shoulder. It tore a huge hole in hers and Jace’s relationship. Her shoulder was healing. Their relationship was not. 
 
    Seeing him approach, an image immediately rose up in her mind’s eye -- her standing in the middle of her cabin, watching him walk past her with his stuff.  Hearing his truck pull away.  Feeling so utterly alone, that she’d dug out her late father’s bottle of single malt scotch and contemplated following dear old dad down a well-worn path to complete oblivion. Jace was the first man in a very long time she’d begun to open her heart to. She’d long ago given up trusting in relationships, but she’d slowly begun to realize Jace was different. There were no head games; Jace was honest and loving, and it took her a while to realize that what he said, he meant.   
 
    Unfortunately, at the moment she was finally ready to completely let down her guard and engage 110% in the relationship, he’d stomped on her heart and thrown what they had away. The pain of that betrayal had been so great, she’d taken two large gulps of Dad’s scotch.   
 
    Then gagged.  And immediately put the bottle away.  
 
    The scotch soured her stomach, just as the memories of her father sitting in his sullen, drunken silences soured her mind.  No one was worth repeating a pattern that had once caused her so much heartache.   
 
    The bitterness of their break-up sent her reeling back into that place of darkness in her soul.  However, unlike the past, this time she refused to let it get the better of her. She wasn’t the first human being to be emotionally ravaged by a relationship, nor would she be the last. Shit happens and her relationship with Jace was one of those things that unfortunately happened.   
 
    She was a big girl. This was just one more experience in a lifetime of experiences. Once her shoulder healed, she’d get back into her routine, which included getting back to work. Even if things weren’t exactly back to normal, she’d carry on. She’d done it before. She’d do it again.   
 
    Now here he was, his tall, lean body skating across the ice towards her.  Easy, slow, with no hesitation, while she --?  She wasn’t sure how she felt. All she knew was that her palms were sweating inside the heavy gloves she wore, and she was holding onto her hockey stick so tightly, it was a miracle it hadn’t snapped.    
 
    He wore his forest green parka with a furry bomber hat over his dark hair. In the pool of light from the halogen lamps, she noticed he was sporting two days growth of bristles on his face.   
 
    Damn, he looks good, she thought to herself before realizing it didn’t matter how he looked.  They were over. Done with. Kaput. End of story.  
 
    “You taking up hockey again?” he asked as he crossed his arms over his upright hockey stick and quietly regarded her with his midnight blue eyes. 
 
    She had to answer him. She couldn’t stand there without saying something. Nor could she, in good conscience, beat him over the head with her hockey stick without at least saying hello first. 
 
     “It’s good therapy for the arm,” she shrugged.  
 
    “How is it?” 
 
    She shrugged a second time. “Still a bit stiff, but getting there.”  She looked past him into the dark, curiosity getting the better of her.  “Did you skate all the way over from the clubhouse?” 
 
    Jace was captain of the current roster of Night Hawks team members. They had their shack, euphemistically called the clubhouse, on the other side of Waban Pond.  Practice was every other night, though at this late hour, they should have been done hours ago.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how did you get here?” 
 
    “I parked in Doc’s driveway.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “I know. You were so pissed at missing the net, you probably wouldn’t have heard Sasquatch crashing through the forest.” 
 
    She inwardly fumed. She’d hoped to keep her lousy playing under wraps. The last thing she wanted was anyone, especially Jace, witness her failure in a sport she’d once been so good at. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked brusquely. 
 
    Instead of taking offense at her curt tone, he smiled at her.  “I came to help you improve your game.” 
 
    She sucked in her breath.  “Have you been watching me?” 
 
    “Haven’t had much of a choice. You know how I like to practice a bit longer after the guys have packed up and gone. For the past two weeks, I’ve noticed a lonely figure all the way on the other side of the pond. Now, I wouldn’t have given it much thought. Actually tried to ignore it.  Unfortunately, I kept hearing a string of curse words echoing across the ice that could only come from you. That, combined with the thwack of your hockey stick, followed by another long string of cursing finally made me curious.  So I came over to check it out.”  He leaned forward on his stick, resting his chin on his gloves.  His eyes glimmered with a mischievous twinkle.  “What do you say to a game of pick-up?”  
 
    “Won’t Mary Wallis miss you?  It’s late.” 
 
    As the poisonous words slipped from her lips, her fingers once again tightly gripped her hockey stick. She knew Rick felt terrible for letting it slip that Jace had taken up with Mary barely a month after their break-up. The town was aflame with the news that the two were thinking of moving in together.   
 
    Still, the pain she’d been feeling now found its release.  She gave him a defiant stare.  As if daring him to deny he’d been sleeping with Mary.  He looked at her for a long moment.  To her surprise, he chuckled. 
 
    “She’ll get over it.”  He reached across with his stick and expertly flipped up the puck from the icy surface, catching it in his gloved hand.  Gliding across the ice, he skated to the right side of the net and dropped the puck.  “I promise to go easy on you.” 
 
    Cammie bristled. The bastard was goading her. If she were smart, she’d turn around and leave him to freeze his ass out on the ice. She was about to excoriate him for being so presumptuous when she caught sight once again of her massive bulk reflected on the ice. Jeez, she really did look like Moby Dick. 
 
    Bouncing between saving her pride or her vanity, vanity won out.  She pivoted on her skate and called out over her shoulder, “You’re on.” 
 
    They played for 30 minutes.  At the fast pace, she was already pushing the limits of her diminished stamina. Yet, playing against a talented opponent, she found her old rhythm resurfacing.  Just before she was ready to collapse in an exhausted heap, she finally managed to hit the puck into the net.    
 
    “Yes!” she shrieked, pumping the air with her good arm.  Jubilant that she’d finally scored, and drained by her efforts, she skated over to the large, flat topped rock near the shore and gratefully plopped down.  Despite her fatigue, she felt exhilarated and more alive than she’d felt in a long time.  
 
    Jace skated up and sat down next to her.  “Not bad,” he said.  “A few more nights like this and you’ll be able to rejoin the team.” 
 
    He reached behind her and she involuntarily stiffened, expecting him to put his arm around her.  To her chagrin, she saw him pull out his backpack from behind the rock.  She turned her face so he wouldn’t see the embarrassment burning her cheeks.   
 
     “With the way I’m playing, 80 year old Elmer Fontenau could outskate and outshoot me,” she mumbled as she bent down to untie her skates.  
 
    “You’re just rusty, that’s all.  It’s been –what – fifteen years since you picked up a hockey stick?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Something like that.” 
 
    Slipping out of her skates and pulling on her boots, she felt Jace’s close proximity, the heat of his thigh pressed against hers, his parka sleeve rubbing along her own sleeve.  Out on the ice, she’d been so focused on not looking like an idiot, she’d found respite from her tangled emotions regarding her ex-boyfriend.  Despite her resolve to throw Jace into the ‘relationships that blew up’ bin and move on with her life, all those emotions now came tumbling back.  Memories of almost dying three months ago.  His name on her frozen lips as she bled out onto the snow.  Finally shedding years of mistrust to open up to him, only to have him walk past her and out their cabin door. Swearing she’d never, ever leave herself that vulnerable again. 
 
    “If you want, I’ll meet you out here same time tomorrow.”    
 
    Enraged that he could sound so casual after what had happened between them, she whirled around and glared at him. “What is this all about?” 
 
    He blinked at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Jace. You know exactly what I’m talking about. Why are you here?” 
 
    She watched as he looked out over the frozen pond for a long moment before heaving a heavy sigh, his steamed breath dissipating above their heads.   
 
    “I – um – I wanted to see you. Make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “You’ve had three months to make sure I was okay.” 
 
    “I know, I know.  I just wasn’t sure you wanted to see me.” 
 
    “What do you expect? It wasn’t me who walked out of our cabin.  It wasn’t me who took up with someone else right before Christmas. If you’ve been waiting all this time for me to apologize for what happened, you can get back in your truck and get the hell out of here right now.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to apologize.  I know you were doing your job.” 
 
    When Eli Kelley, the legendary hockey player and Twin Ponds number one son, was found murdered, Jace had unwittingly become caught in the maelstrom of the investigation. Despite Cammie’s efforts to catch the real killer, the mistrust and suspicions had ruptured their relationship.  She eyed him now with a wariness that had once been such an integral part of her, and which she thought she’d shed when she took up with the man seated next to her. 
 
    “Right.  It was ‘doing my job’ that caused you to walk out on us. What’s happened to change your mind?  Did you suddenly have an epiphany?  Or is Mary so lousy in bed that it made you think you could waltz back here and make me forget what a shit you were?”  
 
    The words were ugly. And meant to maim.  The darkness that had hovered around her for the last three months burst forth in all its ferocity.   
 
    The night air grew chillier as it picked up the frigidness in her soul.  Jace opened and closed his mouth several times, but no words came out. Cammie looked away. She was suddenly very tired.  And in no mood to continue hacking away at him with cutting remarks and angry words.  She wanted nothing more than to distance herself from all of this, from him.  
 
    She slowly got to her feet, grabbed her hockey stick, and swinging her skates over her good shoulder, started up the incline towards Doc’s house. 
 
    “I thought I could forget you!” Jace shouted, his words echoing over the frozen pond and surrounding forest.  “I thought I could move on from that whole mess with you and me and Eli and start over.  I thought Mary could help me with that. But I can’t. And she can’t.” 
 
    Cammie heard his boots crunch in the snow as he raced up the hill and planted himself squarely in her path. “You’re right. I was a shit. I was worse than a shit. I was so wrapped up in feeling sorry for myself that I didn’t realize what I was doing to you.  I’m sorry for all that and maybe you can’t forgive me.  Maybe we won’t ever be the way we were before--” he hesitated, then continued “—before what happened.  But I want – you see – what I need to say is -- aw fuck!” 
 
    He grabbed her free hand.  “Look, I’m completely messing this up. But the bottom line is that I miss you, Cammie. I miss you so much, it hurts. I can’t stop thinking about you. I love you and I want you back in my life. You’re everything to me.” 
 
    Cammie felt the warmth of his touch seeping through her glove, the weight of his hands enveloping hers.  She forced herself to meet his gaze as she slipped free of his grasp.               
 
    “You’re right, Jace.  We won’t ever be the way we were before.” 
 
    She sidestepped him and continued up the hill.  A moment later, he jumped in front of her again. 
 
    “I’m sorry for not coming sooner to see you. I wanted to. I really did.  Every time I saw Doc, I asked about you.  If you don’t believe me, ask him.  He’ll tell you.  If you’d needed anything, you know I would have been there for you.  I’ve been looking after the cabin.  Plowing it out and making sure everything is okay. What happened – it was tough on both of us. You worked so hard to find Eli’s killer. I was just too stupid and stubborn to see it at the time.”  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Even if you can’t forgive me, don’t hate me.” 
 
    She saw the pleading in his eyes, heard the veracity in his words.  Her rancor and fury oozed out of her, replaced with a weary resignation. “I don’t hate you,” she responded, a part of her acknowledging the undeniable fact that she didn’t hate him.  She thought she had.  She’d tried to convince herself that she did.   
 
    But she couldn’t. 
 
    Angry, yes.  Hurt, yes.  Disappointed, yes. 
 
    But hatred?  No. 
 
    I must be getting soft in my old age. 
 
    Jace saw the flicker of light in her eyes, and pounced on it.  “Give me another chance. Give us another chance. We can take it easy. No pressure. I can come back tomorrow and we’ll play a game of pick-up. That’s it. Just a game.  If at the end, you just want to be friends, I’ll accept that.  I’d rather have you as a friend than not have you in my life at all.” 
 
    Cammie couldn’t deny it felt good knocking the puck around with him.  At least, it would help her get back in shape. It was either that, or wear sweatpants the rest of her life.  
 
    And she hated sweatpants. 
 
    As to the appeal for friendship…she’d make no promises.  Number one priority was shedding the weight.  She’d concentrate on that.  Mention of any kind of relationship, including friendship, would be put on the backburner.    
 
    Just as she was about to tell him her decision, her cellphone buzzed in her parka pocket.  Digging it out, she saw it was Rick. 
 
    “Hey, what’s--” She was swiftly interrupted. 
 
    “We’ve got a situation here,” Rick barked over the phone.  
 
    The alarm in his voice instantly alerted her.  “Situation?” she repeated. 
 
     “Yes.  As in one fucking huge, ji-normous situation.” 
 
    In the background Cammie heard sounds that made her blood run cold.  “Is that gun fire I’m hearing?” 
 
    “Damned straight it is.  I’m over on the Pine Street cul-de-sac.  One of the residents here - Marcy Audet - has gone completely berserko.  She’s shooting up the neighborhood. My cousin lives down the street and called me when the shooting started.  If you don’t get down here ASAP, there won’t be anything left of Pine Street.” 
 
    “On my way.”  Cammie swiftly shoved her cell into her pocket, and started up the hill when she felt a hand on her sleeve. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Jace said. 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you can’t.  But there may be people who need help.  I’m trained in CPR and I’m good at dressing wounds. I can assist Doc if need be.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment before giving a sharp nod of her head.  “Go tell Doc we need him while I get my weapon.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    As Cammie took off up the hill towards Doc’s house, she failed to see the small, satisfied smile on Jace’s face. I guess maybe she does need me a little bit after all. 
 
    And Jace failed to see the small satisfied smile on her face. 
 
    I guess they do need me around here after all. 
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